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INTRODUCTION


I knew the minute the call came from Derbyshire that there would be no escape. I had been here before: it was Miss Shepherd all over again.


This might seem unkind, the resemblance between a smelly, deranged and filthily raincoated vagrant and Chatsworth’s fragrant chatelaine emeritus not immediately obvious. But they are the same, both strong-willed single-minded women wanting something out of me: Miss Shepherd a haven for her van, the dowager Duchess a foreword for her book. ‘Can I bend you to my will?’ sister Nancy used to say. Quite.


Note that I have a difficulty calling her Debo (though nobody else does). My acquaintance with duchesses, dowager or otherwise, is scant and feeling it a bit soon after only one meeting to be on first-name terms I settled for Ms Debo while she in her turn called me Mr Alan. I suppose it’s a kind of nickname and she is well used to that, the Mitfords having so many nicknames for each other one wonders how they could keep track. Her said sister, Nancy, called her 9, a reference to her supposed mental age; the myth of her own stupidity one that has clung to her all her life and which she still expects us to believe.


Famously unlettered, Ms Debo claims to be like her father who only ever read one book (White Fang) and found it so dangerously good he never wanted to read another. And though I feel much the same about opera I don’t believe it of Her Grace. Still it’s ironical that having written a story about Someone who discovers the delights of reading I now find I am writing a foreword in praise of Someone Else who never has.


Among the handful of books the author does admit to having read I am delighted to find Priscilla Napier’s A Late Beginner, a favourite of mine and full of the lost lore and language of nannies. Seeing this recommended, I thought I’d tell her to read Mary Clive’s Day of Reckoning only to turn the page and find that she already had.


Debo’s book ticks so many of my boxes that I’d better start with a mistake (what critics call ‘an egregious error’) so as not to seem sycophantic. The book begins with a lengthy list of the 11th Duke’s offices, appointments and other distinctions ranging from the presidency of Chesterfield and Darley Dale brass bands to being runner-up as White’s Club ‘Shit of the Year’. However, the list omits (entirely understandably to my mind) the duke’s brief sojourn as a governor of Giggleswick School (I think he may have owned the land on which the school is built but that’s by the way). This governorship may be a piece of information his relict wishes to suppress as indeed he only attended one governors’ meeting, afterwards appearing on the platform in (among other things) yellow socks. Now it happened that the previous day a youth in the sixth form suspected of Bohemian tendencies had been bawled out by his housemaster, the proof of his decadence (and a possible portent of future effeminacy) a pair of yellow socks found in his locker. Following the duke’s appearance on the platform, whatever penalties had been imposed were briskly rescinded so there was one boy at least who had cause to bless the name of Cavendish.


Not having read many books has its drawbacks, though it might appal Debo to know that she thereby fulfils one of W. H. Auden’s requirements for a budding writer, namely knowing a few books inside out. He would also approve of her fondness for lists and she of his fascination with lead mining and the geology of Derbyshire.


It’s a county she revels in. Saddled with her irrepressible Mitford voice she enjoys Derbyshire for its dialect, instancing ‘starved’ which in Derbyshire means cold. This usage is not confined to Derbyshire, as my mother, who was originally from Halifax, was fond of it. She took it further and applied it to the weather, which she’d describe as ‘starvaceous’. ‘Mash the tea’ is another Derbyshire expression that’s shared with Leeds, and it’s a handy one too. ‘Make the tea’ is pretty general and might mean ‘Pour it out’. ‘Mash the tea’ is more precise, meaning ‘Put the tea in the pot’. So ‘The tea’s mashed’ means it’s just waiting to be poured.


This is a lady who will have seen plenty of teas in her time, teas on terraces, teas in tents, teas with farmers, teas with tenants. She’s someone who knows about gooseberries and can discriminate between parsnips. She’s on first name terms with her hens, up to the minute on sheep, and pigs, I’m sure, eat out of her hand (which incidentally requires nerve).


To my surprise she’s quite charitable about flower arranging, a hobby in my experience that’s prone to turn its votaries into hell-hags. ‘If you think squash is a competitive activity,’ says one of my characters, ‘try flower arrangement.’


Though I don’t know why I should think it’s just flower arrangement: rhubarb growing may be equally cut-throat and I’m sure there’s no love lost over leeks and marrows. This is a world Debo has seen much more of than me, having trailed round more than her share of village fêtes and local shows with their ancient categories: ‘Three tarts on a plate’, ‘An edible necklace’, or (a favourite, this) ‘A garden on a tray’, the pond invariably represented by a bit of silver paper.


But there are worlds elsewhere and, surprisingly, one of the most interesting pieces is an essay on tiaras which is not a topic to which I’ve ever given much thought: I didn’t even know that diamonds could be dirty. It’s a lovely essay, the kind of vignette you might well have found in the old New Yorker. Debo remembers once having to don the family diamonds, tiara, necklace, stomacher and all, in order to play the lead in the local WI’s The Oldest Miss World in the World (‘My hobbies are hens and world peace’). One just wonders whether she told the insurers.


Both of us having been despatched round provincial bookshops, we share memories of that shaming humiliation of the writer’s life, the book-signing.


Writer (pen poised): To whom shall I put it?


Reader (brightly smiling): Me!


Bolder and more pedantic than I’ve ever dared to be, Debo baulks at signing a book ‘To Granny’ when it’s not her granny, a detail I never let trouble me at all. But I agree with her that anyone who skips a dedication and just wants a signature almost deserves a kiss besides.


Faced with a queue, the staff of the bookshop can get quite bossy (‘Her Grace will not be signing bus-tickets’). I’m so anxious to be liked I’m happy to sign bus-tickets and even betting slips if it helps. On one occasion a young man, not having bought the book or anything else, turned round and told me to sign the back of his neck. Which I did. When he next washed I don’t like to think.


Deborah Devonshire is not someone to whom one can say, ‘Joking apart . . .’ Joking never is apart: with her it’s of the essence, even at the most serious and indeed saddest moments. At the heart of this collection are three pieces of a different order and all remarkable: diaries of the inauguration of President Kennedy in 1961, of his funeral two years later and an account of the ‘Treasure Houses of Britain’ exhibition in Washington in 1985.


JFK was a family friend not because famous people know other famous people but through his sister Kathleen (Kick) Kennedy’s marriage to Andrew Devonshire’s brother, Billy, who was shortly afterwards killed in Belgium. A few years later Kathleen herself died in a plane crash and is buried at Edensor on the edge of Chatsworth Park. Jack Kennedy was therefore a friend of the family in good times and bad and this brought an invitation to his inauguration as president in January 1961. Reluctant to go (the call of the moors) DD kept a diary of the proceedings, which in their cheerful chaos seem more like India than any English ceremonial.


At one point the newly elected president calls her over to stand beside him while the parade goes by . . . the president having a cup of coffee and a biscuit in gaps between contingents of the three-hour procession. At one point one of the marching troops breaks ranks to take a snap of the president on the podium. The Trooping of the Colour it certainly wasn’t.


What’s winning is the fun she gets out of it, and a component of the fun she gets out of life is that she seems to have no sense of entitlement. Standing next to the newly inaugurated JFK she thinks of it as an enormous treat and when later he climbs over seven rows of chairs just to have a word, though frozen to the marrow she is in total heaven.


That she is a natural diarist is plain from the oddities that catch her eye, the piece ending as she drifts off to sleep in the British Embassy while outside in the bedroom corridor her husband whispers to the ambassador Sir Harold Caccia the secrets Prime Minister Macmillan had entrusted him to bring over.


Her account of Kennedy’s funeral, that terrible Thanksgiving of 1963, is so heartfelt it is difficult to read. Afterwards she is sympathising with the ambassador David Ormsby Gore and his wife. ‘It will be very difficult working with the new administration – no intimacy, no shared memories and no jokes.’ And the jokes aren’t the least of it so that her account of even this wretched weekend manages to end on one. Fog having diverted the funeral party to Manchester, this means a night at Chatsworth where she recalls the (very thin) Prime Minister, Alec Douglas-Home, wondering if perhaps he crept into bed and lay very still she wouldn’t have to change the sheets for Princess Margaret who was coming the next day.


I’ve never thought of Alec Douglas-Home as much of a joker but that’s the thing about this lady. She brings it out in people. Good for her.


ALAN BENNETT





I MARRIED


I married:


The twice mayor of Buxton


A Knight of the Garter


The chairman of the Lawn Tennis Association


A parliamentary under-secretary of state


A minister of state in the Commonwealth Relations Office


A freeman of the Borough of Eastbourne


A holder of the Military Cross


The chairman of the British Empire Cancer Campaign for twenty-five years


The patron-in-chief of the Polite Society


An Old Etonian


A Knight of the Order of St John, Derbyshire


A steward of the Jockey Club


A peer of the realm


A Major in the Coldstream Guards


The patron of twenty-seven livings in the Church of England dioceses of Derby, Bradford, Ely, Southwell, Chichester, Sheffield and Lincoln


A member of the Horserace Totalisator Board


The Vice Lord-Lieutenant of Derbyshire


[image: image]


The prime warden of the Worshipful Company of Fishmongers


The author of a book on a famous racehorse


A member of the Garden Society, Society of Dilettanti, Grillion’s, The Fox Club and The Other Club


A graduate of Trinity College, Cambridge


A vice-president of the London Library


The president of the Royal Hospital and Home for Incurables, Putney


A soundly beaten Conservative parliamentary candidate for Chesterfield in the 1945 and 1950 general elections


The president of the Devonshire Club, Eastbourne


The president of Derbyshire County Scout Council


The president of the Thoroughbred Breeders’ Association


A member of the Western European Union, Council of Europe


The president of the Royal Commonwealth Society (who was sacked after an excellent speech on Rhodesia)


The president of the Building Societies Association


A member of the Roxburghe Club


An honorary doctor of law at the University of Manchester


A Privy Counsellor


The author of an autobiography


An honorary doctor of law at Memorial University of Newfoundland


The president of the Matlock and Eastbourne branches of Mencap


A vice-president of the All England Lawn Tennis and Croquet Club


A member of Brooks’s, White’s, the Beefsteak and the Turf Club


An honorary doctor of law at the University of Salford


The president of the National Deaf Children’s Society


The first peer to join the Social Democratic Party, which he left to sit on the crossbenches in the House of Lords (and was then abolished)


The Master of the Worshipful Company of Farriers


The runner-up in White’s Club ‘Shit of the Year’, Private Eye, 1974


The president of the Royal National Institute for the Blind


The chancellor of the University of Manchester


The major shareholder in Heywood Hill Bookshop and founder-donor of the Heywood Hill Literary Prize


A president of the Bakewell Agricultural and Horticultural Society


The president of the Conservative Friends of Israel


The president of Derbyshire County Cricket Club


An honorary doctor of law at the University of Liverpool


A front bench spokesman in the House of Lords on transport


The president of the National Council for One Parent Families


The patron of the Barnardo’s Year of the Volunteer, 1986


The president of the Longshaw Sheepdog Trials


The president of the Federation of West Derbyshire Mental Health Support Groups


The proprietor and chairman of Pratt’s Club


An honorary Colonel of Manchester and Salford Universities’ Officer Training Corps


The president of the African Medical and Research Foundation (which runs the Flying Doctor Service)


An honorary member of the French Jockey Club


The president of Chesterfield Football Club


The president of Eastbourne College


A trustee of the National Gallery


The chairman of the Chatsworth Estates Company


The president of Chesterfield and Darley Dale Brass Bands


A man after whom a variety of sweet pea was named


The patron of the Midland Cairn Terrier Club


I have changed my name three times but I have only been married once.


Deborah Mitford (1920–) married, in 1941, Lord Andrew Cavendish (1920–2004). In 1944, on the death of his elder brother, Andrew inherited the courtesy title of Marquess of Hartington. After his father’s death in 1950, he became the 11th Duke of Devonshire. In spite of being a government spokesman on transport, he never held a driving licence; he was never the owner of a Cairn terrier and was piqued at being voted only runner-up for the White’s Club award (Lord Lambton was the winner). This list of his offices and distinctions is by no means exhaustive.





THE LAND AGENTS’ DINNER


Anyone who chooses land agency as a profession has to know everything about everything, from drains to fine arts, from roads to Rembrandts. He must be able to talk in their own terms to lawyers and loonies, gamekeepers and golfers, ploughmen and planners, prime ministers and policemen. Land agents can do just that and a thousand other things besides; they are the people who cheerfully face the problems that will affect the future spirit and appearance of the country and the villages to which we are all devoted.


They and their wives have to be ready to face any emergency. The great-aunt of a friend of mine was married to the Sandringham agent during the reign of King Edward VII. Queen Alexandra used to wander into the houses round about, taking with her whatever guests she had staying. One day, the agent’s wife was, as usual, bent double in her garden when the maid came rushing out shouting, ‘Come quickly. Come quickly. There are THREE QUEENS in the hall and I don’t know what to do with them.’


At Chatsworth we have been very lucky in the marvellous people who have ruled in the estate office. Until my father-in-law died, there were seven agents spread around the country from Carlisle to Eastbourne. His mother, Evelyn Duchess of Devonshire, carried on a running fight with all of them. She loved interfering almost as much as I do. The unlucky Hugo Read, who looked after Hardwick Hall where she lived, was the recipient of many a sharp note, usually on her favourite subjects of woodworm, dry rot and drains. She stayed on at Hardwick after 1957 when the government took it for death duties and transferred it to the National Trust. In her eighties, she became a prime exhibit herself, always joining the visitors for tea. On the subject of the tearoom, Hugo received the following note from her: ‘Mrs Norton still makes her horrid little pink tarts, but they seem to have been enjoyed by two Nottingham businessmen.’


Her husband, Victor, the 9th Duke of Devonshire, was a real countryman. He loved cricket and when he saw to his distress that, in spite of a large intake of likely lads in the way of subagents and pupils, the Chatsworth cricket team was not doing too well, he got annoyed with Mr Hartopp, the agent. In desperation, the latter put an advert in several local papers which read: ‘Wanted. Plumber for estate maintenance work. Must be a good wicket-keeper.’


The duke’s head agent, Sir Roland Burke, was also honorary director of the Royal Show and for many years it was more or less run from the Chatsworth estate office. Burke served his apprenticeship at the Royal, starting in the lowly role of assistant steward in the Poultry Tent and ending up kneeling on the straw in the showground to be knighted by the King. When my father-in-law succeeded, one of the first things he decided to do was to get rid of Roland Burke. He couldn’t bear him. But the difficulty was how to do it. My father-in-law was a very kind man and rather shy. He spent ages composing a speech for the awful interview. He decided to hang it on economy and made up a long rigmarole about how the estate could no longer afford the luxury of a head agent. Burke arrived and the duke began, ‘Regretfully it is necessary to make some cuts and economies . . .’ but before he could get any further, Roland interrupted and said, ‘I have been thinking along the same lines and realise that economies have to be made. Therefore, I am quite prepared to sacrifice my third groom.’


Those of us who live and work in the country must all be acquainted with autocratic and authoritative gamekeepers – a race apart, who are accustomed to special privileges because of their special position. At Chatsworth there reigned for forty-five years the ultimate in the profession – one John Maclauchlan. He lived in a house with a Paxtonian tower, had his own chauffeur and called the Duke of Portland ‘His Other Grace’. He and the old Duke of Devonshire used to tool round the country in the back of a huge brown Rolls-Royce (not that the duke ever referred to it as such but would order the ‘Stink Hog’ to be brought round). It was driven by Mr Burdekin, the duke’s chauffeur, whose instructions were never to exceed 25 miles per hour. On the rare occasions when he went a little faster, Victor would bang on the glass partition with his stick and shout, ‘Burdekin, Burdekin, what do you think you are, a crazy cow with a tin tied on its tail?’


Maclauchlan had the ear of the duke and always got his own way. He heartily despised Sir Roland Burke and the other agents. Once when King George V was shooting at Chatsworth, the King turned round before the start of the best drive to see a group of eight or nine men standing, as he thought, uncomfortably close. ‘Who are those men?’ he asked Maclauchlan. ‘Oh, take no notice of them, Your Majesty. They are just a posse of agents. Shoot them if you like.’ When Andrew and I first went to live in the village of Edensor, next to Chatsworth, Mr Maclauchlan sent for me (there was no suggestion of his coming to our house). I arrived, of course, at the right time, was shown into the parlour by his daughter and the great man entered. ‘Lady Hartington,’ he said, ‘I have sent for you to tell you that you can go wherever you like.’


I often think Victor Duke and my father would have made wonderful keepers. Victor would have been a tremendously conscientious and steady beat keeper, and my father would have been a terrifying head keeper with his entrenching tool at the ready. Poachers would have been what the newspapers describe as ‘at risk’ in his domain. Both men understood the ways of birds and beasts but neither was what my father called ‘literary coves’. My father would not have wasted time reading – a trait I have inherited from him and one which made my sister Nancy call me ‘9’, as she said that was my mental age. She used to address envelopes to me as ‘9 Duchess of Devonshire’ and introduced me to her smart French friends as ‘my 9-year-old sister’ when I was well over forty.


My father’s attitude to reading was most sensible. He only ever read one book and that was White Fang. He loved it so much he never read another because nothing could ever be as good. ‘Dangerous good book,’ he used to say, ‘no point in trying any more.’ I remember an unfortunate woman coming to lunch with my parents. The reason I remember is because no one outside the family was ever asked, so it was a very special occasion. The poor soul was ugly, something my father didn’t allow – the sort of woman he called ‘a meaningless piece of meat’. It was the time when everyone was talking about Elinor Glyn and her work. Casting round for a subject to break the silence, I heard our guest say, ‘Lord Redesdale, have you read Three Weeks?’ My father glared at her. ‘I haven’t read a book for three years,’ he replied (an exaggeration as it had been twenty since he had read White Fang).


How surprised my grandfather-in-law and my father would be at the change in standards of housing in the country now. They didn’t live to see bathrooms, let alone the double garage, central heating and downstairs lavatory which are now the order of the day. The two men were like a very ancient friend of mine who invited me to shoot in Gloucestershire recently. We were walking through a wood, miles from anywhere, when we came upon a ruined cottage – just a chimney stack, a couple of steps and a heap of stones. My friend looked lovingly at it and said, ‘It’s the most extraordinary thing, you know, you can’t get a feller to live in a place like that any more.’


They would have understood Mr Hey, our beloved friend who looked after Bolton Abbey for many years and who in old age grew to look exactly like the grouse he loved. Mr Hey was, to say the least, careful with money. He was once telling me about a tenant who was getting restive about the length of time it was taking to put a bathroom into his house. ‘We really must do something for him,’ I said. ‘Well, I’ve given him a shower.’ ‘Have you, Mr Hey?’ ‘Yes, I’ve taken a slate off the roof.’ He used to send the most fearsome bills after our annual stay at Bolton Abbey, every conceivable item written into them, almost including the air we breathed. The last line was always the same: ‘Mousetraps – 9d.’ I could never understand why we couldn’t reuse the ones from last year. But that’s agents for you, they have to balance their books somehow.


January 1983





THE SMALL GARDEN



by C. E. Lucas Phillips


Of the vast number of books on gardening – fat, shiny and heavy with photographs – that fill our shelves this has long been my favourite. First published in 1952, it met a post-war enthusiasm for beautifying your plot. This reprint is good news indeed.


The author was a handsome Brigadier, decorated for distinguished service in both world wars. He was also an inspired writer, an original who holds the attention of the reader with his instructions on even the duller aspects of gardening. He tells us he is an amateur writing for amateurs. Too modest, but it is an encouragement to beginners and succeeds in making us want to try to get it right.


It is nothing if not thorough. The basics are explained, the step-by-step stages that lead to the pleasure of growing whatever you fancy, for anyone who knows one end of a hoe from the other. There is a glossary and a cultural calendar (it is a comfort to see ‘cultural’ used in this context and not coupled with ‘heritage’, describing some outrageous kind of art). Lucas Phillips tackles the vexed problem of plant names in the same robust way as the other difficulties met in learning how to deal with the vegetable kingdom. Many of his instructions are positively poetic: compost, its components and how to mix them, the value of liquid manure of a ‘deep tawny hue’ (but when it comes to adding ‘a trifle of soot’ you may have to admit defeat should your house be without coal fires). Other unlikely subjects are so well described they carry you along with intense pleasure.
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