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         The Spectator ‘Low Life’ columnist, Jeremy Clarke, wrote once about the joys of tracking down the haunts of literary figures from the past – finding where they lived or stayed, and then trying to conjure up in his mind the genius loci that might have inspired them. He was talking about Katherine Mansfield – a particular obsession of his – and on a visit to her Villa Isola Bella in Menton he wondered hopefully if he might be ‘annoyed by a distant ancestor of one of the mosquitos that bit lumps out of her’.

         It was, he concluded all a bit of a fool’s errand. The spirit of place was too elusive. There was no touchstone to transport him back to a bygone age. Modern reality – to say nothing of the mosquitos – kept impinging. Nonetheless, he decided that however scant the rewards, the quest was still worth making. Ça valait le detour. 

         I share the fascination. Over a quarter of a century as a journalist in France, I have found excuses to follow the traces of not a few British authors. The terrain, it has to be said, is propitious. From Laurence Sterne and his Sentimental Journey, writers have been constantly crossing the Channel in search of escape or inspiration, or maybe just because France was the nearest place that counted as abroad.

         Charles Dickens showed off his knowledge of the country in Little Dorrit and, of course, A Tale of Two Cities. Arnold Bennett described the guillotining of a criminal in Auxerre in The Old Wives’ Tale, though he admitted he had not actually witnessed one. My literary wanderings have taken me to a villa in Le Touquet in search of P.G. Wodehouse (he was there when the Germans arrived in 1940 and took him into captivity); the drawing-rooms of the Latin Quarter in search of the nineteenth-century salonnière Mary Clarke Mohl; Fontainebleau in search of the aforementioned Katherine Mansfield (she died there while a pupil of the Armenian mystic George Gurdjieff) as well as Patricia Highsmith (she lived there, as did her anti-hero Tom Ripley); the Route Nationale 79 near Nevers in search of Ian Fleming (I am convinced I found the bridge underneath which Auric Goldfinger left a cache of gold for his Soviet masters); and a cemetery near my home in Sancerre for the forgotten First World War poet Richard Aldington.

         Two of the most rewarding quests were ones on which, I was pleased to discover later, Anne Hall was also engaged.

         Rumer Godden is a particular heroine of mine. Re-reading The Greengage Summer – including an introduction in which Godden described the real events behind the book – I started wondering what might still be left of the Château-Thierry which she first saw as a schoolgirl in 1923. In particular, was the hotel that framed the plot still standing? From Godden’s magical descriptions, I could see it exactly in my mind’s eye, with its formal garden and then the plum orchard stretching down to a stone wall, and a door in the wall opening on to the river. By sheer fluke, an internet search revealed a recent article in the local newspaper about a hotel that answered the description perfectly. The Hôtel des Violettes had been founded by an Englishwoman after the First World War, and in the interwar years was a well-known hostelry, catering in particular for war tourists. Sadly it had been hit by a bomb in the Second World War. The building was demolished and later replaced by the local gendarmerie. It was the closure of this gendarmerie a couple of years ago that prompted the reminiscences in the local paper.

         My visit to Château-Thierry set off in me a paroxysm of nostalgia – which was odd because I had never been there before, my feelings were based entirely on a book written more than sixty years ago, and dealing with events that took place thirty-five years before that! Despite the destruction of the years, the site of the hotel and the orchard was clearly identifiable. The door in the wall leading to the river is surely the one that is still there today, and the bathing spots where the children came with Eliot cannot have changed either. Truth be told, I had a Clarkean moment of near-communion with the literary past.

         Subsequently, I was inspired by reading Daphne Du Maurier’s The Glass-Blowers to find out more about her French connections. I cannot say the novel is my favourite of the Du Maurier oeuvre, but it opened up a story of which I was totally ignorant. Two stories, in fact. First, the story of the ancien régime glass-blowing industry in the Perche and other wooded parts of France, with its traditions and rituals and hierarchies. And then the story of Daphne Du Maurier’s own ancestors – the self-imposed exile in London of her glass-blowing great-great-grandfather during the Revolution, and how those French roots affected her famous grandfather and father, George and Gerald, and indeed Daphne herself. The high point of my visit to the region for the BBC was finding the old farmhouse – Le Maurier – where her ancestor was born in 1749.

         Anne Hall was my guide in the Du Maurier investigation. She lives in the Perche and is recognised there as the expert in all things Maurier-esque. Shortly after our first meeting, she told me how she was also working on a study of Rumer Godden and the Château-Thierry connection of The Greengage Summer. Here was a woman clearly after my own heart. Indeed, with understandable excitement she let me know that she had actually tracked down the identity of the enigmatic Eliot, the Englishman in the book who charmed the children but also turned out to be a thief and murderer. This was news! I myself had spent a day in the local records office in Rheims leafing through contemporary newspapers in search of a reference to an English renegade. But I had drawn a complete blank. Anne Hall was more assiduous than I, and I think her conclusion about Eliot is probably correct.

         Of Stella Gibbons I am afraid I only know Cold Comfort Farm (I am not alone – she complained in her lifetime that people only remembered her for that!) and of Margery Sharp I know nothing. However, they are two other women of the same generation as Godden and Du Maurier who in the middle decades of the last century travelled to France and used their time here as a source for literary creation. All four women came and were inspired and left their traces. Anne Hall has taken the time to search out those traces.

         
             

         

         Hugh Schofield

         Paris, September 2022
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            ‘We are going,’ said Mam, ‘to the Battlefields of France’ – she said those words in capitals – ‘and perhaps when you see the rows and rows of crosses for those young men who gave their lives for you, it might make you stop and think of your selfishness.’

            – RUMER GODDEN, A TIME TO DANCE, NO TIME TO WEEP 

            Mother had been thinking of the battlefields; she had not thought to enquire about the country itself; I am sure she had not meant to bring us to a luxury corner of France where the trees and the vines changed almost symbolically in the autumn to gold.

            – RUMER GODDEN, THE GREENGAGE SUMMER

         

         Rumer Godden was born in Eastbourne, Sussex in December 1907, the second of Arthur and Katherine Godden’s four daughters. When she was ten months old, she, her sister Jon (christened Winsome Ruth, but always called Jon for ‘Jonquil’), their mother, and a nurse left Eastbourne to re-join Arthur in the houseboat in Assam where Jon had been born.

         Discussing her childhood in her memoir, Rumer comments that ‘it must seem we go back and forth to India like shuttlecocks, which we did’. When she and Jon were ages five and six respectively, they spent a dismal year living with their paternal grandmother and unmarried aunts in Maida Vale. After the First World War broke out, it was decided that the girls should return to their parents, their two younger sisters and the family’s new home in Bengal, where Arthur Godden managed a steamship company. Rumer wrote about these years in The River, and Two Under the Indian Sun (co-authored with Jon).

         In 1920, the entire family went back to Eastbourne for the girls’ schooling but shortly thereafter Arthur had to return to his job in India. In their father’s absence their mother’s older brother, Alfred Edward Hingley, an Eastbourne solicitor, became his nieces’ ‘proxy father’. Rumer’s Uncle Alfred appears as ‘Uncle William’ in The Greengage Summer; her fictional alter ego comments, ‘I sometimes wondered if he ranked Father as a scallywag, but he did not say it and Uncle William said most things.’

         During their first two years in Eastbourne, Rumer and Jon attended five different schools, which they mostly detested. They did not even last a full term at the first one, a boarding school at a High Anglican Convent. They also disliked Eastbourne itself, and their discontent led them to occasionally bully their mother.

         Katherine Godden’s response took her daughters’ breath away: the family would spend the middle of the summer holidays on a battlefield tour of France, even though Mrs Godden had never been to the Continent and did not speak French. Rumer wrote in The Greengage Summer, ‘“This is college,” said Mother. “It is education. You need to learn … what I cannot teach you,” said Mother, her voice quivering.’

         The plan was that after three weeks at the seaside in Normandy, the Goddens would travel by train to Rouen where Joan of Arc was burnt at the stake – ‘St Joan, too, might make you think’ – and then on to Château-Thierry in the Champagne region. An elderly Theosophist friend in Eastbourne recommended the Hôtel des Violettes, a sort of château – in fact a former bourgeois residence – that had been the American army headquarters during the war. It had a large orchard and a private swimming cove on the banks of the river Marne.

         In the novel Godden describes her family’s train journey from Dieppe via Paris:

         
            It was altogether a disappointing as well as a dismaying day. From the train France did not look very different from England; it had the Constable, Peter Rabbit colours we had grown up with, and in Paris we did not see the Louvre, nor the shops, nor eat strawberry tarts. We did not buy a single postcard, nor take a photograph; we waited in the waiting-room for Mother to get well.

         

         On the beach in Normandy, Katherine Godden had been bitten by a horsefly and on the train journey she became more and more unwell. On arriving in Château-Thierry she was diagnosed with septicaemia, particularly dangerous in the days before penicillin, and sent to the hospital. The planned week in Château-Thierry was necessarily extended, and during this time the four Godden children were essentially left on their own, at the mercy of the hotel staff and the other guests.

         Over a quarter of a century after her stay in Château-Thierry, Rumer Godden, now a celebrated novelist, married her second husband James Haynes-Dixon. Shortly thereafter she made one of her many visits to India: this time it was to assist filmmaker Jean Renoir in the production of a film based on her semi-autobiographical novel, The River.

         Once the film was completed, Rumer returned to England and worked on a first draft of what became The Greengage Summer. On visiting Château-Thierry to check on details for her novel, she found that the Hôtel des Violettes had been bombed in the Second World War:

         
            [It] was rubble; I only recognized it by a shred of the blue satin wallpaper on part of a wall left standing in what had been the dining-room. There was a sad stillness as I stood there looking at it but the sounds of the river came from beyond the door in the garden wall and, in the orchard, the greengages were ripe.
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         The Greengage Summer was published in 1958 and a few years later it, too, was made into a film, with the actresses Susannah York and Jane Asher in the roles originally based on Jon and Rumer Godden.

         In 1987 and 1989, in her eighties, Rumer returned twice more to that summer in passages of her memoirs A Time to Dance, No Time to Weep and A House with Four Rooms. In the latter book she comments, ‘It is difficult, with the novel and the film that followed it, to disentangle what actually happened, what was transposed in the novel, and what has been overlaid by the film; each seems to shimmer through the others.’

         It has now been almost a century since Rumer’s ‘greengage summer’, and new light can be shed on the colourful characters she and her sisters encountered in Château-Thierry.
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         During the summer of 1923, Rumer was fifteen; her sister Jon turned seventeen that August. The owner of the Hôtel des Violettes was Violet Grierson, a middle-aged British woman of some notoriety. A Time to Dance describes her:

         
            Madame – I will call her Madame Chenal – was kind; few hotel keepers would have accepted a critically ill foreign woman with four children; the doctor was there that night and she comforted and reassured us, calling in an Englishwoman, a Mrs Martin staying in the hotel who, herself, had a small girl.

         

         Godden adds that ‘Mr Martin […] was English too, young, slim with lazy good manners and perfectly dressed.’

         Perhaps it was Violet Grierson’s notoriety – not only in Château-Thierry but also, to an extent, in America – that led Godden to ‘disguise’ her, in both the memoir and the novel, as a Frenchwoman. Violet’s Scottish grandfather, David Grierson, was a medical doctor who went to India as a young man and became Inspector-General of Hospitals in the Indian Army. Violet’s father, John, who was born in India, became an army colonel. He married an Irishwoman in Bombay; Violet was born in 1876 in Athlone, and her younger sister, Helen, was probably also born in Ireland. Violet and Helen’s two brothers were born in Poona and Rangoon, in 1880 and 1881 respectively. Like the Godden children, the four Griersons apparently spent their early years with their parents in Asia.

         Violet’s brief marriage to Neville Campbell Pullin ended in divorce, and during the war she worked with the British Committee of the French Red Cross. She was awarded both the silver medal of the Reconnaissance Française and the Croix de Guerre ‘for services rendered during four years at canteen work, especially for remaining on duty at Serches during the days of the 27th to the 31st May [1918], in spite of violent bombardments, until the extreme limits of prudence’.

         After the war Violet Grierson Pullin started a tea-room in Château-Thierry, and later, in what had once been the residence of a medical doctor, the Hôtel du Bonhomme, also called the Hôtel du Bonhomme et des Violettes. In the years following the Goddens’ stay, the hotel was mentioned in the American press on several occasions.

         
            
[image: ]Château-Thierry, Hôtel du Bonhomme et des Violettes

            

         

         While touring the battlefields in August 1924, W.D. Longyear, the father of an American soldier who had been killed in Château-Thierry, was impressed by the shell-scarred bronze statue of a hunter boy and hounds in the entrance court to the Hostellerie. (Before becoming a hotel, the bourgeois residence had been briefly occupied by the German army, and it then became the American headquarters.) Longyear negotiated with the French government to buy the statue in honour of his son, and on Armistice Day 1925 it was unveiled at his Beverly Hills estate. (Its current location is on Santa Monica Boulevard.)

         In 1927, the tenth anniversary of the US joining the war, several newspapers published a full page titled ‘Changed France Will Greet the Returning Doughboys’. The following item appeared beneath the heading ‘Historic Wood in this Bench’:

         
            Madame Violette Pullin Grierson, Hôtel du Bonhomme, Château-Thierry, France is photographed seated on a bench in her garden made of blocks of wood from Belleau Wood [the site of a ferocious battle] and a stretcher used to carry American wounded into the Hôtel Bonhomme in 1918. There is a story in France now that the Hôtel Bonhomme is haunted, for, it is said, the tall glass windows overlooking the garden, crack incessantly at night.
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         The photograph of Madame Pullin and her dogs is accompanied by an article about the ‘haunted’ hotel, which includes the statement that Violet’s husband was an English naval officer who was killed when his ship was torpedoed in 1914. (Records show instead that after their divorce in 1912 her ex-husband, who remarried, lived until 1940.)

         Finally, in 1930 the American Illustrated Daily News printed a photograph of Madame Violette Pullin, war widow, with the title ‘Living Among Memories’. It is said that she lost not only her husband, but two brothers in the war. Both brothers were soldiers who fought on the Western Front, yet only the elder one was killed; the younger one, who was wounded, lived until 1962.

         These articles date from the 1920s – decades before Godden wrote The Greengage Summer – and there is no reason to think she had any knowledge of them. Yet they curiously support her sense of the Hôtel des Violettes as a haunted and haunting place, propitious to narrative invention.
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         In The Greengage Summer, Château-Thierry’s Hôtel des Violettes becomes the Hôtel des OEillets in Vieux-Moutiers. The narrator, Cecil (for Cecilia) Grey, is the second oldest daughter of a botanist who is currently on an expedition in Tibet. His wife and children have come to Vieux-Moutiers from Southstone (for Eastbourne).

         Where the Goddens had four girls, the Greys have four girls and a boy: Joss (for Joanna), Cecil, Hester, Willmouse (for William) and Vicky, who are respectively sixteen, thirteen, ten, seven and four. In the opening pages Cecil explains that as a child she wanted to be a writer or a nun, although ‘At the moment I was more like a chameleon, coloured by other people’s business,’ identifying in turn with each of her sisters and her brother. The adult narrator, telling the story of the greengage summer, wonders if it might not actually belong to her elder sister:

         
            ‘You are the one who should write this,’ I told Joss, ‘it happened chiefly to you’; but Joss shut that out, as she always shuts out things, or shuts them in so that no one can guess.

            ‘You are the one who likes words,’ said Joss. ‘Besides…’ and she paused. ‘It happened as much to you.’

         

         The weary travellers arrive at Les OEillets around nine on a hot night in early August. In the elegant hall of the hotel, Cecil feels, ‘our fibre suitcases looked cheap’. There is no kind Madame Chenal, as in the memoir; instead there is a Madame Corbet at the reception who informs the Greys she cannot accept either sick people or unaccompanied children. She directs the family to the police station, agreeing only to let them leave their luggage temporarily. As if on cue, the hotel owner, Mademoiselle Zizi de Presle, appears on the entresol landing dressed in evening clothes, accompanied by Eliot.

         Three figures mentioned in Godden’s memoir disappear completely from The Greengage Summer: a French-Canadian called Jean-Pierre, who is the companion of the hotelkeeper Madame Chenal, and Mrs Martin and her four-year-old daughter. These deletions allow the Mr Martin of the memoir to become Eliot in the novel, the companion of Mademoiselle Zizi de Presle who owns the Hôtel des OEillets.

         Eliot is the ‘ace’ of that first evening and the mysterious hero of The Greengage Summer. His clothes are impeccable:

         
            It seems strange now that, seeing a man and woman both in full evening dress, we looked at the man first, but there was no question about it. Hester gave a little gasp.

            ‘Were you ever a sailor?’ Joss asked Eliot afterwards. I knew what she meant; he was tall and brown and lean, as were sailors in magazine pictures.

            ‘Probably,’ said Eliot.

            ‘Don’t you know?’ asked Hester incredulous.

            ‘I know I was a soldier,’ said Eliot. ‘Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, rich man, poor man …’ but Hester interrupted him.

            ‘You can’t have been everything,’ she said.

            ‘I pretty well was,’ said Eliot.

         

         That evening he is wearing medals, and has ‘a carnation in his buttonhole, a dark-red one, and it seemed to symbolise Eliot for us’:

         
            Why are flowers bought by men so much more notable than those bought by women? I do not know, but they are. Father brought flowers into the house but they were dried, pressed brown, the life gone out of them; with Eliot the flower was alive.

         

         Due to their mother’s illness and the absence of both their father and their Uncle William, Eliot becomes the temporary guardian of the Grey children. When he sees them for the first time, his response is: ‘Good God! An orphanage!’ But he then insists Madame Corbet ring the doctor and open rooms for the Greys. Eliot later apologises for his remark about the orphanage:

         
            ‘But you were all wearing grey flannel,’ he said, and he asked, ‘Why were you wearing grey flannel?’

            Hester looked at him. ‘Perhaps you haven’t been in England for a long time,’ she said gently. ‘Those were our school clothes.’

         

         On awakening on her first morning in the hotel, Cecil finds her elder sister Joss is having one of her recurring attacks of nerves or biliousness, followed a few days later by what she calls ‘Eve’s curse’. This leaves Cecil temporarily in charge of her three younger siblings; she comments, ‘It was an odd world without Joss or Mother.’

         When Cecil ventures downstairs, the door on the landing opens and a man comes out of what she later learns is Mademoiselle Zizi’s room: ‘He was wearing a silk patterned dressing-gown – like an actor’s, I thought – leather slippers, and was smoking a cigarette. It was Eliot […] another Eliot than the kind Englishman of last night; someone cold and … ruthless, I thought.’

         After giving the younger children their breakfast, Cecil sends them out to explore the hotel grounds; then she herself goes out on the terrace and down the steps:

         
            […] I walked into the orchard and, before I knew what I had done, reached up to touch a greengage. It came off, warm and smooth, into my hand. I looked quickly round, but no one came, no voice scolded and, after a moment, I bit into the ripe golden flesh. Then I ate another, and another until replete with fruit and ecstasy, I went back to my post.

         

         After a few moments, ‘Eliot came out. He was aloof and unapproachable. How did I know then that he had these times? I do not know, but, as if the first greengage had been an Eden apple, I was suddenly older and wiser and did not try to speak to him.’

         Back in the hotel Mademoiselle Zizi has been examining the Greys’ passports and she is about to contact the children’s uncle in Southstone. Mrs Grey has just the strength to ask Cecil to fetch ‘that man who was English’: Eliot. Over Mademoiselle Zizi’s objections, Cecil brings Eliot to her mother’s room, where she begs him not to send for anyone. ‘When Eliot came I knew how good he was. “Not good,” said Hester, who was exact. “A good person would not have done it. Not good – kind,” which was nearer our hearts.’ Mrs Grey is transferred to the hospital, but her brother is not summoned.

         Eliot may be kind, but Cecil later overhears him making an odd remark. He tells his companion that, if necessary, he will pay the Greys’ hotel bill, and adds that the children can be useful: ‘[They] will give me a reason for being here. After all, now I’m their guardian. They can be camouflage.’

         Cecil fights with Paul, the kitchen boy who works all hours and sleeps under the stairs, when he calls the Greys ‘enfants trouvés’ (strays). But that evening he offers Cecil a Gauloise, and Hester and she begin regularly waiting for Paul to finish work in order to sit outside with him, finishing bottles of wine and smoking (although the two girls are only ten and thirteen). Paul is said to be the son of a woman who had ‘gone with the soldiers’; after the war he was found in the American camp.

         Once they make it through the bewildering first day at the hotel, the children settle and soon begin to feel they might have been living in Vieux-Moutiers all their lives. Northern France and southern England looked similar from the train, Cecil had remarked, but she now begins to appreciate the differences between Vieux-Moutiers and Southstone:

         
            [A]fter Southstone this old French town, drenched that year in sun, seemed especially beautiful. Southstone had not grown; it had been built in a few years as a watering place. Its red-brick houses with slated roofs stood in well-ordered asphalt roads, planted neatly with laburnum and bright pink may trees, each cased in a stand of wire-netting; it had a Winter Garden for concerts, a skating rink, covered tennis courts, swimming baths, tea rooms and large shops. Its cliffs were cut up into municipal gardens, its foreshore into a parade with a bandstand and pier, a Round Tower, clock-golf course and an aquarium. Vieux-Moutiers, beside its wide peaceful river, was centuries old; its upper and lower town had grown slowly, haphazardly, or crumbled away with disuse. It was so small that one could not get lost, though it had a maze of tiny cobbled lanes around the Place, where the market was held twice a week in front of the Hôtel de Ville […].

         

         The passage goes on to mention a famous poet who Godden names in her memoir: ‘In the upper town, a particular cream-washed house with marigold-coloured stains on its walls bore a plaque saying that the poet, La Fontaine of the Fables, had lived there.’

         In Southstone, Cecil feels,

         
            […] [I]t was as if a pattern-mould were being pressed down on us into which we could not fit. For one thing we were much poorer than the people we knew, poor to be Uncle William’s sister, nieces and nephew; and we had this curiously absent father while other girls’ fathers went to offices and caught trains and belonged to the Sussex Club. Mother too was not like other mothers, nor like a grown-up at all; she patently preferred being with Vicky or Willmouse or any of us than playing bridge, or organising bazaars, or having coffee or luncheon or tea with the select Southstone ladies.

         

         In short, ‘We were odd, belonging and not belonging, and odd is an uncomfortable thing to be; we did not want to belong but were humiliated that we did not.’ In Vieux-Moutiers, on the other hand, ‘we were foreigners, which was more comfortable than being odd; the town was accustomed to tourists and nobody stared at us; we had achieved an obscurity that was strangely restful’.

         Another difference is that in Southstone the children ‘had […] been chiefly with girls and women, and had been ruled by Mother, who made a private child’s world for us; now suddenly we were surrounded by a public and almost rude life’. Paul informs Cecil that Madame Corbet is secretly in love with Mademoiselle Zizi, and that Zizi’s companion, Eliot, does not love her: ‘Coming from our Eden world of Belmont Road [in Southstone] I was like a young novice horse who jumps too high, while Paul had been born an imp of the world, the real world.’ Paul first made love at fourteen, he tells Cecil, who begins to feel ‘stained’ by what she hears from him, and even that ‘It was I, not Paul, who was bad.’

         Paul observes that Monsieur Eliot seems to possess nothing; he has discovered that the chest of drawers in Eliot’s room does not contain a single photograph, piece of paper, or anything beyond his clothes. Cecil and Hester have noticed the sharp paperknife Eliot carries. ‘We thought it was silver, but I suppose now it was steel, thin, about twelve inches long. “Thirteen,” said Eliot, “my lucky number. Its blade was sharp pointed, with bevelled edges.”’ He claims to have inherited his high cheekbones from his Chinese grandmother, and he says the knife came to him ‘From my ancestor, Genghis Khan.’ Rumer Godden adds that ‘it still seems to me now that his hands and feet were so small as to be oriental’.
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