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Who are the Rats? Well, they're the people who do nothing about
aft.)fz'.‘hing, who accept the atom bomb and want the cat back, the
Civii servants with closed minds and politicians who believe in
armaments, all the forms of authority and persuasion which want
people to conform into a mass, and all the people who worship
the State and submit to over-government. This is nothine to do
with politics, because the conformist is found under all l;anners
under Communism and Capitalism . . . |

—ALAN SILLITOE.

Because he is a man

NIGOLAS WALTER

I BEGAN READING ALAN SILLITOE’S NEW NOVEL.* a few hours after
hea_rmg he had joined us in the big sit-down, while I was lying on a
police-cell floor during the long night of September 17th. 1 can think
of no more suitable time and place, for Sillitoe has a voice of pure
.human.dlssent, like Sein O’Casey or John Osborne: there are no
concessions attached to his total commitment. He offers no comforting
message like Forster or Wesker, no prophetic cure like Shaw or
Lawrence, no escape into art like Wilde or Behan, no indulgent affection

itke Orwell or MacInnes. He is just for the ordinary people and against
their bosses and rulers, without question or quarter.

As everyone knows, Sillitoe made his name with his first novel,
Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1958), a début quite as remarkable
as Lucky Jim or Room at the Top; the original edition has sold over
10,000 copies, the paperback edition has sold nearly a million, and the
excellent film must have reached several million more people who had
never heard of the book. Who read this book? “Ordinary working-
class people”, its author replies. It was followed by a collection of
short stories, The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner (1959), some
of which—especially the outstanding title story—are even better than
the novel. Then came a political fantasy, The General (1960), and a
boolg of verse, The Rats (1960), neither of which I liked very much,
glespltq their admirable sentiments. I remember even having the
impertinence to tell the author to go back and write what he knew:

*Key to the Door (W. H. Allen, 18s.).
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this he has now done, and here we have a long novel by present
standards (which is also cheap by present standards) which makes me
feel I was right, for it is an important and impressive achievement.
Sillitoe has proved that his talent was not just a flash in the pan, like
that of so many of the other new writers since the war; his last book
stands firmly on the same high level as the first two.

Key to the Door has the function in its author’s work that Of
Human Bondage, Eyeless in Gaza and Dr. Zhivago had in theirs—to
make a major statement about theé meaning of his life and his ideas in
the framework of a large semi-autobiographical novel. Because of
Sillitoe’s background and his reaction to it this statement takes the
form of a powerful protest against his society—the sort of protest made
in Death of a Hero, The Grapes of Wrath and From Here to Eternity.
I use these names deliberately; this is a big book. As a much-publicised
Book Society choice, it will be enjoyed by many thousands of readers—
but I wonder how many of them will understand what it is trying to say.
Alan Sillitoe didn’t come and sit down in Trafalgar Square for the sake
of his health or his reputation, and the reasons he came are clear enough
in Key to the Door. If the Establishment had any sense it would be
worried about this book and its author. If we have any sense we will
read the one and listen to the other.

Here is the story of the first twenty-one years in the life of Brian
Seaton. who was born when Lady Chatterley found her lover, in the
same part of England—industrial Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire—and
shares with his author the same working-class origins that Oliver Mellors
and Paul Morel shared with theirs (indeed, though there is no sign of
imitation, the first part of Key to the Door reminded me strongly of
Sons and Lovers). Readers of Saturday Night and Sunday Morning will
remember its tough hero Arthur Seaton, his brother Fred and sister
Margaret, his aunt Ada and cousin Bert; well they are all here, though
Brian—the eldest Seaton brother—didn’t appear in the earlier book.
Arthur’s story is set in the fifties, the age of full employment and
television: Brian’s is set in the thirties and forties, the age of unem-
ployment and war. Here is the background not only of Brian Seaton
and his brother, but of Alan Sillitoe and the best of his work, described
in satisfying and convincing detail.

As in the earlier book, there is no conventional plot, no real
sense of the passage of time, no contrived development or revelation—
just a series of vivid episodes piling on top of each other, the last
one fitting naturally into its place. The characters don’t change much;
they grow up, and struggle or give in, and fade away—birth and copu-
lation and death, sometimes with good luck, usually with bad. But
in the end Arthur came to some sort of terms with the world he defied;
and in the same way Brian, a gentler person, finds the key to his
door, though it is cut by everything that has happened to him from the
material he was born with. There is no slick dénouement to round off
the book: the story is real and its conclusion is real, for there is nothing

phoney about Sillitoe.
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There is richness here, more
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But Key to the Door is no portrait
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godlike, rescue his hero from his predicament, as H. G. Wells dj ¥
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deyie is pétsecutors, ; he admired the caricatured Jew for
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: cant afford food, let alone books. But the i
pays off; in his book Brian “heard th ] A Al i i 5
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of the artist as an angry young

commitment is no problem for Bria
s n Seaton;
his side and describe his pre on; Dumas and Hugo are on

enough.

dicament in imaginative terms—that is

















































