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On the Ides of March in the year 1920, Tom and Frances Scott of North London welcomed their second son Paul. Mr. Scott was a commercial artist and with two sisters developed advertisements for the latest fashions. The family struggled to maintain a position on the fringes of the middle class.

Paul was a good student but was forced to quit Wickmore Hill Collegiate School at the age of 16 to keep the family financially afloat.

He went to work for a one-man accountancy firm run by Mr. C.T. Payne. From the first, however, he saw himself as a poet and in his off hours wrote poetry and consorted with other young poets. By 1941 one of his poems entitled, “I, Gerontius”, was included in the Resuram series of poetry pamphlets.

One of Payne’s clients was Gerald Armstrong, a sophisticated older man who became Scott’s mentor. He introduced Scott to the world of Oscar Wilde by having him read The Picture of Dorian Gray. The duality of this character who leads a life of debauchery and remains innocent in appearance while his portrait decays, fascinated the young man. He even began to wear capes and sought to resemble Wilde. Scott was also intrigued by Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, another literary Janus. Armstrong, though married, was homosexual, and Scott took after him in this duality as well.

After Armstrong came Clive Sansom, who, with his wife Ruth and Scott, formed a trio. They brought him from Wilde to T.S. Eliot.

Eventually recognizing the need to accept conformity, especially in the Army into which he had been drafted in 1940, and, realizing that, in his own words, “You can’t fight the system”, he embraced heterosexuality. He denied that his integrity had been breached and decided that he was malleable.

On Oct.23, 1941 he married Penny Avery, a nurse 6 years older than himself. Initially the union was successful and loving and resulted in the birth of two daughters.  He later said that he had married her for “protection and safety”.

The marriage was quite a blow to his mother whose influence had gone from mothering to smothering.  Clive Sansom described it in a bitter poem beginning, “For 9 months lodging in the womb, I must pay rent forever.”

In March 1943 he was posted to India.  There, the Raj had only 4 more years to run.  He remained in India and Malay until 1946 when he returned to England. There times were hard and employment was difficult to obtain but his previous experience as an accountant proved valuable.  He returned to his former trade and moved up in the ranks becoming company secretary to the Falcon and Gray Walls Press.  By 1950 the company went belly-up and Paul left with 3 months severance pay.  This enabled him to continue to write.

He employed an agent, Joyce Weiner, who vigorously promoted his work.  He wrote a play, Pillars of Salt, which won a prize in a Jewish playwriting competition.  He did a 90-minute script for the BBC which paid him 90 Guineas and marked his conversion from an amateur to a professional writer.  It served as the basis for his first novel, Johnny Sahib, which was rejected by 17 publishing house before seeing the light of day in 1952.  All 17 reviewers may have committed mass suicide when it promptly won the Eyre and Spottswood Literary Fellowship Prize, which paid 500 pounds.

There were some complaints about his success as a writer since he had also become a literary agent for the firm of Pearn, Pollinger and Higham and had been in competition with some of his own clients for the prize.  Among his clients while working at Pearn et al. were Arthur C. Clarke, Ronald Searle, Morris West, Herbert Read, John Fowles, and Elizabeth David.

By 1952 he replaced Joyce Weiner (to whom he wrote a Dear Joyce letter) with David Higham who sold his next book, Alien Sky, to Doubleday in 1953.  In 1956 A Male Child was published.  It is said to have been his favorite book and was the only one of his early works that he never disowned.

As far back as 1952 he had suffered bouts of depression which, along with lassitude and low-grade fevers had been variously diagnosed to be the result of Paratyphoid Fever or Diabetes.  Always a big beer drinker he now discovered gin and seldom relinquished the bottle subsequently.  Though never a public or disorderly drunk, he would occasionally pass out fully clothed on the floor of his home, not saying or apparently knowing where he had been.  Penny learned not to comment on these episodes on pain of his severe displeasure.  She supported him unequivocally, and in today’s world would surely merit the title of an ‘enabler’.

When Paul quit his position as literary agent in 1958 and began to write at home the marriage suffered even more as he isolated himself to write and to drink.

Much of the time Penny was left to her own devices and perhaps in self defense turned out the first of several books of her own.  Her own health, never robust, began to decline and in March 1958 she collapsed and was rushed to hospital for an emergency appendectomy.

Her situation was not improved when her mother-in-law with whom she never saw eye to eye moved into her home after Tom Scott died.  Domestic war ensued and after the issuance of an ultimatum Frances Scott swept out of the house.  Paul refused to speak to his mother for years afterwards and wouldn’t answer her letters.

He kept turning out work: The Mark of the Warrior in 1958, The Chinese Love Pavilion in 1960, Birds of Paradise in 1962, The Bender 1963, and The Corrida at San Felix in 1964.  The last two were the only books not set in India or China. He also wrote for BBC radio and Television.   
He returned briefly to India in 1964 and, subsequent to his encounters with the British and the Indians, acquired material which he turned into The Jewel in The Crown which was finished in 1965.

While in India on that trip his chronic diarrhea was finally correctly diagnosed as Amoebiasis and successfully treated.  This improvement in his health had an unexpected downside.  Penny, whose skills as a nurse had helped her care for this chronic invalid, found herself no longer needed.  This further widened their separation.

Their daughter Sally developed severe emotional problems, broke off an engagement and took an overdose of sleeping pills.  Penny, who had been ill for several months, immediately rallied and came to her daughter’s side.

Paul kept flying back and forth to India and London and by 1974 finally completed The Raj Quartet.  The reviews were good to enthusiastic. He began 

Staying On as a sort of Postscript to The Raj Quartet and finished it in 1976.  It won the Booker Award which his other daughter Carol accepted for him.

One week before the proofs arrived Penny walked out and went to a woman’s refuge in Chiswick. 

Always financially insecure, he came to the United States several times and taught at the University of Tulsa in Oklahoma.

The years of gin and cigarettes finally caught up with him and he developed Cirrhosis of the Liver and Cancer of the Colon metastatic to the Liver.  Penny returned to care for him.  Despite surgery and radiation he went downhill and died on March 1, 1978, just short of his 58th birthday.

In the years prior to his death Paul had stopped completely communicating to Penny.  In Staying On there is a passage in which Lucy says to Tusker what Paul had been unable to say to his wife: “ Tusker and I do not truly communicate any more…His silence is his silence and my loquacity is my loquacity but they amount to the same thing.  I can’t hear what he is thinking and he does not hear what I’m saying.  So we are cut off from one another, living separate lives under the same roof.  Perhaps this is how it has always been between us but only become apparent in our old age.”

