
A NOTE ON BERNARD SHAW AND H. E. BATES l 
Hector Bolitho 

1DURING THE SECOND WORLD WAR I w AS AN INTELLIGENCE OFFICER 'Wrtn 
· the Royal Air Force. My tasks varied, but for most of the time I Was 

editor of the Royal Air Force journal which was a more or less secret 

publication. In July i94z, we had a problem: it was simply that aircrews 

would not eat enough green vegetables. They preferred the food that fills to 

the food that sustains. As they sat cooped up for hours, especially in Coasta) 

Command aircraft, making their thirteen hour vigils over the ocean, it was 

important that their physical plumbing should work as well as possible. 

Early in July, I realized that the· archvegetarian, George Bernard Shaw 

might write something that would seduce the aircrews from the doughy pud: 

dings and slices of Swiss roll, and make them enjoy their cabbages and Brus. 

sels sprouts. I wrote to him and, with the following note attached, he sent 

me his article: I 
I 

The article was published in the journal with the title "To Tokyo on Butter· 

milk." . 
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' I am not a sky pi~otj ~and at my present ··age (86) am 

ot likely }:_o 0q~Ufy .far that accomplishmen~But0 a~ the R.A-.f· 
ll ~tM~ . ~.,~ 
carefully"~ everything except how to feed"~' ~ most 

~aces devoutly believe that a heavy job needs a heavy me~, 
. ~~ ~ 

it maY surprise them to learn that it is/\sixty years since I~lat.t · 

ate flesh fish or fowl. '11/1/ I have given up eating eggs, though~ 

I eat butter and drink buttermil,ometi~ies wh~n I can .g.et them. ' 

1 am a six footer, and am told that my weight should be at least 

'tvielve stone ten. As a ~atter of unro~antic fa.ct it is ni~ 

stone,and stood at ten stone eight during the most active~~ of 

·my life. ~ find my self workin~ as hard as ever, a bit. deafisn 

~tc.y, as becomes my secoru::l child.hood, but still in fairly good ; 
~ l 
.·Jrm as author, play·,.right, biologist, philosopher and political;: 

pilot, not to mention journalism as ·a side line. 

You will say, perhaps, that if ever a man needed a ~i . ...ir::a! 
plentiful and sti~ulating d~et I am that man. But on sue~~~ 

j 
I should have gone stale or died years ago. Dickens, who ate and; 

! 
drank generously, £:.A be£f e he was sixty. So did Shakespear. J 

I have livf:?d longer,_.b~out thirty 3 ears,and written my most , 

famous books and plays during those thirty years. ~ ... 
I 

Or perhaps you will say~ that inkslinging is not work, . i 
. ' 

and that a ra~d on.Danzig and back would shew me up. Well, I 

grant you I. am no athlete ; and I am certainly, like most 

.i 
·I ., 
i 

.. 1 
I 

literary geniuses, a born coward ; but it is a hard fact that an j 
CL~ '' 

6ll!ergency rush.of literary work can tear ~nerves to rags, " . ':1d that my remedy .for t~is was t~ get on a motor bi+ 

~~ and bl'ind round ·the crooked lanes of Hert.fordsh!re for an . . 
~ ... ~ . J.I 
, .ur or so,. at the end of which I was/'. as steady as a rock.~ .. 
I, 



(2) ct. 
for thirty ~C:ent m;r holi~s driving my car all over th(e 

islands and." as far a·s western 'Europe and north Afica1when tinng' 

was easier and in peace ~time less dangerous. IJ In the last c 
en, 

tury, when the push bike was a new inven!i,on1I had J?lenty ot op .. I 
portunii!lies. of' ~ lear~ing how to feed myself on ~Y's l'id \ 

Q, I 

Consequently it may interest you to know that if I were s~! 

off to bomb, say Tokyo, I should take with me a packet of thinna· 
~ces of brown bread -- not dirty beead i;made of shopswe~ings1 
real stoneground bread -- with a layer of red currant 
~ .· . 
Apair.of slices. I should eat one of these sandwiches every~w001 

-<- hours. For drink I should take a flask of buttermilk. I shoula', 
•11 ~ • ~t tho~~lae is dangerous1 a square meal would. be certain dea 

. J within ~·;inutes after 1 t I should fall asleep over. my 
I' A 
controls and nose dive to destraction •. 

That is what will happen to you if you eat a between-rib 

beefsteak and drink a bottle of Guinness on a serious job. J' 9 . . 
I should have mentioned that"have never smoked, never d. ,. 

. " It. ! intoxicants, and never shaved. f That is a better recod thanJ~' " . that of the famous centenarian who was.asked to what he attri · 
1 

his longev.ity. He replied n I attribute it to the fa.ct that Il 
~~ 

never dFank, never smoked,)'-~ had any relations with women . 

until I.was.fourteen years of age". 



fl. E. Bates, the novelist, was working as an officer in the Air Ministry. I 
d known him for thirteen years and he is a proved friend. He wrote a reply 
shaw, "Back to Methuselah on a Beefsteak," and sent it to me for the "fOurnal. I thought it polite to show it to Shaw before printing it. 

shaw sent it back with this note: 

Witll Jk~haw:s·cc:::Ki;~~,J:l,~ 
ltt~.'1;' _...)_·~·~~-JJt.·f..Q,, ~ ,.,..,\' 'r',....~ 1 

A ,.._....~~ .. 
~~ 1,J "~ 

I . Ayot St.1t,r.rence, Welwyn, Hens. 4"t, ,Jt.1.-
Back to Methuselah on a Beefsteak, by H. E. Bates ·· 

· Like Mr Sha~ I am no pilot, though I belong to the R.A.F. Like Mr Shaw 
·• gain, I am a writer. But unlike Mr Shaw I am not a vegetarian and at my 

esent age, 37, I am not likely to qualify for that accomplishment, though 
u never can tell. The fact is I don,t want to be either a pilot or a vegetarian. 

don't even want to be Mr Shaw. I want to be a writer. 
1 1 Now Time will decide, eventually, what places in literature Mr Shaw and J will occupy: not whether Mr Shaw will go forward to Tokyo, by which of 
1 

·· urse he means immortality, on butteimilk, or whether I shall go back to 
ethuselah, by which of course I mean posterity, on a bee~eaK, but whether 

>" · not we were, in fact, good writers. To achieve our ends both of us need, 
· Mr Shaw so well points out, a plentiful and stimulating diet, and Mr. 
aw's idea of a plentiful and stimulating diet, it seems, is re<;l currant jam. 
isn~t a pilot's idea and it isn't mine. But then, of course, Mr Shaw is ex-

. emely crafty. He doesn't really care two hoots about red currant jam. What 
really wants, as he has warited it for the past 86 years, is· a revolution. And 

hat better chance of that, you English dumb-clucks, than if you were to 
.. t R.A.F. pilots on red currant jam tomorrow? The red cWTeilts, you see, 
, the scheme of things. . 
;'.We meat-eating writers, in Mr Shaw's view, do not seem to live for a very 
long time. Dickens, it is true, died at sixty; but he managed to write Pickwick 
fapers before he was twenty-live, at which age Mr Shaw was, in a literary 
fay, in short pants. Keats died before he was thirty; but managed to write fdonats before he died. Tchekov was just over forty when he died; but he 
'1cceeded in writing haH a dozen plays which Mr Shaw, on his own confesfon, would have given his beard to write. Chaucer died young; but wrote the 
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Canterbury Tales. Shakespeare too died young, but before doing so-but the11 
everybody by this time knows that Mr Shaw himself wrote Shakespeare. 

1 

It is in fact not when you die, or what you eat and drink before you die· 
but what you do before you die, that matters. Some men eat beef and Wri~ ! 
Hamlet; some eat sturgeon ~d write The Cherry Orchard. Some eat red. f 
currant jam and writet if it doesn't surprise you, The Doctor's Dilemma. I 

Mr Shaw, in fact, wants jam on it. He not only wants to be an Irishman and 
the author of Saint I oan, which ought to be enough for any man, but he wants 
to teach pilots the best stomach on which to Hy Stirlings. To Tokyo, he says ' 
on red-currants; or to Germany, if you prefer it, on gooseberries. I should 
know, he says, that Bak is dangerous. And so, he should know, is belly-ache 
at altitudes. 

Now I am a beef-steak writer myself and I am fond of the gravy and onions • 
of life, and almost the only thing I regret about that life and about myself r 
as a writer is the fact that I have never met Mr Shaw. I should in fact very 1· 

much like to meet Mr Shaw. And what I would like to do if I did meet him 
is to take him to see pilots eating. We would go to a south-coast station, and f 
Mr Shaw could have lunch in the Mess there. We would lunch with pilots 1 
who fought at Dieppe and who might, indeed, be fighting over France again f 
that same afternoon. Mr Shaw could choose his lunch from four or five saladSi 
stewed fruits, melba toast, cheese and, if he really liked, red currant jam. ~ 

And while we were eating I should tell a story. It would be one of the many I 
stories about Mrs Patrick Campbell and Mr Shaw. For it seems that Mr Shaw 
was once rehearsing a play of Ins, with Mrs Patrick Campbell in the play. 
Mr Shaw, sitting in the stalls, directing the rehearsal, had been all morning , 
very exacting and very tiresome. At last Mrs Campbell could bear it no long· I 
er. She walked over to the footlights and in a firm voice said to Mr Shaw: 
'~r Shaw, one day you will eat a beef-steak. And then God help the women 

of England." 
Which only shows how careful Mr Shaw has to be with his diet. 
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' 3. 
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t~e best stanach on which to fly Stirlinga. To Tokyo,· he 

saYS, an red-currant; or. t? Gerilruly, if you prefer 1 t~ cm 

gooseberries. I should ?mow, he s~s, that f~~ is.· 

~geroua. .And so," he .should ~ow, is b.ell~ohe ·at ·· 

altitudes. 

Now I am a beefsteak writer my-self. and ar.q proud . 
of the gravy and onions of life, .and almost the oii.J.y thing ~ 

I 

l regret _about that life and about myself as a writer ·is 
.. 

. ~ . . 
" 

the fact that I have never met ?~. Sha.vi.. I should :in fact · ~ 

verY much like to meet Mr. Shaw. And what I would l~e· t<?.) 
• I 

do if I did. meet him is to .take. him to see pilbts eatirig.. J 
0 I ' ~ i ' ~ . , .. . ·. . i 

we would go to a south-ooaat station!. ar.;.d h~. Shaw coul.d .. 

have lunch in the Mes~ there. We would lunch with pilots' :t 
' ~ • • • • J 

who tought at Dieppe and who might, indeed, be fighting.. :·: 

over France again that same afternoon. Mr. Shaw could 

choose his lunt?h :f'rom fo~ or five salads, stev1ed fi'uits, . 

melba :t;oast, cheese and,· ,it he really liked, red ~urrant 

jam. .. 

. . . ··• ... 
--· . l 
·.i 

' . 
.. . ~ 

J 
' . 
~ 

•l 
.And while we were· eating I should t.ell a story... ' 

; 1 
. j 

It could be one of tP,e many stories about Mrs. Patrick 

Campbell an.Q. Mr. Shaw. 
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