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INTRODUCTION


I was at a loss to know what I could write for the newly-wed Counting My Chickens and Home to Roost – now together in a new cover, happily honeymooning and thinking only of each other.


I always thought I had not written enough about Ireland in either book, because it played an important part in our lives. Andrew and I spent the month of April there every year, when the magnolias and mimosa we planted were at their zenith.


In the way of miracles, a couple of weeks ago I opened a letter which gave me just what I wanted; all Irish, more than anything I could have hoped for and all the better for being a surprise.


I have not attempted to embroider the tale in any way and I could never cap it. It seems too good to be true, but it is true. So I am indebted to my new pen-pal, Richard Baldwyn, for this unexpected bonus that encapsulates the unlikely happenings of the Ireland Andrew and I knew and loved.


The second new piece in this book was written specially for The Lady magazine’s 126th anniversary issue in February 2011. This august publication was founded by my maternal grandfather, Thomas Gibson Bowles. His grandchildren Tom Bowles and Julia Budworth are still co-owners of the magazine.


In 1904 my father, David Mitford, was convalescing after being seriously wounded in the Boer War. He had proposed to my mother, Sydney Bowles, with the consent of her father, and in turn Gibson Bowles found my father a job at The Lady.


Gibson Bowles may have spotted in him a kindred spirit. Their attitudes to life were very similar. My grandfather was a Victorian maverick but clearly multi-talented, as is evidenced by his being a Master Mariner, a publisher (he also founded Vanity Fair) and an MP (for King’s Lynn) – to name but three of his occupations.


He was very impatient with life. He took a room in a hotel near Wilbury to write in peace – or so he thought – and ordered breakfast for 6 a.m. and a fire to be lit before that. Needless to say, no breakfast arrived nor was the fire lit, so he flew out of his room in a rage and shouted ‘Fire! Fire!’, which brought the whole staff to his bidding. A curious but successful outcome.


There are strong echoes of my father in this behaviour. He could have done just that, but fortunately his time at The Lady seems to have been more serene and the all-female staff all loved him.


The titles to my books have developed a poultry theme so it is fitting that the third new piece should be a review of a book about chickens. Recently I was perusing the annual reports of some of the championship classes at several renowned agricultural shows, which are much sought after by the breeders of the poultry and eggs on show. The photographs of the winning owners make you wonder if they are really pleased with their trophies. Usually men, quite often stout with large hands that cling on grimly to the small, flighty birds, they are camera-shy – which makes them look more dour than perhaps they are. I am sure inside their jackets they are glowing with pride, but they certainly hide it from the camera and look as gloomy as pallbearers are trained to be!


Mrs X’s Large Male and smaller Female are judged Best of Breed, but sadly we aren’t allowed a photo of her. Best in Show can be a problem for the camera. Sometimes the birds are so tiny they look more like sparrows than the champions they are. So intent are the expert wielders of the Box Brownies on finding the right angle to show the best of their beloved feathered creatures that, sadly, the owners are left out. Many birds pose for the photographer like supermodels with their heads at jaunty angles. But some of the prize-winning exhibits try to avoid being snapped by turning their backs like naughty schoolchildren.


To the layman the language used in the descriptions of these wonderful birds is as obscure as a Russian guidebook. For instance, a general knowledge question: what is the difference between a cock and a cockerel? Answer – the cockerel is the up-and-coming youngster and the cock is an older bird. Then there could be a real complication in the wording of some of the classes they can be entered into – for example, a Duckwing Female turns out to be a hen and even its wing has no resemblance to a duck. It is a mysterious, poetic lingo known only to the specialist fanciers of the rarer breeds of poultry.


I hope that these additions – including Richard Baldwyn’s uniquely funny story about Ireland – complement the pieces gathered together in this book, all of which were written solely in an effort to amuse.





COUNTING MY CHICKENS


and Other Home Thoughts
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To Sophia Topley and Susan Hill
the co-editors
with love





INTRODUCTION


by Tom Stoppard


Our first house in England was a boy’s bicycle ride from Chatsworth, and we went picnicking there in the immediate post-war years before the house (Chatsworth, that is, not our semi at Calver Sough) was re-opened to the public. My prep school, which seemed so poignantly far from home, and Dovedale, a frequent outing for the family and the pre-war Riley, were close to Chatsworth, too, but I never understood the geography until I returned to Okeover, Dovedale and Chatsworth some fifty years later as, respectively, a trespasser, tripper and guest. At the age of eight I fell in love with England almost at first glance, never considering that the England I loved was, in the first place, only a corner of Derbyshire, and, in the second place, perishable. This book of occasional writings by Deborah Devonshire is not intended as a panegyric but the overall effect on me is plangent with lament for a lost domain.


The effect, I must add, is achieved, not altogether inadvertently, by stories which made me laugh aloud, and by a general impatience with useless nostalgia or, especially, complaint. Debo’s hands are too busy for wringing, her mind too occupied with the present (and the future) to dwell in arrears. And yet, the not-so-distant past cannot be kept out of these pages; it backlights the way we live now with our yellow lines, logos, ‘consultants’, quires of forms, and all the prescriptions and proscriptions of officialdom that have put the nannies and busybodies in charge; none of which is rued so keenly here as the rift between country life and town, making the one a mystery and an irrelevance to the other. Here in this book you will find the amazed and disgusted little boy who announced ‘I’ll never drink milk again’ on witnessing the milking demonstration at the Chatsworth Farmyard, and the eco-militant who rang her neighbour in fury to demand ‘Why have you poisoned all your dahlias?’ after an unseasonal frost.


It’s not funny – or not only funny – to Debo, who also knows which puffball fungi are good eating, and about trees, camellias, sheep, goats, chickens, cookery, housekeeping and shopkeeping and a hundred other things including pictures and ‘the best book on retailing ever written’ (The Tale of Ginger and Pickles by Beatrix Potter). Guided by Miss Potter and her own standards she has made a roaring success of the Chatsworth Farm Shop, whose London outpost in Elizabeth Street, a stone’s throw from Victoria Station if you throw towards Belgrave Square, is the only shop I know where you can find Dovedale Blue Cheese, not to mention Derbyshire manners which are almost an anachronism in the metropolis.


There is and can be no sentence in this book which sums its author up, but two of those which stay in my mind are: ‘I buy most of my clothes at agricultural shows’, and (on receiving a moss tree as a present) ‘I pulled it to bits to see how it was made’. So, now you think you’ve got her? Far from it. She’s also mad about Elvis Presley. I’ve seldom scored such a success with a house present as I did with a signed photo of Elvis.


To be in love with Debo Devonshire is hardly a distinction, and my joining this crowded company occurred in the inaugural year of the Heywood Hill Prize for literature, which is presented at Chatsworth. I was invited by Andrew Devonshire to hand over the cheque and stay the weekend, with the added lure of fishing the Derbyshire Wye at Monsal Dale on the Saturday. At that time of year, dinner and the evening rise happen at much the same time, so one has to miss one or the other, and Debo, mindful of the priorities, excused me from dinner. The company, in best bib, tucker and jewellery, were at the pudding stage when I tried to sneak past in my Barbour and gumboots. Debo would have none of it. I was sat down next to her, wellies and all, and my dinner, kept warm under a silver dome, appeared in front of me as if by magic. If there was a moment when the mild torture of writing this Introduction became irrefusable, that was it.


But is there nothing to be said against our author? Does she disappoint in any department? The slimness of the section titled ‘Books and Company’ gives a clue. As a literary moll, the Duchess is a hoot. Asked to nominate ten books to take on the Trans-Siberian Railway, she gives up after six, including Ginger and Pickles. Her third choice is a book by one of her closest friends, Patrick Leigh Fermor, and a very good book it is, but … ‘I am sorry to say I have not read it’. Debo explains this by saying she couldn’t bear not having it still to read. Later we learn that Evelyn Waugh cannily gave her one of his books with all the pages blank and only the title by which to identify it. But redemption is complete when we read that among the books kept in her bedroom so as not to risk being stolen by guests are Fowls and Geese and How To Keep Them, the Quiller-Couch Oxford English Verse on India paper and, ‘most precious’, The Last Train to Memphis: The Rise of Elvis Presley.


My first recommendation to browsers among the good stories and useful knowledge herein is ‘Road from the Isles’,* an account of taking a goat by boat and train in wartime from Mull – no, not from bustling Mull itself but from an island off the coast of Mull – to London. It’s a classic vignette of the Mitford spirit; and it is also, to go out where I came in, a song to old-fashioned self-reliance and a reproach to this era of dependence when milking the goat between trains in the Ladies’ First Class waiting-room (‘even though I only had a Third Class ticket’) would bring down five varieties of authority on Debo’s golden head. The goat behaved perfectly and was soon pruning sister Nancy’s garden in Little Venice. (The story first appeared in the hard-to-find British Goat Society Yearbook for 1972, so we must be grateful to Debo’s editors for saving it for the rest of us.)


Chatsworth, meanwhile, ‘is now more alive than at any time in its history’. Well, we know why.


TOM STOPPARD





* See below, page 158.





DIARIES


The first sentence of a diary given to a nine-year-old child at Christmas, written on New Year’s Day and kept faithfully till at least 10 January, was ‘got up, dressed, had breakfast’. The first sentence of a book is a different matter and very difficult indeed. I have been pondering over this for some time. I asked my sister Jessica what to do. She tells me that in America, if you pay some money, you can get advice as to how to begin and then go on to be a famous author. They say put down ‘the’ on a bit of paper, add some words, keep on adding and Bob’s your uncle (or the American equivalent), you’re off and the rest will follow. It doesn’t seem to work. Just try. So, hopelessly stuck and faced with the empty page, see how other people manage. Lately we have been reminded of ‘I had a farm in Africa …’ ‘I had a farm in Derbyshire’ somehow doesn’t sound as good and anyway it would be a lie because in England things like farms seldom belong to women. Having failed with ‘the’, try ‘and’. ‘And it came to pass’, too affected and you can’t go on in that biblical style. When you open books to see how it is done it seems so easy, set down there in the same type as the rest as if it was no trouble at all, the second sentence flowing out of the first one like one o’clock. Believe me, the writer has suffered over those words. As 50,000 books are published every year the first sentences must add hugely to the level of anxiety in an already anxious race.





I looked at the television programme about Uncle Harold,* called Reputations. How strange it is to see his and Aunt Dorothy’s private life trotted out like a story in a film. He would have considered the fashion for such entertainment unspeakably vulgar. And so do I. The point about Dorothy Macmillan was her charm, energy and earthiness; there were no frills. She was one of the few people I have met who was exactly the same with whoever she was talking to, oblivious of their class – something which people keep on about now almost as much as they do about sex. She gave her whole attention, laughed easily, was unread and not smart, and was a tireless constituency worker. I was always told that it was she who won the elections at Stockton-on-Tees. Her time in Downing Street was famous for children’s parties, and the branches, more than flowers, which she dragged up from the garden at Birch Grove in the back of her car. When Uncle Harold was Housing Minister, Andrew, my husband, was president of the Building Societies’ Association. It seemed to be indicated that Andrew should ask his aunt to the annual dinner as guest of honour. She asked, ‘Shall I wear my best dress or the other one?’ The thought of the other one made us wonder.


Harold was an intellectual and a politician all right, no doubt about that; but the mistake so often made of putting people into categories left him there, and did not allow for his interest in the family publishing business and many different aspects of life, including his devotion to field sports. The press called that the grouse moor image. After he married, his father-in-law expected him to go out shooting, even though he had never before fired a shotgun. Reg Roose, a Chatsworth gamekeeper and a delightful man, was detailed to be his tutor. Uncle Harold was a quick learner. Years later Reg and I watched his performance when large quantities of pheasants flew high across a valley with the wind behind them. ‘Doesn’t the Prime Minister shoot well?’ I said. ‘Yes,’ answered Reg, proudly. ‘I taught him and he’s fit to go anywhere now.’


When Uncle Harold was ninety he stayed with us for three months. I will always remember his perfect manners. He dined alone with me often, and I am sure he would have welcomed other company. But he talked as if I were his intellectual equal – ha, ha – or another ex-prime minister, and I almost began to think I was. For much of the day he sat in an armchair in his bedroom and listened to tapes of Trollope. (It made me nervous when he dropped off, lest his smouldering cigar should fall into the wicker wastepaper basket by his side.) He once told me of a mistake made by the suppliers of the tapes. ‘I think there is something wrong. They have sent a curious book called Lucky Jim, by a feller called Amis. Have you ever heard of him? I don’t like it much. Must be a very peculiar man.’ He was frail and shuffled down the long corridors at his own speed. He couldn’t find the door to the hall and I heard him mutter, ‘The trouble with this house is you have to throw double sixes to get out.’


His relationship with President Kennedy was worth watching. The President had never seen anything like him, and you could say the same for Uncle Harold. They struck up an unlikely friendship and were more surprised and more amused by one another at every meeting. They talked endlessly on the telephone – usually in the middle of the night. I used to hear of these conversations from both participants. It was the time when initials of organisations began to be used as a sort of shorthand. One night, after speaking of Castro, they went on to discuss Seato and Nato. Uncle Harold was stumped for a moment when the President said, ‘And how’s Debo?’ When Mrs Thatcher was new to the job he had had for years, she went to see him. ‘Oh good,’ I said, ‘and did you talk?’ ‘No,’ he replied, ‘she did.’


Uncle Harold’s good manners were often tested when he stayed with us. I am not good at place à table, and one night I saw he was sitting at dinner between my son and his friend, both in their first year at Eton. There was the usual political crisis on and the PM was preoccupied with his own thoughts, while the boys anxiously cast round for a suitable subject of conversation. After a long silence I heard Sto say, ‘Uncle Harold, Old Moore’s Almanack says you’ll fall in October.’ To his eternal credit, after a suitable pause, he answered, ‘Yes, I should think that’s about right.’


* Harold Macmillan and his wife, Lady Dorothy, née Cavendish, daughter of the 9th Duke of Devonshire.





It is strange to see your family enacted on television from an old book about them, written half a century ago. I suppose the royal family and politicians such as Bush and Mandy,* whose ancestors played a part in public life, do so continually. But for ordinary folk it is indeed an odd experience. It was also odd to read the reviews. Mr Paul Hoggart in The Times made me sad. I don’t know what wing he favours politically, but his dismal summing-up of what was meant to be high comedy reminded me for all the world of my sister Decca’s Communist friends of years gone by. They were incapable of enjoying themselves, had never really laughed at or about anything in their lives, and to be in their company for long was a lowering experience. Decca saw jokes better than anyone – it was her far Left friends’ determination to see the downside of everything that was reminiscent of Mr Hoggart’s summing up of the first episode of Love in a Cold Climate. He disapproves in a governessy way of the idea of my father hunting my sisters with his bloodhounds for fun. What else would he have done it for? (Alas, I was considered too young to be hunted and, by the time I was of huntable age, the bloodhounds had gone.) I know that some misguided people, for reasons best known to themselves, are against hunting foxes, but surely children are fair game? He complains, too, about a mother’s reaction to the hideous appearance of her newborn baby. I wonder if, in his sheltered life, the reviewer has ever seen a newborn baby. Referring to Nancy, he goes on to say that ‘she presents her cast as freaks’. Another reviewer states we were the ‘lunatic fringe’. Oh dear, freaks and lunatics. Well, never mind.


* Peter Mandelson, MP for Hartlepool. His grandfather was Herbert Morrison, created Lord Morrison in 1959, Labour MP and Home Secretary in Winston Churchill’s wartime coalition government.





My sister Nancy’s letters have been published,* or some of them I should say, as we have got thousands here. They are kept in cardboard boxes with holes for them to breathe through. Whenever I pass by a pile of these boxes, containing papers of every description accumulated since the 1950s, I always hope they are a consignment of day-old chicks, which used to travel by train in the guard’s van in just such boxes. They provide what Americans call Optimum Archival Conditions. I don’t know about their conditions, but Nancy’s are certainly of Optimum Archival Amusement. She had neat handwriting and the talent of filling the last page exactly, so ‘love from’ is always at the bottom: difficult to achieve if the letter is to make sense – and hers do. I am not the only one to think she was the supreme entertainer, both in real life (she and my father together were better than any turn on the stage) and on paper. Her letters are just as funny as her books. What would psychiatrists make of her teases? She called me Nine because she said that was my mental age. About right, I expect, but disconcerting when she introduced me to her smart French friends as ‘my little sister aged nine’ long after I was married.


The correspondence between Nancy and Evelyn Waugh has been ably read on the wireless by Timothy West and Prunella Scales, and listening, I was reminded of Evelyn’s generosity when he was in Paris just after the liberation. (Why was he there? Perhaps he was a liberator; I can’t remember.) He bought me a hat which he tried on himself in the shop to make sure. He didn’t tell me what the vendeuse thought about that, but French people are keen when it comes to business and a sale is a sale whatever for or why, so no doubt she was delighted and probably thought all English soldiers wore women’s hats when off duty. It was made of white felt with a blue straw brim on which perched two small white stuffed birds. Luckily the Animal Rights people were still in utero or Evelyn would have been lynched for buying it and I for wearing it. Sadly it has gone the way of old hats. Fifty years on it might be revered as a bit of heritage or a historic document, like a Dinky toy or a 1945 bus ticket. Who knows, it could even have found a home in the V & A with the rest of their jumble.


Nancy’s letters often describe clothes. When Dior invented the New Look in 1947, my mother-in-law, ‘Moucher’ Devonshire and her friend, the Duchess of Rutland, who were in Paris for a less frivolous reason, wanted to see the collection. They arrived at Avenue Montaigne in their tweed overcoats, which had done years of war service, and ditto shoes. They weren’t allowed in. Of humble nature, the two duchesses were disappointed, but not at all surprised. They sat on a bench eating their sandwiches to pass the time till they could decently return to the embassy where they were staying.


* Love from Nancy: The Letters of Nancy Mitford, ed. Charlotte Mosley (Hodder & Stoughton, 1993).





Diana Cooper has died. I admired her beauty and her guts. I was never an intimate friend of hers but we had many mutual friends, among them Evelyn Waugh and Antony Head. Both were tickled, for some reasons best known to themselves, because I call my sister Diana ‘Honks’. As Cooper was also Diana they started calling her ‘Honks’ too. So the archivists who busy themselves with other people’s letters have slipped up several times already and think Evelyn was referring to Diana Mosley (my sister) when it was another old beauty he was on about. Not that it matters much except it would be hard to find two more different people.





I have reached the stage in life when I wake up earlier and earlier in the mornings. The wait till breakfast time has forced me to put a kettle and toaster in my room, so I can help myself to their merciful productions whenever I like. I advise all early wakers who have fallen for this plan to buy a clock with a minute and second hand of immediately recognisable lengths, or you may have my disappointing experience of last week. Waking at 6 a.m., I made and ate my breakfast, only to discover that the clock’s similar-looking hands had played a trick on me, and it was in fact only 12.30 a.m. Too early even for me, but too late to pretend I hadn’t had breakfast.


[image: image]





A beautiful new television has been installed. Well, not beautiful, but a big dark object which is dead when turned off and spends a lot of time describing death when turned on.


But it isn’t the programmes I’m complaining about, it is the difficulty of making it work. The last one was so nice and simple, you just pushed a sort of matchbox-shaped bit to turn it on and then 1, 2, 3 according to your whim.


It never failed to do as it was told. Now I have had to engage a tutor to coach me in Television A-levels. I have failed the exam.


There are so many tiny rubbery squares to press on two (why two?) hand-held, nameless objects that unless you have got long pointed nails (which I have not) and are dead accurate in your aim, you end up with a picture of a rowdy midnight hail storm instead of racing at Kempton Park or Jon Snow setting about his victim.


My tutor tells me to pay attention and explains that only four little bits of rubber need be pressed, two on each of the objects, which I clutch in both hands like castanets.


With this vital information ringing in my ears, I go to Bakewell and buy a lot of sticking plasters to cover the unwanted buttons. By this time I’ve forgotten which the right ones are and my tutor has gone home.


I shall never know what the other forty are for, and I wish to goodness that the manufacturer would resist putting them there in the first place. Oh, for a telly of yesteryear, just On/Off and Channels 1, 2, 3 and 4.





I buy most of my clothes at agricultural shows, and good stout things they are. Much better than the strange-looking garments in desperate colours at £1,000 each in the Knightsbridge shops. In the unlikely event of falling for one of those, you will find that all the buttons come off the first time you wear it, which is disappointing. After agricultural shows, Marks & Spencer is the place to go shopping, and then Paris. Nothing in between seems to be much good. I have learnt to pluck up the courage to go through the doors of the grand shops in Paris. They look at you as if you were something the dog brought home, but once inside the magic of French talent with clothes takes over and happiness sets in, until the agonising decision has to be made about what not to buy when you long for everything. At four score years plus, properly made clothes should last to the end – or that is my excuse. So forgotten French works of art come out of the back of the cupboard (mixed with Barbours and Derri Boots), still beautiful and always comfortable, which is my idea of what clothes ought to be.





We all know about old women being knocked down and having their bags snatched. It has become so ordinary that the newspapers no longer mention it unless the snatchee is famous and badly hurt, when there are a few lines at the bottom of the home news page. In London it happens in places like Cadogan Square and South Audley Street where I suppose the bag-owners are thought by the snatchers to be rich. I wonder how the victims are chosen. The older the woman, the larger and heavier the bag, but I’m not sure it is always weighed down with diamond necklaces and ruby rings. The contents seem to be stones or coal – or that’s what it feels like if you offer to hold it while the owner rearranges her sticks. The snatcher may think he’s got a decent reward for his courage in bashing the old soul to the ground, but he must feel let down when he finds only huge bottles of medicines with unpronounceable names. I pity the thief when it’s my turn. My bag is positively septic inside, so if he’s got any sense he will wear one of those things that dustmen and dentists cover their noses with when delving into unpleasantness. He will find handfuls of tiresome credit cards sliding about in their meaningless way, heaps of copper coins which don’t even buy a newspaper, unanswered letters of top priority, combs in variety, scissors, rubber bands, stamps, an Old Age Pensioner’s railway card and biros without tops, which all help to make it filthy. If he gets my basket as well, he will rue the day he decided to go in for stealing. It is loaded with iron rations in case of getting stuck on the M1, rock-hard bits of toast meant for the chickens, some Bonham’s catalogues, a book I never read but is another insurance against the mysterious habits of the motorway, the Jacob Sheep Society’s (very difficult) quiz in triplicate, plus the minutes of many a tedious meeting. He will be bitterly disappointed with his haul and I will be the reason for at least one thief who decides to go straight.


While I am on about old women and the awful things that happen to us, there is the ever-present trap of talking to yourself in a loud voice without being aware of it. You are apt to address whatever you are doing, or just speak your thoughts while mechanically getting on with something different, like knitting or making marmalade. A dog can save the day when someone comes round the corner unexpectedly because it is easy to pretend you were saying something important to Bracken or Nobby. But there are occasions when you have no props and any attempt at explanation would be pointless and would land you deeper in the mire. Last summer I was walking along a stream in a remote part of our garden. It was at the time of the evening when the people who come to see round have usually long since gone home. There is a small, but deep, concrete section of the stream about two feet square, something to do with water from the hill draining into it, I suppose, as the rest of the stream has natural banks and is very shallow. I saw a frog under the water in the concreted bit, unable to get out of the sheer sides. Thinking it would drown I plunged my hand into the cold water and picked it out. I thought I’d done a good deed and would get a lifesaving medal from the Frog Preservation Society when, in the unpredictable way of its kind, it jumped back in. ‘Oh, you fool of a frog,’ I said very loud, ‘I’ve never seen such a stupid frog as you. You don’t deserve to be saved.’ I turned round and there were two complete strangers who stared at me, obviously thinking that I should not have been let out.





We live in a National Park, and very pleasant it is too. Planning restrictions are, rightly, fairly rigid and the planners’ deliberations over relatively simple jobs like farm buildings are slow. This is as it should be and any small irritation is far outweighed by the benefits. Debate over the age-old local industry of quarrying is on at the moment. The winning of minerals from under the ground has gone on in these parts from time immemorial, from the lead mines of yesteryear to the valuable and versatile barytes, fluorspar and stone quarries of today. The grey and green landscape of the lonely limestone High Peak uplands is netted by dry-stone walls making tiny enclosures of crazy shapes. Every so often there are sudden deep clefts in the rocky soil which form the Derbyshire Dales, admired and enjoyed by all who know them. The scenery is more dramatic where the man-made cliffs of the huge quarries outdo the natural one and just as beautiful in its own stark way. The rules to do with reinstating worked-out quarries are strict, and nature sees to it that they soon begin to look like their natural rocky neighbours as the native flora spreads itself to clothe the stone faces. Quarrying is now described by the familiar single-issue brigade of protesters as ‘a threat to the National Park’. Last week a television documentary hired a comedian to tell us it ought to be stopped. He wasn’t at all funny and, anyway, it is a serious subject. He said, ‘Allowing more quarrying in the Peak Park is like grinding up York Minster for motorway hardcore.’ I wonder what material he thinks York Minster is built of and where it came from. No quarry, no Minster. He went on, ‘The Peak District is a far cry from the paradise envisaged by the people who set up the parks.’ I suppose he thinks that putting people out of work makes a paradise. Now schoolchildren are being indoctrinated against the industry. A friend of mine, who is a county councillor in another part of the country, received letters from a class of ten-year-olds with an identical message obviously dictated by their teacher. They complained of birds and bees being frightened away by work in a local quarry. My friend wrote back, ‘Are you driven to school along a road? Do you live in a house? Has it occurred to you that roads and houses are made of stone and that stone comes out of quarries?’ If the television comedian and the teacher have their way we shall soon be importing aggregate for roads and stone for building in spite of sitting on millions of tons of the stuff. Can you imagine anything madder?


The complainers complain about everything. They don’t like foxhounds, crowing cockerels or quarrying, and now they say car-boot sales must be stopped. I suppose we are to be denied the chance of buying a Constable in a muddy field and taking it to the Antiques Roadshow so Henry Wyndham* can tell us we have bought a fortune for £2. Oh dear. Long live banned work and play.


* Chairman of Sotheby’s and picture expert. Since 1986 he has appeared regularly as a valuation specialist on the television programme, Antiques Roadshow.





Most people in this country must have whirled along roads and past fields enclosed by stone walls. Few stop to think how (or when) they were built or to consider the skill of the people who built them.


This week the annual competition held by the Derbyshire branch of the Dry Stone Walling Association was held on a windy hill high up in the Peak District.


I took the chairman of one of the most respected antique shops in London to see how the experts do it. Not surprisingly he had never seen such a thing before.


‘To be a good waller,’ the Master Craftsman told us, ‘you must have eyes and hands which act together: an eye for a stone of the right size and shape for its place and hands which feel the balance instinctively as soon as you pick it up. You can only teach so much, the rest is in you. You’ve either got it or you haven’t.’


The construction of a wall is a building lesson in miniature, from the placing of the big foundation stones to the ‘battered’ – or tapered – sides and the coping stones laid along the top. There is no mortar or other binding agent to hold them together.


They depend on the ‘throughs’, stones long enough to reach right through the wall holding the sides together and acting as ties to prevent bulging. As the sides are built up, small stones, or fillings, are packed in the middle to prevent them from collapsing inwards. A well-built wall stands for many years, containing the farmstock and providing shelter from gales, rain and snow for outwintered ewes and lambs.


The membership of the DSWA is made up of full-time professional wallers and an increasing number of men and women who earn their living in totally different ways, from insurance broking to dentistry. These people go walling for the satisfaction of mastering another difficult skill in contrast to their usual work. ‘It is a wonderful relaxation. I get completely lost in it,’ a doctor said.


Late in the afternoon we looked at the finished lengths of what seemed impeccable work to my amateur eye, apparently identical in excellence. The expert on eighteenth-century furniture studied the twentieth-century walling and made his own judgement. ‘First, second, third,’ he said to me, pointing to his choices. When the real judge added up the points and announced the winners his placings were in the same order.


The point of this saga is that if your eye is experienced in recognising quality in one form of art it is often able to do so in another. And surely dry stone walling is an art.


[image: image]





Two foods which are prime examples of the capricious ways of Mother Nature are wild mushrooms, which taste so different from the tame kind, and grouse, which don’t have a tame kind. They are both a conjuring trick – now you see them, now you don’t. You can’t make plans for them because they make their own rules. In one season, there can be plenty of grouse on one moor and pitifully few on another a few miles away, where the conditions in winter and spring – often blamed for a poor hatching and rearing time – have been identical. It is the same with mushrooms. We are told if fertiliser is put on a grass field, or if it is ploughed and re-seeded, there will be no mushrooms. Neither is true, but a mushroom field which is good one year and receives no different treatment the next can be barren. Why? We want rain for mushrooms, they say. The rain comes but the mushrooms don’t. Then when they do appear they are so full of maggots they are inedible. But when everything goes right they are food for the gods.


The unexplained ups and downs of the grouse population are part of their fascination for anyone who is interested in what is now called ‘Wild Life’. Salmon used to have the same mystique, but now they are ‘farmed’ and found in every restaurant in the country – cheaper than cod, they have lost the mystery of Williamson’s Salar. But grouse are still truly wild and no attempt to ‘farm’ them has been successful. Even the gamekeepers, whose lives are spent on the moors, cannot always explain the swing in the numbers of grouse: from feast to famine and back to feast. The graph looks like a cardiogram of a desperately ill heart patient. After a record year, when too many birds are left on the ground, disease strikes and few survive. Such is their power of recovery that they can increase in number again in next to no time. I am glad that the ways of grouse and mushrooms remain unexplained. There are lots of books on mushrooms (but few on grouse) and the vast number of fungi we used to lump together and call toadstools. Experts arrange forays which you can join to learn about which kinds are edible and which will do you in immediately. Look out – the differences are not always as obvious as you might think.


A new treat for us is puffballs – the bigger the better – super-delicious when sliced and fried. Luckily, few English people fancy them. In the same way that our fishermen throw away pike, puffballs are kicked to bits by disappointed mushroomers – to the dismay of any Frenchman for whom both are a delicacy. When you are tired of blackberrying and get bolder in the search for free food, try ‘Chicken of the Woods’. They are those whitish growths on the bole of an oak which look like enormous plates. You will have to carry a heavy and offensive weapon to dislodge them from their host, but it is worth the trouble when they are cooked and you discover not only a new taste but a new consistency.
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Our kitchen is being repainted and retiled, so a great clearing of decks is going on. Behind a wall of receipt books in the back of a cupboard we found a box of menu cards dating from 1893 to 1939. They are printed or handwritten on stiff white card with gilt edges. Buckingham Palace, Derby House, Seaford House, Londonderry House, Devonshire House, The King’s Guard St James’s Palace, the Foreign Office and the Astors at 4 St James’s Square evidently fed their guests very well. Some cards are tantalisingly anonymous, giving only the address. Who lived at 66 Brook Street in 1939? She gave a lavish ball supper there on 25 June. And the unknown occupier of 38 Bryanston Square* did even better a month earlier. We know the vast number of courses people ate at grand dinners in Edwardian times, but it is surprising to find such feasts were still going strong till the last war. If you had been invited to Mr Baldwin’s farewell dinner at 10 Downing Street on 25 May 1937 you would have eaten Consommé à la Sévigné, Filets de Sole Impériale, Noisettes d’Agneau Châtelaine, Petits Pois, Pommes nouvelles, Cailles sous la Cendre, Salade de Laitues, Asperges vertes, Sauce Mousseline, Mousse glacé aux Fraises, Frivolités, Dessert and Café, plus five superb wines ending with Grands Fins Bois 1820. The indiscretions induced by so many fine wines would make any prime minister shudder now. And I don’t think they would dare offer Frivolités today. The humble grapefruit was a luxury then. Several dinners started with them; the only English words on the menus except eggs and bacon, for which there is no satisfactory translation into French. They were fried up for breakfast at 1.45 a.m. at every ball.


At an afternoon reception given by His Majesty’s Government In The United Kingdom Of Great Britain And Northern Ireland for Commanding General Sir Kaiser Shumshere Jung Bahadur Rana KBE of Nepal, in 1937, the selection of teatime food is a child’s dream, or a grown-up’s for that matter. The guests were offered ices, cakes, éclairs, five kinds of sandwiches including foie gras, lobster and caviar, petits pains fourrés, wine cup and every soft drink imaginable, including Thé. I would love to know if Sir Kaiser went on to face a seven-course dinner at 8.30 followed by an immense supper at midnight.


A surprisingly extravagant entertainment was a souper de bal given by the Framework Knitters’ Company at Goldsmiths’ Hall in 1937. That night you could choose from twenty dishes, including consommé, chicken, cutlets, salmon, lobster, foie gras, quail, duck, chaud froid of more chicken, ham, tongue, asparagus, salad, compote of fruit, crème brûlée, chocolate mousse and meringues. This was supper. You had already eaten dinner. Lastly comes a refreshing reminder of Evelyn Duchess of Devonshire’s careful ways. The menu for luncheon after the wedding of her son Charlie Cavendish and Adele Astaire (Fred’s sister) at Chatsworth in 1932 lists several dishes, including French Pastries and two more puddings, crossed out. ‘Need not have these’ is in her handwriting. The Framework Knitters were not so economical.


* The occupant of 38 Bryanston Square was South African magnate Sir Abe Bailey.





The roof is forever being mended, 1½ acres of it. Last week, the men found a copy of the Manchester Guardian dated 29 May 1877 under the old lead. The names of all who had worked on the roof then were recorded in the margin in thick pencil. Interesting, but not unusual here. And the headline on the 116-year-old newspaper seemed familiar: AUSTRIA & THE BOSNIAN INSURGENTS. SERBIA PREPARING FOR WAR. SPECIAL TELEGRAM FROM OUR RAGUSA CORRESPONDENT. There followed a description of atrocities …





Windows. We have got to have them to keep out weather and burglars. As they are part of the architectural scheme of things, like walls and doors, their make and shape has changed over the centuries with fashion.


In the nineteenth century newly invented plate glass was greeted with joy but it made the houses look pitifully blind from the outside. Now we have something worse; plate glass with a narrow slit above, the only part which opens. Any chance of pleasing proportion goes west and the afflicted house is like one partially sighted, with a frightful wink.


The next door neighbour goes in for a thin brown lattice. How, or if, this kind of window opens and shuts I don’t know, but I do know that these disfigurements have spread like a contagious disease through our towns and villages and are more than a minor tragedy.


They are everywhere, degrading the appearance of perfectly good buildings, whether built of stone or brick. There is no regard for the vernacular because they are just shoved in, new and uniform, from Glasgow to Glastonbury.


Now here’s your chance, Mr Minister of Education. In your next curriculum do beg your teachers to add decent fenestration lessons to the indecent sex lessons so popular with the children. Not as exciting, I suppose, but windows last longer than sex whatever way you look at it.


If you fail we must all go out and live in the Sultan’s palace in Zanzibar where there isn’t any glass to vex the eye and the birds, bats and bees fly in and out of the rooms on the balmy air of the island of cloves.





I am fascinated by watching and listening to keen gardeners going round other people’s gardens. Something strange seems to seize otherwise normal folk and, although they have probably travelled miles for their treat, they show themselves to be only really interested in what they have left at home. People who haven’t got gardens of their own can stand back and delight in the big picture of someone else’s work, but the real gardener fastens on some small plant, pleased if it doesn’t look too well and triumphant if it is dead. They relate the plants to their own. ‘Oh we’ve got that but ours is much bigger. I think this one is planted on the wrong wall, it can’t stand east, well, wouldn’t you think they’d know that?’ When the boot is on the other foot and you are taken by the owner on a two-hour tour in foul weather it can be difficult to keep a continuous flow of admiration. Sometimes, before setting out, you are sized up by the hostess to see if you are worth it, and it is rather wonderful when she decides you aren’t. That is why it is such a luxury to be able to go round so many gardens in your own time by paying at the door. You can dwell over what you love and hurry by the kidney-shaped beds with raised concrete edges full of orange rhododendrons. My father-in-law (who understood plants) said people go through five stages of gardening. They begin by liking flowers, progress to flowering shrubs, then autumn foliage and berries, next they go for leaves and finally the underneaths of leaves. Alpines ought to come in somewhere. They can become an addiction, and they get smaller and smaller relative to their importance. In the Wisley collection there is a weeny blob of grey leaves in small stones of the same colour. In the spring a label with an arrow says ‘Please Notice Flower’. Charles de Noailles, a celebrated French gardener, ended by preferring labels to flowers, foliage or even alpines. I think the attendants of the stalls of the magic displays at the Horticultural Society’s shows in the Vincent Square halls are the most patient of beings. Just listen to some old trout describing to her trapped victim what has happened to her Desfontania spinosa hookeri and you will realise that the stall holder is taking the place of a psychiatrist for a free consultation while all is unburdened and the Desfontania lady gets rid of her feelings.


Gardening is almost too difficult to contemplate, but arranging flowers is impossible. I wonder if the arrangers get cross because their work doesn’t last. My mother’s explanation for the uncertain tempers of cooks was the inevitable destruction of their art thrice daily being enough to unhinge their minds. If the flower people don’t get cross they must be sad when the products of hours of work end in the dustbin. It has all become too complicated. There are rules, and criticism is fierce. I marvel at the skill which goes into the feats you find in hotels, at wedding receptions and flower festivals in churches, but I do not wish to see them in my own house. Everything is too contrived and clever, the flowers spring out of squashy green stuff instead of a good old vase or pot. Since the invention of plastic flower pots it is a joy to see one made of proper earthenware but I expect it would lose points in a Floral Art competition. The whole subject needs simplifying and straightening as well. Those sideways stalks are worrying and against nature: but then, nature hasn’t got much to do with it. I think the Americans are miles ahead in the art. In a long life in which I have had the luck to be surrounded by beauty I have never seen anything better than the flowers on the tables at the grand dinner given for the lenders to the ‘Treasure Houses of Great Britain’ exhibition in Washington. About two hundred diners sat at round tables of eight in a vast hall which goes up the whole height of the National Gallery. Some genius put tall narrow vases on plinths with equally tall flowers high above the heads of the diners so they could see the people opposite without interference. The result was stunning. Had I done them I should have had no better idea than a dreary plate with a few heads floating about in it.





I wish gardening wasn’t so difficult. It is almost impossible to look with pleasure or interest at the lists of wallflower seeds to be planted now for next year when this year’s are beginning to go over and look as depressing as only dying flowers can. You must steel yourself to do it if you want wallflowers next year.


Another problem is the bewildering choice. Open the catalogue at delphiniums, for instance, and you find page after page of descriptions so glamorous you want them all and need the concentration of Einstein to reduce the list to something reasonable.


Then you must wait till the year after next to see the fruits of your labour. As likely as not the supplier has sent the very ones you didn’t choose, but you will long since have lost the carefully marked catalogue, so there is nothing to be done.


It is the same with roses. They all sound irresistible and you must pinch yourself in midwinter, when they are dormant, to remember how monstrously ugly the man-made orange ones are, retina irritants to a rose.


I prefer vegetables, but still there is the difficulty of choice. Pin down the best pea or bean, remember to plant a few every fortnight to avoid feast or famine, and you are indeed a real gardener.
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