
Introductory Material by Thomas Ashton, MA (Cantab.) 
to an anthology of P.G. Wodehouse’s Right Ho, Jeeves and My Man Jeeves 

1. 

Wodehouse, Jeeves and Wooster in Historical Context 1 

 It is astonishing to think that Pelham Grenville Wodehouse initially breathed life into 
his creations of Jeeves and Wooster in 1915. Four further stories appeared in 1916. I, for one, 
find it surprising that this creation, this ‘idyllic world that can never stale’ in the words of 
Evelyn Waugh, first appeared in the same year as the First World War battles of the Somme, 
Verdun and Jutland. While the nations of Europe were immolating themselves in the most 
catastrophic war the world had ever known, Wodehouse was creating his stories for us to 
delight in. 

 Of course, Wodehouse had already been dividing his time between Great Britain and the 
United States since he went to Greenwich Village in 1909, and we cannot blame him for 
choosing to spend the war years in New York. 

 In terms of his earnings from writing, Wodehouse only ‘hit the big time’ in 1914 and 
1915. Although at 34, he was not too old to fight, we have to remember that America, where he 
had worked for the last five years, was not even at war. 

 Wodehouse, it seems clear, was a deeply apolitical person, and blissfully oblivious of the 
Great War, and it shows in his writings. 

 There are plenty of precedents for this kind of thing of course, Jane Austen being the 
most obvious. The romantic intrigues of Britain's best loved novelist take place at the same 
time as the titanic struggle of the Napoleonic Wars of the early 19th century; yet there is no 
allusion to the conflict, death and destruction in Austen's writings, merely the odd officer or 
sea captain coming or going in the background. In the same way, Bertie Wooster is 
delightfully free of any worries about conflict or conscription, or for that matter any real 
worries at all. 

 We could even conjecture that the timeless idyll which Bertie Wooster inhabits is a 
reaction on the part of Wodehouse to the cataclysm engulfing the world around him. The 
United States, of course, also entered the war in 1917 while many of the early, one might say 
prototype, Jeeves and Wooster stories were being written. 

 Was this Wodehouse’s response to the cataclysm? It's the kind of question or conjecture 
which journalists and critics often put to writers, but with PG Wodehouse there was never any 
chance they would receive a straight answer; and any case it’s highly unlikely Wodehouse 
would take anything so seriously. 

 When PG Wodehouse does allude to political developments in the world around him 
(and it is not often) it is always to gently mock or make fun of them, or bring out the humour 
in them. In the Jeeves and Wooster books, ‘The Code of the Woosters’ has a memorable 
character named Spode who appears to be 1930s fascist type. Spode is the kind of man who 

                                                   
1  These four essays comprise the opening material of Jeeves and Wooster, The Evolution of a Genius, edited 

by Thomas Ashton, MA (Scholar’s Edition Wodehouse, 2014) – an anthology containing two story collections, 
Right Ho, Jeeves and My Man Jeeves. 
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‘goes about in footer bags [soccer shorts]’ like the Brown Shirts in Germany or the less 
successful Black Shirts of Oswald Mosley in Britain. Against a threatening background of 
impending war, and with Fascism on the rise, this political fellow Spode was merely the stuff 
of ridicule to Wodehouse. 

 (Later on in life, this extremely apolitical attitude on the part of Wodehouse was to go 
disastrously wrong for him. At the start of the Second World War, Wodehouse was living in 
Le Touquet on the Channel Coast of France for tax reasons. He could easily have escaped back 
to Britain when the Germans invaded, but apparently took no notice of the news and 
completely underestimated the seriousness of the situation. As a famous cultural figure, he 
was captured by the Nazis, released after a year, and taken to Paris for the rest of the war.) 

 It is against the background of Wodehouse's life in New York, then, that we must see the 
first Jeeves and Wooster stories, and in fact the embryonic story where Bertie is Bertie 
Mannering-Phipps - this original story being ‘Extricating Young Gussie’, published in the US 
newspaper The Saturday Evening Post in September 1915. This first story, included as a 
bonus in this edition, was later published as a single short story in the collection The Man 
with Two Left Feet in 1917. 

 It seems clear that that the character of Bertie Wooster was conceived by PG Wodehouse 
while he was living in New York during the First World War. The first Jeeves stories to be 
written, that is the four included in My Man Jeeves, all take place in New York City, whereas 
the other four stories included in that collection are set back in Wodehouse's native land of 
Britain. These four other stories do not contain a butler, although it has been said that the 
narrator, Reggie Pepper, is very much the Bertie Wooster forerunner. Again, it seems to me 
that the British Reggie Pepper stories pre-date the first four Bertie Wooster stories in this 
collection – though we will never know for sure. 

 These four stories from My Man Jeeves were adapted and slightly rewritten to be 
included in the collection Carry On Jeeves, published in 1925. This was in itself after the first 
full Jeeves and Wooster book, The Inimitable Jeeves which published in 1923. 

 Now you may consider this chronology to be somewhat confused. Why would PG 
Wodehouse rewrite and republish stories after a period of eight or nine years? From a writer's 
point of view, however, it is not so strange. Writers and especially prolific writers such as PG 
Wodehouse have many projects and stories on the go. In this period between 1917 and 1930, 
Wodehouse was simply sweating great stories, and also penning lyrics for musical comedies. 
The job of reorganizing and setting into coherent collections must have fallen by the wayside 
– especially considering that Plum’s mainstay would still have been serialized stories in the 
Saturday Evening Post in the USA and The Strand magazine in London. Small wonder than 
any organization of the stories had to wait until the 1920s. 

 It seems clear to me that Wodehouse loved the character of Bertie Wooster in particular 
as a narrator, a ‘narrative voice’ as writers put it, and also must have conceived at least some 
of the other stories from the 1925 Carry On Jeeves as early as 1915 or 1916. In some ways, 
Carry on Jeeves is a work which ties up some loose ends for Bertie Wooster and his writer. 
Wodehouse only decides in the 1925 work to ‘introduce’ us to Jeeves in the first place in the 
story ‘Jeeves Takes Charge’. This has led many to assume that this was the first Jeeves and 
Wooster story, yet this is far from being the case. It came nine years after the first Bertie and 
Jeeves story. 

 ‘Jeeves Takes Charge’ is the first story in Carry on Jeeves and includes a truly masterful 
introduction to the best known domestic servant of the last 100 years. I shall write more in-
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depth later in these notes about the writing technique of PG Wodehouse, but suffice it to say 
that the character creation in the first two or three pages of that story would be beyond the 
technical ability of virtually any other writer I can think of, with the possible exception of 
Evelyn Waugh. 

 As Wodehouse decides to ‘restart’ the Jeeves and Wooster narrative in 1925 with Carry 
on Jeeves, it is only surprising to me that he did not decide to edit and rewrite the story 
‘Extricating Young Gussie’ which was the first Jeeves and Wooster story, appearing on its 
own, back in September 1915 in the Saturday Evening Post in the USA. 

 The other surprise is that although Wodehouse clearly loved his creation of Bertie 
Wooster and his faithful valet, and came back and back to them, he wrote relatively few 
stories in the first 15 years after ‘Extricating Young Gussie’. The reason for this is surely that 
he was an extremely busy man at the height of his powers, writing books and stories and lyrics 
galore, and indeed much in demand in writing for the theatre in New York. 

 This is what Wodehouse himself has to say on the matter in 1930: 

It is now some fourteen summers since, an eager lad in my early thirties, I started to 
write Jeeves stories: and many people think this nuisance should now cease. Carpers 
say that enough is enough. Cavilers say the same. They look down the list of the years 
and see these chronicles multiplying like rabbits, and the prospect appalls them. But 
against this must be set the fact that writing Jeeves stories gives me a great deal of 
pleasure and keeps me out of the public houses. 

 The man was surely exaggerating, for a couple of dozen short stories in a period of 
fifteen years is hardly ‘multiplying like rabbits’. Compared to his output of Jeeves and 
Wooster stories in the following ten years, it is a positive dearth of material for the public, 
who by this stage could not get enough of Bertie and his valet. 

 Placing Jeeves and Wooster back in their historical milieu, we see Bertie and his friend 
Bingo Little in the early 1920s, surrounded by suggestions of social unrest, and the (for 
Wodehouse) rich comic potential of Russian Communism. The alternative title for The 
Inimitable Jeeves was ‘Comrade Bingo’ because of Bingo's involvement with a Bolshevik 
sympathiser mischievously named Charlotte Corday (after a particularly blood-soaked French 
Revolutionary). This, remember, was in the Europe immediately after the First World War, 
where even Great Britain was a place of profound disillusionment, and very many working 
people were seduced, intellectually at least, by the idea of the Communist Revolution in 
Russia. 

 As usual, Wodehouse pours gentle scorn on the socialists in his stories, and it's all part 
of the fun, treated slightly less seriously than a wagering scheme involving the length of the 
sermons spoken by Church of England ministers. 

 It was in the 1930s that PG Wodehouse really hit his mid-season form with Jeeves and 
Bertie Wooster. Between 1930 and The Code of the Woosters published just before the Second 
World War in 1938, Wodehouse published the collection Very Good, Jeeves in 1930, and 
Thank You, Jeeves in 1934, which was his first Jeeves and Wooster novel. Perhaps the apogee 
of the Bertie Wooster stories is Right Ho, Jeeves set at the Brinkley Court country house, and 
published in 1934. This work has been included in this volume as arguably the best of the 
Jeeves and Wooster books. After 1938, Jeeves was not seen again until Joy in the Morning in 
1946, which was understandable given Wodehouse’s wartime captivity. Thereafter many 
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Wodehouse aficionados believe that the quality of the stories never regained the dizzying 
heights of Right Ho, Jeeves and the other work of the 1920s and 1930s. 

 The last Jeeves and Wooster book of PG Wodehouse was Aunts Aren't Gentlemen 
published in 1973, when Pelham Grenville Wodehouse was well into his 90s. As such we 
cannot expect it to be as fabulously and intricately written as the books from forty years 
earlier. Nonetheless, you'd have to be an experienced Wodehouse reader before you really 
noticed the difference. It lacks a little sparkle in the turn of phrase, and Wodehouse uses a few 
more words than he might have done in his youth. Nonetheless it is writing of the very highest 
quality, and quite staggering given the age of the writer. 

 It is often argued that the first two ‘complete’ Jeeves and Wooster books outshine the 
others – that is The Inimitable Jeeves and Carry on Jeeves. They are indeed delightful books, 
and they introduce us to some of the most memorable characters, including Roderick 
Glossop, Claude and Eustace, Honoria Glossop, Bingo Little and of course Aunts Agatha and 
Dahlia. Nonetheless, when Wodehouse began to branch out and weave together a whole novel 
from his characters, we see that his talents extend beyond the witty, clever turn of phrase. 

 The critic Bernard Levin once said that to criticize Wodehouse ‘would be like taking a 
spade to a soufflé’. How true. In Right Ho, Jeeves we see this filigree of perfection before our 
eyes. We have the hilariously clever language and concise description of ten years before, and 
the wonderful dialogue; but now in Right Ho, Jeeves we can add in a greater cast of hilarious 
but essentially sympathetic characters. Bertie himself is slightly softened compared with the 
man in The Inimitable Jeeves, and the action is based solidly around the two protagonists to a 
greater extent. Furthermore, in the longer novel form, Wodehouse shows his ability to 
construct a fabulous comic set-up from a distance, such as Gussie presenting the prizes at 
Market Snodsbury. 

 Wodehouse is primarily a comic genius who has given pleasure to countless millions. 
Yet he is also a genius in his use of language, who was envied (and often criticized) by more 
‘serious’ writers. Many, many are the writers who have loved the work of ‘Plum’ and 
attempted to write something like it. I know of none who has come close. It’s too difficult. As I 
shall explain a little later, the interlaced layers of characterization, voice and description are 
so dense, that his style is impossible to copy. This, surely, is sign of true genius. Read, and 
enjoy. 
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2. 
The Genius of Jeeves and Wooster: 

The Peerless Writing Technique of P G Wodehouse  

You don’t analyse such sunlit perfection, 
you just bask in its warmth and splendour. 

English writer and broadcaster, Stephen Fry, who played Jeeves 
in the BBC Jeeves and Wooster television productions. 

English literature’s performing flea… 
Irish writer Sean O’Casey referring to Wodehouse 

in a letter to The Daily Telegraph of London 

 I’ve already said that to criticize Wodehouse’s work is to take a ‘spade to a soufflé’. 
However, I do not propose to criticize or even deconstruct what Wodehouse has done – still 
less to suggest that his writing could actually be done better. I do think it is a joy however, to 
take a look at a short passage from Wodehouse and notice how many clever writing 
techniques are happening simultaneously. 

 Let us take this example, from early in the story ‘Jeeves Takes Charge’ from the 
collection Carry on Jeeves. The idea is to introduce us to Jeeves, even though his stories have 
already been around for some years. 

I shall always remember the first morning he came. It so happened that the night 
before I had been present at a cheery little supper, I was feeling pretty rocky… I 
crawled off the sofa and opened the door. A kind of darkish sort of respectful Johnnie 
stood without. 

I was sent by the agency, sir,’ he said. ‘I was given to understand that you required a 
valet.’ 

I'd have preferred an undertaker; but I told him to stagger in, and he floated 
noiselessly through the doorway like a healing zephyr. That impressed me from the 
start. Meadowes had had flat feet and used to clump. This fellow didn't seem to have 
any feet at all. He just streamed in. He had a grave, sympathetic face as if he, too, knew 
what it was to sup with the lads.  

‘Excuse me, sir,’ he said gently. 

Then he seemed to flicker, and wasn't there any longer. I heard him moving about in 
the kitchen, and presently he came back with a glass on a tray. 

If you would drink this, sir,’ he said, with a kind of bedside manner, rather like the 
royal doctor shooting the bracer into the sick prince. ‘It is a little preparation of my 
own invention. It is the Worcester Sauce that gives it its colour. The raw egg makes it 
nutritious. The red pepper gives it its bite. Gentlemen have told me they have found it 
extremely invigorating after a late evening.' 

I would have clutched at anything that looked like a lifeline that morning. I swallowed 
the stuff. For a moment I felt as if somebody had touched off a bomb inside the old 
bean, and was strolling down my throat with a lighted torch, and then everything 
seemed suddenly to get all right...  

‘You're engaged!’ I said, as soon as I could say anything. 
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 A couple of years ago I was preparing to teach a Creative Writing class on effective 
characterization, and I flipped open my well-thumbed volume of Wodehouse to find this 
passage at the beginning. For the same study exercise, I had used passages from a dozen other 
world-renowned writers including Muriel Spark, Pierre Boule, Dan Brown, Stephen King, 
Charles Dickens, Thomas Harris and others. Each passage had one or often two strong ways 
to create the character in the reader’s mind, using voice, dialogue, physical description, 
metaphor, simile, language, actions, interesting slang, contrast with other characters, 
impactful ‘signature phrases’ and so on. 

 I realised on studying this three-hundred-word piece of text, picked pretty much at 
random, that Wodehouse had used not two or three but all of the above literary techniques to 
introduce his two characters in that short passage. And yet... Does the passage seem dense or 
laborious to read? Quite the opposite. Furthermore, when we talk about impactful and 
arresting phrases and creative, memorable use of language, we could pick a number of 
instances from that short passage. 

 Here are just a few examples: 

 Impactful signature phrases: ‘like a healing zephyr,’ ‘just streamed in,’ ‘shooting the 
bracer into the sick prince,’ ‘touched off a bomb inside the old bean,’ ‘strolling down my 
throat with a lighted torch.’ 

 Physical description: ‘grave,’ ‘sympathetic,’ ‘kind of darkish sort of respectful Johnnie,’ 
‘with a kind of bedside manner.’ 

 Simile: ‘as if somebody had touched off a bomb’; ‘didn't seem to have any feet at all’; ‘like 
the royal doctor’; ‘seemed to flicker’; ‘as if he, too, knew what it was to sup with the lads...’ 

 Irony: ‘a cheery little supper’; ‘extremely invigorating after a late evening’; ‘I’d have 
preferred an undertaker.’ 

 Contrast:  ‘Meadowes had had flat feet.’ 

 Signature dialogue:  All dialogue here is signature dialogue to the two characters. There is 
no let-up in the quality of this language through the entire canon of Jeeves books; it starts 
simply with ‘I was given to understand,’ and finishes with ‘extremely invigorating after a 
late evening.' It is quintessential, unmistakable - yet not a word is wasted. Take the latest 
attempts to reproduce Jeeves’ dialogue by Sebastian Faulks for instance. It’s so long-
winded in comparison. The real thing is so concise; it’s as light as a feather. 

 Slang: ‘kind of darkish sort of respectful Johnnie’; ‘shooting the bracer’; ‘a bomb inside 
the old bean’; ‘stagger in’. These are all Bertie-signature words and slang of Bertie 
Wooster’s milieu. They contrast entirely with Jeeves. 

 Ironic, self-pitying tone, especially in the choice of verbs: ‘clutched,’ ‘crawled,’ comparing 
himself to a ‘sick prince.’ 

 Voice.  Above all the character of Bertie Wooster is created by the voice in which he 
narrates the whole. It never relaxes, never comes close to being ordinary, or giving an 
ordinary description. One of the most delightful aspects of this passage is the faintly self-
regarding way he describes himself, when he is suffering from and entirely self-inflicted 
hangover. It’s gentle though, suggestive of a dilettante who sees the humour in it all, and 
indeed in himself. He has had a ‘cheery little supper’, and now he feels like the ‘sick 
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prince’. Jeeves meanwhile is the royal doctor, grave and sympathetic, who ‘knew what it 
was to set up with the lads.’ 

 Who else would describe a hangover with this lightness of touch and with all the nuance 
of characterization that Wodehouse crams in? And he does it all while making us smile, even 
laugh as we go.  

 (One of the print editions of Carry on Jeeves includes a very short editor’s introduction 
which describes Bertie in this seminal scene as having a ‘raging hangover’. This kind of 
commonplace, obvious use of language makes the point, doesn’t it? Bertie Wooster would 
never have used a phrase like that, and we sense he would never have thought it either. He 
really does believe himself ‘the sick prince’). 

 This finely-wrought filigree of a passage could be used as an example to aspiring writers 
across the English-speaking world – but it won’t be. In a sense, it would make most writers 
want to give up! It’s too good. It is so far beyond the compass of even famous, professional 
writers, that it becomes a pointless exercise to ‘write in the style of’. 

 And all this comes after Bertie has begun his narrative only a hundred so words before 
with: ‘Now touching this business of old Jeeves – my man, you know – how do we stand?’ 
This is a fabulously disingenuous beginning, as if Bertie can’t write a narrative to save his life. 
And yet we are then plunged almost immediately into prose of such honeyed richness and 
joyful rhythm that we don’t notice any of the elements that have created it. What’s more it’s 
not just a one-off couple of pages, but the whole of the rest of the book! Wodehouse keeps up 
this stratospheric level of writing, page after page after page. 

 The other thing to note about this work is that, although the writing is incredibly dense 
with characterization and beautiful language, no one would imagine Wodehouse had done it 
on purpose, planning out his tropes and similes and slang. It just came out of his typewriter 
keys, let’s face it. 

 As we read the stories in My Man Jeeves, it becomes obvious that the work becomes 
more concise and denser – and therefore paradoxically feels lighter – between the very early 
stories of Reggie Pepper and the later, sun-kissed prose of Right Ho, Jeeves. This would not 
have been a result of conscious work. More likely Wodehouse just became more and more 
immersed in the character and voice of Bertie Wooster, and made it work for him better. 

 Moreover, speaking the narrative through one of the main protagonists in the plot has 
many advantages. Wodehouse thereby creates the character without effort. Compare this with 
the Mr Mulliner stories, where the narrator is back in bar, removed from the episode. 
Characterisation becomes a much bigger task. It is interesting that as the Jeeves and Wooster 
books move on, it becomes less and less a matter of ‘extricating’ a chum from some scrape or 
other, and Bertie himself is at the centre of the action. Compare ‘Extricating Young Gussie’ 
and the four stories of My Man Jeeves with the strength of Bertie’s voice in Right Ho, Jeeves. 

 Something else that the imitators of the Jeeves books don’t quite grasp is that while 
Bertie is allowed to go on at some length, and use natural language that no line editor would 
normally permit (for example: ‘a kind of darkish sort of respectful Johnnie’), Jeeves, by 
contrast does not waste his words. Jeeves does not waste his words, even when he sounds 
pompous or learned. Jeeves’ dialogue is a long, long way from simply shoveling in some 
‘Jeeves-like’ words, as the imitators seem to think. It would be easy if you were trying to 
recreate some Jeeves dialogue to make him simply verbose by over-use of certain words. 

 Consider this exchange in Right Ho, Jeeves: 
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‘Newts, Jeeves. Mr. Fink-Nottle has a strong newt complex. You must have heard of 
newts. Those little sort of lizard things that charge about in ponds.’ 

‘Oh, yes, sir. The aquatic members of the family Salamandridae which constitute the 
genus Molge.’ 

 This is quintessentially Jeeves of course, but not because of any particularly Jeeves-like 
words; and the continual contrast between Bertie and his man is there again in the way they 
describe newts. 

*  *  * 

 Finally there is the issue of ‘euphony’ which, put simply, means sounding nice and 
rolling off the tongue. It comes from rhythm and phrasing and having an ‘ear’ for what sounds 
good when spoken, and it is intimately connected to poetry, lyrics, or at least verse. 

 This is what the Simon Callow (an English actor with a suitably cut-glass accent and 
sonorous voice) said about Wodehouse’s writing in the Jeeves and Wooster books:  

I’ve recorded all the Jeeves books, and I can tell you this: it’s like singing Mozart. The 
perfection of the phrasing is a physical pleasure. I doubt if any writer in the English 
language has more perfect music. 

It’s hard to disagree with this, whether you’re a layperson reader, or an actor, or regard 
yourself as some kind of literary expert. Certainly plenty of poets would be up there with him, 
along with Evelyn Waugh, Scott Fitzgerald and Oscar Wilde; but the point is this. PG 
Wodehouse did it all, and he was an extremely prolific writer. His technical brilliance almost 
defies belief, and yet the words flow like they were written by an angel gliding on a snowflake 
– millions and millions of them. 

 Whichever way you look at it, the writing of Wodehouse represents a staggering human 
achievement, and with Right Ho, Jeeves, you are reading the man in midseason form, 
speaking through voice of what must have been his favourite character. 

 Enjoy. 
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3. 
The Evolution of Genius: 

Development of Technique and Character in the Early Jeeves Stories 

 As I mentioned earlier, four of the stories in My Man Jeeves are repeated in the 
publication eight years later of Carry on Jeeves. Because of this, not only can we take our 
impressions of what might have changed in Wodehouse’s approach in those years, we can 
look at what he wanted to change (if anything) in his own work. 

 One thing that is fairly noticeable if you read both versions, is that the story has been 
edited to become shorter. It is only a little shorter, and it’s not as if it’s been line-edited to get 
rid of superfluous words. As you can imagine, there weren’t any superfluous words. So why 
has it become shorter? And more importantly, how does it feel shorter and with a better flow 
– because it does. 

 The answer is that mostly Wodehouse is more judicious in his characterization of Jeeves 
himself. Bertie is allowed to go on at length, as narrator, in fact at much the same length as he 
did before – except for one thing. Crucially, Bertie limits the amount of words he devotes to 
describing and characterizing Jeeves himself. With Jeeves, concision is the name of the game. 

 Take the example of ‘Leave it to Jeeves’, the first story in My Man Jeeves. Bertie begins 
early on in the story with a little exchange as follows: 

...it isn't only that Jeeves's judgment about clothes is infallible, though, of course, that's 
really the main thing. The man knows everything. There was the matter of that tip on 
the ‘Lincolnshire.’ I forget now how I got it, but it had the aspect of being the real, red-
hot tabasco. 

‘Jeeves,’ I said, for I'm fond of the man, and like to do him a good turn when I can, ‘if 
you want to make a bit of money have something on Wonderchild for the 
“Lincolnshire.”’ 

He shook his head. 

‘I'd rather not, sir.’ 

‘But it's the straight goods. I'm going to put my shirt on him.’ 

‘I do not recommend it, sir. The animal is not intended to win. Second place is what the 
stable is after.’ 

Perfect piffle, I thought, of course. How the deuce could Jeeves know anything about it? 
Still, you know what happened. Wonderchild led till he was breathing on the wire, and 
then Banana Fritter came along and nosed him out. I went straight home and rang for 
Jeeves. 

 Incidentally, I love the line ‘...for I'm fond of the man, and like to do him a good turn 
when I can...’ How wonderfully trivial and self-regarding! How perfectly Bertie Wooster. 
Anyhow, as you will have guessed this exchange has been excised from the later version of the 
story, incidentally now called ‘The Artistic Career of Corky’. Why? Well, firstly because it was 
a little redundant to the story at hand – although it’s short enough that that shouldn’t have 
stopped it altogether. More likely PG Wodehouse thought that the characterization itself was 
a little heavy-handed. It’s not necessary. Jeeves is defined by his dialogue and his actions, and 
also to a large extent by his dynamic with Bertie. There is a dynamic in this exchange between 
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them, but it’s too obvious. Bertie does not need to say that Jeeves’ taste in clothes in infallible. 
Wodehouse demonstrates that in the stories, but it is left unsaid. 

 The point becomes more obvious in the following passage from the same story. The 
words underlined were removed from the later version. 

Jeeves is a tallish man, with one of those dark, shrewd faces. His eye gleams with the 
light of pure intelligence. 

‘Jeeves, we want your advice.’ 

‘Very good, sir.’ 

I boiled down Corky's painful case into a few well-chosen words. 

‘So you see what it amount to, Jeeves. We want you to suggest some way by which Mr. 
Worple can make Miss Singer's acquaintance without getting on to the fact that Mr. 
Corcoran already knows her. Understand?’ 

‘Perfectly, sir.’ 

‘Well, try to think of something.’ 

‘I have thought of something already, sir.’ 

 You see, actual descriptions of Jeeves are few and far between, and for a reason. They’re 
not necessary. The interplay with Bertie, and the dialogue and the action are what matter for 
the character of Jeeves, and for that matter for the joy of the character. The voice of Bertie is 
the thing that makes these books tick. In this little exchange we have the contrast of Bertie’s 
confusing description of events, with Jeeves intelligence and brevity. 

 Only later in the Jeeves and Wooster stories do we see the narrative stream establish 
itself at greater length. For one thing, during the First World War and the early 1920s, 
Wodehouse was earning his living mainly from magazines and newspapers, so self-contained 
short stories were the order of the day. These days, short stories are almost impossible to sell, 
although millions and millions are written. Probably more short stories are written in a year 
than any other literary form bar none, and they are not an easy form to master. One hundred 
years ago, short stories and serialised stories were a mainstay of working writers in English. 

 In the 1920s, Wodehouse begins to weave together the stories into a narrative stream of 
episodes, particularly in The Inimitable Jeeves, which continues its cast of characters other 
than Jeeves and Wooster throughout pretty much the whole work, coming and going, 
including Bingo Little, Charlotte Corday, Roderick Glossop, Claude and Eustace and Honoria 
Glossop. We sense in this collection that Wodehouse is building up Bingo Little as an 
enduring character – ‘as woolly-headed a blighter as ever bit a sandwich’, as Bertie describes 
him. 

 In terms of what writers call ‘mix of characters’, Wodehouse must have realised that 
building so much around a character like Bingo Little had its limits. There is already ‘woolly-
headed blighter’ in chief in these stories, and his name is Wooster. There is not too much 
room for any more. Of course further Jeeves and Wooster stories are full of the Bertie’s 
foolish and flawed chums in one kind of scrape or another – Gussie Fink-Nottle being an 
obvious example – but they are satisfying different from Bertie. If anything, Bingo Little was 
too similar to Bertie. 
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 This process of making the stories ‘Bertie-centric’ continues to a kind of sublime 
perfection with Right Ho, Jeeves, which smoothly creates a whole novel based on roughly 
equally-sized episodes. This is no mean feat as anyone who has tried to write an episodic 
novel will attest – but I guess it shouldn’t surprise us that Wodehouse pulls it off so perfectly 
in Right Ho Jeeves, Thankyou Jeeves and to a lesser extent, Very Good Jeeves. 

 As the years and episodes go by, Wodehouse settles into a pattern of allowing Jeeves to 
be characterised indirectly. Bertie tells us early on that Jeeves looks as if he knows ‘what it is 
to sup with the lads.’ And indeed he does. It comes through in small, indirect glimpses that 
Jeeves is not at all the older, austere, aloof looking fellow he is often portrayed to be on 
television. His language is reserved, but he is human at the same time as guarding his English 
reserve and his hauteur of speech. 

 In ‘The Aunt and The Sluggard’, Jeeves volunteers to spend his nights visiting the 
nightspots of New York in order to help out Rocky Todd. Says Bertie: 

For the first time in our long connection I observed Jeeves almost smile. The corner of 
his mouth curved quite a quarter of an inch, and for a moment his eye ceased to look like 
a meditative fish's. 

‘I should be delighted to oblige, sir. As a matter of fact, I have already visited some of 
New York's places of interest on my evening out, and it would be most enjoyable to 
make a practice of the pursuit.’ 

 Jeeves is indeed one of the lads. He is a player. He is, for instance, an astute gambler, 
and though he is a loyal servant, he often gets the better of Bertie and profits by it personally. 
Jeeves is anything but the boring, middle-aged stiff of the TV shows and illustrations. He is a 
man who throws himself into the pleasures of the proletariat when he has the chance – he 
doesn’t talk about it himself, but it often slips out. The running joke is that Bertie thinks he 
understands Jeeves – but really, in common with others of his class at the time, Bertie has no 
idea about Jeeves or the others of the servant caste. 

 Oddly, it is often written that Jeeves’ character develops in the early stories, whilst that 
of Bertie emerges fully formed and does not change. I don’t buy this. It is also said of Reggie 
Pepper, who makes up the narrator of the other four stories in My Man Jeeves, is ‘the same 
character’ as Bertie. Again, I don’t see this. Bertie has many qualities, including being 
dilettante, foppish, self-regarding and easily swayed. He is, however, at most times, an 
extremely kind and sympathetic individual, and in some ways he develops this more and 
more as the go years by, into the 1930s. 

 In The Inimitable Jeeves of 1923, when a visitor turns up unannounced, Bertie is 
intrigued, but turns to Jeeves and asks, 

‘Jeeves, would care to give a sporting two-to-one that the man is not a blighter or an 
excrescence?’ 

‘I should not like to venture such liberal odds, sir.’ 

 The same language by Bertie – a little too harsh and judgmental – would be unthinkable 
by the time of Right Ho, Jeeves. He has become a more empathetic character – though I’m 
not sure if we like him any more or less. It probably just dovetails better with the character of 
Jeeves, who is wise and sharp. 
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 Bertie’s appeal in the midseason stories we all admire so much, is his generosity of 
spirit, his gallant gentlemanliness. He hasn’t an ill-tempered, mean-spirited bone in his body, 
and apart from some mischief while under the influence, Bertie is always a perfect English 
gentleman. Wodehouse’s language, and Bertie’s peculiar slang, neatly reinforce all of our 
hero’s claim that ‘the Woosters are always magnanimous.’ 

 The brief excursion of Bertie’s character into something slightly below the standards of 
the perfect gentleman, in The Inimitable Jeeves, may not be all that noticeable, but Bertie 
very soon moves back to being the kind-hearted, sappy knight errant we all know and love. In 
many ways, The Inimitable Jeeves is seen as one of the best collections on the basis of its 
hilarious stories – ‘The Great Sermon Handicap’ and ‘Comrade Bingo’ are surely right up 
there with anything Plum ever wrote. But the character of Bertie is not quite the one we know 
and love. 

 Right Ho, Jeeves has everything in my view: wonderful story lines including Madeline 
Bassett and Gussy Fink-Nottle, and that heavenly generosity of spirit that is so important to 
the ‘idyllic world (that) will never stale,’ as Evelyn Waugh so memorably put it. 
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4. 
Biographical Notes on P G Wodehouse 

 PG Wodehouse is thought of as a quintessentially upper-class English author, but he 
spent much of his life outside the UK, and indeed, most of the formative moments of his 
career as a comic writer occurred in the USA. As we have seen earlier, Wodehouse conceived 
the characters of Jeeves and Wooster while living in New York, and in fact his first well-paid 
‘break’ came in that city. 

 Later in life he opted to live first in France and then after the Second World War in the 
USA. He took US citizenship in 1955 and never returned to his native land. Americans have 
surely just as much right as the British to claim him as their own, if not more. However, the 
fact is that the stories seem to anchor Wodehouse in his Englishness. 

 Wodehouse, called ‘Plum’ (abbreviating his first name, ‘Pelham’) by most family and 
friends, was born in Guildford, England to Eleanor and Henry Wodehouse. His father Henry 
was a judge in colonial Hong Kong, and merely visiting Great Britain with his wife at the time 
of the writer’s birth. When he was just three years old, Wodehouse was brought back from 
Hong Kong to Britain and placed in the care of a nanny. He attended various boarding 
schools and, between the ages of three and 15 years, saw his parents for barely six months in 
total. At age 10, it became time for him to move to a preparatory school, a kind of middle 
school in the English private school system. Wodehouse's first ‘prep school’ was Malvern 
House which specialised in preparing boys for entry to the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth, 
England. Wodehouse spent two unhappy years at Malvern House before finally persuading 
his father to send him to Dulwich College in South London. Dulwich College now has a library 
named after him. 

 At Dulwich College, Plum was successful both as a scholar and a sportsman: he was a 
member of the Classics Sixth Form (traditionally, the preserve of the brightest pupils aged 16-
18) and a school prefect; he edited the college magazine. PG Wodehouse would have gone on 
to Oxford University like his older brother, but unfortunately his retired father’s pension was 
paid in Indian Rupees, which fell in value at this time, leaving the family without the means to 
finance Pelham’s education. Plum’s father secured him a position in HSBC Bank instead, 
where he was bored and ‘never learned a thing about banking’. Some of his experiences in the 
bank were recounted in the early stories of ‘Psmith in the City’. 

 As writers tend to do, Wodehouse wrote constantly in his spare time while working in 
the bank, and in 1902 became a journalist with The Globe taking over the comic column from 
a friend. He contributed items to Punch, the English Vanity Fair, The Daily Express and The 
World. He also wrote his first published novels and four playlets at this time, and by 1907 had 
branched out to musical lyrics in the musical comedy The Gay Gordons. 

 The big change for Wodehouse was to come after he decamped to the USA. During 1909, 
Wodehouse visited Greenwich Village in New York City and ‘sold two short stories to 
Cosmopolitan and Collier’s for a total of $500 – much more than I had ever earned before. 
He resigned his job and stayed in New York, where he became a regular contributor to the 
American Vanity Fair. However ‘the wolf was always at the door’ and it was not until The 
Saturday Evening Post serialised ‘Something New’ in 1915 that Wodehouse really made it as 
a full time writer. The Saturday Evening Post and The Strand in England began to serialise 
his work, including ‘Extricating Young Gussie’, the first Jeeves story, in 1915, and PG 
Wodehouse never looked back as a writer. 
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 In 1914, Wodehouse married Ethel Wayman and gained a stepdaughter named Leonora. 
He fathered no children of his own. 

 In the quarter century after his big break in 1915, Wodehouse kept up a staggering 
output of work, including many short stories, novels, involvement in 30 musical comedies 
and even two stints as a Hollywood scriptwriter. 

 In 1934, he took up residence in France, to avoid double taxation on his earnings by the 
tax authorities in both Britain and the USA. He set up home with his wife in Le Touquet, an 
upper-class holiday resort just over the English Channel from London. 

 Wodehouse was uninterested in politics and world affairs, in fact to the point of gross 
naivete, and by an unkind twist of fate this was to prove his undoing. When World War II 
broke out in 1939, Wodehouse remained at his seaside home in Le Touquet, France, when he 
could have easily made the short journey to Britain when the Germans invaded, or even 
escaped South to neutral Spain. Wodehouse apparently failed to recognise the seriousness of 
the conflict. He later said that his wife couldn't bear to leave their dog. This naivete and 
openness of spirit was to have far-reaching consequences for him. 

 The Germans in occupied France interned Wodehouse as an ‘enemy alien’. He was held 
first in Belgium, then at Tost, a town formerly in Germany, now in Poland. 

 While at Tost, he entertained his fellow prisoners with witty monologues. Under the 
Geneva Convention, Wodehouse was released just before his 60th birthday. He lived for a 
time at the Hotel Adlon in Berlin, before moving to Paris, which was still under German 
occupation. It was at this time he drafted the text of five humorous broadcasts to the USA 
(then not at war with Germany). It was these broadcasts that landed him with accusations of 
collaboration many years later. 

 In essence his detractors claimed that Wodehouse had broadcast for the Nazis (even 
though he had made fun of them), that he had received money from them, and that he had 
done a deal for early release from internment. In other words, his broadcasts, although 
entirely innocent in content, had been part of a deal with the Germans. 

 In reality, Wodehouse’s release was down simply to his age, under the Geneva 
Convention, and the money paid to him was from his own earnings in neutral countries, 
merely channeled through a German bank. He had no other source of income. The broadcasts 
themselves were not noticed at the time, being aimed at the neutral US; nonetheless they 
were dragged out and laid against him after the war, in Great Britain at least. 

 A thorough investigation by British Secret Services exonerated Wodehouse, but the 
report was never published until after his death. The investigation concluded that Wodehouse 
had been very naïve and indeed foolish to write the broadcasts, but that he had gained 
nothing by them, and was in no sense treasonous or even disloyal. 

 Whatever – inevitably, some of the mud thrown at Wodehouse stuck, and in the postwar 
years he had some loud detractors in the UK. Wodehouse never returned to Britain, living out 
his days, and continuing to write, in the United States, where he took citizenship in 1955. 

 The accusations against Wodehouse for his wartime conduct rankled with him 
throughout the rest of his life, and he was himself particularly bitter that the British Secret 
Services would not make public their report on the affair. If it weren’t for this unmerited stain 
on his character, Plum would surely have been honoured in Britain long before his 
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knighthood, which was bestowed only a month before his death in 1975. Nonetheless, 
Wodehouse did accept the honour, although he did not live to collect it in person. 

 In many ways, America has more claim than Great Britain on PG Wodehouse as one of 
its own. He had more success there, lived there for many years and died an American citizen. 
Despite that, Plum’s style is indisputably, in fact quintessentially, English as indeed was his 
worldview. 

 The literary heritage of PG Wodehouse is timeless. It will be celebrated for centuries to 
come wherever English is spoken and appreciated. It is now one hundred years since 
Wodehouse began to be widely read, and he has as many followers as ever. Very, very few 
writers can claim this growing popularity and stature one hundred years on. 

 Perhaps the biggest accolade we can give to the man is that PG Wodehouse is read and 
reread simply for the joy and pleasure he gives to his followers. His work is not prescribed by 
schools or universities, or learned professors. Perhaps we should be grateful for that. 

 

 


