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PREFACE TO THIS EDITION

In the autumn of 1903 I used to dine frequently in a
vestaurant in the Rue de Clichy, Paris. Here were, among
others, two waitresses that ottracted my attention. One
was a beautiful, pale young gwrl, to whom I never spoke,
for she was employed far away from the table which I
affected. The other, a stout, middle-aged managing Bre-
ton woman, had sole command over iy table and me,
and gradually she began to assume such a maternal tone
towards wme that I saw I should be compelled to leave
that restaurant. If I was absent for o couple of wights
running she would reproach me sharply: “What! you are
unfaithful to me?” Once, when I complained about some
French beans, she informed me roundly that French
beans were a subject which I did not understand. I then
decided to be eternally unfaithful to her, and I abandoned
the restaurant. A few nights before the final parting an
old woman came into the restaurant to dine. She was
fat, shapeless, ugly, and grotesque. She had a ridiculous
vosce, and ridiculous gestures. It was easy to see that
she lived alone, and that in the long lapse of years she
had developed the kind of peculiarity which induces guf-
faws among the thoughtless. She was burdened with a
lot of small parcels, which she kept dropping. She chose
one seat; and then, not liking it, chose another; and then
another. In a few moments she had the whole restaurant
laughing at her. That wy wmiddle-aged Breton should
lough was indifferent to we, but I was pained to see a
coarse grimace of giggling on the pale face of the beau-
tiful young waitress to whom I had never spoken.

I reflected, concerning the grotesque diner: “This
woman was once young, slim, perhaps beautiful; cer-
tainly free from these ridiculous mannerisms. Very prob-

w
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ably s1e 1is unconscious of her singularities. Her case is a
trageay. One ought to be able to make a heartrending
novel »ut of the history of a woman such as she” Every
stout, ageing woman ts not grotesque—ifar from it!—-
but there is an extreme pathos in the wmere fact that
every stout ageing woman was once a Yyoung girl with
tho wsjgue charm of youth in her form and movements
and in her mind. And the fact that the change from the
young girl to the stout ageing woman is made up of an
infimite number of infinstesimal changes, each unpercewed
by her, only intensifies the bathos.

It was ot this instant that I was visited by the idea of
writing the book which ultimately becawme “The Old
Wives’ Tale” Of course I felt that the woman who caused
the ignoble wmirth in the restawrant would not seryve me
as a type of heroine. For she was wmuch too old and
obviously unsympathetic. It is an absolute rule that the
principal character of a novel must not be unsympathetic,
and the whole wmodern tendency of realistic fiction is
against oddness m a prominent figure. I knew that I must
choose the sort of woman who would pass unnoticed in a
crowd.

I put the sdea aside for a long time, but 1t was never
very distant from me. For several reasons it wmade a
special appeal to me. I had always been a convinced ad-
wmirer of Mrs. W. K. Clifford’s most precious novel,
“Aunt Anne,” but I wanted to see in the story of an old
woman many ihings that Mrs. W. K. Clifford had owuited
from “Aunt Anne” Moreover, I had always revolted
against the absurd youthfulness, the unfading youthful-
ness of the average heroine. And as a protest against this
fashion, I was already, in 1903, planning a novel
(“Leonora”) of which the heroine was aged forty, and
had daughters old enough to be in love. The reviewers,
by the way, weve staggered by my hardihood in offering
a woman of forty as a subject of serious interest to the
public. But I meant to go much farther than forty!
rinally as a supreme reason, I had the example and the
chillenge of Guy de Maupassant’s “Une Vie” In the
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nineties we used to regard “Une Vie” with mute awe, as
being the summit of achievement in fiction. And I re-
member being very cross with Mr. Bernard Shaw be-
cause, having read “Une Vie” at the suggestion (I think)
of Mr. William Archer, he failed to see n it anything very
remarkable, Here I must confess that, in 1008, I read
“Une Vie” again, and in spite of a natural anxiety to
-differ from Mr. Bernard Shaw, I was gravely disap-
posnted with it It is a fine novel, but decidedly inferior
to “Pierre et Jean” or even “Fort Comme la Mort.” To
return to the year 1003. “Une Vie” relates the entire life
history of a woman. I settled in the privacy of my own
head that my book about the development of a young girl
into o stout old lady must be the English “Une Vie.” I
have been accused of every fault except a lack of self-
confidence, and in a few weeks I settled a further pont,
namely, that my book must “go one better” than “Une
Vie” and that to this end it wmust be the life-history of
two women snstead of only one. Hence, “The Old Wives
Tale” has two heroines. Constance was the original;
Sophia was created out of bravado, just to indicate that I
declined to consider Guy de Maupassant as the last fore-
runner of the deluge. I was intimidated by the audacity of
my project, but I had sworn to carry it out. For several
years I looked it squarely in the face at intervals, and
then walked away to write novels of smaller scope, of
which I produced five or séx. But I could not dally for-
ever, and sn the autumn of 1907 I actually began to write
it, in a village near Fontainebleau, where I rented half a
house from a retired ratlway servant, I calculated that it
would be 200,000 words long (which it exactly proved to
be), and I had a vague wotion that no movel of such
dimensions (except Richardsow's) had ever been wriiten
before. So I counted the words in several famous Vic-
torion novels, and discovered to my relief that the famous
Victorian novels average 400,000 words apiece. I wrote
the first part of the novel in six weeks. It was fairly easy
to me, because, in the seventies, in the first decade of my
life, I had lwed in the actual draper's shop of the Baines's,
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and knew it as only a child could know it. Then I went to
London on a visit. I tried to contsnue the book in a Lon-
don hotel, but London was too distracting, and I put the
thing away, and during January and February of 19008, I
wrote “Buried Alive,” which was published tmmediately,
and was received with majestic indifference by the Eng-
lish public, an indifference which has persisted to this day.

I then returned to the Foniainebleau region and gave
“The Old Wives’ Tale” no rest till I finished it at the end
of July, 1008. It was published in the autumn of the same
year, and for six weeks afterward the English public
steadily confirmed an opinion expressed by a certain per-
son in whose judgment I had confidence, to the effect that
the work was honest but dull, and that when it was not dull
it had a regrettable tendency to facetiousness. My pub-
lishers, though brave fellows, were somewhat disheart-
ened; however, the reception of the book gradually
became less and less frigid.

With regard to the French portion of the story, it was
not until I had writien the first part that I saw from a
study of my chronological basis that the Stege of Paris
might be brought into the tale. The idea was seductive;
but I hated, and stsll hate, the awful business of research;
and [ only knew the Paris of the Twentieth C entury. Now
I was aware that my ratlway servant and his wife had
been living in Paris at the time of the war. I said to the
old man, “By the way, you went through the Siege of
Parss, didw't you?” He turned to his old wife and said, un-
certainly, “The Siege of Paris? Ves, we did, didn’t we?”
The Siege of Paris had been only ome incident among
many wn their lives. Of course, they remembered it well,
though not wividly, and I gained much information from
them. But the wmost useful thing which 1 gained from
them was the perception, startling at first, that ordinary
people went on living very ordinary lives in Paris during
the siege, and that to the vast wmass of the population the
siege was not the drawmatic, spectacular, thrilling, ecstatic
affair that is described in history. Encouraged by this per-
ception, I decided to include the sieqe in my scheme. I read
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Sarcey’s diary of the siege aloud to my wife, and I looked
at the pictures sn Jules Claretie’s popular work on the
siege and the commune, and I glanced at the printed col-
lection of official documents, and there my research ended.

It has been asserted that unless I had actually been
present at @ public execution, I could not have written the
chapter in which Sophia was at the Auverre solemmity. 1
. have not been present at a public execution, as the whole
of my information about public executions was derived
from a series of articles on them which I read in the Parts
Matin. Mr. Frank Harris, discussing my book in “Vanity
Fair,” said it was clear that I had not seen an execution,
(or words to that effect), and he proceeded to give his
own description of an execution. It was a brief but ter-
ribly convincing bit of writing, quite characteristsc and
quite worthy of the author of “Montes the Matador” and
of a man who has been almost everywhere and seen al-
most everything. I comprehended how far short I had
fallen of the truth! I wrote to Mr. Frank Harris, regret-
ting that his description had not been printed before I
wrote mine, as I should assuredly have utilized st, and, of
course, I admitted that I had never witnessed an execu-
tion. He simply replied: “Neither have 1.” This detail is
worth preserving, for it is a reproof to that large bodv
of readers, who, when a novelist has really carried convic-
tion to them, assert off hand: “Q, that must be auto.

btography!”
. ARNOLD BENNETT
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THE OLD WIVES' TALE

CHAPTER I

THE SQUARE

I

TuosE two girls, Constance and Sophia Baines, paid no
heed to the manifold interest of their situation, of which,
indeed, they had never been conscious. They were, for
example, established almost precisely on the fifty-third
parallel of latitude. A little way to the north of them, in
the creases of a hill famous for its religious orgies, rose
the river Trent, the calm and characteristic stream of
middle England. Somewhat further northwards, in the
near neighbourhood of the highest public-house in the
realm, rose two lesser rivers, the Dane and the Dove,
which, quarrelling in early infancy, turned their backs on
each other, and, the one by favour of the Weaver and
the other by favour of the Trent, watered between them
the whole width of England, and poured themselves te-
spectively into the Irish Sea and the German Ocean. What
a county ot modest, unnoticed rivers! What a natural,
simple county, content to fix its boundaries by these tor-
tuous island brooks, with their comfortable names—Trent,
Mease, Dove, Tern, Dane, Mees, Stour, Tame, and even
hasty Severn! Not that the Severn is suitable to the
county! In the county excess is deprecated, The county
is happy in not exciting reinark. It is content that Shrop-
shire should possess that swollen bump, the Wrekin, and
that the exaggerated wildness of the Peak should lie over
its border. It does not desire to be a pancake like Cheshire.
It has everything that England has, including thirty miles

3
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of Watling Street; and England can show nothing more
beautiful and nothing uglier than the works of nature and
the works of man to be seen within the limits of the
county. It is England in little, lost in the midst of Eng-
land, unsung by searchers after the extreme; perhaps oc-
casionally somewhat sore at this neglect, but how proud in
the instinctive cognizance of its representative features and
traits! :

Constance and Sophia, busy with the intense preoccu-
pations of youth, recked not of such matters. They were
surrounded by the county. On every side the fields and
moors of Staffordshire, intersected by roads and lanes,
railways, watercourses and telegraph-lines, patterned by
hedges, ornamented and made respectable by halls and
genteel parks, enlivened by villages at the intersections,
and warmly surveyed by the sun, spread out undulating.
And trains were rushing round curves in deep cuttings,
and carts and waggons trotting and jingling on the yellow
roads, and long, narrow boats passing in a leisure majes-
tic and infinite over the surface of the stolid canals; the
rivers had only themselves to support, for Staffordshire
rivers have remained virgin of keels to this day. One
could imagine the messages concerning prices, sudden
death, and horses, in their flight through the wires under
the feet of birds. In the inns Utopians were shouting the
universe into order over beer, and in the halls and parks
the dignity of England was being preserved in a fitting
mianner. The villages were full of women who did nothing
but fight against dirt and hunger, and repair the effects
of friction on clothes. Thousands of labourers were in
the fields, but the fields were so broad and numerous
that this scattered multitude was totally lost therein. The
cuckoo was much more perceptible than man, dominating
whole square miles with his resounding call. And on the
airy moors heath-larks played in the ineffaceable mule-
tracks that had served centuries before even the Romans
thought of Watling Street. In short, the usual daily life
of the county was proceeding with all its immense variety
and importance; but though Constance and Sophia were
in 1t they were not of it.
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The fact is, that while in the county they were also in
the district; and no person who lives 1n the district, even
if he should be old and have nothing to do but reflect upon
things in general, ever thinks about the county. So far as
the county goes, the district might almost as well be in
the middle of the Sahara. It ignores the county, save that
it uses it nonchalantly sometimes as leg-stretcher on holi-
day afternoons, as a tman may use his back gatden. It has
nothing in common with the county; it is richly sufficient
to itself. Nevertheless, its self-sufficiency and the true salt
savour of its life can only be appreciated by picturing it
hemmed in by county. It lies on the face of the county
like an insignificant stain, like a dark Pleiades in a green
and empty sky. And Hanbridge has the shape of a horse
and its rider, Bursley of half a donkey, Knype of a pair
of trousers, Longshaw of an octopus, and little Turn.
hill of a beetle. The Five Towns seem to cling togethet
for safety. Yet the idea of clinging together for safety
would make them laugh. They are unique and indis-
pensable. From the north of the county right down to the
south they alone stand for civilization, applied science, or-
ganized manufacture, and the century—until you come
to Wolverhampton. They are unique and indispensable
because you cannot drink tea out of a teacup without
the aid of the Five Towns; because you cannot
eat a meal in decency without the aid of the Five
Towns. For this the architecture of the Five Towns
is an architecture of ovens and chimneys; for this its
atmosphere is as black as its mud; for this it burns and
smokes all night, so that Longshaw has been compared to
hell; for this it is unlearned in the ways of agriculture,
never having seen corn except as packing straw and in
quartern loaves; for this, on the other hand, it compre-
hends the mysterious habits of fire and pure, sterile earth;
for this it lives crammed together in slippery streets where
the housewife must change white window-curtains at leas®
once a fortnight if she wishes to remain respectable; for
this it gets up in the mass at six a.m., winter and sum-
mer, and goes to bed when the public-houses close; for
this it exists—that you may drink tea out of a teacup
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and toy with a chop on a plate. All the everyday crockery
used in the kingdom is made in the Five Towns—all, and
much besides. A district capable of such gigantic manu-
facture, of such a perfect monopoly—and which finds
enetgy also to produce coal and iron and great men—may
be an insignificant stain on a county, considered geo-
graphically, but it is surely well justified in treating the
county as its back garden once a week, and in blindly
ignoring it the rest of the time.

Even the majestic thought that whenever and wherever
in all England a woman washes up, she washes up the
product of the district; that whenever and wherever in all
England a plate is broken the fracture means new busi-
ness for the district—even this majestic thought had prob-
ably never occurred to either of the girls. The fact is, that
while in the Five Towns they were also in the Square,
Bursley and the Square ignored the staple manufacture
as perfectly as the district ignored the county. Bursley
has the honours of antiquity in the Five Towns. No in-
dustrial development can ever rob it of its superiority in
age, which makes it absolutely sure in its conceit. And
the time will never come when the other towns—let them
swell and bluster as they may—will not pronounce the
name of Bursley as one pronounces the name of one’s
mother. Add to this that the Square was the centre of
Bursley’s retail trade (which scorned the staple as some-
thing wholesale, vulgar, and assuredly filthy), and you
will comprehend the importance and the self-isolation of
the Square in the scheme of the created universe. There
you have it, embedded in the district, and the district
embedded in the county, and the county lost and dreaming
in the heart of England!

The Square was named after St. Luke. The Evangelist
might have been startled by certain phenomena in his
square, but, except in Wakes Week, when the shocking
always happened, St. Luke’s Square lived in a manner
passably saintly—though it contained five public-houses.
It contained five public-houses, a bank, a barber’s, a con-
fectioner’s, three grocers’, two chemists’, an ironmonger’s,
a clothier’s, and five drapers’. These were all the cata-



