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Who are the Rats? Well, they're the people who do nothing about
anythzng, who accept the atom bomb and want the cat back, the
ctvu servants with closed rrunds and politicians who believe in
Â1ôt'"òlf"ô"@I1lS, 61'ò I/16ô i_0'tóm'S' Of authortty and persuaszon which want
people to co-nfotrm 'tlôli0 a mass, and all the people who worship
the State and submit to ove'r-government. This is nothina to dot g -I .
wzth poltttcs, because the conforrnist is found under all banners,
under Cornrnuntsm and Capitalism _ _ _

ð~ðALAN SILLITOE.
 

NIGOLAS WALTER

111 BE_GANl REAo1t~to_ALAN S_ILLI'roEôs mew NovEL,"f a few hours after
earmg 1e had Jotned us 1n the blg s1t-down, whtle I was lying on a

pOIlCú-C611 þoor durlng the long night of September 17th. I can think
of no more sultable tlme and place, for Sillitoe has a voice of pure
Ilumall CIISSBIIL llke Sean OôCasey or John Osborne" there are no
concessions attached to his total commitment. He offers no comforting
plessage hke Forster or Wesker, _no prophetic cure like Shaw or

awrence, no escape 1nto art hke Wllde or Behan, no 1ndulgent affection
like Orwell or Maclnnes. _ He is just for the ordinary people and against
their bosses and rulers, without questlon or quarter.

y As everyone knows, Sillitoe made his name with his ýrst novel,
Saturday Nzght and Sunday Morning (1958), a debut quite as remarkable
as Lucky J_trn or Room at the -op;the original edition has sold over
10,000 coples, the paperback edttlon has so_ld_ nearly a million, and the
excellent ýlm must have reached several m1ll1on more people who had
never heard of the book. Who read this book? ñOrdinary working-
class peopleò, 1ts author replies. It was followed by a collection of
short stones, The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner (1959) some
01$ wh1chð-ðespec1ally the outstanding title storyð-are even better than
t e novel. Then came a polttlcal fantasy, The General (1960), and a
book of verse, The Rats (1960), neither of which I liked very much
despite their admirable sentiments. I remember even having thd
tmpertmence to tell the author to go back and write what he knew;
 

*Kcy 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 þash in the pan, like
that of so many of the other new writers since the war; his last book
stands ýrmly on the same high level as the ýrst two.

Key to the Door has the function in its auth0rôs work that Of
Human Bondage, Eyeless in Gaza and Dr. Zhivago had in theirs-ð-to
make a major statement about the meaning of his life and his ideas in
the framework of a large se~mi-autobiographical novel. Because of
Sillitoe-ôs background and his reaction to it this statement takes the
form of a powerful protest against his societyð-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

29I
There is richness here (11

groping up with his brotheisndgldesistiaelislih lilies ssiilaodvgilv Iiuifgrlii t irhe chlijd
ou -mouthed fath ' O " empefý 1. 91' (Výry hke Walter Morel) and a rather helpleqgnaggmg mother (not like Gertrude Morel) with interesting a I ..d

= un s angrandparents, all 'I th ' I . ,
to ýnd knowled em oi ieepei Shadow Of the DePôesS1Áñ1 111$ StruggleMom C _ gdln lctlonartes and maps excitement in The Count of

e rzsto an Le Mó ô - - ô . _W011d of the industriaii Mi®ijýgsiii ;1gen[t1tY_bgnd meamng 1n the harsh
- - 6 @111 e th1rt1esð-all thls 1s donewlth geppkfeellng and $ki]]_

ll úytotheD-=' ' -
man, or even as a hu6i10gIi'}IsYIiii.1Ii)gOrliigii Oflih? Eimst as an angry young
graphical self-pity. Brian Settamn grovps up '13., aar ;_1i$eaIhanba?tEb1Q'
no more a grim person th ' Ã6, H e 1san hls creator. When the hungry years are

Book Society choice, it will be enjoyed by many thousands of readersð
but I wonder how many of them will understand what it is trying to say.
Alan Sillitoe didnôt come and sit down in Trafalgar Square for the sake

over h t 11 ' - . .e P11 st em b6I1111d mm though-ð-hke I118 creator-ðheUnev r
his early loathjno f th ô I 91' Orgó-óIIS== '3 9 P901316 W110 kept the rotten system going and
pmlonged the hopelass 1191131658 hunger of his childhood ñI do ôt k- I1 now

alth or his re utation and the reasons he came are clear enoughof his he p , S
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 ýrst twenty-one years in the life of Brian
Seaton, who was born when Lady Chatterley found her lover, 1n the
same part of Englandð-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 ýrst 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-ððthe eldest Seaton brother---didnôt appear in the earlier book.

:®2ghÃI:XèhaX%g0pÃ%rs=ò Sþyf young Brian, ñtheyôre worse than school-
g9V-,men"t_,, N0nS6nSZr@g;eèthe$þg/gýig®s® cg:p1n,O ó3tôs all Part of the
S1%1]'ti<1)<ei does not preach resignation, as Arnold Behnetiadlici iiloIi'dd1o1bEahIb-

Hè <1
digtiiz sI;rIrtaristsatriztI;;;ñss at t2.'2r;ns@t.ô 1;

9 We .everybOdY I Italians gassing blackies and mowi ô I a
W'th_maóf_3hs1ne'8U_I1S_I_ dole, thunderstorms, schoolò. N pg em downasst,5." :s.I2rsra.sssegg.;g@,óÄ;ÔiiÄ?giii

issztrzdttszriahIó5::;:Ire;,;@,:;,<g;-1 e,a,g;;1;; 35%,j1ý®óú1Ô
ô as on

Arthurôs story is _ g _
television; Brianôs is set in the thtrties and forttes, the age? of unem
ployment and war. Here 1s the background not only of Bnan Seaton

set in the ýfties, the a e of full employment and

and his brother, but of Alan Silhtoe and the best of h1s work, descnbed
in satisfying and convincing detail. _

As in the earlier book, there is no conventlonal plot, no real
sense of the passage of time, no contrived development or revelat1onð-
just a series of vivid episodes piling on top of each other, the last
one ýtting naturally into its place. The characters donôt change much;
they grow up, and struggle or give in, and fade awayðbirth 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 deýed;
and in the same way Brian, a_ gentler person, ýnds the_key to hts
door, though it is cut by everythmg that has happened to h1m from the
material he was born with. There is no slick d®noueme-nt to round oý
the book; the story is real and its conclusion is real, for there is nothing
phoney about Sillitoe.

' 

- I
and who would b ii ' - _

defyiaghhjs Ipersecutors. I I a mire the Cancatured Jew for
en rian buys a copy of The Count - M . I

is furiou i H-Y E 1: 5, ' of 07116 útólS'ló0, hls fatherS er ve wasted alf a crown on a bookñ; he exc1aimS___
iLlIói0LlS1'l0IZI).Â .h . .. . 'e ause e 1s llhterate (although he 1s) but because he is
unemployed and ca ôt if d f .
pa S O5; in hi b óilk g Sr HOOCI, let alone books. But the mvestment3ô 8 00 nan heard th tof frcedomb was Shawn th 6 Pa lent $Â1'3P1_1'lg andó scratchmgat even dungeons and grant pnsons were
unable to kee m n ' " - .
quench his thirst foii kniilwlfodever I Evan bitter poverty is unable to
too and reads about ñth ii tgti abld truthó Later he buys Les Mis®mblesr e a e etween a common man d h '
who would not let him be free bec an I 6 policehe had on I t 1
bread for the children of his sta ' ans? Ce S O en 3' loaf of

-  1"/"lg SISIBIò. His own fathepIó1SOIl when he steals to fe d hó ' I goes to
Commitment is no problem Ã0? Briznfglgggir ]'1:;he Problem of l1tera1'.V
his side and describe his predicament in iimaglilhlgtsvanii Hugo its on1 e ermsð-t at isenough.
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Perhaps it is difficult now to imagine a child who has to sacyitd My- h 1 ô 0t a S on

dadôs allgis Oil dole .n. ihilglegglyg allaghgulgýlghgti spn o1o933e;veh% last gramdoley ut ova 0 - _ ' p_ W 1H nnington-,5

Hunger March took Place ltst t:lVú\I/1[lg]"['g.IÔ16eI3Lea&Ãrú1SagE?1irSui:?'ng is brilliant

National Um1i1nipiOyúig3;Niiiii'h:iiS there were still over two million unem-campaign we in o 5 t .i f thy ýrst part Of Of Key

plOiZl:dóDriigf Slliiuivdoiifcingglgiiahlgi óE;3ÄnÁsarZn(and Alan Sillimelto e ~ t -

wemliwt Olafileli? Elie 1gÃiri.:\.ri/I-ii)lOi1iful%3l hatred of top-dogs and solidariltyven *_ L b P t for most peep e-
with UndeI'dOgió>hme:)a1;lÃ F3.11%I)n[lOfiaI(i1)f1 lZil%eBri3®nOL;1;rer3;e%'t distrust for that
ñLabour was e e sf". ~ - - ll big names seemed likeni athetic organisation _it was Qþly becafse 3 . _ d -
sy p to hold his soul in thrall How right he was an in
dývilis threats t b come a common sort of war-time fellow-itravellerf3.Cll ht? gfOW5 UP O e ' b . books and

who SCraw1ShL0lI$l5LIi/Eti{oLi1Si1iAeaýIsiIih:Tc%ý"iinigpof iiis ideas of socialismhopes that t e e 66 s
d that the wealth of the-ð-ñhe knew that an man Welybrotha-rs an th ho worked.ò

world. should be pooled and divided fairly among _ OSe W f- - - ' ed, because it means the end_0
B39113 in .the ginñ-lg; ógoarsfzrtiieiiliigglin their hunger or conscription

wa11IðW at 18 Ya óOm . - - b r 1 When he- . here are no illusions a ou 1 . _ _to men without workó? But t r ls Slmply- he ýrst world war, 1161' a115WÂ _asks his grandmother who won t _ _ 1 ter remmdsthe sadistic schoo mas
ñNÁbÁdY ' And when Mumch Comicsô ' ò ' th an illusion=~ ' thing but pain . Nor 1S ere_ Ythe boys that war is not _ I time ,, Sa B , mothep

. an óI , Y5 nan S

þbmll Mun1Áh' . They H lie no-peace: In Ou d time either.ò Nor
ñNo,ò agrees his father. nor 111 any other l{}ÁÁ Y U- O . ' ' Ch h'llð Owd Fatgþtsifè they Q3

iiaiter 1SñHherfliciili1ôi llii/1210; grliggletr ablgiiit lus. It was all his bleedingim. e g -- d11 [I1 and his sang 11$ T]-11'1'1efactory owners he saved .r .h. it b\;/f8(.)SI-e $116 Wanò (lgnicism wlthout
lólOSe[)1p6S_OI1 the lilllllge-11'-II1<;1I'C altars no Worse a Waf than

illusions is lieceisaiylrior *Äil?Ieii get boggered from pillar to post andis now,ò Brian is_ 0 - in 1 -n the world this
get nowt to eat, ]USi the same. For most P691? "3' 1 _
is the simple truth-_ _ U - 11 ó lled up soon

Brian 1S too Young to ýaht 1®1vgIhgeea\:fa8ió1,thbOuLtgheh;Shi; just married

a1Ä_ter*1t1i1nd V%lLiITi(:elf:0i1(l)3IleStiIwóliú)eiS rather like Doreen in Saturday NlgýI 6 811' 6 ge . thing of the wor
and Sunday lidorgl/Hô/lg)ô b?1ú:h:S:ecii)endV?)1aiÄt iii Eli: $315113 alternates betweenbefore he sett es own. _ . - - Mala a_ He_ . - d his experience in Y _
111$ YOUUI In Wartime N0'lt1I1gham an 1., - (1 1-oletariat. -=Â ô (that the oppresse P
discovers the ñlath of Orwell S Law ' t ' th coloured Parts of
of Britain has its own oppressep t{l1ó;:Ol13ivú';Ä1/I'1t8l.1agnthýreý,5 always Somwne
the British Empire-ða version oþair with 3 Chinese girl (Who is uncom-
W956 Qý than yoll)ô he has an a h ets an example of the familiar
fortably like Suzie VS/0113)è and 6 mg ' -d Phzliam- ' O (who reads The Ragged Trouserñspecies of the anarchic NC __ _ . H I Etermty). Mean-
fhropists and 1S very llke Jack Manoy In Fmm ere O
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while we learn about his ýrst jobs at home, and his courtship of Pauline.

_ Corporal Knotman, the anarchist, is important, since he helps to
give shape to Brianôs spontaneous political ideas. He is a regular
who fought through the war and is almost due for release. ñIôve
learnt to know what freedom means in these last eight years . . . and
the bloke who doesnôt learn that, sooner or later, isnôt ýt to be on
the face of the earth, because theyôre the types that end up as the
enemies and persecutors of those who know what freedom means.ò
Like all real soldiers he has no hatred for his oýicial enemies. ñItôs
them who shout óChargeô and óUp and at óem ladsô who are your biggest
enemies.ò He has evolved his own form of individualism, and he sees
a kindred spirit in Brian. ñYouôre not a communist . . . You might
be a socialist when youôve read more and know a bit about it . . . If
youôre anything youôre a socialist-anarchist.ò One is reminded of the
ñanarchist socialismò described in the editorial of the ýrst number of
FREEDOM (reprinted in the 75th anniversary issue on October 21st);
Brian Seaton, like Alan Sillitoe, is an old-fashioned--a pre-19l7--
socialist, as interested in liberty and fraternity as in equality.

Knotman adds mysteriously: ñHistory is on our side, so just bide
your time: you wonôt even know when to act; the ýrst thing you'll
know youôll be actingððand in the right way.ò This recalls the end
of The Rats, and we are led to anticipate a semi-existentialist act of
deýance like that in The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner. But
what happens is more than an act of deýance: Brian is more mature
than the Borstal boy, and manages to combine deýance of the top-dogs
with an expression of solidarity with the underdogs.

The war against the Communist guerrillas begins just before he
leaves Malaya, and he is involved in a skirmish with them. Sure
enough, he ýnds himself acting--by deliberately shooting at trees
instead of Communists, and even releasing a Communist he has captured
by mistake. The only casualty in his unit is a typical middle-class
dissenter, who speaks big but shoots straight enough when it comes to
the point, and his death might have been Brianôs fault. But he knows
he was right. He imagines himself telling his father about it. ñI
caught a Communist and let him go,ò he says. I let him go because
he was a comrade! I didnôt kill him because he was a man.ò

This is the key to the book. Briaifs moment of decision comes
when he is face to face with a fellow-countryman of his mistress, a
fellow-opponent of the top-dogs, a fellow human being. His ñdutyò
is to kill him or take him prisoner; but he knows that his real duty
is to let him go. Similarly his real duty is to marry Pauline when she
becomes pregnant and to go back to her when he gets out of the army,
despite his feelings for Mimi, to stay with his own people-ð--his family,
his mates, his class-ð-and to be a ñsocialist-anarchistò.

The book closes with Brian on the way home to the England that
is struggling out of austerity into affluence, to the busy Nottingham
in which the Cherry Orchard (signiýcant name!) where he used to play
as a child and where he later used to make love with Pauline, has been

 






























