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In the middle of the journey of our life, I came to myself, in a dark wood, where the direct way was lost. It is a hard thing to speak of . . . but, in order to tell of the good that I found there, I must tell of the other things I saw there.


Danto, Inferno Canto I:1-60 The Dark Wood and the Hill
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Making a lasting impact




For Bill,


Our children, Julian and Catherine,


And all my other friends




Introduction


 


I’ve always enjoyed letters. When I was a child it was very special to receive a letter, ‘Miss Elaine Haigh’ on the envelope, ‘Dear Elaine’ on the card or note. The ‘Miss’ made me feel grown-up. Letters usually arrived only for my parents; receiving a letter myself was definitely a ‘for me?’ moment.


Years later during our early diplomatic postings, long before the convenience and speed of computers and emails, I often filled hours writing letters to friends. In those days, the spouses (mostly wives) of diplomats were quite commonly not permitted to work by local labour laws so we were on our own in finding occupation, meaning and purpose. Writing letters seemed a good idea. I would write pages and pages, double-sided, thick letters that then needed extra postage! These letters kept me connected with home and friends. They provided occupation and I loved receiving replies.


One reply effected a considerable change in my thinking. A friend wrote saying she would always put my letters aside till a quiet moment when, with feet up and a cup of coffee or a glass of wine to hand, she would open it and enter another world. I came to realise the simple fact that receiving letters gave real pleasure to others, as well as to me. I noticed that, as letters continued to be exchanged, they became learning exercises. Titbits of information, gradual opening up of minds and hearts; slowly others revealed more and more of themselves. Their joys, sorrows, doubts and questions about life expanded their characters for me. In learning more about them, I was more able to give to them. And I grew as a result.


Over the years, I learned that what I could give in letters to my friends was more important than what I received in turn. This is what can happen with friends. They become safe places for each other. Places where self-defensive shields can be put to one side, and the offering of friendship becomes an offering of the self. For me, this giving became a real form of hospitality, hospitality which offers the other that safe place where trust can grow and people can truly be themselves.


Hospitality was central to life with my husband Bill in diplomacy; the diplomat’s table is where relationships are forged, friendships begun, and national interests tended. Through my letters, hospitality acquired centrality in a very different way but one which I think is no less valuable for its being quiet and mostly hidden.


Hospitality became even more alive when I was ordained an Anglican priest. It became the glue that kept the two parts of my identity—priest and ambassador’s wife—together. Spiritual and material held as one. What I did in preparing diplomatic occasions is what I do when preparing the altar to celebrate the eucharist. I want the linen smooth, the flowers fresh, the candles trimmed, the silver polished. I want the music just right and every little detail attended to so guests at both table and altar can feel invited and welcome.


The letters in this book were written to friends during this 2020 coronavirus pandemic, a time when many friends seem farther away than during normal times. It is not a book about God. It is not a book about church or faith. But, if you are a person of faith, you will know God laughs and cries when we do—God is in the shadows in these letters as well as in the sunshine. If you are not a person of faith, I hope you will see in them life in all its exuberance, humour and sorrow. For it’s the same thing, really; we’re just using different words.


May I suggest that you brew some tea or coffee, or pour yourself a glass of wine, and settle down with me and my friends, think how you’ve coped in these COVID times, and enter another world.




Who dare say No, when such is your request


that each around your table should be guest,


that here the ancient word should live as new,


‘Take, eat and drink—all this is meant for you.’1





Elaine Farmer


October 2020


 


1. John Bell, Hymn No. 259 in Together in Song. Australian Hymn Book II, Harper Collins Religious, 1999, and reprinted 2005 with permission from Wild Goose Songs 3, Love from Below, Wild Goose Publications.




1


The Wars of the Roses


 


Dear Friends,


The Wars of the Roses are not over. At least not in my garden, where roses are rampaging through autumn. Experienced gardeners tell me that the summer bushfires filled the atmosphere with so much smoke that, when the rain came, gardens were showered with nutrients. I’ve no idea whether that’s true or not but after my rose bushes were smashed by the hailstorm and drenched by rain they have come back blooming. It’s as if they’ve wiggled their roots with delight and gone English on me, saying, “Cor, I do love a good summer prune!” The results have been astonishing. Great blousy blooms sending delirium amongst the bees and filling every vase I can find. Mind you, the bushes have also gone into major self-defence mode, producing the most vicious thorns, and there’s been blood on the ground as I’ve tried to harvest their bounty. Worth bleeding for . . . we sit surrounded by bowls of beauty.


Apart from the roses, I’m over 2020!


So far this year we’ve had horrendous bushfires causing untold loss of lives, homes, livelihoods, livestock, forests, native animals and birds. Then floods and, at least in our part of Australia, The Hailstorm which smashed its way through cars, buildings and gardens. Now it’s The Plague.


In recent times the big money seemed to be on whether we’d get frogs or boils after the fires, floods and hail but there wasn’t much mention of plagues. I find the language intriguing. Another example of how the Bible has wormed its way into the English language and—were I a betting person—I’d bet most people who’ve been talking about raining frogs or bursting boils have no idea where their colourful images come from.


So now we are all more or less stuck. Hunkered down at home getting infuriated by overexcited journalists who persist in saying we are “bunkered” down. Travel curtailed (give or take a qualifying word here and there). Out-of-control citizenry rampaging through supermarkets buying every toilet roll in sight; this must be the first time in recorded history that loo paper has been the object of passionate desire. Hoarding on a scale not seen since World War II say those who remember those days and, no, I don’t. I’m not that old. Businesses folding or as near as spit to doing so. Talking of which, we’re all supposed to keep 1.5 metres apart; I can hear lots of little boys (and big ones for that matter) boldly declaring they can spit further than that. So much for social distancing. That’s one of the new buzzwords.


While restaurants and cafes, for example, are closing around us some businesses are doing quite well. Traditional butchers are beaming over queues they’ve not seen since before giant supermarkets pushed their who-cares-about-quality-convenience-is-the-thing mantra on to a gullible marketplace. Homeware suppliers are reporting a 400% increase in sales of freezers. One major outfit says they could sell a thousand a day if they could get hold of them. Even plant nurseries are reporting a surge in requests for vegetable seedlings as people begin to remember that vegetables grow in the ground and once upon a time most people grew their own. They don’t seem to remember that plants take time to grow, but then all signs indicate that we’ll be confined to barracks for a very long time so maybe they will get to use their produce.


Then there’s the whole obsession with hand sanitiser. Important, of course, but there’s plenty of soap around, people, no shortage of water at the moment, and no need to panic. Sanitiser is completely unobtainable, as are the couple of simple ingredients to make it oneself. And on and on the madness goes with too many people becoming embarrassingly selfish and greedy. There have even been fights in the supermarket aisles with police called to haul the screaming combatants away, doubtless leaving behind plenty of other shoppers, their faces smug with virtue over their better behaviour, quietly stooping to pick up the coveted loo paper. Well, I hadn’t really been going to buy any but . . .


Oh dear, I must beat back cynicism. I do understand that uncertainty is unsettling but it’s extraordinary how many people seem unwilling to stop, think, and be rational. The virus might kill but common sense won’t.


Meanwhile, Bill and I are well, comfortable and refusing to worry. We have cancelled travel to the US and the UK this year, a great disappointment as I was to have preached in several familiar and welcoming churches. The whole trip has become untenable, which is sad, but next year is another year and this year’s dilemma will pass. The only thing worrying Bill right now is whether my mostly controlled obsessive (he says anal-retentive) tidiness will burst out, given all the time we will have at home rather than out and about. He, playing fast and loose with the German language, calls it my “Frau Kommandant” mode when I start cleaning or tidying him away. I deny it, of course, though I do admit that I did do something yesterday that I have never done. I cleaned the telephone hand pieces.


Then I did get over-enthusiastic as a gimlet eye lit upon my computer keyboard. Big mistake. I cleaned it and it is completely buggered, as we say in polite society. Or may be. I am told its inner workings may dry out. Twitching slightly with separation syndrome over threatened access to my computer, I took myself off into the allegedly plague-infected world to buy a replacement. Now I’m a bit like those butchers. Grinning. Not only were there plenty available but I bought one for only $A8.88. That’s $A8.88! I suggested to the shop assistant that surely it must be $A88.88 but she just smiled and said I should leave quickly. I am still bemused. Anxiety allayed, this keyboard is pretty clunky—what else could it be at that price?—but it’ll do for the moment.


While I was having that boring little adventure, Bill decided he’d try to repair the black wooden ducks in the garden that had been smashed by the hailstorm. Some years back a gardening magazine had said model black birds deter real birds from plopping on outdoor furniture. It proved to be true, to our astonishment. When we removed the broken bodies after the recent hailstorm we watched and waited. And, lo! the next morning, bird droppings. I kid you not. Now with super glue and spray paint, two are back on the job, albeit one is rather pigeon-toed, poor thing. Half a foot has gone missing but at least it’s standing.


In all the anxiety being expressed about isolation a recurrent wail is “what will we do at home alone”. It’s another mantra of the moment. I imagine the introvert’s reaction to social distancing might be, “who cares? I’ve been preparing for this all my life!” But another response, surely, is “read a book”. Articles are appearing in the papers here to that effect, with some interesting suggestions from writers about their favourites. The classics might almost come back in fashion given the way they are currently being pushed. Bill and I are setting ourselves various projects to use our time in a focussed way. Apart from which, it’s wonderful to be able to while away hours “just reading”; and be guilt-free! (Actually, I rarely feel guilty over reading!)


And, as a person who believes in living ritualistically—marking moments with meaning—I find myself remembering with pleasure my mother changing for the evening, donning high heels and lipstick, drawing that happy line between the working days and pleasurable evenings. As an ‘old polio’, I may not be able to do the high heel thing, but swanning round in a long dress and lipstick, lighting some candles, and reclining among the sofa cushions with a gin-and-tonic in hand is a fine way to fend off the doomsayers of our current world.


Stay well. Stay safe.


With love to you all,


Elaine


23 March 2020
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One Fine Day


 


Dear Friends,


I saw the bottom of the ironing bin this week. It wasn’t at all interesting and I hid it immediately with things I didn’t feel like ironing. It’s always the same. Necessity and discipline take me and my iron a good distance but discipline fades first. I decide I can wear something else and that’s it for that session. I have to say that this week’s assault on my crumpled belongings wasn’t really much of an archaeological dig. There were a couple of “oh-I-wondered-where-that-was” moments but no treasures discovered. In days long gone, when our children were little and life was a rush and we’d be moving around from posting to posting, I had one rule about the ironing basket. When packing-up time came anything discovered unironed and lurking at the bottom was ditched. I figured if I hadn’t noticed for a couple of years it obviously wasn’t a treasure and we didn’t need it.


In a rush of blood to the head and more over-enthusiasm, yesterday afternoon I thought it might be the moment to clean the fridge. I have survived. In fact, it wasn’t too bad, the odd spill here and there but nothing insanitary. Little piles of unidentifiable crumbs but what harm could they be? As a granddaughter once said to me as she thrust a cicada shell in my face, “Don’t worry, Granny, it’s dead”! So I took everything out and happily found no mysteries gently mouldering in back corners. On the other hand, there was one mystery. I removed all the various shelves and bins but one defied me. I couldn’t shift it and there was no sign of anything having dried into a gluey mass to stick the thing in place. One end moved; the other wouldn’t. Then the discovery: a piece of tape holding the bin to the door. “Ah,” I thought. “That must be the original packing tape.” Who would have thought? And why am I confessing?


Oh well, I have a clean fridge and a clean kitchen floor because I spilled so much water I had to do that job as well. It has to be said that, while it is easy to put these jobs off (and despite the packing tape I do clean the fridge!), it’s very satisfying when they’re done. Piles of neatly folded clothes and orderly wardrobes. It’s called Virtue and it’s matched only by admiring the gleam of freshly polished silver. Or getting up at 5.30am to go to the gym. The bliss-of-the-now for me at least is that gyms are closed. Too bad, so sad, but I am exercising at home and I love alarm-free mornings.


These activities haven’t taken up much time this week, and certainly haven’t been allowed to get between me a good book. I must tell you of this week’s discovery. Bill and I are trying (and failing) to reduce our book collection by idly reading this and that and deciding what we don’t want to read again. Bill is much better at being tough. I tend to read with a pencil and Post-it notes and am totally undisciplined about what I Just Must Keep! I’ve had a lovely time this week with a book published in 1947 (and republished by Virago in 1985) called One Fine Day. It’s written by an English novelist and writer of wartime essays for The New Yorker, with the deliciously evocative name of Mollie Panter-Downes. Could she be anything but English with that name! As I’ve read her book, she has become for me ‘Miss Mollie’. ‘Miss Panter-Downes’ is a bore to keep typing and repetition makes it somehow stuffy. ‘Ms’ just doesn’t suit her, or her book; it’s far too anachronistic and thin-lipped. She was married to one Clare Robinson but, with great respect to him and his ancestry, why would she call herself ‘Robinson’ when she could swan through life with her own delightful handle?


One Fine Day is set in the English countryside in 1946. The Second World War had swept away one world but whatever brave new world would take its place was still unclear. “The past . . . was pressed like a dry butterfly between the glass of Edwardian photograph frames,” she writes; now uncertainty, grim realities, nostalgia and bravery stamped themselves on village lives. The novel revolves around the particular struggles of Laura, a middle-class woman born to a well-mannered world of servants and leisure, suddenly struggling with cleaning, cooking and an enormous garden. Both house and garden defeat her; her husband is polite and tries to be helpful and not peevish but the disorderly nature of this new world unsettles him and he flees daily to his work in London.


There is no particular story and its characters, though sharply drawn, are not explored. One Fine Day follows a theme, a set of reflections, rather than a series of events. It’s beautifully written, lyrical, more like poetry than prose. “True is it that we have seen better days” from Shakespeare’s As You Like It is the opening epigram and this thought pervades the whole book. Laura’s husband Stephen reflects silently: “All his life he had expected to find doors opened if he rang, to wake up to the soft rattle of curtain rings being drawn back, to find the fires bright and the coffee smoking hot every morning as though household spirits had been working while he slept. And now the strings had been dropped, they all lay helpless as abandoned marionettes with nobody to twitch them”. I hear Bill sighing empathetically.


This is an elegant and gentle book; sadness, loss and longing float from its pages. I found myself drawn into the story and sad for all who now find their worlds obliterated and who struggle to recreate their very selves. Though set in different times, One Fine Day is a book for this time of uncertainty, sadness and loss, with its tinge of knowledge that nothing will ever be quite the same again. How we came to have Miss Mollie’s book is a mystery but no way is she going anywhere but back on our bookshelves, where I hope she will rest comfortably until I take her out again to lose myself in a vanished world. I hope she will be joined on my shelves by more of her work. I’m now in the market for her Letters from London, and also The Shoreless Sea which was hugely popular all those long years ago. Do we need to buy more books? Well no, but there are worse obsessions. I grew up in a house laden with books. Reading was central to life. The family all reading and no sound but the ticking of the clock and my father crunching on boiled lollies. And I remember my mother used to warn against complaining about dusty bookshelves. “If I go to dust and put my glasses on to see what I’m doing,” she would say, “I’ll simply find something I must read and that’ll be that.” Wise woman.


Enjoy reading. Stay well. Stay safe.


With love to you all,


Elaine


30 March 2020
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Sabbath Days


 


Dear Friends,


Once upon a time, a crowd was a crowd and we all knew what that meant. Then in these strange times, a crowd became three and the world was a whole new place. Now, as if we are not already sufficiently discombobulated (lovely chewy word I use whenever I can), a crowd has become two.


In those lost times when a crowd was still three, we invited friends to visit, one at a time on different days. They would arrive bearing their own wine glass, the side garden gate open for them to come through to the back garden and take a seat at one end of our outside table. We’d provide champagne and sit at the other end of the table, all of us carefully observing social distancing requirements. It felt rather jolly, with a frisson of mild excitement over something different and that aren’t-we-managing-well-in-adverse-times feeling.


Louise was our last visitor and arrived, not just with her wine glass, but bearing a basket with scones wrapped in a towel and hot from her oven, butter, bowls of jam and cream, and favourite pretty china plates. “Just because it’s the end of the world doesn’t mean we can’t have beautiful stuff”, she said, paraphrasing, she tells me, the director of Mad Max: Fury Road. How right that is. We opened the champagne—“nothing goes better with scones, jam and cream than champagne” said Louise—and chatted and gossiped and toasted all our friends, especially those far from us, not least those of you in New York and Indonesia, England and New Zealand, all places where we have spent so much time and acquired so many friends. We hold you close to our hearts.


The day after Louise’s visit a crowd became two and our tiny fun gatherings were over. Bill and I apparently constitute a crowd. It’s as well we have separate studies in different parts of the house or one or other of us would begin to find the crowd-as-two definition one too many. We have just spent what seems like half a day trying to set up Zoom and get computer microphones working. Somehow we failed and tense words flew back and forth. What we did wrong remains a mystery. We are now skulking in our own studies, shiny with virtue and both convinced the other was wrong. This too, like the coronavirus, will pass. Everyone says getting Zoom is SO easy. Now they’re talking about party apps and videos and The Dear knows what else about how we can communicate. I was doing that already. Communicating, I mean. Actually, I admit Zoom will be fun once we’ve ironed out the kinks but, please, not all day! I can feel a sense of frustration rising because it’s all such an interruption!


I’ve been having a much lovelier time (pretty much anything would be lovelier than struggling with computers) this week re-reading an old favourite. Mollie Panter-Downes’ One Fine Day that I talked about last week sent me on a hunt for my copy of Ex Libris: Confessions of a Common Reader by Anne Fadiman. It’s a 1998 book of essays about books and reading and I think the somewhat episodic nature of One Fine Day reminded me of Fadiman’s essays. I enjoy essays, probably because I had a profound respect for this literary form instilled in me at high school. We studied Francis Bacon and were told that it takes a very particular skill to write with such a ‘beautiful economy of words’. The point stuck. It’s a skill I haven’t acquired, I’m afraid, but maybe I remembered because I could do with a finger in the back, to keep trying.


Fadiman’s book is simply lovely. I haven’t finished this re-read yet. I’m savouring it, spinning it out essay by essay. I feel like that American professor of literature who hadn’t read all Jane Austen because he couldn’t bear the thought of life without one of her books to read for the first time. On the other hand, instead of starting at the beginning, I couldn’t resist searching for the wonderful essay about her family’s obsessive proofreading habit. She describes them reading the menu at a restaurant:




“They’ve transposed the e and the i in Madeira sauce,” commented my brother.


“They’ve made Bel Paese into one word,” I said, “and it’s lowercase.”


“At least they spell better than the place where we had dinner last Tuesday,” said my mother. “They serve P-E-A-K-I-N-G duck.”





It could be Bill and me. We were shopping once and I found a red marker pen in the basket. “We don’t need this,” I said. “I know,” Bill answered, “but I had to correct one of the advertisements.” I understood. I’ve done that to restaurant menus. Bad form, I know, but sometimes one is driven. As one once was in a seafood restaurant offering crap and lobster.


Fadiman has me saying “yes, yes”, or laughing, or even getting a lump in the throat. “Books wrote our life story,” she says, “and as they accumulated on our shelves (and on our windowsills, and underneath our sofa, and on top of our refrigerator), they became chapters in it themselves. How could it be otherwise?” How indeed. When I was growing up the only room that didn’t have bookshelves was the bathroom.


Fadiman writes about how she and her husband merged their libraries some years after they married. Somehow they did that without (according to her account) too much acrimony. Bill’s just finished completely sorting and rearranging our books. I kept out of it. (More virtue.) I knew the whole thing would end in tears and not even before bedtime if I tried to share in the job. Now English literature, that is books by UK English writers, are in one place; Australian elsewhere. Autobiographies have their own case; ditto biographies. Literature from other countries’ authors is shelved in splendid isolation and so is everything about war. Really? A whole case on war? Books on politics of all sorts huddle together in Bill’s study and theology in mine though I have quietly and surreptitiously spilled over into another room. Shhhh.


Back to Anne Fadiman . . . I can’t decide whether I fit her “carnal love” or “courtly love” variety of book lovers. The latter fits more with the way I was brought up with rigid training in, for example, carefully turning pages only from the top corner, holding a book carefully without straining its spine and never, NEVER placing it upside down with the pages open. I commit this last sin all the time, I’m afraid! And I stick Post-it notes on pages and make pencil markings and comments, though I am picky about which books I so defile. On the other hand, something in me recoils with horror when I see Bill ripping chapters out of books and throwing them away when he’s read them. This is, I grant, only with paperbacks of the unimportant and cheaply replaceable variety and only when we’re travelling. Bill says it simply makes things lighter when he’s recumbent. Anne Fadiman’s father did the same thing unencumbered by guilt and, according to his daughter, with nonchalance, so I suppose that’s respectable precedent.


I very much enjoyed Fadiman’s account of her teenage production of sonnets and rude awakening when her ninth-grade effort was not picked out as among the best to be displayed to her class. She recalls dismay because her teacher Miss Farrer’s favourite “was about the Acropolis. Twenty-eight years later, I still remember its author called the Parthenon ‘a ruined Crown’. It never occurred to me that this metaphor alone was worth a hundred of my sonnets”. Fadiman looks back and sees herself, not as a soul who could have produced such a poetic idea, but as “a priggish little pedant who would no more have permitted a rogue trochee to sneak among her perfect iambs than show up in Miss Farrer’s class with a smudge on her monogrammed school uniform”. I like her honesty and her whimsical style. I am also deeply relieved that my teenage efforts have sunk without trace. I hope. If you haven’t read Ex Libris do seek it out. I hope you enjoy it as much as I do.


Speaking of writing, and returning to the troubled world we live in, I’ve had a letter today from a dear friend, Susan, an extremely talented Episcopal Church priest in the US. Susan muses on the familiar phrase ‘a month of Sundays’, and of how we ought not be influenced by its traditional implication of an interminably dreary time. Instead, she recalls the meaning of Sabbath as a time apart, not for feeling bored and dreary, but to be used as




a time of restoration and renewal—the unexpected gift of time to reconnect with friends for which there never seemed to be enough time, to return to unfinished projects abandoned by the press of more immediate tasks, and, finally, to revive an interest, an idea, an intention always deferred to ‘not now . . . later when I have more time’.





Susan is right, and her letter was timely, arriving as it did on Palm Sunday, the beginning of the most holy week in the Christian calendar. Some of you might want to stop reading at such a mention but I hope you read on—you might just miss something if you don’t! Holy Week is a confronting week. It brings us to the heart of Christian faith. That heart is marked by horror and blessing, improbabilities, profoundly meaningful metaphors, and a demand that we balance all this by trying to see how the ghastliness of crucifixion and the blessing of resurrection work in each of our lives. It’s less about wondering whether Jesus’s tomb really was empty and more about whether we lock ourselves into empty tombs in our lives, those things which prevent us from being the best we can be—for our own sakes, and for those around us.


Susan suggests we make “Sabbath time” of all this time we now have in isolation. It’s an excellent suggestion and an excellent term. It wraps all our efforts to be kind to each other, to keep in touch, to keep smiling, and to live in hope, with purpose and focus.


I wish you all joy in embracing Sabbath time. You might also keep in mind what another of my friends, Robbie, has said to me: “Big earrings! Every evening I put on big earrings!” Earrings may not be your thing but embrace the spirit!


With love


Elaine


6 April 2020
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Easter Greetings


 


Dear Friends,


Good Friday


I woke on Good Friday to a grey leaden sky which was weeping softly. We have had good rains in recent weeks, rain which was so needed after the horrendous summer Australia has endured, and brown has turned to green around us. Any rain is always a blessing in this land but it was Good Friday and there are always tears in the shadow of blessings, and so the skies wept.


It’s been a tough week. And not just because it was Holy Week; that’s always a challenge. There’s been the continuing sad news about the horrifying situation in the United Kingdom and the United States, particularly in New York. There was the shock of the British Prime Minister’s being taken to hospital and intensive care. There has been drama after drama over the variety of problems people have encountered in quarantine, isolation and social lockdown. In Australia, we’ve had some 2500 passengers on a cruise ship allowed to disembark without proper checking, hence bearing the coronavirus—and death—hither and yon. A former colleague of Bill’s reports that three of her contacts in Indonesia are dead. A friend in the US reports a sick colleague in his own office. Our Ambassador to Indonesia has been flown back to Australia for medical reasons and only skeleton staffs remain in the various places where Australia is represented in that country.
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