1: Atlantic moves

We have traveled quite a distance, but we never had so poor a day
of it as to-day. It was the only day of our trip that we didn’t enjoy the
traveling. We got on a train at 4 p.m. and were supposed to reach
Manchester at 8. Twice we had to change trains and each time you
got to go and look up your train and see that it’s taken out. It’s a
nuisance. To make matters worse, we had nothing to eat all day but
a couple of ham sandwiches and some cold chicken which though
historic (for it was brought up probably in the time of Shakespeare),
was not very digestible. Of course the train was late and we got
into Manchester at 9.15. Luckily, Maurice, knowing how punctual
English trains are, did not get discouraged, and waited for us. It was
a relief to get settled down at last, and an indescribable pleasure to
come amongst friends after six weeks of hotel life. And here we saw
friends I hadn’t seen for nineteen years and most of whom I couldn’t
even recall. It was a reunion indeed and everyone was happy that we
were able to meet. We remained at the home of our cousin, Israel,
and he and his wife were very nice to us and went out of the way to
accom[m]odate us. It was a relief to feel among your own, with your
own flesh and blood and to know that people were nice to you not
because they hoped or worked for a tip, but because they loved you
and were a part of you. We staid up late to-night till 1 a.m. and some
of the other cousins came over, Ely and his wife and Dora and we
talked of old times and present times and future times and when we
retired, a sleep of rest and contentment enveloped us.
(Travel diary of Henry Norr, 1909)

[1]

Henry Norr, born in St Petersburg in 1880, moved to the United States
with his family (parents and two sisters) in about 1891. His father,
Jacob Norr, was a tailor, who also established himself in the real estate
business in New York. His mother, Dina, was a wig-maker for orthodox
Jewish women. Henry went to City College, became a secondary
school teacher, and, in 1926, took the post of principal of Evander
Childs High School in the Bronx. His obituary in The New York Times
in 1934, on his early death of a heart attack at the age of fifty-three,
quotes the new City Superintendent of Schools, Harold G. Campbell,
as saying that ‘Mr. Norr was one of the best high school principals
in the City of New York. In spite of an innate modesty and a retiring
disposition, he was one of the most forceful characters in secondary
education …
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His going leaves a great void in our secondary schools which it will be
difficult to fill.’ (Mr Campbell also offers another compliment, which
would today perhaps have been worded a little differently: ‘He had a
genius for handling boys and girls.’)

[2]

In 1909, Henry married Minnie Gold. The travel diary is the detailed
handwritten account of their honeymoon trip in Europe, in the course
of which the couple visited the English branch of the Norr family
(whose spelling of the name was ‘Noar’). Jacob’s oldest brother,
Joseph, had emigrated to England in 1886, and worked as a tailor in
Manchester. Israel, Eli, Dora and Maurice – mentioned in Henry’s
diary – were four of Joseph’s seven children. Maurice Noar was my
maternal grandfather. He came to England as an infant, and would
have been about twenty-four when he met his American cousin at
the railway station in 1909.
It was Henry’s son, David Norr, who showed me the diary in December
2003, at his house in Scarsdale, New York. I took the train from New
York on a very snowy day, and he met me at the station to take me for
lunch at home with his wife, Carol. It snowed all afternoon, so much
that we weren’t sure if I would be able to get a taxi back to the station
that day. I had never met David Norr before. In fact, I had never heard
of him until a couple of months earlier, when a cousin of my mother’s in
Manchester, who had kept in touch with the American relatives, urged
me to see him while I was still living in New York. He was eighty years
old at the time of my visit – still active as a financial analyst, and keen
to discuss family history with me. Later he sent me photocopies of the
‘Manchester’ pages of his father’s diary.
August 17th
The day is a dull and threatening one and the atmosphere is murky.
But here in Manchester it is considered a fair day indeed, for rain and
fog is the average lot of Manchestrians. The city’s main industry is
cotton goods manufacturing and there are a great many mills here.
The smoke of the chimneys together with the usual foggy atmosphere,
casts a sort of mist about the city that blackens all the buildings, and
the black and gray stone of London here become almost coal-black.

We are barely into the Manchester visit, and I am already getting
defensive, and a bit irritated with the tone. Of course he is right, both
about the weather and about the colour of Manchester buildings
(though not about the inhabitants, who are of course Mancunians).
Before the Clean Air Act of 1956, and the decline of industry, the pale
stone was usually black with soot, and the air was often filthy.
We sometimes had to walk home from school wearing smog masks.
Still, the tone seems, to me, a bit condescending. It continues:

Page from Henry Norr’s diary
Extract from Henry Norr’s diary
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August 18th
This is an ideal Manchester day – that is, pouring all day.

Then there are the English eating – and drinking – habits to comment on,
only partly affectionately:

[4]

Living with folks who have become Anglicized, we can get a pretty
good idea of the English workman’s home life. We were surprised
to find how many times a day the people eat here. Breakfast, Lunch
at 12, Tea (a meal with it) at 6, Supper at 9 and a light meal before
retiring. They tell us this is the regular custom here but perhaps in
their attempts to treat us well, they try to overfeed us. Another thing
that surprised me is the way the English drink – whisky and beer.
Every once in a while, you take a drink. And the women and even
the children drink too. It seems strange to hear one woman (the
hostess) say to her guest, ‘Have a whisky?’. But then the English have
a reputation that way.

There is a rather poignant counter to this expression of American
puritanism. Here is the point of view of the English Noars, from a
family history compiled in 1998, recalling Henry Norr’s honeymoon
trip: ‘He got the English cousins quite wrong as a bunch of drunkards,
because wherever he visited, out came the Whisky bottle: little did he
realize that it took a visit such as theirs before strong drink was taken.’
Still, apart from a few more such asides, this is a wonderful document,
with descriptions of family members, accounts of walks round the
city, a trip to the Manchester Hippodrome theatre, a visit to Bolton
to see another cousin. The handwriting is beautiful, and the thoughts
of a young visitor to Europe just over a hundred years ago never less
than fascinating to read. In particular, it seemed important for once to
be somehow in touch with my mother’s family history. For a number
of years it had been my father’s life, in Germany in the 1930s and as a
refugee in England, interned for a year in the Isle of Man, which had
preoccupied me. On my mother’s side, the dramas of persecution and
flight were less immediate, a prehistory to her own life and experience.
Even her parents were small children when antisemitic pogroms in
Eastern Europe obliged the families to travel west. Now I began to see
both how interesting these lives had been, and how the memory of
forced exile persists through the generations. Although I have some
resistance to the notion of ‘second-generation’ Holocaust survivors
(that is their children, assumed to inherit their trauma at one remove),
I am entirely persuaded by Marianne Hirsch’s notion of ‘postmemory’.
Postmemory characterizes the experience of those who grow
up dominated by narratives that preceded their birth, whose
own belated stories are evacuated by the stories of the previous
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generation shaped by traumatic events that can be neither
understood nor recreated.

I have come to understand that this inheritance can have a longer
trajectory, across more than one generation. Mary Cappello
has written movingly about the ‘ways that we inherit the pain or
deformation caused by the material or laboring conditions of our
forbears’, linking her own chest pains to those of both her father and
her grandfather. In her case, the inherited injury – actual and psychic
– related to the poverty and shame of earlier generations. As I read
about Ashkenazi Jews in north Manchester in the twentieth century,
and recalled visiting my own relatives as a child, I began to grasp the
idea of the transmission of fear, caution and suspicion, even decades
after the event. The children of those immigrants from Eastern Europe
retained, and in turn passed on to their own children, the unarticulated
but painful recollection of persecution. What Anne Karpf has referred
to as ‘the war after’ is one fought by Jews of Eastern European origins
as well as refugees from Nazism. My mother as well as my father.

[5]

hH
It was also from David Norr that I learned that one of the American
cousins – Harris Norr, also known as Swifty Morgan – who made a
living as a professional card player on transatlantic liners, may have
been the model for Damon Runyon’s character the ‘Lemon Drop Kid’.
Also cause for reflection was the fact that, while I had been developing
my personal and academic interest in the English-Jewish artist Mark
Gertler, largely on the grounds that he may have been a distant relative
of my maternal grandmother – Rebecca Gertler, wife of Maurice Noar
– I now discovered I had a bona fide, rather famous artist cousin in the
United States. This was Leland Bell, nephew of Harris Norr and second
cousin of Henry Norr. All of this has been especially interesting to me
recently, since my return to England after eighteen years in the United
States, and as I continue to rethink (and rewrite) my own stories about
the two countries.

hH
Lady Ottoline Morrell,
Mark Gertler, 1918
Leland Bell,
Standing Self-Portrait, 1979

It seems to me now to be so transparent, the rewriting of narratives at
different stages of life. Today, I seem inclined to take England’s side
against any criticism (especially, perhaps, by an American). But not so
long ago I put quite a bit of energy into my own demonising of England
– the other side of my idealising of ‘America’, perhaps. In 1976, my
father wrote a short memoir of his own, reflecting on his experiences
in Germany in the 1930s, recording the increasing problems that he
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confronted in his work as a chemist and the growing isolation in his
everyday life. Towards the end, he expresses his gratitude to Britain:

[6]

It is too often forgotten, how much we owe the British Government
of the day, who, with the help of Jewish and other British
organisations, in which people like Eleanor Rathbone played a
leading part, saved tens of thousands of Nazi victims, when all the
other countries refused to do anything.
I was glad, therefore, when a few years ago some of those who
managed to start a new and successful life here launched a ‘ThankYou-Britain Fund’, which soon raised about fifty thousand pounds
for a scholarship now administered by the British Academy. Its
income is used to finance University scholarships in the field of
Human Studies, particularly the welfare of people of this country.

Ten years later, though I don’t think I ever discussed this with him, I was
immersing myself in another point of view, reading the growing
literature on England’s own history of antisemitism and following
David Cesarani’s account of Britain’s rather more compromised
activities in the mid-twentieth century (including the postwar
acceptance of Nazi war criminals into the country). I learned that the
internment of aliens in 1940 (about which my father, who spent nearly
a year in an internment camp, had nothing critical to say) was in fact
an outrage.
I read (and also wrote) about the earlier resistance to Jewish immigration
to Britain, culminating in the 1905 Aliens Act. In relation to my work
on Mark Gertler and other Jewish artists in Britain, I read the work
of historians, literary critics and art historians who exposed the
ideologies of ‘Englishness’ (rural, southern, class-bound) across a
wide range of texts and discourses. I even read John Osborne’s Damn
You England, before realising that there were probably limits to the
allies I should be rounding up in the case I seemed to need to make.
Obviously a real personal, and psychic, investment here. It clearly
wasn’t as simple as a critique of Thatcherite Britain, or disappointment
in the 1980s decline of higher education in England. Or even the
weather.

hH
The culmination of my narrative – the idea I had that, somehow, I
needed to leave England to save my life – was an event that allowed
me to conclude that this was literally true. England tried to kill me,
and America saved me. In the spring of 1990, when I had been living in
California for about eighteen months, a routine physical examination
showed that I had thyroid cancer. Surgery (a thyroidectomy) further

Thank-You Britain Fund letter
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revealed that the cancer was already in one lymph node. There was,
and is, no such thing as a routine physical exam in England, and, since
I had no symptoms, I could only conclude that it would likely have
been too late by the time the cancer was discovered, had I still lived
in England. Then I read Marilynne Robinson’s 1989 book, Mother
Country, and realised that England had given me the cancer in the first
place. Robinson’s book indicts the Sellafield nuclear processing plant,
in the English Lake District, for the contamination of the environment
and the British government for its criminal negligence with regard to
safety laws and procedures. According to Robinson, ‘Sellafield is the
world’s largest source of radioactive contamination’. She offers this
startling contrast:
The release of radiation from Three Mile Island is usually estimated
at between fifteen and twenty-five curies of radioactive iodine.
Many hundreds of thousands of curies of radioactivity have entered
the environment each year through Sellafield’s pipeline and its
stacks, in the course of the plant’s routine functioning. In other
words, Three Mile Island was a modest event by the standards of
Sellafield.

Robinson’s well-documented study maintains that, through ‘about three
hundred accidents, including a core fire in 1957 which was, before
Chernobyl, the most serious accident to occur in a nuclear reactor’,
a large number of cancers were produced in populations within a
certain range of the site. In 1957, when the accident and radiation leak
occurred, I was fourteen years old and living in Manchester, less than a
hundred miles from Sellafield. It is true that Robinson focuses more on
leukaemia than on thyroid cancer, and that the most striking incidence
of these cancers seems (despite the direction of prevailing winds and
the jet stream) to have been in Ireland. Nevertheless, thyroid cancer
(which she does also discuss) is known to be caused by exposure
to radioactivity, especially in children. And Robinson makes this
comment:
The use of Cumbrian lakes as reservoirs for cities sheds an
interesting light on the practice of expressing cancer rates as
multiples of regional or national rates. The runoff from the
mountains would surely concentrate contaminants in the drinking
water of large populations. The nearness of Sellafield to Manchester
and Liverpool is seldom alluded to, but there are hundreds of
thousands of people living within the range of its effects.

The origins of the Sellafield nuclear plant – originally, and at the time of
the 1957 accident, called Windscale – lie in another British-American
story. Indeed, the catastrophic failure of the reactor can fairly be
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Windscale, 10 October 1957
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described as a direct outcome of a critical transatlantic event. The 1943
Quebec Agreement between Churchill and Roosevelt had promised
British involvement in the Manhattan Project and the United
States nuclear programme; many British scientists worked at the
atomic bomb laboratory in Los Alamos. The following year, another
agreement confirmed Anglo-American co-operation after the war.
But in 1946, by which time Churchill and Roosevelt had been replaced
by Atlee and Truman, the US Congress passed the Atomic Energy
Act (known as the McMahon Act), which prohibited the passing of
classified atomic energy to foreign countries. As Lorna Arnold records:
‘Britain felt entitled to post-war atomic status and was not prepared to
leave the atomic monopoly in American hands. She was determined
to create a successful national project both for its own sake and as
a powerful lever to gain renewed Anglo-American collaboration.’
The consequence was an urgent, and incredibly fast, programme of
building and implementation, bypassing any stage of pilot plants.
The first weapon test, as a result, took place in 1952. Windscale was
established in 1947, and operational two years later. Although Arnold
acknowledges the two production piles which constituted Windscale
as ‘an extraordinary technological achievement for their time’, she
itemises the causes of the disaster, apparent in retrospect:
There were failures of knowledge and research … The piles were
used for purposes not envisaged when they were designed and
lacked adequate instrumentation. There were deficiencies in
staffing, organization, management and communications. The whole
project was overloaded with too many urgent and competing
demands – to expand and extend military production, develop new
reactor types, and support an arguably over-ambitious civil power
programme.

Reluctance to publish the full findings of the initial inquiry into the
accident also had to do with Anglo-American relations: Harold
Macmillan, then Prime Minister, did not want to give the Americans any
reason to continue to block collaboration on military applications of
atomic energy. His diary note for 30 October 1957 records this concern:
The problem remains, how are we to deal with Sir W Penney’s
report? It has, of course, been prepared with scrupulous honesty
and even ruthlessness … But to publish to the world (especially
the Americans) is another thing. The publication of the report, as
it stands, might put in jeopardy our chance of getting Congress to
agree to the President’s proposal.

Even in full that report, published only twenty days after the event,
downplayed the problems and actual effects of the radiation leak.
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It identified no danger from irradiation or inhalation, and considered the
small risk of contamination by ingestion (mainly through milk) minimal,
and satisfactorily dealt with. Marilynne Robinson’s outrage was about
what she saw as a gross understatement of risk and actual harm, and
at the time of publication of her book she was challenged on this. The
fiftieth anniversary of the accident prompted further thought, with the
benefit of new scientific and meteorological research, including the
recognition that there were likely to have been more cases of cancer
attributable to the leak. Even so, the numbers are small – perhaps 240
rather than 200 cancers (thyroid and breast cancer and leukaemia).
And this news cannot help me pin down the blame for my own case:

[ 11 ]

‘Several dozen more cancer cases may have to be added to our total’,
said epidemiologist Professor Richard Wakeford, of Manchester
University. However, Wakeford said it was impossible to determine
which individual cancer cases might be linked to the incident at
Windscale, now called Sellafield. ‘We can only say an excess in
cancer cases was caused by the fire’.

After all, some of those most closely involved in the event don’t seem to
need to create a drama of it, even with benefit of hindsight. Marjorie
Higham, a chemist at Sellafield, recalls the event:
I remember the fire, of course. At the time I had a motorbike, this is
before I was married. I was going in and out on this motorbike and of
course I was wearing a crash hat. I went to Seascale and then along
the railway, there’s a track between the railway and the sea which we
called the cinder track.
I knew something had gone wrong, but then things did go wrong,
so you just don’t take any notice. The less you know about it, the
less you can tell somebody else. This day I’d got to the building
where I worked and I was stopped at the door by the foreman of the
industrials, who said, ‘If you come in you can’t go out.’ By this time
the plant was being shut down, but nobody had said anything, no
notes put down. They’d been trying to keep it quiet for three days. It
started on the Wednesday and this would be the Friday. Don’t forget
we’d been brought up during the war and you accepted things more.

Neville Ramsden acted just as coolly, having been told ‘Ey-up,
lads, there’s smoke coming out the pile chimney!’ As he says, he
realized then ‘obviously not right’. He went home as usual, and
went to the cinema, as Thursday was film night.

hH
The point is, though, that this was a story I could tell myself, as both a
metaphorical and a literal proof of the need to emigrate. The other side
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of it – the desire for ‘America’ as the playing-out of a teenage fantasy
of 1950s rock music and American movies – I had always known;
I wrote a bit about this in essays on Eddie Cochran, and on England
in the 1950s, in my book Resident Alien. It just took me thirty years to
manage to follow up on it, finally moving to the States in 1988. It was on
the point of returning in 2006 (not just to England, but specifically to
Manchester) that I found I was willing to rewrite the story. What if the
cancer only started in the States? If stress is a possible cause of cancer,
then it seems quite likely. My first two years there, when I lived in
northern California, contained a rather large quota of stressful events,
including the following: the unexpected death of my mother three
months after I left England (my father died almost exactly two years
later); being in a 7.1 earthquake (Loma Prieta, October 1989, when I was
teaching in Santa Cruz, only ten miles from the epicentre); a diagnosis
of an ovarian tumour (a week later found to be a misdiagnosis);
anxiety about money, since, for the first and only time in my life, I was
freelancing and not getting a monthly salary (on leave from my job at
the University of Leeds, and spending a couple of years as a peripatetic
academic); travelling to too many visiting appointments; involvement
in the custody battles of the person I was living with in California.
And (not so trivial) living in the least beautiful apartment I’ve ever had.
Was it time to blame everything on America instead?

hH
At about the time of my revisionist thoughts, I reread Richard Hoggart’s
account of his year in the United States. By coincidence, he spent
this year (1956–57) at the University of Rochester, where I taught for
a decade, after I left California. Earlier, and just over ten years after
his stay in the United States, I knew him for a while at the University
of Birmingham, where I was a postgraduate student in sociology,
spending most of my time at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies, which he directed and had founded in 1964. It was during his
year as a visiting professor in Rochester that his groundbreaking book
The Uses of Literacy – the primary inspiration for the Centre’s founding
– was published in England.
For him it was a year off, with his wife and three young children, from his
job teaching in the extra-mural department at the University of Hull.
I am struck by a number of things in his appealing narrative. In some
ways, the city he describes, looking back on the 1950s from the late
1980s, is very much like the one I lived in through the 1990s:
Rochester – and I can speak only of the Rochester we saw just over
thirty years ago – has the friendliness of a medium-sized city which

1958 edition of Richard Hoggart’s
The Uses of Literacy
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Map of New York state
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cannot and does not wish to think of itself as an exciting metropolis;
it believes it has more of a community spirit and is safer; it is sensitive
to being looked down on by people from the great aggregations, and
secretly knows it has better ideas about what makes for a good life:
space for private and public gardens (it calls itself the Lilac City), the
air coming off Lake Ontario, the Finger Lakes nearby, sufficient good
music, exceptionally good provision of films (the Eastman-Kodak
museum being there), not much of a race problem or unemployment
since its industries are mixed and many of them very much of the late
twentieth-century (Eastman-Kodak, Bausch and Lomb, IBM); and
those industries civic-minded ... All in all and in general, Rochester is a
decent, undramatic city much like Leicester, only much richer.

His account of the University of Rochester is perceptive and sympathetic.
The University of Rochester was a true child of the city in that it was
of medium-size by American standards but quite large by British,
privately funded and proud of it, academically in some ways modest,
in other ways – like Rochester’s large industries – of national and
international calibre. Its staff and their manners mirrored their
institution. Some knew they would move on and many did, regular
movement for promotion or for tenure being a feature of the
academic life for even near-high-flyers; but during their time at
Rochester they did not feel, as some at Hull did, that they were in a
backwater and only waiting for a call … Almost all of them believed …
that we had to be friendly one to another, and the more so because
academic life in the States is regarded as more of an odd backwater
even than it is in England.

He tells stories about his encounters with colleagues, neighbours and
students, always reflecting in interesting ways on the differences
between English and American cultures. This is something he is
confronted with the minute he sets foot in the country, after crossing
the Atlantic on the Queen Elizabeth. Arriving to what seemed like a
chaotic immigration process, with his young children tired and thirsty,
he has this exchange with a customs official:
I asked, in a very polite manner: ‘Can you help me, please? I have
three children’.
He stared at me callously and answered, before looking down at his
papers again, ‘Don’t blame me, bud. See a doctor’.

Characteristically, Hoggart does not take offence at this – on the
contrary, even in speaking he is aware of his ‘thin Limey voice’, and
of the annoying English tendency to ‘elliptical speech’. For him, it is
an occasion for reflection on cultural difference, with his sympathy
aligned, if anything, with the American.
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A second encounter, this time with a student, encapsulates cultural
difference in a way that seems timeless – as he himself says ‘Henry
James again, forty years after he died’. It is worth quoting him at length
on this. A student comes to see him some weeks into his class on
modern English literature, to make, as he puts it ‘a statement about
plenitude and about the threatened loss of innocence’.
She said something like this: ‘I am enjoying your course very much.
But it is disturbing me. Let me tell you about my background. I
come from [she named a medium-sized town twenty or thirty miles
south]. My father is a lawyer; my mother stays home but does a
great many good works in the community. So does my father. They
are good people and greatly respected. They are loving parents to
me and my brothers. We have a pleasant life. In summer we have
barbecues with the family, the neighbours, members of our church.
In winter we skate on the Lake. I have to say, and I’ve only realized
it after auditing your course, that I’ve been happy, it’s been a happy
sort of life. But now I’m shaken. I enjoy hearing you talk about, for
example, T.S. Eliot and Graham Greene. I enjoy reading them after
the lectures. But there’s so much unhappiness, so much cruelty, so
much accepting that life is grim and black and sinful. But it hasn’t
felt like that to us, not at all. And I don’t know how to make head or
tail of it.’

[ 15 ]

I searched out a copy of Hoggart’s book – one volume of his
autobiography – from an internet used-books site, because I had
remembered these two stories so clearly, fifteen years after first
reading them, and wanted to read them again. When I first came
across them, I had just moved to the States, and I took some pleasure
in the customs officer’s put-down. It was American directness that
I wanted, English circumlocution and caution that I felt I needed to
abandon (in myself, of course, as much as in how others spoke to
me). If Eddie Cochran (an arbitrary example – though I had been to
hear him in the Manchester Hippodrome in March 1960) stood for
the excitement and freedom of American rock ’n’ roll (pathetically
imitated by English rockers like Tommy Steele), ways of speech –
ways of being – were just as exciting, and just as liberating. I loved the
story, told to me quite a few years later by an English friend of mine,
living and teaching in the United States, of her father, a famous British
composer, being invited to receive an honour at some American
campus. When he arrived, she told me, he said something to the
effect of ‘I don’t know why you are giving me this award – I really
don’t deserve it’. Normal British modesty, and not even, in the end,
false modesty – simply expected behaviour. Of course the response
should have been ‘Nonsense, of course you deserve it!’
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But this wasn’t England, and so one of the hosts looked confused and
said ‘Oh, perhaps we have made a mistake’. Or so my friend told me.
It makes the point, even if it’s clear that the American host was only
teasing his distinguished visitor.

[ 16 ]

And Hoggart’s second anecdote, about the student, resonated so
strongly with ideas of American openness and optimism and
sunniness, a myth to yearn for and to aspire to. You can go for the
image (to the radical extent of moving across the Atlantic) while at the
same time knowing perfectly well (as any self-respecting sociologist
would know) that it is a myth – or, perhaps worse, an ideological
construction. You can sustain your investment in that myth while also
knowing its own dark side, which is denial of actual harm, glossing
of real pain, inability to understand – and even enjoy – nuance,
complexity, perversity. The difference between Hoggart and me, I now
see, is that he didn’t feel called upon to take sides. His sensitivity as an
observer allowed him to make fun of his own excessively self-effacing
culture while seeing both the great strengths and the disconcerting
weaknesses of his host society. It seems that it is only when the
personal investment in these matters abates that it becomes clear that
it isn’t a matter of black and white. Sometimes it takes a while to get to
that point.

hH
The eulogy for Henry Norr spoke of his ‘innate modesty’ and it occurs to
me now, as I conclude with my anecdote about British modesty in an
American context, that I may have accidentally exposed an underlying
theme. Or perhaps not so accidentally. Is there a certain ‘modesty’
in writing memoir through other people’s stories? I prefer to think
of it, in fact, as obliquity. Of course this has been a story about my
own Atlantic moves – both geographical and emotional. If others –
Henry Norr, my father, the Sellafield workers, Richard Hoggart – take
up more space than me in these pages, perhaps my marginality is a
rather immodest device. The people I write about are mobilised by my
narrative, and serve the purpose of telling my story.
And yet there isn’t ‘a story’ as such, and perhaps that is the point.
David Shields, in his passionate defence of new forms of writing
for our contemporary age, says: ‘I want books to be equal to the
complexity of experience, memory, and thought, not flattening
it out with either linear narrative (traditional novel) or smooth
recount (standard memoir)’. Ambitious writing, he suggests, ‘doesn’t
resolve contradictions in a spurious harmony but instead embodies
the contradictions, pure and uncompromised, in its innermost
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structure’. His project accords well with the strong antipathy I
have long had towards the chronological, coherent account of
a life. I cannot particularly claim honourable post-structuralist
motives here – refusing to uphold the mythical centred self. Rather,
my own resistance has more to do with a kind of constitutional
attachment to uncertainty. The openness produced in an interplay
of stories, switches of point of view and of opinion, as these stories
are navigated, allows the protagonist – glimpsed from time to
time, and often at an angle – the liberty to remain unfixed. What
Shields describes as the ‘standard memoir’ tends to proceed in
linear fashion, with the chronological story of the life, in which
photographs and letters, clearly captioned, may serve as illustration
or proof. In another kind of writing, the protagonist takes centre
stage only occasionally – perhaps quite rarely – while the play of
other narratives and other memories, cross-cut with visual texts,
constructs the life in a less tangible way. Somewhere uncertain –
perhaps mid-Atlantic – this oblique memoir situates its subject.
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Kathleen McEnery, c. 1910
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