I ONCE MET...ARTHUR KOESTLER...AND W.H.AUDEN on the same occasion.

When I first heard the expression Communion of Saints, I imagined a kind of endless conference in one of the more scenic parts of heaven. In fact I once caught a glimpse of it, not in heaven exactly, but in Sweden in the summer of 69, which seemed at the time to come fairly close. It was indeed a conference on an extremely high plane, convened by the Nobel Foundation to debate "The Place of Value in a World of Fact". Being the Nobel Foundation, they were naturally able to invite the greatest and goodest - all the most visionary stars of science and letters. Cultivated Oldies may recognise such demi-gods of their youth as Margaret Mead, Konrad Lorenz, Linus Pauling, E.H. Gombrich, Jacques Monod, C.H.Waddington, Arthur Koestler and W.H. Auden, and it is about of the last two I tell my tale.

For reasons best known to themselves, the Nobel Foundation had seen fit to invite, along with the Communion of Saints, a gang of Yoof - perhaps to represent The Rest of Humanity or maybe just for light relief. I was one of the Yoof, in my twenties, awestruck but cheeky, supping with the gods.

Foremost in my memory is the Final Dinner, when after much wine and brandy the speeches were getting riper and riper. The atmosphere was dripping with bonhomie and self-satisfaction. The President of the Nobel Foundation, Arne Tiselius, was graciously thanking the "Yoof" for their sometimes unexpected contributions. Indeed, we had tried to stir things up a bit. Suddenly, uninvited, Arthur Koestler was on his feet. He launched into a long and detailed complaint about the toilet facilities in the conference centre. It was tasteless and malapropos, but naturally we all thought it was a joke and patiently waited for the punchline. This was after all the author of Darkness at Noon and The Act of Creation, and one of the foremost arbiters of intellectual fashion. After about ten minutes it slowly dawned on everyone that he really was serious - and as sober as a newt. Bemusement turned to petrified embarrassment, then cries of "Sit down, Koestler!". He refused to be silenced, and we were forced into the tactic of mock applause. In a storm of furious clapping he finally sat down, glowering. 

Tiselius, serving to retrieve the situation, rose again. "Well", he said, carrying on where he had left off, "you young people have given us many surprises in the course of the week.  Now, I fancy, we have given you one." And amid appreciative guffaws, he announced the next item in the evening's events: the premiere of a new poem by Auden, read by the master himself.

Most of the distinguished participants were in fact scientists rather than literati, so Auden obviously felt himself something of a special case. He announced that he was finally going to fulfill the purpose of his visit: to sing for his supper, in the manner of bards down the ages. He proposed to read a poem he had written especially for the occasion, Ode to Terminus. I don't think this poem is well known, but it made a profound impression on me and I never forgot it, particularly the lines

   ...that scientists, to be truthful,

   
Must remind us to take all they say as a

   tall story, 
that abhorred in the heavens are all 

    self-proclaimed poets who, 
to wow an audience, 
utter some resonant Lie.

This was recited in a calm, deadpan style. In the middle of that cosmopolitan assembly, it was all terribly English. And yet he had chosen to spend the latter part of his life in the United States. Afterwards I asked him, "Mr Auden, after all these years, do you feel like an American?". "Certainly not," he replied in the crispest British diction, "I'm a New Yorkah!".

