

[image: ]













JOAN DE VERE





IN RUIN


RECONCILED


A Memoir of Anglo-Ireland 1913–1959





WITH A FOREWORD BY MARY LELAND







THE LILLIPUT PRESS


1990






















 







I heard a woman’s voice that wailed


   Between the sandhills and the sea:


The famished sea-bird past me sailed


   Into the dim infinity.




 





I stood on boundless, rainy moors:


   Far off I saw a great Rock loom;


The grey dawn smote its iron doors;


   And then I knew it was a Tomb.




 





Two queenly shapes before the grate


   Watched, couchant on the barren ground;


Two regal shapes in ruined state,


   One Gael, one Norman; both discrowned.




 





         (Aubrey de Vere, ‘In Ruin Reconciled’)
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FOREWORD





There is a photograph of Joan de Vere, taken when she was about twenty-one, full face. It is beautiful; she was a very beautiful girl. But it is also open, expectant, and now it stands among family snaps, postcards, the coloured litter of the last years of her life, its black and white still glowing with the radiance of her optimism.


Optimism is a kind of courage, when all is said and done. To be able to expect the best – that suggests a faith in humankind which surely, in a lifetime, must at some point have been threatened to its foundations. In Joan that faith often wore the face of expectation: she believed in good, she expected goodness. For anyone less confident of responsive generosity, meeting her, coming to terms with her acceptance of one’s own, perhaps dilatory, best intentions, could be disconcerting.


We met through a professional kinship. Some personal adjustments had to be made – I hope on both sides. Wynne, her husband (Martin, that is, but Wynne to the family), seemed to laugh at hearing some of our careful exchanges. Once or twice it was even possible to suspect that he was enjoying himself as a referee – utterly impartial, but keeping the score with some relish.


It would not be true to say that we collaborated. Joan needed some help – but much less than she thought she needed. She was writing this book and, having begun, discovered that her technical skill could not quite keep pace with her creative memory. And pace meant time for her. She had been ill; she had come to recognize time as a force in itself, something unpredictable, to be managed, to be anticipated at least, if not at the last outwitted.


All that was required was the organization of chapters and even that she could quickly do herself, once she knew what was wanted. What was not quite so easy was what was not, perhaps, so necessary – some editorial acknowledgment that the reader might not move as quickly through this flood of life as Joan herself could do. Her own certainties, her own sense of direction, needed no supporting structures. It took her just a little while to get used to the idea that she might encourage potential readers towards the truths of her story rather than just state the facts as facts, logical and surely perfectly obvious.


But some things were not obvious. There were mysteries in her own life. The dilemma was how to reconcile a profound sense of herself as a private person with her desire now to reveal her life to others. Perhaps she thought that she could reveal the facts, the observations, the fun, the accomplishments, everything which was true, without revealing the most essential truths, without being revelatory even to herself?


In writing this book, therefore, she must have had to ask many questions of herself. It was no longer enough to know; now she had to explain. One way out was to insist that this book is not about her, as a person, or even fully about her life. The origin of the desire to write it was, I think, her awareness that she had been born into, and had lived for many years in, a world which was then entering eclipse. But Joan had already written her biography of the Big House in her life, The Abiding Enchantment of Curragh Chase (Cló Duanaire); for its purposes she had researched her antecedents, had come to know them while they stood in the full sunlight of their ancestral certainties.


Although the details of her birth and parentage must have been well known to the important people in her life, Joan herself never learned them – except that her birthday was the 11th of January 1913. She did discover that her parents had been friends of her adoptive mother, and in some way connected with the bishop’s palace at Bishop Auckland in Co. Durham. It was from there that she was adopted, by Isabel, daughter of Bishop Moule of Durham, and her husband, Robert Stephen Vere de Vere, L1.B.(Cantab.), B.L., of Curragh Chase in Co. Limerick. They were childless; Isabel desperately wanted a child – and it was acceptable for the landed gentry to adopt a girl provided the estate was entailed. Curragh Chase was.


Like Vita Sackville-West at Knole, Joan fell hopelessly in love with Curragh Chase. (And like Vita, who, according to Virginia Woolf’s fantasy in a letter to Jacques Raverat, kept all her ancestors ‘stretched in coffins … under her dining-room floor’, Joan slept as a child in a room next door to which a coffin containing a child’s skeleton had once been found under the floorboards.) It gave her a playground of 800 acres of woodland and pasture, farmyard and dairy, kitchen garden, pleasure-grounds, lake and stream, deer park and lime avenue.


There was a Big House, there still is: a composed grey skeleton, roofless. Its state today is not the result of violent politics – a proposed IRA reprisal burning in the War of Independence was cancelled because of the de Veres’ status and good reputation as landlords in the area – or of abandonment (although Sir Stephen, in the end, did leave it, retiring to Cyprus) or neglect. It perished in an accidental fire in 1941, at Christmas-time, when there was no help about, no telephone; the water pressure was low and the fire brigade late. And although for years afterwards Joan and her family returned to visit Curragh Chase, where her mother continued to live in an estate cottage, this was the termination of a fundamental relationship which had sustained, perhaps even created, Joan as the imaginative observer of animal as well as human life.


She did not have a very happy childhood, although it must have seemed a privileged one. She grew up in a time when even the most wanted children were left to the care of nannies and governesses – and her father’s career in the colonial service took her parents away from home for long periods of her youth. She was solitary, and became self-reliant, if not self-sufficient. And then she was caught in that extraordinary trap laid by custom for the well-bred young woman of those days. Having been forced, all her young life, to practise independence, judgment and self-control, she was forbidden to exercise any of these qualities when the time came for the major decisions about her future life.


She wanted to train for a profession; that could not be allowed. She wanted to marry a certain man; that could not be allowed. She did not want to live in the colonies with her parents and arrange flowers and play tennis – that was to be her life.


Her way out of this dilemma is part of the story of this book: she tells it as it happened. But she could not assess it as others could who saw it or who shared it with her. In 1936 she married a man who was then a Director of Education in Grenada. On his return to Ireland he became a teacher and later a clergyman of the Church of Ireland, and for nearly twenty years they worked together in the parishes of Ballyorgan and Knockaney in Co. Limerick, in the diocese of Cashel. They had five children; one, Patrick, was born at Curragh Chase in the Octagon Room.


She immensely enjoyed all of this. She was a terrific parish worker and Secretary for the British Legion in Co. Limerick. There were nineteen acres at Knockaney, where she bred dogs and fowl and minded the trees in the spinney beyond the garden. She gave her children a happy childhood, helping them to be confident, as well as independent.


Joan had a nature ready for enthusiasm, poised for rapture. It was this rapturous response which she poured into her love for Curragh Chase. As that matured, and she came to understand the frailty of these old great houses, she understood also how faint and faraway to many must seem the life they once contained. It was not that she mourned that life, although she did mourn Curragh Chase; it was that she appreciated it. 


The house in its history is typical of that other Irishness we still seem to find it hard to accommodate: that Irishness which stands gutted and forlorn, its lead and gutters sold or stolen, its windows blind, its gardens overgrown, its timber felled. ‘Cad a dhéanfaimid feasta gan adhmad?’


We don’t know how to respond to that pile of history: look at Bowenscourt, look at Woodhill House, Look – and again one looks in vain – at Drogheda Grammar School, where Wynne once taught.


But Joan appreciated also the life she grasped with both hands and all her heart when she agreed to marry Martin Wynne Jones. When Wynne retired they went to live in Buttevant, near Kilcolman, Spenser’s castle. By now a devoted naturalist, Joan began to write for several newspapers and magazines, but it was not until they moved to Cork and their home among the trees on the College Road that she felt able to move into other subjects, writing book reviews and then, at last, settling to the only expression she could now give to her passion for Curragh Chase.


The estate had been sold to the Forestry and Land Commission – which quickly put an end to the lime avenue and engaged in what Joan describes here as ‘wholesale’ tree-cutting. At least she lived to see this amazing policy reversed and to partake in the public enjoyment of the lands she had loved so dearly. She had never feared its ghosts, she had relished its legends, and she has now written its chronicles. From now on those of us who walk beneath the trees of Curragh Chase, who stand at the headstones for Ranger the red setter, or Hadji the Persian cat, and feel some curiosity about the people who made this place, can know that their history has been told and that, like the old estate itself, it is available to anyone who cares to seek it out.


Did the Castle baby, the young woman with that open, joyous face, get what she hoped for out of life? I believe she did. Her marriage, certainly, was joyous, and  she was happily proud of her children for themselves. And who would have wanted to disappoint her? I met her only at the end of her life, but even then there was that expression of bright, unfearful hopefulness.




 





Mary Leland


Cork, January 1990
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ONE


Beginnings











ONLY RECENTLY has it been fully understood what an immense effect the experiences of the early years have on the emotional development of a personality.


Auckland Castle, seat of the Bishop of Durham, at Bishop Auckland, County Durham, which stretched in all directions with confident abandon, was the background of some of my first memories. Born on the 11th of January 1913, I was known as the ‘Castle baby’ until I was adopted by Stephen de Vere and his wife Isabel, née Moule, daughter of Bishop Handley Moule. My pram would be placed outside the back door where the metallic clatter of cutlery being cleaned and sorted in the butler’s pantry could be clearly heard. As I grew older I got to know every corner of the massive building. At three or four years of age I would stand in the middle of the great state room with the portraits of bishops looking down upon me and attend morning prayers in the private chapel in which the entire adult household would gather, and where I was the only child.


My nursery was one of the rooms in a long passage called ‘Scotland’ because it pointed in that direction. When in the dark I awoke tearful from nightmares or secret fears, it seemed miles from the warm heart of the house.


Worse still, the lavatory was two flights of stairs and several landings away so that sometimes disaster overtook the small person before she could get there.


I was a solemn and thoughtful child already learning to compensate for my lack of companionship by retreating into that world of make-believe and fantasy which was to make periods of solitude necessary to me for the rest of my life. I believe I was an engaging little figure with a round face and fringed hair. In summer girls of that period wore ‘for best’ starched frocks embroidered at the hem, often with a sash at the waist, and starched hats of the same material encircled with a ribbon. During winter we wore serge skirts and jerseys, with velvet frocks for parties, and an outing involved putting on gaiters with their seemingly endless series of buttons.


It was a time when ‘elders and betters’ were the first to be considered. Among the upper classes, children, until they reached years of discretion, were sometimes loved, often only tolerated, but practically always kept out of sight and sound. Along the vast passages of the Castle I wandered with my nursemaid, lost in my own dimension of existence, brushing against the adult world, treading the carefully laid paths of everyday life while not far off, across the sea, hundreds of young men were dying every day. In the streets of our own town black became more and more the garb of the womenfolk.


I had several changes of nursemaids, but most were kind enough and would share with me the strictly rationed sweets they bought, lick for lick. My adoptive mother looked after me on the girls’ afternoon off. I was a child thirsty for affection, of which there was not a great deal at that stage of my life.


Discipline was rigorous and instant obedience insisted upon. On one occasion this system rather rebounded on itself. My mother had an interesting and unusual phobia which amounted to a paralysing horror of feathers. There was a large gathering in the drawing-room of all the clergy wives of the diocese. I had been playing in the garden wearing a Red Indian feather head-dress and as I came through the front door she called me somewhat peremptorily. Knowing her likely reaction I tried to make excuses, but was once more summoned to come at once. As I entered the crowded room my mother backed away in fear and hid herself behind one of the large curtains.


Mealtimes were often bleak. Children’s preferences in food were seldom considered seriously and it was believed to be excellent training to insist that every morsel on the plate should be finished up, which in my case often led to pieces of congealed fat being solemnly placed before me, meal after meal, until consumed. If one raised any objection one was confronted with the remark, ‘How many starving children in Africa would be glad of it!’ Unfortunately, at that age one did not have the courage to retort, ‘Why not send it to them?’


Food at the Castle was adequate but plain and strictly rationed for all alike. A little butter was allowed for the old and very young, such as my grandfather and myself. However, when he heard that the servants were turning up their noses at the ubiquitous margarine, he refused to have any butter at all in the house.


Halfway up the back stairs of the Castle was a small room known as the ‘housekeeper’s room’, although at that period no housekeeper was employed. Here I had my unsupervised breakfast, usually a boiled egg which would normally have been considered a treat in those years of shortages, but I hated eggs and they did not agree with me. Although I sometimes ate the yolk I invariably threw the white behind the long case-clock in the corner of the room. When spring-cleaning time came round the smelly pile was discovered but the kind-hearted staff kept my secret and smiled at my resourcefulness.


The household staff was headed by Ernest Alexander, the butler, who lived in his own married quarters. He had served many bishops and was to serve several others afterwards. I always treated him with great respect and addressed him as Mr Alexander. There was the footman with a harelip and cleft palate, which for some reason exempted him from war service (only the best and healthiest were sent out to die). A typical blowzy cook presided over the huge range in the large solidly built kitchen. Then there were two maids in blue print dresses, large white aprons and caps. The chauffeur, Hubbins, lived outside with his family in his own cottage.


Being so young, the impact of sadness brought by a disastrous war touched me very little and in the quiet of the bishop’s palace life went on much as usual. There was, however, one occasion when the reality of the hostilities came very close. 


At one period, as is well recorded, the Germans employed large airships (or Zeppelins) to seek out and attack suitable targets. The north of England, being largely an industrial area, was picked out for more than one of these raids. They were looking for certain large buildings used as munition factories or other places useful for the war effort. One such raid took place in 1917. The target sought was Newcastle but the strong winds blew the cumbersome dirigible off course, and it found itself over Bishop Auckland.


Those were the years of my nightmare-ridden occupancy of the remote nursery. The gas light was always left on slightly in my room to allay my fears but actually it only cast strange and fearsome shadows in the corners. On this occasion it began to dip up and down. I now know that this was a prearranged warning signal before, in the interest of the ‘black-out’, it went out altogether. A strange humming sound pervaded everything and from time to time a light shone directly into my window. These gas-filled cylinders had no searchlights as we now understand them, and in order to reconnoitre let down a form of cage to a dangerously low level for the ‘spotter’, or man inside who manipulated the searchlight.


At this moment Ernest Alexander arrived, hastily bundled me in a blanket, and ran with me a considerable distance to the large semi-basement stone-flagged hall. Here the entire household finally gathered except for my grandfather, who was away at the time on a pastoral visit to a distant part of his diocese. I can still smell the damp earth beneath those stone flags on which we huddled in trepidation. Finally the humming stopped and the fragile monster and its crew moved elsewhere, only to be brought down in flames not far off.


Although they were our enemies, most people felt an unwilling admiration for these brave men. Their aircraft was extremely vulnerable and few returned safely to base, and yet on this occasion they were prepared to expose themselves to danger in order to discover whether  Auckland Castle was the correct target. This type of warfare did not continue for long as Zeppelins were found to be too easily shot down.


Because of the Zeppelin alarms it was decided to send me away for some weeks to a small country rectory in a village on the border of counties Durham and Yorkshire. It was a bleak but friendly place, a bare stone building near the churchyard which I feel must have resembled Haworth Parsonage where the Brontës lived. There I joined a family of three children and we played in the open countryside.


Among the stretches of moorland and heather, grouse chicks were so plentiful in the late spring that it was easily possible to catch one or two by hand. The sturdy farming folk, largely self-supporting and untouched by rationing, would occasionally kill a pig and distribute portions among the neighbours. The village shop had few luxuries and sweets were practically unobtainable but I remember it was sometimes possible to get lumps of home-made chocolate; this was not very sweet and appeared to consist of cocoa with a binding ingredient, but it was definitely better than nothing.


When it became obvious that the air raids had ceased I returned to live in the Castle, leaving it occasionally to spend periods in the local vicarage. The vicar, Lord Thurlow, then one of the few peers to be ordained, had four children, all boys. The twins were about my own age, and I spent many weeks sharing the warm, friendly nursery with them. There was a lot to be said for the nursery world of those days. Nanny was infinitely firm, infinitely kind, and infinitely wise. Dressed when indoors in voluminous print frock and apron, and when outside in flowing veil and blue uniform coat, she was the queen of our small world.


Stretching for several miles away from the Castle was a beautiful park open to the public. Part of it was bordered by horse-chestnut trees, pink and white varieties alternating, and in early summer their lovely flowers stretched like candles towards the heavens. Farther on, ancient pit ponies who had served much of their vigorous life in darkness underground lived out a peaceful retirement in the paddocks. Elsewhere an impressively structured deer house now served as a winter shelter for sheep, as deer were no longer kept.


Along the tortuous stretches of this park every fine afternoon Nanny would take the young Thurlows and myself for a walk while a nursemaid pushed the youngest member of the family in a large blue pram. We then returned to nursery tea. Golden syrup was a great treat in those years of shortages, but somehow a tin was usually on the tea-table and the most effective punishment meted out for misbehaviour was to deny us this delicacy on our bread. If the day was wet there were plenty of toys to amuse us at home and a large dappled rocking-horse, the size of a real pony, dominated the nursery.


My grandfather, Handley Carr Glynn Moule, was a delightful person of great spirituality. He was a convinced evangelical and his moral code would today be considered too strict. He was a strong Sabbatarian and would remonstrate with groups of miners if he found them playing football in the park on a Sunday. Bishops had a much easier life then than now. My grandfather had a chauffeur and two chaplains, one resident and one visiting. It is no wonder that he had time to write a number of devotional books which were widely read at the time.


He was always kind to me and I have very happy memories of him. When he was away for a period he would write me little rhymes:








My darling Joan, thou child so grand,


The dear card, written by thy hand,


Has to thy Grandad given a pleasure


So great it is quite hard to measure.







You ask me if I’m well, I AM!


I’m getting on quite well, dear lamb,


But oh! how glad I shall be when


I see my little Joan again.













Grandfather was the son of a country vicar who had served for over fifty years in the parish of Fordington in Dorsetshire. He was one of a large family of sons and, in order to supplement his meagre income, his father took in other boys to educate with his own family. Handley’s own scholarly achievements earned him a place at Cambridge University where he received several special awards. Later he became Principal of Ridley Hall Theological Training College, from where he was transferred to be the bishop of the diocese of Durham and was one of two bishops who officiated at the coronations of Edward VII and George V. All the Moule brothers did well, two others becoming bishops in the mission field.


Their father was also a strict evangelical. His unbending attitude on moral issues made him unpopular at first, but when an epidemic swept through the village he nursed the sick in person and fearlessly attacked the government for its lack of attention to hygiene in these remote parts. His stand on the villagers’ behalf earned him and his family esteem and affection in the locality.


Growing up not far away was a young boy of about the same age as the Moule brothers called Thomas Hardy, later to become known as the ‘Bard of Dorset’. He came from a relatively poor background and the Reverend Moule, recognizing his talents, befriended him and helped him in his education. The Moule brothers were gifted artists, as was Hardy himself, and they all used to go sketching together. I have in my possession some exquisite watercolours by Henry Moule, the eldest of the brothers, portraying country scenes near Fordington, much of which is now engulfed by suburbia. His painting of Hardy’s cottage is used on the jacket of the biography Young Thomas Hardy by Robert Gittings.


Handley married Mary Elliott, my grandmother, who was made of rather sterner stuff but who had a very warm heart. She would stand with me in a passage halfway up the front stairs where there was a large cuckoo clock, contriving to make the bird come out and give tongue continually for my amusement. They had two daughters, Tessie, who died of tuberculosis in her late teens, and Isabel Catherine, my mother.
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