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W. Somerset Maugham (1874-1965) • “P&O” 
Lecture/Exam Notes 

 

Maugham & Travel 
¶1 • W. Somerset Maugham was the most commercially successful literary author his generation. A feature 
of his life and career was extensive foreign travel, which was enhanced by Maugham’s gift for languages. 
Consider, for instance, his memoir of a sojourn in the province of Andalusia in southern Spain: The Land 
of the Blessed Virgin (1905). § In 1915, Maugham published the work generally considered his masterpiece: 
a partially autobiographical novel entitled Of Human Bondage. While its central protagonist, Englishman 

Philip Carey, engages in some travel (to German and France, 
for example), towards the end of the text he foregoes plans for 
extensive additional travel, deciding that the “most perfect” 
among the “pattern[s]” of life available to him involves work, 
marriage, and children in his home country.  
 

Maugham & the F.M.S. 
 ¶2 • During five months in 1921, Maugham visited a British 
imperial possession on the Malay peninsula: the Federated 
Malay States (F.M.S.). From that experience, he crafted a book-
length collection of six short stories, first published (by 
Heinemann of London) in 1926. “P&O” is the collection’s 
second story. The book’s overall title, The Casuarina Tree, refers 

to a tree, native to the Orient, that Maugham believed was used to stabilize soils. Maugham saw the tree as 
a metaphor. § In general, Maugham questioned whether European colonialism could prove a stabilizing 
force across the world, and the evidence in “P&O” hardly supports a positive conclusion. Its chief male 
protagonist, Gallagher, quits not only the “up-country” (i.e. remote) Malay rubber plantation that he’s 
managed but also the Malay woman long resident in his “bungalow” there. His decision precipitates in her 
incredulity, hurt, and anger. Gallagher boards an ocean steamer, operated by the P&O (Peninsular and 
Oriental) shipping company, with the intention of returning to Europe — specifically, to his native Ireland 
(itself a dominion within the British Empire). When questioned on board the vessel by a fellow passenger, 
Mrs. Hamlyn, as to whether he “regret[s]” leaving the F.M.S., Gallagher responds, I was glad to get out. I 
was fed up. I never want to see the country again or any one in it.”    
 

¶3 • The British Empire established the Federated Malay States (out of four indigenous states) in 1895, and 
that colony would endure until 1946, when Japan invaded as part of its World War II expansion. Today, 
the territory that was the F.M.S. is incorporated into the larger nation of Malaysia, an elective monarchy 
that emerged from the late 1950s through the mid-1960s. When forming the F.M.S., a key motivation for 
the British was the new entity’s ability to supply natural rubber (also known as India rubber or  caoutchouc), 
which became a hot commodity due primarily to the rise of the mass-produced automobile. Natural rubber 
is produced from latex (or sap) harvested from rubber trees. § Another commercial use for rubber was 
waterproof footwear, such as the galoshes about which Gabriel Conroy receives teasing (from his wife, 
Gretta, and aunts) in James Joyce’s “The Dead.” The first word in the term “guttapercha things” —Gretta’s 
description of the galoshes — comes from the Malay language, and it refers to a latex-producing tree similar 
to the rubber tree. (Some critics have suggested that both “galoshes” and “guttapercha things” constitute a 
coded means of discussing condoms in “The Dead.”)    
  

¶4 • Although earth’s largest empire at the start of the twentieth century (controlling around a quarter of 
the planet’s land and people), Britain had relatively limited access to rubber. King Leopold II of Belgium 
counted as his personal possession one of the prime rubber-production zones: the Congo Free State, a vast 
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area in the Congo River Basin of west-central Africa. Another rubber area not administered by the British 
Empire was Peruvian and Brazilian portions of the Amazon River Basin. While British and part-British 
corporations attempted to exploit such places (consider, for example, the Congo-focused Anglo-Belgian 
India Rubber Company), the creation of the F.M.S. ensured a relatively stable base for rubber-acquisition 
by the British. ¶ Also of commercial interest to the British in the F.M.S. was tin. One of the four constituent 
states of the F.M.S., Perak, possessed the world’s largest alluvial deposits of tin, often mined by immigrant 
Chinese laborers. A report published in 1921 (N.M. Penzer’s The Tin Resources of the British Empire) noted, 
“In 1917, 71 per cent of the total output of tin ore from the Federated Malay States came from Chinese-

owned mines or mines worked by Chinese for other 
owners.” It’s small wonder that the Chinese are invoked 
as “industrious” in the opening, Singapore section of 
“P&O.” 
 

Discourse on Christian Democracy in “P&O” 
¶5 • “P&O” seems a simple tale: Gallagher determines to retire from plantation-management; boards a 
Europe-bound ship; contracts chronic, incurable hiccups while aboard; and starves to death, being unable 
to eat properly. The latter stages of his illness and his passing have disquieting effects on many of the other 
passengers. However, as a result of Gallagher’s demise, Mrs. Hamlyn, the passenger who’s become closest 
to the Irishman, experiences an essentially positive epiphany concerning her silk-merchant husband. She 
lets go of the anger and bitterness she’d been harboring towards him as a result of: (a) his abandoning her 
to pursue a sexual affair with another (older) woman; and (b) his wanting her not to file for divorce, an 
outcome that would weaken or even ruin his status in society and business. You may know that in 1936 (a 
decade after “P&O” appeared), the British king, Edward 
VIII, having reigned less than a year, was obliged to 
abdicate the throne due to his intention to marry an 
American, Wallis Simpson, who’d been divorced once and 
was seeking a second divorce. 
 

¶6 • As with many modern short stories, the fundamental 
plot of “P&O” belies the tale’s many layers of complexity, 
which require some detective work to uncover. One of the 
work’s big themes or interests is (Christian) democracy: 
specifically, the threat posed to the traditional British class system by increased agitation for democracy. 
“P&O” highlights this important discourse by means of the debate and vote among the first-class passengers 
about whether or not to permit the second-class passengers to join them for a fancy-dress party in 
celebration of Christmas Day. During the discussion, an unidentified first-class passenger remarks that “one 
ha[s] to be more democratic nowadays.” Gallagher’s death may be said to reverse the opposition to 
inclusiveness that the first-class coterie initially exhibits. § Given that the festival being honored is the Mass 
of Christ, the short story is, in effect, asking, “What would Christ Jesus do?” (One notes, of course, that 
Christianity is not the only religion implicit in “P&O.”) As regards the first-class passengers’ snobby and 
judgmental opinions, it’s likely that Maugham had in mind specific verses from the Gospels, spoken by 
Jesus, including: 
 

• Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so 
to them: for this is the law and the prophets. (Matthew 7:12) 
The first-class passengers recognize the growth of democracy, but will they “do to” the second-class 
passengers what they wish for themselves? 
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• A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved 
you, you also are to love one another. | By this all people will know that you are my 
disciples, if you have love for one another.” (John 13:34-35) 
 

• “Judge not, and ye shall not be judged: condemn not, and ye shall not be condemned: 
forgive, and ye shall be forgiven” (Luke 6:37) 
After Gallagher’s death, the first-class passengers become less judgmental; and Mrs. Hamlyn ceases 
condemning her husband (she may even forgive him). 

 

¶7 • When “P&O” debuted, in 1926, Britain was adjusting to significant shifts in the status quo, both 
domestically and internationally. As regards democracy: women over 30 had received the right to vote 
under the Representation of the People Act of 1918, a change perhaps echoed in “P&O” when women 
participate in the first-class passengers’ ballot. The Act also extended the franchise to all men over 21, 
irrespective of whether they owned property (historically a condition for voting). These democratizing 
innovations occurred in the final year of the Great War (World War I), a conflict that lessened trust in 
fundamental British institutions, not least: the monarchy; the aristocracy; the military’s “top brass”: and the 
Church of England’s bishops and archbishops.  
 

¶8 • Beyond Britain, alternatives to monarchy and/or democracy were emerging. By 1926, the Russian 
Empire had given way to the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (U.S.S.R.) The German Empire had been 
replaced by the Weimar Republic; and, furthermore, the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (or Nazi 
party), under Adolf Hitler, was on the rise there. In 1922, much of Gallagher’s native country, Ireland — 
specifically, 26 of its 32 traditional counties — had left the United Kingdom and become the Irish Free State, 
a dominion within the British Empire.  
 

¶9 • Not everyone was a fan of the various new political arrangements, and for many (perhaps most) 
members of Britain’s aristocracy — and of its upper classes more generally — democracy could seem a 
threat to venerable certainties, especially given the high degree of flux occurring across Europe: from Russia 
in the east to Germany in the center to Ireland in the west. It’s instructive to examine the fact that while the 
democratic ideology enjoys success in in “P&O,” that success is distinctly limited. As the individual most 
explicitly connected with the British government, the consul is “all for democracy,” so long the second-class 
passengers “keep themselves to themselves” — that is, practice self-enforced class segregation. Also 
noteworthy is the fact that the most vocal opponent to incorporating the second-class travelers into the 
party for Christmas or Christ’s Mass is the “wife of a [Christian] missionary,” a woman all but professionally 
engaged, on a daily basis ,with the Gospel message, portions of which we rehearsed above. Consider how 
“P&O” invokes democracy: 
 

    
Page 58 (above) • before Gallagher’s death   Page 61 (above) • Gallagher’s contribution to the  

      first-class passengers’ debate (note that he explicitly    
        mentions “Christmas”)  
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Page 92 (above) • after Gallagher’s death   Page 93 (above) • democracy … sort of! 
 

Gallagher as Subaltern  
¶10 • An essential learning outcome for this module on “P&O” is the word subaltern. A term associated 
with the British army, it refers to an officer-in-training. (One could compare it to the condition of a student 
who’s committed to the R.O.T.C. unit at her or his university; upon graduation, that student receives a 
commission as a Second Lieutenant, a junior-officer rank.) § Scholars decided to borrow the noun subaltern 
to describe a native whose country is under colonial control. At the time Maugham wrote “P&O,” that 
description could be applied to a majority of earth’s people, including: (a) the Malays of the F.M.S. and 
Singapore; and (b) the Irish. (Although the Irish Free State had emerged in 1922, it was under the British 
crown. No part of Ireland fully severed ties with the British Empire until the late 1940s.) As the image on 
this page underscores, a cartographic convention was to portray the vast British Empire in pink or “red” on 

world maps. (The map is from 1915.) § While subaltern 
can be applied to any colonized native, a more focused 
sense of the term is a native who, in a manner of 
speaking, trains “To Be Like” and perhaps also “To Like” 
the colonist, rather as an army or other service-branch 
recruit trains to become a loyal, junior-rank officer. 
 

¶11 • Subaltern: the military interface • Although they 
were colonized by England, beginning in 1169, the Irish 
became important participants in the non-officer and 
(perhaps surprisingly) officer ranks of the British 
military. During the nineteenth century, they were 

disproportionately represented in both strata compared to the English, Welsh, and Scots — that is, the other 
peoples of the then United Kingdom. In the same week as Irish rebels were mounting the Easter 1916 Rising 
in an attempt to overthrow British power, members of the 16th (Irish) Division of the British Army were 
perishing from German poison-gas attacks at Hulluch, a Great War combat site in northern France. § Often 
associated with  particular regions of Ireland, multiple Irish regiments existed within the British army. 
Gallagher hails from County Galway; its county capital, Galway City, provided the home depot and 
recruiting base for the Connaught Rangers, an infantry regiment within the British Army that saw service 
in the Second Boer War (1899-1902) in South Africa, among other conflicts. It gained “The Devil’s Own” 
as its moniker, and Maugham’s readers in 1926 might have recalled that particular fact when Gallagher 
reflects about his “[having had] a devil of a lot of walking exercise on a rubber estate” (emphases added). 
The Irishman’s phrasing is decidedly military in nature. 
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¶12 • Subaltern: the language interface • In Ireland, one of the British Empire’s key mechanisms for 
“training” the natives (or subalterns) was the National School system, introduced by the Stanley Education 
Act of 1831. The Act’s purpose was to provide  free basic education to all Irish children regardless of gender, 
religious persuasion, or economic circumstances. In under 40 years from the scheme’s inception, over 6,500 
National Schools had been established. An essential component of this innovative program was that 
instruction had to occur in English, not Gaeilge (Ireland’s indigenous language). The Stanley Education Act 
is the principal reason why English became — and remains — by far the dominant language in Ireland. § 
Being relatively remote from Dublin (the national capital and the seat of British colonial power), Gallagher’s 
native county, Galway, on the Atlantic seaboard, retained significant Gaeilge-speaking zones, despite the 
Stanley Education Act. In the latter stages of his illness, Gallagher experiences an hallucination. The young 
Edinburg-trained (i.e. Western) doctor on board the P&O vessel reports, “He seemed to think some one 
was calling him.” The Irishman “ke[eps] on saying one word over and over,” and the doctor assumes that 
he is “talk[ing] Malay.” That conclusion may be wrong, however, for the doctor admits, “Of course I 
couldn’t understand a thing.” It’s entirely possible — even likely — that Gallagher has reverted from the 
subaltern position of speaking English to his native tongue, Gaeilge. While Mrs. Hamlyn seems to assume 
that the “some one … calling” was the Malay woman Gallagher forsook, it’s also possible that Maugham 
intended an allusion to the genre in Gaeilge (Irish-language) poetry known as the Aisling (“vision”). In a 
typical Aisling poem, the male speaker has a vision in which Ireland, in the form of a woman, addresses 
him, calling upon him to fight for her/Ireland.  
 

¶13 • One notes that some nineteenth-century scholars argued that the Irish and their native language, 
Gaeilge, originated in the Orient: perhaps India or Persia (i.e. Iran). This theory is known as Irish 
orientalism. If Maugham knew of it, then the doctor’s idea about Gallagher’s “talk[ing] Malay” becomes 
even more interesting! § Respecting linkages through language: Gallagher’s position as a “planter” echoes 
the terms planter and plantation, used to describe large-scale British colonial schemes to appropriate zones 
in Ireland and resettle them with English, Scotch, or other British individuals and families. Consider, for 
example, the early-seventeenth-century Plantation of Ulster, Ireland’s northern province. 
 

In quitting the F.M.S., Gallagher ceases to be a subaltern (Irish) 
who aids the British Empire in its mission to produce more 
subalterns (Malays). 
 

The Casement Subtext  
¶14 • For most readers engaging with “P&O” in and around 1926, the story’s 
presentation of a fictional Irishman, Gallagher, leaving a rubber plantation — and, 
furthermore, “never want[ing] to see” it again — would have strongly suggested a 
very famous real-life  Irishman, Sir Roger Casement (1864-1916). While born in 
Dublin, Casement (pictured on the right) is especially associated with rural coastal 
County Antrim, a region in the north of Ireland known today as “Game of Thrones 
Country” (because much of that H.B.O. series was filmed there)! Having become 
an orphaned youth, a fate that also befell W. Somerset Maugham, Casement was 
raised on the Antrim coast by some of his father’s cousins. Despite his relatives’ 
Unionist (i.e. pro-British) political ideology, the teenaged Roger Casement developed a keen interest in Irish 
cultural nationalism. § Being without parents or money, Casement at age 16 found employment in the 
merchant-marine sector, which took him to Angola, on the west coast of Africa, then a Portuguese colony. 
He became aware of the large territory directly to the north of Angola, known as the Congo Free State. By 
virtue of an international agreement (the Berlin Act), the C.F.S. was the personal possession of Leopold II, 
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the king of Belgium, who had developed it by means of an organization he co-found: the African 
International Association. In violation of explicit promises he’d made about philanthropy, Leopold 
exploited the native Congolese, forcing them to harvest rubber in slave conditions.    
 

¶15 • The labor terrorism in the C.F.S. (a territory 70 times the size of Belgium) included extensive use of 
the severing of hands and other body parts as punishment for lack of productivity on the part of enslaved 
Congolese men, women, and children, such as failures to meet harvesting quotas or, simply, refusal to work. 
One notes that Pryce characterizes the F.M.S. as a “bloody country”; and his being pressured to deploy harsh 
means to increase productivity may be the unspoken reason why Gallagher removes himself from the 
plantation, “rac[ing] on” by car towards Singapore and the P&O ship in a car driven in a “reckless” fashion. 
Exiting the scene precipitates in Gallagher “a sigh of relief.” § The fact that things were rotten in Leopold’s 
Congolese regime began to be perceived. An early voice, in the 1890s, was that of a Jamaica-born 
Englishman H.R. Fox Bourne, secretary of the Aborigines’ Protection Society. Also consequential was a 
French-born Englishman, E.D. Morel. When working as a clerk in a British shipping company, Morel 
deduced from account books that the vast quantities of rubber (and ivory) being shipped from Boma, capital 
of the C.F.S., to Antwerp in Belgium must be the product of slave-labor. To excite public interest in the 
phenomenon, Morel wrote several pamphlets and even founded a magazine: the West African Mail. When 
the British parliament (Westminster) took up the case in May 1903, it determined to send its consul — or 
official diplomatic representative — in Boma up the Congo River to investigate first-hand the rubber 
plantations in the interior (“darkest Africa”). At that time, Roger Casement was serving as the Boma-based 
British consul, having received the appointment due to the expertise in West African affairs he’d developed, 
both in the private sector (e.g., as a railway surveyor for King Leopold’s African International Association) 
and in lower ranks of the British diplomatic service. 
  

¶16 • Begun when he was approaching 39 years of age, Casement’s investigative trip (which some scholars 
label as ethnographic research) occurred between June and September 1903. It was not his first journey 
through the region, and — in addition to multiple labor atrocities — he was struck by the depopulation of 
villages in 1903 over what he’d witnessed earlier. Submitted to the British parliament in January 1904 (the 
month in which James Joyce sets “The Dead”), the report Casement produced was notable for evidence 
collected from ordinary Congolese, not just tribal elders. He detailed what he called “wholesale oppression 
and shocking misgovernment.” In 1910, the British government again dispatched Casement to scrutinize 
rubber plantations, this time in the Putumayo segment of the Amazon rainforests of Perú, where Native 
Americans were enduring labor-exploitation. In July 1911, the British monarch knighted Casement — that 
is, bestowed upon him the style Sir Roger Casement — in recognition of his humanitarian service. 
 

 
Above: a portion of Roger Casement’s Report … Respecting the Administration of the Independent State of the Congo, 

Presented to Both Houses of Parliament by Command of His Majesty (1904). • The Report details many atrocities, 
such as “two [Congolese] men … chained together … made to carry heavy loads of bricks and water …  

frequently beaten by the soldiers in charge of them.”  King Leopold II’s private army in the C.F.S. was called the 
Force Publique. • Photographs of Congolese with amputated hands supplemented Casement’s words. 

 

¶17 • For two weeks in June 1890, Casement shared a room with the Polish-born novelist Joseph Conrad, 
then visiting the C.F.S. In his diary, Conrad wrote, “Made the acquaintance of Mr. Roger Casement … a 
positive piece of luck. Thinks, speaks well, most intelligent and very sympathetic.” Conrad also remarked 
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on Casement’s knowledge of the local languages. His encounter with Casement informed portions of 
Conrad’s novella Heart of Darkness, which first appeared in serial form in 1899. After the publication of his 
report, Casement would successfully call on Conrad and other celebrities — not least, Booker T. 
Washington, Mark Twain, and Arthur Conan Doyle (creator of Sherlock Holmes) — to support the Congo 
Reform Association, an organization he co-founded (in March 1904) with E.D. Morel and Rev. Dr. Henry 
Grattan Guinness, grandson of the famous Dublin brewer. Funded by the chocolate millionaire William 
Cadbury, it sought to keep pressure on the British government and its allies to force reform in the C.F.S. 
Concerning Casement, Morel opined, “Here was a man, indeed. One who would convince those in high 
places of the foulness of the crime committed upon a helpless people.” One activity by the Congo Reform 
Association was a slideshow of photographs of mutilated Congolese (some taken by a missionary, Alice 
Seeley Harris), which toured Britain as a lantern lecture tour. 
 

¶18 • While up-country in the Congo in 1903, Casement drew in his mind explicit parallels between the 
subaltern condition of the Congolese and that of the Irish. In an April 20th, 1907, letter to an Irish historian, 
Alice Stopford Green, he recalled: 
 

 “I had been away from Ireland for years — out of touch with everything native to my heart and mind — 
trying hard to do my duty, and every fresh act of duty made me appreciably nearer to the ideal of the 
Englishman. I had accepted Imperialism — British rule was to be extended at all costs … altho’ at heart, 
underneath all and unsuspected almost by myself, I had remained an Irishman … and finally when in 
those lonely Congo forests where I found Leopold — I found also myself — the incorrigible Irishman. 
… I realized then that I was looking at this tragedy [the Congo] with the eyes of another race [the Irish] 
— of a people once hunted themselves.” 

 

Back home in Ireland, Casement became increasingly active in nationalist causes. In 1913 and 1914, he 
joined Green and others to highlight the inhuman conditions being endured by the impoverished, largely 
Gaeilge-speaking residents in the Connemara region of County Galway. In a May 30, 1913, letter to the Irish 
Independent newspaper, Casement characterized the situation as “appalling” and called for “remov[ing] the 
stain of this enduring Putumayo from our native land [Ireland].”  
 

¶19 • Casement participated in both cultural and physical-force Irish 
nationalism. In support of the Easter 1916 Rising, he negotiated with Britain’s 
Great War enemy, Germany, a shipment of armaments. British intelligence was 
monitoring Casement, and on Good Friday (April 21st) 1916, the authorities 
arrested him on Banna Strand, near the town of Tralee in County Kerry, on 
Ireland’s west coast. The gun-running had failed, and Casement was on track to 
becoming the sixteenth and final rebel to be executed in direct connection with 
the Rising. Involving an argument about a comma in a medieval statute, 
Casement’s London-based trial for “high treason” resulted in the death penalty. 
(The image on this page shows him leaving the court after the guilty verdict.) 
Due to Casement’s international renown as a humanitarian, a clemency 
campaign was advanced by, among others, Arthur Conan Doyle, William Butler 
Yeats, and George Bernard Shaw. Ask to join, Joseph Conrad refused, disgusted  
by Casement’s willingness to deal with the Germans. What sank the effort to 
appeal Casement’s conviction was the leaking to the press and to highly placed 
establishment personages of portions of his personal sex diaries, the so-called 
Black Diaries, obtained by dubious means. § Casement engaged in transactional 
homosexual sex, often in port cities — such as Funchal, capital of the North Atlantic archipelago of Madeira 
— through which he passed en route between Europe and West Africa. In Casement’s era, U.K. law deemed 
gay sex criminal, and much social opprobrium also attached to “the love that dare not speak its name.” 
Explicit and often flamboyant, Casement’s notes about his sexual encounters, once circulated, shut down 
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any possibility of his avoiding hanging — and a subsequent burial in quicklime — at Pentonville Prison, 
London, on August 3rd, 1916. In the background was the most famous gay trial of modern times, also 
centered on an Irishman: the superstar playwright Oscar Wilde. In 1895, Wilde was sentenced by a London 
court to two years of hard labor for having had anal intercourse with another man. The trail destroyed 
Wilde’s reputation and broke his health, so that he died at only 46. 
 

¶20 • Like Wilde, W. Somerset Maugham, maintained a wife but was, in reality, a gay man. While his inner 
circle knew about Maugham’s sexual identity, the general public didn’t. Had it been revealed, Maugham, 
one of earth’s most famous and successful literary figures, could have been ruined, as the Irish author Wilde 
had been in the 1890s. The character Gallagher’s large physical size is perhaps suggestive of the much-
photographed and much-caricatured Wilde, who stood six feet three inches and was described by a 
contemporary as having a “very tall, heavy figure.” However, due to the discourse on rubber, it would have 
been Casement, more than Wilde, who those who first read “P&O” would have more immediately 
contemplated upon encountering Gallagher. An available interpretation of Gallagher is that he’s a gay man 
whose sexuality prevents him from entering European society. Thus, he dies — or must die (?) — before 
the “old” P&O steamer gets to Europe. While the first-class passengers may be anxious about sharing their 
Christmas party or “fancy-dress ball” with the human beings in second class, almost no one in any stratum 
of  contemporary society would have thought twice about shunning and condemning a gay individual. 
Gallagher’s name beings with the syllable gall, the Gaeilge (Irish-language) word for stranger. Being gay in 
and around 1926 effectively made one a stranger in mainstream European society, vulnerable to criminal 
prosecution. The full name translates as helper (or supporter) of strangers, and it’s conceivable that 
Gallagher’s support of Mr. Pryce during the first-class passenger’s debate about the party guests exemplifies 
advocacy by a gay man for his partner. In fine, Gallagher and Pryce may be lovers. Gallagher is willing to 
pay a social price to support Pryce, whose place of origin — the working-class East End of London — causes 
him to be termed a cockney (just as a native of the English city of Liverpool are known as a scouser). Three 
times, the text refers to Pryce as “the little cockney.” 
 

¶21 • Invoked earlier, the phrase “the love that dare not speak its name” became associated with gay 
sexuality during the Oscar Wilde scandal. Coded or euphemistic language — a kind of rhetorical disguise 
or (to use a word from “P&O”) “fancy dress” — was necessary for the homosexual community to 
communicate, and one can discover a range of potentially euphemistic passages in “P&O.” Consider, for 
instance, the following: 

    
Page 77 (above) • Mrs. Hamlyn experiences    Page 61 (above) • Gallagher supports Pryce. At the 
“uneasiness” as Pryce “disappear[s] into the second-  fancy-dress ball, “[t]he consul (always a humorist) … 
class saloon.”       dress[es] as a ballet-girl” (page 94) 
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Page 83 (above left) and page 86 (above right) • If “P&O” is, at least in part, a commentary about the impossibility of 
gay sexuality in the Western world of the 1920s, it seems appropriate that a remedy attempted to cure Gallagher’s 
severe hiccups is the sacrificial cutting of a cock at a “little fire.” Cock was (and remains) a common slang term for the 
male reproductive organ, and “little fire” can be interpreted as a label for homosexuality, as opposed to the “great fire” 
of heterosexuality.  
 

Page 78 (left) • Having reflected (to the young, rational doctor) 
that “[s]trange things happen” in “the East,” where she’s “lived 
… a long time,” Mrs. Hamlyn observes — and reacts to — a 
male couple. 
 

¶22 • Fascinating is the fact that the captain’s response to 
Gallagher’s crisis centers on redirecting the steamer to 
Aden, a port on the Arabian peninsula. At the time, that 
city and its hinterland were part of the British Empire. If 

the term “little fire” functions in “P&O” as code for gay sexuality, one can’t help acknowledging that Aden 
sounds like a male personal name popular in Ireland: Aidan, which comes from the Gaeilge for Little Fire. 
Due to his cockney accent, Pryce drops the letter “h,” so home becomes “’ome,” which sounds like the sacred 
syllable Om (“best of all essences”), which several Eastern religions deploy.  
 

¶23 • Being gay in Pryce’s time meant neither being able to fully gain a home nor fully live into one’s essence. 
While Pryce implies that Gallagher and the Malay woman who shared his bungalow (and later cursed him) 
were lovers — and while Gallagher claims that “he’d marry” when back in Galway — the rhetorical 
presentation of Gallagher as heterosexual may simply be a socially expedient screen. Attempting to rebound 
from the failure of heterosexual desire that was her marriage, Mrs. Hamlyn (who recognizes “the 
promiscuity of shipboard”) all but renders herself sexually available to Gallagher. At one juncture, alone 
with Gallagher on the deck, she is clad in “nothing but a dressing-gown and a little lace cap”; however, 
although he offers her a (perhaps phallic) cigarette, he makes no move towards physical closeness. By no 
means is “P&O” an endorsement of heterosexual marriage. Not only is Mrs. Hamlyn a victim of spousal 
unfaithfulness, Mrs. Linsell openly carries on a “flirtation” and develops “intimacy” with the young doctor 
despite the presence on the voyage of her naval-officer husband, whom she addresses by “uttering … a 
stream of vehement reproaches” while the two “[walk] around the deck.” 
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Gallagher as Irish Threat 
¶24 • The mere inscription of an Irishman in the text would 
have precipitated a variety of anxieties in Maugham’s 
British readers in the late 1920s. While the description of 
Gallagher as “a big fellow, well over six feet high, broad and 
stout” might well have suggested Oscar Wilde (see ¶20 
above), the precise phrase Big Fellow was the moniker 
applied to Michael Collins (1890-1922), who in the 
aftermath of the Easter 1916 Rising became the leader of 
Irish paramilitary resistance to the British Empire, with a 
price upon his head. One of Collins’s fellow rebels  recorded 
in a diary that, in Collins (the Big Fellow), “Ireland has the 
man of a generation. … He stands out as the greatest force 
of the [physical-force nationalist] movement.”  
 

¶25 • Even more resonant for British readers would have 
been the parallels between Gallagher’s starving to death and both Ireland’s Great Hunger (the potato 
famine) of the 1840s and the more recent, fatal hunger strike by Terence MacSwiney. An Irish cultural and 
physical-force nationalist, MacSwiney was the Lord Mayor of the Irish city of Cork. In August 1920, he was 
arrested for possession of “seditious articles and 
documents,” put on trial, and sentenced to a two-year term 
in Brixton Prison in England. MacSwiney undertook a 
prison hunger-strike that garnered international media 
attention. His death after 73 days of refusing food (and 
resisting force-feeding) made him one of the most famous 
men on earth. As Gallagher’s demise enters its final phase, 
he’s confined to the lazaret (or disease-containment and 
quarantine  portion) of the ship. In an incident that perhaps suggests a prison, when he attempts a kind of 
escape, the British doctor (who later appears in a “uniform” with “gold braid”) forcibly prevents him. As if 
rendering the encounter a metaphor for English-Irish relations, the doctor invokes the name of England’s 
patron saint: “By George, I had a struggle with him.” 
 

One notes that on October 23, 1920, the day before MacSwiney died, William Butler 
Yeats’s poem “Easter, 1916” was published publicly for the first time (in the London-
based New Statesman magazine).  

 
Conclusion  
¶26 • In conclusion, it’s appropriate to pause and remember what the Christian 
West did in the Congo in pursuit of rubber. The photograph was taken by the 
English missionary, Alice Seeley Harris, in 1904. The man is contemplating the foot 
and hand of his five-year-old daughter, who’d been murdered and then 
dismembered by Leopold II’s soldiers as a punishment for her village’s failure to 
achieve the regime’s rubber quotas. The image became part of the lantern lecture 
tour operated by the Congo Reform Society, co-founded by Roger Casement, a man 
whose enemies justified his hanging on account of his being gay. 

••• 


