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         I have never before in my life kept a diary of my thoughts, and here at the start of my tenth decade, having for the moment nothing much else to write, I am having a go at it. Good luck to me. The first thought that strikes me as being worth memorializing entered my mind today as I drove my dear old Honda Civic Type R (an old friend) into Porthmadog, and on the radio somebody was playing a piano concerto. I sort of knew the tune, but only just, and perhaps what I was remembering came from some other composition altogether? Then it occurred to me how amazing it is that there are still enough unused groupings of musical notes for people to write yet more piano concertos! Won’t they ever run out?

         And isn’t it amazing that there are still all-too-familiar combinations of notes or harmonies, ones I know all too well, that can still bring the tears to my eyes, especially when I am alone driving my car? Nobody to break the spell, I suppose, and perhaps, since my first concentration is upon the driving, the music slides in unaware, like another old friend reminding me of half-forgotten emotions.
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         In our anguished world of the twenty-first century, when the United States of America I have long cherished is subsumed like everywhere else in squalor and disillusion, I often look back nostalgically to the America I first knew – essentially, in my memory, small-town America. I got to know scores of little towns then, scattered across the entire subcontinent. I had a home for a time in one of them, and I grew to think of them generically as examples of everything I most admired about the great republic.

         They were invariably welcoming, almost invariably frank, simple in their loyalties and, well, very nice! Yes, they were very nice places, I used to think, in a very nice country, and jejune though that sounds now, with better adjectives at my command, I remember their essential niceness still.

         In those days, of course, sixty or seventy years ago, the mystique of the American small town was more fashionable. Thornton Wilder had made it so, with his play Our Town, and popular songs often serenaded it. Like me, they preferred to ignore unhappier truths about Main Street – its likely racism, its probable greed and possible petty corruption – and remembered only its provincial virtues. I am older and more cynical now, but I still prefer to remember those old stereotypes, with the housewives nattering and the volunteers swapping tall tales at the fire station, and the friendly handful of black people, and the swanky young bloods showing off when the town pond froze at Christmas.

         With those fond, if fanciful, memories, too, went a related patriotism, bold but genial, to which I happily subscribed. As a national heritage I am devoted to my own British past, because I like the colour and eccentricity of it, the effrontery, the mixture of greed and benevolence, the admirable, the unforgivable, the bombast and the humour – all of which is still best expressed, I think, by the ambiguous epic of the late British Empire, to which I have devoted much of my life.

         But the Pax Britannica was, of course, famously nationalistic, and when it comes to a profounder kind of patriotism, it strikes me that the old American sort was far grander and truer, based as it was not upon triumphs, but upon the original generous values of the republic. If I were to choose a new national anthem for the USA, I would choose the words by Emma Lazarus that are inscribed upon the plinth of the Statue of Liberty. They welcome the world’s masses, tired, hungry and oppressed, through the Golden Gates to freedom, and I would sing them to the setting written in 1949 by a refugee from Russian Siberia.

         And I would have it sung, if possible, by the Mormon Tabernacle Choir of Salt Lake City, who originally modelled themselves – wait for it – upon the male voice choirs of my own dear Wales.
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         Conscience doth make cowards of us all, the man said, but my conscience simply makes me ashamed of myself, and is often not quite powerful enough to curb my inner devil. A person I very much dislike lives quite near me, and when I drove home in today’s heavy rainstorm I noticed that four or five items of her washing were flapping on her line in the rain. She is away on holiday, and Conscience prodded me. Shouldn’t I stop and take the things in out of the wet? Nobody else will.

         ‘So what?’ said my personal Beelzebub. ‘There’s nothing on that line but a few old socks, dusters and stuff. Why should she care if they got wet?’

         Conscience disagreed. ‘They may not look much to you,’ it said, ‘but perhaps they are precious to her.’

         Beelzebub: ‘More fool her for leaving them there.’

         Conscience: ‘I thought your life’s motto was “Be Kind”?’

         Beelzebub: ‘Believe me, if it was your things that were getting wet, she most certainly wouldn’t bother about them.’

         Conscience: ‘Well, I’m not her, am I?’

         Beelzebub: ‘No, thank goodness, you don’t go around being goody-goody and thinking you’re better than anyone else. Besides, you know very well that she is a person you very much dislike. Remember?’

         ‘By God, you’re right,’ I told him, and hurried straight home out of the rain.

      

   


   
      
         

            DAY 4

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

         In the middle of the night I awoke with the need to have a shit (a marvellously expressive word, you must agree, and first recorded in English, so my OED tells me, in 1308; Tom Wolfe once recorded thirty-two distinct usages of it).

         This was a new annoyance for me, and leads me to record now all the symptoms of senility, or worse, that afflict me in my tenth decade: (1) loss of physical balance; (2) forgetfulness; (3) excessive urination; (4) a sort of freezing sensation in my toes at night; (5) more or less permanent catarrh; (6) miscellanious pains in my abdomen, back, spine, heart region and stomach; (7) inability to spell perfectly familiar words like ‘miscellaneous’; (8) bubbles in my ears; (9) irritability; (10) envy; (11) fading pleasures of wine (I used to claim that I had drunk a glass of wine every day since the Second World War; now I sometimes go a week without one!); (12) embarrassing forgetfulness of names, faces or acquaintanceships (is there such a word?); (13) excessive literary reliance upon the exclamation mark.

         And now, to cap it all, the nocturnal need to defecate. But, anyway, it all adds up to that most maddening of all afflictions: old age, or senility. To my mind the Bible was sensible to suggest seventy as a proper span of human life. John Donne was perhaps a little pessimistic to suggest that we ‘love nobly, and live, till we arrive to write three-score’, but Shakespeare was dead right, as always, to warn us that our seventh age would be unquestionably the worst of them all.

         ‘What’s your recipe for a happy old age?’ somebody asked me the other day, rashly assuming that I was enjoying one, and I could only answer enigmatically, as I always do, ‘Be kind!’
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         Some novels, I fear, are just too clever for me or, rather, I am not clever enough for them. Sometimes, though, it seems to me that they are just too clever for their own good. Of course, I relish the challenge of a superior artistic intellect, even if I need help to understand it. For eighteen years I failed to get through Joyce’s Ulysses, until I was delightfully converted to its genius by Harry Blamires’s key to it all, and since then I have never looked back. I am still of the impertinent opinion, though, that such a great masterpiece would be even greater if it could be scoured of unnecessary obscurities, while its successor, Finnegans Wake, since nobody I know has ever succeeded in reading it all the way through, seems to me a perfect waste of the master’s time.

         All this is because I have now reached, with muddled feelings, page 38 of Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967). I am reading it, a bit late in the day, because I feel I ought to. The New York Times, I see, says it should be required reading for the whole human race. I shall soon know whether all of it is going to be required reading for me.

         Later: No.
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         Am I superstitious? I suppose I am. Agnosticism is a long way from atheism, and I honour some old folk-beliefs, fads and taboos partly out of habit and partly – well, why not? Touching wood, throwing salt, walking under ladders, using the number thirteen are all things I prefer to do or not to do, according to ancient pagan or religious references, and one might as well honour them, don’t you think?

         Talking to things is a rather different sort of illogicality, though, and here I offer no excuse. No Druidical seer has obliged me to talk aloud to my books or thank a good omelette. There is no immemorial precedent, so far as I know, for my morning conversations with my toothbrush or my night-time expressions of gratitude to the furniture. The TV doesn’t in the least care whether I enjoy its programmes, and that constantly dripping tap clearly doesn’t listen to me anyway. There is no logic, I well know, to the habit of talking to inanimate objects, and I do it only, I suppose, because it gives me some sense of fellowship or camaraderie.

         If you are a believer, of course, talking to your chosen omnipotent deity is a different matter, and lifelong incredulist that I am, in the terrible times we inhabit, with new horrors erupting every day across the world, I do sometimes offer a sympathetic message to whatever almighty power there may or may not be out there.

         ‘Goodnight, God!’ I say, as I turn my bedside light off (if the wretched thing works, that is). ‘Goodnight, and good luck to you!’
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         On a gloomy afternoon I pluck from my discs a collection of songs with words and music by Irving Berlin, and the first phrase that I hear is something very sentimental to do with the moon. I would quote it for you were it not for astronomic copyright charges.

         Dear God, I ask myself, is that really the sort of thing you like? Well, I admit to a particular bias. Irving Berlin was the very first American I ever met, and when I was invited to take part in the BBC radio programme Desert Island Discs, every one of my chosen records was by him. But forget the moon bit. I admire Berlin for his lyrical genius, his grand, simple tunes and his universal appeal, and this is also what I admire most in the music of the grandest classical composers of them all.

         It is, I know, a populist preference, the love of tunes and melody, but I am prepared to bet that from Bach to Mahler, Mozart to Wagner to Prokofiev, the masters would forgive me and share my admiration for the Jerome Kerns and Richard Rodgerses of our own centuries. Would Chopin have appreciated ‘All the Things You Are’? Of course he would, and would probably have hummed it to George Sand in the Majorcan twilight. ‘I’ve written a marvellous tune!’ exulted Edward Elgar (he of the Cello Concerto): it was ‘Land of Hope and Glory’. He who made the Lamb made the Tyger, too!

         Heaven knows I am not alone, anyway. How many of us have not found our attention wandering as we await the next delicious aria at the opera, or our patience challenged as we sit through some interminable medieval anthem, dying for the final festivity of a Victorian hymn? But mind you, it is true that a Berlin melody feels rather less ethereal when it is not sung by Fred Astaire – subliminally dancing to it as he sings, so to speak. Only the very greatest of all the tunes, I suspect, do not depend upon their interpretations, even in our own minds, but like the greatest of poems are always hovering out there in the ether, whether we are paying attention or not.
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         On the subject of talking to things, talking to animals is, of course, another matter. We all talk to our dogs, cats and horses, do we not, and assume that they have at least a glimmer of understanding in response. The dog smiles, in a way. Addicts assure me that the horse (not one of my favourites) shows genuine gratitude for its fodder. And the cat undoubtedly purrs.

         Ay, and there’s the rub. Your cat purrs when it is comfortable, but it also purrs to show extreme hostility. Perhaps it purrs when it is all alone? Perhaps its purr means nothing really, and is in no way intended to please you? Cat-lovers will excoriate me for expressing such heresies, and dear old ladies, fondling their dear pussies, will send me angry letters of reprimand.

         They need not bother, though, for of course my own cat, Ibsen, is an exception to the rule – or was, for he died some time ago, and I shall never have another. Naturally, he was grateful to me. Naturally, he purred to express his friendship. Naturally, he was true. He was a Norwegian Forest cat, which is why he was named Ibsen, and so sure am I of his integrity, and of our mutual understanding down the years, that I think of him as an equal. All other cats may just be cats, but my cat Ibsen was a friend and a colleague.

         My cat Ibsen was different … like all the rest of them. Ask your Aunt Agatha.

      

   


   
      
         

            DAY 9

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

         Is there such a person as an incredulist, which I claimed myself to be the other day? Of course there is. It is a person who is by nature or practice an unbeliever in the first instance, and suspects that on the whole, all being equal, notwithstanding, nevertheless, most of life is more likely to be false than true – when all is said and done, that is, and all things considered. It seems to me that the existence of such a person is self-evident (I am one myself, am I not?), yet the Oxford English Dictionary does not recognize the word. I can be an incredule, it seems, or at least I could have been in 1590, when a fierce hymnist cried, ‘Increduils hence ga hide you hie!’, but never so far an incredulist.

         Not until now! Here and now I offer contemporary English a new word, and declare my admiration for an entity that has, down the centuries, so generously absorbed additions, changes and new inflexions into its ancient and ever flexible self. All the same, I wish youngish English or anglicized persons, if I ask them how they are, would not now say ‘Good, thank you,’ as Americans do. I am not inquiring about their moral condition, only their state of health.
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         In the street today I almost bumped into a sort of miniature woman – not a very small one, not a dwarf, but a four-year-old, perhaps, with all the attributes of a grown-up. She wore spectacles, which helped the illusion, and a sweetly floral summer frock and sandals, and she moved politely out of my way to let me pass. But here’s the creepy thing: her smile was altogether the smile of an adult – which is to say, it was switched on and switched off almost automatically, the very abrogation of innocence. I have sometimes noticed this among children in China, but never before in Wales.
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         Years ago, early in a wandering life, I devised something called the Smile Test, by which to measure something of the character of a city and its people. It involved smiling resolutely at strangers I met in the street and analysing their responses. Long ago, for instance, I determined that the responses of passing pedestrians in Vancouver accurately assessed that city’s innate characteristics of exceptional decency but inhibiting uncertainty. Generalizations are dangerous and impertinent, I know, but there we are, it was my trade.

         Now that my travelling days are limited and I more seldom leave Wales, I more often employ the Smile Test to explore the national characteristics of that puzzling ethnic community, the English. I am half English myself, and have devoted much of my career to commemorating the historical exploits of what we used to call Britain and is now tentatively known as the United Kingdom, but I am prouder of my Welsh 50 per cent, and having lived in Wales for more than seventy years, long ago came to regard the myriad English tourists from over our border as more or less foreigners.

         And what does the test tell me of them? That there is now no such thing as an English character. So powerful and unmistakeable used it to be that one could tell an Englishman, as they used to say, a mile (1,609.34 metres) away, but it was a people’s character moulded by a long triumphant history, by a functional class system, by the instincts of imperialism and by generations of national confidence. Peer or pauper, man or woman, Eton or comprehensive, English people were proud of being English and used to being respected.

         Try the Smile Test now as a middle-aged, obviously English couple approach us down the promenade. We turn the smile on and wait for a passing response. There is none. Not a flicker of a response. Their eyes are resolutely averted. They look, if not actually scared, at least suspicious. It is as though they never expect the best, only the worst, as though if we are not actually going to harm them, we might be laughing at them. Far from responding de haut en bas, as the world used to expect of them, or with the confident fraternity that we might look for today, or even with their once-famous national humour, they look as though they have been reprimanded by destiny. Perhaps they have?

         ‘Cheer up, we’re friends!’ I always feel like telling them as we pass, but they don’t look round, so I go on my way whistling, notwithstanding.
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         My vicarious friend Alberto Manguel (I have never met him, except by mail) has become director of the National Library of Argentina, in succession to the great Jorge Luis Borges. Borges was blind during his tenure, which must surely have restricted his contemporary reading, but nobody can be more widely read in literature old and new than Manguel, who has not only written books about the very practice of reading, but possesses a magnificent private library of his own.

         I cannot help wondering, though, if he can ever feel the same about the millions of books now in his care at the Biblioteca Nacional and the thousands that belong to him at home. For myself, I have rarely used books in public libraries, extravagantly preferring always to buy my own, and this means that my relationship with them is genuinely emotional, even, at a pinch, physical. ‘Ah, your very best friends are here, I see,’ said a perceptive old Welsh guest of ours, passing among my own bookshelves at the end of a dinner party, and he had a point. I dearly love the feel and intimate presence of my books, the look of them, the smell of them and, above all, their lingering associations (there is hardly a volume in my collection that does not have a memory attached to it, if not in an actual letter, postcard or newspaper cutting, then at least in a blurred emotion). Now that I am ancient, pottering among such old acquaintances is one of my redemptive pleasures.

         Surely dear Alberto’s pride and loyalty must be torn between the vast impersonal stock of associates that are his public responsibility and all those myriad friends awaiting him after supper at home? But no, he is wiser than I am, and cleverer, and he knows it is the Word that counts.
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         My car having gone in for servicing, I have been lent a very elaborate Renault, and fiddling about with its innumerable switches, wondering how the petrol goes in or the windows open, confused by its various bleeps and flashing warnings, it has occurred to me how quickly technology becomes old-fashioned, and how ungainly it soon seems to one of my temperament.

         There are many people I know, all over the world, who are enthralled by the lost magic of steam, but what a messy sort of djinn that was! The dirt of it! The noise! The smoke! How miserable, the spectacle of those grimy firemen forever shovelling coal into the fireboxes! Even the gleam of brass failed to give beauty to the hulking great shapes of the steam locomotives, and to my mind there was something really rather comical about the spectacle of all those trucks and carriages trundling one after the other across a landscape behind a puffing engine, forlornly hooting sometimes – and occasionally, I have learnt from picture books of my childhood, sticking a kind of net out to catch mail bags waiting for it on the side of the track!

         And not much less laughable, it seems to me, is my Renault, so determined to be modern, so cluttered with switches and symbols, things to press and warning lights to look out for. But never mind, I tell myself, the internal combustion engine will soon be as obsolete as those dirty old steam mechanisms, and the next generation’s cars, already just around the corner, will all be electric – elegant, quiet, cool and clean.

         Unless, of course, they are nuclear, and even then their detritus merely has to be buried for a couple of centuries to lose its evil potency.
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         Ah, what the sun can do! I sat in a seaside café this morning, a morning of sunshine at last, and watched the holiday crowds swarm by outside. Yesterday, after long hours of rain and cloud, they looked, en masse, not just unhealthily fat, but corporately morose. It was as though they had brought with them, from some despondent homeland, an inherited lack of hope. Even the children looked bored. Their parents seemed to be counting the hours till the train home, while the occasional grandmothers were mostly dressed as if for some sort of neighbourhood protest concerning unsafe traffic crossings, perhaps, or waste collections.

         But look at them now, now that the sun shines! One and all, they are transformed! They laugh merrily back at me through my café window! Those grannies are not in greens and greys now, but dazzling in primary colours, while the mums and dads seem miraculously to have lost weight, in their sudden baseball caps, shorts, sandals and winsomely provocative cottons. As for the children, boys and girls, all of whom now seem to be more or less five years old, they are uniformly enchanting and bursting with health, as though they have spent all their lives in fairyland!

         Could it be so? Of course not, bless their hearts. The change is only in me, all curmudgeonly prejudice banished by the genial sun and seeing, over my cappuccino, only the best in the morning world.
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         Is this the start of Alzheimer’s? I had a sleepless night last night, but as I turned this way and that, switched the radio on and off, tried my best to clear my mind into emptiness, I knew perfectly well just what it was that was keeping me awake. It was –

         Well, what was it? There’s the rub. Today the cause of my insomnia has gone clean out of my mind. Absolutely evident last night, utterly blank this morning. Is this a first inkling of that wretched condition we all read about, or is it simply what we used to call Old Age? Long ago the writer Elspeth Huxley, who spent some of her later years near us in Wales, told me that a queer thing had happened to her: now and then she simply could not recall perfectly ordinary English words and had to look them up in a thesaurus. She died in 1997, but now I wonder how she later got on with the spelling of them. I find myself that sometimes the spelling of some absolutely familiar and ordinary word gets so muddled in my mind that, like Elspeth with her thesaurus, I am obliged to reach for my Shorter Oxford …

         One of my oldest friends in life, one of the kindest and cleverest, was faced in his last decade by a far more terrible challenge. He was as quick and kindly as ever, but his beloved loving wife of many years suddenly and inexplicably declined to recognize him – not only that, but she also took a violent dislike to him. That was more than old age, wasn’t it? That was the inexplicable evil of Alzheimer’s at its worst, and if I were not an agnostic it would make me seriously doubt the existence of a merciful God.

         In the meantime …
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         I have always rather envied the poet Ovid, who was banished from Rome by the Emperor Augustus, you may remember, to a remote place called Tomis on the shores of the Black Sea. There he died, ten years later, and his exile has gone into legend and into art – Turner’s commemoration of his fate is as poignantly dramatic as The Fighting Temeraire. Ovid wrote prodigiously during his banishment, and although his work was mostly sad and often complaining, as a remote member of the same fraternity I find it hard to commiserate with him. There are worse predicaments, it seems to me, than enforced residence in a house on the Black Sea writing lyric poetry for the rest of your life.

         Tomis is now the hefty Romanian port of Constant¸a, not a bad sort of place at all, with a big nineteenth-century statue of Ovid in a square named for him, but my own Tomis is our garden yard at Llanystumdwy, Wales. It is Elizabeth’s domain: she created it and attends it still. I just laze about in it thinking up compositions, Ovidlike. It is a patch of gravel overlooked on three sides by a tangled mass of trees and bushes: a fir or two, a horse chestnut, rhododendrons, bushes of camellia interspersed with blackberry brambles, shrubs I don’t know the names of, primroses, bluebells and snowdrops when the season allows, miscellaneous weeds here and there that Elizabeth heroically resists. The whole ensemble is presided over by a splendid old sycamore, dominating the skyline.

         I must not make it sound too grand. There is nothing grand about it. It is essentially homely, and its fascination for me is that it is not just home for us, but for a myriad of other creatures! Half a century ago I bought a wonderful book, The Living House by George Ordish, which told me that at that time his house probably accommodated two hundred residential spiders, besides miscellaneous colonies of beetles, fleas, moths, cockroaches and flies. I love to think about the livestock similarly living, eating, fighting, procreating and dying in and around the yard all around me, as I laze there in the sunshine and Elizabeth deals with weeds.

         Not long ago there was certainly more of it, but the shifting ecology has robbed us of the grass snakes, glowworms and occasional lizards that used to frequent the place – even the toads seem scarcer. Never mind, butterflies visit me as I laze, bees and wasps buzz around, beetles and caterpillars make for the gravel, sometimes a handsome dragonfly comes up from the river or a robin hops in. A sudden scuffle in the bushes means that a clumsy squirrel or two are in there – and yes, there they are leaping erratically from branch to branch. More often a crow or a blackbird swoops or cackles among the trees, and a wood pigeon monotonously serenades its mate. Sometimes coveys of seagulls from Cardigan Bay pass overhead, on their way to a promising harvesting somewhere. Our owls are still asleep, I suppose, but I like to think of them anyway, there in the dark of the woods.

         Ah, but here comes our merry postman, with his morning consignment of trash. Elizabeth drops her trowel and pops off to make some coffee, and I pull myself together, stretch, send my respectful regards to Ovid and the emperor, and leave the yard to the rest of them.
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