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1945 - In Defence O P. G Wdehouse
I N DEFENCE OF P. G WODEHOUSE (1945)

When the Germans made their rapid advance through Belgiumin the early
sumrer of 1940, they captured, anobng other things, M. P. G Wdehouse,
who had been living throughout the early part of the war in his villa at
Le Touquet, and seenms not to have realised until the |ast nonent that he
was in any danger. As he was |led away into captivity, he is said to have
remarked, "Perhaps after this | shall wite a serious book." He was

pl aced for the tinme being under house arrest, and from his subsequent
statenments it appears that he was treated in a fairly friendly way,
German officers in the nei ghbourhood frequently "dropping in for a bath
or a party".

Over a year later, on 25th June 1941, the news cane that Wdehouse had
been rel eased frominternment and was living at the Adlon Hotel in

Berlin. On the follow ng day the public was astonished to |l earn that he
had agreed to do some broadcasts of a "non-political" nature over the
German radio. The full texts of these broadcasts are not easy to obtain

at this date, but Wdehouse seens to have done five of them between 26th
June and 2nd July, when the Germans took himoff the air again. The first
br oadcast, on 26th June, was not made on the Nazi radi o but took the form
of an interview with Harry Flannery, the representative of the Col unbia

Broadcasting System which still had its correspondents in Berlin.
Wodehouse al so published in the SATURDAY EVENI NG POST an article which he
had witten while still in the internment canp.

The article and the broadcasts dealt mainly with Wdehouse's experiences
in internment, but they did include a very few comments on the war. The
following are fair sanples

"I never was interested in politics. I'mquite unable to work up any kind
of belligerent feeling. Just as |'m about to feel belligerent about sone
country | neet a decent sort of chap. W go out together and | ose any
fighting thoughts or feelings."

"A short tinme ago they had a | ook at me on parade and got the right idea;
at least they sent us to the local lunatic asylum And | have been there
forty-two weeks. There is a good deal to be said for internment. It keeps
you out of the sal oon and helps you to keep up with your reading. The
chief trouble is that it neans you are away from honme for a long tine.
VWen | join my wife | had better take along a letter of introduction to
be on the safe side."

“I'n the days before the war | had al ways been nodestly proud of being an
Engl i shman, but now that | have been sone nonths resident in this bin or
repository of Englishnmen | amnot so sure... The only concession | want
from Germany is that she gives ne a |oaf of bread, tells the gentlenen
with muskets at the main gate to | ook the other way, and | eaves the rest
tome. In return | amprepared to hand over India, an autographed set of
ny books, and to reveal the secret process of cooking sliced potatoes on
a radiator. This offer holds good till Wednesday week."

The first extract quoted above caused great offence. Wdehouse was al so
censured for using (in the interview with Flannery) the phrase "whet her
Britain wins the war or not," and he did not make things better by

descri bing in another broadcast the filthy habits of some Bel gi an
prisoners anmong whom he was interned. The Germans recorded this broadcast
and repeated it a nunber of tines. They seemto have supervised his tal ks
very lightly, and they allowed himnot only to be funny about the

di sconforts of internment but to remark that "the internees at Trost canp
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all fervently believe that Britain will eventually win." The genera
upshot of the tal ks, however, was that he had not been ill treated and
bore no malice.

These broadcasts caused an i mredi ate uproar in England. There were
questions in Parlianment, angry editorial coments in the press, and a
stream of letters fromfellowauthors, nearly all of them di sapproving,

t hough one or two suggested that it would be better to suspend judgnent,
and several pleaded that Wdehouse probably did not realise what he was
doing. On 15th July, the Honme Service of the B.B.C. carried an extrenely
vi ol ent Postscript by "Cassandra" of the DAILY M RROR, accusi ng Whdehouse
of "selling his country." This postscript nmade free use of such
expressions as "Quisling" and "worshipping the Fihrer". The main charge
was that Wbdehouse had agreed to do German propaganda as a way of buying
hi nsel f out of the internment canp.

"Cassandra's" Postscript caused a certain ampunt of protest, but on the
whol e it seens to have intensified popul ar feeling agai nst Wbdehouse. One
result of it was that numerous lending libraries wthdrew Wdehouse's
books fromcirculation. Here is a typical news item

"Wthin twenty-four hours of listening to the broadcast of Cassandra, the
DAILY M RROR col umi st, Portadown (North Ireland) Urban District Council
banned P. G Wbhdehouse's books fromtheir public library. M. Edward
McCann sai d that Cassandra's broadcast had clinched the matter. Wdehouse
was funny no |onger." (DAILY MRROR )

In addition the B.B.C. banned Wdehouse's lyrics fromthe air and was

still doing so a couple of years later. As |ate as December 1944 there
were demands in Parliament that Wdehouse should be put on trial as a

traitor.

There is an old saying that if you throw enough nud some of it will

stick, and the mud has stuck to Wbdehouse in a rather peculiar way. An

i mpressi on has been | eft behind that Wdehouse's tal ks (not that anyone
renmenbers what he said in thenm) showed himup not merely as a traitor but
as an ideol ogi cal synpathiser with Fascism Even at the tinme severa
letters to the press clainmed that "Fascist tendencies" could be detected
in his books, and the charge has been repeated since. | shall try to

anal yse the nental atnmosphere of those books in a noment, but it is
important to realise that the events of 1941 do not convict Wdehouse of
anyt hi ng worse than stupidity. The really interesting question is how and
why he could be so stupid. When Flannery nmet Wbdehouse (rel eased, but
still under guard) at the Adlon Hotel in June 1941, he saw at once that
he was dealing with a political innocent, and when preparing himfor
their broadcast interview he had to warn hi magainst naking sone

exceedi ngly unfortunate remarks, one of which was by inplication slightly
anti-Russian. As it was, the phrase "whether England wins or not" did get
t hrough. Soon after the interview Wdehouse told himthat he was al so
goi ng to broadcast on the Nazi radio, apparently not realising that this
action had any special significance. Flannery coments [ASSI GNMENT TO
BERLIN by Harry W Flannery.]:

"By this tinme the Whdehouse plot was evident. It was one of the best Nazi
publicity stunts of the war, the first with a human angle. ...Plack
(Goebbel s' s assistant) had gone to the canp near Aeiwitz to see
Wodehouse, found that the author was conpletely w thout political sense
and had an idea. He suggested to Whdehouse that in return for being

rel eased fromthe prison canp he wite a series of broadcasts about his
experi ences; there would be no censorship and he woul d put themon the
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air himself. In making that proposal Plack showed that he knew his nman.
He knew t hat Wbdehouse made fun of the English in all his stories and
that he seldomwote in any other way, that he was still living in the
peri od about which he wote and had no conception of Nazismand all it
meant. Wbdehouse was his own Bertie Whoster."

The striking of an actual bargain between Wdehouse and Pl ack seens to be
nerely Flannery's own interpretation. The arrangenent may have been of a
much | ess definite kind, and to judge fromthe broadcasts thensel ves,
Wodehouse's main idea in making themwas to keep in touch with his public
and —the conedian's ruling passion —to get a |l augh. Obviously they are
not the utterances of a Qisling of the type of Ezra Pound or John Anmery,
nor, probably, of a person capable of understanding the nature of

Qui slingism Flannery seens to have warned Whdehouse that it would be
unwi se to broadcast, but not very forcibly. He adds that Whdehouse

(t hough in one broadcast he refers to hinself as an Englishman) seened to
regard hinself as an American citizen. He had contenpl at ed
naturalisation, but had never filled in the necessary papers. He even
used, to Flannery, the phrase, "We're not at war with Gernmany."

| have before me a bibliography of P. G W.dehouse's works. It nanes
round about fifty books, but is certainly inconplete. It is as well to be
honest, and | ought to start by adnmitting that there are many books by
Wodehouse perhaps a quarter or a third of the total —which I have not
read. It is not, indeed, easy to read the whol e output of a popul ar
witer who is normally published in cheap editions. But | have foll owed
his work fairly closely since 1911, when | was eight years old, and am
wel | acquainted with its peculiar nental atnosphere —an atmosphere which
has not, of course, remained conpl etely unchanged, but shows little
alteration since about 1925. |In the passage from Fl annery's book which I
guot ed above there are two remarks which would i mediately strike any
attentive reader of Wdehouse. One is to the effect that Wbdehouse "was
still living in the period about which he wote," and the other that the
Nazi Propaganda M nistry made use of him because he "made fun of the
English." The second statenent is based on a m sconception to which

will return presently. But Flannery's other comment is quite true and
contains in it part of the clue to Wdehouse's behavi our.

A thing that people often forget about P. G Wdehouse's novels is how

| ong ago the better-known of themwere witten. We think of himas in
some sense typifying the silliness of the nineteen-twenties and

ni neteen-thirties, but in fact the scenes and characters by which he is
best remenbered had all made their appearance before 1925. Psmith first
appeared in 1909, having been foreshadowed by other characters in early
school stories. Blandings Castle, with Baxter and the Earl of Emsworth both
in residence, was introduced in 1915. The Jeeves-Woster cycle began

in 1919, both Jeeves and Woster having made brief appearances earlier.
Ukri dge appeared in 1924. \Wen one | ooks through the |ist of Wdehouse's
books from 1902 onwards, one can observe three fairly well-marked peri ods.
The first is the school-story period. It includes such books as THE GOLD
BAT, THE POTHUNTERS, etc and has its high-spot in MKE (1909). PSM TH IN
THE CI TY, published in the followi ng year, belongs in this category,
though it is not directly concerned with school life. The next is the
Ameri can period. Wbdehouse seens to have lived in the United States

from about 1913 to 1920, and for a while showed signs of bECOM NG

AMERI CANI SED | N | DI OM AND QUTLOOK. SOVE OF THE STORIES I N THE MAN W TH
TWO LEFT FEET (1917) appear to have been influenced by 0. Henry, and

ot her books witten about this tine contain Americanisns (e.g. "highball"
for "whi sky and soda") which an Englishman would not nornmally use IN
PROPRI A PERSONA. Neverthel ess, alnmost all the books of this period--PSM TH,
JOURNALI ST; THE LI TTLE NUGGET; THE | NDI SCRETI ONS OF ARCHI E; PI CCADI LLY
JI M and various ot hers-depend for their effect on the CONTRAST between
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English and Anerican manners. English characters appear in an Anerican
setting, or vice versa: there is a certain nunber of purely English stories,
but hardly any purely Anerican ones. The third period mght fitly be called
the country-house period. By the early nineteen-twenties Wdehouse nust
have been naking a very large incone, and the social status of his
characters noved upwards accordi ngly, though the Ukridge stories forma
partial exception. The typical setting is now a country mansion, a
[ uxurious bachelor flat or an expensive golf club. The school boy
athleticismof the earlier books fades out, cricket and football giving
way to golf, and the elenent of farce and burl esque becomes nore marked.
No doubt many of the | ater books, such as SUMVER LI GHTNI NG are |ight
conedy rather than pure farce, but the occasional attenpts at noral
ear nest ness which can be found in PSM TH, JOURNALI ST; THE LI TTLE NUGGET;
THE COM NG OF BI LL, THE MAN WTH TWO LEFT FEET and some of the schoo
stories, no |longer appear. M ke Jackson has turned into Bertie Woster.
That, however, is not a very startling nmetanorphosis, and one of the npst
noti ceabl e things about Wbdehouse is his LACK of devel opnment. Books |ike
THE GOLD BAT and TALES OF ST AUSTIN' S, witten in the opening years of
this century, already have the faml|iar atnosphere. How nuch of a fornula
the witing of his |ater books had becone one can see fromthe fact that
he continued to wite stories of English life although throughout the
si xteen years before his internment he was living at Hol |l ywood and Le
Touquet .

M KE, which is now a difficult book to obtain in an unabridged form nust
be one of the best "light" school stories in English. But though its
incidents are largely farcical, it is by no neans a satire on the
publ i cschool system and THE GOLD BAT, THE POTHUNTERS, etc are even |ess
so. Wbdehouse was educated at Dulwich, and then worked in a bank and
graduated into novel witing by way of very cheap journalism It is clear
that for many years he remmined "fixated" on his old school and | oathed
the unromantic job and the | ower-m ddl e-cl ass surroundings in which he
found himself. In the early stories the "glamour" of publicschool life
(house matches, fagging, teas round the study fire, etc) is laid on
fairly thick, and the "play the ganme" code of norals is accepted with not
many reservations. Wykyn, Wdehouse's imaginary public school, is a
school of a nmore fashionable type than Dul wi ch, and one gets the

i mpression that between THE GOLD BAT (1904) and M KE (1908) Wykyn itself
has becone nore expensive and noved farther from London. Psychol ogically
the nost revealing book of Whdehouse's early period is PSMTH I N THE
CITY. Mke Jackson's father has suddenly |ost his noney, and Mke, |ike
Wodehouse hinmsel f, is thrust at the age of about eighteen into an
ill-paid subordinate job in a bank. Psmith is sinmilarly enployed, though
not from financial necessity. Both this book and PSM TH, JOURNALI ST
(1915) are unusual in that they display a certain anmount of politica
consci ousness. Psmith at this stage chooses to call hinself a
Socialist-in his mind, and no doubt in Wdehouse's, this means no nore
than ignoring class distinctions-and on one occasion the two boys attend
an open-air neeting on Clapham Common and go honme to tea with an elderly
Soci al i st orator, whose shabby-genteel hone is described with sone
accuracy. But the nmobst striking feature of the book is Mke's inability
to wean hinself fromthe atnosphere of school. He enters upon his job

wi t hout any pretence of enthusiasm and his main desire is not, as one

m ght expect, to find a nore interesting and useful job, but sinmply to be
pl aying cricket. When he has to find hinself |odgings he chooses to
settle at Dulw ch, because there he will be near a school and will be
able to hear the agreeable sound of the ball striking against the bat.
The climax of the book conmes when M ke gets the chance to play in a
county match and sinply wal ks out of his job in order to do so. The point
is that Wbdehouse here synpathises with Mke: indeed he identified
hinself with him for it is clear enough that M ke bears the sane
relation to Wdehouse as Julien Sorel to Stendhal. But he created many

ot her heroes essentially simlar. Through the books of this and the next
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peri od there passes a whol e series of young nen to whom pl ayi ng ganes and
"keeping fit" are a sufficient Iife-wrk. Wdehouse is al nost incapabl e of
i mgi ning a desirable job. The great thing is to have noney of your own,
or, failing that, to find a sinecure. The hero of SOVETHI NG FRESH (1915)
escapes from |l owclass journalismby becom ng physical-training instructor
to a dyspeptic millionaire: this is regarded as a step up, norally as well
as financially.

In the books of the third period there is no narcissismand no serious
interludes, but the inplied noral and social background has changed mnuch
| ess than m ght appear at first sight. |If one conpares Bertie Woster
with Mke, or even with the rugger-playing prefects of the earliest
school stories, one sees that the only real difference between themis
that Bertie is richer and lazier. H's ideals would be al nost the same as
theirs, but he fails to live up to them Archie Moffam in THE

| NDI SCRETI ONS OF ARCHI E (1921), is a type internediate between Bertie and
the earlier heroes: he is an ass, but he is al so honest, kind-hearted
athletic and courageous. Fromfirst to | ast Wdehouse takes the
publ i c-school code of behaviour for granted, with the difference that in
his later, nore sophisticated period he prefers to show his characters
violating it or living up to it against their will:

"Bertie! You wouldn't |let down a pal ?"
"Yes, 1 would."

"But we were at school together, Bertie."
“I don't care."

"The old school, Bertie, the old school!"
"Ch, well--dash it!"

Bertie, a sluggish Don Quixote, has no wish to tilt at windmlls, but he
woul d hardly think of refusing to do so when honour calls. Mst of the
peopl e whom Wdehouse intends as synpathetic characters are parasites,

and some of themare plain inbeciles, but very few of them could be
described as imoral. Even Ukridge is a visionary rather than a plain
crook. The nost immoral, or rather un-noral, of Wdehouse's characters is
Jeeves, who acts as a foil to Bertie Woster's conparative

hi gh- m ndedness and perhaps synbolises the w despread English belief that
intelligence and unscrupul ousness are much the same thing. How closely
Wodehouse sticks to conventional norality can be seen fromthe fact that
nowhere in his books is there anything in the nature of a sex joke. This is
an enornous sacrifice for a farcical witer to make. Not only are there no
dirty jokes, but there are hardly any conpronising situations: the
horns-on-the-forehead notif is almost conpletely avoided. Mst of the
full-length books, of course, contain a "love interest”, but it is always

at the light-conedy level: the love affair, with its conplications and
its idyllic scenes, goes on and on, but, as the saying goes "nothing
happens". It is significant that Wdehouse, by nature a witer of farces,
was able to collaborate nore than once with lan Hay, a serio-comic witer
and an exponent (VIDE PIP, etc) of the "clean-living Englishman"
tradition at its silliest.

In SOVETHI NG FRESH Wbdehouse had di scovered the conmic possibilities of
the English aristocracy, and a succession of ridiculous but, save in a
very few instances, not actually contenptible barons, earls and what - not
foll omed accordingly. This had the rather curious effect of causing
Wodehouse to be regarded, outside England, as a penetrating satirist of
English society. Hence Flannery's statenent that Wdehouse "made fun of
the English,"” which is the inpression he woul d probably nake on a Gernan
or even an Anmerican reader. Some tine after the broadcasts fromBerlin |
was di scussing themw th a young | ndian Nationalist who defended

Page 5



Generated by Foxit PDF Creator © Foxit Software
http://www.foxitsoftware.com For evaluation only.

1945 - In Defence O P. G Wdehouse
Wodehouse warmy. He took it for granted that Wdehouse HAD gone over to
the enemy, which fromhis own point of view was the right thing to do
But what interested me was to find that he regarded Wdehouse as an
anti-British witer who had done useful work by showing up the British
aristocracy in their true colours. This is a mstake that it would be
very difficult for an English person to nake, and is a good instance of
the way in which books, especially hunmorous books, |ose their finer
nuances when they reach a foreign audience. For it is clear enough that
Wodehouse is not anti-British, and not anti-upper class either. On the
contrary, a harnl ess ol d-fashi oned snobbi shness is perceptible all
through his work. Just as an intelligent Catholic is able to see that the
bl asphem es of Baudel aire or Janes Joyce are not seriously damaging to
the Catholic faith, so an English reader can see that in creating such
characters as Hildebrand Spencer Poyns de Burgh John Hanneysi de
Coonbe- Cronbi e, 12th Earl of Dreever, Wdehouse is not really attacking
the social hierarchy. Indeed, no one who genuinely despised titles would
wite of them so much. Wddehouse's attitude towards the English socia
systemis the same as his attitude towards the public-school noral code —
a mld facetiousness covering an unthi nking acceptance. The Earl of
Emsworth is funny because an earl ought to have nore dignity, and Bertie
Wyoster's hel pl ess dependence on Jeeves is funny partly because the
servant ought not to be superior to the naster. An Anmerican reader can
m st ake these two, and others like them for hostile caricatures, because
he is inclined to be Angl ophobe already and they correspond to his
preconcei ved i deas about a decadent aristocracy. Bertie Woster, with his
spats and his cane, is the traditional stage Englishman. But, as any
English reader would see, Whdehouse intends himas a synpathetic figure
and Wbdehouse's real sin has been to present the English upper classes as
much ni cer people than they are. Al through his books certain probl ens
are constantly avoided. Al nost without exception his noneyed young nen
are unassuni ng, good m xers, not avaricious: their tone is set for them
by Psmith, who retains his own upper-class exterior but bridges the
soci al gap by addressing everyone as "Conrade".

But there is another inportant point about Bertie Woster: his

out - of - dat eness. Conceived in 1917 or thereabouts, Bertie really bel ongs
to an epoch earlier than that. He is the "knut" of the pre-1914 peri od,
cel ebrated in such songs as "G lbert the Filbert" or "Reckl ess Reggi e of
the Regent's Pal ace". The kind of life that Wdehouse wites about by
preference, the life of the "clubman" or "man about town", the el egant
young man who | ounges all the morning in Piccadilly with a cane under his
armand a carnation in his buttonhole, barely survived into the

ni neteen-twenties. It is significant that Wdehouse coul d publish in 1936
a book entitled YOUNG MEN I N SPATS. For who was wearing spats at that

dat e? They had gone out of fashion quite ten years earlier. But the
traditional "knut", the "Piccadilly Johnny", OUGHT to wear spats, just as
t he pantom me Chi nese ought to wear a pigtail. A hunorous witer is not
obliged to keep up to date, and having struck one or two good veins,
Wodehouse continued to exploit themwi th a regularity that was no doubt
all the easier because he did not set foot in England during the sixteen
years that preceded his internment. His picture of English society had
been forned before 1914, and it was a naive, traditional and, at bottom
adnmiring picture. Nor did he ever becone genuinely americani sed. As |
have poi nted out, spontaneous Anericani snms do occur in the books of the

m ddl e period, but Wdehouse renmai ned English enough to find Anmerican

sl ang an anusing and slightly shocking novelty. He |l oves to thrust a slang
phrase or a crude fact in among Wardour Street English ("Wth a holl ow
groan Ukri dge borrowed five shillings fromne and went out into the

ni ght"), and expressions like "a piece of cheese" or "bust himon the
noggi n" lend thensel ves to this purpose. But the trick had been devel oped
bef ore he nade any Anerican contacts, and his use of garbled quotations
is a coomon device of English witers running back to Fielding. As

M John Hayward has pointed out, [Note, below W adehouse owes a good dea
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to his know edge of English literature and especially of Shakespeare.
Hi s books are ai med, not, obviously, at a hi ghbrow audi ence, but at an
audi ence educated along traditional |ines. When, for instance, he
descri bes sonebody as heaving "the kind of sigh that Pronmetheus m ght
have heaved when the vulture dropped in for its lunch", he is assum ng
that his readers will know something of G eek mythology. In his early
days the witers he admired were probably Barry Pain, Jerone K. Jerone,
W W Jacobs, Kipling and F. Anstey, and he has renained closer to them
than to the quicknoving Anerican comc witers such as Ring Lardner
or Danmon Runyon. In his radio interview with Flannery, Wdehouse wondered
whet her "the kind of people and the kind of England | wite about will
live after the war", not realising that they were ghosts already.
"He was still living in the period about which he wote," says Fl annery,
nmeani ng, probably, the nineteen-twenties. But the period was really the
Edwar di an age, and Bertie Woster, if he ever existed, was killed round
about 1915.

[Note: "P. G Wdehouse" by John Hayward. (The Saturday Book, 1942.)
| believe this is the only full-length critical essay on Wdehouse.
(Aut hor's footnote.)]

If ny analysis of Wdehouse's nentality is accepted, the idea that in
1941 he consciously aided the Nazi propaganda machi ne beconmes untenabl e
and even ridicul ous. He MAY have been iInduced to broadcast by the prom se
of an earlier release (he was due for release a few nonths |ater, on
reaching his sixtieth birthday), but he cannot have realised that what he
did woul d be danaging to British interests. As | have tried to show, his
noral outl ook has remai ned that of a public-school boy, and according to
t he public-school code, treachery in time of war is the nost unforgivable
of all the sins. But how could he fail to grasp that what he did would be
a big propaganda score for the Germans and would bring down a torrent of
di sapproval on his own head? To answer this one nmust take two things into
consideration. First, Wdehouse's conplete |lack —so far as one can judge
fromhis printed works--of political awareness. It is nonsense to talk

of "Fascist tendencies" in his books. There are no post-1918 tendencies
at all. Throughout his work there is a certain uneasy awareness of the
probl em of class distinctions, and scattered through it at various dates
there are ignorant though not unfriendly references to Socialism In THE
HEART OF A GOOF (1926) there is a rather silly story about a Russian
novel i st, which seenms to have been inspired by the factional struggle
then raging in the U S.S.R But the references in it to the Soviet system
are entirely frivol ous and, considering the date, not narkedly hostile.
That is about the extent of Wdehouse's political consciousness, so far
as it is discoverable fromhis witings. Nowhere, so far as | know, does
he so much as use the word "Fascisni or "Nazism" In left-wing circles,

i ndeed in "enlightened" circles of any kind, to broadcast on the Naz
radi o, to have any truck with the Nazis whatever, would have seened just
as shocking an action before the war as during it. But that is a habit of
m nd that had been devel oped during nearly a decade of i deol ogical
struggl e agai nst Fascism The bulk of the British people, one ought to
renmenber, remained anjsthetic to that struggle until late into 1940
Abyssinia, Spain, China, Austria, Czechoslovakia —the |ong series of
crimes and aggressions had sinply slid past their consci ousness or were
dimy noted as quarrels occurring among foreigners and "not our

busi ness." One can gauge the general ignorance fromthe fact that the
ordi nary Engli shman thought of "Fascisnm' as an exclusively Italian thing
and was bew | dered when the sane word was applied to Germany. And there
is nothing in Wdehouse's witings to suggest that he was better

inforned, or nore interested in politics, than the general run of his
readers.

The ot her thing one must renenber is that Wdehouse happened to be taken
prisoner at just the nonent when the war reached its desperate phase. W
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forget these things now, but until that time feelings about the war had
been noticeably tepid. There was hardly any fighting, the Chamberlain
CGovernment was unpopul ar, emnent publicists were hinting that we should
make a conproni se peace as qui ckly as possible, trade union and Labour
Party branches all over the country were passing anti-war resol utions.
Afterwards, of course, things changed. The Arny was with difficulty
extricated from Dunkirk, France coll apsed, Britain was al one, the bonbs
rai ned on London, Goebbels announced that Britain was to be "reduced to
degradati on and poverty". By the m ddle of 1941 the British people knew
what they were up against and feelings against the eneny were far fiercer
than before. But Whdehouse had spent the intervening year in internnent,
and his captors seemto have treated himreasonably well. He had nissed
the turning-point of the war, and in 1941 he was still reacting in termns
of 1939. He was not alone in this. On several occasions about this tine
the Germans brought captured British soldiers to the m crophone, and some
of them made renmarks at |east as tactless as Whdehouse's. They attracted
no attention, however. And even an outright Qisling |like John Arery was
afterwards to arouse nmuch | ess indignation than Wdehouse had done.

But why? Why should a few rather silly but harm ess remarks by an el derly
novel i st have provoked such an outcry? One has to | ook for the probable
answer amid the dirty requirements of propaganda warfare.

There is one point about the Wdehouse broadcasts that is al nost
certainly significant —the date. Wdehouse was rel eased two or three
days before the invasion of the U S.S.R, and at a tinme when the higher
ranks of the Nazi party must have known that the invasion was inminent.

It was vitally necessary to keep Anerica out of the war as |ong as
possible, and in fact, about this tine, the Gernman attitude towards the
U S. A did becone nore conciliatory than it had been before. The Gernmans
could hardly hope to defeat Russia, Britain and the U S A in
conbination, but if they could polish off Russia quickly —and presumably
they expected to do so —the Anericans might never intervene. The rel ease
of Wodehouse was only a minor nove, but it was not a bad sop to throwto
the American isolationists. He was well known in the United States, and
he was —or so the Germans cal cul ated —popular with the Angl ophobe
public as a caricaturist who nmade fun of the silly-ass Englishman with
his spats and his nonocle. At the nicrophone he could be trusted to
danmage British prestige in one way or another, while his rel ease woul d
denponstrate that the Germans were good fellows and knew how to treat
their enem es chivalrously. That presumably was the cal cul ation, though
the fact that Wdehouse was only broadcasting for about a week suggests
that he did not come up to expectations.

But on the British side simlar though opposite cal cul ati ons were at

work. For the two years followi ng Dunkirk, British noral e depended
largely upon the feeling that this was not only a war for denobcracy but a
war which the common people had to win by their own efforts. The upper

cl asses were discredited by their appeasenent policy and by the disasters
of 1940, and a social levelling process appeared to be taking place
Patriotismand | eft-wi ng sentinments were associated in the popular m nd
and numerous able journalists were at work to tie the association
tighter. Priestley's 1940 broadcasts, and "Cassandra's" articles in the
DAILY M RROR, were good exanpl es of the demagogi c propaganda flourishing
at that tinme. In this atnosphere, Wdehouse nmade an ideal whipping-boy.
For it was generally felt that the rich were treacherous, and Wdehouse —
as "Cassandra" vigorously pointed out in his broadcast —was a rich man.
But he was the kind of rich nman who could be attacked with inpunity and
wi t hout risking any damage to the structure of society. To denounce
Wydehouse was not |ike denouncing, say, Beaverbrook. A nmere novelist,
however | arge his earnings may happen to be, is not OF the possessing
class. Even if his incone touches £50,000 a year he has only the outward
senbl ance of a mllionaire. He is a lucky outsider who has fluked into a
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fortune —usually a very tenporary fortune —Ilike the w nner of the
Cal cutta Derby Sweep. Consequently, Whdehouse's indiscretion gave a good
propaganda opening. It was a chance to "expose" a wealthy parasite
wi thout drawing attention to any of the parasites who really mattered.

In the desperate circunstances of the tinme, it was excusable to be angry
at what Wbdehouse did, but to go on denouncing himthree or four years
later —and nore, to let an inpression remain that he acted with

consci ous treachery —is not excusable. Few things in this war have been
nore noral ly disgusting than the present hunt after traitors and
Quislings. At best it is largely the punishnent of the guilty by the
guilty. In France, all kinds of petty rats —police officials,
penny-a-lining journalists, women who have slept with Gernman sol diers —
are hunted down while al nost w thout exception the big rats escape. In
Engl and the fiercest tirades against Quislings are uttered by
Conservati ves who were practising appeasenent in 1938 and Communi sts who
were advocating it in 1940. | have striven to show how the wetched
Wodehouse —just because success and expatriation had allowed himto
remain mentally in the Edwardi an age —becane the CORPUS VILE in a
propaganda experinment, and | suggest that it is nowtime to regard the
incident as closed. If Ezra Pound is caught and shot by the American
authorities, it will have the effect of establishing his reputation as a
poet for hundreds of years; and even in the case of Wdehouse, if we
drive himto retire to the United States and renounce his British
citizenship, we shall end by being horribly ashamed of ourselves.
Meanwhile, if we really want to punish the peopl e who weakened nationa
norale at critical nonents, there are other culprits who are nearer hone
and better worth chasi ng.
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