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            Introduction

         

         Ithell Colquhoun was introduced to me suddenly and unexpectedly, manifesting out of the damp West Penwith air in the autumn of 2017. I was in Cornwall to research my book Ghostland: In Search of a Haunted Country, exploring the relationship between the British landscape and a selection of writers, filmmakers and artists whose work touches upon the supernatural and in some way captures the genius loci of those veil-intersecting locales.

         I’d taken sanctuary from an unrelenting September storm in the Victorian surroundings of Penlee House, Penzance’s civic gallery and museum; inside, fittingly, pride of place was accorded to a painting of the town’s drenched promenade by the Newlyn School painter Norman Garstin, The Rain it Raineth Every Day. Later, in the museum’s shop, I was mesmerized by a paperback cover on which a kaleidoscopic tunnel of ochreous lines bordered a charcoal sketch of the phallic-looking Mên Scryfa (‘stone of writing’), situated on the wild upland behind nearby Morvah. Above the drawing of the six-foot menhir was a seriffed title, THE LIVING STONES, with the subheading CORNWALL below.

         I was sold, and snapped up the museum’s copy of the book (a reissue of the 1957 work from the original publisher, Peter Owen) – though at the time I had little clue as to how to even say the author’s mysterious name, let alone knowing anything else about them. But that evening as I read the apposite opening words of The Living Stones – ‘It was the place of deluge’ – I realized I’d happened upon 14something enigmatic, authentic and significant. It was a sense that grew as I progressed through the book’s chapters – and as I came to learn more about Ithell Colquhoun.

         Looking back, I cannot be sure that I knew her gender on first seeing that psychedelic cover. Her tongue-twister name is pronounced ‘Eye-thell Col-hoon’, I was to find out much later, having made myself look foolish (‘Ith-ell’, not to mention ‘Ethel’) on more than one occasion in the interim. As well as her father’s Scottish roots (which accounted for the surname), her mother had Irish ancestry. This may partly help to explain Colquhoun’s interest in and identification with all things Celtic; she’d visited Ireland even before the 1954 trip that formed the basis for her debut travelogue, The Crying of the Wind (1955).

         Details of Colquhoun’s formative years are vague and not straightforward to decipher, adding to the overall sense of mystery that enfolds her. Indeed, Ithell turns out not even to be her forename but her second: she was christened Margaret Ithell Colquhoun. Born on 9 October 1906 in the hills of northern India’s Assam (where her father acted as Deputy Commissioner in the colonial civil service), the young Ithell left for England shortly before her first birthday. Her infancy was spent in London and Devon; at six she was put into the care of an elderly great-aunt on the Isle of Wight. Despite her mother frequently rejoining her husband in India, Colquhoun never revisited the land of her birth, a significant fracture in her psyche. She writes in the opening chapter of The Living Stones, referring to the captain of the ship that transported her to England: ‘He brought me away from home, and I have never returned.’

         Her nomadic childhood continued until 1919, when she was enrolled at Cheltenham Ladies’ College, close to the Colquhoun family home. Established in 1853 with the somewhat radical 15aim (for the period) of providing ‘a sound academic education for girls’, Colquhoun remained at the college for the next six years. She then spent two years at the Cheltenham School of Arts and Crafts, a precursor to her study at the Slade School of Fine Art in London. Here she was described by Professor Henry Tonks (whose earlier students had included Stanley Spencer and Paul Nash) as ‘an artist of rare ability with a very original and quick mind’, and in 1929 Colquhoun won the school’s most prestigious award, the Summer Composition Prize. Her surviving artworks in the Tate archive, from her time in Cheltenham and the Slade during the 1920s, though already of a high standard, tend towards traditional still lifes, watercolour landscapes and portraits that are much less avant-garde than the works with which she is now usually associated. A visit to Paris in 1931 was her first proper introduction to Surrealism, but it was the 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition at London’s New Burlington Galleries – where she witnessed Salvador Dalí nearly suffocate on stage in a diving suit – that altered the direction of her artistic career.

         Through the remainder of the turbulent 1930s, Colquhoun’s work took on more of the characteristics of Surrealism, with Dalí’s dream-inspired imagery a clear influence; later, automatism was to feature increasingly strongly. Her output became more sexualized, too. The painting Scylla (1938) depicts both a coastal landscape and an image of herself in the bath – her raised legs and knees emerging from the water double as wave-eroded sea stacks, while a clump of strategically submerged seaweed functions as pubic hair; in the distance the half-hidden prow of a ship sails towards the opening in the rocks. During this time Colquhoun began to exhibit frequently and was becoming a noticeable figure of British Surrealism. She visited André Breton in Paris in 1939 and, also 16in that year, held a joint show with Roland Penrose (the future husband of Lee Miller, and one of the organizers of the 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition) at London’s Mayor Gallery. The images on display included Gouffres Amers (1939), with its striking depiction of a reclining naked man. His skin has been flayed and a flower sprouts from a bulbous vase where his penis should be; coralline plant tendrils form his hair, beard and moustache – a visceral representation of mortality and masculine frailty that recalls Andreas Vesalius’s pioneering anatomical work of 1543, De humani corporis fabrica (On the Fabric of the Human Body).

         The Second World War was an unsettled period for Colquhoun – as for almost everyone – despite her days in many ways remaining unchanged: she was deemed unfit for National Service and continued to lead a comfortably privileged and financially independent existence, pursuing her artistic and esoteric interests. Still, the toll of the Blitz on her run-of-the-mill reality must have been significant – as the novelist Elizabeth Bowen described life in London at that time, ‘We all lived in a state of lucid abnormality.’ To escape the aerially besieged city, Colquhoun writes in The Living Stones, she took a week-long break to the Cornish fishing village of Mousehole. On arrival, the first person she met at Penzance railway station was Colonel Paynter, from whom she would start renting her Lamorna studio a few years later.

         Two other events took place during the war that were to have a vivid bearing on Colquhoun. In 1940, aged thirty-four, she split from the British Surrealists, unwilling to adhere to an edict from E.L.T. Mesens, the Belgian artist, promoter and co-organizer of London’s 1936 International Surrealist Exhibition. Mesens insisted that all members of the group should solely affiliate themselves with Surrealism and that their creative output should at all times further the aims of the movement. Colquhoun was too much of 17a free spirit, and had too many other artistic interests (chiefly her study of magic and the occult), to acquiesce. Her official association with British Surrealism came to a swift and painful conclusion.

         In July 1943 Colquhoun married Toni del Renzio, a Russian-born Romanov aristocrat nine years her junior who had spent a comfortable childhood in Italy and at school in Dorset, his family having fled their motherland after the October Revolution. This charming would-be saviour of Surrealism – who seems to have been something of a playboy, enjoying dalliances with the artists Marguerite Salle and Emmy Bridgwater prior to his involvement with Colquhoun – had arrived back in England in 1939. In March 1942, the lone issue of del Renzio’s Surrealist publication Arson came out, outlining his revitalizing vision for the future of the movement. Despite disparaging Colquhoun’s latest paintings as ‘sterile abstractions’ in the journal, the couple began a relationship; before long the younger man moved into her flat and she extinguished the significant debts accrued by the ill-fated Arson. Just over three years later they separated, before divorcing acrimoniously in 1947 (infidelity on del Renzio’s part was rumoured). Although Colquhoun’s published non-fiction books are generally guarded, a telling aside in The Crying of the Wind about Galway’s traditional Claddagh wedding ring design (in which two hands clasp a heart), gives more than a hint of the emotional scars left by her failed marriage:

         
            I remember that I nearly chose one of these for my wedding ring, but the jeweller candidly advised against it, saying it would not wear well. As things happened, it would have proved a more appropriate symbol than the solid-gold buckle that I selected instead, which has long outlasted what it betokened.18

         

         
            *

         

         And what of Colquhoun’s writing? This was something she had been practising seriously since her time at the Cheltenham School of Arts and Crafts, where she wrote and performed in a one-act play, Bird of Hermes. Her first published article (‘The Prose of Alchemy’) was for a 1930 edition of The Quest, the eponymous quarterly review of the esoteric society to which Colquhoun belonged. Later in the decade, and throughout the 1940s, she produced various articles (mainly on art and occult subjects), short stories and poetry; a number of these appeared in periodicals.

         In the early 1950s Colquhoun met the publisher Peter Owen in Soho’s Wheatsheaf pub, a hang-out for writers, artists and bohemians. The two became friends and she gave him Goose of Hermogenes to read – the mystical short novel that she had been working on for some years. Although he found it unusual, memorable and well written, being a new imprint with little money he worried about its commercial appeal and so held off making a decision; it was not until 1961 that he finally took the plunge. In the interim, however, Owen did commission Colquhoun’s idea for a travelogue, The Crying of the Wind: Ireland (1955), which was her first full-length published book. Colquhoun also designed the striking cover and provided a series of illustrations and photographs, as she would do for The Living Stones.

         In his introduction to the 2016 reprint of The Crying of the Wind, Stewart Lee describes it as ‘the experimental novel… Colquhoun never knew she had written’. And it can feel, making your way through its pages, that you’ve stumbled on a minor classic of mid-century fiction that nobody else is aware of. The narrative begins in a Georgian guest house on the banks of the Liffey run by five elderly sisters – a place that ‘mingled nobility and shabbiness’ – and then straggles westwards in a picaresque manner to Galway and 19its wild coastal environs before returning through various small towns, decrepit Poe-like mansions and numinous archaeological sites. Back in Dublin, Colquhoun is disparagingly homophobic about a flamboyant group of men she meets in a bar, and seems generally underwhelmed and rather snobbish about the city’s social scene. The final chapter features a nostalgic visit to the municipal art gallery in which a portrait of the young W.B. Yeats captivates her. Colquhoun recalls her own meeting, years earlier, with the poet: ‘I recognized him at once – a tall old man dressed in tweeds that recalled an autumnal mountain, silver hair flowing from under a wide black hat.’ A line from Yeats’s 1912 poem ‘To a Child Dancing in the Wind’ gave Colquhoun’s book its title.

         The Crying of the Wind can be a difficult work for the reader to pin down, as is its narrator. Over the course of its almost 200 pages, we’re left with the impression that something significant has shifted – though what, exactly, is unclear. Colquhoun appears at times all at sea, scouring the damp Atlantic horizon for a happiness that seems largely to elude her; perhaps haunted – as that earlier passage about the wedding ring hints – by the malfunction of her marriage, and an encroaching sense of isolation.

         Her follow-up travelogue, The Living Stones: Cornwall, was published in 1957. It takes, on the face of things, a similarly episodic approach, in which each chapter heading gives us a place, a person (or group of people) or more abstract concept that Colquhoun then explores further, delving down into nature, landscape, history and folklore in a delightfully meandering way. The opening chapter, ‘Ancient Scent’, sets out the book’s manifesto, a paean to the restorative, spiritual complexion of this wild, semi-untamed countryside that reminds me of the beginning of Henry David Thoreau’s Walden. The author seems more at peace with herself than in The Crying of the Wind; two more years of healing time 20may have been enough, particularly in conjunction with the ‘balsamic quality’ of the Cornish air. But The Living Stones can still feel melancholic, with Colquhoun wary of a future in which more cars and tourists will come to disturb the idyllic valley she has fashioned into her refuge. All of this adds to the volume’s charm, and for me, on first reading it – tentatively familiar with that West Penwith backdrop from three decades of holiday visits – it offered up an intriguing and forthright portrait of a partially disappeared world, alongside another, ageless, in which those granite rocks have changed not one iota.

         Around half of The Living Stones chronicles Colquhoun’s time spent in the wooded, coastal Lamorna Valley, five miles south-west of Penzance. (Though she kept a residence in London during the period it covers, not decamping permanently to the county until 1959.) The other half of the book ventures further afield within Cornwall, taking in the traditional May festivals at Helston and Padstow, the county’s connections with King Arthur, and even a section dedicated to ‘the wickedest man in the world’, occultist Aleister Crowley, and the more-recent local folklore that arose out of ‘the Beast’s’ 1938 stay in Mousehole. Colquhoun also writes at length about some of Lamorna’s residents – she is an engaging chronicler of alternative 1950s lifestyles, particularly in the chapter ‘The Woodcutters’, which tells of the carefree group of pacifist young men and women who ended up eking out an existence in Lamorna after the end of the Second World War.

         The book begins with Colquhoun taking possession of a corrugated-iron shack on the bank of a trout stream, which she dubs Vow Cave – a tautological name, vow meaning cave in Cornish. Having first become acquainted with the valley during the war, she began renting her new bolthole and studio (described by one of her friends as ‘a mouldy little place’) from Colonel Camborne 21Paynter in 1947. Paynter owned Lamorna Cove and much of the surrounding land and property and had always been sympathetic to the artists who had followed in the wake of Samuel ‘Lamorna’ Birch – the landscape artist who came here in 1889 from industrial Lancashire, attracted by the light and colour, the drama of the cliffs and sea, and the Arcadian atmosphere. Birch had initially arrived in nearby Newlyn, another of Cornwall’s famous coastal art colonies (alongside St Ives), famed for Stanhope and Elizabeth Forbes’s school of painting, which ran for forty years from 1899.

         Lamorna’s colony had its heyday in the decade before the First World War, a time when Colonel Paynter rented a house and workspace to Harold and Laura Knight, and Alfred Munnings moved down from Norfolk. Writers and poets visited too, including Arnold Bennett and, later, Dylan Thomas. This creative scene was presumably at least part of the attraction of the place for Colquhoun. But though artists still reside there today, and certainly did when Colquhoun arrived – she was friends, for example, with the pioneering painter Gluck (Hannah Gluckstein), who lived in the valley – Lamorna’s artistic backdrop is only mentioned in passing in The Living Stones: she tells us, for instance, that one of the studios used by the Knights ‘always had an eerie atmosphere’. Colquhoun is much more interested in resonances of the supernatural, or of Cornish myths and legends, than in talking about the minutiae of an artist’s life – and the resulting book is far stranger and more interesting for it.

         
             

         

         On my last trip to Cornwall, a few months ago, I visited the local fogou (an underground Iron Age passage) that Colquhoun writes vividly about in ‘Lamorna Shades’, perhaps my favourite chapter in The Living Stones. The mysterious subterranean structure is 22located a little further upstream in the grounds of an ‘unlucky house’ with a haunted reputation: the author Crosbie Garstin (son of the painter Norman Garstin), who mysteriously drowned off Devon in 1930, was among its former residents.

         It’s another grey, rainy autumn day – akin to the morning six years previous when I’d first come across Ithell Colquhoun and The Living Stones in Penzance (and, travelling further back, like my earliest visit to the peninsula – a birdwatching trip at fifteen). Before me, in the here and now, is a four-foot-wide black bite in the slope of the hill. As I descend into its mouth I’m spared the falling deluge, though the possibility that a fearsome-looking cave spider (Meta menardi) might drop from the tunnel’s roof onto my head is a more immediate concern; I decide not to linger too long or attempt to contort myself into the side-chamber – aptly named the ‘creep’. After briefly taking in the atmosphere, I re-emerge into the dank gloom. Above ground, as the rain continues to douse us, I unexpectedly learn from my guide, Daisy, that her grandmother was one of the woodcutters who appear in The Living Stones.

         ‘Did she ever say anything about Ithell?’ I ask.

         Daisy tells me that the locals didn’t think much of her; Colquhoun, it seems, was a terrible gossip. This rings true when I think of her unpublished piece ‘The Streams of St Bride’ (now in the archives of the Tate), in which Daisy’s grandmother also features, as part of a large cast of Lamorna inhabitants, including Gluck and Colonel Paynter’s daughter. Colquhoun, churning out sentences at a breathless pace, attempts to catalogue the various relationships and illicit affairs being conducted in the valley, and here, unlike in The Living Stones, real names are not concealed.

         Afterwards, I take a detour to the nearby archaeological sites recognizable in the artist’s 1955 oil painting Landscape with Antiquities (Lamorna), a stylized aerial view of the topography of Penwith, 23and of Colquhoun’s own imaginative landscape – her Vow Cave home (depicted as a rectangle and overlapping smaller square) sits prominently against the right-hand edge of the canvas. The Living Stones, I realize, has opened up other possibilities for me in this ‘end of the land’. Where once I might only have been thinking about what noteworthy bird species could be found feeding in the patchwork of fields, or whether a passing pod of dolphins might be glimpsed from a clifftop, Colquhoun’s writing has stirred up something else: I too have been beguiled by ‘the occasional sight of the unattained past’.

         Amid overgrown hedgerows stand the partially concealed Pipers, the two leaning longstones at the heart of Colquhoun’s 1955 painting, one of which, at a little over five metres in height, is the tallest surviving menhir in Cornwall. Close by are the Merry Maidens, a perfect neolithic circle of nineteen low boulders. I pause among them and enjoy the solitude, running my fingers over their roughness. Colquhoun writes of this ancient panorama:

         
            West Penwith is granite, one of the oldest rocks, a byword for hardness, endurance, inflexibility. That is the fundamental fact about Cornwall’s westernmost hundred, and, unless you like granite, you will not find happiness there. But if there is that about a granite boulder hung with grey and golden lichen which ‘sends’ you, you will feel at home.

         

         And I do, when I come back to this place, or re-read The Living Stones, Ithell Colquhoun’s remarkable love letter to Lamorna and Cornwall; I hope you too will feel at home among its pages.

         
             

         

         edward parnell
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25
            Ancient Scent

         

         It was the place of deluge. It was in that place of mountains, jungle and six-months-long torrents where the people, at nodal points of the solar or the lunar year, still sustain their stone rites by wreathing pillar and circle. My origin was there, and there I would return, other than in dreams. I would see that country with eyelashes untangled by the tendrils of sleep, hear the forgotten but re-echoing sounds, savour again that smell now only remembered from half-open trunks; savour again the taste, the different touch even of the air. I should be among the wild Nagas of the snake-like name, who might once have been at home in Avebury, the serpent town, with their ivory and spears, feathers and bangles; whose women have all the mates they choose. But how to get there? Oh, for a strong heart, a bloodstream not predisposed to fever, a stomach immune to enteritis, respiration resistant to damp and dust! To be taken there in a clear breath.

         I began a Western search for an equivalent. I always maintained that I could remember the captain of the ship who, I believe, used to notice my precocity. He brought me away from home, and I have never returned. I used to describe him as wearing a casque-like helmet of black and gold and carrying a sword at his side, but I was told that this was impossible. After all, what could one remember at a year old?

         26So it had to be by the sea. I believed in the Gulf Stream, which is supposed to temper the bitterness of this air, bringing palms and fuchsias to Western shores. And the sea ought to lie southward; sea to the north puts me off my bearings. I wanted to watch the ships passing at a great distance, seemingly on their way to India, though I know that it does not lie to the west. But before I had learned any geography I sensed the land-locked Baltic to the east and felt that the Oriental route must have a westward starting down the Channel.

         The poignancy of Gaelic melodies called to me, their scale identical with that of Peru: I think of The Willow and From Door to Door, which might have been heard in the Hebrides. Their common ancestry is Atlantean; Atlantis’s wisdom in their strains, they bring a message not otherwise to be expressed. How they once stabbed me to the heart; before the age of ten how vulnerable the heart is to memories of that foundered country, the ‘land-under-wave’, perfect symbol of the unconscious. They call me yet and perhaps more constantly, but now I accept their nostalgia – it is no longer a revelation visiting ‘the bottom of the monstrous world’ but an atmosphere. Oh ages, Oh western clouds! Sea stretches grey between relic-islands – Fastnet, Arran, Inishbofin, Tory and those farther north again, where quiet descends through air that is for ever unbreathed on.

         Two huge islands now sunken are the Rockall Bank and, further southward, the Porcupine Bank; the peak of Rockall is all that remains above the water of Hy-Brasil. Sunset behind this keep of the seaboard’s last defence displays fiery cirrus torn for ‘the prince who would seek immortality’.

         Where am I, between east and west? A lost soul indeed. Daunted by the length and cost of the journey to the nearest of Gaeldom, I had to find somewhere more accessible that would pander to 27my latent thrall. (For an animist is what I am; not even a pantheist, though so I pretend when I feel the need for some veneer of urbanity.) I had stayed at Mousehole – whose name derives from the Cornish words mo sul, dear sun – once or twice during the war. From thence I had visited Lamorna and was overcome by its leafy, water-loud charm.

         Then the Isles of Scilly supervened. Once, on a brief escape from the scolding bombardment and the seamy side of the blackout curtain, I was riding in the airport bus from Penzance to St Just. I could see, far out beyond the landmark of St Buryan tower, beyond the last of the land and the first of the sea, a pale crescent lying in the horizon’s haze. That sandy stretch, white as coral, was the northern strand of St Martin’s Isle, just visible from the mainland on a clear day. It seemed to me like a glimpse of the earthly paradise, and I remembered, ages ago, having a dream of arrival in a tiny boat on just such a shore.

         When the war was over, and I could partially escape from my own entangled life, it was to this region, this ‘end of the land’ with its occasional sight of the unattained past, that I was drawn. There is some balsamic quality in the air that never fails to bring healing; after years of blitz I felt that here I could find some humble refuge from the claustrophobic fright of cities. I determined that I would never be so trapped again.

         The molecular dance of the particles composing an azure sky are best seen over Penwith’s moors – as once the circulation of atoms became visible to me in the nursery-door like dazzling sap that streamed through wood long since dry. Many have remarked on the strange light that bathes this peninsula; they say it is reflected from the seas which almost surround it upon the low-sailing clouds above. The same appearance, but intensified, illuminates the Scillies, but Penwith has shade as well as light. In 28Lamorna I first saw the falling of dew, and it was at Penberth that the shifting of the landscape-veil first presented itself to my clear sight, disclosing – what? Later I was told that it was in this tiny cove that the remnant of the Atlanteans, escaping from cataclysm, first landed, bringing with them primrose and convolvulus, poppy and furze. Ask one of the fishermen to take you in his boat, and you can pick out, if you look back landward, the plummet-sign with which they sealed the cliffs.

         You get more sun here than in Wales or Scotland or Ireland: of eighteen parishes in West Cornwall, twelve have feasts or fairs on dates of ancient sun worship. It is as far south as you can easily get. In summer the gardens of Penzance flaunt the sweet-smelling pink tassels of dracaenas, or dragon trees, and the leaves of the gunnera, a plant imported from South America, spread sometimes to a span of six feet, hiding in sheltered hollows, reddish-toothed stems like a ferocious rhubarb and sticky cones of bloom. Violets are cultivated for market out of doors all winter, and anemones for a good part of it. But it is the clumps of bamboo, smelling of the damp of Eastern fabrics from a trunk just opened, which always make me stand still.

         Valley of streams and moon leaves, wet scents and all that cries with the owl’s voice, all that flies with a bat’s wing, peace! Influences, essences, presences, whatever is here – in my name of a stream in a valley I salute you; I share this place with you. Stirrings of life, expanding spores, limbo of germination, for all you give me, I offer thanks. Oh, rooted here without time I bathe in you; genius of the fern-loved gully, do not molest me, and may you remain for ever unmolested.29
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            Vow Cave

         

         It was may, and my kind friend Elaine was helping me in my search for a country refuge. She had a husband in the Texas Oil Company and hence a beautiful car in which we scoured the neighbourhood of Penzance. We looked at many places, possible and impossible: there was the cottage with a wall backing on the country, from which in bad weather a stream poured across to the floor to cascade out of the entrance; and, at the other extreme, the house and attached studio with a camellia tree and a conservatory in the garden, whose only disadvantage was its price. Besides getting orders-to-view from house agents, I not only scanned the advertisements in the Cornishman and the West Briton each week and those in the Western Morning News almost every day but also followed up hints gleaned from shopkeepers and other chance acquaintances. I kept a look out from the windows of the car, and if I saw anything hopeful we would stop to investigate, whether or not a signboard outside advertised an agent’s name.

         It was thus that one evening we pulled into the roadside as we were driving up Lamorna Lane from the Cove. We had nearly regained the main road when I caught a glimpse, through entwined branches of thorn, elder and sycamore, of a faded green wall. A gate opened above some uneven slabs of granite doing duty for steps which led down into the narrow strip of copse-land bordering 31the lane. Another granite slab serving as a doorstep lay before the rotting entrance; the exterior of the building was of corrugated iron and, except for an extensive skylight in the back slope of the roof, was hardly distinguishable from that of a large garage. At the far end, where a bank sloped sharply to the stream, was a double corner window, and by clinging to the gutter pipe alongside this I was able to peep in.

         I saw an unpartitioned room with matchboard walls which had once been whitewashed, but the distemper was now green and flaking, and the green light of an aquarium, refracted from the clustering vegetation outside, filtered through the mould-grown panes of the skylight. Immediately below this was a window in the north wall, and here the woodwork had been rotted by rain driving in. Evidently the skylight leaked, for both the decayed fragments of a blind that still clung to it and the damp patches on the floor beneath told the same story. The place was empty but for a few pieces of studio furniture – an easel, a table and so on; it contained nothing in the way of permanent fixtures beyond a few shelves and an old iron stove with a pipe going up towards the roof. Obviously the place had never been used as living accommodation but simply as an artist’s workroom. There were no cooking facilities and no gas or electric light, but a decrepit oil lamp was hanging from one of the crossbeams that supported the roof. It was the kind of lamp I should never attempt to light. There was no tap, much less a sink; no bathroom (of course); no sign of a lavatory even.

         ‘What a mouldy little place,’ exclaimed Elaine, who likes comfort. ‘So hemmed in!’ She shivered; she, too, had peered through the end window.

         I took another look in, and, as I let myself down again to the nettle-grown pathway and my fingers relaxed their hold on 32the crumbling sill, I saw the possibilities of the place. It could be transformed. However, there was no indication that it was for sale, and I did not know to whom it belonged. We returned to Penzance and later to London without my having found a place of refuge.

         Later that same summer I was drawn back again by the relaxed and other-worldly air of this valley. I spent a few weeks exploring the neighbourhood, meanwhile keeping my ear to the ground on the subject of my search. I stayed at the guesthouse near Trewoofe at the head of Lamorna Valley kept by Dorothy, and the day before I was returning to London she told me of a rumour that the hut I had seen in the lane might be for sale. The owner seldom painted, having become increasingly absorbed in practical jobs about the house and garden. When Dorothy made enquiries, she was told it was already sold, but a few weeks later she was approached with the information that the sale had fallen through. Dorothy sent me a card at once, and I sprang into the next train from Paddington to Penzance.

         I could spare only the weekend, but in that time I viewed the interior of the hut and agreed to buy it. Lamorna had not then been awakened from its wartime slumber, so I had no misgiving above the roadside situation. I saw that, though the roof needed attention, the floor was excellent, being constructed of strong planks. The whole building was without foundations, being raised about a foot above the ground on granite piles. The price was reasonable because the owner was unwilling to face the worry and expense of putting it in repair. I could not, however, complete the deal immediately as there had never been a lease in writing for the ground on which the hut stood; a nominal sum had simply been paid each year to the ground-landlord. This informal method of tenure is still occasionally practised in Cornwall, but I did not feel 33I could buy the hut unless I could be sure of its site. It did not look the kind of building that could be easily removed.

         The ground-landlord was Colonel Paynter, whose family had owned Boskenna for many hundred years and still owned much of the land about Lamorna. Strangely enough, the old Colonel, one of feudalism’s last relics, had been the first person I met when I had arrived in Cornwall for a week’s holiday during the war after months of the London Blitz. There were no taxis in Penzance station-yard, and, as I was standing forlornly beside the suitcase I was unable to carry, not knowing how I was to cover the three or four miles that separated me from Mousehole, a little old gentleman kindly offered me a lift. His bent figure looked to me rather like a beetle, but this may have been because his clothes – a sort of tailcoat and a bowler, green with age – reminded me of a beetle similarly attired which I had seen long ago in an illustration to a child’s book. I afterwards discovered that this was the Colonel’s habitual costume. But his beady eyes, down-curving nose and dark, wrinkled skin added to the illusion. He was almost stone deaf, as I soon discovered from his random replies, but his small, shabby car had deposited me safely at Mousehole.

         Now he proved to be an elusive negotiator. He refused to sell me outright the freehold plot of the land, less than a quarter of an acre in extent. I next tried to persuade him to let me have a 99-year ground-tenancy, but this he also refused, and I had to be content with a fifty-year lease. However, I obtained the promise of this on the same terms as the previous owner, and these were not excessive. But much correspondence was necessary before even this point was reached, and after six months the lease was still unsigned. The old Colonel seemed to take no further interest in my transaction but retired to bed and devoted himself to learning Italian. I received an intimation from the owner of the hut, hinting 34that another purchaser would have to be sought unless I completed the deal without further delay. I again caught the Cornish Riviera Express from Paddington in a hurry, then called at the office of the Penzance lawyer and took the lease myself to Boskenna.

         The Colonel received me in his study where a fire was pleasantly burning. I handed him the lease.

         ‘So you want me to sign this?’ he queried from the depths of a dressing-gown, looking as though he had never seen such a document before.

         ‘If you will be so kind,’ I bawled, indicating where he should do so.

         What wonders a word or two of spidery handwriting can perform! Even today grammar retains some of the power that made the grimoire magical. The plot once secure, the shell of the hut above it quickly changed hands, and I was the owner of a country retreat to which I could retire whenever opportunity offered. It was situated in that part of Lamorna village which lies west of the mill leat and belongs to St Buryan parish, the eastern side of the valley being in that of Paul. It is, to quote the incantatory style of Kelly’s Directory, ‘in the St Ives division of the county, hundred of Penwith, petty sessional division and rural district of Penwith West, Penzance county-court district, rural deanery of Penwith, arch-deanery of Cornwall and diocese of Truro’. St Buryan parish continued to be a deanery and royal peculiar till 1864, when the income from the College of Austin Friars, founded by King Athelstan in honour of St Berriana but long since dissolved, was shared between the rectory and the neighbouring rectories of St Sennen and St Levan.

         I had become a rate-payer, a voter (I suppose) and the owner of a postal address – but what was the address? The hut had never had a name. I searched a large-scale map of the district to 35see if there was antiquity near by, and, sure enough, Gothic letters marked something called Vow Cave beside Castallack Carn. The corner window looked up towards the rock of the carn, grey above the croft-land and crowning the eastern slope of the valley. Here, difficult to find unless you knew where to look, lies hidden the huge capstone with a slight hollow below it which is called the Vow Cave. The name is tautological, as the first word means cave as much as the second, being none other than the Cornish vugha, a cave, which has many varieties of spelling. I called the hut Vow Cave Studio.

         I quickly set about the necessary repair and redecoration. At that time it was difficult to get work of the kind done at all, and it was after many frustrations that I managed to have the rotted woodwork replaced, the panes of the skylight renewed, the gutters mended, the old stove patched up and a fence erected to divide my piece of ground from the lane. At first I thought of getting piped water from the Boskenna reservoirs that supply many of Lamorna’s inhabitants, but there was so long a delay in obtaining the requisite pipes that I finally gave up the idea, feeling that I was better off with water from the stream. As a precaution I always boiled this before drinking it, but I would feel inclined to do the same with the piped supply. A typical conversation between neighbours at the bus stop is as follows:

         ‘How’s your water today?’

         ‘Trickling.’

         ‘Mine had worms in it yesterday!’

         It is not surprising that those who can afford to do so sink their own wells. At least the stream never runs dry, even in summer, but the water supply sometimes does so, even in winter. Accordingly, I arranged a few stones where the bank fell toward the stream and filled there a daily bucket.

         36I also toyed with the idea of installing electricity, but Vow Cave was ‘four poles’ away from the nearest house, and the cost was prohibitive. Since then I have sometimes wondered whether this absence of electric current was not a blessing in disguise: does not a dwelling without it breathe more freely? Some of the tension of modern life is due, I think, to the fact that people surround themselves day and night with the pulsations of electricity in one form or another, and these tend to disturb the subtle body. This is so however little they are registered by the conscious mind; certain people, at least, can relax better in their absence. So, instead, I bought an interior coal bin in which to store fuel for the stove, and as I have never been able to master oil lamps or heaters I installed Calor Gas for lighting and a small cooker, later adding a gas fire also. I arranged the cooker and the cylinders near the shelves, thus making a kind of kitchen alcove. Later I found that I could cook very well on the flat top of the iron stove and that food prepared in this way tasted better than that from the gas cooker.

         Then the decor had to be considered; the distemper of the interior was replaced by a white gloss paint, which made the place look much lighter. The floor was stained and the woodwork of the windows and the half-door painted Wedgwood blue inside and out. I had some difficulty in persuading the decorator not to aim for what he called Lamorna Blue, a shade between cobalt and Prussian which had been popular with the earlier artistic settlers. The exterior walls were also made white and the roof toned with red oxide.

         In order to satisfy the Rural District officials, I had to deal with the question of sanitation. A chemical lavatory seemed the best solution, and I bought the required shed from a neighbour. I heard from the handyman that there was someone down by the Cove who was going away and had some Elsan fittings to sell. I 37accordingly made my way down the wooded lane till the blue water stretching out to the cliff castle of Carn Dhu, a miniature Treryn Dinas (of Logan Rock fame), came into view. I knocked at a small square building whose appearance conjured up the term block-house. Actually it was called the Powder Store, recalling its use at the time the quarries were being blasted. The door was opened by a tall woman to whom I explained my errand. She was very friendly.

         ‘Come in,’ she said. ‘I’m just a nun. I was in a convent for over thirty years, and I’ve no idea of the value of anything.’

         She ushered me into what she called the Green Drawing-Room; it was, in fact, the only room of any kind, except a sleeping-loft above the ‘usual offices’. It was draped with Chinese tapestry of a sad-green shade; a large window looked down on the pleasant melancholy of the Cove with its broken jetty, since repaired. She proceeded to tell me the story of her life, which had indeed been unusual. I Leap Over the Wall had not yet reached the public, for the good reason that it lay, still in typescript, on the floor at my feet; nor had the spate of literature to which it gave rise informed those outside of what goes on behind high convent walls. My reading on this subject had been limited to Maria Monk; accordingly, I listened enthralled. She had just finished the book about her experiences.

         Monica Baldwin had once thought that in the Powder Store she had found the dream cottage she sought, but now she was full of a new plan to live in Ireland. I soon discovered that she never stayed anywhere for long – to compensate, I imagine, for her years of incarceration. In the course of our talk she showed me the Elsan and named a price, which I paid without attempting to bargain. She subsequently told me the sums for which she had bought and then sold the Powder Store; it struck me that for someone ignorant of the world she was a remarkably good businesswoman. 38

         Together with the ventilation pipe of the Elsan, I carried her manuscript home to Vow Cave and read it with great admiration and amusement. Her story was most competently presented and a certain success, as I told her. In return she insisted, against my warnings, on reading my roman noir, Goose of Hermogenes, and I do not think our friendship, so promisingly begun, ever recovered entirely from her shock, though she has since written me several kind letters. But while her book makes its tens of thousands, the poor Goose, in spite of much travel and two transatlantic migrations, is still beating its wings in the void.
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