OUT OF THE PRISONING TOWER

Henry Williamson

NEARLY ALL OF MY GENERATION in Britain when young lived under a fairly
strict Victorian discipline. Generally speaking, discipline was imposed
at an early age in the nursery, and continued more or less rigidly - the
cane alone being pliable - through one's schooldays. Not all children
lived with the spirit of fear, however; but it is mainly true to say
that many a small boy suffered malformation of the spirit in the first
place through chronic fear in his father's home.

If on the other hand there was love within the home, both parents
being in balance together, that and not fear was the base on which the
child formed its existence, and its future living.

A child lacking love forms itself alone. It will live mainly in a
world of fantasy. Francis Thompscn, writing his essay on Shelley in the
Nineties, startled many good people with his revelations of what the
child was, something which felt more keenly then even adults. "Thus be-
set, the child fled into the tower of his own soul, and raised the draw-
bridge." Had Thompson been born a generation later, he might have
added the epithet loveless before 'child'; and that sometimes the love-
less child rushes wildly out of its prisoning tower, to steal (fortifying
itself with possessions); to release tensions by setting fire to dry
grassy fields; to arm itself with a horse-pistol costing ninepence in a
junk shop, to load it with black powder and rammed newspaper wads, thus
to advertise, amidst wonderful blue smoke, its own importance; to cherish
under his Norfolk jacket a white rat which he loved more than any members
of his family; and to suffer paternal canings which, on the naked flesh,
raised weals, as seen in the looking-glass of the bedroom, lasting up to
ten days.

Thus, in all classes - and a repressive discipline was often the
more severe as family property was the more extensive - was 'character'
or eccentricity formed, often to produce results in later life 'due to
sturdy individuality'. Men are animal at base, and animals are essent-
ially fine creatures in the wild, unlike the half-tamed creatures of
early nomadic tribes, whose literature speaks of them with fear, com-
tempt, and warning, for that they were scavengers, often of the dead, and
as such barred as food. The pig, for example.

School was an extension of my 'wild boy' (my father's words) fears
(my word). But I was not always afraid. Looking back over nearly fifty
years to my boyhood, I realise how fears were often evaded, if their
effects are not entirely lost in the elderly man today.

I attended what was originally described as 'the Free Grammar School
in the Borough', established 'of all the best orders and exercises in use
at the Free Schooles at Westminster, Paul's and Merchant Taylors' School,
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