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Doris Lessing is regarded as having performed a “conspicuous public service”, for which she turned down the title of Dame, but took the Companion of Honour from the Queen.  She is on almost every academic’s bookshelf in Britain, and has been very influential around most of the world though not, I think, in the US. Biographies usually start with her birth, in Persia, to a British expatriate family in 1919, and subsequent  travel with the family to farm in the African bush in what is now called Zimbabwe, where she grew up.  It was called Rhodesia in those days. 

I prefer to start with a remark she makes in her five volumes of autobiography, a remark to the effect that you have to be  grown up to understand your parents.  Hers were lower middle class failures: her father was a victim of World War 1, in which he lost a leg. He was the victim, too, of a farm which was too small ever to make a profit. Her mother had lost her first fiancé in the war, and lost  a potentially-satisfying career as a senior nurse, when she married on the rebound and started a family. In a  scene worthy of Becket, Doris emerges unseen from the surrounding scrublands, to see her parents smoking together with nicotine-yellowed hands, in mourning for lost lives.  Doris speaks of stressed childhood as a key to writing: these are children forced into self-awareness early, learning 

“to watch the grown-ups, assess them, know what they really mean, as distinct from what they say.”

In 1941, Doris Lessing dumped her civil servant husband in British Africa, and with him, her two young children.  Even 70 years after Ibsen’s “A Doll’s House”, the desertion resonated round her circle, and comes up whenever the author is discussed.  That, and her adoption of Communism.  Doris wanted to live life like a man –  not like many women she saw as a man’s adjunct.  “Doris (an) oversensitive, always observant  and judging ... hungry-for-love child. With 

not one, but several, skins too few,” in her own words.  Doris always came second to her well-behaved brother in her mother’s affections, though not perhaps in her father’s.  Solace came in books – by the  age of eight, Doris had read Oliver Twist  and Vanity Fair. By 10 or 11, Doris had resolved to be a writer. I henceforth resort to calling  her Doris, as her evolving last names would otherwise tend to confuse.                              

Time for boarding school.  This was a South German Catholic  school run by nuns in Rhodesia.  There was  much emphasis on the Sacred Heart, which glowed in mock gore all night in the 24-girl dorm, and also emphasis on the need to avoid consciousness of the body.  A board collar was provided to conceal a girl’s body from her own eyes when she was in her weekly tub.  The focus on sin and punishment frightened many.  Underwear could be changed only once a week. Children smelled.  Doris hated every minute, but did shine academically.  She started a crush on the Virgin Mary, and picked up Catholic paraphernalia: these came home at the end of term, and set off a row with her mother, who wanted Doris to be Anglican. 

The row shook Doris away from both her mother, and her affection for the Virgin. She turned atheist. ”I...began with a good conscience to despise the religious for weakness of mind and moral cowardice.”  Around this time Doris tried to run away from home, and, on being warned not to play with matches, promptly did so, and accidentally burned down an indispensable  storehouse. Doris was an energetic and efficient all-rounder on the farm.  She took to the social joys of the farmhouse table.  She went to visit an affluent couple in South Africa, and  discovered the aimless life of the idle wife.  She moved to the local city, now called Harare, then a white-dominated town called Salisbury.  She started work as a telephone operator. Her formal education ended at 14.

She took pride in her body.  Soon she was bringing Frank Wisdom, a bureaucrat 10 years older than herself and nominally engaged to another woman, home to her parents.  She was pregnant but as yet unaware.  The marriage, in 1938, was part of an empire-wide rush to the altar. Bride and groom were suitable – they shared Left-wing views, concerns at the Native Problem, and were atheists together.  Lots of drinking and socializing were part of the scene.  Marriage, seaside honeymoon, endless congratulatory parties.  Soon Doris traipsed embarrassingly round Johannesburg, looking for an illegal abortion.  A decent doctor was eventually found, and warned her that she was 4-1/2 months gone – too late for a safe abortion.  Doris and her husband grew reconciled to a baby.
            

A seven pound baby boy was born – son John.  Doris’s mother entered the scene, to be helpful, but in fact distracting and irritating the first-time mother.  Frank, her civil servant husband, was tied up socially, and eager to get to war, which was under way.  The high emotions of the time, and the youth of Doris, conspired to make her fantasize about other men.  But another child was born in 1942, a  daughter, Jean.  The war machine obediently posted Frank to north Africa, and other options to Doris. 

Soviet victory at Stalingrad helped fuel Doris’s drift leftward – which was mostly driven by her anger at the white supremacist order of colonial society but also, I think, by an intellectual snobbery that almost anyone would feel in Salisbury. Liberals and intellectuals were automatically called Communists there, in that era, as they were 20 years later, when my wife and I were there.  Doris says the banality of settler life had repelled her, as the banality of colonial life repelled George Orwell in Burmese Days. 

A daughter was born – but the marriage continued to cool, anyway.  Bored with Rhodesian life, Doris was getting bored with her Rhodesian husband.  Scenting a marital breakdown, “All the old women ... took me aside and assured me ... that sex was not important. I was shocked by them. What  hypocrisy.”  The local Communist cell provided an alternative society, and a crusade.  Frank and Doris divorced, and he went on to a career in the Civil Service as successful as his exceptional respect for Africans permitted.

The Communists also cast up Gottfried Lessing.  He was born to prominent partly-

Jewish Berliners, and studying law, when, at the age of 20, Nazism made him flee to London.  Thence he was sent to Rhodesia, where he soft-soaped the detective assigned to him with tales of noble origins.  He was in love with the girl who converted him to Communism, and sleeping with the girl who employed him at a dry-cleaning machine.  He also made a success of a local law practice.  He was Communist to the gills. 
Gottfried wanted Doris “as a possible bed partner” as he romantically put it.  

Gottfried was obviously sexually experienced – but Doris chilled him. She agonized over his reaction. Then Gottfried felt he needed to stay married until he got naturalization papers in Britain, and that it would be well to have a baby with Doris. Pregnant again around Christmas 1945, Doris, rejoicing in freedom before the baby was due, went for a fling in Cape Town.  The baby was born easily, and was more companionable than the babies Doris had before by Frank Wisdom. Doris and Gottfried hung around the town together, waiting to escape. 

Doris had a retroverted uterus – her doctor pressed her to be sterilized “while he had (her) open.” Vulnerable to conceiving children while enjoying love affairs, Doris feared the outcome – of becoming the old woman who lived in a shoe, for lack of funds.  “This was probably the most sensible thing I have done in my life,” she wrote.  Doris killed time with baby Peter, born in 1946, waiting for a ship’s passage to London, reading Proust.  She came, with hindsight, to the realization that Peter was the saving of  her – an absolute priority that ruled out sinking into arty drunkenness with so many of her group. 

Gottfried planned going to London, too, expecting to get a good job reflecting achievements in the Rhodesian law office where he worked most of the time.  In fact, he wound up back in Berlin, with the Communist East German Government. Having been an affectionate father, he simply dumped his newborn child Peter, and remarried.  More of Gottfried later.  Doris had 150 pounds in resources when she caught her ship, with her little boy. 

Arriving in London with only a vague offer from a South African publisher, Doris got a  distinguished literary agency, Curtis Brown, to represent her – a lucky first shot .
The  main manuscript Doris had brought with her was “The Grass Is Singing”, and that secured her agent. Peter, aged 2-1/2, settled into the welfare state nursery, and into playing with another child, happily.  Doris’s manuscript was read for the publisher, Michael Joseph, by Pamela Hansford Johnson.  She requested rewriting, with various “improvements”.  Doris sent the rejected manuscript back to Michael Joseph, unchanged.  People there congratulated her on the “improvements”, and publication went ahead.

Next, a shot at America.  Alfred Knopf’s wife Blanche, at the apex of American publishing, thought the book would be improved if the ambiguity surrounding the key relationship between a white woman and a black man heated up into a rape scene “in accordance with the mores of the country”.  Doris dug in bravely, in the belief such a rape would have been tantamount to suicide for the black, and would not have fitted the setting at all.  Her agent at Curtis Brown, Juliet O’Hea, encouraged her to stand her ground, and again the book went out unchanged. 

Meanwhile, Michael Joseph had experienced exceptional demand for his UK edition, and was into reprinting before formal publication.  Joseph took her to a snazzy lunch and assured Doris – who had no idea of the degree of success she was achieving – that  good books don’t need advertising.  She later learned that should be rephrased to: “Books by unknowns don’t get advertised.  Promotion goes to books and reputations that are already succeeding.” 

As important as Lessing’s writing was, she remains convinced that looking after son Peter was her main priority, and anchor.  This is an early example, in a servantless society, of a woman achieving a professional success, and  a successful  upbringing for her child, and plugging along at a day job and  eventually succeeding as a social queen bee – all at the same time. Here was Wonderwoman, then promoted by ladies’ magazines in Britain as an attainable style of life.                   

Doris is still very defensive about her participation in the Communist Party.  She argues that it arose because capitalism, in the world of “Buddy, Can You Spare a Dime?”, seemed  doomed.  She admits her belief blinded her to the obvious but then unmentionable atrocities of the Communist world. She adds anger at the British class system (and of course the Native Question as its extreme, colonial form).  She was sore at Britain and France for throwing the legitimate Spanish Government to Hitler and Mussolini during the Civil War.  And she felt the Communists had attracted the bulk of decent people in western society.  Anyway, she joined the Party in 1952. She quitted it in 1954. 

Just before this milestone, she had traveled with a literary delegation to the Soviet Union, and made the uneasy discovery that the supporters of the regime were cynical bores, while the spunky ancient peasant who broke ranks to denounce the communists was her kind of person.  

Back in London, there was no “Room of One’s Own” intellectual pad awaiting her. She would let son Peter hop into bed beside her, read to him, breakfast, hustle to school, suffer “the housewife’s disease ... ‘I must buy this, ring So-and so, don’t forget this, make a note of that’ – at last, the opportunity to write: ‘Sometimes I simply went to bed, sliding into that restorative underwater state where you lie limp, rising towards the surface, just reaching it, rising ... And now...work begins. I think on my feet, while I wash up a cup, tidy a drawer, drink a cup of tea, but my mind is not on these activities. I find myself in the chair by the (typewriter). I write a sentence .. will it stand? But never mind, look at it later, just get on with it, get the flow started...There are no attempts to write while the child is there, for that only results in irritation on both sides.’ ”

About the time of Stalin’s death Doris’s money struggles were acute.  Later she calculated that, during these years, she earned an average of 20 pounds a week – a laborer’s wage.  Then, in 1954 Pamela Hansford Johnson put her in for the Somerset Maugham prize, a matter of 400 pounds.  The prize money mostly went to securing a controlled rent apartment that she and Peter – by now eight years old – needed.  The phone call informing her of her prize reached her while she was with her lover.  “That’s it, that’s the end,” he groaned.  “You don’t love me; you only care about your writing.”  He of course was a professional and had a wife and child. 
In 1956 Khrushchev told the 20th Party Congress many  home truths about Stalin. Later that year, Lessing set off for Africa. She went to South Africa expecting to be expelled by the Afrikaner Government, and was. Then she went to Rhodesia, and found she had been declared a Prohibited Immigrant eight years before by her family doctor of her childhood years, since having risen to become Prime Minister. A new white regime let her in, but only accompanied by secret police. She was not allowed back in her homeland again for 25 years – isolating her from friends and family.

This was a  time when Britain  was trying to hand central Africa to the local whites, as black resistance grew.  Doris’s dwelling became a magnet for African delegations in London to jockey for power.  She entered her earth mother phase – lots of cooking, lots of guests drawn by a clever woman and a steaming casserole and plentiful plonk. 

There was another consuming affair, with Clancy Sigal, US-born to  Russian immigrants, and a Trotskyist.  Their minds met, but it was not for the ages.  “There is probably a recognized clinical condition: the middle-aged woman who slides into drinking, feeling abandoned, unloved, unwanted. ...one morning I rolled out of bed and crawled on my hands and knees to the bathroom, to be sick. This shocked me into sobriety again.”  The Golden Notebook was being written about this time.  

Doris, often described as a feminist, loves men not wisely but too well.  She just wants women recognized, too.  Having relied on the Virgin Mary, the literary classics, and the Communists, Doris needed a new lighthouse to guide her life.  She started with a voluntary 12-step program – giving up her 50-60 cigarette a day habit, and doing physical jerks.  She read up on the spiritual disciplines of Buddhism and Hinduism, settling on Idries Shaw and Sufism.  She pulled around,  and always focused on her work. Her home, with its hospitable table, became a focus for young intellectual London – the Royal Court Theatre people and many others, as well as nuclear disarmers.  Lessing became so prominent in nuclear disarmament that she was visited by the up-and-coming Henry Kissinger, who wanted to meet the enemy, and kept talking approvingly of a newly-miniaturized nuclear weapon, the “kitten bomb’’, that might kill only 100,000. 

In 1962 she bought a house in north London, and found a financial foundation for the rest of her life – big advances on her writing started coming in about 1970. Writing, and London’s inflating house prices, carried her through.  Doris turned to fiction to give some account of  her later years without destroying too many relationships.  The book is  The Sweetest Dream, and Lessing appears in it as Frances,  who would love a life in the theater, but whose practical life demands the pay and security of a hack job in journalism.  I think she feels almost all journalism is hack work

Many characters pass through Frances’s home, which is part of the house of her elderly mother-in-law.  Teenagers rule much of the house, getting together, going casually to shoplift, making vicious copy from events in London and Africa, and in one instance becoming a saintly doctor able to see through the glossy ineffectuality of the world’s intergovernmental aid agencies.  These are shown in mumbo jumbo meetings in beautiful places the world over.  Meanwhile the Africans die for lack of medicine, and the black politicians steal the settlers’ farms.

In an effort to round up a long story, I point out that Doris’s second husband, Gottfried, became the equivalent of East Germany’s secretary of commerce, was demoted into diplomatic jobs, and married an African East Indian. He eventually became Ambassador to Uganda, and when Idi Amin fell, Tanzanian troops came to the Uganda capital.  Gottfried Lessing, his wife and his guards took the Embassy Mercedes.  Before they could get anywhere, the Tanzanians destroyed them with flame throwers. Gottfried died in 1979. 

And Doris Lessing herself cruises on, in West Hampstead, a serviceable part of north London.  She keeps writing, and has an output comparable to Trollope. She keeps cats.  
