Without a Backward Glance: Short Stories

In the introduction to his anthology of wartime tirg, Writing in a War: Stories,

Poems and Essays of 1939-19R®nald Blythe writes:

At the time the really good short story seemedet@ lpare event. Critics—
including George Orwell and Stephen Spender—cotigtattacked the form,
declared that it was tepid and too concerned wdihdss, and looked back
longingly to Lawrence and Turgenev. But hindsigimbws the war years
unusually rich in first-rate short stories, andttihés these, rather than the novels,

which retain their spel.

Whatever Spender’s misgivings concerning the fdamHorizon like most other literary
periodicals, short stories dominated the creatikgng published. This was partly the result
of necessity, of course. Though length variesgtreeral brevity of short stories has always
made them particularly suited for publication ingazines. During wartime, the appeal of
the form grew for authors due to the lack of timevtite, particularly among those in the
armed forces or various civilian services whosegae were consumed by the war effort.
According to Robert Hewison idnder Siege: Literary Life in London 1939:4%here was
not time to write, and the imagination was disledaby wartime’s break with the past, and
uncertain connection with the future’Thus, ‘the short story, the anthology, and the
magazine [...] prospered’ Because the novel normally takes much longeotopose and
prepare for publication, the appearance in wartieitically-acclaimed novels such as

Evelyn Waugh’'Put Out More Flag®r Graham GreeneMinistry of Fearthat actually
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dealt with the war itself, was a rare occurrenthe best war novels, in particular those that
found ways of actually comprehending and accegbi@darger aspects of the war like
Pynchon’sGravity’s RainbowHeller'sCatch 22 Mailer's The Naked and the Deaaolr
Waugh’s ownSword of Honoutrilogy, generally appeared well after the timeyth
documented.

T. S. Eliot, in a 1942 essay in the jour@@mmon Sensexplains the importance of

hindsight, in this case regarding poetry, for dr&pany decent literary treatment of war:

You cannot understand war—with the kind of undeditag needed for writing
poetry—or any other great experience while youiratbe midst of it; you can
only record small immediate observations. And wladter the war, the
experience has become a part of a man’s wholeipastikely to bear fruit in

something very different from what during time odnwpeople call ‘war poetry.’

While Eliot’s belief that the conflict must end beé the experience of war can be assimilated
into good writing is debatable, there is insighhia statement that the recording of ‘small
immediate observations’ is the usual responseyiiing, to critical periods as they are
happening. But Eliot’s use of the modifier ‘ontliminishes the particular quality of these
raw, intimate pieces. They are, in fact, a vatierary response, and as important in
understanding war as well as its literature antlcellas those novels that use hindsight to
paint more complete but also more generalisedjrasdme cases highly stylised, pictures of
the conflict. The previous chapter on poetry adjine case for wartime poets: much good
poetry was obviously produced well before hostiitended. And an aspect of that previous
chapter’s argument was that quality poetry caneddse formed from immediate, emotional

responses to current events. This idea is veryhrapplicable to prose efforts as well,
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particularly in the case of short stories. Thershtwries appearing iHorizonduring the war
years offer ample evidence that ‘small immediatgeobations’ and a focus on singular,
perhaps ostensibly trivial details or episodesmaaiuce quality fiction dealing with the war.

Short stories are particularly suited to this tgbéocus, but the failure of the novel
garnered most critical attention in wartime. Thelpems inherent in trying to write works
that attempt to provide overarching analyses ottdlict while it is in the process of being
experienced led to exasperation in many criticd,indeed many writers themselves,
regarding wartime fiction, as well as writing imar in general. As mentioned before, and
despite the closure of many literary magazinesaguatically the war increased demand for
reading material. This increased demand for popular literature, éxau, combined with
severe paper rationing and the concurrent shodesfinew books, forced publishers, always
mindful of profit, to print new items rather thalagsics. What did get printed was generally
not as sophisticated as most literati might hayeeloin the case of war literature, as a
glance at the lists Harrison produces in his eassi@gts, anything that celebrated the RAF or
the evacuation of Dunkirk, or dealt with the Bldzespionage of any sort, seemingly was
readily published and easily sold, no matter hawcius the writing. The outlets for short
stories were quite often the little magazines, twed authors suffered when numerous
periodicals ceased operations at the beginningeoiar. The popularity of the form
amongst writers actually grew, however, becausétyshort stories meant speedy
remuneration and reputation as they could be guigidduced, and the economic benefits of
shorter book lengths made them appealing to pusstishin addition, many writers shared a
similar fatalism to that voiced by Alun Lewis, ifedter to a friend: ‘What was the good of
writing a long novel when | couldn’t see the waioithe next day?’

Horizonwas arguably the most well-considered place tpui®ished during the war,

as it provided an outlet for established writerd apportunities for up and coming writers.
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This explains the numerous excellent short stani¢se magazine, a number of which deal
with the war. Their subject matter was focussealigh to allow decent, effective treatment
of wartime experience without sacrificing qualityfocus. Horizonoffers a cross-sectional
analysis of the literature and cultural life of thar years, and the regular inclusion of short
stories shows that fiction was as valued as vardeeasays. Analysing the discourse on
wartime that these stories offer, in conjunctiothwand as an aspect of the magazine’s
monthly coverage of wartime literature and cultym®yvides a perspective that is perhaps
more concurrent with events than most other wartitegary efforts. It also justifies a
revaluation of the quality and importance of shition written during the war. The high
quality of the stories that appearedHarizonduring these years, the varied voices they
convey, and the unique ability they possess to piolierepresent the experience wartime
without the softening, cleansing light of hindsiginé all worth considering. They speak to
the often overlooked value and importance of Sedvindd War literature as a whole.
Judging from Connolly’s own commentary, and hisarenealised lifetime obsession
with producing a ‘masterpiece’ in the form of a larelceived novel, his esteem for fiction
and belief in its importance, even dominance,tefditure is obvious. David Pryce-Jones, in
his combination of biography, reprinted correspargeand diary entries entitl€ril
Connolly: Journal and Memaiidescribes and quotes from one of Connolly’s jalemtries

concerning reviewing and journalistic writing inrgal versus ‘proper’ writing:

Reviewing, Cyril quickly suspected, was opporturgityd hindrance; it restricted
even as it launched. In his diary he analyseddéveral kinds of writing open to
him. First, pot-boiling, which he dismissed, aed@ndly journalism, which
exercised the mind and got rid of the recurringdnieebe competent and

adaptable. Finally, writing proper, ‘the expressad oneself for oneself with one
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eye on posterity and the other on old age. Thikudes all that is written from the
desire to create beauty or to discover truth, es@rve the moment or destroy
one’s troubles, to perpetuate one’s ideas and sensand also to explain them
and to give one’s best to one’s friends.” Fewditg projects [...] could make

headway in the face of definitions like thdse.

It logically follows that Connolly felt short st@$ were an important part of any literary
magazine, and that, particularly in wartime, wstetho made use of the format could more
readily respond to the world around them.

Although the war figures prominently in many sésrsubmitted télorizonfrom
1940 to 1945, in others it only serves as a settuitp very little direct effect on action or
theme. Some stories seemingly have nothing toittotine war at all, with pre-war settings
and themes suggesting no obvious connection tam&ardoncerns whatsoever. Yet even
these stories, whether through the editor’s degitaanclude them itdorizon's wartime
pages, the writer’s decision to submit them, thesation in the first place during a period of
war or in the years leading up to its outbreaka(aombination of these) demonstrate
reactions to wartime life and writing. In manlyetwar serves as a setting, but the themes are
unbound from time periods. Elizabeth Bowen’s ‘Syipped the Steps’ provides an
example. In others, the setting and plot havie ldt nothing to do with the war, but
thematically they speak to the concerns of warti@eertheless. Two representatives of this
type of story are a translation of Franz Kafkarstthe Penal Colony," written at the very
beginning of the previous World War but still derstrating relevance to current wartime
experience, and William Sansom’s ‘The Long Sheehjch explores many of the same

Kafkaesque themes in a similar setting. This dragalyses these and other stories,
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showing the diversity of the material presentetetders, and challenging the notion of the
silent war.

In those stories that do deal with the war diredtlg treatment of war, and the themes
drawn from it, vary considerably from writer to ven, in line with the multiplicity of British
experiences of the conflict. Even in the militeigy were involved in active service for most
of the war, with the vast majority training and tirg in the camps and bases. The
experience of this lifestyle is reflected in Aluewis’s ‘The Last Inspection’ and Julian
Maclaren-Ross’s ‘| Had to go Sick.” For the largersilian portion of society there was the
National Service, and a great many, includitagizon contributors, had war-related duties,
and these inform William Sansom’s ‘The Wall' andaro Elizabeth Bowen'’s ‘In the
Square.” Alberto Moravia’s ‘In the Country’ prowad an international perspective, and
highlights the often overlooked consequences offaranon-combatants. Obviously, this is
a very limited selection of the short stories hgpeared itorizonduring the war, but these
stories are evidence that quality fiction was pistlin the Second World War. Some
stories, such as those discussed here, illustrateate ability of this particular form to
convey reactions to the war that are undulled bypissage of time. These stories, whether
the war is at the forefront of, serves as the bamkud for, or is ostensibly absent from them
individually, demonstrate the varied nature of waet experience in Britain and the
concordant expression of these experiencéknizon’spages. Each story’s theme presents
a snapshot of British wartime living and providesrass section of wartime concerns.
Collectively, these stories and their brief anasysdbeit of more circumscribed aspects of
wartime experience, form a montage that beginppoaach a fuller picture of living and
writing in wartime. They are raw, without hindsighut not without insight, and, compared

to other literary responses, closer to the immedeaperience of war.
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Elizabeth Bowen’s ‘lvy Gripped the Steps’ is indiga of many of the short story
contributions tdHorizonin that it deals with a period before the curneat, in this case the
time just before the first war. ‘Ivy Gripped th&eBs,” which appeared in the September 1945
issue of the magazine, uses a frame story seeitirtte period immediately following the
invasion of Europe by the Allies. The majoritytbé action, however, takes place in the
main character’'s memory, at some point when tis¢ filar with Germany has yet to occur,
but seemed imminent. It begins in the present wai, Gavin, the main character, returning
to the seaside town of Southstone, a somewhatifyeshtresidential area for retirees near the
Channel coast, as can be surmised by its beingcalmscivilians for the majority of the war.
Although it is Gavin’s memory that forms the maacdis of the story, the introductory

paragraphs are instructive, metaphorically, ofstoey’s theme:

lvy gripped and sucked at the flight of steps, davinich with such a deceptive
wildness it seemed to be flowing like a cascadg. matted the door at the top
and amassed in bushes above and below the porole, Klhas covered, or one
might feel consumed, one entire half of the highlde-fronted house, from the
basement up to a spiked gable: it had attainedtdtadfaway up to the girth and
more than the density of a tree, and was saggitwaosd under its own weight.
[...] To crown all, the ivy which was now in fruttlustered over with fleshy pale
green berries. There was something brutal absdéaundity. It was hard to
credit that such a harvest could have been nowtishly on brick and stone. Had
not reason insisted that the lost windows musg, tliteir fellows, have been made
fast, so that the suckers for all their seekingaeiy could not enter, one could
have convinced oneself that the ivy must be feedmgomething inside the

houset’



119

This is the house, in the present, as describétethird-person narrator. This narrator is
limited to Gavin’s thoughts, and those for the nymest only in the flashback sequence. The
reader is made aware that Gavin has come hereetths house, as soon as the ban is lifted
after the liberation of France, and is not quiteesuhy this would be his choice for a holiday.
The house once belonged to a Mrs. Nicholson, wad Hefore the war, and as the flashback
begins, the narrator explains this childless widoednnection with Gavin. She was a dear
friend of his mother’s, substantially better ofidncially, who, after finding out that Gavin
was sickly and affected by the damp area his fameiyded in, requests that he stay with her
for long stretches, near the sea, to convalestteeidrier air. This of course takes place, and
it soon becomes apparent that Gavin idealisesdbsd) the town, and particularly Mrs.
Nicholson, who encourages, to the point of neaeemdiness, his adoration. After a number
of years, he finds out, through an overheard caatem, that her gentrified neighbours see
their relationship as strange. Mrs. Nicholson oesls by asking if they would mind if she
had a small dog to coddle instead, implying thatfeelings for Gavin are on a similar level.
This revelation ends the flashback, and the narratmediately returns to the present, with a
description of Gavin ending this painful memoryenhmmediately trying to make time with
an ‘A.T.S. Girl,” stationed in a neighbour’s houstglking her in a predatory manner. The
narrator then switches out of the limited modertwvjule the servicewoman’s appraisal of

Gavin:

‘I've got nobody to talk to,” Gavin said, sudderstanding still in the dark. A leaf
fluttered by. She was woman enough to halt, terisbecause this had not been
said to her. If her, ‘Oh yes, we girls have hehat before,” was automatic, it

was, still more, wavering. He cast away the endnaf cigarette and started
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lighting another: the flame of the lighter, cuppeside his hands, humped for a
moment over his features. Her first thought was, ye’s quite old—that went
along with his desperate jauntiness. Civilian; yes young for the last war, too
old for this. A gentleman—they were the cleveronBut he had, she perceived,
forgotten about her thoughts—what she saw, inrti@hent before he snapped
down the lighter, stayed on the darkness, puziargsomewhere outside the
compass of her own youth. She had seen the fasenoébody dead who was still
there—'old’ because of the presence, under andmes, of a whole stopped
mechanism for feeling. Those features had beenddalong ago, for hope. The
dints above the nostrils, the lines extending ffesgethe lips’ grimacing grip on
the cigarette—all completed the picture of somewakish. A preyer. But who

had said, preyers are preyed upon?

The idea of predation is a thematic constant thmougthe story, first characterized by Mrs.
Nicholson and at the end, in the same manner Wwélsame sexual overtones, by Gavin. The
connections are numerous, and, along with the ggof predation, exemplified by ‘prey’
and ‘brutal,’ the idea of sheltered light bringiimgo relief both characters’ features, hence
their oldness, happens in both periods of the stdhe parallel that the two characters form,
when viewed in conjunction with the opening imafi¢ghe enormous parasitic ivy now
covering the house, identify the theme, as do thels/forming the A.T.S. Girl's last thought
concerning Gavin: ‘Preyers are preyed upon’.

Although ‘Ivy Gripped the Steps’ is set in wartinaad utilizes aspects of wartime to
shape the plot, the theme, and the characterizatiat form it, could easily stand alone,
without the wartime setting. The war does serpermose, however, in the characterisation

of the two principle figures in the story, Mrs. Nison and Gavin. The Great War, rather than



121

the Second World War, is the subject of considiemgishadowing in the story’s flashbacks,
and Mrs. Nicolson’s inability to believe that aniyity so uncivilized as a war could occur, for
the simple reason that it would displease her,esete more fully flesh out her character.
The story also utilises war to establish Gavin hsoken character out of touch with his time
and place, represented in his status as a maydiang for the last war, too old for this’. Itis
obvious, nevertheless, that the war is used asiagjend only sparingly, because it creates a
connection with contemporary readers. This, techaracteristic of many stories that
appeared itdorizon, particularly those dealing with civilian life: they make use of the
immediate wartime period as a setting at all, itgsally in such a way that it does not
necessarily affect the theme in a direct manndris ¢an be seen as reflective of the civilian
experience of war. It is something which shap@sesparts of life, but is sometimes only a
background against which the rhythm of life, nornaalin this case abnormal, takes place.
‘In the Penal Colony’ was written by Franz Kafkali914, even before the First
World War, and its setting is not that of Was it is set in a world of officers and orders,
however, there are definite militaristic overtott@®ughout the narrative. But even more
importantly, the themes of sadism, masochism andnrane justice were applicable to
concurrent attitudes towards fascism, and to wageimeral. The story appears in the March
1942 issue oHorizon and is translated by Eugene Jolas, who was plpbabfirst to bring
Kafka to an English-speaking audience, having teaedDas Urteil in 1928 for the Paris-
based magazirteansition®® The story, one of the longest to be publisheldarizon is
ostensibly about a machine designed to executeetoned prisoners by etching their crime
repeatedly over their entire body with fine needtegwelve hours before impaling them on
a spike and tossing them into a ditch. In the PEndony’ is written in the dense, highly
descriptive prose typically associated with Kafkathis case these lengthy descriptions are

employed to connect the ideas of meticulous atiartt detail, idolisation of efficiency and
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the perception of unnecessary violence as beaijgtice. These connections, along with
the aforementioned military overtones conveyedieyaharacter of the officer and the
hierarchy of the prison camp, are easily applicablde wartime view of totalitarianism that
filled Horizon's pages. Connolly was usually hesitant to inclsideh long contributions, so it
stands to reason that he believed this story’s éisawarranted it being included in the journal
because of its obvious relevance to enemy idecdmglythe experience of the Second World
War in general. In order to demonstrate this @hee, it is necessary to summarise at length
the parts of the story where the machine is desdribecause these descriptions, and the
related characterisations, demonstrate how Kafk&ses of masochism and sadism are
applicable to a wartime context occurring almostéhdecades after the story was written.
The actual subject of the story is the officer vitwads the machine, and who fanatically
reveres its horrible gracefulness to such an exhbeatif when the method of execution is to be
ended, he decides to become its last victim. Theeo's reverence for the machine is made
obvious both in his eagerness to explain its wgkito a European explorer who serves as

witness to the last use of the machine, and irefpdanation itself:

‘It consists, as you see, of three parts. In these of time, each of these parts
has come to be designated by certain folk namaswase. The lower one is
called the “bed,” the upper one the “draughtsmand the middle one hanging up
there is called the “harrow.” ‘The harrow?’ askbd explorer. He had not been
listening with undivided attention; the sun was mtmo tightly ensnared in the
shadowless valley]...]The officer seemed to hintlal more admirable, therefore,

as he explained his cause so zealously, in his digiss unifornt?
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It is established that the officer is conversingfmihe explorer in French, so that as he
describes the machine, the condemned man has awiw the officer is saying, and
therefore no conception of his fate. In fact,hesrarrator states, ‘it was all the more striking
that the condemned man should nevertheless have amagffort to follow the explanations
of the officer'’® After regaining the explorer’s attention, theicéf patiently resumes his

explanation, and his matter of fact descriptioh@iv the condemned is secured introduces

the element of casual brutality and horror:

‘Yes, harrow,” said the officer. ‘It's a suitabb@me. The needles are arranged as
in a harrow and the whole thing is worked like aba, although always on the
same spot, and much more artistically [...] thedeanned man is laid here on the
bed [...] belly down and naked, of course; thesgpstfor the hands, these for the
feet, these for the throat, so as to fasten hiht.tigfere, at the head of the bed [...]
there is this little ball of felt, which can be #asdjusted so that it goes right into
the man’s mouth. Its purpose is to prevent hisaning and biting his tongue.

Of course, the man must take hold of the ball ttf &nce, otherwise, his neck

would be broken by the throat-strap.’

The officer shows no trace of revulsion while ddsog how the prisoner is secured.

Instead, the tone of his description indicates thefpossibility of a broken neck is of no
significance other than its role as an aspect@htiachine’s magnificently efficient design.
Screams and bitten tongues have no impact eithdraie represented by the officer as mere
annoyances that are, again, dealt with masterfiylithe machine’s incomparable design.
Kafka, obviously, would have had no experiencenefilazis, but the care he takes to

illustrate that the officer is capable of both prid his meticulously worn uniform and
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zealous adoration of the deadly apparatus he niagnsaows that he was acquainted with the
type of sensibilitie$dorizon's readers would have identified with fascism. Ewxelorer is
aware of the inhumanity of the machine, and ind#dtie entire camp. Nevertheless, he is
surprisingly relaxed, at least in the beginning] ailling to listen, somewhat disinterestedly,
to the officer’s painstaking description. This @erisation indicates an authorial
awareness, even condemnation, of the tendencydupposedly humane witness to suffer
the machinations of sadistic and petty officiats)ang as only others are affected. Again,
the ease with which these themes could be mappedcarrent wartime experience
undoubtedly appealed to Connolly, and would hawenhbvious tdHorizon's readers.

In describing the machine further, the officer ngesato finally garner the explorer’s
interest and attention more fully. When the offinetices this, he becomes immensely more
satisfied, believing the narrator has somehow leeeninced of the machine’s worth, and
allows ‘the explorer time for undisturbed contentipla of his treasured machine before

continuing the explanation:

‘Both the bed and the draughtsman have their oectrét batteries; the bed needs
one for itself, and the draughtsman one for thedwar As soon as the man has
been strapped down, the bed is put in motionuikars simultaneously from side
to side, as well as up and down, in tiny, verydapbrations. You will have seen
similar machines in hospitals; only, in the casewfbed, all the motions are
precisely calculated; for they have to be painsiglkiaccorded to the motions of

the harrow. But the execution proper of the sesgés left to this harrow!’

The officer's comparison of the bed with one inogital is not accidental. In the officer's

mind, the machine is a treatment as much as it insirument of death, in that it cures the
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condemned of ignorance of his crime. This ideattirarealisation of justice, through the
horrific operation of the machine, provides sonuetypf salvation is analogous to totalitarian
regimes considering purges and other atrocitiesoregble in the effort to create a more
perfect society. However, it is not simply a caséhe ends justifying the means. As the
officer’s tone of adoration when describing the hiae’s operation exemplifies, much of the
beauty of the inscription of the sentence is thetification involved, particularly its
efficiency. Again, foHorizon's readers, this characterisation of the officeuldidhave
immediately called to mind Nazism and its conneattiath a fascination for both efficiency
and violence. The link between medicine and tertuumveyed by the similarity of the
machine’s bed to one in a hospital also servesighasise the paradoxical connection
between unnecessarily violent suffering and justice

When the explorer inquires about the condemnedswaime, he is told ‘The law
which the condemned man broke is written on hisybwith the harrow,” and ‘this offender
[...] will have inscribed on his body: “Honour yoBuperior”*® The explorer, having
already noted the prisoner’s surprising curiosiigw the machine and lack of fear in
general, asks if he knows ‘his own sentence,” artdld that ‘it would be useless to announce
it to him [...] he’ll learn it anyway, on his owrody’.® It is also revealed that the condemned
man is unaware that he is to die on the machirgtlaat he did not have any opportunity to
defend himself, or know ‘how his defence was uradem’®® The officer, in order explain
this legal process, describes the principles satpedl by the former commander and architect

of the machine, whose genius he still serves:

‘The situation is as follows,’ said the officer. was appointed judge in the penal
colony, despite my youth. For | was assistanh&former commander in all

punitive matters and | am the one who knows thehinadbest. The principle on
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which | base my decision is this: There is never doubt about the guilt! Other
courts cannot follow this principle, for they castsof many heads and also have
still higher courts over them. Such is not theedaare, or at least it was not the

case with our former commandét.’

The officers blithe attitude towards trial and guiplies that he sees them merely as
formalities. As for the current prisoner, his ceinvas that he failed to wake, as he was
supposed to once an hour every night, and salstedptain’s door. The officer states that,
had he taken the trouble to question the prisdreewould have only lied to escape
punishment, which would have caused confusion agalin it is implied, thus impeded the
trajectory of the condemned towards the all-impdrtaachine. The idea that trials are mere
formalities and that guilt can be established witrergument or question, while not
necessarily sadistic, would clearly be seen, iretmty 1940s, as analogous to wartime
practices of suspending rights for the sake of digmey. This was usually associated with
the Axis powers, but the policy was also put irffect, to a lesser extent, by the Allied
nations, in order to avoid the possibility of w#iioets being subverted. The experience of
the Second World War in Britain was characterisgd lourtailment of many rights and
privileges. Horizon's readers would have identified with the ignoraaod helplessness the
condemned man represents, and they would havarséen officer the embodiment of the
inhumanity that characterised fascist statecrlifte magazine’s readers would also easily
have understood that an indictment of inactiorhenface of inhumanity is expressed in the
descriptions of the explorer’'s nonchalance, buttivrethey would see themselves as guilty
of such inaction is debatable. The relevanceisfdtory to the experience of the Second
World War has already been established as oneeaktisons that Connolly would have

published such a long story. He would also havetegato publish Kafka because, during
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the war years, there was little cultural contadhwientral Europe, and the next best thing
was pre-war literature from the continent. Las@pnnolly would not be able to keep from
connecting the themes of Kafka’s stories and the of Nazism in the same cultural milieu.
Such a connection, at that time, would have seaneazhtirely plausible speculation on the
militarism that Connolly, and others, believed irdrg in Germanic culture.

William Sansom'’s ‘The Long Sheet,” which appeamthie October 1941 issue of
Horizon explores a very similar thematic landscape tbah&afka's story, as well as other
details, including a nameless and timeless imagiseiting. Indeed, that Sansom was
heavily influenced by Kafka has been argued conrgig by Peter F Neumeyer in his essay
‘Franz Kafka and William Sansom,” where he quotass®m’s reply, in an interview, to the

guestion he poses regarding Kafka’'s influence ansea’s stories in the 1940s:

One must make in my case one distinct statementaslinfluenced by his form
rather than his content. | loved his unfussy, glsimuous prose. | loved his
continual humility and doubt, | loved his clearya@ positioning say a room,
and its exact properties—where the window was wttereloor, without too
much damned decoration. His rooms are like bagautifully constructed
theatrical abstractions: wonderfully clear ahdre[author’'s emphasis]. Fourthly,
his people who were symbols of people, mysterinaspuppets but tremendous
shadows, bigger than real people and again unfussetatty observations

irrelevant to the them@.

‘The Long Sheet’ demonstrates a definite debt ttk&a influence, particularly in its use of
setting and atmosphere. As with Kafka'’s ‘In the&eColony,’ it is necessary to summarise

some parts of the story at length in order to destrate a wartime connection and the story’s
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place inHorizon The story takes place in an amorphous deteogatre called ‘Device Z,
and the plot is that the prisoners there have geeam a Sisyphean task. ‘Have you ever

wrung dry a wet cloth?’ the narrator asks:

Wrung it bone white dry—with only the grip of yofingers and the muscles of
your arms? If you have done this, you will undanst better the situation of the
captives at Device Z when the wardens set thertaieof the long sheet. You
will remember how, having stretched the cloth betmvgour hands, you begin by
twisting one end—holding the other firmly so thiag tvater is corkscrewed from
its hiding place. At first the water spurts ousiga but later you will find
yourself screwing with both hands in different ditens, whitening your
knuckles, straining every fibre of your diaphragmdall to extract the smallest

drop of moisture®®

The captives have been dropped through skyliglashioito ‘a long steel box of a room with
no windows and no doors [...] the room was somdeskwide and six feet high, but it ran
one hundred feet in lengtf. ‘Cubicle walls’ separate the captives into grein this
‘rectangular tunnel,” and the 22 captives are ‘gieliin unequal number within four
cubicles’® Throughout the length of this ‘system’ of cubi&heins ‘a long wound sheet’ that
is ‘made from coarse white linen’ and ‘bundled iattwose cylinder of cloth some six inches
in diameter?® The sheet is ‘heavy with water’ when the captieeter their respective
cubicles, and they are instructed to ‘wring theestuey’, ‘purged of every moisturé’. This
task is intended to take a long time, ‘even mohthat when the task was finally completed,

then the men and women would be granted their é@e&® The lingering descriptions of

the process of wringing a towel, with an emphasishe cruelly impossible task set before
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the prisoners, are similar devices to those emplayé&afka'’s ‘In the Penal Colony,” and
they serve the same purpose by setting the stagedatal commentary.
Throughout the story, the sheer arduousness afapiives’ activities is emphasised.

At first the captives are ecstatic, as they hawwnhender the impression that they would be
executed. But after three months, ‘they begaeatize the true extent of their task’ The
job is not straightforward, because the wardenseateam to be injected into the rooms at
such a rate that ‘it hindered rather than prevettiedulfiiment of the wringing [...] there was
always less steam entering than moisture wrung frensheet at a normal rate of working
[...] the steam injections merely meant that fogrgwen drops of water wrung seven new
drops would settle upon the sheet, so that evdntiled captives would still be able to wring
the sheet dry®® The atmosphere is therefore stifling, it is ‘stimes difficult to breathe’
and the ‘smell of hot, wet cloth sickens the he#rtThe small hope afforded to the captives
keeps them at the task, for they are made award iballtimately achievable. They are
forced to stoop to work, because the height oftieet makes sitting impossible, and leaning
over allows their sweat to fall into the sheet.ulhey are in a constant agony of sore backs
and knotted muscles. Sadism similar to that irthie Penal Colony’ is at work. The
oppressive atmosphere is also one of the key femtfrSansom’s story, and it, too, is a
Kafkaesque tactic intended to highlight the tortigrgircumstances of the plot. The dark
setting and plot that the ‘The Long Sheet’ utiliaes dissimilar from those of most other
short stories appearing korizon Connolly must have believed there were corakam the
actual experience of wartime Britain, particuldtyndon, with the oppressiveness that
defines the story.

The oppressive tone of ‘The Long Sheet’ servesmportant purpose in that it allows
the story to explore the idea of freedom in a waurltithetical to the concept. After the initial

description of the task, the story divides intotises based upon the different cubicles and
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each group’s individual way of handling the sheeach section serves as an allegory for
real-life behaviours, some of which are indictmesftboth the method in use and the type of
people who usually employ such methods. The $estion deals with room three, where
‘two married couples and a young Serbian grocecidieto ‘set about the problem in a
normal business-like way,’ setting hours for eaetspn and working in shift8. They
establish a ‘steady, comfortable routine,” ‘aséy commuted regularly from their suburbia
(the steel sleeping corner) to the office (the Ishget)® This routine is their undoing,
because, inevitably, they would ‘congratulate’ tisefwes on arriving ‘punctually’ to work,
and put ‘insufficient effort’ into the work itselfyr decide individually that they had earned ‘a
little relaxation’®* Thus, being ‘convinced of their righteousnedsetallow the sheet to
grow wetter instead of dryéf. One couple produces a child, who works at thees@sk as
the parents its entire life, never knowing freeddRonom Three serves as an indictment of
certain aspects of the bourgeois lifestyle, inipalar the sanctification of normality and
schedule, with the detrimental nature of the chtaratresulting self-satisfaction making true
freedom an impossibility. The story also convéysitlea that over-regimentation of any sort
weakens because it limits, a criticism that catelselled at the socialist ideals, and
especially the communal model, which was prevalemtartime discourse, including the
discussions taking place korizon’spages. There are also parallels in wartime agiltur
general, particularly in the sense of meaninglessti®at accompanies the regimented
approach room three represents. British life dutire war was also highly regimented and
controlled, for civilians as well as servicemene da rationing, the blackout, and mandatory
war work that could seem needless.

Room Two holds ‘five individualists,” who attadket sheet ‘in five different way$®.

One of them, due to a childhood trauma, is deafrid of sheets, and makes excuses,

pleads, even offered to sexually service the dtharmen in order to avoid touching the
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sheet. Another of the individualists attemptsltck the steam pipe, feigns madness, even
tries to bribe a warden for enamel paint to givegheet the appearance of being dry. All of
these efforts fail, and the last two end with theet being resoaked, for which he is almost
killed by his cubicle mate¥. One ‘simple, quiet fellow’ in Room Two stumblesan the
perfect way to wring the sheet, by sitting astitdend using legs and arms together, but none
of the others takes notice, and his efforts makdifierence in the long run. Another is a
‘fumbler,” who means to be helpful but is too egaslistracted to do any good, and the last is
‘perverted,’ in that he does a good job, but lit@stop and watch the steam sink bac®in.
The criticism of individualism that this room ime4i is also directed at the capitalist system,
where everyone is out for their own gain at theesge of others, as opposed to the socialist
model. Many contributions iHorizonuse the label of capitalism to describe the fggiof
the interwar government, in particular that theaders, before the war, showed deficient
interest in the quality of life of the average z#t. Wartime, of course, forced all classes to
work together, by necessity, and the story’s taskiother activity that demands cooperation.
However, the cooperation needed is not the selfsat kind described in Room Three.
Room Four houses ‘more captives than the othieus their numbers do not help
them as they ‘seldom did much worR’.They quickly grow disheartened, and believe the
challenge of the task is not worth the eventualmelv Sansom, by characterising such
discouragement as not only harmful to the self tbwithers, firmly locates the story in
wartime. This criticism is obviously meant for #gowho are unwilling to serve, or, worse,
are willing to collaborate with the enemy in orderavoid the struggle in the first place. The
‘real tragedy’ of Room Four is that their ‘misfonii does not only affect its occupants, but
is ‘contagious’ and affects the other rooms arathean due to the fact that their constant
excess of water seeped in to Room &h&oom One, it turns out, is the only room whee th

prisoners have got it right. They have passediutjit@ll the other phases that define the
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other three cubicles, and through trial and eearned the best methods. They are ‘good
people,” according to the narrator, with the imalion that the other cubicles’ inhabitants are

not good* When confronted with depression, the prisoneRdom One decide:

The long sheet a senseless drudgery? Yes—but oty Im whatever other
sphere of labour could we ever have produced ulélpanything? It is not the
production that counts, but the life lived in theers during production [...] Let the
hands weave, but at the same time let the spartke Give the long sheet its
rightful place—and concentrate on a better undedstg of the freedom that is

our real object?

Obviously this approach is the one the story calels; and by proposing that concentrating
on the desired outcome of freedom instead of foogslely on the intolerability of the
task, ‘The Long Sheet’ clearly provides a commentar the wartime condition.

The Room One crew does eventually dry their sise®®en long years after they were
dropped into the steel box, and call to their cepto witness their success: ‘There were nods
of approbation’ from the warders, and the prisomsisfor freedont® The wardens,
resoaking the sheet, answer, ‘You already haveliffeedom lies in an attitude of the spirit
[...] there is no other freedom,’” before closing &kylights once mor&. The prisoners,
despite their success, do not go free. Yet, astidens’ response to their pleas implies, they
have found freedom, and it is completely separat@ their task. The Sisyphean nature of
their toil is made irrelevant. The message Sanstends the story to provide is based in this
definition of freedom, which is also a commentamyweartime life, and it is that freedom
cannot be found externally. Sansom’s storyteli;didactic, and though he makes use of

many of the tools Kafka employs in ‘In the Penalddg,’ he is less concerned with
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exploring the sadistic aspects of the situatiodédscribes. His primary interest is in
projecting his intended message, which is meagtiide responses to oppressive situations.
Connolly would not include the story simply basexits message. It is more likely that he
chose the story because of its originality of tand setting, and, perhaps, because it is
evocative of Kafka’s writing style.

Alun Lewis’s poetry and fiction proved him to bgeat find for the magazine, and
Lewis’s status as a serviceman gave his contribstiall of which touch upon some part of
military life, an air of military authenticity. Ti& by itself might have proved attractive to the
editor, even if Lewis’s writing had not been of Buwonsistently high quality. ‘The Last
Inspection,” which appeared in the February 194ti@sofHorizon was Lewis’s first short
story inHorizon and, like his memorable poem ‘All Day it has Raln.’ in the issue before,
deals with the ‘chickenshit’ aspect of the militarfhis entails the seemingly pointless, and
during wartime possibly dangerously absurd motitias those in the service were routinely
obliged to go through to satisfy someone’s senseadition or stroke various egos in
authority?® The topic can be found in numerous other writststies, but Lewis’s stories
and poems demonstrate a significant ability to misghis characters, absurd or otherwise,
and in so doing to keep his stories from becomiegenparody. In ‘The Last Inspection,” a
retiring Brigadier, who ‘had retired once beforat twvhen war began he came forward in the
same spirit of service as the rest of us to hedmttion in her war effort,” is carried on his

last tour of inspection via an ancient locomotivecause

It's only natural when you're retiring, you wantgee for yourself whether any
work has been done during your tenure of officey kluings have been getting

along as it were; because when you're at the helmhaven’t any time to go
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dashing into the stokehold to supervise the tringmesive you? You even have to

rely on the word of your mate that the anchor fasaly been raisetf

The Brigadier’s tour serves only as a vehicle far $eries of brief character sketches that
form the bulk of the story. The driver, Fred ‘FagtdTube, ‘cool as a cucumber at seventy an
hour,” and the firer, Morgan ‘Mogg’ Evans, who ‘hadoil on his neck’ and ‘was browned
off,” dominate the few lines of dialogue in the radive. For them, the Brigadier and his
entourage of fellow officers and wives are intdreggbnly as a source of leftover liquor and
food*’ Their stories, too, form only singular parts afadlection of loosely-linked scenes

and stop-frame description, which make up the vesria whole. What little plot exists
consists only of brief glimpses at the preparingheftrain, its run and eventual return, all of
which are covered in a few sentences: the tramisney serves only as a backdrop for the
collection of images and characters, and it is¢bhlsage as a whole that provides meaning
and offers commentary on the world it represeiitse perspective of the narration is third-
person limited omniscient, as is demonstrated byd#scriptions and characterizations
recounted in a voice that it is itself a part agtworld, even to the point of using similar
sentence structure and colloquialisms. A degremofiscience is obviously present in that
the characters’ thoughts and opinions are reveatedhese insights are more important than
the few bits of dialogue in the story’s processludracterization.

Freddy and Mogg are realised through dialogueedkas the narrator’s description of
them. That of their higher-class passengers etedemainly through descriptions alone, as
well as of the train cars they ride in: ‘two postiraages that had been waiting for fifteen
years in the carriage sheds for this supreme amtasie diner and the saloon, comfortable as

upstairs in the pictures, smelling of carbolic degies and the simmering of lunéf’ That
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this train only runs around a single camp giveslence to the absurdity of such opulent

transport:

There was a lot of things to inspect. The camp aras several miles square, and
the military line wound about like an undecidedkenftom barracks to barracks,
from construction yards to stores depots, from ande dump to M.T. park. And
at every station a guard of honour stood on thdergthat made the platform and
slapped their rifles when the sergeant yelled ‘Preg#—AMMS,’” and the whole
party piled out and the Brigadier saluted and insgmbthe guards’ buttons and the
whole party piled back again and Freddy Tube sHip; Nelly!” and off they

went?*®

The narrator’s decidedly colloquial, deadpan voisalescribing with almost journalistic
brevity the hullaballoo surrounding the Brigadigdsir, hints at the lack of importance of the
whole episode, something known to Mogg, Freddynreator and the reader but not,
apparently, to the rest of the camp. The storyplaons the traditional social hierarchy,
presenting Freddy and Mogg as the pivotal chareict€he atmosphere of inconsequentiality
encompasses the Brigadier, and even his recerdrcaral the project that has consumed it,

falls prey:

During the last twenty years they had been try;onmake the two ends of the
railway meet by constructing a loop at teach enttlwvivas to meet in the middle
at a point among the gorse and scrub which wasedaxkon the big chart in the
Brigadier’s office. But one thing and another Ipaevented the completion of the

task during peace time. There was no real urgenpgace time. Now things
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were different. National emergency, supreme effovhen the Brigadier came
out of retirement to answer the call he said: ‘Tihe mustbe completed.
Immediately.” It would show he realized the grswf the situation. But the line
hadn’t been completed, although he had spent maek\@nds in London—
before the Blitz—in trying to get the War Officedtlocate him sufficient
construction stores. Meantime, the work gangs wahto the job every day and
did what they could. In winter it was rough onrthbecause they couldn’t keep
warm without working, but in summer it was O.K. yAvay, the Brigadier was
looking forward to seeing how much they had dohevashis line, his

monument?

This constitutes the longest unbroken descripticth® story, and its breathless pace, with
run-ons and fragments intermixed, along with itmcolental jabs at the Brigadier’s self-
absorption, even cowardice, conveys the whole prsjactual insignificance despite the
Brigadier’s attitude.

Freddy and Mogg treat this run the same as argrothth the narrator explaining
that their primary concerns are keeping warm artdinimg some of the whiskey being
served. They appear, at a casual glance, to lasao than the rest of the trains’ passengers,

but an example of their brief dialogue reveals tiusto be the case:

Then the Brigadier said he had one last toastdpgse. Silence in the diner.
‘To Victory! he said.
‘To Victory! they all replied.

Mogg strolled back to the footplate where Freddgwozing by the fire.
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‘The war’s nearly over,” said Mogg, grinning suiki ‘We’ve dug for Victory
and saved for Victory. And now they'’re drinking i@’

‘D’you think there’ll be any left for us?’ Fredisa*

Freddy’'s doubt that any whiskey will be left ovieecause of the phrasing in the dialogue, is
made into a questioning of wartime culture in gahen the military or otherwise. Those
toasting ‘Victory’ are of a much higher stationth@reddy or Mogg, and the idea that, while
the working class toils for victory, only the uppaiss would reap the rewards, was a
common sentiment. The idea that the last war nstiggated by those who finally gained,

and fought by those who did not, was pervasive,iawds natural that Lewis, like many

other writers, would have wondered if the curremiftict would end in the same manner.
Satire in this vein runs throughout almost thereriece. Without it, the story would indeed
be nothing but a humorous caricature of the Brigadiis ilk, and military life in general.

The last lines of the story reinforce this senser@qual suffering, and dispel the sense of the

absurd abruptly:

‘There’s a telegram in the office for you, Fredghsebody said.
‘Oh Christ,” said Fred, turning grey at the thoughhis wife and kids in
Shoreditch. ‘Oh Christ! Oh Christ!’

Mogg took his arm, genti§?

The glimpse of military life offered is intended a@s indictment, not only of the absurdity of
military protocol, but of the British class systefreddy’s unintentionally voiced doubt
about receiving a fair share, followed by the immagzlfear that consumes him when the

telegraph is mentioned, are intended to show thiabnly does the social order need repair,
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but that there is a war on, with human costs, irclveverybody is affected. Those who stand
to gain seem oblivious to this simple truth. A®sult, the satire exhibited in the rest of the
narrative engenders disbelief, even anger, ratizar tomedy. The ‘chickenshit,” personified
by the Brigadier and signalled by the division’aggons to his inspection, is juxtaposed with
the reality of war. There, real lives, often am lives, are at stake, but the military has yet
to demonstrate an active, effective response sordfality. This observation of dangerously
absurd devotion to the peripheral, ritualistic poamgol pageantry of military life, with scant
evidence of actual, effective military efforts tmfect the country and its citizenry from
invasion and bombardment, would be shared by mamyyrrecruited servicemen,
particularly those who volunteered in order to dmsething meaningful, as Lewis did.
Hewison suggests that ‘Alun Lewis sought combaghbse it would give him “authority in
the long fight for peace™® Thus, Lewis’s story gives voice to a larger, vjddisseminated
view. ‘The Last Inspection’ offers a reflectioraths strikingly timely, coming as it does
during the Blitz, and just after the Phony War, widefence, rather than offence, was the
prime consideration, and when much of the Army e@sstrained to Britain, training rather
than actually fighting. Bowen presents a rathestalgic portrait of Britain, while Kafka and
Sansom, in different ways, offer decontextualisgghtmare worlds. Lewis, by contrast,
reveals the combination of boredom, hypocrisy, @chiaos and actual danger that formed
the lives of most British combatants. The war hemo distant enterprise, but draws from
and reveals long engrained processes and pow&onslaips in Britain itself. So, while the
story has its comical elements, it also casts gostrétical eye on the reality of contemporary
Britain. And in pointing out shortcomings and hggsies, it gestures towards the need for
new social awareness, possibly even social tramsfoon.

Julian Maclaren-Ross, like Lewis, served in thétany, at least for the first few years

of the war, and also explores the ‘chickenshithedat of wartime service. His story ‘I Had



139

to Go Sick,” appeared in the August 1942 issudafizon Maclaren-Ross deals in particular
with the elements of frustrating absurdity in relatto overwrought, inefficient military
bureaucracy. As the title suggests, the firstgersarrator, Corporal Picquet, is forced to ‘go
sick,” or be relieved of duties pending examinatigrthe Medical Officer, due to his

inability to march in step because of a years-otdimd®>* Picquet does not know how, and
the only answers he can find are from two ‘old s&éarlheir responses are emblematic of
the treatment Picquet receives throughout his drded foreshadow the difficulties he will
face: "How do | go sick?” | asked the other fellsyback in the barrack-room. They didn’t
know, none of them had ever been sick. “Ask theSahey said>® Picquet eventually
finds an ‘old sweat’ peeling potatoes, and asks v to ‘go sick,” to which the heavily

tattooed enlisted man responds:

‘Ah, swinging the lead, eh? M.O.’ll mark you downred ink, likely.’

‘What happens if he does that?’

‘C.B. for a cert. Scrubbing, or mebbe a spot afdspashing. You won't
get less than seven days, anyhow.’

‘What, seven days’ C.B. for going sick?’

‘Sure, if you're swinging the lead. Stands to ceasThere ain’t nothing
wrong with you now, is there? Al, aintcher?’

‘Yes.

‘There you are then. You'll get seven all riglsizlid the sweat. ‘What

d’you expect? All you lads are alike, bleedingsavingers the lot on yod®

He finds another ‘old sweat,’ this one ‘even oldad more tattooed than the first one’

and toothless to boot, who offers this advice:
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‘Go sick?’ said this second, toothless sweat. “doun’t want to do that,
cocker. Christ, you don’t want to do that.’

‘Why not?’ | said.

‘Well, look at me. Went sick | did with a paintine guts, and what'’s the
M.O. do? Silly bleeder sent me down the Dentalt@eand had them take all me
teeth out. | ask you, do it make bleeding senSefarse it don’t. You got the guts
ache and they pull out all your teeth. Bleedinly.siAnd they ain’t given me no
new teeth either, and here | been waiting six muide,” said the sweat, ‘you
don’t want to go sick. Take my tip, lad: keep avitaoyn that there M.O. as long

as you can®

Despite these warnings, Picquet is adamant, begmiisg sick was an order, and eventually
he begins the process. At first, despite the vagsand Picquet’'s qualms, the process is
more or less straightforward. The shock ther&jay is initially applied doesn’t work,
however, and he is allowed to return to camp, iigiieved of all duties, while awaiting a

legendarily elusive medical board:

So I didn’t even go to the hospital any more. ddio lie on my bed all day long
reading a book. But | got tired of that becausaly had one book and | wasn't
allowed out owing to being on sick. There weremy other books in the camp.
Meanwhile the fellows were marching and drillingldiming on the range, and the
man in the next bed to me suddenly developed gestiThis shook me, so |

thought I'd go and see the sergeant-major.



141

Picquet thus enters the increasingly Kafkaesqugilath he is forced to navigate in order to
obtain a medical board that will either prescriteatment or reclassification. He, too, sours
quickly to the whole idea of having to ‘go sick?icquet’s mounting frustration with the
ever-increasing absurdity and incompetence he ertemiconveys the author's own ideas
concerning military bureaucracy, as well as theficas of the military as a whole.

The inept bureaucratic mess that Maclaren-Rosstiifites in the story differs the
humanity that Alun Lewis’s similar indictment of litery life exhibits. It seems that
Maclaren-Ross himself was aware of this differendavhole section of hiMemoirs of the
Fortiesrecounts his relationship with Lewis when both evetationed together, a friendship

that was unlikely because Lewis was an officer @Mlaclaren-Ross was a mere private:

| do not think that in civilian life we could havween friends. We were too
different. Where he was genuinely humble and mipdi@sn arrogant and
didactic. Where he felt sympathy and love, | feeder and contempt. | have only
a film gangster’s kindness towards small things—+eat$, children—Lewis had a
deep tenderness towards life itself [...] but i@ #inmy, where the strangest
friendships are struck up, it was natural for udraw together and to talk of

intimate ambitions®®

When they first meet, Lewis asks Maclaren-Ros&#uol some of his short stories in progress.

Maclaren-Ross is at a loss afterwards, writing:

| will say only this: that after reading them, tieny stories which | myself was

trying to write seem by contrast a joke ratheran baste. This feeling had worn
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off by the next morning, but | went to bed profolyndissatisfied with myself and

my work

Maclaren-Ross does not explicitly say what wasisappointing in the comparison, but his
description of his own personal contrast with Lesgems to indicate that similar differences
existed in their respective works. It also statedseason that Maclaren-Ross saw Lewis’s
approach to writing about military life as moreigige than he believed his own attempts to
be. The differences between ‘I Had to Go Sicld &'he Last Inspection’ in terms of the
use of satire to excoriate the entire class systatiner than just a facet of military life, seem
to confirm this aspect of Maclaren-Ross’s selficism.

Although the Blitz was a definitive part of the #8h wartime experience, the aspect of
it portrayed in William Sansom’s ‘The Wall' wouldatie been novel to mokiorizon
readers. The story, which appeared in the Julyl 1$8Lie, is shorter than most other stories
submitted tdHorizon but its simple structure and plot do not detfaean its value as a
snapshot of the bombing of London, in this casmftbe perspective of a firefighter. The

story begins with the establishment of settinghfirst paragraph:

It was our third job that night. Until this thitgppened, work had been without
incident. There had been shrapnel, a few enquiborgbs, and some huge fires;
but these were unremarkable and have since mengeoutvidentity into the
neutral maze of fire and noise and water and nigithhout date and without hour,
with neither time nor form, that lowers mistilytae back of my mind as a picture

of the air-raid seasot.
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The narrator’'s nonchalance in relating the compasimory of so many bombs and fires is
striking when contrasted with the usual horrifiede@ement in which such events are
normally portrayed, and sets the tone for the gettie story, which is related throughout in
the same deadpan voice. Relating the events afttig in this manner serves, ironically, to
make the story even more chilling; the effect igHer illustrated by the second paragraph,

which, still in a matter-of-fact manner, detailg tpirit-crushing work of fighting fires:

| suppose we were worn down and shivering. Thnee ig a mean-spirited hour.

| suppose we were drenched, with the cold hoserwratkling in at our collars

and settling down at the tails of our shirts. Withdoubt the heavy brass
couplings felt moulded from metal-ice. Probablg tpen roar of the pumps
drowned the petulant buzz of the raiders above can@inly the ubiquitous fire-
glow made an orange stage-set of the streets.k Blater would have puddled the
City alleys and | suppose our hands and our fa@es lack as the water. Black
with hacking about the burnt-up rafters. Theseghiwere an every-night
nonentity. They happened and they were not foegdiecause they were never

even remembered.

The increasingly clipped, terse delivery of theadiggion intimates something different from
that which the otherwise flat tone would otherwisavey, as does the repetition of the word
‘black’ near the end of the section: even if thésckiption covers numerous nights, and the
narrator believes the fear and suffering inhenerhe experience have faded to mere
background noise, it still has an profound effedreif it is sublimated.

According to the narrator, what changes everythimaking the night memorable, ‘in

that simple second my brain digested every detdii@scene,’ is that the ‘blank, indefinite



144

hours of waiting were sharply interrupted—by ansual sound’ of ‘a long rattling crack of
bursting brick and mortaf® The warehouse wall in front of them, five storiak, snaps at
the base of the third story and begins to fall tmlsdahe narrator and his three companions.
The narrator is frozen by the scene, ‘the long sédeeld me hypnotized, rubber boots
cemented to the pavemefit’ . The wall falls ‘as flat as a pancake [...] itmipto its shape
through ninety degrees to the horizontal'The sound, ‘like automatic gunfire,’ of the last
few connecting bricks and mortar breaking awayhhagafened us and brought us to our
senses,” and the men drop the hose, crouch and thramselves just before it breaks, with
‘an incredible noise—a thunderclap condensed imtospace of an eardrum—and then the
bricks and the mortar came tearing and burningtimdlesh of my face®® One of the men,
Lofty, who was ‘away by the pump,’ is killed by tfaling mass, but the other three firemen,
including the narrator, are dug out, with ‘veryidtbrick on top of us®’ ‘We had been
lucky,” says the narrator, ‘we had been framed iy of those symmetrical, oblong window
spaces®®

Sansom’s narrative, appearingHorizononly a few months after the Blitz,
demonstrates that recounting immediate, viscesglaieses to such an incident, with very few
flourishes added in hindsight, can provide a poweviell written story. As dynamic and
thrilling as the fall of the section of wall is 8ansom’s tale, equally important are the
narrator’s statements that, though this was a @nayent, the quiet battle to hold the hose
four hours on end, face and hands black with sm@tked and bone-cold, was a nightly
activity, ‘an every-night nonentity,” with the cemt setting already their third job of the night
(IV:19 24). ltis in this revelation, that sucthiman conditions can become accustomed to,
even fade almost completely into the backgrourat, #ansom conveys the awesome reality
of fighting fires during the Blitz. In so doing lceeates a fuller awareness of the experience

of war for the vast majority readers who were rotrdimate with its unparalleled
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destruction. The war depicted here is no ‘chickéhsuccession of pointless or comically
inept acts. There is powerful immediacy to theatare and to its representation of a novel
and terrifying reality.

Elizabeth Bowen'’s ‘In the Square,” which appedrethe September 1941 issue of
Horizon is more subdued in its exploration of wartime liian Sansom’s ‘The Wall,” but in
its description of the war-wrought changes to omeskhold, it speaks to a larger sense of the
end of past ways of living and understanding, dedpowerful sense of being disconnected
and lost in one’s own home would apply to the elgmee of manyHorizonreaders. The
narrative is relatively simple in form, with theoplconsisting of a visitor, Rupert, returning
after a few years away from London, coming to oalMagdela, the lady of the house in a
well-to-do district of the city. From the begingirdescriptions of the house, and the square
where it sits, dominate the story. In particuthe narrator focuses on what has changed
since the war began. Magdela, as the lady of thiedyand Rupert, who once frequented
parties she hosted there before the war, alsajghrtheir observations and dialogue,
highlight these changes, as well as conveyingéhsesof a lost age and uncomfortableness
with the present. Their conversation regardingphst two years since their last meeting

provides a sense of what has changed, and théititpao fathom their current time:

‘How nice it was of you to ring me up,’ she sailhad had no idea you were
back in London. How did you know | was here? e else is.’

‘I happened to hear—’

‘Oh, did you?’ she said, a little bit disconcertdten added quickly: ‘Were you
surprised?’

‘I was delighted, naturally.’
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‘I| came back,” she said. ‘For the first year Isnsawvay, part of the time in the
country, part of the time in the North with Antherye has been there since this
all started, you know. Then, last winter, | decide come back.’

‘You are a Londoner.’

She said mechanically: ‘Yes, | suppose so—yeés.sdt curious to see you
again, like this. Who would think that this was game world?’ She looked
sideways out of the window, at the square. ‘Whalldave thought this could

really happen?®

The bombed out buildings on the square that Maddeles at through windows, which
themselves are opened to admit a last bit of fa@shefore they are covered for the blackout,
are not the only changes.

Magdela is not alone in the house. Gina, who tsdx a secretary for Magdela’s
husband, desired ‘to drive a car for the war’ aras whe first to reoccupy the premises. Thus,
she has only known it in its current, wartime statel has a somewhat possessive feeling for
it, along with thinly veiled contempt and envy fdagdela: it is revealed to the reader that,
before coming to London, she was Magdela’'s huslsamistress as well as his employee.
She is young and brash, and meant, in comparisbatgmlela’s confused nostalgia, to
represent a generation easily adapted to war, psrRsifirst impression, when she opens the
door for him, conveys: ‘She [...] studied him witte coldly intimate look he had found new
in women since his returd’. Heard only in the background during the coursthefmarrative
is a couple, who ‘are only supposed to be caresdkaccording to Magdela, but even though
their policeman son sometimes surreptitiously séspmewhere at the top of the house,’” she
notes that ‘caretakers are hard to §ktMagdela’s nephew, Bennet, is also staying in the

house for a night on his way home from school, ld@dGina, his casual manners and regard
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for his aunt and her guest, along with his comfath the surroundings, represents
something new and unrecognizable to the older duo.

That Magdela still exudes a sense of disconnecssdaied isolation despite the
number of guests in her house is a principal dewvi¢ke narrative for conveying the sense of
change. It is as important in a way as the actestidptions of bombed out houses across the
square, especially when juxtaposed with her rermémises, in her dialogue with Rupert,
about the parties she used to hold, and Ruperssraation that, in those days, ‘she could not
be intimate without many other people in the rootkemonstrates how ill-suited Magdela is
to her current statué. In a larger sense, Magdela’s predicament, ardsimaller degree the
behaviour of Gina and Bennet, illustrate the wawimch the war has ended so many things,
and for many, like Magdela, hollowed out the présersuch an extent that coming to grips
with it is all but impossible. The state of thauke, with its missing furniture, and the square,
with its missing houses, provide symbols for thation. Bowen ends the story with Magdela
posing a question to Rupert, ‘Do you think we shilsee a great change?’, which indicates
that Magdela herself, while aware that ‘so muchiegspened,” has yet to accept that it is not
her time any longer, and has not realized thatgteat change’ has already occurféd.

A very different perspective and treatment of theg 18 given in Alberto Moravia’s ‘In
the Country,” which was published in the April 1945ue ofHorizon His story was
intended, Cyril Connolly states in a footnote te iGomment’ for the issue, to ‘mark the
beginning of our cultural relations with the nealyt.”* At this point, Moravia was
relatively young and little known in Britain. JoRoss and Donald Freed, who claim in their
1972 booKThe Existentialism of Alberto Moravihat the writer ‘is one of the great authors
of our world’ and argue for his ‘right to inclusiamthe pantheon’ of the existentialists
alongside Sartre and Camus, state that Moravia sipervar in ‘exile’ in the ‘primitive

ltalian mountains™ This experience gives ‘In the Country’ an aimothenticity. Moravia's
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story, translated fardorizon by Vivian Praz, indeed is about Italy in wartinaed it describes
a much different civilian experience of war tharesi@owen’s ‘Ilvy Gripped the Steps,’ with
its nostalgia. Because it describes the resultgcdipation, even the terrifying experience
documented in Sansom’s ‘The Wall’ is not comparaldeit, Moravia depicts a young, well-
off, unmarried couple, travelling in the mountaiass forced to stop for water to fill the
radiator. The only structure in the wild, floodeslley they find themselves in is an old,
dilapidated shed. As they make their way towah@sshed to ask for a bucket of water, the
couple are amorously playful, but the narrator’'sadgtion of the hut they approach Kills this

mood, and foreshadows what lies within, and whéttreinspire:

A little door or rather hatch with a lintel formed a stone larger than the rest
brought to mind a hutch for animals rather thami@éan habitation. A dead dry
tree, with a trunk stripped of its bark and thenlolees reduced to split stumps,
leaned on one side towards the hut. Two or tho¢g plackened and cracked, a
cup or two and a terracotta jug were hung up bl trendles on the stumps. An
axe was fixed by the blade on a fork in the brascHgut what gave a singular
character to this thorny, backless tree was théevdhkiull of an animal stuck by its
orbit on the topmost branch. The long, white tegthned against the
background of the gloomy sky. Other bones, rilestebrae, thigh-bones
gleamed, scattered everywhere in the space in @fahie hut’®

This description of the hut changes the tone oftbey abruptly, destroying the feeling of
gaiety conveyed in the first few paragraphs. Tiwgpte enter the hut, and meet a mother,
‘her face made one think of those rag dolls stuvfgth sawdust which through long use and

ill-treatment grow black and lose their shape withareaking,” and her young sons, faces
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‘rough and swollen, with little eyes and thick ttetf hair as though it were sticky with
glue’.”” The mother relates the story of the family’s déalin‘The Germans destroyed our
house, flooded the farm, took away the cattle esatil our stuff; this was the stable for the
goats’’® The young man, having taken notice of the farb#ing well-fed despite their
obvious abject poverty, asks how they manage tbffiod, and the mother admits that her
sons steal livestock, among other things. Aftatigating the woman about theft, to which
the mother replies, ‘It's bad to steal [...] bis iwvorse to die of hunger,” the young man is
sent out to the well, where the father of the fgmihits, to obtain watef While he is gone,
the mother asks for the young woman’s handbag, statkings and shoes, again explaining
while she disrobes that the family must steal twwiga. The mother’s tone is described as
calm, even joyful, in spite of the girl's palpaliésar and tearful protests. The young man
comes back from the well, carrying the pail of watender the armed guard of the husband,
similarly relieved of his belongings. They areased back to their vehicle, frightened,
cowed, and thoroughly disillusioned.

Italy, although a member of the Axis, was nevedhgloccupied by the Germans near
the end of the war. Moravia’s story illustrates ttagic consequences of occupation and war
fought on home soil in a way that most British &g not having experienced anything like
the chaos depicted in the story, would not havd edeut until after the liberation of Europe.
Naturally, most treatments of the war by Britishtens are coloured by their country’s plight,
a nation under siege and frequently bombed, whaches a different type of horror, but the
inclusion of ‘In the Country’ both allows a non-Bsh voice of a previous enemy to speak to
British readers and forces these readers to cardrtype of wartime experience they may
have otherwise overlooked.

These stories are, as stated at the beginningeafithpter, only a small sample of

whatHorizon offered during the war years. Numerous otheliesarf all types appeared.
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But this selection represents a cross-sectionadti@ns to wartime, from those in the service
and civilians, from Britons and foreigners, andtha case of Kafka, from outside the war
altogether. All the stories appearingHorizonduring wartime are war stories in that they
had been selected by Connolly for a cultural magawihose existence was defined by the
conflict, and placed in such a way as to appeautiscribers who read the magazine in the
same context. The stories in this selection atemended to provide a comprehensive
overview ofHorizons fiction, but to demonstrate some of the diffénerays that the war was
represented in this form in the magazine. ElizaBziwen’s stories both utilise a sense of
longing for the past, somewhat sinisterly in ‘lvyigped the Steps’ and with a more nostalgic
sense of loss in ‘In the Square.” This nostalgiassbility was not uncommon in short stories
of the period, but it by no means defined respotsése war, as William Sansom’s ‘The
Wall’ demonstrates. These stories were also appge#direaders who, for the most part,
would not otherwise confront such direct experienié the war’s violence. Alun Lewis

and Julian Maclaren-Ross also present an aspéut ofar that many readers would find
informative, that of British military life. Thesatirical approaches both expose the comical
absurdity of army protocol, and Lewis’s also cammemmentary on the defects of the
concurrent social order. William Sansom also esgdsocial order in ‘The Long Sheet,’
albeit in a decontextualised manner, but his inten@iessage is quite different in its focus on
the nature of freedom. Alberto Moravia’s ‘In theudtry’ takes both freedom and social
order into account, and as the story’s situatioenrses the class-defined roles of the well-off
couple and the family of farmers turned thievespitfronts a larger reality of a nation turned
upside down by war and occupation. Kafka'’s ‘In Benal Colony’ is not a reaction to war,
but it is a cautionary tale about violence as fesis, the danger of sacrificing justice for the
sake of efficiency, and obliviousness to inhumaaatient of others. Like Sansom’s

derivative ‘The Long Sheet,” Kafka’s story utilisas oppressive atmosphere and dark,
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torturous tones to illustrate his points, and eeugh the story was written long before the
Second World War, the evils it identifies are gasiitnessed in the barbarity of Nazi war
atrocities. Even though readers would have ongnlrtially aware of the horrors that were
taking place on the continent, Kafka’s sadistic arabochistic ‘officer’ would have been
readily identified with Hitler and his party.

Despite their varied approaches, different settiagd contrasting themes, these
stories are all valid responses to war. Indeeédj@lizon's short stories, by benefit of
appearing in its pages during the war years, wieosen by the editor and read by subscribers
in the context of war, even if they were writtertsade of it. Short stories, like the poems of
the preceding chapter, were a form particularlyesbiio being written, and read, in wartime.
They could reproduce the thoughts and feelingspr@roked, without the necessity of
hindsight, and because of this they are invaluabibeir ability to provide an unfiltered
sense of the culture of the conflict. Creativgpmsses provide an important window into this
culture. Yet again, the diversity of the mateatieredHorizonreaders a rich composite
picture of elements of the war they were experiggan individual ways. And the quantity
and quality of stories published in the journaljetthis chapter has only been able to
sample, contribute to the general argument oftttasis, that creative writing of substance
and value was being produced and read even in dhgt wf circumstances. As the next two
chapters show, significant non-fiction was alsagegiublished irHorizon's pages.

Connolly’s ‘Comments’ demonstrate the complimeniatgrrelatedness of the different
forms the magazine published, and the remaindtreothesis will emphasise the role

political and cultural analyses fulfilled in thevdoping entity that wabklorizonin wartime.
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