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               PREFACE


         


         I am venturing to publish these letters from Spain because they pleased my friends when I wrote them, and I hoped perhaps the general reader might be interested in this series of rapid impressions of a country which does not seem to be so well known as Italy or France. I do not claim for them any literary merit— they are just written in everyday language— but they do give a picture of the quaint customs and old-world charm which clings to glories now passing away from the world. The descriptions of the bull-fights and the cockfight may revolt many English people, but our fox and stag-hunts and pheasant battues, if described as literally, would not be pleasant reading either. And it must always be remembered that those at the top are as equally out of sympathy with the savage sport of bull-fighting as any Briton, but it is a herculean task to alter the customs of a country except insidiously and gradually, which is being done by the substitution of horse-racing and football. I have tried to be absolutely just in my description, showing the thrilling side as well as the merely horrible. And I would like English people to share the admiration and respect I feel for the beautiful Queen who so bravely goes through the nightmare duty of witnessing the national sport year after year.


         These letters were written in the spring of 1920, and another visit last year confirms my impressions. It was by the gracious kindness of Their Majesties the King and Queen, and Queen Maria Christina, that I was enabled to see what I saw so thoroughly, and here I wish to express again my grateful thanks.
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            London, 1924.


      




      

         

            

               LETTERS FROM SPAIN


         


         

            

               I


            

               On the Tuesday before Easter, 1920, I left Paris for Madrid with Her Majesty the Queen’s kind permission, X.


            France was all flowering springtime—fields, pale beautiful green, chestnuts out and showing the flowers, and birds singing; but when we crossed the frontier all was stern and bleak. Mountains covered with snow, and great barren plains with flocks of the cleanest-looking sheep you can imagine, tended by shepherds in graceful earth-brown cloaks. Then we arrived at Madrid late at night, to find all arrangements had been made for me to see the splendid Easter ceremonies of the Court. I am going to write a whole book with a background of Spain as soon as I can be quiet again. So here I will only tell you of a few things which may interest you about these wonderful glories now passed away from other countries.


            And I want to tell you of the great characters both the King and Queen are, when you know them really, because now that Kings and Queens are at a discount in Europe, it is well to be able to give the remaining ones who are fine and noble their due homage.


            What a difficult and tiring thing to be a King or a Queen What courage, what tact, what control of all personal emotions, it must entail!


            How real feelings must be disguised, dislikes hidden, likes suppressed, and all life, day by day, reduced to monotony—even though it is gilded How easy it would be to become capricious and arrogant and selfish! How boring to be always in the limelight! People who envy Kings and Queens in these days do not really know of their true existences!


            But now I had better go on to tell you of the first ceremony I witnessed on the Thursday before Easter—that of the washing of the beggars’ feet by the King and Queen. This is the quaintest, most impressive sight, and seems a vision and not a reality.


            For this ceremony Their Majesties, and a glittering gathering of grandees and Court ladies, go first to the Chapel. The procession coming out of the Royal apartments by the door near the great staircase in the Palace, on to the wide gallery which runs round the spacious courtyard. This gallery has immense windows on that side, and on the other the windows of some of the salons and passages— and many doors into the apartments open on to it.


            On these occasions the people are allowed in to see the procession, kept in place by the Halberdiers every six feet or so apart. Just as le peuple were permitted to come into Versailles in the same way in France before the Revolution. Indeed, many of the customs and Court ritual are exactly as Louis XIV laid down for his grandson, the Duc d’Anjou, when he became Philip V of Spain in the beginning of the eighteenth century, thus establishing the Bourbon dynasty. And Philip V married a granddaughter of our fascinating Henrietta of England—sister of Charles II—so the Stewart blood still runs in the veins of the Royal family. Perhaps that is what gives them all their strong attraction. Anyway, I like to think so, X! For if ever a family had “It,” the Stewarts possessed it!


            The Halberdiers are, as it were, our “Beefeaters,” or the Swiss Guard. They are picked men—all sergeants, and very tall—and they wear almost the identical uniform of the Swiss Guard, and carry long poled halberds.


            Imagine this scene. A beautifully carpeted gallery—a row three deep of the populace packed against the walls. The Halberdiers, like statues, and then the gorgeous procession coming along to the music of the Halberdiers’ band, playing a slow, weird march with a lilt in it like nothing! have ever heard before. First came a page carrying the Royal Prayer Books (all the servants are as magnificent as Cinderella’s were). Then a group of gentlemen ushers, then a company of Chamberlains in white breeches and coats covered with gold, carrying their feathered hats. Then the Grandees of Spain. Now, these are a very interesting order, X. They have all sorts of privileges—they may wear their hats in the Royal presence, and one can recognize them anywhere in this way—and it is only at the house of a Grandee that the King and Queen may be entertained in Madrid. They are the most stately set of men you can imagine, whether they are short or tall, and they walk to the weird music with a slow, measured step that is quite peculiar and intensely dignified, and when they come to a corner where, in turning, they face the King and Queen, they make a queer bow and click their feet—but not like the German way! they keep their slow, peculiar swing. Indeed, the whole procession moves with this rhythmic step, which must be a thing either bred in each person from generations of forebears having practised it, or deliberately acquired;  because, seeing the reception of the French Ambassador a few days later on, one noticed how broken and undignified the ordinary walking of strangers can look beside it. There was one pretty incident. At a window in the gallery the procession caught sight of the little “Infantitas” and all bowed and saluted in their grave, courtly way.


            The Grandees are gorgeous! A glittering mass of splendour—some in the Court dress with the “Casacon,” which is a dark blue coat almost entirely encrusted with gold and the same shape as in Louis XIV’s time—some in modern uniforms of Guards and Lancers— and some in the picturesque uniforms of their Mediaeval Brotherhoods of Chivalry, dating from the days of the Crusades! All covered with ribbons and orders, and all wearing their hats—their privilege. Then, when they passed, came the Infantes of Spain, the King’s brotherin-law, and nephew—and immediately behind them the King and Queen;  the King in a Lancer uniform, wearing his hat, and the Queen a vision of loveliness in a cloth of silver gown with a long train from the shoulders of brocade, outlined with diamonds (only the Queen is allowed to wear a train from the shoulders);  this was carried by her Chamberlain who was in waiting for that week. Her jewels were, too, lovely. Immense aquamarines and diamonds blazed everywhere and swung in the high diamond crown. They were exactly the colour of her eyes, which are not blue, as is popularly supposed, but aquamarine, and of the most fascinating shape—up a little at the corners. Her skin in the broad daylight is flawless pink and white, and her pale golden hair was perfectly done. From the magnificent crown there fell a lovely white lace veil, and across her breast was the sash of the Order of Maria Luisa. She really looked a fairy queen, so young and fresh and lovely. Her dress, although of the most stately description, had a perfect modern hang and shape—nothing frumpish about it, X! After the King and Queen came the Infanta Isabella, very gorgeous also. Then the company of the Grandees’ wives, who are all Ladies-in-Waiting to the Queen and wear the scarlet Order. They were all in Court dresses, decollete?, of course, and in pale colours with much gold and silver brocade, only their trains did not hang from the shoulders, but were put on in various ways from the waist. Some wore tiaras and the veils put on like the Queen’s, and some with high combs and the veils as mantillas. I have never seen such jewels, except in Russia —none of that look which so distressed my eye at the last Court I went to in England —of a collection of ornaments dabbed on haphazard, nothing matching, as though Aunt Sarah had lent a brooch and Aunt Katie a pendant, each with different settings. All wore “parures,” the whole set—tiara, necklace, earrings, and stomacher, all of the same design, of emeralds and diamonds, or sapphires, or rubies and diamonds, or plain diamonds, as the case might be, or priceless rows and rows of pearls. They were all so dignified looking, and nearly all dark and handsome, which made the Queen’s lilywhite loveliness stand out the more. I keep reiterating the word “dignified,” but it is the only one which describes most of Spain.


            When the train had gone by, and more Chamberlains and Aides-de-Camp, and officers of the Halberdiers, and officers of the Household Cavalry, the Lady-in-Waiting who was to take care of me and I rushed through the Palace rooms to be in our places in the Tribune in the Chapel before the procession came in. There are three tribunes on the ground floor of the Chapel—one for Their Majesties when not in the body of the Chapel, one for the Royal family,and one for the Ladies-in-Waiting. They are like boxes at the opera, and have cushions to lean on of pale blue velvet. They are about three feet higher than the floor of the Chapel, and so, of course, from one of them one has an uninterrupted view.


            The peculiar march of the Grandees getting into their places was most impressive, and the King and Queen went to the left of the High Altar—looking from our end—and had in front of them a prie-Dieu covered with the most gorgeous covering of white satin embroidered with gold and silver. Everyone fell into place as in the most perfectly rehearsed pageant in Sir Herbert Tree’s best days at “His Majesty’s.” The Duchesses-in-Waiting for the day sat on the “tabourets” in the same line with the Queen, and the rest of the Grandees’ wives on tapestry-covered benches across the end, immediately beneath our tribune. The Grandees on the right with the Chamberlains beyond them and massed by the Altar, Bishops and Priests in indescribably gorgeous vestments, one concentrated note of colour in the purple, magenta and cerise of the Papal Nuncio.


            The Chapel itself is beautiful, but you can read of it in any guide book, so I am only going to tell you of the human part. When it came to the end and the procession of the lighted candles being carried by everyone passed, it was a perfectly glorious sight.


            Now, all this has taken so long to tell you, X, that I must wait until my next letter to describe to you the part of the washing of the beggars’ feet. But get the picture into your head of the most gorgeously dressed and bejewelled ladies, and gold-covered Grandees, and then you will realize the contrast of the ensuing scene better, where, to show humility, the King and Queen—assisted by the Grandees and their wives—go through this humble act.


            And now, au revoir!


         


         

            

               II


            

               If you remember, in the last letter we had got as far as the procession leaving the Chapel, X. Well, I again chased through passages and other salons with the Lady-in-Waiting to get into the tribune in the great hall where the next ceremony takes place. We were in time. And it was really all so quaint. On each side of the immense hall there were raised stages, perhaps thirty feet out from the wall, and the spaces beyond were in tiers still higher. Looking from the end, where our tribune was, and the Altar, the space on the left was packed with the populace, and the space on the right filled with different tribunes for the Royal family, and the Ministers and Grandees and their wives, not actually taking part in this ceremony—and the Ambassadors and their wives—all wearing Spanish Court dress, which is, for the women, full evening dress and a comb and mantilla or tiara and mantilla.


            On each of the raised stages there was a long table with seats against the balustrades of the people’s enclosure and of the enclosure of the Royal family. The tables were laid with twelve places and twelve china jugs, looking exactly like bedroom jugs—white, with blue rims, and the Royal coats of arms on the side. They happened not to have been put all with that side out and were not quite the same height, so at a first glance they looked almost as if they were a miscellaneous collection of bedroom jugs put out to catch drips of rain


            Red carpeted steps led up to each stage. From the altar end, and below the tribunes in a semi-circle right and left, there were the seats of the twelve beggars. The men dressed in decent ordinary clothes, and the women— all very old—in plain black dresses, and pretty old-fashioned black ’kerchiefs bound with black velvet over their heads, and they wore white cotton stockings and neat shoes. That was the mise-en-scene, X. Everyone was waiting for the procession to come in from the Chapel. Through the end door one could see buffets piled with dishes of food.


            It came in a few minutes. Everyone walking with the same rhythm and falling into each appointed place with the same drilled exactitude. The Archbishop and Priests and the Papal Nuncio walked first up to the Altar, upon which there were towels folded, all edged with beautiful lace, and two silver ewers and basins.


            Then the King’s Great Chamberlain took one big towel from the Archbishop and pinned it round the King but in spite of this sounding rather comic in the description it was not so in reality, because all was so solemn and impressive.


            Then the Mistress of the Robes pinned a still larger one round the Queen, covering her lovely dress, and then they stood before the Altar, while twelve Grandees on one side and twelve Duchesses on the other each knelt down in front of a beggar and took off one stocking and shoe


            You can’t think of the wonderful picture this made, X! These ladies in their magnificent clothes and jewels kneeling there before the beggars! I speak most of the women’s part, because I happened to have been watching it most. But it was equally curious to see the men.


            When this was finished they all fell into their places again, and the Archbishop took one basin and ewer and the Papal Nuncio the other, and a lace-edged towel each, and the King on one side and the Queen on the other, began the ceremony. The Papal Nuncio, in his glorious magenta and purple robes and cerise biretta, bent and poured water from the silver ewer over each beggar’s foot in turn, and the Queen knelt before each and dried it—kissing the instep as she finished


            It was so beautiful to see her bowed head, the hair almost hidden by the veil and crown, and her lovely face quite pale, bending so meekly before all these old women. And what an exertion in those heavy gorgeous clothes— to get up and kneel down, and stoop to kiss a foot—twelve times!


            The Queen did it all with perfect grace and no shade of self-consciousness. And when all were washed, the Mistress of the Robes unpinned the towel (the same ceremony with the King). And the Queen on one side and the King on the other, followed by their twelve assistants, came up on to the stages and the feast began


            All the beggars had meanwhile moved up to their seats behind the tables, led by a Duchess and a Grandee.


            By this time I felt somehow that I had returned to my childhood and was reading “Alice in Wonderland.” It was all so utterly unlike anything we ever see in these modern days!


             The beggars get the benefit of everything used. They do not really eat anything; it is placed before them by the King and Queen, and then handed away by the twelve Grandees and the twelve Duchesses, and given to waiting servants at the bottom of the steps, where each plate is again passed out, and, I was told, was then placed in a huge basket for each beggar so that they can take all away—and they then sell it to the waiting crowd, when they leave. Finally, at the end, they even receive the knife, fork and spoon, and the huge jugs of wine


            As a coup d’oeil you could not imagine anything more impressive, X, because of the perfect knowledge of ceremony shown by all concerned. Everything done with the exactitude of a Guards’ regiment drilling—as though they had rehearsed each movement a hundred times! No confusion, the Queen passing up and down handing the plate as it came in from where the buffet was, and then, when she got to the end of the row, a Duchess lifted the first plate and handed it on to the next Duchess, and so on out. It reminded me of a conjurer manipulating plates, it was so perfect!


            The menu was Gargantuan About twentyfour courses! The plates were really deep, round dishes. Such things as half a huge salmon for each!—and soles, and meats and potatoes, and stuffed artichokes and beans, and quantities of other things, and puddings and big jars of olives, and one course was composed of whole Dutch cheeses—and when they were going round the King dropped one;  it rolled away, and had to be scrambled for by the Grandees—to the delight of the crowd;  they gurgled with laughter I wondered if His Majesty had done it on purpose, he had such a delicious twinkle in his eye, and he looked up and laughed with the people—they adore him!


            Finally, huge dishes of oranges and of lemons came in, and then the utensils were given and the great heavy jugs of wine, and even the cloths! And the King and Queen came down from their platforms and the procession was reformed and they all went out.


            I have never witnessed anything more quaintly, pathetically impressive.


            And it is repeated every year. Deserving beggars are chosen from different parishes in Madrid, and then they draw lots as to which twelve will obtain the privilege.


            And until Queen Maria Christina’s time (the Queen Regent) it was the custom for the same glorious train of Royalties and Courtiers to walk in the afternoon all through the streets of Madridtovisit theseven churches,still dressed in their magnificent clothes—but happily for them this has been allowed to lapse, for the weather was cold as charity this year No better than in poor old England I think it is a pity, though, for anything of former state to be abandoned, because I am convinced it is good for a country for ceremonies to be kept up. They are a link of human interest among all classes, and how the crowd appreciate their rights A tiny incident interested me. As the Ladyin-Waiting and I came out of the vestibule doors on to the gallery to see the procession a Halberdier asked a woman to stand aside to let us pass, and although we were both dressed in the combs and mantillas of the Court dress, and she knew perfectly that we were of the Court, for us to get in front just there was an infringement of her rights and a fierce resentment grew in her dark face until she understood we only wanted to pass.
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