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TONO- BUNGAY

by H G Wlls

BOOK THE FI RST

THE DAYS BEFORE TONO- BUNGAY WAS | NVENTED

CHAPTER THE FI RST

OF BLADESOVER HOUSE, AND MY MOTHER; AND THE CONSTI TUTI ON OF SCOCI ETY

Most people in this world seemto live "in character"; they have
a beginning, a mddle and an end, and the three are congruous one
with another and true to the rules of their type. You can speak
of themas being of this sort of people or that. They are, as
theatrical people say, no nore (and no | ess) than "character
actors." They have a class, they have a place, they know what is
becom ng in themand what is due to them and their proper size
of tonmbstone tells at |ast how properly they have played the
part. But there is also another kind of life that is not so nuch
living as a m scellaneous tasting of life. One gets hit by sone
unusual transverse force, one is jerked out of one's stratum and
lives crosswise for the rest of the tinme, and, as it were, in a
successi on of sanples. That has been ny lot, and that is what
has set me at last witing something in the nature of a novel.
have got an unusual series of inpressions that | want very

urgently to tell. | have seen |life at very different |levels, and



at all these levels | have seen it with a sort of intimacy and in
good faith. | have been a native in many social countries.

have been t he unwel come guest of a working baker, my cousin, who
has since died in the Chathaminfirmary; | have eaten ill ega
snacks--the unjustifiable gifts of footnmen--in pantries, and been
despised for ny want of style (and subsequently nmarried and

di vorced) by the daughter of a gasworks clerk; and--to go to ny

other extrene--1 was once--oh, glittering days!--an itemin the
house-party of a countess. She was, | admit, a countess with a
financial aspect, but still, you know, a countess. |'ve seen

these people at various angles. At the dinner-table |I've net not
simply the titled but the great. On one occasion--it is ny

bri ghtest nenory--1 upset ny chanpagne over the trousers of the
greatest statesman in the enpire--Heaven forbid | should be so
invidious as to name him--in the warnth of our nutual

adm ration.

And once (though it is the nost incidental thing in nmy life) |

mur dered a man. ..

Yes, |'ve seen a curious variety of people and ways of living
altogether. Qdd people they all are great and snall, very nuch
ali ke at bottomand curiously different on their surfaces.

wish | had ranged just a little further both up and down, seeing
I have ranged so far. Royalty nust be worth know ng and very
great fun. But mnmy contacts with princes have been limited to
quite public occasions, nor at the other end of the scal e have
had what | should call an inside acquaintance with that dusty but
attractive class of people who go about on the high-roads drunk
but enfamlle (so redeeming the mnor |apse), in the sumrerti ne,
with a peranbul ator, |avender to sell, sun-brown children, a
smel |, and anbi guous bundl es that fire the inmagination. Navvies,

farm | abourers, sailornen and stokers, all such as sit in 1834



beer - houses, are beyond nme al so, and | suppose must renmain so now
for ever. M intercourse with the ducal rank too has been
negligible; I once went shooting with a duke, and in an outburst
of what was no doubt snobbi shness, did ny best to get himin the

l egs. But that failed.

I"msorry I haven't done the whole |ot though...

You will ask by what nerit | achieved this remarkable social
range, this extensive cross-section of the British social
organism It was the Accident of Birth. It always is in

Engl and.

Indeed, if | may nmake the remark so cosmic, everything is. But
that is by the way. | was ny uncle's nephew, and ny uncle was no
| ess a person than Edward Ponderevo, whose conet-like transit of
the financial heavens happened--it is now ten years ago! Do you
renenber the days of Ponderevo, the great days, | nean, of

Ponderevo? Perhaps you had a trifle in some worl d-shaki ng

enterprise! Then you know himonly too well. Astraddle on
Tono- Bungay, he flashed athwart the enpty heavens--like a
comet--rather, like a stupendous rocket!--and overawed investors

spoke of his star. At his zenith he burst into a cloud of the
nost magni ficent pronotions. What a tine that was! The Napol eon

of donestic conveni ences!

I was his nephew, his peculiar and intimte nephew. | was hangi ng
on to his coat-tails all the way through. | made pills with him
in the chenist's shop at Wnbl ehurst before he began. | was,
you m ght say, the stick of his rocket; and after our trenmendous
soar, after he had played with mllions, a golden rain in the
sky, after ny bird' s-eye view of the nodern world, |I fell again,

alittle scarred and blistered perhaps, two and twenty years



ol der, with ny youth gone, ny nanhood eaten in upon, but greatly
edified, into this Thanes-side yard, into these white heats and
hanmerings, amdst the fine realites of steel--to think it al
over in ny leisure and jot down the notes and inconsecutive
observations that nake this book. It was nore, you know, than a
figurative soar. The zenith of that career was surely our flight

across the channel in the Lord Roberts B...

I warn you this book is going to be sonething of an

aggl oneration. | want to trace ny social trajectory (and ny
uncle's) as the main line of nmy story, but as this is ny first
novel and alnost certainly ny last, | want to get in, too, al
sorts of things that struck me, things that anmused ne and

i npressions | got--even although they don't nminister directly to
my narrative at all. | want to set out nmy own queer |ove
experiences too, such as they are, for they troubl ed and

di stressed and swayed ne hugely, and they still seemto ne to
contain all sorts of irrational and debatable elements that |
shall be the clearer-headed for getting on paper. And possibly |
may even flow into descriptions of people who are really no nore
than people seen in transit, just because it anuses ne to recal
what they said and did to us, and nore particularly how they
behaved in the brief but splendid glare of Tono-Bungay and its
still nore glaring offspring. It lit sone of themup, | can
assure you! Indeed, | want to get in all sorts of things. M

i deas of a novel all through are conprehensive rather than

austere. ...
Tono-Bungay still figures on the hoardings, it stands in rows in
every chenmist's storeroom it still assuages the coughs of age

and brightens the elderly eye and | oosens the elderly tongue; but
its social glory, its financial illum nation, have faded fromthe

world for ever. And |, sole scorched survivor fromthe bl aze,



sit witing of it here in an air that is never still for the
clang and thunder of machines, on a table littered with working
drawi ngs, and amd fragments of nodels and notes about velocities
and air and water pressures and trajectories--of an altogether

different sort fromthat of Tono-Bungay.

| wite that nmuch and |l ook at it, and wonder whether, after all
this is any fair statement of what | amattenpting in this book.
I'"ve given, | see, an inpression that | want to nmake sinply a

hot ch- pot ch of anecdotes and experiences with my uncle sw mi ng
inthe mddle as the largest lunmp of victual. 1'Il own that

here, with the pen already started, | realise what a fernenting
mass of things |earnt and enotions experienced and theories
fornmed |I've got to deal with, and how, in a sense, hopel ess ny
book nmust be fromthe very outset. | suppose what |I'mreally
trying to render is nothing nore nor less than Life--as one nan
has found it. | want to tell--MYSELF, and ny inpressions of the
thing as a whole, to say things | have cone to feel intensely of
the laws, traditions, usages, and ideas we call society, and how
we poor individuals get driven and |ured and stranded anong these
wi ndy, perplexing shoals and channels. 1've got, | suppose, to a
time of life when things begin to take on shapes that have an air
of reality, and becone no |onger material for dream ng, but
interesting in thenselves. |'ve reached the criticising,

novel -witing age, and here | amwiting mne--ny one
novel - -wi t hout having any of the discipline to refrain and onmit

that | suppose the regular novel -witer acquires.

I've read an average share of novels and made sone starts before
this beginning, and |'ve found the restraints and rules of the

art (as | made themout) inpossible for ne. | like to wite, |



am keenly interested in witing, but it is not ny technique.
I"man engineer with a patent or two and a set of ideas; nobst of
what ever artist there is in nme has been given to turbine nmachines
and boat building and the problemof flying, and do what | will |
fail to see how | can be other than a | ax, undisciplined
story-teller. | nust spraw and flounder, coment and theorise,
if | amto get the thing out | have in mnd. And it isn't a
constructed tale | have to tell, but unmanageable realities. W
| ove-story--and if only I can keep up the spirit of truth-telling
all through as strongly as | have now, you shall have it
all--falls into no sort of neat scheme of telling. It involves
three separate fem nine persons. |It's all mxed up with the

other things...

But |'ve said enough, | hope, to excuse nyself for the nethod or
want of nethod in what follows, and | think |I had better tel
wi t hout further delay of my boyhood and ny early inpressions in

t he shadow of Bl adesover House

There canme a tinme when | realised that Bl adesover House was not
all it seened, but when | was a little boy | took the place with
the entirest faith as a conplete authentic mcrocosm |
bel i eved that the Bl adesover systemwas a little

wor ki ng- nodel --and not so very little either--of the whole world.

Let me try and give you the effect of it.

Bl adesover lies up on the Kentish Downs, eight niles perhaps from
Ashborough; and its old pavilion, a little wooden parody of the
tenpl e of Vesta at Tibur, upon the hill crest behind the house,
commands in theory at |east a view of either sea, of the Channel

sout hward and the Thanmes to the northeast. The park is the



second largest in Kent, finely wooded with well-placed beeches,
many el ns and some sweet chestnuts, abounding in little valleys
and hol | ows of bracken, with springs and a stream and three fine
ponds and nultitudes of fallow deer. The house was built in the
ei ghteenth century, it is of pale red brick in the style of a
French chateau, and save for one pass anbng the crests which
opens to blue distances, to mnute, renote, oast-set farm houses
and copses and wheat fields and the occasional gl eam of water,
its hundred and seventeen wi ndows | ook on nothing but its own

wi de and handsone territories. A sem -circul ar screen of great
beeches masks the church and village, which cluster picturesquely
about the high road along the skirts of the great park

Northward, at the renmotest corner of that enclosure, is a second
dependent village, Ropedean, less fortunate in its greater

di stance and al so on account of a rector. This divine was indeed
rich, but he was vindictively econom cal because of sone
shrinkage of his tithes; and by reason of his use of the word
Euchari st for the Lord's Supper he had becone altogether
estranged fromthe great |adies of Bladesover. So that Ropedean

was in the shadows through all that youthful tine.

Now t he unavoi dabl e suggestion of that wi de park and that fair

| arge house, doninating church, village and the country side, was
that they represented the thing that nmattered suprenely in the
world, and that all other things had significance only in
relation to them They represented the Gentry, the Quality, by
and through and for whomthe rest of the world, the farm ng folk
and the |abouring folk, the trades-people of Ashborough, and the
upper servants and the |ower servants and the servants of the
estate, breathed and lived and were pernmitted. And the Quality
did it so quietly and thoroughly, the great house mngled so
solidly and effectually earth and sky, the contrast of its

spaci ous hall and saloon and galleries, its airy housekeeper's



room and warren of offices with the neagre dignities of the
vicar, and the pinched and stuffy roons of even the post-office
peopl e and the grocer, so enforced these suggestions, that it was
only when | was a boy of thirteen or fourteen and some queer
inherited strain of scepticismhad set nme doubting whether M.
Bartlett, the vicar, did really know with certainty all about
God, that as a further and deeper step in doubting |I began to
question the final rightness of the gentlefolks, their primry
necessity in the scheme of things. But once that scepticism had
awakened it took ne fast and far. By fourteen | had achieved
terrible blasphem es and sacrilege; | had resolved to nmarry a
vi scount's daughter, and | had blacked the left eye--1 think it
was the left--of her half-brother, in open and decl ared

rebel |'i on.

But of that in its place.

The great house, the church, the village, and the | abourers and
the servants in their stations and degrees, seened to ne, | say,
to be a closed and conplete social system About us were other
vill ages and great estates, and from house to house, interl acing,
correlated, the Gentry, the fine QO ynpians, canme and went. The
country towns seened nere collections of ships, marketing pl aces
for the tenantry, centres for such education as they needed, as
entirely dependent on the gentry as the village and scarcely |ess
directly so. | thought this was the order of the whole world.

t hought London was only a greater country town where the
gentle-fol k kept town-houses and did their greater shopping under
the magni ficent shadow of the greatest of all fine gentl ewonen,
the Queen. It seened to be in the divine order. That all this
fine appearance was al ready sapped, that there were forces at
work that might presently carry all this el aborate social system

in which ny nother instructed ne so carefully that | m ght



understand ny "place," to Linbo, had scarcely dawned upon nme even

by the tinme that Tono-Bungay was fairly |aunched upon the world.

There are many people in England to-day upon whomit has not yet
dawned. There are tinmes when | doubt whether any but a very

i nconsiderable mnority of English people realise how extensively
this ostensible order has even now passed away. The great houses
stand in the parks still, the cottages cluster respectfully on
their borders, touching their eaves with their creepers, the
Engl i sh countryside--you can range through Kent from Bl adesover
northward and see persists obstinately in | ooking what it was.

It is like an early day in a fine October. The hand of change
rests on it all, unfelt, unseen; resting for awhile, as it were
hal f reluctantly, before it grips and ends the thing for ever

One frost and the whole face of things will be bare, |inks snap
pati ence end, our fine foliage of pretences lie glowing in the

mre.

For that we have still to wait a little while. The new order may
have gone far towards shaping itself, but just as in that sort of
| antern show that used to be known in the village as the

"Di ssolving Views," the scene that is going renains upon the

m nd, traceable and evident, and the newer picture is yet
enigmatical long after the lines that are to replace those former
ones have grown bright and strong, so that the new Engl and of our
children's children is still ariddle to me. The ideas of
denmocracy, of equality, and above all of prom scuous fraternity
have certainly never really entered into the English nmind. But
what IS conming into it? Al this book, |I hope, will bear a
little on that. CQur people never fornulates; it keeps words for
jests and ironies. In the nmeanwhile the old shapes, the old

attitudes remain, subtly changed and changing still, sheltering

strange tenants. Bl adesover House is now let furnished to Sir



Reuben Lichtenstein, and has been since old Lady Drew died; it
was my odd experience to visit there, in the house of which ny
not her had been housekeeper, when ny uncle was at the clinax of
Tono-Bungay. It was curious to notice then the little
differences that had come to things with this substitution. To
borrow an image from my nineral ogi cal days, these Jews were not
so much a new British gentry as "pseudonor phous" after the

gentry. They are a very clever people, the Jews, but not clever

enough to suppress their cleverness. | wished | could have gone
downstairs to savour the tone of the pantry. 1t would have been
very different I know. Hawksnest, over beyond, | noted, had its

pseudonor ph too; a newspaper proprietor of the type that hustles
along with stolen ideas fromone |oud sink-or-swimenterprise to
anot her, had bought the place outright; Redgrave was in the hands

of brewers.

But the people in the villages, so far as | could detect, saw no
difference in their world. Two little girls bobbed and an old
| abourer touched his hat convulsively as | wal ked through the
village. He still thought he knew his place--and nine. | did
not know him but | would have liked dearly to have asked himif
he remenbered ny nother, if either nmy uncle or old Lichtenstein

had been man enough to stand being given away |ike that.

In that English countryside of ny boyhood every human being had a
"place."” It belonged to you fromyour birth like the col our of
your eyes, it was inextricably your destiny. Above you were
your betters, below you were your inferiors, and there were even
an unstabl e questionable few, cases so disputable that you mi ght
for the rough purposes of every day at |east, regard them as your
equals. Head and centre of our systemwas Lady Drew, her

"l eddyship," shrivelled, garrulous, with a wonderful nenory for

geneal ogi es and very, very old, and beside her and nearly as old,



M ss Somerville, her cousin and conpanion. These two old souls
lived like dried-up kernels in the great shell of Bl adesover
House, the shell that had once been gaily full of fops, of fine

| adi es in powder and patches and courtly gentlenmen with swords;
and when there was no conpany they spent whole days in the corner
parl our just over the housekeeper's room between reading and

sl umber and caressing their two pet dogs. Wen | was a boy |
used always to think of these two poor old creatures as superior
beings living, |ike God, somewhere through the ceiling.
Cccasional ly they bunped about a bit and one even heard them
over head, which gave thema greater effect of reality w thout
mtigating their vertical predoninance. Sonetinmes too | saw
them O course if | canme upon themin the park or in the
shrubbery (where | was a trespasser) | hid or fled in pious
horror, but |I was upon due occasion taken into the Presence by
request. | remenber her "l eddyship" then as a thing of black

sil ks and a gol den chain, a quavering injunction to me to be a
good boy, a very shrunken | oose-skinned face and neck, and a ropy
hand that trenbled a halfcrown into nine. Mss Sonmerville
hovered behind, a paler thing of broken |avender and white and

bl ack, with screwed up, sandy-l|ashed eyes. Her hair was yell ow
and her colour bright, and when we sat in the housekeeper's room
of a winter's night warm ng our toes and sipping el der w ne, her
maid woul d tell us the sinple secrets of that belated flush...
After nmy fight with young Garvell | was of course banished, and

never saw those poor old painted goddesses again.

Then there cane and went on these floors over our respectfu

heads, the Conpany; people | rarely saw, but whose tricks and
manners were imtated and di scussed by their maids and valets in
t he housekeeper's roomand the steward's room-so that | had them
through a nmedi um at second hand. | gathered that none of the

conmpany were really Lady Drew s equals, they were greater and



| esser after the manner of all things in our world. Once
renmenber there was a Prince, with a real live gentleman in
attendance, and that was a little above our customary |evels and
excited us all, and perhaps raised our expectations unduly.
Afterwards, Rabbits, the butler, came into nmy nother's room
downstairs, red with indignation and with tears in his eyes
"Look at that!" gasped Rabbits. M/ nother was speechless with
horror. That was a sovereign, a nere sovereign, such as you

m ght get from any conmmoner!

After Conpany, | renenber, cane anxi ous days, for the poor old
worren upstairs were left tired and cross and vindictive, and in a
state of physical and enotional indigestion after their social

efforts....

On the Iowest fringe of these real d ynpians hung the vicarage
peopl e, and next to them canme those anbi guous beings who are
neither quality nor subjects. The vicarage people certainly hold
a place by thenselves in the typical English scheme; nothing is
nmore renmarkabl e than the progress the Church has
made--socially--in the last two hundred years. |In the early

ei ghteenth century the vicar was rather under than over the
house-steward, and was deermed a fitting match for the housekeeper
or any not too norally discredited discard. The eighteenth
century literature is full of his conplaints that he m ght not
remain at table to share the pie. He rose above these
indignities because of the abundance of younger sons. Wen

nmeet the |arge assunptions of the contenporary cleric, | am apt
to think of these things. It is curious to note that to-day that
down-trodden, organ-playing creature, the Church of England

vill age School master, holds nmuch the sane position as the

seventeenth century parson. The doctor in Bl adesover ranked

bel ow the vicar but above the "vet," artists and summer visitors



squeezed in above or below this point according to their
appearance and expenditure, and then in a carefully arranged
scal e cane the tenantry, the butler and housekeeper, the village
shopkeeper, the head keeper, the cook, the publican, the second
keeper, the blacksmth (whose status was conplicated by his
daught er keeping the post-office--and a fine hash she used to
make of telegrans too!) the village shopkeeper's el dest son, the
first footman, younger sons of the village shopkeeper, his first

assi stant, and so forth.

Al'l these conceptions and applications of a universal precedence
and nmuch else | drank in at Bl adesover, as | listened to the talk
of valets, |adies'-mids, Rabbits the butler and my nother in the
much- cupboar ded, white-painted, chintz-brightened housekeeper's
room where the upper servants assenbl ed, or of footnmen and
Rabbits and estate men of all sorts anmpbng the green baize and

W ndsor chairs of the pantry--where Rabbits, being above the | aw
sol d beer without a license or any conpunction--or of housenaids
and still-roommaids in the bleak, matting-carpeted still-room or
of the cook and her kitchen maids and casual friends anong the

bright copper and hot gl ow of the kitchens.

O course their own ranks and places cane by inplication to
these people, and it was with the ranks and places of the

O ynpians that the talk mainly concerned itself. There was an
ol d peerage and a Crockford together with the books of recipes,
the Whitaker's Al manack, the A d More's Al nmanack, and the

ei ghteenth century dictionary, on the little dresser that broke
t he cupboards on one side of ny nother's room there was anot her
peerage, with the covers off, in the pantry; there was a new
peerage in the billiard-room and | seemto renenber another in
the anomal ous apartnent that held the upper servants' bagatelle

board and in which, after the Hall dinner, they partook of the



| uxury of sweets. And if you had asked any of those upper
servants how such and such a Prince of Battenberg was rel ated

to, let us say, M. Cunninghane Graham or the Duke of Argyle, you
woul d have been told upon the nail. As a boy, | heard a great
deal of that sort of thing, and if to this day | amstill a
little vague about courtesy titles and the exact application of
honorifics, it is, | can assure you, because | hardened ny heart,
and not fromany |ack of adequate opportunity of mastering these

succul ent particul ars.

Dominating all these nenories is the figure of ny nother--ny

not her who did not |ove nme because | grew liker ny father every
day--and who knew with inflexible decision her place and the

pl ace of every one in the world--except the place that conceal ed
my father--and in sone details nine. Subtle points were put to
her. | can see and hear her saying now, "No, Mss Fison, peers
of England go in before peers of the United Kingdom and he is
merely a peer of the United Kingdom" She had much exercise in
pl aci ng peopl e's servants about her tea-table, where the
etiquette was very strict. | wonder sonetines if the etiquette
of housekeepers' roons is as strict to-day, and what ny nother

woul d have nade of a chauffeur....

On the whole | amglad that | saw so nuch as | did of

Bl adesover--if for no other reason than because seeing it when |
did, quite naively, believing in it thoroughly, and then comni ng
to analyse it, has enabled ne to understand nuch that would be
absol utely inconprehensible in the structure of English society.
Bl adesover is, | amconvinced, the clue to alnost all that is
distinctively British and perplexing to the foreign inquirer in
Engl and and the English-speaking peoples. Guasp firmy that

Engl and was all Bl adesover two hundred years ago; that it has had

Ref orm Acts indeed, and such--1ike changes of fornula, but no



essential revolution since then; that all that is nodern and
different has cone in as a thing intruded or as a gl oss upon
this predominant fornula, either inpertinently or apologetically;
and you will perceive at once the reasonabl eness, the necessity,
of that snobbi shness which is the distinctive quality of English
t hought. Everybody who is not actually in the shadow of a

Bl adesover is as it were perpetually seeking after |ost
orientations. W have never broken with our tradition, never
even synbolically hewed it to pieces, as the French did in
quivering fact in the Terror. But all the organizing ideas have
sl ackened, the old habitual bonds have rel axed or altogether
come undone. And America too, is, as it were, a detached,
outlying part of that estate which has expanded in queer ways.
George Washi ngton, Esquire, was of the gentlefol k, and he came
near being a King. It was Plutarch, you know, and nothing
intrinsically Anerican that prevented George Washi ngton being a

Ki ng. ..

I hated teatine in the housekeeper's roomnore than anything el se
at Bl adesover. And nore particularly | hated it when Ms.
Mackridge and Ms. Booch and M's. Latude-Fernay were staying in

the house. They were, all three of them pensioned-off servants.

ad friends of Lady Drew s had rewarded t hem posthunously for a
prol onged devotion to their mnor conforts, and Ms. Booch was

al so trustee for a favourite Skye terrier. Every year Lady Drew
gave theman invitation--a reward and encouragenent of virtue
with especial reference to ny nother and M ss Fison, the naid.
They sat about in black and shiny and flouncey cl ot hi ng adorned
with ginp and beads, eating great quantities of cake, drinking

much tea in a stately manner and reverberating renarks.



