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first light

I was set down from the carrier’s cart at the age of  three; 
and there with a sense of  bewilderment and terror my life 
in the village began.

The June grass, amongst which I stood, was taller than I 
was, and I wept. I had never been so close to grass before. 
It towered above me and all around me, each blade tattooed 
with tiger-skins of  sunlight. It was knife-edged, dark, and 
a wicked green, thick as a forest and alive with grasshoppers 
that chirped and chattered and leapt through the air like 
monkeys.

I was lost and didn’t know where to move. A tropic heat 
oozed up from the ground, rank with sharp odours of  roots 
and nettles. Snow-clouds of  elder-blossom banked in the 
sky, showering upon me the fumes and flakes of  their sweet 
and giddy suffocation. High overhead ran frenzied larks, 
screaming, as though the sky were tearing apart.

For the first time in my life I was out of  the sight of  
humans. For the first time in my life I was alone in a 
world whose behaviour I could neither predict nor fathom: 
a world of  birds that squealed, of  plants that stank, of  
insects that sprang about without warning. I was lost and 
I did not expect to be found again. I put back my head 
and howled, and the sun hit me smartly on the face, like a 
bully.

From this daylight nightmare I was awakened, as from 
many another, by the appearance of  my sisters. They came 
scrambling and calling up the steep rough bank, and parting 
the long grass found me. Faces of  rose, familiar, living; 
huge shining faces hung up like shields between me and the 
sky; faces with grins and white teeth (some broken) to be 
conjured up like genii with a howl, brushing off  terror with 
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their broad scoldings and affection. They leaned over me 
– one, two, three – their mouths smeared with red currants 
and their hands dripping with juice.

‘There, there, it’s all right, don’t you wail any more. 
Come down ’ome and we’ll stuff  you with currants.’

And Marjorie, the eldest, lifted me into her long brown 
hair, and ran me jogging down the path and through the 
steep rose-filled garden, and set me down on the cottage 
doorstep, which was our home, though I couldn’t believe it.

That was the day we came to the village, in the summer 
of  the last year of  the First World War. To a cottage that 
stood in a half-acre of  garden on a steep bank above a lake; 
a cottage with three floors and a cellar and a treasure in the 
walls, with a pump and apple trees, syringa and straw berries, 
rooks in the chimneys, frogs in the cellar, mushrooms on 
the ceiling, and all for three and sixpence a week.

I don’t know where I lived before then. My life began 
on the carrier’s cart which brought me up the long slow 
hills to the village, and dumped me in the high grass, and 
lost me. I had ridden wrapped up in a Union Jack to protect 
me from the sun, and when I rolled out of  it, and stood 
piping loud among the buzzing jungle of  that summer bank, 
then, I feel, was I born. And to all the rest of  us, the whole 
family of  eight, it was the beginning of  a life.

But on that first day we were all lost. Chaos was come 
in cartloads of  furniture, and I crawled the kitchen floor 
through forests of  upturned chair-legs and crystal fields of  
glass. We were washed up in a new land, and began to 
spread out searching its springs and treasures. The sisters 
spent the light of  that first day stripping the fruit bushes in 
the garden. The currants were at their prime, clusters of  
red, black, and yellow berries all tangled up with wild roses. 
Here was bounty the girls had never known before, and 
they darted squawking from bush to bush, clawing the fruit 
like sparrows.
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Our Mother too was distracted from duty, seduced by 
the rich wilderness of  the garden so long abandoned. All 
day she trotted to and fro, flushed and garrulous, pouring 
flowers into every pot and jug she could find on the kitchen 
floor. Flowers from the garden, daisies from the bank, cow-
parsley, grasses, ferns, and leaves – they flowed in armfuls 
through the cottage door until its dim interior seemed 
entirely possessed by the world outside – a still green pool 
flooding with honeyed tides of  summer.

I sat on the floor on a raft of  muddles and gazed through 
the green window which was full of  the rising garden. I 
saw the long black stockings of  the girls, gaping with white 
flesh, kicking among the currant bushes. Every so often one 
of  them would dart into the kitchen, cram my great mouth 
with handfuls of  squashed berries, and run out again. And 
the more I got, the more I called for more. It was like 
feeding a fat young cuckoo.

The long day crowed and chirped and rang. Nobody did 
any work, and there was nothing to eat save berries and 
bread. I crawled about among the ornaments on the 
 unfamiliar floor – the glass fishes, china dogs, shepherds 
and shepherdesses, bronze horsemen, stopped clocks, 
barometers, and photographs of  bearded men. I called on 
them each in turn, for they were the shrines and faces of  
a half-remembered landscape. But as I watched the sun 
move around the walls, drawing rainbows from the cut-glass 
jars in the corner, I longed for a return of  order.

Then, suddenly, the day was at an end, and the house 
was furnished. Each stick and cup and picture was nailed 
immovably in place; the beds were sheeted, the windows 
curtained, the straw mats laid, and the house was home. I 
don’t remember seeing it happen, but suddenly the 
 inexor able tradition of  the house, with its smell, chaos, and 
complete logic, occurred as though it had never been other-
wise. The furnishing and founding of  the house came like 
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the nightfall of  that first day. From that uneasy loneliness 
of  objects strewn on the kitchen floor, everything flew to 
its place and was never again questioned.

And from that day we grew up. The domestic arrange-
ment of  the house was shaken many times, like a snow-storm 
toy, so that beds and chairs and ornaments swirled from 
room to room, pursued by the gusty energies of  Mother 
and the girls. But always these things resettled within the 
pattern of  the walls, nothing escaped or changed, and so 
it remained for twenty years.

Now I measured that first growing year by the widening 
fields that became visible to me, the new tricks of  dressing 
and getting about with which I became gradually endowed. 
I could open the kitchen door by screwing myself  into a 
ball and leaping and banging the latch with my fist. I 
could climb into the high bed by using the ironwork as 
a ladder. I could whistle, but I couldn’t lace my shoes. 
Life became a series of  experiments which brought grief  
or the rewards of  accomplishment: a pondering of  patterns 
and mysteries in the house, while time hung golden and 
suspended, and one ’s body, from leaping and climbing, 
took on the rigid insanity of  an insect, petrified as it were 
for hours together, breathing and watching. Watching the 
grains of  dust fall in the sunny room, following an ant 
from its cradle to the grave, going over the knots in the 
bedroom ceiling – knots that ran like Negroes in the dusk 
of  dawn, or moved stealthily from board to board, but 
which settled again in the wax light of  day no more 
monstrous than fossils in coal.

These knots on the bedroom ceiling were the whole 
range of  a world, and over them my eyes went endlessly 
voyaging in that long primeval light of  waking to which a 
child is condemned. They were archipelagos in a sea of  
blood-coloured varnish, they were armies grouped and 
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united against me, they were the alphabet of  a macabre 
tongue, the first book I ever learned to read.

Radiating from that house, with its crumbling walls, its 
thumps and shadows, its fancied foxes under the floor, I 
moved along paths that lengthened inch by inch with my 
mounting strength of  days. From stone to stone in the 
trackless yard I sent forth my acorn shell of  senses, moving 
through unfathomable oceans like a South Sea savage island-
hopping across the Pacific. Antennae of  eyes and nose and 
grubbing fingers captured a new tuft of  grass, a fern, a slug, 
the skull of  a bird, a grotto of  bright snails. Through the 
long summer ages of  those first few days I enlarged my 
world and mapped it in my mind, its secure havens, its 
dust-deserts and puddles, its peaks of  dirt and flag-flying 
bushes. Returning too, dry-throated, over and over again, 
to its several well-prodded horrors: the bird’s gaping bones 
in its cage of  old sticks; the black flies in the corner, slimy 
dead; dry rags of  snakes; and the crowded, rotting, silent-
roaring city of  a cat’s grub-captured carcass.

Once seen, these relics passed within the frontiers of  the 
known lands, to be remembered with a buzzing in the ears, 
to be revisited when the stomach was strong. They were the 
first tangible victims of  that destroying force whose job I 
knew went on both night and day, though I could never 
catch him at it. Nevertheless I was grateful for them. Though 
they haunted my eyes and stuck in my dreams, they reduced 
for me the first infinite possibilities of  horror. They chastened 
the imagination with the proof  of  a limited frightfulness.

From the harbour mouth of  the scullery door I learned 
the rocks and reefs and the channels where safety lay. I 
discovered the physical pyramid of  the cottage, its stores 
and labyrinths, its centres of  magic, and of  the green, 
spouting island-garden upon which it stood. My Mother 
and sisters sailed past me like galleons in their busy dresses, 
and I learned the smells and sounds which followed in their 
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wakes, the surge of  breath, air of  carbolic, song and 
grumble, and smashing of  crockery.

How magnificent they appeared, full-rigged, those 
towering girls, with their flying hair and billowing blouses, 
their white-mast arms stripped for work or washing. At any 
moment one was boarded by them, bussed and buttoned, 
or swung up high like a wriggling fish to be hooked and 
held in their lacy linen.

The scullery was a mine of  all the minerals of  living. Here 
I discovered water – a very different element from the green 
crawling scum that stank in the garden tub. You could pump 
it in pure blue gulps out of  the ground, you could swing on 
the pump handle and it came out sparkling like liquid sky. 
And it broke and ran and shone on the tiled floor, or quivered 
in a jug, or weighted your clothes with cold. You could drink 
it, draw with it, froth it with soap, swim beetles across it, or 
fly it in bubbles in the air. You could put your head in it, and 
open your eyes, and see the sides of  the bucket buckle, and 
hear your caught breath roar, and work your mouth like a 
fish, and smell the lime from the ground. Substance of  magic 
– which you could tear or wear, confine or scatter, or send 
down holes, but never burn or break or destroy.

The scullery was water, where the old pump stood. And 
it had everything else that was related to water: thick steam 
of  Mondays edgy with starch; soapsuds boiling, bellying 
and popping, creaking and whispering, rainbowed with light 
and winking with a million windows. Bubble bubble, toil 
and grumble, rinsing and slapping of  sheets and shirts, and 
panting Mother rowing her red arms like oars in the steaming 
waves. Then the linen came up on a stick out of  the pot, 
like pastry, or woven suds, or sheets of  moulded snow.

Here, too, was the scrubbing of  floors and boots, of  arms 
and necks, of  red and white vegetables. Walk in to the 
morning disorder of  this room and all the garden was laid 
out dripping on the table. Chopped carrots like copper 
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pennies, radishes and chives, potatoes dipped and stripped 
clean from their coats of  mud, the snapping of  tight 
 pea-pods, long shells of  green pearls, and the tearing of  
glutinous beans from their nests of  wool.

Grown stealthy, marauding among these preparations, 
one nibbled one ’s way like a rat through roots and leaves. 
Peas rolled under the tongue, fresh cold, like solid water; 
teeth chewed green peel of  apples, acid sharp, and the sweet 
white starch of  swedes. Beaten away by wet hands gloved 
with flour, one returned in a morose and speechless lust. 
Slivers of  raw pastry, moulded, warm, went down in the 
shapes of  men and women – heads and arms of  unsalted 
flesh seasoned with nothing but a dream of  cannibalism.

Large meals were prepared in this room, cauldrons of  
stew for the insatiate hunger of  eight. Stews of  all that grew 
on these rich banks, flavoured with sage, coloured with Oxo, 
and laced with a few bones of  lamb. There was, it is true, 
little meat at those times; sometimes a pound of  bare ribs 
for boiling, or an occasional rabbit dumped at the door by 
a neighbour. But there was green food of  great weight in 
season, and lentils and bread for ballast. Eight to ten loaves 
came to the house every day, and they never grew dry. We 
tore them to pieces with their crusts still warm, and their 
monotony was brightened by the objects we found in them 
– string, nails, paper, and once a mouse; for those were days 
of  happy-go-lucky baking. The lentils were cooked in a 
great pot which also heated the water for the Saturday-night 
baths. Our small wood-fire could heat sufficient water to fill 
one bath only, and this we shared in turn. Being the youngest 
but one, my water was always the dirtiest but one, and the 
implications of  this privilege remain with me to this day.

Waking one morning in the white-washed bedroom, I 
opened my eyes and found them blind. Though I stretched 
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them and stared where the room should be, nothing was 
visible but a glare of  gold, flat on my throbbing eyelids. I 
groped for my body and found it there. I heard the singing 
of  birds. Yet there was nothing at all to be seen of  the world 
save this quivering yellow light. Was I dead, I wondered? 
Was I in heaven? Whatever it was I hated it. I had wakened 
too soon from a dream of  crocodiles and I was not ready 
for this further outrage. Then I heard the girls’ steps on 
the stairs.

‘Our Marge!’ I shouted, ‘I can’t see nothing!’ And I began 
to give out my howl.

A slap of  bare feet slithered across the floor, and I heard 
sister Marjorie ’s giggle.

‘Just look at him,’ she said. ‘Pop and fetch a flannel, Doth 
– ’is eyes’ve got stuck down again.’

The cold edge of  the flannel passed over my face show-
ered me with water, and I was back in the world. Bed and 
beams, and the sun-square window, and the girls bending 
over me grinning.

‘’Oo did it?’ I yelled.
‘Nobody, silly. Your eyes got bunged up, that’s all.’
The sweet glue of  sleep; it had happened before, but 

somehow I always forgot. So I threatened the girls I’d bung 
theirs up too: I was awake, I could see, I was happy. I lay 
looking out of  the small green window. The world outside 
was crimson and on fire. I had never seen it looking like 
that before.

‘Doth?’ I said, ‘what’s happening to them trees?’
Dorothy was dressing. She leaned out of  the window, 

slow and sleepy, and the light came through her nightdress 
like sand through a sieve.

‘Nothing’s happening,’ she said.
‘Yes it is then,’ I said. ‘They’re falling to bits.’
Dorothy scratched her dark head, yawning wide, and 

white feathers floated out of  her hair.
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‘It’s only the leaves droppin’. We’re in autumn now. The 
leaves always drop in autumn.’

Autumn? In autumn. Was that where we were? Where 
the leaves always dropped and there was always this smell. 
I imagined it continuing, with no change, for ever, these 
wet flames of  woods burning on and on like the bush of  
Moses, as natural a part of  this new found land as the eternal 
snows of  the poles. Why had we come to such a place?

Marjorie, who had gone down to help with the breakfast, 
suddenly came tumbling back up the stairs.

‘Doth,’ she whispered; she seemed excited and fright-
ened; ‘Doth . . . ’e ’s turned up again. ’Elp on Loll with ’is 
clothes and come on down, quick.’

We went down and found him sitting by the fireside, 
smiling, wet, and cold. I climbed up to the breakfast table 
and stared at him, the stranger. To me he did not so much 
appear to be a man as a conglomeration of  woody things. 
His face was red and crinkled, brilliant like fungus. There 
were leaves in his mud-matted hair, and leaves and twigs 
on his crumbling clothes, and all over him. His boots were 
like the black pulp you find when you dig under a tree. 
Mother gave him porridge and bread, and he smiled palely 
at us all.

‘It must have been cruel in the wood,’ said our Mother.
‘I’ve got some sacks, mam,’ he said, spooning his 

porridge. ‘They keep out the wet.’
They wouldn’t; they’d suck it up like a wick and wrap 

him in it.
‘You oughtn’t to live like that,’ said Mother. ‘You ought 

to get back to your home.’
‘No,’ smiled the man. ‘That wouldn’t do. They’d jump 

on me before you could say knife.’
Mother shook her head sadly, and sighed, and gave him 

more porridge. We boys adored the look of  the man; the 
girls, fastidious, were more uncertain of  him. But he was 
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no tramp or he wouldn’t be in the kitchen. He had four 
bright medals in his pocket, which he would produce and 
polish and lay on the table like money. He spoke like nobody 
else we knew; in fact, we couldn’t understand many of  his 
words. But Mother seemed to understand him, and would 
ask him questions, and look at the photographs he carried 
in his shirt and sigh and shake her head. He talked something 
of  battles and of  flying in the air, and it was all wonderful 
to us.

He was no man from these parts. He had appeared on the 
doorstep one early morning, asking for a cup of  tea. Our 
Mother had brought him in and given him a whole breakfast. 
There had been blood on his face and he had seemed very 
weak. Now he was in a kitchen with a woman and a lot of  
children, and his eyes shone brightly, and his whiskers smiled. 
He told us he was sleeping in the wood, which seemed to 
me a good idea. And he was a soldier, because Mother had 
said so.

I knew about war; all my uncles were in it; my ears 
from birth had been full of  the talk of  it. Sometimes I 
used to climb into the basket chair by the fire and close 
my eyes and see brown men moving over a field in battle. 
I was three, but I saw them grope and die and felt myself  
older than they.

This man did not look like a soldier. He was not bras-
soed, leather-belted, and wax-whiskered like my uncles. 
He had a beard and his khaki was torn. But the girls insisted 
he was a soldier, and said it in whispers, like a secret. And 
when he came down to our house for breakfast, and sat 
hunched by the fire, steaming with damp and coated with 
leaves and dirt, I thought of  him sleeping up there in 
the wood. I imagined him sleeping, then having a go at the 
battle, then coming down to us for a cup of  tea. He was 
the war, and the war was up there; I wanted to ask, 
‘How’s the war in that wood?’
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But he never told us. He sat drinking his tea, gulping 
and gasping, the fire drawing the damp out of  his clothes 
as if  ghosts were rising from him. When he caught our 
eyes he smiled from his beard. And when brother Jack 
shot at him with a spoon, saying, ‘I’m a sodger,’ he replied 
softly, ‘Aye, and you’d make a better one than me, son, 
any day.’

When he said that, I wondered what had happened to 
the war. Was he in those rags because he was such a bad 
soldier? Had he lost the war in the wood?

When he didn’t come any more, I knew he had. The 
girls said some policemen had taken him away in a cart. 
And Mother sighed and was sad over the poor man.

In weather that was new to me, and cold, and loud 
with bullying winds, my Mother disappeared to visit my 
father. This was a long way off, out of  sight, and I 
don’t remember her going. But suddenly there were 
only the girls in the house, tumbling about with brooms 
and dishcloths, arguing, quarrelling, and putting us to 
bed at random. House and food had a new smell, and 
meals appeared like dismal conjuring tricks, cold, raw, 
or black with too much fire. Marjorie was breathless 
and everywhere; she was fourteen, with all the family 
in her care. My socks slipped down, and stayed down. 
I went unwashed for long periods of  time. Black leaves 
swept into the house and piled up in the corners; it 
rained, and the floors sweated, and washing filled all 
the lines in the kitchen and dripped sadly on one and 
all.

But we ate; and the girls moved about in a giggling flurry, 
exhausted at their losing game. As the days went by, such 
a tide of  muddles mounted in the house that I didn’t know 
which room was which. I lived free, grubbing outside in 
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the mud till I was black as a badger. And my nose ran free, 
as unchecked as my feet. I sailed my boots down the drain, 
I cut up sheets for puttees, and marched like a soldier 
through the swamps of  leaves. Sensing my chance, I 
wandered far, eating all manner of  raw objects, coloured 
berries, twigs, and grubs, sick every day, but with a sickness 
of  which I was proud.

All this time the sisters went through the house, darting 
upstairs and down, beset on all sides by the rain coming 
in, boys growing filthier, sheets scorching, saucepans 
burning, and kettles boiling over. The doll’s-house 
became a mad house, and the girls frail birds flying in a 
wind of  chaos. Doth giggled helplessly, Phyl wept among 
the vegetables, and Marjorie would say, when the day was 
over, ‘I’d lie down and die, if  there was a place to lie 
down in.’

I was not at all surprised when I heard of  the end of  
the world. Everything pointed to it. The sky was low 
and whirling with black clouds; the wood roared night and 
day, stirring great seas of  sound. One night we sat round 
the kitchen table, cracking walnuts with the best brass 
candlestick, when Marjorie came in from the town. She 
was shining with rain and loaded with bread and buns. 
She was also very white.

‘The war’s over,’ she said. ‘It’s ended.’
‘Never,’ said Dorothy.
‘They told me at the Stores,’ said Marjorie. ‘And they 

were giving away prunes.’ She gave us a bagful, and we 
ate them raw.

The girls got tea and talked about it. And I was sure it 
was the end of  the world. All my life was the war, and 
the war was the world. Now the war was over. So the end 
of  the world was come. It made no other sense to me.

‘Let’s go out and see what’s happening,’ said Doth.
‘You know we can’t leave the kids,’ Marge said.
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So we went too. It was dark, and the gleaming roofs of  
the village echoed with the buzz of  singing. We went hand 
in hand through the rain, up the bank and down the street. 
A bonfire crackled in one of  the gardens, and a woman 
jumped up and down in the light of  it, red as a devil, a jug 
in her hand, uttering cries that were not singing. All down 
the other gardens there were other bonfires too. And a man 
came up and kissed the girls and hopped in the road and 
twisted on one toe. Then he fell down in the mud and lay 
there, working his legs like a frog and croaking a loud song.

I wanted to stop. I had never seen a man like this, in 
such a wild good humour. But we hurried on. We got to 
the pub and stared through the windows. The bar seemed 
on fire with its many lamps. Rose-coloured men, through 
the rain-wet windows, seemed to bulge and break into flame. 
They breathed out smoke, drank fire from golden jars, and 
I heard their great din with awe. Now anything might 
happen. And it did. A man rose up and crushed a glass like 
a nut between his hands, then held them out laughing for 
all to see his wounds. But the blood was lost in the general 
light of  blood. Two other men came waltzing out of  the 
door, locked in each other’s arms. Fighting and cursing, 
they fell over the wall and rolled down the bank in the dark.

There was a screaming woman we could not see. ‘Jimmy! 
Jimmy!’ she wailed. ‘Oh, Jimmy! Thee s’ll kill ’im! I’ll fetch 
the vicar, I will! Oh, Jimmy!’

‘Just ’ark at ’em,’ said Dorothy, shocked and delighted.
‘The kids ought to be in bed,’ said Marjorie.
‘Stop a minute longer. Only a minute. It wouldn’t do no 

’arm.’
Then the schoolhouse chimney caught on fire. A fountain 

of  sparks shot high into the night, writhing and sweeping 
on the wind, falling and dancing along the road. The 
chimney hissed like a firework, great rockets of  flame came 
gushing forth, emptying the tiny house, so that I expected 
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to see chairs and tables, knives and forks, radiant and 
burning, follow. The moss-tiles smouldered with sulphurous 
soot, yellow jets of  smoke belched from cracks in the 
chimney. We stood in the rain and watched it entranced, as 
if  the sight had been saved for this day. As if  the house had 
been saved, together with the year’s bad litter, to be sent 
up in flames and rejoicing.

How everyone bellowed and scuffled and sang, drunk 
with their beer and the sight of  the fire. But what would 
happen now that the war was over? What would happen 
to my uncles who lived in it? – those huge remote men who 
appeared suddenly at our house, reeking of  leather and 
horses. What would happen to our father, who was khakied 
like every other man, yet special, not like other men? His 
picture hung over the piano, trim, haughty, with a badged 
cap and a spiked moustache. I confused him with the Kaiser. 
Would he die now the war was over?

As we gazed at the flaming schoolhouse chimney, and 
smelt the burning throughout the valley, I knew something 
momentous was occurring. At any moment I looked for a 
spectacular end to my already long life. Oh, the end of  the 
war and the world! There was rain in my shoes, and Mother 
had disappeared. I never expected to see another day.
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