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      Born in 1909 at Bidford-on-Avon, Barbara Comyns was educated mainly by governesses until she went to art schools in Stratford-upon-Avon and London. She started writing fiction at the age of ten and her first novel, Sisters by a River, was published in 1947. She also worked in an advertising agency, a typewriting bureau, dealt in old cars and antique furniture, bred poodles, converted and let flats, and exhibited pictures in The London Group. She was married first in 1931, to an artist, and for the second time in 1945. With her second husband she lived in Spain for eighteen years. She died in 1992.
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      The Vet’s Daughter is Barbara Comyns’ fourth and most startling novel. Written in 1959 when she was fifty it is the first in which she shows mastery of the structures of a fast-moving narrative and a consistent backdrop to the ecstasies and agonies of the human condition. It was received with excitement, widely reviewed, praised by Graham Greene, reprinted, made into a play, serialised by the BBC, and adapted as a musical (called The Clapham Wonder) by Sandy Wilson of The Boyfriend.

      But although the book has been kept in print by Virago since 1981 its reputation has faded, probably because the shock of the magical realism of its final chapter has been swamped by the tsunami of fantasy and magic that has almost engulfed the later reading world in the last twenty years. The Vet’s Daughter is not about ‘enchantment’, it is about evil, the evil that can exist in the most humdrum people. Without being specifically feminist it describes the evil treatment of powerless Edwardian wives and daughters – a theme in several of her other novels – not as satire, like Stella Gibbons’ Cold Comfort Farm, not meant to be funny or portentous but as a statement of fact.

      Barbara Comyns, like Stella Gibbons, lived in a leafy London suburb for many years, though less quietly! I cannot now remember the year I met her in Twickenham. I lived in Wimbledon, and one morning I walked into the small and excellent private library on the high street where you could borrow a book for sixpence a week (ah, lost world!) and asked the erudite, formidable woman who owned it – we called her the Dong with the luminous nose – if she had any good new novels and she said: ‘Certainly not. There hasn’t been a good original English novel since The Vet’s Daughter.’ I said that I knew what she meant and she replied: ‘So you should. She lives next door to you.’

      This was not true for Barbara Comyns had moved by then to either Richmond or Twickenham. Earlier she had lived in Spain with her second husband. I find her movements as hard to track as those of her heroines and in some ways very like them: the adolescent marriages and escapes, the curious jobs, the poverty, the rescues, the bundled-up babies, the messy art-school Bohemianism, the fecklessness and the bravery. And the innocence.

      However, the Dong had a telephone number and a young-sounding upper-class voice answered. She didn’t ask who I was but she seemed delighted and said, ‘Come to tea.’ I asked, ‘When?’ and she said, ‘Come this afternoon.’

      The impetuous certainty is also like her early fictional heroines. Even in the depths of loneliness and rejection they make lightning and often very unwise decisions. They seem to stem from a perpetual curiosity, an inner observing eye that even death – and there are horrible deaths – can’t conquer.

      It is hard not to believe that Barbara Comyns’ own adventures are entangled in her fiction. Sisters by a River which she wrote for her own children and Our Spoons Came from Woolworths read convincingly as strongly biographical. Ursula Holden states categorically in her Introduction to Virago’s 1984 edition of ‘Sisters’, as Comyns called it, ‘The events in the book are true.’ It is about a long-ago childhood of six siblings who grow up sometimes in heaven, sometimes in hell, always in a lovely landscape, controlled by a savage father and a deaf, distracted unfriendly mother. When, much later, she published it, it was considered very shocking, but ‘true’. Barbara was brought up in the Warwickshire countryside. There was little in the way of education and she was told that the family were poor. In fact the house was large, there were servants (though discontented ones) and beautiful gardens. The landscapes of Sisters come into The Vet’s Daughter too but as a dream of someone else’s childhood, the heroine, Alice’s mother, who was spirited from its heaven into hell. It seems reasonable to identify this setting as Barbara Comyns’ own but the beastliness of the father and the cruelty of the impossible mother are less so, especially as Barbara Comyns’ own children do not remember their grandparents as anything of the sort. But it is, I think, true that in all her novels there is a girl seeking sanctuary and in some of them she finds it, often within another family in which she has been absorbed.

      In The Vet’s Daughter though there is no such comfort. The scenery changes. The girl is taken from the countryside to the drab streets of London’s Clapham, married off to a monster. In time she tells her daughter of the fairyland world she had had to leave. Alice listens. She listens in the terrible house of her father the demon vet where creatures from the natural world are trapped and doomed. There is a sad little monkey who sits in the hearth wringing its hands (as Barbara’s mother’s fireside monkey is said to have done) and a screeching parrot inhabits the lavatory. The vivisectionist’s rep calls weekly for unwanted puppies. Mother and daughter are helpless; the vet is the demon of fairy-tale.

      The sense of fairy-tale is never far away in Barbara Comyns. Its childhood power never quite left her. In her late novel, The Juniper Tree, she writes on the fly-leaf: ‘Adapted from a childhood fairy-tale of the same name by the Brothers Grimm, which is far too macabre for adult reading’ and, over the page:

      
         

        My mother she killed me 

        My father he ate me 

        My sister, little Marlinchen, 

        Gathered my bones, 

        Tied them in a silken handkerchief, 

        Laid them beneath the juniper tree, 

        Kywitt, Kywitt, what a beautiful bird am I.

      

      Whatever sort of writer was the author of such books?

       

      When I met Barbara Comyns for tea that day in her cheerful house in Twickenham the sun was pouring in through all its bright windows. There was certainly nothing to suggest the macabre. She was merry and welcoming, and I think she was carrying a sweeping brush (when I wrote a short-story about her much later I felt I had to give her a stave). She was dressed in light colours and her cheerful paintings – she seemed to think of herself as painter rather than writer – hung all around the hall. I knew that she had been a beauty in her youth for there is a film star-ish author photo on the back flap of one of her last, rather dull, novels The House of Dolls, where she looks like Vivien Leigh. The heroines in (I think) all her fiction are obviously – though she never says so – wildly attractive and one sees that she must have been too. They also seem to be attracted to the most terrible men, of all ages.

      Her second marriage seems to have put things straight. The delightfully vague-sounding Richard Carr was a senior civil servant who worked in Whitehall.

      As I was leaving, she said, ‘I expect you’ve heard that my husband was a spy? He worked in Whitehall with Kim Philby. Oh, Kim was a delightful man. So funny. Always here playing cards. Neither of us had a notion! When he disappeared – to Moscow, you know – they sacked my husband. They said that either he must have known and therefore was a traitor, or that he hadn’t spotted it and therefore must have been a fool.’

      Perhaps it was after Philby that the Comyns-Carrs went to live in Spain for eighteen years? One thinks of her cooking Spanish dishes – like her heroines she was an excellent cook – among the white almond trees. I feel sure that the terrible juniper tree had withered and died.

      As it did, I think, at the end of The Vet’s Daughter when Alice reached the very depths of unhappiness, without hope of escape or recourse to prayer or divine intervention, comes glorious new knowledge. It is not a promise that her suffering will result in an equal joy but it describes, without reference to a deity, the rapture of acceptance, the giving of the spirit into invisible, all-powerful hands. The gratitude for life itself.

      I have no intention of revealing here what happens in the final chapter.

       

      Jane Gardam 

      May 2013 
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      I was born in Warwickshire in a house on the banks of the Avon and was one of six children. Our father was a semi-retired managing director of a Midland chemical firm. He was an impatient, violent man, alternatively spoiling and frightening us. Our mother was many years younger and lived the life of an invalid most of the time. I remember her best lying in a shaded hammock on one of the lawns, reading and eating cherries, which she was inordinately fond of, or in the winter sitting by the morning-room fire and opening and shutting her hands before the blaze as if to store the heat. Her pet monkey sitting on the fender would be doing the same. When she was about twenty-five she suddenly went completely deaf and we children had to speak to her in deaf and dumb language on our hands. We really had little contact with our mother even before she went deaf and were brought up by our formidable grandmother, governesses and the servants. We seldom mixed with other children and spent most of our time in boats, often fishing. It is extraordinary that none of us were drowned because only two could swim. We were educated by governesses who had few qualifications to teach; some stayed for years and others left pretty quickly. They had names like Miss Glide and Miss Vann, and there was the exotic Miss Bonfellow, who wore a golden plumed hat which she threw in the river when she left.

      I started writing at the age of ten, usually illustrating my stories, and I don’t know which I enjoyed most, the writing or drawing. At about this time my eldest sister was sent to a famous girls’ school, but bewildered and homesick, she ran away after a few days and caused a great panic until she was found at a country railway station eating buns provided by a kindly station master. Eventually some of us, including me, were sent to a boarding school for the Daughters of Gentlemen that was supposed to be a ‘home from home’. For some reason we were suddenly taken away when I was aged fifteen. Perhaps there were money difficulties. My father had been living on his capital for years. I had no more education until after his death, when I was old enough to go to an art school. I first went to one in Stratford-upon-Avon, then moved to London and went to Heatherley’s, in the days when it was just off Baker Street and run by old Mr Massey. At that time it was the only London art school where students could draw from life without first spending a year drawing from the antique, which usually meant plaster casts. I didn’t stay at Heatherley’s as long as I had hoped because my money ran out.

      I managed to get a job in a small advertising agency, drawing, typing, writing simple copy and visiting clients. I was paid a pathetic salary and lived in a small room near Mornington Crescent station costing eleven shillings a week. It was a decaying, gritty district but central, and it pleased me to know that Dickens had once lived there, also several of the characters in his books. I discovered public libraries at this time and read until I was almost drunk on books; but my own writing suffered and became imitative and self-conscious. In the end, with great strength of mind, I destroyed all the stories and half-written novels I’d written over the years when I left my dank bed-sitting room to get married.

      I married a young artist that I’d known slightly since we were children – actually, we first met on an Anglo-Saxon burial ground where excavations were going on in a field near my home, but we didn’t see much of each other until we went to study art in London. We were both in our early twenties when we married and it was a disaster in many ways, and after two children and many troubles we parted more or less amicably.

      During my marriage I worked as an artist’s model, sometimes posing with my babies. The pay was very poor and, with two children depending on me, I became a business woman out of desperation, converting old houses into flats and running a garage where I sold elderly, unusual cars, Delages and Lagondas in particular. Things were going fairly well until war loomed nearer and nearer. I lost my tenants and soon no one wanted to buy my magnificent old cars and they were towed away to a breaker’s yard.

      When the war started I moved to the country with the children and found a sympathetic family who gave me a wing of their house in return for doing some cooking. The children were happy, which pleased me, but I felt lonely and frustrated until I borrowed a typewriter and started writing again. At first I wrote part of a novel with a wartime background; then I changed my mind and wrote Sisters by a River and re-lived my childhood. When it was finished I put it away in a suitcase where I kept old photographs.

      We returned to London in 1942. So did many other people and I was able to let my flats again. I bought and sold antique furniture and, even more profitable, grand pianos. I also bred poodles and the money I made from selling the puppies paid the children’s school fees. All this time I was writing.

      When I was working on Our Spoons Came from Woolworths an old friend found the MS of Sisters by a River when he was looking through the family photographs and thought it should be published. After some false starts it was serialised in Lilliput. This resulted in it being published by Eyre and Spottiswoode and, as I had by then finished ‘Spoons’, they accepted both books simultaneously. At the same time I met the man who was to be my second husband. Life was perfect except for flying bombs which started a day or two after our meeting. We were married and went to Snowdonia for our honeymoon, staying in a cottage by a waterfall lent to us by Kim Philby. That is where I got the idea of The Vet’s Daughter, but I only wrote a few notes at the time and spent the next two years writing a book about Leigh Hunt, covering thirteen years of his life. I did a lot of research, which I loved – it seemed to make up for all the study I’d missed as a girl – but I discovered nothing new about Leigh Hunt and the book never found a publisher.

      The next book I wrote was Who Was Changed and Who Was Dead, based on newspaper reports of an epidemic of ergot poisoning in a French village supplemented by accounts in a medical journal. I set it in my childhood village and my imagination took hold of me and it almost wrote itself. When it was finished I went through my old note-books and found the faint framework of The Vet’s Daughter. I had set it in Wales, with the mother as the main character, but as soon as I started to write, the plot and characters changed and again the book seemed to write itself. I did most of the actual writing from five in the morning until seven, when there was little chance of being disturbed; but it ran through my head all day and at night I dreamt about it, which often meant altering whole chapters of the book the following morning. I could see it all happening as if in a film as I wrote and I spent a considerable amount of time driving and wandering around Battersea and Clapham trying to see it through Alice’s eyes.

      When the book was published by Heinemann in 1959 it was very well received by the critics and every now and again it appears in a new form, as a serial on the BBC, then as a play and more recently Sandy Wilson turned it into a musical.

       

      Barbara Comyns, 1980 
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      A man with small eyes and a ginger moustache came and spoke to me when I was thinking of something else. Together we walked down a street that was lined with privet hedges. He told me his wife belonged to the Plymouth Brethren, and I said I was sorry because that is what he seemed to need me to say and I saw he was a poor broken-down sort of creature. If he had been a horse, he would have most likely worn kneecaps. We came to a great red railway arch that crossed the road like a heavy rainbow; and near this arch there was a vet’s house with a lamp outside. I said, ‘You must excuse me,’ and left this poor man among the privet hedges.

      I entered the house. It was my home and it smelt of animals, although there was lino on the floor. In the brown hall my mother was standing; and she looked at me with her sad eyes half-covered by their heavy lids, but did not speak. She just stood there. Her bones were small and her shoulders sloped; her teeth were not straight either; so, if she had been a dog, my father would have destroyed her.

      I said, ‘Mother, I smell cabbage. It must be lunch-time.’

      She looked scared and scuttled towards the kitchen, holding up her little hands like kitten’s paws. I went into the dining-room intending to lay the table, but Mother had been before me, and, although the silver was quite bright, there were brown gravy marks on the table-cloth – even when I arranged salt-cellars over them they were not covered. There were pickles of various colours in jars. The water in the glass jug looked stale; but there was beer for my father.

      The dining-room was dark because a dirty holly tree came close to the window. You could not have told it was summer except that the firegrate was filled with pleated paper with soot on it. Before the fireplace was a rug made from a skinned Great Dane dog, and on the carved mantelpiece there was a monkey’s skull with a double set of teeth, which seemed to chatter when you looked at them.

      The three of us sat round the table eating cold meat. It was Monday. No one spoke a word, and our knives and forks sounded rather loud. Mother dropped a spoon that had mashed potato on it and gave a weak little titter. Father bit his moustache. It was a black one with waxed corners. I knew that in the bathroom cupboard there was a small bottle of colourless liquid with a French label which turned his moustache and eyebrows a startling black; and I wished he wouldn’t use it because it somehow seemed wicked.

      After lunch I helped Mother in the kitchen. Through the window I could see the sun shining on houses, so I asked Mother if I could walk in the park with my friend Lucy. As usual, she told me to ask Father, so I went to the surgery. The door was propped open by a horse’s hoof without a horse joined to it, and I looked through. He was sewing in a Peke’s eye. He used chloroform, but I went away because I couldn’t bear to see him sewing a dog like that. The smell of chloroform seemed to go with me even when I met my friend.

      We walked in Battersea Park. Lucy’s hair fell down her back like water from a tap, very straight and long. Mine was like a pale yellow bell. We talked on our hands because Lucy was a deaf mute; her mother was turning her into a dressmaker because she considered it a suitable trade for those that were deaf and dumb. We were both seventeen. Mothers sat on dark green benches watching their children playing on the sooty grass, bowling bright hoops and balls. We went to see the birds, and in the distance a band was playing. Soldiers tried to speak to us until they noticed that we used our hands to speak with. Then we watched the pleasure-steamers and barges on the river. Great bales of different-coloured paper and boats loaded with straw went past very quickly, and a man with a black face in a coal-barge waved to us, and we waved back because we knew he couldn’t stop. It was lovely by the water; but too soon it was time to return home through the hot, ugly streets of red and yellow houses. I don’t know what happened to Lucy when she went home, but I got a great slap on the back of the head from Father, and was made to clean the cats’ cages.

      That evening Father went out to play billiards and my mother and I sat peacefully in the back garden, which was made of clinkers entwined with dark ivy. We sewed the holes that come in sheets, and my mother talked about the farm in Wales where she had lived when she was a girl. She told me about huge mountain goats that were wild and had enormous curling horns, and still, dark lakes that were icy-cold from mountain streams, and the waterfall beside the farm which was the only water supply they had. I liked to listen to Mother when she talked; but she only whispered when Father was at home.

      The day was nearly over and it was like most of the days I could remember: all overshadowed by my father and cleaning the cats’ cages and the smell of cabbage, escaping gas and my father’s scent. There were moments of peace, and sometimes sunlight outside. It was like that all the time.

      In the morning I would come down the dark brown stairs, and there would be my mother scurrying about, always keeping close to the wall. Her lifeless hair stuck out behind in a battered pigtail that was more like a donkey’s tail. She would dart about with brushes and brooms and later with jugs of steaming water for Father’s room – and his breakfast, too. Kippers and eggs and crisp, curly bacon would disappear upstairs; but we had damp bread and jam in the kitchen. When the weather was cold we would huddle round the greasy gas stove, and Mother would pull her nasty pink dressing-gown over her poor flat chest.

      She would be dressed when Father came down with his firm, heavy tread and the smell of eau-de-Cologne. I would be cleaning the animals’ cages. The cats mewed unceasingly, and the dogs – with their sad eyes – barked and howled, always waiting. If it hadn’t been a poor neighbourhood, people would have complained. There was a parrot that screamed, too; but its owners paid us eight shillings a week to listen to it, so it was worth it. That morning as I cleaned those cages, I looked at Father as he sat in his office, at his desk. It was a roll-topped desk and somehow looked like an organ. There he sat biting the quicks of his nails, waiting for the man from the vivisectionist who was coming to collect the animals that no one wanted. They were brought to Father to be destroyed; but he sold them to the vivisectionist. I answered the door to the man when he came, and pulled a frightful face at him; but he pushed past me and walked into Father’s office and kicked the horse’s hoof away so that the door shut. Later they came into the room where the animals were kept. I saw them looking at the yellow puppy with its laughing, panting face. It rolled over and played with the vivisectionist’s pointed shoe. He offered my father a pound for it – and the kind tabby cat with its kittens, he paid another pound for the whole family; and Father was pleased and gave him a one-eyed rabbit as a makeweight.

      When the man had driven away in his cart, with the animals all in sacks, my father put the money in his pigskin wallet and absent-mindedly chewed a pink, scented cachou. Then he told me to take a small dog over the river to Knightsbridge. I was glad to leave the house, but he made me wear a long white coat so that I resembled a veterinary assistant. I carried the little dog between the privet hedges, which were in flower and smelt sweet. The summer wind had blown paper bags about and they rustled between iron railings, and a very old man peered at us through a dirty window, looking as if the sun had never touched him and he had always been in that dark room. I came to a street of high warehouses where there were trams to take people across the river, and I boarded one and climbed upstairs because of the dog. The tide was out, and small boats near the bank were lying on their sides, and there was a lovely light everywhere.
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