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EDITOR’S NOTE


Patrick Leigh Fermor’s first sight of Deborah Mitford left a lasting impression. She did not even notice him. It was at a regimental ball in 1940 when he was a twenty-five-year-old officer in the Intelligence Corps and she the twenty-year-old fiancée of Andrew Cavendish, recently commissioned into the Coldstream Guards. She had eyes only for her husband-to-be.


They met again as acquaintances at parties in London in the early 1950s, but their friendship truly blossomed in 1956 when Paddy took up a long-standing invitation to stay with Andrew and Debo – by now the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire – at Lismore, their magnificent neo-Gothic castle overlooking the Blackwater Valley in County Waterford, Ireland. This fairy-tale setting with its rich historical associations cast a spell over Paddy’s romantic spirit, stirring his love of pageantry and heraldry, of wild open country and odd encounters, of archaic language and local lore. He also fell for Debo. It was not an exclusive love – he was devoted to Joan Eyres Monsell, the woman who was to become his wife – but a deep, platonic attraction between two people who shared youthful high spirits, warmth, generosity and an unstinting enjoyment of life.


Debo was the youngest of the six beautiful Mitford sisters, whose exploits and extreme political opinions made them household names; she was also the most well-adjusted. The family’s rather isolated upbringing in the Oxfordshire countryside, immortalised in Nancy Mitford’s novels, suited Debo and she considered her childhood to have been happy. Unlike her sisters, she never resented not being sent to school – dreaded the idea in fact – and followed them into the schoolroom where they were taught by a succession of governesses. From her mother, Lady Redesdale, who after her own mother’s death had taken over the running of her father’s household at the age of fourteen, Debo inherited an excellent head for business and a natural talent for organising, qualities that proved useful when, in 1950, Andrew inherited the dukedom and the vast Devonshire estates. In 1959, he and Debo decided to move back into Chatsworth, the family’s magnificent house in the Peak District of Derbyshire, which had not been redecorated since the First World War and had been occupied by a girls’ school during the Second. Andrew devised a way of paying off the death duties that were owing after his father’s death, amounting to some eighty per cent of the estate, and Debo threw herself with gusto into restoring the house and reopening it fully to the public. She started shops and a restaurant, a children’s playground and a farmyard, helping to transform a debt-ridden inheritance into a thriving enterprise. In the early 1980s, she embarked – rather unexpectedly given her claim never to have read a book – on a writing career. The House, an account of the restoration work, was the first of ten highly individual books she has produced about Chatsworth and the estate.


When Debo and Paddy began to write to each other, in 1954, Paddy’s reputation rested on an impressive war record and two books: The Traveller’s Tree: A Journey through the Caribbean Islands and The Violins of Saint-Jacques, his only novel. He had spent most of the war in Crete where, after the Allied retreat from the island in 1941, he was among a small number of British agents who stayed to help organise resistance to the Nazi occupation. In 1944 he led the successful abduction of Major-General Heinrich Kreipe, the German commander in Crete, a daring operation that won him the DSO. The exploit became famous, not because Paddy himself has ever written or even talked much about it, but because in 1950 his second-in-command,William Stanley Moss, published a best-selling book, Ill Met by Moonlight, which was later made into a film.


After the war, wanderlust took Paddy to the Caribbean, Central America, France, Spain, Italy and, most often, to Greece where he and Joan decided to settle in 1964. They built a house in the Peloponnese, in an olive grove overlooking the sea, camping for two years on a plot of land while the house, which they designed themselves, rose up around them. With its classical and oriental features, and a cloistered gallery that leads into a huge, light-filled drawing room opening on to a terrace, the building fits so well into its surroundings that when a white goat wandered in one day, followed by six more in single file, they looked quite at home as they trooped across the floor, into the gallery, down twenty steps and into the landscape again, neither the goats nor the house seeming in any way out of countenance.1


Mani and Roumeli, published in 1958 and 1966, revealed Paddy’s deep regard for his adopted country and were well received, but A Time of Gifts and Between the Woods and the Water, the first two volumes of a projected trilogy published in 1977 and 1986, made him known to a far wider reading public. His extraordinary account of an eighteen-month journey on foot across Europe, from Holland to Constantinople, which he embarked on in 1933 at the age of eighteen, is the stuff of a Bildungsroman; but whereas in coming-of-age novels the youthful protagonist emerges wiser but often disenchanted by the tough process of maturity, Paddy’s real-life journey did nothing to dent his infectious enthusiasm and capacity for wonder.


Paddy, like Debo, is apolitical by nature. Hitler’s Brownshirts remained on the periphery of his awareness as he walked across Germany in 1934, the year after the Nazis came to power. And there is barely a mention in his letters of the coup d’état in Greece in 1967, when a military junta seized power and suspended civil rights until parliamentary democracy was restored seven years later. Debo’s lack of interest in politics is partly due to temperament and partly to choice. After witnessing how radical politics tore her family apart, separating her parents and dividing her sisters, she decided that they were not for her.


Paddy and Debo began to correspond in 1954, not very regularly at first – there would be a volley of exchanges then silence for several months – but when something caught their interest and they knew the other would be amused, they sent off a letter in the hopes of a reply. Both were natural writers and storytellers, and kept up with a number of other correspondents: Debo mainly with her four sisters, Nancy, Pamela, Diana and Jessica, and with her two closest friends, Daphne Bath, who married Paddy’s comrade-in-arms Xan Fielding, and Kitty Mersey, affectionately nicknamed ‘the Wife’. Paddy wrote chiefly to Joan (whenever he was away from home), to his friends Ann Fleming and Diana Cooper, and to Balasha Cantacuzène, a Romanian painter with whom he had fallen in love when he was twenty. Gradually, as their circle of family and friends grew smaller, their letters to each other grew more frequent. Diana Cooper and Ann Fleming died in the 1980s; Kitty Mersey and Daphne Fielding in the 1990s; in 2003, Paddy lost Joan, and Debo lost her last surviving sister, Diana.


As writers, they were perfect foils for each other. Unless Paddy was making a plan or asking a quick question – in which case he would scribble a few lines headed ‘In unbelievable haste’ or ‘With one foot in the stirrup’ – his letters are sustained pieces of writing, as detailed and beautifully wrought as his books. With the eye of a painter, the pen of a poet and a composer’s ear for language and dialogue, in his letters he often sounds like a musician practising scales before launching into a full-blown symphony, and indeed two of his books, A Time to Keep Silence and Three Letters from the Andes, were based on letters to Joan. In complete contrast, Debo’s letters are breezy and spontaneous. Dashed off almost in telegraphese at times, they are sharp, idiosyncratic and funny. Where Paddy is dazzlingly erudite, widely read and a polyglot, Debo is defiantly (at times disingenuously) a non-reader, puncturing any intellectualising or use of a foreign word with, ‘Ah oui’, or ‘quelle horrible surprise’. Paddy has an omnivorous interest in culture, while Debo is interested in the country side, preferring country fairs to literary salons. Agricultural and horticultural jargon is the one linguistic area where she can outshine Paddy.


Much of the charm of the letters lies in their authors’ particular outlook on life. Both are acutely observant and clear-sighted about human failings, but their lack of cynicism and gift for looking on the bright side bear out the maxim that the world tends to treat you as you find it. On the whole, the people they meet are good to them, the places they visit enchant them and they succeed splendidly in all they set out to do. This light-heartedness – a trait that attracted many, often less sunny, people towards them – gives their letters an irresistible fizz and sparkle.


Some six hundred letters between the two correspondents have survived, and many more must have been written, particularly by Debo during the first decade of their friendship. Paddy’s peripatetic life before 1964, when he settled in the Mani, meant that letters occasionally went astray. Even after making Greece his home, he was often travelling and not always able to keep track of papers. There is a gap of four years at the end of the 1990s where no letters at all from Debo have been found.


Each correspondent reacted very much in character to the editing of their letters. Debo, unconcerned about perfect style or syntax, let hers stand as she wrote them, while Paddy’s exacting standards made it impossible for him to let any glaring infelicities slip through and he has polished his, changing word order here and there, deleting repetitions and rectifying punctuation.


The choice of letters is mine and so are the excisions. As in any correspondence between friends, there were many plans for meeting, reports on health, grumbles about the weather and the slowness of the posts, all of which make for dull re-reading. Paddy and Debo also kept up a running exchange of riddles, ditties and jokes that have, on the whole, lost their freshness, and they have mostly been excluded. These cuts have been made silently and any ellipses are Paddy and Debo’s own.


One of the great advantages of having both correspondents at hand during the editing of their letters is that I have been able to draw on their memories of people and events, and, where possible, have used their recollections in the footnotes. At times, re-reading a letter evoked a longer, more detailed reminiscence and these have been added in italics in the main body of the letters.


1 Patrick Leigh Fermor, ‘Sash Windows Opening on the Foam’, Architectural Digest, November 1986, reprinted in Words of Mercury, edited by Artemis Cooper (2003), pp. 126–30.





PATRICK LEIGH FERMOR
by Deborah Devonshire



Iam told Paddy was born in 1915. Not possible! Hardly a grey hair, upright, trudging for miles up and down dale, or swimming for hours according to whether he is in England or in Greece, he is adored by my youngest grandchild as well as by his own generation; an ageless, timeless hero to us all.


I first saw him at a fancy-dress party in London. He was a Roman gladiator armed with a net and trident, and his get-up suited him very well. I had heard of him, of course. Everyone had. By 1957, the story of his exploits in occupied Crete had been made into the film Ill Met by Moonlight with Dirk Bogarde as Paddy. It is still shown on television from time to time.


It was in 1942 and ’43, living so closely to them in shared danger, that he became deeply devoted to the Cretans, and the bond between him and his old comrades is as strong as ever.


For eighteen months, Paddy and his great friend Xan Fielding lived in the mountains of Crete disguised as shepherds (I wouldn’t put him in charge of my sheep, but never mind) and in constant danger of being caught by the enemy. Then came the spectacular coup in 1944 when he and Billy Moss, an officer in the Coldstream Guards, kidnapped the German general, Heinrich Kreipe.


Their prize was bundled into the back of the German official car: Moss drove them through a town in the blackout, Paddy sitting on the front seat wearing the general’s cap, in case anyone should glance at the occupants. After a four-hour climb on foot to the comparative safety of a cave in the mountains, they spent eighteen days together, moving from one hiding place to another and sharing the only blanket during the freezing nights. When the sun rose on the first morning and lit up the snow on the summit of Mount Ida, the general gazed at the scene and quoted a verse of an ode by Horace. His captor completed the next six stanzas. Such a duet under such circumstances must be unique in the history of war.


When he was sixteen and a half, Paddy was expelled from The King’s School, Canterbury, for holding hands with the greengrocer’s daughter, sitting on a crate of veg. What to do next? A military crammer was tried but didn’t seem to suit, so he mooned around London, making friends who lasted a lifetime. At the age of eighteen (‘and three-quarters’, he says, for accuracy) he yearned to go to Greece. He could not afford the fare so he walked there. What a lesson to young people now, who write to strangers asking for money to enable them to travel.


Years later, his walk inspired A Time of Gifts and Between the Woods and the Water, perhaps the two most acclaimed of all his books, winners of endless literary prizes and translated into more languages than probably even Paddy knows. His love of Greece prompted him and his wife Joan to build their glorious house on the sea in the Mani, living in a tent and working with the masons till it grew into the idyllic home it now is.


He is one of those rare birds who is exactly the same with whoever he is talking to. Children recognise him as a kindred spirit. With his formidable scholarship and prodigious memory, he is just as able to spout Edward Lear or ‘There was an Old Woman as I’ve heard tell, who went to market her eggs for to sell’ for them, as Marvell or Shakespeare, via Noël Coward, for grown-ups.


Try to get him to sing ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’ in Hindustani with his Italian translations of ‘John Peel’ and ‘Widdecombe Fair’. John Peel’s hounds – Ruby, Ranter, Ringwood, Bellman and True – turn into Rubino,Vantardo, Rondo Bosco, Campanelli and Fedele.


Tom Pearse, Tom Pearse
Lend me your grey mare,
All along, down along, out along lee,


becomes:


Tommaso prestami tua grigia giumenta
Tutti lungo, fuori lungo, giú lungo prato.


[image: image]


And Cobley’s gang are:


Guglielmo Brewer, Jacopo Stewer, Pietro Gurney,
Pietro Davey, Daniele Whiddon ed Enrico ’awke. 
Ed il vecchio zio Tommaso Cobley e tutti quanti etc.


Or get him to recite the longest palindrome, ‘Live dirt up a side track carted is a putrid evil’, delivered, for some unknown reason, in the broadest Gloucestershire accent. Just the entertainment for a winter’s night.


Handsome, funny, energetic and original, Paddy is a brilliant, shining star – how lucky my family and I are to have had such a friend for so long.


Adapted from an article written for PLF’s eighty-fifth birthday, Daily Telegraph, 10 February 2000.





DEBORAH DEVONSHIRE
by Patrick Leigh Fermor



In autumn 1940, Smedley’s Hydro at Matlock in Derbyshire – a bleak, castellated and blacked-out Victorian pile, perched high above the rushing Derwent (whose mineral springs, it was said, could turn a bowler hat into a crystalline fossil overnight) – was crammed with polyglot officers of all ages and origins. It was the Intelligence Training Centre, which sounds more important than it was. The war wasn’t going well and it was thought that a ball would cheer us all up, so we did our best with balloons, chrysanthemums and streamers. Many of the officers were musical, so we had a band and it went with great brio.


Henry Howard, one of the instructors, brought over a spectacular couple from nearby: a tall, slim ensign in blues and an incredibly beautiful girl; nobody could look at anyone else. They were both twenty. There was nothing showy about their dancing – rather the reverse. We all wished we knew them, but it was out of the question: they seemed to be sleep-dancing, utterly rapt, eyes shut as though in a trance. He was called Andrew Cavendish and she was Deborah, the youngest Mitford sister.


‘Funny, Howard bringing that Mitford girl over,’ a crusty old student said when they had gone. ‘After all, this is meant to be the Intelligence Training Centre, and there is a war on.’


The war had been over for a few years when we met again at a fancy-dress drinks, and then at a party with two fast boats sailing up the Thames laden with eccentrically dressed passengers. Andrew had been through the war with the Coldstream Guards and won an MC in northern Italy. Deborah had been busy with a score of tasks, and both were at grips with bringing Chatsworth back to life. I was very pleased to be asked to stay, having already visited Lismore. ‘Our dump looms when you turn left after the church. You can’t miss it. It sticks out like a sore thumb.’


There is no need to describe that amazing house; everyone knows Chatsworth. It was an unexpected heirloom: Andrew’s older brother had been killed in action in 1944, and his father had died in 1950. This brought a stack of new duties, and new things to enjoy (and see that everyone else enjoyed). He dealt with all tasks with seriousness, speed and decision. When he served as Minister of State for Commonwealth Relations in the Macmillan Government (‘pure nepotism of Uncle Harold’s’), he did it with impressive ability.


In the country, Andrew had a genius for marking historical and family events with enormous gatherings. The house and all hotels for miles around filled up with guests, staff and tenants; vast tents went up all over the grounds, and there were fountains, music, feasting, tumblers, sword-swallowers and players of obsolete instruments. There were pageants, ballets, cantatas. It was a sort of Field of the Cloth of Gold – all to be blown away, except from memory, with the smoke of the last firework: scenes so magical that departing cars had to go several miles before they could safely turn back into pumpkins. I can see Andrew, like a tired youthful Prospero, in his study – a vast cave full of books – planning new splendours, ticking off a list of new engagements, perhaps brooding on almshouses for grey-beards yet unborn.


How different from the winds and snow of the Huantay mountain range in Peru! Andrew and I had been included, as minor amateurs, in a mountaineering expedition in the Andes. It was so congenial that the same party clambered all over the Pindus. We then tackled the Pyrenees with Xan Fielding, and were about to try the not very arduous Elburz range in Iran, when the Ayatollah came to power.


Lismore Castle, the Devonshires’ home in Ireland – built by King John, lived in by Sir Walter Raleigh and plumbed by Andrew’s aunt by marriage, Adele Astaire – looks like a castle out of Le Morte d’Arthur. I was allowed to stay (‘in order to write’) in the tallest tower, where there was no sound but the admonitory gurgle of bathwater climbing up its pipe before dinner, the flutter of a flag overhead and thousands of birds. It looked down on treetops and a bridge over the Blackwater River with a strange echo. Files of salmon shimmer upstream towards the Knockmealdown Mountains and herons glide by almost in touching distance.


[image: image]


In the village lived Dervla Murphy, the great travel author, and a few fields away grazed the beautiful Grand National winner Royal Tan, a present to Debo from Aly Khan. He had run four times in the great race, and had come in first, second and third, and fell only at the last fence in the fourth, which he would otherwise have won. This fine horse had fallen platonically head-over-heels in love with a very small donkey and they were inseparable. However, I made a good impression by wheedling the horse away by hours of stroking and soft talk, then furtively slipping a bridle over his head. I felt sorry for the little donkey as we went down the lane to the blacksmith’s, who welcomed Royal Tan like a prince. ‘Arrh! He’s seen a lot of crowds in his day!’ he said, and then, as an afterthought, ‘I’ll just put a light slipper on him.’


Later, there was a lot of riding through the spring woods with Debo, my wife Joan, and Robert Kee. There was a picnic under the fairy oak at Abbeyleix, and an afternoon when we were bent on having a shrimp tea. A sort of spell hung over the whole region. Nobody was at home when we went to nearby Dromana House. It was oddly silent. No Villiers, no Stuarts. There was an open window, so we clambered in like Bruin Boys of riper years. A few old letters were scattered about and a dismembered double-barrel gun and some moulting foxes’ brushes. Dusk was falling, so we tiptoed away.


Equally vain to try and reproduce the comedy of Debo’s and her sister Nancy’s exchanges, much of it schoolroom reproach. When the fire at Lismore had gone out, Nancy said, ‘I note no bellows’, and, imploring Debo to stop whatever she was doing, ‘Borah, I beg!’


Thanks to Nancy’s books we know a lot about the Mitfords. ‘Our lives were absolutely secure and regular as clockwork’ (this is Debo writing, not Nancy). ‘We had parents who were always there. An adored Nanny who came when Diana was three months old and stayed for forty years. Mabel in the pantry and Annie the housekeeper. Animals were as important as humans – mice, guinea pigs, a piebald rat belonging to Unity, poultry and goats, and the animals of farm and stable.’


Debo’s fondness for animals has never left her. Chickens seem to have been her first love, and they are still high on the list. Sheep are particular favourites; she knows all about them, every variety and breed, and she haunts sheep sales. Rare breeds abound at Chatsworth. For a time there was a whole troop of tiny horses. She is shadowed everywhere by two whippets.


Shops have always held particular glamour for her – her favourite book is Beatrix Potter’s Ginger and Pickles – and this has given rise to shops full of country food, butchers’ shops, carpenters’, shops selling rustic tackle and pretty well everything an estate can produce.


Although she hates books and has never read any of mine, or those of any other writer friends, she has written several books about Chatsworth and its surroundings. She writes with ease and speed, and wonders what all the fuss is about.


Adapted from an article written for DD’s eightieth birthday, Daily Telegraph, 31 March 2000.
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21 March 1954



	 

	Fitzroy House1
Fitzroy square
London W1








Dear Paddy Leigh Fermor,


I’m beginning like that chiefly because Nancy2 says one mustn’t, but as she says I’m mental age of 9 it doesn’t signify how one begins. I’m ever so excited about you coming to Ireland. Do really come & don’t just say you are.


Daph3 & Xan4 are coming to stay at Chesterfield St5 on Monday, v exciting.


Best love


Debo






	
26 April 1955



	 

	C/o Niko Ghika6
Kamini, Hydra
Greece








[image: image]


Dear Debo,


I’ve just heard from Daphne on the point of departure to stay with you. Why does everyone go to that castle7 except me?


My plan is this: there is a brilliant young witch on this island (aged sixteen and very pretty), sovereign at thwarting the evil eye, casting out devils and foiling spells by incantation. It shouldn’t be beyond her powers to turn me into a fish for a month and slip me into the harbour. I reckon I could get through the Mediterranean, across the Bay of Biscay, round Land’s End and over the Irish Sea in about 28 days (if the weather holds) and on into the Blackwater. I’m told there’s a stream that flows under your window, up which I propose to swim and, with a final effort, clear the sill and land on the carpet, where I insist on being treated like the frog prince for a couple of days of rest and recovery. (You could have a tank brought up – or lend me your bath if this is not inconvenient – till I’m ready to come downstairs. Also some flannel trousers, sensible walking shoes and a Donegal tweed Norfolk jacket with a belt across the small of the back and leather buttons.) But please be there. Otherwise there is all the risk of filleting, meunière etc, and, worst of all, au bleu . . .


Please give my love to Daphne if she’s with you. You can let her in on this plan, if you think it is suitable, but nobody else for the time being. These things always leak out.


Love


Paddy


[image: image]


P. S. Please write & say if this arrangement fits in with your plans.


 






	30 April 1955


	 

	Lismore Castle
Co. Waterford
Eire








Dear Paddy L F,


I was v v excited to get your letter with the swimming plan in it. It is a frightfully good plan, but the pestilential thing is that you would find, not me, but Fred Astaire8 installed in this pleasant residence. However if you could swim a bit further to the right and land in England and then be like an eel & get a bit across the land you can have the freedom of my bath in Derbyshire & I will have the sensible shoes etc ready.


I would like it like anything, so have a try and I will instruct any salmon around your route to see that you aren’t filleted or meuniered or bleued.


I heard they set on you at a ball and broke you up, oh it was a shame.9


Is it jolly in Greece? I bet it is.


Love from


Debo






	2 March [1956]


	 

	Gadencourt10
Pacy-sur-Eure
Eure








Dear Debo,


Thank you very much for your letter in January, also for asking me to stay in Ireland in April. It’s frightfully rude not having answered earlier, and I can’t quite think how it’s happened. Anyway, if it is still open, I would simply love to – if I could come towards the end of this month, as Daph and Xan are coming here on their way back to the Kasbah.


The cold here has been worse than Baffin Land. It got so bad about three weeks ago that I baled out and went to Paris. I had a delicious luncheon with your sister Mrs Basil Seal11 with lots of vodka beforehand – O for a beaker full of the cold north! – and then lots of a wine called Château Chasse-Spleen. This was very nice; then I took sanctuary at Chantilly,12 and had a paralysing, but most luxurious attack of lumbago. Don’t be spellbound by the beauty of the name – it’s as though a mastiff had mistaken your spine for an ordinary bone, and given it the usual treatment. This was dispelled by heavenly drugs, thrust in like bayonet practice by a jovial nun resembling a Merry Wife of Windsor.


Annie Fleming,13 Judy Montagu,14 Ld Gage15 & Peter Quennell16 came to stay, and we had lovely protracted meals by candlelight, discussing poetry, sex, heresy and kindred themes. The big castle looked like some tremendous Russian Winter Palace in a park peopled by statues posturing under loads of snow. All the lakes were frozen and covered with ducks and swans mooching about rather awkwardly, wondering what on earth had gone wrong. There were also a number of displaced herons.


I had a rather dispiriting return to Normandy. The Normans are an awful lot really. My heart bleeds at the thought of the nice easygoing Saxons suddenly, in 1066, having to put up with an influx of these bossy and humourless louts.17 What was rather curious was the discovery, in the house, of two tortoiseshell butterflies walking about the place with wings ajar. They were tottering in a most inexpert way as though they’d had a few. I can’t think where they have been all through the winter or what living on; furtively grazing in their stunned way, I suppose, on dark pastures of Harris Tweed and Lovat mixture . . .


Do, please, let me know about Ireland. It really would be lovely.


Best love from


Paddy






	
6 March [1956]



	 

	Edensor House18
Edensor, Bakewell
Derbyshire








Dear Paddy,


I am so pleased you will come to Lismore, any time would be terribly nice.


It is unfair you having Daph & Xan, they won’t come to us. I’m booking for the Kasbah though, I can see one has to book a long way ahead or some horrid counter-hon19 would get there first.


Sorry about it being so cold, anyway there are crocuses now.


Also calves.


Don’t forget to come to Lismore. Explain to the Fieldings how one worships them, as a matter of fact I suppose they know.


Love,


Debo






	
Saturday [May 1956]



	 

	Gadencourt
Pacy-sur-Eure








Darling Debo,


I’m not going to attempt to say thank you in this letter for that lovely Paradise stay in Lismore – only that I still exist in a glorious afterglow of it, and find myself smiling with the inane felicity of a turnip lantern whenever I think of it, which is almost the whole time: it must astonish passers-by . . .


Millions of hugs & love to Xan and Daph. I’m writing to them this afternoon.20


And Glorious love & devotion to you, from


Paddy






	Saturday [May 1956]


	 

	Gadencourt
Pacy-sur-Eure








Darling Daphne & Xan,


Lismore was beyond all expectations, absolute bliss throughout. Thank heavens no one else there most of the time except Debo, Emma & Stoker,21 Andrew22 & Eliz23 half the time, then Ran,24 Debo’s Wife25 for a night, and three heavenly days with nobody but Debo and those sweet & comic children, for whom I fell like anything, also for Andrew, but most of all, as you might guess, for your best friend, Debo, who is funny, touching, ravishing and enslaving, an exquisite and strange deviation. With all this, there was another quality that I like more than anything, a wonderful and disarming unguardedness in conversation, and an intuitive knack – which you’d both mentioned – for people’s moods and feelings. Well, as you see, it’s as I feared! These graces and charms must really be enormous, because they even compensate for an engagingly unashamed Philistinism.


Anyway, all that flair and instinct, coupled with so many pretty ways, nearly makes up for the gaps left by Shakespeare etc. As you can imagine, we talked lots about you both, an orgy of body-worship26 all round. I long to hear how it all went, the descent on Tangiers. I thought for one wild moment of inflicting myself on you – or the neighbourhood – but had, ruefully, to come back here.


There was hardly a drop of rain all the time and the whole castle and the primeval forest round it were spellbound in a late spring or early summer trance; heavy rhododendron blossom everywhere and, under the Rapunzel tower I inhabited, a still leafless magnolia tree shedding petals like giant snowflakes over the parallel stripes of an embattled new-mown lawn: silver fish flickered in the river, wood pigeons cooed and herons slowly wheeled through trees so overgrown with lichen they looked like green coral, drooping with ferns and lianas, almost like an equatorial jungle. One would hardly have been surprised to see a pterodactyl or an archaeopteryx sail through the twilight, or the neck of a dinosaur craning through the ferns and lapping up a few bushels out of the Blackwater, which curls away like the Limpopo, all set about with fever-trees . . . Anyway, you know it all so well, and Debo must have told you all our adventures and peregrinations: lovely gorse burning; visits to cows, drinking Guinness as one went; watching salmon hauled in below Dromana, finding bones in a graveyard overgrown with giant broccoli, while ravens croaked in a ruined tower; two swans nesting on the mudflats in front of Ballinatray, the falling house where the housemaid is a keen huntswoman; the little Gaelic-speaking lobster harbour of Helvik – a Norse name – then my search for a shrimp tea (what was shrimp in Irish we wondered? – sráoimph? At last we found an old boy in Ardmore, who scratched his head and said, as if he was imparting a treasonable secret: ‘Birawny is what they call ut’). Then, on the last day, a wonderful picnic three miles from Bridget’s27 house, outside a witch’s hut in a magical wood containing a fairy tree, and a queen’s tree, so the witch said. She had a small boy there, a grandchild: ‘my dartur doid in the bearin of him, and left us in poor circumstances . . .’ Then Aer Lingus, London, and the 40028 in the space of 3 or 4 hours.


Darling Daph & Xan, must stop now. Do sit down (unlike me!) and write at once with lots of details and news. I’m feeling un poco adagio & lonely as you might say at the moment. Thank heavens Joan29 gets back in a few days.


Fondest love


Paddy






	
[Postmarked May 1956]
[Postcard]



	 

	Tangiers








I am having a jolly time, no one goes on at me about learning to read but there is ever such a lot to hear. V. pleased with your telegram in Frogland. We are going on a Mystery Trip into the hinterland and to a grand dinner party, Daphne has made a wonderful holiday. Xan is being a terrific Hon, very gullible.


Come back to Lismore.


Much love


Debo


[image: image]


(DD)


Daphne Weymouth – as she was when I first knew her – was synonymous with enjoyment, laughter, fun and high jinks. She was one who lifted the spirits with her energy and overflowing good nature. She went in for almost childlike excesses of all kinds which, with her beauty, courage and imagination, made her an irresistible companion.


Sturford Meade, Henry and Daphne’s house near Longleat, was a refuge of luxury and pre-war gaiety made more immediate by the friends ordered abroad, often never to return. For Andrew and me it was a second home while he was stationed at nearby Warminster in 1942–3.


Many marriages failed to survive wartime separation and when Henry came back after five years in the Middle East both had changed and theirs sadly stuttered to an end.


Daphne alone and in the prime of her life meant lovers; one or two serious, some here today and gone tomorrow. Her admirers were legion. She remained a great friend of us both, as did her second husband, Xan. She was married for twenty-five years to both her husbands. Two silver weddings must be unusual.


Wherever Daphne and Xan settled – like migrating birds they were often on the move – they made you feel happy and at home. Their company, the chat and the fun overcame any physical discomfort or rough edges which might be found in a hired house.


Tangiers was one of their stops and I stayed with them there. Their little, damp and badly lit house was squashed in a busy street so narrow that the continuous noise never got out, roamed by packs of dishevelled children with runny noses, and no Europeans nearby.


We went into the hinterland in the hopes of seeing the Blue Men of the desert, crossed mountains and drank too much coffee. With Xan one always felt safe, however hazardous the road.


We had lunch with the best-known ex-pat, David Herbert,30 a lifter of mood, so quick and funny. I felt he must have been very homesick. One side of his life could flourish unchecked, but there were few kindred spirits to entertain his whizzing social side, which was such a feature of life at Wilton and its neighbourhood. I loved him until his disloyalty and cattiness about my sister Diana31 ended our friendship.


 






	Sunday [1956]


	 

	Gadencourt
Pacy-sur-Eure








Dearest Debo,


I really must try and get hold of a travelling brain-sharpener32 (the size of one of those old bucket-shaped helmet-cases of japanned leather or tin, usually found in attics), because I was convinced you were leaving London a day later than you did. So you must picture my sorrow and dismay at the end of the telephone when I discovered that I was wrong, and that you had left an hour and a half before. It was little comfort to think that you were staying at the Continental. I hope you got a telegram from me there – also another and a stop-gap letter to Tangiers begging you to stop in Paris on the way back in order that we might spend a lovely evening guzzling and then dancing till cockcrow and finally eating onion-soup in the Halles as dawn broke.


The truth is I simply long for you, and hate the idea of changing jokes etc. You know, the sort of mood when nobody else will quite do. I’m still basking in a felicitous hangover of Ireland, and constantly discover vast smiles bisecting my rough-hewn features at the thought of all the fun and enchantment there. You, Andrew, Emma & Stoker seem saints and angels in human form. It’s a miracle you’re allowed to live, so do beware of traffic, falling flagpoles, mushrooms, lighting rockets and undercurrents when bathing; and a billion thanks for letting me come & stay.


I’ve just written a long letter to Xan and Daph about all this and about you, and piled it on pretty thick – but no thicker, I hasten to say, than the truth, which is glorious. I long to hear from you and from them about Tangiers, so please don’t be sparing, and write almost at once and let it rip. I wish you could fly to Paris just for fun so that my splendid scheme can come into operation. Otherwise, I doubt if I shall survive, and that would never do. I’m down with Blackwater fever as it is, and the doctors are pulling long faces.


I say, wasn’t it marvellous discovering that wobbly echo – Fermor’s echo – under the bridge?33 I wish I really had written down all I wanted to remember, instead of only a few, but I’ll get them all straight in time. At the moment they are all dotted about my brain like bits of Meccano to be assembled some time . . .


I spent the weekend at Ad. Lubbock’s,34 then dined with Judy Montagu, Peter Quennell and the girl, called Spider Monkey,35 who he is about to marry. She’s very beautiful but etiolated and looks like Alice after finishing the bottle labelled DRINK ME. Then I came to Paris, and spent the evening, till 3 a.m., talking to Diana Cooper36 in a café, only to discover as we left that the key of her car had been pinched . . . Luncheon with Nancy next day, when, by request and accompanied by her silver peal of laughter, she sang me ‘the bubbling of the glands’;37 a sound for sore ears. Then I came out here, where my darling Joan arrives on Teusday.


It might be still summer, and I’m scribbling away under an apple tree up to the ankles in long grass, daisies and dandelion clocks, those infallible timepieces. Thousands of birds whizz to and fro, an oddly English sounding cuckoo lives close and a frenzied rattle indicates that several woodpeckers are taking toll of many an elm trunk. Although it is only 6 in the evening, an untimely nightingale sets me a-swoon with forlorn thoughts. In fact, I’m going indoors to get a swig of calvados. How lovely it would be if, on coming back, I saw you mooning about under these branches in that saffron kilt and black stockings, like an Edwardian girl who’s just finished a fencing lesson. One of the nicest bits at Lismore was walking through the wood above the river just before dinner on the last night, with a sunset streaming through the branches.


I saw Ran at Lady Bridget [Parsons]’s and we almost wept with nostalgia. It would be lovely if you came to Paris, so please try – I’d be there hot foot! But please write hourly, or I’ll pine away, I do believe.


With fondest love and devotion, darling Debo from


Paddy






	
[May 1956]



	 

	Gadencourt
Pacy-sur-Eure








Darling Debo,


Your letter was a marvel and a lovely fat one. I revelled in every single word, and laughed a lot and love your flat-out, headlong way of writing. It plunged me back in Lismore – staying there and all the fun, jokes and everything were by far the nicest thing for me this year – and also gave me a dash of the gloom of an exile wandering far away from Eden. I say, what do you mean about me not liking gardens? I love them, and that one especially, in particular with a glass in hand and the key lost, lawns in stripes, but some grass under trees so long that one gets back slightly late for dinner, festooned up to the knees in cuckoo-spit.


Alas, I ought to resist the temptation to implore you to come to Paris now, as I am bombarded by my publisher daily to have the manuscript of the book38 in within the fortnight, or else it won’t be able to come out this year – and I’ve only got this house till the end of June. However, if you did come to Paris, I need hardly say that I’d be there faster than an arrow from a bow . . . I thought of trying to get you to come and stay here, but it wouldn’t be sensible at the moment, as I’d have to be closeted with this blithering book in a muck sweat of creative fever, leaving you and Joan alone all day in double agony of shyness. BUT, I do hope you’ll be in London for the last half of June, when I’m coming over purely on pleasure bent, and rather hoping to be practically inseparable from your side. DO PLEASE TRY! We could do innumerable glorious things. I long to do lots more dancing for one thing, and make you stay up long past bedtime, also to take that river steamer to Greenwich. Do let me know about this, and what hopes there are. I do hope you haven‘t got a million beastly thwarting plans! The truth is I worship & long to see you, and keep thinking of things to talk about.


The sun pours down here and I scribble a lot in the garden, planning to arrive in London brown and gimlet-eyed, ready to win friends and influence people. Two swallows flew into my room this morning and circled round for twenty minutes. I suppose it’s too late, but it would be nice if they built a nest against one of the beams that cross the ceiling. The windows would have to be left open even in a deluge. One of them kept banging against a window instead of flying out. I put it in my pocket, went out to the lawn where some people were. I said ‘Watch me throw a stone over that enormous tree’, took it out and threw it up into the air. It fluttered up into the firmament and everyone was amazed!


Do please write at once and tell your plans, and an autobiography of your immediate past.


With lots of love from


Paddy


A published report recalls in 1952 that fornication was responsible for over 32,000 illegitimate births. So THAT’S what it’s caused by! I’m glad they’ve put their finger on it at last . . .


 






	2 June 1956


	 

	Edensor House
Bakewell








Darling Paddy,


V nice to get a letter. V v sad to leave Ireland. The Wife and I are so overcome with shyness, we find it difficult to speak to strangers, even dogs, just like you & I did when we felt funny about going to a restaurant.


It is midwinter here, quite a nice day for February, & one needs woollen knickers. The Wife has got on orchid pink, it will get dirty in the coal dust of the industrial north.


When are you coming to England, what I mean is when are you really coming, not saying one day & meaning something quite else. Then I can get on with my plans for going to Greenwich by boat etc. Get yr travelling Wit Sharpener on in good time.


Let one know all.


Much love


D Devonshire


8 June 1956
[Postcard]


My address of Ensor Lodge was a v bad shot. It is Edensor House, Bakewell, Derbyshire.


Al Khan39 was v v good & came to Harvey Nichols to buy stays & stockings & gloves. He knows unexpected things like how gloves shrink. I looked in the pig house here – what do you think I found? A little pig. I’ll show you if you come here.


Wife & I were sitting, thinking no ill of anyone when what should my eye light on but that great fat green book you wrote,40 so I had a look in it. Meanwhile I’ve got to page 18 of Hide & Seek.41


Do you always spell Tues Teus, is it Greek or something?


Diana Cooper looked smashing at a ball I went to, about 16.


Just got a P. C. from Xan so my day is made.


 






	Monday, 12 June 1956


	 

	c/o Julian Pitt-Rivers42
Château du Roc
Fons, Lot








Darling Debo,


I’m sorry about Ensor Lodge.


Yes, I’ve always had trouble with Teusday; I expect you make mistakes about different shapes of cattle cake sometimes.


It would be lovely to have a transparent and invisible brain-sharpener that one could wear all the time, or even a small pocket one like a hearing aid, self-stropping, stainless with a set of refills.


I set off with Joan last week in a Bentley she’s got, so old as to be practically a fossil but fast as the wind. We stopped the first night at a small town called Valençay, where there’s a huge castle that used to belong to Talleyrand. In the park are numbers of strange birds that ought to be put in the book: scores of different-coloured peacocks forever perching on pinnacles and stone urns; secretary-birds that sound more useful than they really are and glorious-coloured cranes from Sardinia and the Cape of Good Hope, with headdresses like Red Indians, and a number of flamingos.


Lots of love from


Paddy






	26 August 1956


	 

	Aix en Provence








Darling Debo,


I’m terribly sorry not having written half a century ago, after telephoning you on the eve of leaving to join Xan and Daph in the South of France. Things there were such turmoil that I don’t think any of the hundred-odd people engaged on making that film43 wrote so much as a postcard the whole time. D, X & I talked it over and decided you would have hated it. I did, rather, and buggered off after about a week.


It was all pretty queer. First things first: Dirk Bogarde,44 the actor who is doing one in the film, is absolutely charming – slim, handsome, nice speaking-voice and manner, a super-gent, the ghost of oneself 12 years ago. He and Daph & Xan had become bosom friends by the time I got there, and he and his equally nice manager (rather a grand thing to have?) are going to stay with them for Christmas in Tangiers. We all lived – us, the other actors, directors, cameramen etc – in a vast chalet, miles above the clouds in the French Alps, leagues away from anywhere and at the end of an immeasurable tangle of hairpin bends. The film itself, what I saw of it, is tremendously exciting – tremendous pace, action galore, staggering scenery, with the guns of whiskered and turbaned Cretan guerrillas jutting down from every rock and miles of peaceful French roads choked with truckloads of steel-helmeted Germans bawling ‘Lili Marlene’. It’ll certainly be a thumping success, and when it finally appears at the Odeon or elsewhere, I propose to sneak in and see it in a false beard night after night. Some bits – not yet filmed, fortunately – turn Bogarde-Fermor into a mixture of Garth45 & Superman, shooting Germans clean through the breast from a dentist’s chair, strangling sentries in an offhand manner – all totally fictitious! I’m having a terrific tussle getting them to change these bits in the film, not because I really mind, but because anyone who knows anything about the operation knows that it’s all rot. There are scores of small things dead wrong, & Xan and I are having a death struggle to get them put right, mostly for the sake of Greek and Cretan friends. It’s all v. rum. The main trouble is that once a film script is written, the authors themselves bow down and worship it as though it were Holy Writ. IT becomes the truth and anyone trying to change it (like X or me) incurs the horror of heretics trying to tamper with the text of the Gospel.


Well, I baled out of this mountain madhouse after 7 days and retreated to a minute Provençal village called Auribeau, where I stayed in the pub and scribbled all day (against time) in the priest’s leafy garden overlooking a forested valley along which flowed a swift and icy river with deep green pools dappled with the shadows of leaves where I splashed and floated between paragraphs for hours among the dragonflies. There was never anyone there except occasionally a solitary fisherman with a straw hat and never a bite.i


Then everything changed 100%, when Annie Fleming went to stay with Somerset Maugham46 (not Willy to me) at Cap Ferrat, where he inhabits a gorgeous villa. It was a concerted plan that she should try and wangle my staying there for fun, for a few days. She duly got me asked there to luncheon, and afterwards, as if by clockwork, Mr Maugham asked me to stay several days and everything looked like a triumph of Annie’s engineering and plain sailing. But there were rocks ahead. (Do you know Somerset Maugham? He is 84, and his face is the wickedest tangle of cruel wrinkles I have ever seen and so discoloured and green that it looks as though he has been rotting in the Bastille, or chained to the bench of a galley or inside an iron mask for half a century. Alligator’s eyes peer from folds of pleated hide and below them an agonizing snarl is beset with discoloured and truncated fangs, but the thing to remember is that he has a very pronounced and noticeable stutter that can seize up a sentence for 30 seconds on end.)


All went better and better – a sort of honeymoon – as the day progressed. But at dinner things began to go wrong. Two horrible and boring guests arrived (publishers) called Mr & Mrs Frere.47 Mr Frere made some sweeping generalization and


Me ‘I love generalizations – for instance, that all Quakers are colour-blind (you know the line) – or that all heralds stutter!’


Mrs Frere ‘Stutter?’


Me ‘Yes.’


Mrs Frere ‘How do you mean, stutter?’


Me ‘Stutter . . . you know, stammer . . .’


Later on, after that fatal 8th glass of whisky, I was in trouble again: –


Somerset Maugham ‘It’s a c-c-confounded nuisance t-t-today b-b-being the F-feast of the As-as-as-assumption. N-none of the g-gardeners have d-done a s-s-stroke . . .’


Me ‘Ah yes! The Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin! Just after the Pope gave out the dogma a few years ago, I was going round the Louvre with a friend of mine called Robin Fedden48 (who, by ill luck, has a terrible stammer) and we paused in front of a huge picture of the Assumption by (I think) Correggio (ah, oui) & Robin turned to me and said “Th-th-that’s what I c-c-call an un-w-w-warrantable as-s-s-sumption”.’


There was a moment’s silence, the time needed for biting one’s tongue out. When bedtime came my host approached me with a reptile’s fixity, offering me a hand as cold as a toad, with the words: ‘W-w-well I’ll s-s-say g-good-b-b-bye now in c-case I’m not up b-by the t-time y-you l-l-leave . . .’


Annie helped me pack next morning, and as I strode, suitcase in hand, to the door, there was a sound like an ogre’s sneeze. The lock of the suitcase had caught in the sheet, leaving a jagged yard-long rent across the snow-white expanse of heavily embroidered gossamer. I broke into a run and Annie into fits of suppressed laughter.


As a result of bullying by Annie & Diana Cooper (who turned up in the area, where I had settled in a horrible hotel, soon after) I was asked by W. S. M. to a meal of reconciliation and amends, where we met as affable strangers. It was really a gasbag’s penance and I, having learnt the hard way, vouchsafed little more than a few safe monosyllables.


The rest of my short stay in that area was spent with D. Cooper, Annie, Robin & Mary,49 & Hamish50 (who were all staying with Mrs Fellowes).51 I hate it – the Côte d’Azur I mean – and will never set foot there again.


I’ve taken rooms here for a week – ending tomorrow – in a pretty, retired midwife’s house, in whose garden I write. This ravishing town, full of chimes of bells, fountains, peasants playing boules in the shadow of lime trees and splendid decaying palaces and churches, is a wonderful disinfectant after that awful coast. All is splendid or dilapidated, nothing smart.


In two days time I set off on the great yacht Diana has borrowed52 with D[iana], Joan, Alan Pryce-Jones53 and a couple called Frank & Kitty Giles:54 Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily. It really would be a kind act were you to write c/o British Consul, Cagliari, Sardinia. Meanwhile, please give my love to Andrew, to Emma & Stoker (angels in human form) & to your Wife.


Lots of love from


Paddy55






	
1 October 1956



	 

	Easton Court Hotel
Chagford, Nr. Exeter
Devon








Darling Debo,


I’ve been at this pub in the heart of Andrew’s damp duchy for about a week, ever since leaving that yacht (which was perfect), and I’m scribbling away like mad. Outside, the rain thrashes down as though out of sheer spite, and I wish there was somebody I could complain to, and have something done. I don’t mind as much as I would at other times, though, as it stops me from mooching endlessly about the moors (which I might otherwise do) instead of writing.


It’s rather strange and mysterious country, and whenever there’s a couple of hours that look faintly possible, I go tittupping over the moors and through the woods on a black horse called Flash that lives hard by; usually getting soaked by sudden showers or by crashing along overgrown rides where each leaf one collides with seems to shed a tablespoonful of rainwater. Very steep hills are separated by rapid streams flowing with Guinness-dark water. The banks are full of rowan-berries, Lords and Ladies run to seed, ragged-robin and willowherb dribbling with the spit of cuckoos long flown. The woods are thick with moss & lichen (like Lismore), turning into the same green coral. Occasionally they open into glades where many vixens would be decadently gloved in magenta. Stone bridges as uncouth and angular as early heraldry span these streams and ring hollow under-hoof, and the dampness, darkness and greenness gives them a submarine & legendary feeling. One should be dressed in full armour under shoals of green-haired mermaids drifting through the oak branches on slow and invisible currents, all to the sound of harps, if you catch my drift.


Above this, Dartmoor is dotted with rings of druidical stones or jutting at a slant from a sea of red bracken, and above this bracken, like chessmen or T’ang (ah oui!) objects, peer the heads of wild ponies the size of large dogs, gazing as though mesmerized, as one approaches cautiously. Most are bay but others are black, chestnut, roan, grey, dappled, skewbald or piebald in bold geographical designs, one or two practically striped like zebras, many with blond flapperish manes & tails. One raffish grey stallion, obviously of standing and authority, has one of his mad eyes surrounded by a piratical black patch. Up you creep till suddenly they are off helter-skelter in a flurry of flying hoofs and horsehair, the burglarious stallion taking advantage of the disorder by attempting to inflict the last outrages on minute mares at the gallop: the foals pounding anxiously after them are so small that they only make a ripple on top of the bracken. At a safe distance they freeze again, as in grandmother’s steps. They must have been caught and branded and let loose again, and now various owners are rounding them up by their brands for the annual pony fair in Chagford later this month. They are broken-in & sold as pets or for children or for circuses – formerly to costermongers and – too awful to think of, after their free and dashing life on the moors – sent down coalmines; or, worse still, shanghaied on to tramp steamers for Belgians to munch.


I went on one of these raids yesterday: Mr French, a local stable owner with a well-nigh incomprehensible Devon accent, & a ragged gang of farm boys on steeds & self. It was a long job. The stableman warned me that these ponies were contrary and artful buggers. The afternoon wore by in stealthy encircling advances through the bracken, long waits in the howling wind with nothing to do but stuff with blackberries, and sudden gallops, whips cracking like mad while the boys made shrill noises like barking dogs & owls hooting. At last we had about a hundred cornered in a lane, kicking, leaping, whinnying and trying to clamber over each other. Thirty were picked out by their brands and we set off through a ten-mile labyrinth of lanes as the sun was setting, half of us in front to block escape routes at crossroads. Night had fallen by the time we drove this cavalcade of pigmies through the streets of Chagford. The aborigines emerged, beer mug in hand, from brightly lit pubs to watch these artful buggers pound by. It was past ten when we trotted them into a field where three sleek elderly giants were already grazing. They raised their heads in amazement as though a horde of Teddy Boys, stunted with gin, had suddenly rocked’n’rolled into the Athenaeum. (What lies ahead of these problem ponies? Will they settle down?) I’m glad to say that by the time we left them there in the dark, one of the fogeys was diffidently rubbing noses with the little patch-eyed stallion (looking no bigger than a dachshund) which I thought particularly decent.


Lots of love,


Paddy


P. S. I had dinner with Mrs Basil Seal on the way back, and was pleased & flattered at her learning the saga of Mr Maugham via you; but sorry she had written back saying all his wrinkles spelt nothing but kindness & benevolence.


 






	
[5 November 1956]



	 

	Easton Court Hotel Chagford








[image: image]


Darling Debo


I’ve just got your letter from Sardinia. It’s a lovely letter, only marred, as was your last one, by this business about pall-bearers. You tell me all about enlisting wonderful John56 & Xan, with never a hint of asking me, when I am exactly the right medium height, own a dark suit and a measured tread, and would really look sad (not that your other candidates wouldn’t). So please put me down, should I outlive you and there are still any vacancies. I’ll do a ‘PLF writes: –’ in The Times if you like and say that all our wishes go out to your widow, Baroness Nairne57 etc.


I’m still chained to this never-ending book, it is nearly finished and marvellous. I think. I wish Edensor House was three miles away – I could tittup there in the evenings on Flash, on whose back I pound rather aimlessly across the moors, which grow steadily bleaker and more menacing as the days draw in. It’s just the sort of place where, some windy night, I might help some poor and infirm old woman bent double under a load of sticks, who would turn out to have supernatural powers and grant three wishes . . . But not a soul so far. I ought really to have two older brothers who had already ridden that way and not only not helped her, but mocked her age & infirmity.


With lots of love


Paddy






	
12 November 1956



	 

	Easton Court Hotel
Chagford








Darling Debo,


I say, how exciting about that baby.58 I do think you are clever. Have you thought of names? Boys: Tarquin, Clovis, Comus, Spiridian. Girls: Pomona, a minor rustic goddess of orchards and walled gardens. But perhaps Geo., Harry, Betty, Peg and Polly, etc are safest.


I would simply love to come for the chatting, when I’m out of this literary forest. My egress is being held up a lot by this Crete film. I’ve just been to another one, trying to instruct Cypriot waiters (who are dubbing – as they say – the voices of Cretan guerrillas) to talk in a Cretan dialect, which is about as hard as telling a Bakewell gamekeeper to talk like a Co. Waterford poacher. I’m going to do all the Greek-speaking bits done by Dirk, i.e. he makes the shapes with his mouth, laughs superciliously, lifts his eyebrows or shouts at the top of his voice – all in dead silence – while I, concealed in a bush, make all the noises . . . rather an intimate relationship. But most of it is in English. It’s all very queer.


HORSY INTELLIGENCE: On one of these rural rides yesterday afternoon, my horse (Flash) stopped at a gate and an immense carthorse came thundering over the grass to rub muzzles. They alternately put their nostrils end to end – not a very good fit, owing to the size of the newcomer – and blew hard, sending out great clouds of steam as it was a frosty evening. They seemed very keen on this and I’m thinking of taking it up.


Stranger still, in the middle of last night – at 2 a.m. – I heard a cavalcade of horses trotting and cantering under my window, jumped out of bed and peered out like Old Mother Slipper Slopper, but it was pitch-dark and windy and nothing to be seen, eerie, like smugglers or highwaymen or a troop of hired assassins off for an ambush with dark lanterns. I told the rather credulous maid Barbara about it next morning, who said it must have been ghosts or – rather wittily I thought – nightmares. It turned out in the end to be a fast set of Dartmoor ponies. Sometimes on very windy and cold nights, they come tooling down – ‘It must be terrible cold for them up there’ – and clatter about in the villages, waking all the dogs and setting cocks crowing prematurely. There have been times when swarms have even galloped through Exeter in the small hours, whinnying in the Cathedral Close and causing many a citizen and minor canon to sit up in the dark with their eyes rolling in wild surmise.


Lots of love from


Paddy






	[1956]


	 

	Easton Court Hotel
Chagford








Darling Debo,


I hunted yesterday, the first time since the war, and enjoyed every second of it. Scarcely any jumps, which was a comfort, except a few ditches over which nimble Flash sailed as lightly as a moth. It was a lovely day of bright rainy sunlight, what they call a fox’s wedding in Northamptonshire. There were only about 15 people, all squire farmers and their mates, a bit dull, but very nice and friendly. All except one, perhaps, who I later learnt was not quite all there. After pounding for miles I found myself stationary beside him outside a spinney inside which a lot of yelping, horn blowing and whip cracking was going on. He was a great lantern-jawed, sombre man on a huge horse. Just in front of us, turning his back on all the flurry in the wood, sat an idle hound smothered in filth and, as it were, with legs akimbo, gazing from one to the other of us with benevolent interest, his tongue lolling amiably and occasionally scratching behind his ear with his right paw. After about 10 minutes the silence began to weigh, so I pointed at this hound with my borrowed crop and said, in a voice that wasn’t my own: ‘That hound’s taking it very easy.’ My companion roused himself from a brown study, his great mug swivelled slowly in my direction and fixed me with large bloodshot eyes; but uttered never a word. In County Kildare he would have clapped spurs to his steed and given me two black eyes.


The going was very fast; hell for leather; but no foxes were killed. Our cavalcade now and then made a very impressive noise, as troops of heifers, fifty strong, kept joining us and hammered along through the bracken at our sides. They seem very keen. Anti-bloodsport flocks of sheep, however, dispersed at once with massed baaa’s of protest. Towards the end, ten of those ponies I’ve mentioned before – (they look rather dismal at this time of the year, embedded in sodden bracken, blinded by their manes and always wringing wet) – joined the hounds and careered along in their midst. This particular gang were black, white and marmalade skewbalds; in fact, slightly larger hounds, looking like hounds’ uncles at a rather hearty parents’ match. Lots of seagulls wheeled about mewing overhead, enjoying an inland holiday. We ended up following the hounds and the ponies round and round a wood till it began to get dark, and then chucked it. I trotted home with the hunt secretary and his simple face was puckered with surmise. ‘Funny kind of a fox, that last one’ he kept murmuring between meditative puffs at his old briar. ‘Didn’t seem able to make up his mind, somehow . . .’


Do (please) write to London (Travellers) as I think I’ve practically finished here. I hope to see Nancy in the capital. Andrew has been writing and speaking up manfully.59 I do envy him his certainty.


Love from


Paddy






	[April 1957]


	 

	13 Chester Row60
London SW1








Darling Debo,


Do take care of Sophia. The great thing, I’m told, with children of that age is to see they are not stolen away by gypsies and replaced with a changeling, while the rightful baby is stained brown with walnut juice and brought up to rob hencoops and tell fortunes, and heaven knows what besides. Fancy that nurse threatening to put her outside for the crows . . .


I feel rather gloomy, and long to be out of this wretched town.


Lots of love from


Paddy






	Monday [24 June 1957]


	 

	13 Chester Row, SW1








Darling Debo,


I got a lovely letter from Emma this morning, praising a vasculum I had sent her.61 She writes jolly well and funnily, and please give her my love. I hope it was the right size. My father62 used seldom to be without one, and my sister and I, being snobbish and unbotanical, used to trail along a few feet ahead or behind, pretending there was no link.


Of course there were geological hammers, cameras, butterfly nets, map cases, sketching blocks, field glasses, reference books, steel-rimmed spectacles and a vole-skin cap like half a pumpkin with side flaps as well, and pepper-and-salt knickerbockers and boots with colossal studs, which he was always oiling. The great thing, I think I remember, is to put lots of damp moss in the vasculum before setting off on a stately botanical journey.


Please write at once.


Love


Paddy






	
Saturday
[Postmarked 7 July 1957]



	 

	Dumbleton Hall63
Dumbleton, Evesham
Worcestershire








Darling Debo,


Staying with Annie Fleming near Dover two weeks ago, half the English Channel flowed into my right ear and it’s been feeling pretty queer ever since. Yesterday, my fierce Orangeman doctor from Belfast thrust into it a silver ice-cream cone or scoil sign64 fitted with electric light, and said ‘Why, you’ve got a fungus there!’ What can he mean? I see a forest of toadstools, the sort that elves shelter under in summer showers, Arthur Rackham’s world; so now weed killer is being pumped in. Rather glamorous, you’ll allow.


They are mowing the hay here and everything smells marvellous. When this is finished, I sneak off to the village for a meditative glass of Ind Coope.


Lots of love from


Paddy






	12 o’clock
13 [Postmarked 18 July 1957]


	 

	Chester Row, SW1








Darling Debo,


Bridget [Parsons]’s out alas.


But the real purpose of this letter is to tell you something I’ve just read, viz. that in ancient times in Sicily the smell of the flowers was so strong that hunting dogs used invariably to lose the scent and wander about for hours at a loss, bemusedly sniffing with half closed eyes, with the quarry happily grazing several miles off. Poor fuddled Bellman & True . . .65
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