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For the field is full of shadows as I near the


      Shadowy coast.


And a ghostly batsman plays to the bowling of


      A ghost.


And I look through my tears on a soundless-


      clapping host,


As the run-stealers flicker to and fro,


      To and fro –


O my Hornby and my Barlow long ago!




 





Francis Thompson
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ONE





In the summer of 1939, as a two-year-old in London, I was given away by my parents to a Chelsea friend and taken on the Irish Mail to Dublin. On arrival she didn’t abandon me in the Left Luggage. That, indeed, would have been carelessness. Instead I was deposited at my grandfather’s house in Killiney next morning. He must have groaned at my arrival – he was prone to groan. With the arrival of my sister Geraldine and twin brothers, Antony and Camillus, landing on his doorstep in the two subsequent years, his groans must surely have become cries.


These babies became like time bombs for him, to be passed on as quickly as possible among equally alarmed friends and relations. My grandfather – (known as ‘Old Joe’, so that I became ‘Little Joe’) son of a respectable, well-to-do Dublin banking, merchant and artistic family, friend and biographer of Yeats and George Moore – was reduced to the status of a baby-hawker. Literally so, for when his ‘Mary Poppins’ friend, P.L. Travers, wanting to adopt a child, came to Dublin in 1940 to inspect the goods – in this case the twins – he said to her, ‘Take two, they’re small.’


How had all this come to pass?


Some years ago, after my foster parents Hubert and Peggy Butler died, I was told by Bernard Meehan, the archivist of Trinity College Library in Dublin, that among literary and other papers which Hubert, the acclaimed Irish essayist and scholar, had sold to the College, there was a file about me. When I was next over I picked it up. Marked ‘Little Joe’, it was stuffed full of letters to Hubert and Peggy – with carbon copies of all Hubert’s replies – from my real parents, Nat and Biddy, my grandparents, Old Joe and Vera, from my great-aunt Olive, from Peggy’s theatre director brother Tony Guthrie, from Pamela Travers, from cousins, friends, headmasters, housemasters, a doctor-psychiatrist and others who had become involved in the seemingly all-absorbing cause of dealing with ‘Little Joe’, clearly an exceptional case, a real cracker in the difficult, troublesome boy department.


A glance through the file was enough. I saw the wispy heads of unhappy genies emerging, and firmly closed the bottle. I didn’t want to revisit my childhood. Or at least the unhappy part of it, for it hadn’t always been unhappy. In fact I had a very lucky and stimulating upbringing with the Butlers and the Guthries, in Maidenhall and at Annaghmakerrig, two lovely book-and-theatre-dominated country houses in County Kilkenny and County Monaghan, south and north in Ireland. But my origins, and being farmed out to strangers, my Dublin schooldays, my later meetings with my real parents – all this had certainly been trying. Let those bad genies rattle their chains in the bottle.


These days they would say I was ‘in denial’; so be it. I see no good reason why one should uncork bad times, unless a later refusal to do this has formed a ‘block’, preventing one from getting on decently with one’s life. And this has not, I think, been my case. Rather the opposite. The bad memories alone, when I touched on them – of a groaning, penny-pinching grandfather, of a sad grandmother, of irresponsible, drinky, unhappy-go-lucky parents, of my being moved from odd pillar to odder post among put-upon friends and relations; memories of a sadistic headmaster, of vomit-making school food and cold showers – all this long ago made me want to repress these shabby parts of my life, so freeing me to make something brighter of it.


To forget a past that was sometimes as unhappy as mine seemed to me then, and now, to be a very good idea. To deny is often to survive. To dwell on the shipwreck is likely to sink with the wreckage. Besides, as far as my schooldays went, every prep-school boarding boy of my generation, lonely, with parents inevitably absent, has a horror story – more likely a dozen – to tell. A commonplace experience then. And apart from sometimes speaking of the comic side of my family and schooldays – almost as a party piece – I have never wanted to think of, or trade upon, the sadder aspects of my early life. So I thought, let the no doubt troubled child I was then stay interred in the often-troubled tomb of youth.


On the other hand, having reached an age so distant from those times, and thus surely immune to any of its resurrected pains, I thought perhaps I owed it to myself, and as much to my minders – whose real purposes and actions I didn’t understand then, or may have wilfully misunderstood or subsequently exaggerated – to take a proper look through the file. It might well have a purely archaeological interest now.


After all, it isn’t everyone in their early seventies who discovers a fat file containing long-hidden secrets of their childhood, reflected in letters between various intelligent, well-meaning or irresponsible people who together, in thinking they were doing their best for me, made my early life more difficult than it was already.


But perhaps I’m wrong. Perhaps, marshalling the evidence in the file and in other family letters, I may come to see the good sense of their behaviour towards me. Or perhaps the file will justify my feelings that I was badly handled by all of them?


That’s a thought. The proof of my pudding, like revenge, could well be a dish best relished cold, as all my minders are now. I can’t hurt them. But perhaps, whether they were right or wrong in their behaviour towards me, in reading through the file and seeing their efforts on my behalf I may come to understand their confused supervision of me, as I was rarely able to do at the time.


So why not call up those spirits from the vasty deep – the dramatis personae of my early life – as witnesses for the prosecution, adding my own defence now? Why not resurrect the minders’ view of me, and my own view of the child I was then, and how I was looked after, and see where the balance of judgment might lie?


So last year I opened the bottle and let the first genie out. And there he was, a wispy figure emerging, my grandfather, in a letter drawn out at random, written in 1951 to Hubert Butler, an old friend of his, who lived at Maidenhall in County Kilkenny and had been in effect my foster father since 1939:




Yes, it would be very nice for Little Joe if I could send him to Paris for a fortnight – if you could tell me how to find the money. £30 at least. But how?




 





1.To make it.


2.To save.


3.To borrow.


4.To beg.




 





1. My productive capacity has been about £50 p/a for the last six years. I wd. be delighted if you could suggest any means by which I could bring it up to a £100. Even tho’ that wd. be but a few drops in the bucket out of which I’m pouring pints per annum. I have been spending 75% to 100% above my income. And over 20% of this has been on Little Joe’s expenses and nearly another 15% has gone to Nat [my father]. This year with tax and increasing charges for Joe I am running at a rate of at least 150% above my income. My income earned is about £1000 after income tax and the rates on South Hill.


(I am speaking of Vera’s money as well as mine.)




 





2. There are possibilities (I admit) here. I could save about £150 p/a by cutting out cigarettes, my sub. to the Kildare St Club and such hospitalities as we offer. We could do without a servant, until Vera broke down – another £150 I suppose. Vera and I could go into petit bourgeois lodgings and tell David he will have to fend for himself henceforth. But we did tell him (when times were better) that we could see him through the architectural course. We cd. cut off all aid to Nat. But the likely result of this is that Biddy who, with me, is his only visible means of support, would leave him, and he wd. return to my doorstep. Than having him here hanging about, I wd. much rather go into lodgings (I do not say Vera would) or die. And moreover the cost of keeping him with us wd. be as much as I give him now, so this is really ruled out. So what do you suggest in this line? Cigs, etc. We are quite old and haven’t many small pleasures, and are not strong enough for golf or walks in the country. 




 





3. Borrowing. I have been doing this for many years at a accelerated rate. This includes of course selling investments, since the bank has to be paid back from time to time. Counting Vera’s little heritage, about a third of which has gone, she and I have enough to last us, say, eight years, without substantially altering our manner of life: this is assuming that values do not fall much further. Our capital has decreased on paper value by 15% at least in the last 4 months, since the socialists retired. And bills and taxes do not rise much further; also assuming that Little Joe is presently ‘settled’ and numerous other things. We cd. in short gamble on both being dead in eight years, for our only assets wd. then be the house we live in and the furniture. Do you advise us to resign ourselves to this course? It looks as if you were doing so. We have in the sense I have explained to you enough money to send Little Joe to Eton for 2 years. Neither of us has any expectations. I had one of £3000 but have anticipated it in purchasing this house.




 





4. To beg. Where? No doubt at the end of 8 years my brother and sister, who have always been most generous wd. not let us starve, if they live and have themselves anything left. I have laid my cards on the table.





He had indeed. Though perhaps he was hiding one or two under the table. When he died, eight years later (in that at least his forecast was correct) in 1959, he left an estate valued at nearly forty thousand pounds. Approaching half a million in today’s values I imagine.


My grandfather’s lengthy correspondence with the Butlers largely revolved around money: how much he was to pay for my keep with them, how much he had paid, or had overpaid, or how much he had forgotten to pay, or how much he would, or could not pay. Another letter, from 1944:




My dear Peggy


Did you get the letter from me with the cheque? I can’t remember if I posted it. I had it in my pocket leaving here on Thursday and it was gone when I returned in the evening. I suppose I did post it but I can’t recall the act.





My grandfather was a vague man.


He first drove a car – I was told by my aunt Sally – on a family holiday in the 1920s, all the way from Dublin to Galway without stopping. But this was only because he didn’t know how to stop the car, which he did in the end by running straight into the hotel porch, demolishing a pillar or two and sending the porter flying.


Old Joe. And he always seemed very old to me. I see him writing, in one or other of the four attractive houses I knew him in, usually at the kitchen table, where there was heat from the stove and so no need to waste fuel on a fire for his wife Vera in the drawing-room. A tall, thin figure stooped over dip-pen, paper, and a cut-glass inkwell – and a tumbler of well-watered Mitchell’s Green Spot whiskey to hand if it was after six o’clock. A high brow leading to a bald crown, but with streams of wispy white hair flowing out above his long ears, one or often two pairs of spectacles, one perched on wild eyebrows, the other against luminously pale-blue eyes. A tattered, ashdusted, elbows-out pullover and befuddled tie, the trousers of an old suit hitched up by another tie, slippers where the heel-ends had long since been pushed down, embedded in the insoles; a forgotten cigarette drooping from thin lips, coughing slightly, or quietly humphing and sighing, or starting to groan when he took his cheque book stubs to the dilapidated drawing-room sofa after lunch, where the two smelly dachshunds, Gretel and Hilda, were already in somnolent residence.


Sitting at one end, he would settle his legs down over the dogs and start his count through the stubs. And then the groans. The dogs, disturbed, responded with their own moans and growls, so that soon the three of them had set up a dirge of throaty complaint, like notes from a diseased organ, each dog an organ pedal now, responding in a different plaintive key as he moved his legs here and there over them.


Most afternoons, having read the stock market prices in The Irish Times and dealt with his cheque stubs, he would settle himself to the grim task of making a tally, on the back of the cheque book or an old envelope, of all his worldly assets. First noting the cash in his pockets, perhaps a crumpled ten-shilling note and two sixpences; then making a column of his declining stocks and shares, his São Paulo Tramway stock particularly – this last producing a bad groan, a sudden movement of his thighs and loud yelps from the dogs. Clearly São Paulo trams were going down the tubes.


But there were other, firmer, assets to be cheered by – I saw the back of some of these cheque books and old envelopes later. They ran on the lines of: ‘Two old Victorian dining-room chairs (not needed) – ten pounds? Old brass-headed double bedstead (hardly needed) – five pounds? Clothes horse: two pounds. A good desk (but one drawer missing) in basement – ten pounds. Old dress suit, starched shirt and dancing pumps (cert. not needed) – three pounds. Old shoes and hats – two pounds? Set of Hegel’s works, (slightly foxed) – three pounds? (Possibly more).’


And then another column – ‘This month’s liabilities’ and renewed groans: ‘Sawyers Fish Mongers – one pound seventeen and sixpence. Smyths of the Green, groceries – three pounds, ten shillings and ninepence. Mitchell’s, whiskey and cigs – two pounds fifteen shillings and tenpence. Kildare St Club sub – five pounds. School fees, Little Joe – seventeen pounds, ten shillings’. A sudden groan, anguished movement of the legs, dog yelping madly, a cacophony of outrage.


My grandfather was worried about money. In a letter to Peggy Butler, dated March 1945:




Dear Peggy


Hubert says he can’t keep Little Joe at the price I am paying, and because I cause you annoyance by suggesting economies, as for instance having the child here for a few days when you went away.


I can’t afford more. In fact I can expose my books and accounts which show that properly speaking I have never been able to afford anything, since all Little Joe’s expenses come out of capital … I cannot take the child, here, except for occasional spells. I made this clear at the very beginning when the subject was brought before you by Pamela Travers. We were not then fitted to do so, and are now even less fitted, from the point of view of physical health and nerves alone, as any doctor would testify. These seem to be facts, and I suggest we should discuss what can be done with Little Joe in their light. I could, in the meanwhile, make an estimate of the total capital I could be prepared to put aside for Little Joe, say from this summer until he is 17 or 18, when he will have to make his own living. Getting into the merchant navy might be considered, as their career starts at 14, I think, and would therefore leave more over per annum …





Getting me off his hands and his bank balance at the earliest opportunity became a constant preoccupation of my grandfather’s. There is no correspondence relating to it in the file, but I clearly remember seeing and then being told about the brochure and admission forms which my grandfather, in the light of this last letter, must have immediately requested. It was from a merchant navy training institution for orphaned or indigenous boys, not set on dry land but on an old ship of the line, the HMS Conway, moored in Colwyn Bay, North Wales, and thus a situation ideal from my grandfather’s point of view, in that, apart from entry at fourteen, I would be well and truly off his hands, marooned offshore on the Napoleonic Wars hulk for several years. That I somehow escaped this fate must count as one of my earliest lucky breaks.


At the same time, this failure to transport me to Van Diemen’s Land, as it were, resulted in ever more tortuous and argumentative letters between my grandfather and the Butlers; an increasingly contentious financial correspondence between them, as if they were Rothschilds and Warburgs arguing over millions rather than two quite well-off but rather miserly families disputing the toss over a few pounds, shillings and pence. An offended tone is there from the start in the first letter I have of my grandfather’s, in 1942:




Dear Peggy


I’m enclosing Joe’s keep in advance for September & October, £6.10.0. I don’t know why you say I have been in arrears with payments. I have as a rule paid them in advance; once in the Kildare St Club I paid half a year in advance to Hubert. I was (in this payment) a few weeks early in paying, and now I will be a week or ten days late, with this unexpected ‘taxi’ bill. Please admit that you are wrong as to this, whatever you may think of my feelings.





Sometimes these letters, in his attempts to straighten things out, are reduced to pure financial farce. Another letter, later in 1942:




Dear Peggy


I am enclosing £5.15.0 on account of Joe’s expenses to and from Ballingarry. I am not sure from yr. previous card whether I was to pay the whole £1 charged return fare from Bennettsbridge to Kilkenny, as you say the escort on the way back did not charge anything. On yr. account (or Hubert’s) it would seem that he did charge; but that the other escort (outward journey) did not. I suppose the escort (return journey) was going to you anyway, so had the benefit of the car. I am puzzled. So I send you both the account and the postcard. If I still owe you the 10/- I will add it to the November cheque. (I have paid the monthly sum for Oct. already.) Please return the account, as I keep a list of these expenses, so that my heirs, executors and assignees may see what a miser I was.





This is worthy of Kafka or Beckett. Who were the two mysterious ‘escorts’ on these outward and return journeys? – one who charged for his services, the other who didn’t, and who ‘had the benefit of the car’? Sam Beckett was an old friend of my grandfather’s. I wonder if Sam got ideas for some of his more puzzling plays from Old Joe? – perhaps during the long walks they used to make together in the 1930s, up and down the Tipperary mountains. I can add that the one pound return rail fare charged to the Butlers, Bennettsbridge-Kilkenny, seems excessive for 1942, since the two stations were only five miles apart. These financial arrangements, with their consequent puzzlements and misunderstandings between my grandfather and the Butlers, are endless. They clearly absorbed a great deal of their time, which might have been better spent in writing their books and essays. Another letter, from November 1944:




Dear Peggy


I don’t quite understand about the expense for Little Joe. I mean the ‘12½% boarding’. And the fee I take it is £5.5.0 for the three months. What will be the total cost? Could you let me know approximately? I mean within £2 or so, for his three month stay in Dublin. You know we think he is much better with you than in any other imaginable place. If I was endowed with £1,000 [he has crossed out £2,000] for his upbringing I could not think it better spent than you wd. spend it on him, and whatever happens we will always feel grateful to you for all you have done for him.


Only as I have explained, I am not so endowed … and have to consider, as far as can be possible, preserving enough money, so that my old age and Vera’s will not be one of penury … so you must not think me mean if I do ‘talk of money’ in connection with Little Joe.





Well, both parties went on with their ‘talk of money’. It seems their lives, and certainly mine, clearly depended on this. And it was sometimes angry talk. From another cloudy letter to Hubert Butler, early in 1945: 




Dear Hubert,


I was in bed when Vera got the telephone. She came up and said it was Peggy. ‘Peggy says they are taking a holiday to friends, and Joe is invited. But before going Hubert said we’d better phone and consult the Hones about the cost of Joe’s travelling.’ I said ‘Do you know what the cost will be?’ And Vera returned to the phone and came back with the answer that she didn’t know, but ‘supposed about the same as the fare to Kilkenny’. I said ‘All right but perhaps you’d better ask if there will be any motor sharings as well.’ Peggy replied that ‘There wd. be four motors for Joe to share in and also his part in any incidental expenses.’ I said then ‘We may as well have him here’, as I thought at the time we’d have a servant in, and besides Vera wd. like to see him.


At this you Butlers got very angry – why I can’t imagine, since you had at first invited me to make the decision. It was you I gathered who suggested I might like to make the little economy, and now you write as if I was trying to make the economy at your expense.


There are other things to discuss in regard to your letter, other grievances; but this I wd. like to clear up first, for if we can’t clear up so simple a question, how can we clear up anything?





Quite so. My grandfather, in the light of his earlier letter querying the excessive return rail fare to Kilkenny, was understandably chary about lashing out another pound for a brief trip on Irish railways, especially since it might well include the mysterious ‘escort’ again, who this time, thinking he was onto a very good thing, might have charged the Butlers, and thereafter Old Joe, two pounds. And then there is the curious business of my ‘sharing in the expenses of four motors’. One can hardly blame my grandfather for querying this. Four motors? Quite a cavalcade, in petrol-starved wartime Ireland – and surely, aged eight, I would only take up small room in one of the motors? And then the consequent ‘incidental expenses’. My word! On such an apparently extravagant holiday these might be substantial, a Monte Carlo sum. I can imagine my grandfather in his nightcap, turning on his sick bed, groaning, seeing red for the next six months on his overdrawn bank account. Grievances indeed! And grievances taken onto a philosophical, even a religious plane in a further letter, to Peggy Butler, in May 1945: 




My dear Peggy


The first thing to remember in this discussion is the obvious thing, that neither you nor I created this world. Little Joe was born under unfortunate auspices with no silver spoon in his mouth. This is not necessarily fatal to him. Many people so born have done well. But it is a fact to be remembered in discussion with me, as when you say my object is merely to save money. No, it is a question of what I can properly spend on him, having regard to my other obligations. So no doubt with you.


He is in fact in childhood at ‘the caprice of the stock market’ … I can make no promises about him; nor can you. It can never be a question of more than six months or so ahead. Hubert’s notion of calling in his parents is quite illusory, unless he believes in miracles, which he doesn’t. He can write if he likes to them, but it will only waste the postage stamp.





‘At the caprice of the stock market’ indeed. Was my grandfather’s meanness nature or nurture? Or was it not meanness at all, but simply understandable self-preservation? Certainly it was hardly nurture. His father, William Hone, retired early from the law, was well off. A family photograph, taken in what must have been the early 1920s in the garden of Palermo, his large Killiney house, when he would have been in his late seventies, shows him to be a short, stout, genial Victorian paterfamilias, moustached and watch-chained. He is surrounded by some of his extensive family, including my father Nat and my aunt Sally as children, sitting on the grass in front. William Hone’s wife Sarah is not there. One of the seven beautiful Cooper sisters from Cooper Hill in County Limerick, she died at only twenty-nine, having given birth to my grandfather Joseph, and three others – my great-aunt Olive, and my two great-uncles Patrick and Christopher. Also in the picture is Maria, the formidable-looking housekeeper. There they all are, in rather stiff, outdated Edwardian clothes – a collection of quietly confident, high-bourgeois Dubliners.


No, it can’t have been from his family that Old Joe got his terrible nervousness about money. It may have been due to the fact that throughout his life he rarely earned more than a guinea or so, for his lengthy book reviews for The Irish Times, The London Mercury, and The Times Literary Supplement, and lived off what was initially a substantial, but after the Great Depression in the 1930s an ever-reducing capital. And I, of course, came to be a major cause of this reduction: I and my first three siblings – Geraldine, Antony and Camillus – turning up on his doorstep, me as a toddler and the others in squirming bundles. This was surely a major factor in his miserliness.


In this anybody would have sympathy for him. He had paid expensively for the upbringing and education of his own three children – Nathaniel my father, my aunt Sally and my uncle David. To be landed with the financial and other responsibilities of looking after four more children, albeit his grandchildren, in his early old age, could well make the best of us feel put upon – and miserly. Besides, Old Joe, who was young once – though it was hard to credit this by the time I met him – was bad with children. The whole business of family and children, it seems, was quite alien to him. Beatty Glenavy (of whom more later), a great friend of my grandparents, once showed me a nicely wicked cartoon which my grandfather’s friend Max Beerbohm had done of him and his wife Vera on their honeymoon night in Paris in about 1910: they were shown in a great canopied four-poster bed, Joe nervous in a pointy nightcap, Vera small and apprehensive, bedclothes up to her neck, with the caption, ‘What do we do now, Vera?’ I never saw the cartoon again. It must have disappeared into Beatty’s estate when she died.


Yes, Vera, my grandmother. In age, the skin tight against her high cheekbones, the flesh retreating everywhere, leaving her teeth half bared; a skeletal, mournful expression, sometimes wide-eyed in horrified astonishment; put-upon, restless. Or motionless, sitting on a stool gazing into the fire, bony knees steeply raised, legs crossed and intertwined like a contortionist’s, a cigarette in her long fine fingers, smoke curling round her head, gazing quizzically through the mist.


A woman who never found herself? Or never knew what she was looking for? Or who was admired so much in youth that her beauty may have seemed all-sufficient? For there is no doubt that Vera had been very beautiful. Dark-haired, large clear blue eyes, that wonderful bone structure, an innocent face; she wore anything with a sophisticated, easy grace. The face I have seen in some of William Orpen’s several fine portraits of her: ‘The Blue Hat’ – sold for a fortune a few years ago – and ‘The Roscommon Dragoon’, where she’s wearing a military uniform with unconscious panache. Orpen couldn’t stop painting her when he and my grandparents were neighbours in Edwardian Dublin; dozens of sketches and several portraits. Orpen was certainly enticed by her beauty, and possibly by the hope of her as mistress? But that wasn’t on. Vera was happily married at that point and of Puritan New England stock. Or was she? It may have been, as it was with me, uncertainty about her own family background that gave her that sometimes deeply mystified, perturbed look.


For with Vera there was not the long family tree of the Dublin Hones but one with the main branches missing. Little of her antecedents were ever revealed to me, so I assumed there was something to hide. Her family name was Brewster. I remember as a child hearing of the film, The Brewster Millions, and thinking that Vera must be part of these millions. I couldn’t understand the penny-pinching so predominant in her household.


That Vera had a mother and father must be beyond dispute, but neither was ever spoken of in the family. She had been brought up in New York by her aunt Julia. This was freely admitted, because aunt Julia, taking the stage name of Julia Marlowe, was the foremost classical actress of her time in late-nineteenth-century America.


A 1940s reminiscence of aunt Julia, when she was at the height of her fame in the early 1900s, by the American playwright George Middleton describes her as having ‘Loose black hair enfolding her pale face, the rich mouth and large wise eyes that looked out provocatively at me, when I was twenty-two, as she lay propped up in bed, with a crimson coverlet pulled up to the book of verse she was reading in that priceless voice of hers.’


She must have been a sensuous woman as well as a fine actress, a point at least partly confirmed by a studio photograph taken in 1897 when Julia, in her twenties, had just made her first great impact on the New York stage. It shows a biggish girl, staring straight to camera with shadowed, slumberous bedroom eyes, dark coiled tresses falling down over a wide décolleté, one bare arm, saucily at her hip, draped with a shawl. Yes, quite the temptress, except for the voluminous dress she’s wearing – a heavy damask outfit, roped at the waist, a rope which then coils round her hips, falling away into a tassel of woolly bobbles. A bedspread, it seems. Not a great come-on, considering she was playing Juliet in the photograph. 


This was a role she made so famous in America in her youth that, having married her older actor-manager Henry Southern, she played the lovelorn girl, with Henry as Romeo, until the two of them were at either end of their sixties. They toured America in their later years in these roles, in their own Pullman car, usually just playing the balcony scene – conclusive proof of the star-crossed lovers’ deathless love, since both actors were now presumably quite long in the tooth and wrinkly round the gills. This didn’t deter the audiences one bit. Southern and Marlowe brought the house down, from Albany to Albuquerque.


All this mummery made aunt Julia a very rich woman – the more so on the death of Henry, upon which she retired and spent the rest of her life in grand hotels, with a bevy of Pekinese dogs, in Switzerland, and every winter at the Cateract Hotel at Assuan in Upper Egypt. However, playing against type in their famous roles as lovers, they failed to have children. And so it was that aunt Julia took charge of Vera and her younger sister Grace, bringing them up and becoming their foster mother.


But who were their real parents? – there’s the rub. The file and other family letters give no indication. Years ago I had some information on this, from Beatty Glenavy in Dublin. Beatty, née Beatrice Elvery, a fine painter who married Gordon, Lord Glenavy (and was mother to Paddy Campbell, the witty columnist and stammering TV panel-game star, and his younger brother Michael Campbell, the fine novelist). Beatty was a great friend of my grandfather’s before and after he married. She told me how Joe and Vera had met in Paris in 1910. Aunt Julia had brought Vera over to Paris on a Grand Tour of sorts, staying at a grand hotel and buying her expensive hats and clothes in shops on the rue St Honoré. Here they met Old Joe (or Young Joe, as he must have been then) himself in Paris at the time with his friends Willie Yeats and John Synge.


Vera and Joe were smitten. They must have made an attractive and unusual pair, this American beauty and the tall, gauntly distinguished-looking Irishman. Marriage was proposed. This was not taken well by Joe’s father in Dublin, who, Beatty told me, got the unlikely idea that Vera and her aunt were American fortune hunters out looking for a rich catch in Europe. Au contraire, Julia Marlowe was much richer than any of the Hones. 


In the event, Joe and Vera had to get married secretly, in 1911, Beatty explained – with a week’s notice, in a suburban church, by special licence from the Archbishop of Dublin, at eight in the morning, with Beatty and the church verger as the only witnesses – Beatty supplying the ring, a curtain ring, which she’d bought the previous day in a local haberdasher’s.


Apart from retailing this drama, it was Beatty’s view that Vera was possibly aunt Julia’s illegitimate daughter, not her niece – aunt Julia’s husband Henry Southern, Beatty implied, not being much of a Romeo in that department. But then who was the real father? Beatty didn’t know.


Years later I had some further information from my uncle David in Dublin. It seems Vera’s mother was aunt Julia’s flighty younger sister who, having married conventionally (to a man of German extraction, called Burster, not Brewster) had given birth to Vera and her sister Grace, but had then abandoned husband and children and run off with a cad to Florida, never to surface again, either in reality or in the family annals. Everything was hushed up and aunt Julia then took charge of the two ‘Orphans of the Storm’ – a family embarrassment that repeated itself with me and my six brothers and sisters fifty years later. Which still leaves the question – what happened to the conventional husband, Mr Burster, father of my grandmother? He, too, has been erased from Vera’s family record. In any event this difficult, cloudy background, rather like my own, may have had a lot to do with Vera’s later sessions by the fire, on a stool, legs entwined; her puzzled, nervous look, gazing into the flames.


My grandparents were nervous people.


My aunt Sally once told me that the Hones were nervous people generally, a fact perhaps confirmed by my grandfather who, instead of living in his own lovely house, South Hill, overlooking Killiney Bay, leased it out in 1939 and lived the rest of his twenty years in leased accommodation: four houses in Ireland, in Dublin and the countryside, with earlier winters spent in rented houses in Provence and Italy.


These continual domestic upheavals suggest a certain nervous restlessness. Or perhaps that he wanted others to take the financial responsibility for the upkeep of the houses he lived in, and might avoid having to do the same with his own house? Certainly even as late as 1946, when he and Vera were in their seventies and apparently settled in Ballyorney House, a lovely if quite unsuitably isolated rented place beyond Enniskerry in the Wicklow mountains, he was still considering moving abroad.


In a letter to Hubert Butler, in the early 1950s, he writes:




Vera and I may have to spend our declining years abroad, what with the cold (May, what a May) and the prices of houses in Ireland. I asked the landlord of Ballyorney for what price he would sell the house, and he suggested £7,000! The rent is £130 p/a and for £7,000 one can still get £240 a year in gilt edged securities, nearly twice as much; formerly it was the other way round.





I think Old Joe was nervous and miserly simply because he was totally unfitted for ordinary life, which he felt was going to ambush and bankrupt him at any moment, as indeed it nearly did with the arrival of all those babies on his doorstep. Apart from money, his mind moved on higher things: Swift’s deeply pessimistic reflections, Berkeley’s philosophic riddles, Nietzsche’s deterministic superman, Yeats’s ever-twirling gyres. Old Joe was a philosopher. He spent a good deal of his later years compiling a philosophical dictionary in a big red ledger with his equally philosophic friend, the writer Arland Ussher. At Joe’s death they had reached the letter ‘B’. Dealing properly with Aristotle, Aquinas and St Augustine had obviously taken up a good deal of their time.


Clearly, dealing with the world as it unfortunately is taxed Old Joe. In looking at an egg he was seeing something else – a rough beast inside, about to be born, before slouching towards Bethlehem. Or the egg was a potato. This he certainly thought, for on one of my grandmother’s rare evenings out of the house, when they came to live in Dublin, she told him to boil himself an egg for supper in the kitchen. He put a new potato in the electric kettle, without water, turned it on, went away and forgot about it. The kettle had no automatic switch-off, so that it and part of the dresser were badly burnt on my grandmother’s return.


My grandfather was a preoccupied man.


Apart from his various philosophic concerns, money and me, he had a fourth even more taxing problem to contend with – dealing with his son, and my father, and my mother Biddy. He writes to Hubert in June 1945: 




There is nothing to say of Nat and Biddy. You always assume they can make ‘moves’, as you might, or I might. What moves can they make? I have never heard of them making a move in their lives, except for getting married.





And again, in September 1945:




We are faced with great difficulties as Nat may come back. Biddy is said to have left him definitely. Enough of that, but as you know it will be risky to have the child with us if Nat is here.





And again in June 1946:




I am afraid a hornet’s nest has been stirred up by this planning for Little Joe. Nat arrived here Friday evening unannounced … He said he had come over to see about the child, in view of my letter … He had enquired in London about ordinary private schools … I suppose the vague idea was that he and Biddy cd. get some money into their fingers if any change was made … I am not giving him any money for Little Joe or for himself, beyond his fare back, which I must, as it is quite impossible here – he drives us all to distraction. I don’t mean he is rowdy, but it is the utter sense of futility that is produced.





And again, with more anguish, in a letter to Peggy in March 1950:




Thank you for your kind letter abt. the child. May I write to you in two or three days’ time? Nat is over here. I can’t tell you the whole story in a letter – it is dreadful. But it is about Biddy and I am to pay the piper as usual, but this time not … He is talking about taking the child to England and putting him to work (Nat hasn’t a penny or a job at the moment). This is of course to play on Vera’s feelings abt. Little Joe, so as to induce us to part with money. It is hell – no amnesty for us in the Holy Year … I wish I could see you and Hubert but you could do nothing – no one can. I cannot write to you of Nat’s visit, of all that was said and of all that we heard. I just have to give my memory of it a respite.





And with more anguish still, later that same month, to Peggy:




Of course you are quite right and it is obvious common sense to keep Little Joe here for the Easter holidays. Don’t think we did not argue that. But Nat made it a point that the only chance of getting Biddy back was that he should be able to say Little Joe would come over … I did not bring Nat over here, and if you knew the pity, anger and dread with which he fills me when I see him, you would understand my weakness. It is our tempers that get frayed. Had he not got this conditional promise from me he wd. have stayed on here, and I could have gone mad. It was a disaster that he was able to borrow money to get here.


I have always felt, and think I’ve said it to you, that Nat was the tragic figure in all this history, not the children nor his wife tho’ she had much to complain of … My conscience tortures me because when Nat showed the first signs of lack of conscience and disregard for others, coupled with bad habits, I did not insist that he should go out into the world and have no further dependence on us, and so perhaps realise that the world was not made for him. It was the only chance the poor fellow had, and I knew it, but I lacked the courage and was too indolent.





Yes, my father was a tragic figure.



















TWO





If my grandfather was always writing at a kitchen table, Nat was always sitting at the end of a bar – alone with a pint of bitter, a packet of Players and The Daily Telegraph open at the crossword. I can hardly see him in any other position, usually at Peter’s Montpellier Bar in Cheltenham, where he and my mother Biddy had unaccountably come to live when they left London in the late 1940s.


Nat spent most of the pub’s opening hours here, his thin dark hair slicked down with water, a faraway expression set off, alarmingly, by the same startling pale-blue eyes as his father, always wearing the same sick-coloured tweed jacket, carefully creased pre-war flannels, brown shoes of a similar age, holes in the soles, but carefully tended, polished every morning. And always – his proudest possession I think – the same faded lightning-striped Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve tie. A tie so long used that the beery pub airs had acted on it like starch, and I saw it once in his bedroom practically standing up by itself against the back of a chair.


Nat was as much part of the fixtures and fittings of Peter’s Bar as the slate shove-ha’penny board (a game he played so often in pubs that he never lost), the beer-pull labels for Bass and Worthington Pale Ale and the stale sandwiches under a glass dome. I see him querying the odd crossword clue with Peter the landlord, a big, bear-like, bearded nautical man who had sunk a few German pocket battleships, I gathered, in the war.


Here Nat would eke out his languid, gentlemanly days, fingering his top lip, carefully pacing his cigarettes and pints of bitter, one of each every forty-five minutes or thereabouts, so that his money allocated for that morning would last from twelve until the two-thirty closing time. Then he would go home to a snack of strongly soused herrings and onions, prepared the previous day for him by my mother, with heels of white bread, before drowsing the afternoon away in bed, reading ‘tec novels.


At six he would stroll out again, down the faded Georgian glories of Landsdowne Crescent where they had a third-floor cold-water flat, buying the Cheltenham Echo at the Montpellier corner for the racing results to see what he might have won or lost, for he was a passionate follower of the turf, not at any racecourse (that would have been too costly) but via the racing pages and the bookie’s runner who came into Peter’s Bar every morning. Now I think of it he may have chosen to leave London and live in Cheltenham for its great racing traditions and its excellent off-course betting and credit facilities, in the shape of its many bookie’s runners, with their hot tips for the two-thirty.


At half past six my mother would meet him at Peter’s Bar, having finished work as a filing clerk at Walker Crossweller, a firm that made bathroom fittings in the Cheltenham suburbs. He would buy her a pint of bitter – with her money. For, as I soon learnt, all his beer and cigarettes and racing debts – along with the food and rent for the flat – were paid for out of my mother’s wages packet, handed over to him every Friday when they met at Peter’s Bar. I remember the exact sums she got – nine pounds a week to start with, then ten pounds after a few years and finally, before she left the firm ten years later, eleven pounds a week. She would keep only a pound or two for herself.


Apart from being paid for delivering flyers around Cheltenham for the local Tory party at election time, the only money my father received was from his father in Dublin – meagre, most unwilling cheques which soon dried up, and afterwards secret cheques from his loving mother, Vera, which he cashed with Peter, so allowing himself a pint and a cigarette every thirty minutes instead of forty-five – and some rash bets on outsiders at the races. Though Old Joe was sometimes prepared to give money to Nat in kind. On his being asked by my mother for cash to buy Nat a pair of shoes – winter coming on, his one other pair down to their last – my uncle David remembers being told to look under Old Joe’s bed, where he found a pair of cracked Edwardian dancing pumps, which were laboriously parcelled up and sent, second class, to Cheltenham.


My father, since he was strictly a one-outfit man, had trouble with his clothes. After the war, he came on one of his visits to dun money from his parents, then living at Ballyorney House beyond Enniskerry in the Wicklow mountains. At that time they employed a smiling, round-faced, mischievous, lank-haired little dwarf of a man, Johnny, as chef and general factotum. My grandfather – always anxious to get rid of his son as soon as possible – gave Johnny cash for Nat’s ticket on the mailboat back to England, and charged him with making sure Nat got on it. A mistake, for Johnny was as partial to the drink as Nat. The two of them drank away the ticket money in Dun Laoghaire bars so that penniless now and fearing – or unable – to return home, they put up for the night in a boarding house. But with no money for the bill next morning, Johnny set out with Nat’s suit, overcoat and shoes, hocked them and returned with the money to settle the account.


It can’t have occurred to them in their befuddled state that Nat, apart from his shirt and socks (for some reason he never wore underclothes – penury, bravado, hygiene?), had now been left almost naked, trapped in the boarding house. A blanket and a taxi were negotiated. They got home. History doesn’t relate my grandfather’s reaction on their return. But it can well be imagined.


My father was the mother of all remittance men.


But considering he was good-looking, charming, intelligent, had been to Radley and (briefly) to New College, Oxford and had been left ten thousand pounds when he was twenty-one by a rich bachelor cousin, William Hone, whose fortune had come to him as a bookmaker (discreetly no doubt since he lived in one of London’s most elegantly respectable addresses, at Albany, Picadilly), one may wonder at Nat’s later come-down. Or not wonder. Such a silver-spoon-in-the-mouth background, in a wilful, suddenly rich, free-spending young man-about-London-and-Dublin in the 1930s would seem a good recipe for a possible fall. And so it was for Nat.


How had all this come about? Well, that Nat had his glory days there is no doubt, though of what exactly he got up to in those days I learnt only a few details, then or after he died in 1959 aged forty-six. These matters were never spoken of by my grandparents or the Butlers. A pall – an appalled pall – of silence surrounded Nat’s doings in young adult life. I heard only vague accounts from my uncle David and from friends of Nat who I met years later. One friend of his (who later became a director of the Shell Oil Company) was a student with him at New College in the early 1930s. He told me how Nat was often absent from the college, taking a hire car to London to restaurants and nightclubs several evenings a week and climbing over the high college wall on his return, for which he was soon sent down. Though not before he had run over someone in Oxford on his motorcycle, resulting in serious injuries to both, with Nat breaking his jaw in several places, which must have accounted for the unnerving, palpitating movement of one cheek like a stranded fish when he was annoyed.


These Oxford high jinks might be seen as par for the course among the gilded youth at the University between the wars, except that Nat had some demon in him that always pushed him a mad stage farther. On returning to Dublin in the mid-thirties, when General O’Duffy’s Nazi-inclined Blueshirts were out and about recruiting, Nat became a camp follower of the movement, patrolling the Dublin cocktail bars carrying a loaded .45 revolver under his coat, where he once blasted the tops off the brandy and Benedictine bottles in the Wicklow Hotel; target practice for the real thing in the Spanish Civil War to fight for Franco, a campaign frustrated when the plane he was piloting never made it beyond Biarritz, where he and the others of his bibulous Irish Brigade spent a few days attacking the Champagne at the Imperial Palace Hotel instead of the Republicans.


Yes, some devil came to possess my father. But in one crucial matter at least I should thank this demon in him, for without his irresponsible behaviour I would never have come to write this book – since I wouldn’t have been abandoned as a child, or have taken all the great advantages I did from the Butler family, and there would have been none of all these concerned letters from my minders and I would probably have led a pretty awful life with my parents.


Nat’s sad demons probably started with his good looks and his great charm; though when I came to know him there was little enough of this latter left. Several people described it to me later as a ‘fatal charm’. The cliché in his case proved to be almost literally true. Nat had always got what he wanted, with the usual whims and tantrums of childhood indulged by nannies and servants in the household of his parents who, it’s clear from the Beerbohm cartoon, knew little or nothing about either conceiving or bringing up children.


Nat was partly brought up by my grandfather’s elder sister, my great-aunt Olive, who lived at Lime Hill, a lovely parkland Georgian house near Malahide outside Dublin. Olive was a most kindly, motherly, well-off woman, who, childless herself, took Nat under her wing. He spent a lot of his childhood with her and her stockbroker husband, George Symes. Here, as surrogate son to Olive, he found loving affection and no doubt traded on this. So for him there was initially a ‘farming out’, as there later was for me more formally with the Butlers – and so no doubt a feeling of parental abandonment that, mixed with his quick intellect and charm and a great whack of money too soon in his life, led him around to those Dublin cocktail bars with a loaded .45 revolver.


And afterwards, in 1936, to a meeting with my mother Biddy, Bridget Anthony, and marriage to her on 30 August of that year – at the registry office in Plymouth of all inexplicable places, since they had no connections with the town. And since I was born in the following February 1937, Biddy was three months’ pregnant when she married Nat. A shotgun marriage, in order to legitimize my birth? A holiday in Cornwall and spur-of-the-moment decision to confirm their love affair? Possibly both.


In any case my mother Biddy would have gone along with anything Nat suggested. She was gentle and yielding by nature. And in this, and her clear skin and fine hands, long delicate fingers and country-blue eyes, she was an attractive woman. Her mind was intuitive, untutored, but with veins of a strong native intelligence running through it. A free and independent spirit showed few traces of what must have been an impoverished Catholic upbringing and education in the wilds of 1920s rural Ireland. She had an innate sense of style, a quiet charm, an ability to get on with literally anyone. She was her own woman, except with Nat, who in many ways was her undoing.


Her gentleness, delicacy and non-confrontational character played into his hands. He came to use her. She became a put-upon woman. So in the end her marriage with Nat defeated her and, in her last years when she was still only in her forties, she took to drink and sad confusions.


Nat met Biddy in the King’s Head and Eight Bells, a Chelsea pub on the river. Meetings anywhere else than in a pub were a sore trial for Nat. Biddy was about twenty, studying to be a nurse in London at the time. She was from a widespread family of Anthonys in south Kilkenny (a cousin ran the large inn on the main road through the village of Piltown). She was the second-oldest of some dozen or more children. I’m not certain of the exact number or how many survived, for several died early and I met very few of them. Certainly, a great number of children – aunts and uncles to me, but difficult to keep track of afterwards. My maternal grandparents were clearly better at the family game than my paternal grandparents.


My mother’s Anthonys lived in a small whitewashed cottage outside the village. It must have been crowded. My mother’s father, from what little I knew of him, for I can’t remember ever meeting him, did little if any work. (I heard years afterwards from my sister Geraldine that he suffered from serious depression – which didn’t stop him fathering a dozen or more children). My grandfather writes of him to Hubert in 1955 in the light of the Hone family having ‘very varied temperaments’:




And then there is Joe’s mother’s family to be taken into consideration. I understand that Mr Anthony, the grandfather, has leant entirely for material support upon his wife and children for many years. Oh dear, oh dear, it is frightful. If Little Joe can’t help himself who is going to help him?





It seems there was a tendency on both sides of my family for the men to rely entirely on the women.


I visited the Anthony cottage only twice, with my mother when I was about eleven. I found the visits embarrassing. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I helped out once at the inn, filling bottles with porter from a barrel and a semi-automatic filler, six weighted spigots and a corking machine. On another occasion I went out shooting with a cousin with a .22 rifle. On another day, my mother and I and an older and well-off Scots friend of hers, Ian McCorkadale (who I learnt years later had been her lover) went to the Commercial Hotel in Clonmel, where all three of us spent the afternoon in the lounge, gin and tonics for them, the local cider for me.


That’s all I remember. Or want to remember?


The discreditable fact is that I looked down on the Anthonys, their small cottage and generally impoverished set-up. All were light years from the people, the large country houses and gracious vistas, the maids and gardeners, the libraries and theatre goings-on of my other homes – with the Butlers and the Guthries at Maidenhall (which was only thirty miles up the road from Piltown), at Annaghmakerrig and at Old Joe’s successive attractive houses in and around Dublin.


I was a child of two utterly different worlds, and never the twain did meet. Except by that initial chance meeting between my parents in the King’s Head and Eight Bells in 1936.


For Nat and Biddy this meeting was the start of what seems to me to have been either a lifelong love affair between them or a union based on poverty-stricken inertia. A bit of both probably. I can see no other reasons for my mother sticking with Nat, for their practical life together was unhappy and one of almost continual crises. True, my mother left Nat several times, as is clear from my grandfather’s letter to the Butlers in which I was used as a decoy by my father to lure Biddy back. And she left him again in 1950, for there is a letter from my great-aunt Olive to Hubert dated 1 May of that year:




Nat came over here in a great state about Biddy having left him and wanting still to get her back, and you have to admit that if there is to be any prospect of a home for the children in the future it would have to be with their parents, who are considerably younger than myself or Joe or Vera … Nat said ‘He had better come over to me, and it may influence Biddy to return to me.’ … I went out to Enniskerry the next day and heard there that Nat had pressed the (same) point with his father, as his only hope.







On one or other, or all of these occasions, I think my mother took up with her older married Scots friend, Ian McCorkadale, for on the first occasion there is a letter from her to Hubert from a prep school in Perthshire where she was housekeeping. In any event she returned to Nat. Ian’s wife may have caused trouble. Or did Biddy come to feel guilty about leaving Nat, knowing he would not survive without her? Nat certainly needed her. And perhaps poverty made sex their one certain joy, which might help explain the seven children they had in almost successive years from 1937 onwards. Their penury, their endless struggle for survival, left them nothing reliable except each other.


For whatever reason, for my mother it was a remarkable attachment. Nat must often have been an impossibly difficult husband – using her, financially and emotionally; depressed, work-shy, a failure, the gilded youth become a very black sheep. And though he repressed all this, in Peter’s Bar, with slow pints of bitter, the Telegraph crossword puzzle, the racing pages, shove ha’penny, soused herrings and ‘tec novels, my mother must have been well aware of, and suffered from, his bitter disquiet. It’s clear that with Nat she was a loving and tenacious woman.


But what of us, the seven children, born and farmed out every year? Not much loving tenacity in my mother there. Or were the children forced on her by my father? Or the produce of drinky nights together? Or the result of my mother’s Catholic upbringing and ignorance of family planning? Hardly. She was a student nurse and rarely went to church. And one of her younger brothers was a salesman for the London Rubber Company – in short, for Durex contraceptives.


I imagine the reason for each of us seven children was a mix of all these factors, and perhaps I have no right to criticize here. Procreative urges are many and varied, the concern only of the couple. But to farm the product out, one after the other, abandoning each child to unhappiness, among strangers, mewling bundles thrown out, orphans of the storm – that’s another matter.


Orphans of the storm … On one level my whole family business has something of the air of a wicked fairy story, the babies cursed at birth, so that they had to be abandoned in the Evil Forest. But on another level it can only be seen as sheer crass irresponsibility on the part of our parents. Perhaps there’s some way for reason in between? Well, there is one reason – chronic poverty. Which would seem a very good reason for not having so many children.


However, there was one blameless circumstance in my father’s life which may help explain his decline and fall. A year before the war he got tuberculosis, which led to isolation wards in England, a stay in a Swiss mountain sanatorium in 1940 (arranged and paid for by aunt Julia, then living in a grand hotel in Lausanne with her bevy of Pekinese dogs) and an operation to remove half of one of his lungs. This incapacity must have been a major factor in curtailing his boisterous golden youth, and equally a reason for his sad depressive life afterwards. But it was a disease that didn’t deter his sexual potency. (It may indeed have increased it, as evidenced by the four subsequent children he fathered, year in, year out, from 1940 onwards.)


But to be fair Nat’s problems of nature and nurture, with which he might have come to live reasonably, included the destruction of the hopes he surely had by this tuberculosis; the then general fatality of the disease had given him a death sentence in 1939, so that he lived the rest of his short life on death row. And so it’s perhaps insensitive of me to be too critical of my father’s behaviour. I’ve not taken proper account of the medical and psychological horrors he must have undergone in the long twenty-year course of his disease before he died of it (and cancer) in 1959. Did my grandfather take these horrors into account in dealing with his son? He must have done; he was an intelligent and sensitive man. But his way of dealing with Nat’s continuous health problems and difficult behaviour was to retreat, to protect himself behind a show of fatalistic irony. And that’s understandable. We protect ourselves from hurt and the insoluble in whatever way we can. This distancing stance which my grandfather came to take about Nat is well evidenced – is curtly summed up – in a letter to Peggy Butler, in April 1942:




I hope all’s well with you. Someone told me Hubert was in Cork. Biddy had another child, a boy. Nat had a bad go of bronchitis (probably pneumonic) and lost his job in the brewery. We had to lend them money, a good deal, to tide them over. I hope it will.







Biddy has another child. (The boy was Michael, as I learnt years afterwards, who, born in 1941, died eighteen months later. A mystery boy, of whom more later.)


Meanwhile the pub-haunting Nat found a job with a brewery – work which, given his drinky character, was surely a bad career move. A touch of comedy. But then pneumonic bronchitis disconnects him from the brewery, and yet my grandfather no doubt has to sell a good whack of that São Paulo Tramway stock to keep my parents afloat. The letter reflects a typical episode in the Hone family tragicomedy. But more tragedy than comedy. I can only read this letter with sadness, for my grandfather, my father, mother and children.


Now it’s time for the two major players in my early life to make their proper entrance: Hubert and Peggy Butler, of Maidenhall, County Kilkenny. Hubert was from the old Anglo-Irish Butler family, ‘minor gentry’ as he described his family, but distantly related to the Dukes of Ormonde, who had lived for hundreds of years in splendour at Kilkenny Castle. Hubert’s grandfather was a local rector and his own father, a retiring conservative country gentleman, farmed some five hundred acres six miles south of the city, near the village of Bennettsbridge.


But Hubert was very different from his conventional family – a questioning boy, with great academic gifts who went to Charterhouse and, in 1918, on a scholarship, to St John’s, Oxford, reading first Maths and then Classics: a young man in the early 1920s of liberal views – indeed heretical views as far as his Unionist family was concerned – including support for Irish nationalism; a man who, as the historian Roy Foster said of him years later, ‘… could not see a boat safely moored without wanting to rock it’.


This tendency to rock the boat – not at home or socially, for he was very conventional in these fields – led him throughout his long life, in his journalism, essays and letters to the papers, to ferret out awkward truths, political, historical and religious, in Ireland and elsewhere in Europe. He became a lie hunter, successfully exposing the liars. And of course this did him no good at all with right-thinking people everywhere, especially in Ireland, concerned with avoiding ‘trouble’, quite happy to be accomplices with the liars, and indeed with murderers and war criminals. For having gone to Vienna after the Anschluss, there with the Quakers to help get Jews out of the country, he came particularly to sympathize with their subsequent fate and that of other European minorities. He made it his business after the war to search out some of their persecutors, war criminals who had gone to ground, most notably in Yugoslavia where from Zagreb in the late 1940s he followed the trail of Artukovic, the brutal Home Affairs Minister in Pavelic’s Nazi puppet regime in Croatia; Artukovic, who, with priests and prelates in the Catholic Church, had been responsible for the forced conversion and more often murder of some 750,000 Orthodox Serbs in Croatia during the war.


It was a trail that led him to Ireland, where Artukovic, with the help of a Vatican escape line, had found sanctuary in a Galway monastery, and afterwards lived comfortably with his family in a Dublin suburb for a year, before getting a visa for America.


Hubert was the first to publicize this religious holocaust outside Yugoslavia in articles and letters to the papers – and he made a very public exposure of it all in 1951 at a meeting of the Irish Foreign Affairs Society in Dublin at which, unknown to Hubert, the Irish Papal Nuncio was present. Hubert began to speak of how appallingly the Catholic Church had behaved in wartime Croatia. The Nuncio, naturally enough, got up and left. There was a front page scandal about it all in the Irish papers next day: INSULT TO NUNCIO!


These truths, as they were, did not go down at all well in the Holy Catholic Ireland of the early 1950s. Hubert was ostracized by his community, kicked out of the Kilkenny Archaeological Society (which he had re-established in 1940 after a lapse of over fifty years), denied milk by the local creamery and libelously condemned by a drunken member of the Kilkenny City Council as being a disgrace to the County of Kilkenny and a Red to boot.


The Irish Special Branch took an interest; the local village sergeant was asked to get on his bike and keep a watch on the front gates of Maidenhall. It was thought Hubert might do a runner to Moscow. Years later, when the Special Branch papers on the investigation somehow leaked out, a memo from one of the detectives to the head of the service said there was no communist taint in the man at all, that he was simply an apple grower, bee keeper and market gardener. 


As indeed he was. And it was as ‘market gardener’ that he described himself on identity forms. And it was as this and bee keeper and apple grower that I knew him in my early years at Maidenhall, and not as a latter-day Orwell and Swift with whom he was later compared when his forgotten essays in small magazines were published as books, in Ireland, by Antony Farrell’s adventurous Lilliput Press, in the last decade of his life.


All this came years later. For me – I see the natural man, at home in Maidenhall, moving through the seasons, far from the terrible lies and murderers. A morning in late summer, perhaps, fifty years ago: he sees the warm day coming up outside, no wind. Ideal for his purposes. And a few hours later I see him again, a tall, slightly awkward figure, an old pair of flannels, belted with an older tweed tie, a ragged honey-smeared green flannel shirt buttoned to the wrists, gloves, smoker bellows in hand, a felt hat and bee veil. He’s dabbing furiously at one of the dozen beehives below the front lawn.


The sun is hot, the bees angry. I can hear their distant outraged hum from the safety of the porch. And half an hour later Hubert is digging out the small square honeycombs from their waxy beds in the hive, and the larger frames in the other hives.


And then it’s the next day and the frames are in the oak-barreled honey separator in the pantry, the handle turning. The honey is spinning out inside, the whole room dripping with honey. And I have the smell – the thick sweet smell. Hubert’s turning the handle, I’m turning it, we’re all turning it throughout the day, and the next day bottling it.


And as the year, that particular year, begins to turn, falling into September, it’s apple time. The risen fruit – red-cheeked, yellow, orange, brown. The early Worcesters and James Grieve, the Conference pears in the walled garden, the Coxes in the high orchard. The chip baskets to get ready in the basement, the pickers to pick, me to be persuaded to join in. I can smell those Maidenhall apples now, the tart-sweet odours, a day taken out of time, where he lives again, and is about to storm the orchard.


Winter. The drawing-room. He is in the high-back red chair by the fire. Legs crossed, slippers, winter. He’s older now. The face longer, thinner, sculpted, eyes a paler blue. Gazing at the fire a moment. Returning to his book. A book on the Irish Saints. His face like one. 


And in an earlier winter – I’m about twelve. The two of us are out in the yard stables, with the big cross-cut saw. Hubert is feeling suddenly energetic and I’ve been press-ganged again. There’s been a gale, trees down in the wood. There’s a big pile of wet branches behind us. We start off at quite a pace. But soon the teeth are getting stuck in the wet wood. The saw wrenched out – fumbled in again, and stuck again. I say ‘It’s pretty useless, isn’t it? Let’s stop.’ The rain is pelting down outside. But there is his annoyed determination then. ‘No, let’s go on.’ Another minute or two. The cross-cut sticks again. Another five minutes and we pack it in. Rain. Rain and wind. Hubert returns to the drawing-room fire, to a journal in Serbo-Croat, then switches to a text in Gaelic, a commentary on the Irish Saints. I go and get the tea. Peggy is away. The house is empty. No TV then, or radio. No electricity. Lamplight. And after the tea Hubert switches his reading again, reaching for a long shelf of French books to his left. Picks one out at random, starts to read it straightaway. I see the spine. It’s Maupassant’s La Maison Tellier.


He glides through the three very different languages so deftly that they might all be the one to him. He hears Archbishop Stepinac, Saint Columcille and the chatter of the girls in Madame Tellier’s establishment – all in their original tongues. Where most of us see through a glass darkly in other languages, Hubert sees the light clearly in more than half a dozen of them.


Another winter. We children are up on the top floor playroom, at lessons – of a vague sort – with Miss Goulding, the awful ogreish yellow-haired governess. There is a big red felt screen by the door. Suddenly, heavy footsteps charge up the stairs. The door flies open, the screen falls with a great crash. And Hubert is there, thundering in stage left, vengeful, fire-breathing, a figure in a pantomime come to save the hero and heroine from the wicked witch. ‘How dare you tell the children not to speak to the maids, Miss Goulding! How dare you say it was vulgar to speak to them! You will take your notice immediately!’


Uproar! Joy! No more lessons. Miss Goulding leaves that afternoon. Hubert has promoted his liberal ethic in a most palpable way.


Spring, years later. I’ve come into the drawing-room. Hubert is sitting at the desk by the window. But he’s not writing. He’s lost to the world, gazing down over the lawn, the valley, across the river to the mountains beyond, the Blackstairs and Mount Leinster half hidden in cloud. Hearing me he gets up suddenly, energetic again. It’s spring, and it’s daffodil-picking time, lush gold carpets of them, all over the lower lawn, but planted in various patterns, circles or huge letters spelling out people’s initials. Picked, they must be counted and bunched in dozens for the country market in Kilkenny. ‘Joe, we need help with the daffodils.’ I am not too keen. The stalks, greasy with sap, will get my hands all sticky and why not leave the daffodils nicely on the lawn where they are? ‘Oh, Joe, do stop talking rot.’


Spring turning to summer, and Hubert abandons Archbishop Stepinac, Saint Columcille and Madame Tellier. For the bees and their hives are to be loaded onto a lorry and taken up to the gorse and wild flowers on the mountains across the valley.


And another summer and we’re all out on the upper lawn, having tea under the big maple tree by the swing and the tennis court. Hubert, with his felt hat – which he wore in the most unnecessary circumstances and lost when it was needed – is leaning across the table looking at some papers which James Delahanty, the very literate Kilkenny ironmonger, has passed to him. Peggy and her daughter Julia are poised on chairs, in summer dresses, talking to the novelist Ben Kiely. The scene is frozen suddenly. The papers stay halfway up in Hubert’s hand, the voices are unheard. The dappled sunlit patterns through the maple leaves are stilled. It’s high summer, set in amber now, at Maidenhall under the maple tree, by the swing next to the tennis court.


Autumn and rumours of fruit once more, and Hubert is togged out again in his old flannels, felt hat and bee veil, a cloud of furious bees about his head, and there is the smell of burning corrugated paper from the bellows smoker. And the oak-barrelled honey separator must be got up from the basement once more. And now he’s turning the handle, and I’m turning it, the honey spinning out. And a week later there are autumn storms, and Hubert is happy as ever with nature – a few more trees fallen by the river, more wet wood to be cut for the winter. He’ll be looking for me again with that damn great cross-cut saw.


I was often an unwilling participant in the natural life of Maidenhall. So, too, as it turns out, was Hubert in his early years there. I learnt afterwards of how he fell out with his family, his formidable mother particularly and elder sister, and in later years blamed this on his feelings of being ‘dumped’ as he put it, aged eight, at Bigshotte Reyles, a prep school in Berkshire. He was devastated, thinking his parents had given him away. So it’s strange that he didn’t forecast or afterwards seem to notice my own unhappiness at the dreadful Sandford Park School in Dublin, where I was dumped, aged eight, in 1945. Hubert would have had influence with my grandfather in removing me from it. But by then he and my grandfather were absorbed with the financial aspects of my upbringing rather than with my feelings.


It’s likely that both men, like many other men of their generation, were emotionally maimed by their prep schools, as I very nearly was. Hubert (like my grandfather) wrote very little about his childhood, or his personal feelings generally. It was as if both of them, as a result of their early boarding-school horrors, feared to unearth that sort or any sort of emotional problem in their later lives. Something awful had happened to them behind the bicycle shed or in the housemaster’s study which had frozen their hearts, so that afterwards in their lives they concentrated on philosophical dictionaries, apple growing and the fate of the orthodox Serbs in wartime Croatia.


But for Hubert, at least, going up to St John’s College, Oxford in 1918 was clearly an academic and social liberation, in that he met his match intellectually, and, in Tony Guthrie, a fellow student at the College, his first mature friend. And more importantly a year or two later he met Tony’s sister, Peggy Guthrie, visiting her brother from their home in Tunbridge Wells. Peggy, though she was only sixteen, took to Hubert at once, and forever after, though they didn’t marry until 1930. It was a lifelong love for her and, in a different way, for Hubert – for they were very different people. Yet in their lives together they convincingly proved that the chalk and the cheese can get along fine, if they come to understand why they are both very different, and appreciate that, and take strength from it.


If Hubert was very unorthodox intellectual chalk, Peggy was intuitive, a whole cheeseboard of different flavours. Yeats spoke well of the sort of love I think they shared: ‘In wise love each divines the high secret self of the other, and, refusing to believe in the mere daily self, creates a mirror where the lover or beloved sees an image to copy in daily life.’ On a more mundane level – and perhaps a more important ingredient in a long and, on most levels, a happy marriage – they never ceased to ‘pull together’, for their own and even more for the common good. ‘Are you pulling with me, or against me?’ the hero asks the heroine at the end of Mary Webb’s Precious Bane. This was a question neither of them, I think, ever had to ask.


Although they were very different people in character, they were equally unconventional – Hubert intellectually, in his rocking of every comfy boat, Peggy intuitively, in her whole attitude to life as it was and should not be. It was the key to her character, her impatience with the expected in a character that was always unexpected, without ever this being a shallow showy-off business. No time, for this fine, sharp-featured, six-foot-tall, vigorous commanding woman, for show in this most serious and exciting business of living.


And here is another key to her: her attack; her energy; in and for life and with people. She was quite exceptional in this. A tremendous getter-on with things, no footling about, an endless organizer, a real touch of the dictator. She could be ruthless – she played tennis in a quite merciless manner. But she could as quickly switch into a Victorian Mad Hatter’s tea-party mode, as on picnics by the river when we were children at Maidenhall, where things were turned on their head and moral lessons given: virtues made of horseflies, rain, forgetting the butter. She once said to me, when I was about nine and complained of the latter: ‘What a treat for you, Joe – bread with no butter!’
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