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In the second part of his memoir of Kingsley Amis, Eric Jacobs describes his disagreement with Martin Amis

While writing Kingsley's biography I read several hundred of his unpublished letters, mostly to Philip Larkin but also to Robert Conquest and Anthony Powell.

They were, I thought, very good letters indeed, much funnier and less glum than Larkin's side of their correspondence, which had just been posthumously published. Why wait until death? If nothing else, publication in his own lifetime would be something of a first. Kingsley was attracted by that. I could do the hard work of editing while he could run a blue pencil through bits he didn't like when I'd done. That was what we agreed should happen when I had finished the biography. 

Then Kingsley came up with an idea for yet another book, to be based on taped conversations between us. I would interview him across his dining table while we drank whisky. What could be nicer? No hard work involved, at least for him. The dialogue form would avoid the danger of his setting down his thoughts in what he called "marmoreal prose". Besides which - a nice Amisian touch, this - if we recorded while drinking he was sure to come out sounding more articulate than me. My job would be to edit the tapes into some sort of coherence.

Exactly what we should talk about was unclear. Kingsley said he wanted to get off his chest whatever he hadn't got off it already. But what was that? He wouldn't know until he heard himself say it. My job was to ask the questions that would get him going. Easier said than done. If Kingsley didn't know what he wanted to say, how should I?

There was another problem. Kingsley was as likely to say something interesting when the tape wasn't running as when it was. So I started up again the note-taking diary I had kept when I was writing his biography. I think, now, that Kingsley saw this project as giving me a new material reason for continuing to turn up on Thursday nights. We made six or eight meandering tapes, which might or might not have produced a serious book if we made 20 more. And then it all went wrong.

In August 1995, Kingsley took himself off to Swansea for his annual three weeks. I arranged to join him there for a few days as I had done in previous years. The day before I was due to go we spoke on the phone. He said he felt as bad as he ever had but he spoke cheerfully enough for me not to worry much. When I got to Swansea he was worse than I'd imagined. A week earlier he had fallen over after lunch with a friend and damaged his back. It was giving him a great deal of pain.

Most of the day he sat by himself in the house of his hosts, Virginia and Michael Rush, with a bucket close by so that he would not have to make the short but by now excruciating trip to the lavatory. More worrying still, he had begun to slur his words. Something had damaged more than his vertebrae. We sat together for long periods of awkward silence. At least I felt awkward. Why couldn't I think of things to say that would jerk him back into our usual brisk exchanges and roars of laughter?

There were times when Kingsley didn't seem to know I was there, too preoccupied with pain and his wandering consciousness to notice another presence. After two days I drove him back to London, to the Chelsea and Westminster Hospital. When he was settled into a private room I went out and bought a bottle of whisky. The doctor frowned but shrugged. He knew Kingsley too well to forbid it.

For the next six weeks Kingsley ebbed and flowed. At times he seemed almost normal. He observed the toings and froings of the hospital staff keenly, seeing in them clues to another novel, to be called The Last Old Devil or perhaps The Oldest Devil. At other times he lost his senses. When he went home to Primrose Hill he took to getting dressed in the early morning and flagging down cars in the street to take him to the Garrick as if it was lunchtime. Hilly could not cope. I went with him in the ambulance to another hospital, University College, from which he did not return.

There is something both terrible and comic about watching someone decline to their death. Kingsley's fear at being left alone in the hospital was most piteous. As soon as he had struggled out of his clothes in the emergency ward he wanted to get back into them. I made the mistake of booking him into another private room. He would have been far happier in a ward with other people around him. I may have written his biography but I had not grasped how anxious solitude always made Kingsley, even at the best of times.

When I left his room after a visit I would make an excuse, saying that I was going to check something with a nurse and hoping he would forget I had been there when I failed to return. In his lucid moments what he always articulated was his desire to go home. It is dreadful to see a man, only the other day so acute and alert, being treated like a helpless baby by the nurses. Their kindliness and care, like loving mothers, only made it sadder.

Once, huddled under the bedclothes, he said, conspiratorially but quite clearly "Eric, you must tuck me under your arm and run off with me up the Strand". I could no more have run with his great bulk under my arm than done a four minute mile and the Strand was a long way away. But I understood what he was getting at. He wanted to go home.

THROUGHOUT those last weeks I continued to keep my diary notes, recording goings-on like these with no particular purpose in mind, least of all publication. Since Kingsley had once hinted that "about the time of my death" would be the right moment to bring out our book of taped interviews, the notes might be useful in describing what I still hoped would be only a short break before we got back to our drunken Thursday-night chats.

A few weeks before Kingsley died I mentioned the diary to Gillon Aitken. He read it and said he thought it might indeed be worth publishing. Kingsley died on Sunday, October 22, 1995. There was no pain at the end, I was told. He simply stopped breathing. The next week Gillon asked me to agree that he should show the diary to two newspapers, The Sunday Times and the Daily Mail. The first of these said it would like to publish an extract the next Sunday. I agreed, thinking it would be perfectly possible to edit from what I'd written a decent and dignified account of Kingsley's last weeks. But I insisted that Martin should read and approve whatever was to appear. There were problems with schedules and The Sunday Times said it would be difficult to get a proof round to Martin in time. So I sent him a copy of the whole diary.

This was a mistake. Martin was outraged at what he read. I understood why at once. I had put down things, particularly about his father's final infirmities, which I would not have allowed into print so soon after his death. But I was upset because Martin was upset. Gillon was upset too and sent Martin a letter of apology that he had started the ball rolling, though you would never know that Gillon had offered any sort of apology from the way Martin has written about him. I withdrew from the arrangement with The Sunday Times and thought that was the end of it when, the day after Kingsley's funeral, Martin wrote me a letter saying it seemed wrong I wasn't there and suggesting future reconciliation.

Martin's feelings about the diary had prompted the family to let me know I would not be welcome at the funeral. But it seemed that bridges could be built in the future.

It didn't happen. I was told that I was not, after all, to edit Kingsley's letters. Though nothing had been signed, verbal agreement had been reached between Kingsley's agent and Gillon amounting to a legal contract. I could probably have sued and won damages for its breach. But I didn't. Who would want to maintain their right to a job like this against the apparent weight of family feeling? As for the other project, the book of taped conversations, there weren't enough of them. We were still groping our way when Kingsley died.

I changed my mind about publishing the diary when, four months later, Martin appointed someone else to edit his father's letters. I learnt about this from a Valerie Grove interview in The Times, which also informed me that the new editor, Zachary Leader, was Martin's tennis partner. It seemed to me that I had done the right thing by withdrawing the diary when it offended Martin so soon after his father's death. Had Martin reciprocated? The promised bridge building had not begun, nor has it still. Besides, I had a place in Kingsley's life which it was not Martin's place to challenge. Why should I not publish what I intended to be an affectionate account of his dying?

The Sunday Times renewed its offer and published three extracts. Martin saw them before they appeared and I agreed to make the changes he wanted. What more could, or should, I have done? Perhaps, now, I shall publish the whole lot.

WHAT, I wonder, would old Kingsley have made of all this? Martin is convinced that he would have been firmly on his side of the argument. Well, of course he would, in the impossible event that it had happened while he was still alive.

Anything to keep the peace in his family, which depended so heavily - Martin apart - on his wealth and on which he depended for such domestic comfort as he had in his last years.

Then again, detached as he is from these earthly ties, I imagine him seeing it rather differently. If he could take in his stride publication of his letters, which reveal him in all manner of embarrassments, I can't think my diary would have upset him one bit. As for the appointment as his letters' editor of a professor, as Zachary Leader turned out to be, that would not have impressed Kingsley. Having been in the Eng Lit academic trade himself, professors of this school carried no weight with him. He had come to prefer journalists. They at least had to produce something to earn their keep. Whereas professors - well, in Kingsley's experience they didn't have to produce anything.

I like to think that Kingsley is perched up there in front of his celestial typewriter putting together a new novel derived from clues he has picked up about the kerfuffle going on here below. It would be about a hapless journalist embroiled by chance in the literary world, which he has always thought of as being a cut above his own. These writers dedicate themselves to art, do they not, far removed from the petty tantrums of Fleet Street, devoted to deeper truths than tomorrow's headlines and gossip columns? But the journalist's brush with the writers sends him reeling. After the hurly-burly of the literary world he seeks the deep peace and good manners of his own trade.

Perhaps Kingsley might make me the hero this time and it would be nice if he could depict the villain as a petulant, childish and self-righteous prig. For a title, Kingsley, you could do worse than Difficulties with Boys.

If Kingsley is not writing such a book I'll bet he's having a bloody good laugh, which I wish I could share. He may not be missing me up there among his new circle of congenial souls. But I hope he knows he is missed most dreadfully down here.



LOAD-DATE: May 12, 2000 

