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Arthur Evelyn St. John Waugh was born on October 28, 1903, the second son of Arthur and Kate.  In spite of an early childhood and upbringing that would have had a modern child into therapy, Evelyn – cranky, snobbish, bullying, hilarious, drunken, and impossible – survived to become the genius writer of his age.

His grandfather, Alexander, called The Brute, for obvious reasons, terrorized his family and especially his oldest son, Arthur.  Arthur was a timid child, but somehow managed to grow up to be a man of letters, biographer and for many years, the managing director of Chapman and Hall, an important publishing house in London. 

 In 1898 Arthur and Kate had Alex who became the light of his father’s life.  Arthur doted on his oldest son to what would seem to be an unhealthy degree (perhaps a reaction to his own father’s neglect or treatment of him).

When Evelyn arrived on the scene five years later, Arthur had no time for his second son, who was a momma’s boy.  Evelyn said that he always felt like an only child growing up. During his school years, on the few occasions that he brought friends home, he would become restive, and once Arthur turned to him and asked, “How is it, Evelyn, that you are so charming to your friends and so unkind to your father?”  “Because,” replied his son, “ I can choose my friends, but I cannot choose my father.”

When the school years came, Alex, at the age of nine, was sent to his father’s beloved Sherborne.  In his next-to-last year he was caught in flagrante delicto with another boy and had to leave.  Two years later, at the age of nineteen, Alex published his first novel, The Loom of Youth (1917) about his Sherborne experience.  His thesis was about the hypocrisy regarding sexual relations among the boys, and that the only taboo was “getting caught”.  It created a scandal, Arthur was publicly humiliated, and this precluded Evelyn’s chance of going to his father’s school. 

At the age of 14, Evelyn was sent to Lancing, which he considered inferior to Sherborne.  Its pupils were mostly preachers’ sons and there was daily chapel and three services on Sunday.  In spite of not being happy there, he did very well, editing the school magazine, writing the prize poem and winning the English Literature Prize.  In his last editorial for the school magazine he wrote:  “The young men of the nineties subsisted upon emotion.  They poured out their souls like water and their tears with pride; middle-aged observers will find it hard to see the soul in the youngest generation.  But they will have – and this is their justification – a very full sense of humor. … It is a queer world which the old men have left them and they will have few ideals and illusions to consol them when they ‘get feeling old.’  They will not be a happy generation.”  Evelyn was 17 when he wrote this.

Ironically, it was at Lancing, a Christian school, that he realized that he’d ceased being a Christian.

In 1922, Evelyn went to Hereford College, Oxford, where he soon gave up his studies for high society life with the arty crowd – partying, drinking, homosexuality, and, of course, living way beyond his means.  Both his parents had to bail him out of debt numerous times. In his third year he left Oxford with no degree and no prospects. 

The next four years were a series of dreary jobs  (three teaching jobs in two years) a stint at an art school, a job with the London Daily Express that lasted three months and finally a carpentry school.  His mother said – wistfully – that now, maybe he could make something useful. His brother, Alex, said at this time that no one expected him to become a writer – or much of anything.

At one point he became so depressed he attempted suicide.  Fortunately for him, and us, this too was unsuccessful.  He reported that while he was walking into the ocean, he was attacked by a swarm of jellyfish and fled back to the shore.

Then he got a contract to do a biography of Dante Gabriel Rossetti and fell in love with Evelyn Gardner, a woman whose aristocratic family wanted no part of him.  Being penniless didn’t help matters, so in eight months he managed to write his first novel, Decline and Fall.  In 1928 He-Evelyn and She-Evelyn, as their friends called them, were married.  Decline and Fall  (1929) was a success and was quickly followed by Vile Bodies  (1930) that was a best seller.  Waugh became a famous writer and remained so for the rest of his life. 

A year after their marriage, She-Evelyn announced that she was having an affair with one of his best friends, John Heygate, and wanted a divorce.  He was devastated and perhaps never recovered, as in many of his novels the blameless hero falls in love with a beautiful, treacherous woman who deceives him.

After his divorce (because of his divorce?) Evelyn became a member of the Catholic Church, and remained a stanch Catholic for the rest of his life.

The next years were spent traveling and writing.  In 1932 to Ethiopia which produced Black Mischief, and in 1934 to British Guiana and Brazil which produced  A Handful of Dust.

Then he fell in love with Laura Herbert, 13 years younger and a cousin of She-Evelyn, but because he was now a practicing catholic, his divorce wasn’t going to do, so in 1933 he started the laborious process of getting an annulment from the Holy See.  This took three years due to the fact that the papers languished in some official’s office in England for 2 years, but, finally, an annulment was granted and Evelyn and Laura were married on April 17, 1937.

But before the marriage could take place, he wrote his intended a most bizarre love letter (he was thirty-two at the time, a famous novelist and a man of the world; she was a modest, shy nineteen-year old virgin).
     “Tell you what you might do while you are alone at Pixton.  You might think about me a bit and whether, if those wop priests ever come to a decent decision, you could bear the idea of marrying me. I can’t advise you in my favor because I think it would be beastly for you, but think how nice it would be for me.  I am restless and moody and misanthropic and lazy and have no money except what I earn and if I get ill you would starve.  In fact it’s a lousy proposition. On the other hand I think I could reform and become quite strict about not getting drunk and I’m pretty sure I should be faithful   … Also I have practically no living relatives except one brother whom I scarcely know…. All these are very small advantages compared with the awfulness of my character.  I have always tried to be nice to you and you may have got in into your head that I am nice really, but that is all rot.  It is only to you and for you.  I am jealous and impatient – but there is no point in  going into a whole list of my vices. You are a critical girl and I’ve no doubt that you know them all and a great many I don’t know myself…. But anyway there is no point in your deciding or even answering.  I may never get free of your cousin Evelyn.  Above all things, darling, don’t fret at all. But just turn the matter over in your dear head.” 

In spite of the fact that Evelyn and Laura were possibly the worst parents imaginable, there were six surviving children from this union:  Teresa, Auberon, Margaret, Harriet, James and Septimus. While Evelyn was a harsh                                  father (especially to his oldest son, Auberon (Bron), Laura was distant. Bron admits that at that time he would have gladly swapped his Daddy for a toy whistle.  In all fairness, Evelyn’s attitude toward his children, expressed in letters and diaries, are full of unaffectionate references; “Teresa’s voice odious, Bron lazy, Harriet mad.”

Laura, the mother, on the other hand, was only interested in her cows (an expensive hobby.)  When it came time for her daughters to go to boarding school, it was discovered that they had no under pants. She told their nanny to just sew up some of Bron’s old shorts, and that would do. The nanny was so incensed that she went to the village and bought the girls panties with her own money.

Evelyn would be gone for periods of time when he was writing, and when he was in the service in World War II. He was in the Royal Marines in 1939-1940, Commandos 1940-1943, and later the Royal Horse Guards 1943-1945 ending with the rank of major.  He served in West Africa and Crete, and as a British liaison officer he parachuted into Yugoslavia, where he narrowly escaped death in the crash of a transport plane.

After the war he settled in Glouchestershire, with his wife and their three sons and three daughters.  In 1946 he wrote; “I live in a shabby stone house in the country, where nothing is under a hundred years old except the plumbing and that does not work.  I collect old books in an inexpensive, desultory way.  I have a fast-empting cellar of wine and gardens fast reverting to the jungle. I am very contently married, I have numerous children whom I see once a day for ten, I hope, awe-inspiring minutes”

Evelyn made a lecture tour to the United States in 1946, and wrote The Loved One (1948) about the American way of death.  Three novels based on his war experiences; Men at Arms (1952), Officers and Gentlemen (1955) and Unconditional Surrender (1961) were combined in Sword of Honor, published in 1965.

The depression that he developed in his youth dogged him all his life, and he treated it with alcohol (so much for his promise to Laura.) Together with gin, Evelyn doused himself heavily with chloral bromide, a sleeping medication, and the combination eventually resulted in a spell of paranoid hallucinations – an experience he recorded in his novel The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold (1957). He just switched to gin and paraldehyde.  Like many of the writers of his generation, he was drunk most of the day, every day. This no doubt exacerbated his annoyance with his children.

His awards included: Hawthornden Prize, 1936, for Edmund Campion; Scholar, Priest, Hero, and Martyr; James Tait Black Memorial Prize for Best Novel, University of Edinburgh, 1952, for Men at Arms; Royal Society of Literature fellow and companion of literature, 1963; honorary degree from Loyola College; refused Commander of the British Empire award; Brideshead Revisited was voted “one of the 100 best-loved novels” by the British public as part of the BBC’s The Big Read, 2003.

Evelyn died on April 10, 1966, at the age of 62.  From early on, with the publication of Evelyn’s first novel, Decline and Fall, his older brother, Alec, clearly recognized, and warmly acknowledged, Evelyn’s genius. In 1951 he wrote to his mother, “Do you quite realize mother dear (I wonder if any of us do quite) how considerable a contribution Evelyn has made to the culture of his day, and how much honour he has brought to the name of Waugh?”             

