
Old Filth by Jane Gardam- our January choice 

 

 

We could easily have judged this book by its title and been put off reading it. Fortunately, it was 

highly recommended by one of our members. Yet one or two of us had been reluctant readers at first. 

Why? Because the term Old Filth gives the impression of an unpleasant, possibly obscene topic. But 

within the first few paragraphs we were reassured. The central character, 80-year-old former judge Sir 

Edward Feathers, is not in the least filthy. Handsome, well-mannered, impeccably dressed, and very 

rich, he has had a brilliant career; and he still commands respect from his juniors in the legal 

profession. Old Filth, his nickname, refers to his early life as a barrister in London, when briefs came 

slowly. He moved to Hong Kong where he flourished. 

 

Hence the name FILTH: Failed In London Try Hong Kong. 

 

He is a Raj orphan – one of the many young children sent „home“ from the East to be fostered and 

educated in England- . Sir Edward Feathers might have been treated only as a figure of fun or as a case 

history in the costs of the British Empire to its children,( who were deprived of their parents and left 

with a permanent sense of not belonging anywhere.) But Gardam creates a sensitive portrait of a man 

subjected to this inhumane treatment but who survives his early life and emerges as a successful 

professional individual,.  

 

The scars of his upbringing are reflected in his emotional inadequacies. His long marriage to Betty is 

based on companionship and lacking in passionate intimacy..This is highlighted when Feathers shows 

more grief at the loss of his old adversary Veneering than at the loss of his wife. Veneering moves into 

a house near him and after Betty’s death he becomes a close friend of his. 

 

„Filth’s loneliness for the old enemy was extraordinary, his mourning for him entirely different and 

sharper than his mourning for Betty. He’d told Veneering more than he’d ever told Betty- though 

never about ma Didds.“ 

 

Once retired and living in Dorset he is isolated and lonely and desperately needs somc company. 

Without Betty he is rudderless and turns to Veneering. It would have been inconceivable for them to 

be friends while Betty was alive .We are surprised to discover that Betty had an affair with Veneering. 

We are not given a clear picture of Filth’s early marriage but it is hinted that their marriage was more 

passionate in the beginning. 

 

„Had he ever desired Betty? Well,yes. He had. He remembered. He had desired everything about her. 

Her past, her present, her future with him. Her sweet, alert, intelligent face, her famously alive eyes. 

She had made him safe and confident. She had eased old childhood nightmares.“ 

 

But he had not shared a bed with Betty for over thirty years. Sex had never been a great success. They 

had never discussed it. 

 

Betty is childless and Filth is not the most affectionate of husbands. No doubt she turned to Veneering 

for sex and affection but remained fiercely loyal to Filth and he to her. 

 

„She had never been sure about Filth and love. Something blocked him. Oh faithful- oh yes. 

Unswerving unto death.“ 

 



We found one of the most moving scenes in the novel Betty‘s decision to bury her „guilty“ pearls in 

the ground whilst planting tulips. Pearls she had been given by Veneering. 

 

„What shall I do with you? Who shall have you when I am gone? No-one“ she said, and let them 

slither out of sight into one of the holes made ready for the tulips.“ 

 

The novel twice mentions the similarities between Old Filth’s early life and that of Rudyard Kipling, 

and in her acknowledgments Gardam cites her indebtedness to both Kipling’s autobiography, 

“Something of Myself,” and his short story “Baa Baa Black Sheep.” If Filth is a characteristic Raj 

orphan, he is also triumphantly his own man, with a life full of unexpected turns and events of high 

comedy to offset and compensate for his unpromising beginnings. 

 

Old Filth is rich in its tragicomic style.. Quirky eccentricity is a typical Gardam technique. We 

savoured many humorous passages. eg 

 

„Yes. Hitler‘s invaded Poland. Don’t tell your father yet, Pat. He can do nothing about it and there’s 

his favourite supper, oxtail stew.“ 

 

„ Don’t go near Wales. And keep off girls for a while. Soon as girls arrive exam results go down. 

Passion leads to a lower second.“ 

 

Gardam’s cunning wit, moving deftly between scenes and eras, displays the tragedy of a vintage world 

forever passing away. If Old Filth himself is an emotionally crippled remnant of empire, he is not  

a monster .There is a secret lurking in his past but when it is uncovered we do not blame him or feel he 

is totally responsible for the death of ma Didds- his cruel foster mother. He has lived with the guilt of 

killing her but she may have just lost her footing and fallen down the stairs. He pushed her but maybe 

not so hard that he had caused her death. But it is ironic that as a judge he has sentenced others to their 

deaths. Gardam reminds us that even the most respectable figures can have guilty secrets. 

 

The novel moves back and forth in place and time from Malaya, to wartime London, to boarding 

school, to a beach in Freetown, to wartime London, to contemporary Dorset. We found some of the 

time shifts confusing ,  

 

„ I suppose Memoirs might be in the order of things, he thought.“ 

 

He sat to his desk and attempted a Memoir, but found it impossible. Opinions, judgements had made 

him famous, but how to write without opinion or judgement?“ 

 

Gardam uses flashbacks to tell us his story. Filth cannot face writing a chronological record of his life. 

He shrinks from the enormous burden of seeing himself through other people’s eyes. We see him 

gradually and have to picce together the fragments of his memory. Just as we ourselves remember our 

lives in distorted and not always accurate ways.  

 

Fascinating characters are introduced and then not fully developed. Characters we would have liked to 

know more about included Isobel, Claire, his Bolton aunts and Veneering. Isobel in particular, as she is 

an endearingly unconventional girl, about to go off to the Spanish civil war and Filth fancies her. She 

attempts to seduce Filth and awakens in the fourteen year old boy, his first stirrings of desire. Yet he is 

too inexperienced to respond to her offer. And too young. Perhaps he would have had a more fulfilled 

emotional life if he had pursued a relationship with her. Perhaps not. When we meet her again, many 

years later, she is a lesbian. 



 

We would have liked more about the life of Filth as a barrister in Hong Kong. I had expected one or 

two thrilling legal cases to be included, in the tradition of British legal novels. Eg Rumpole of the 

Bailey by John Mortimer- which I can highly recommend. We discussed the differences in the legal 

systems between Britain and the US and Germany and Japan. The major difference being the use of a 

jury in Britain and the US. In Germany one can become a judge at a relatively young age. Also in 

Japan, but senior judges there have the final decision on cases and can overrule the two younger judges. 

 

Men like Filth do not make a habit of turning up as the leading roles of literary novels . Filth is not an 

imaginative man; he's strong because he's not distracted by an imagination. "No brains" is a code for 

cleverness, for doing anything but what one has been asked to do. In addition, Filth is not a particularly 

libidinous man, nor does he desire more than comfort and a certain degree of deference..  

 

Praise is due to Jane Gardam for having made a richly interesting character out of an industrious 

barrister, for showing that an extraordinarily uncertain childhood and youth could nonetheless fail to 

deter a man with the proper gifts from a satisfying career. Filth is decent but not noble, unself-

sacrificially faithful to his wife, and not above sniffing out the odd main chance. The rigours of his 

early years teach him to behave himself. 

 

His life is a search for where he belongs- never really feeling at home anywhere. Until his final trip to 

Singapore-in his eighties- when he is going back to his roots. 

 

„ Betty seemed to be beside him, grinning away, waving back at all the people. Just at his 

shoulder.„Watch it sir. Let me help you. Is something wrong?“ Nothing is wrong.“ said Filth. The 

kind arms stretched. „Nothing at all is wrong.“ 

 

For he was Home.“ 

 

A sad homecoming. A haunting and compelling portrait of a different kind of orphan. Gardam has paid 

a fine tribute to all of the children who suffered as a result of the Empire. We tend to forget that British 

children were victims. The stiff upper lip and cold British manner must have been torture for any of 

the loving parents ( especially the mothers) who were expected to pack their young children off back 

to Britain. Yet today in some upper class families it is still the tradition to send an eight year old away 

to boarding school. 

 

We agreed that Old Filth is a sensitive, melancholy novel- rich and multi-layered.. Gardam had 

conveyed, with deep compassion, the uncertainty of a motherless childhood in a foreign place, the 

complexities of adolescence and the eventual shocks of old age and death.  And all of this with wit and 

humour. Quite an achievement!  

 

Finally, a contribution from Joe who had recommended the book and unfortunately could not be with 

us. “It was one the best books I have read in the past five years. I think it is, on the one hand, a story of 

triumph over childhood adversity, and on the other, about the ways that childhood experiences shape 

one's life. It is full of wonderfully-drawn characters, some very humorous. It is also a story about home 

and where and what that is. There were so many themes that I enjoyed.”  

 

 

  


