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JB Priestley, English Journey (London: Victor Gollancz, 1935)
In English Journey, Priestley toured England during the Great Depression, exposing the hardships and social problems he encountered. These extracts find Priestley in Toxteth, South Liverpool.
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1 was, signing my name in the register, and as yet I had no
programme of exploration. There was a Liverpool I wanted
for this book, and I had still to decide which it was. But I
know it was something quite unlike the interior of the
Adelphi, which is an hotel that no producer of musical
comedy would object to using for his big set in the Second
Act. What was it then? Up in my bedroom I reminded
myself that it was probably Liverpool the seaport that con-
tained what I wanted. I had been to Southampton and
Bristol; I was on my way to the Tyne and Hull; but there
was something here that nonc of these ports could show me.
The search was narrowing. I began telephoning to one or
two newspaper acquaintances in the city. I was on the trail.

It led me to the vicar of the queerest parish in England.
(His own description, and I am not going to quarrel with
it.) He was an elderly man and had been there a great many
years, during which time, knowing so much about his people,
he must have accumulated enough of the raw material of
fiction for a batch of Balzacs. There was nothing of the mild,
faintly scholarly dodderer about him. He was still a sturdy
figure, and as downright as a bo’sun. We set out to explore
this queer parish of his, which was in the very middle of
Liverpool’s more picturesque and exotic slums, populated
by the human flotsam and jetsam of a great old seaport. We
had not gone twenty yards when he pointed his stick at some
figures mooching in the square. “I call that the fo'c’sle
walk,” he remarked. “Old sailors. Just watch them. You
see? A few short paces one way, then the same number back
again. They do it all day. It’s the result of spending years
in ships. Yes, that’s the fo'c’sle walk.”” We passed near the
men and he waved a greeting with his stick. The neigh-
bouring streets and squares all belonged to one period, the
Regency or a little earlier. Here, a hundred years ago, the
comfortable Liverpool merchants lived, going in and out of
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these charming doorways and beneath these fine old fan-
lights, thinking about their cargoes of cotton and tobacco
from New Orleans and of rum and sugar from Jamaica. You
had only to half-close your eyes as you. looked at these
charming and dignified fagades to feel that the past was
reliving itself for you. Liverpool must have been a town
worth loitering in then. All this area of it must have been
as pretty as an old print. (And why is it that in 1833 you
could still order a house from the nearest builder and it
would be something fit to be seen, whereas, after a hundred
years of astonishing progress, in 1933 the nearest builder
would probably erect a monstrosity and you have to find a
really good architect, who in turn has to find a really good
contractor, before you can be sure of getting a decent house?
And I write not as a worshipper of the past, an antique snob,
a connoisseur, but as an ordinary ignoramus who happens
to use his eyes.) But one good look and that charming vision
vanished. The fine lines and the carefully designed doorways
remained; but they had suffered a sad sea change. The
owners lived here no longer; the crew had taken possession.
These were all slum tenements, like those Georgian streets
in Dublin, where the country gentry once had their town
houses. (You were, in fact, reminded at once of Dublin.)
Every bit of woodwork was fast losing its last flakes of paint.
The windows were broken, boarded, raggedly curtained.
The open doorways gave out a reek of unwashed humanity.
The buildings were rotting away, and some of the people
were rotting with them. Faces that had shone for a season
in brothels in Victoria’s time now peered and mumbled at
us. Port Said and Bombay, Zanzibar and Hongkong had
called here. The babies told the tale plainly enough. They
were of all shades, and Asia and Africa came peeping out
of their eyes. “That little chap there,” said the vicar,
pointing with his stick at an ochreous baby lad who might
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have just been plucked out of a rice-field, “he’s one of four,
All with different fathers. And his mother’s a nice woman,
a very good sort.”

We hurried off to the local school that all these half-caste
children attended. By the time we got there the little ones
were leaving, and my companion singled out several of
them, who answered his smiling questions very softly and
shyly. All the races of mankind were there, wonderfully
mixed. Imagine an infant class of half-castes, quadroons,
octaroons, with all the latitudes and longitudes confused in
them. I saw all their things, baby-size, neatly put away in
cupboards; and they had done this themselves. They could
have been pictured in the act, not as a Liverpool infants’
class but as the human race, which is probably still a baby,
trying to tidy up. On the floor above a class of older children
had not yet been dismissed, and the vicar marched me in
to look at and listen to them. There cannot be a queerer
class anywhere in the world. The woolly curls of the negro,
the smooth brown skin of the Malay, the diagonal eye of
the Chinese, they were all there, crazily combined with
features that had arrived in Lancashire by way of half a
dozen different European countries, from Scandinavia to
Italy. Nor did their appearance tell the whole tale; indeed,
it could be oddly deceptive. A boy could look pure Liverpool
and prove to be three parts Chinese. The negro influence
was the most obvious. One little girl looked ready to bud
into another Florence Mills. A handsome sturdy lad, with
a fine head, proudly carried, and big flashing eyes, was the
grandson of an African chieftain. As the class finished their
work for the day, the vicar, who knew all about every one
of them, softly poured a stream of information into my ear.
We spoke to several of the children when the class broke up.
The boys rushed down to the tiny schoolyard at the back,
and there, in the dusky half-light, had a glorious scuffle with
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asmall ball. We could see them down there, like 2 miniature
League of Nations assembly gone mad. Meanwhile the vicar
went on telling me things. The children with Chinese strains
in them interested him the most. Many of the boys, he said,
would probably go to China within a few years. An uncle
of one of them was now an important official in the Chinese
Republican Government; and he too had once been a boy
in Liverpool and was now bitterly opposed to Britain and
British influence because of the life he had once been com-
pelled to lead in the slums of Pitt Street, Liverpool. It was
more than likely, he continued, that most of the little half-
caste girls—those smiling exotic dolls—would, within a year
or two of leaving school, become prostitutes, following the
female family tradition of the quarter. I suggested that some
of them, especially those with negro blood in them, might
prove to have theatrical talent, like the “high yallers” of
Harlem; but he replied that in his experience they had never
shown any signs of possessing such talent. (But have they
ever been given a chance? I doubt it.) A rosy little boy,
who had been kept behind on some monitor’s job, came up,
and we had a word or two with him. When he had gone
the vicar said: “Now that boy looks English enough, doesn’t
he? But as a matter of fact, he’s half Chinese. Yes, and he’s
all Chinese inside. He has dreams, that boy, and they’re all
Oriental dreams. Queer, isn’t it?”” He went on to outline
briefly a theory of his, born of long experience of these people
of mixed blood. “The real nature of these half-castes,” he
said, “is always the opposite of their appearance. If they
look European, then you can depend upon it that inside
they’re almost entirely Chinese or negro or whatever it is.
If they’re born half and half, and look Chinese or negro,
then you’ll find that their nature is European. It’s very odd,
and I don’t know why it should be so. But it is so. I've
proved it over and over again.” As things are, there is
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something very cruel about this relation between appearance
and character, for clearly the unfortunate half-caste will be
always most attracted to the very people whom his looks will
alienate, and will always belong at heart to the particular
society not prepared to welcome him.

There was something deeply impressive, almost moving,
about the sight of these strange children, here in this slum
corner of Lancashire. Although they had mostly been
begotten, born and reared in the most pitifully sordid circum-
stances, nearly all of them were unusually attractive in
appearance, like most people of oddly mixed blood. (A really
first-rate film-producer could make a film of exceptional
interest, probably of real beauty, out of these children.)
Looking at them, you did not think of the riff-raff of the
stokeholds and the slatterns of the slums who had served as
their parents: they seemed like the charming exotic fruits,
which indeed they were, of some profound anthropological
experiment. (And that woman who had had four children
all by different fathers, probably all of different race, surely
deserves a subsidy from some anthropological research fund.)
Perhaps we have been given a glimpse of the world of 2433,
by which time the various root races, now all members of 2
great world state, may have largely inter-married and inter-
bred. Knowing gentlemen from the tropics or the East
always tell us emphatically that the half-caste is no good, a
poor specimen combining the vices but not the virtues of
both his parent races. That is what they tell us, and most
of us who listen, perhaps sceptically, cannot marshal enough
examples to prove the contrary. We can only remind our-
selves that while violent racial prejudices still exist, all the
dice are loaded against the children of mixed blood, the very
circumstances of whose parentage have probably been
unfortunate. But Nature herself, whatever she may do to
them in later life, displays no sharp animositv againct these
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half-caste infants but takes care to work most cunningly and
beautifully with their physical characteristics. And I wish
it were possible to learn what happens to all these quaint
children, where they go, what they do, what manner of men
and women they turn into. Will some of them, after extra-
ordinary adventures and vicissitudes, be found, years hence,
negotiating with us in China and defying us in Africa,
inspired by memories of England that do not extend beyond
tenements and dark streets in a dock-side slum?

Liverpool’s Chinatown is rapidly dwindling. There are
only a few hundred Chinese left there: In the quarter we
explored, now gathering mystery in the dusk of a November
afternoon, there were still some signs of their occupation.
You noticed a Chinese Republican Club and a Chinese
Masonic Hall. Therewere a few Chinese shops, selling ivories
and tea. We wanted some tea ourselves, so climbed the
stairs of a Chinese eating-house. The room was deserted
except for two Chinese, one of them, I think, the proprietor,
playing a card game in a corner. A shy girl, who appeared
and disappeared like an Oriental ghost, brought us some
good China tea, and over it we talked in whispers. Ilearned
that there were two good reasons why this Chinatown was
rapidly disappearing. The first was bad trade, for the
Chinese go where there is money to be made, and there has
not been much money to be made in Liverpool during these
past few years. The second reason is that the Chinese find
that they cannot live here as they would like to live, there
is too much interference with their customs. After all, I
suppose if our countrymen who carry the white man’s burden
in the East suddenly found themselves prevented from
indulging in sport, meeting in clubs, and drinking gin and
whisky, they would not linger long in exile. The Chinese, I
believe, are very fond of gambling, have a weakness for
secret societies, and like to smoke opium; and no doubt this




