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AUTHOR’S NOTE


When I was ill, Gabrielle Crawford sorted through those of my intimate diaries that were written in English and transcribed them over a two-year period. She scanned the pages of text and the drawings, and without her there would have been many times I would have given up on the project. I thank her for her boundless enthusiasm and her kindness. It’s not for nothing that Serge called her the ‘Angel Gabrielle’.


I also wish to thank Erin Floyd, who assisted me with the translation back into English of many extracts from the French diaries.


The names and characteristics of some of the people mentioned in this book have been changed.


Jane Birkin




PREFACE


I wrote my diary from the age of eleven, addressed to Munkey, my confidant, a soft toy monkey dressed as a jockey that my uncle had won in a tombola and given to me. He slept by my side, sharing the sadness of boarding school, hospital beds and my life with John, Serge and Jacques. He witnessed all the joys and all the unhappiness. He had a magic power; we took no planes, stayed in no hospitals without him being by our side.


Father said, ‘Maybe when we get to heaven it’ll be your monkey that welcomes us with open arms!’


Kate, Charlotte and Lou had his sacred clothes, without which travel was unthinkable. Serge kept Munkey’s jeans in his attaché case until the day he died. Faced with my children’s grief, I put Munkey beside Serge in his coffin, where he lay like a pharaoh. My monkey was there to protect him in the afterlife.


On reading my diaries it seems to me that one doesn’t change. What I was at twelve, I am still today. The lack of confidence, the jealousy, wanting to please … I understand better why my loves couldn’t last. The reader will be surprised, as I was, to see how little I talk about my professional life. I hardly mention the films, the plays – not even the songs. When people die, I talk about it months later – the happy times I was too busy living.


The diaries are, of course, unfair. You show your hand and complain, and there are different sides to everything, but here there is just mine. In principle, I have changed nothing – and believe me, I would have preferred to have reactions that were more mature or wiser than those that I had.


I’ve left out things that could have been wounding, but very few. I myself have remained very childish. It seems to me tiringly so. There are years that are missing, lost notebooks, people that aren’t there. The stories are as arbitrary as the photos that may have been taken, or not, like spools of undeveloped film or the absence of a camera that day, that year – like a selective memory, I have sifted through.


I decided to do a sort of autobiography with anecdotes of things that have come to mind in reading these diaries. Commentaries, too. And I’ve talked about people who had been so important that were missing, so we’ve done a sort of mixture of diaries of the time, with the memories of today.


I wanted to publish nearly everything, and I’ve had a long life so I needed two volumes. The first, from boarding school to the separation with Serge and waiting for Lou; the second book from the birth of Lou until the death of my daughter Kate.


I stopped writing my diary at that moment.


There was a last entry in Besançon on 11 December 2013, then nothing more. I entered into a phase during which I lived a parallel life.


‘You’re there but not there,’ said Lou’s son Marlowe, and he was right. I had no more to say, as if I had lost the right to express myself. With Kate, my diary came to an end.


I was born on 14 December 1946, very premature at seven and a half months, at the London Clinic. They put me in a little box on the radiator, together with a little boy, both covered with a damp cloth. Incubators didn’t exist.


Mama had begun to lose me just after breakfast, she said. They opened her up for a caesarian from top to bottom. She never complained; she said it was a relief. Not like the agony of the year before with my brother, born at home just after the war.


My father, David Birkin, was from an upper-middle-class family in Nottingham, the owners of Birkin Lace. His mother was a Russell, her clergyman father the youngest grandson of a duke. A sinus operation went wrong; the knife slipped and gave my father double vision and he was prone to bleeding lungs and constant fragility. When he was eighteen, his aunt prayed to God to spare him his plight and take him to heaven. After Cambridge he wanted to be a surgeon. Ironic.


He had many other operations that were catastrophic and left him convalescing in Switzerland, but when war was declared he came back to England. He tried everything to get into the services, without success, because of his health. His eldest brother was in the army, the second was a brilliant pilot. He, the youngest, with great persistence, finally got himself into the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve. He spent a year doing a crash course in intelligence and navigation, starting as an ordinary sailor on a static training ship. He had never set foot on a boat before but was a gifted mathematician.


He learnt that there was a possibility for him to be the navigator of a boat that would make return trips between France and England, and he was soon entrusted with overnight missions from Dartmouth to the Brittany coast from Aber Wrac’h to Paimpol. It was his ship that picked up the Free French, the spies, and the English and Canadian pilots who had ditched in France and had been hidden by the French Resistance. His and the sister ship1 had to wait for moonless nights to navigate in the ferocious waters. He was seasick, battered about in his tiny cabin – maps fell; they had no lights, no sonar. So many missions right under the Germans’ noses and he didn’t miss a single one.


Throughout his two years at war, my father had to hide his bleeding lungs from his superiors. He asked that someone stay by his side during his operations in case he talked under the anaesthetic because everything had to be kept secret for fear not only of risking the loss of the flotilla, but putting the French Resistance in danger.


Towards the end of the war my mother had said to him, phoning from a telephone box in London, ‘I think I know what you’re doing.’ A woman at a cocktail party had said that her son had come back from France by sea and not by air and my father replied that she should have kept her mouth shut.


After the war he never set foot on a boat again and because of the Official Secrets Act he only spoke about it all very late in life, around 1967. He got the Distinguished Service Cross but those who won his admiration were the French – the Bretons such as Joe Mainguy, a Resistance leader who refused to have a street named after him out of modesty, and Tanguy, the Lannilis garage owner who hid English airmen in his attic before putting them in a lorry, taking them to an island at low tide and hiding them under the seaweed for my father to pick them up at high tide.


One Christmas the airmen weren’t on a certain rock as planned and my father and his crew had to go back to Dartmouth before daybreak. They all had a tremendous lot to drink, miserable not to have found anyone, then they received a message, something like, ‘Jean-Pierre’s shirts are ready at the cleaners’ or ‘the privet trees are in flower’, and they had to get back that night and bring back the airmen safe and sound. It was he, or the sister ship navigated by Peter Williams,* that took François Mitterrand back from Dartmouth to Beg an Fry.


After my father died, my mother and I went along the Breton coast to scatter his ashes in every place at which his ship had docked during the war. Old Resistance members waited for us at each place and when we got to Bonaparte Beach we found Joe Mainguy. He took a handful of Papa and threw the ashes in the sea, saying, ‘Adieu, David.’


My mother’s mother was an actress. My grandfather, who was also an actor, came from a modest background in Norfolk and changed his name from Gamble to Campbell to get the part of a Scotsman. He and my grandmother wrote and performed melodramas and opened a theatre in Grantham which they changed into a cinema later, one of the first in the North of England. My mother, Judy, spent her days there. She said her culture came from all the films she’d seen on the usherette’s knees. Another little girl who came from time to time to that cinema was Margaret Thatcher …


Mama shared a flat in London with two actress friends, Sarah Churchill* and Penelope Reed, who we called Pempie, my father’s cousin. She was the reason that they met. Pempie had said to my mother, ‘If only you knew my cousin, David, he’s divine’, and to my father, ‘Oh if only you knew my friend, Judy, she’s the most ravishing girl that exists.’ Ma and he were married in 1944. It was filmed for the Pathé news, because my mother was really very well-known. They were so chic, Pa with a patch on one eye and Ma the film star, dressed by Victor Stiebel, my godfather, the greatest couturier of the time, with Sarah Churchill, my godmother, and Pempie. This marriage was great news for my father’s family: my grandmother had had three sons and a husband who was always away at war (the First World War and even the Boer War) so to have a girl in the family was wonderful company for her. On the other hand it was a catastrophe for my mother’s parents, who, after such a promising beginning, had hoped that their daughter would shine in the theatre. My father swore that she could go on as an actress, that he’d never get in the way. Promises, promises!


A year later Andrew was born and the year after, me. My little sister was born four years later. And Pa had taken us all off to a farm, his dream, and for us, a paradise, but just a little too far from London for Ma to perform in the theatre in the evenings. He then had another farm at Henley-on-Thames and after that he had to have so many operations that we moved back to London. Maybe he felt that Ma should be closer to the theatres. So they bought a big Victorian house in Cheyne Gardens, Chelsea. I think that Andrew was sent to boarding school at the age of six, like lots of little boys from well-to-do families.


At the beginning he was only going to be a weekly boarder, as petrol was rationed, but my mother thought that he was having such a good time and in a hasty judgement they decided to let him stay as a full boarder, and then at around thirteen he was off to Harrow, a very expensive institution where members of my father’s family went before Cambridge.


As small children, Linda and I went to a day school in Kensington. Mine was especially eccentric. Miss Ironside, the headmistress, could boast of having educated two prime ministers and a traitor and it was there I met two teachers who influenced me all my life, Miss Staynes and Miss Storey, who taught history, literature and English. I went back to them after boarding school and they took us off to Stratford-upon-Avon to see Shaw’s Saint Joan; or to scrutinise diamonds at the British Museum in case we got offered one one day; to admire the step-cut diamond and the beautiful jewellery of Queen Elizabeth I; to cry with them at Richard II … But that’s another story.


* The missions were always done by two ships, one with my father navigating or the sister ship that Peter Williams navigated. He became my brother’s godfather.


* Winston Churchill’s daughter, actress and poetess, who had an unhappy life. Papa and I were in the crowd cheering Churchill for his last birthday and in 1965 for his funeral Andrew and I were there amongst the thousands. We climbed on top of dustbins to get a better view. What was so moving was to see the cranes bow their heads, one after the other, as the barge took his coffin down the Thames.




1957


30 April


Dear Munkey,


In the morning there was a great hassle. Andrew was going back to school and we had not packed his trunk. First we got all his clothes in – one white shirt had not turned up. Then we found his boiler suit was not packed, then also two pink ties, then four handkerchiefs, and so on. After a while we found everything except a few braces, then the trunk had to go and Andrew and I had to go to Thomas Cook travel agency on the way (we went on a bus). We got out at the wrong place, at Lower-Something-Street, not Higher-Something-Street. We had to walk all the way back to Lower-Something-Street (I say Something Street because I cannot remember what street it was). Luckily I had three pounds and ten shillings for Andrew and one pound and ten shillings for me. We got there at last and we got the form we wanted and went back by bus. At LAST, Andrew got off – not to my relief, but I thought he was late for the school train. When I say I luckily had three pounds. It was true but that meant we did not have to walk ALL the way from Lower-Something-Street to Higher-Something-Street. I waved goodbye to Andrew and went inside the house. I must stop now because the rest is rather dull.


30 October


On Wednesday, Linda and me played a game we made up. We pretended we were boys in a boarding school and it was rather a coincidence that Mama that evening talked about sending me to boarding school. We were thinking about sending me to one called Lady Eden’s or one in the New Forest, one on the Downs, or one by the sea that my friend Jenny Sheridan is going to. Then I watched a thing about pigs on TV.


***


Finally my parents sent Linda and I to Upper Chine, a school for girls on the Isle of Wight. It was I who’d insisted because all my friends had gone to boarding school. I was delighted, I was twelve. There was the main building where Linda and the little ones slept, and we were all in separate houses, each one maintained by a nurse and her companion. Mine were Nurse Vanderban and Miss Thomas. We also had our heads of house, mine was Jane Welplay, I adored her. She was a few years older than me, with a great plait of hair that ran the length of her back. She was my idol and for nothing in the world would I disappoint her. If I had late marks, I was afraid to hear them say, ‘Oh 99, you disappoint me so.’ My number was 99 and my sister was 177. Our colour was green; every house had the name of an explorer; ours was Scott and I think that Linda’s was Rhodes. Each girl belonged to a house with several dormitories that slept eight girls each.


When the bell rang, we had to put on our uniforms, which were not particularly pretty, but very precise. When Nurse saw me with my light brown shoes, not dark as required, she said, ‘Tan is not a substitute for brown.’ Then we had to rush from our house to the main building, crossing a little brook, the Chine, in fear of a late mark. If you got three late marks it became a disobedience mark and after many of those you got sent away; you were expelled. I felt as though I were responsible for my house, Scott, for my adored Jane Welplay, for Upper Chine school and eventually the ruin of England.


As Linda was small, she was allowed lots of things, like strawberries, whereas we were ‘the bulk years’* born after the war; there were too many of us, we were nearly adolescents, we had no charm. I left boarding school after what I thought was three years. My mother said it was only two, but out of luck or good fortune, my parents popped the question a bit vaguely: ‘Would you like to leave boarding school?’ And my mother said that I’d replied, seized by emotion, ‘If you make me do one more term I’ll die.’ So they took me out and I was able to go back to my lovely little school in Kensington. Boarding school had been painful because we were only girls and the first few terms we weren’t allowed out in case we didn’t want to come back. Then after that we were allowed out on Sundays after chapel, and before chapel in the evenings. Our parents could take us out to the tea shop in the neighbouring village and then the last year it seems that it was possible sometimes to spend the night at my parents’ cottage on the Isle of Wight. It had been their idea in sending us there; that they wouldn’t be very far for Linda and me. Not so for Andrew.


From the age of five years old Andrew had been to pre-prep school, then prep school then Harrow. My parents took him out at the last minute before he was expelled for having seen Splendor in the Grass with Natalie Wood. He had got out in the dirty laundry basket but unfortunately for him he’d kept the cinema ticket. He was also suspected of having set fire to the old Japanese embassy while shooting his own film. It seemed to him that lighting a match and setting fire to a curtain would give a more dramatic effect! He was a boy who didn’t disobey rules, because for him rules didn’t exist. Years later in a plane, a man asked me if I was ‘Birkin’s sister’. I replied in the affirmative. and he told me that Andrew, who used to be beaten every Monday, was to be found one day under a car reading a book because it was raining instead of being at chapel, the famous chapel that Churchill and Lord Montgomery returned to visit.


I went a few times on visitors’ day to that chapel where Lord Montgomery said at the pulpit, ‘God says,’ and then added, ‘—and I agree with him’! I used to cry during the service, I was so moved by the backs of the little boys’ necks in uniform, the little ones with their bum freezers,* and the big ones in tails. In those days every new boy was servant to an older one, who used to scream ‘Fag!’ and the new boy would have to run to bring him his toast. If you desperately wanted to be part of a group, you suffered terribly. My brother didn’t care, he didn’t want to be a part of any group. At his previous school they tended to warn boys on a Friday that they would be beaten on the following Monday – that way they could think about it all weekend. Andrew was eccentric for Harrow, a school where it was better to shine in sport as my father had done. Andrew, with an originality that finally won over his seniors, even if they had to beat him often, preferred that to having to wait for a bad school report that would be sent to my father, and to see his disappointment. It was always the case.


It is only fair to point out that Andrew’s recollection of his school years is different from my own, and he regards mine as charming and perfectly incorrect, ‘a wonderful melange of facts’!


I, his little sister, on the other hand had reports that said, ‘Jane is such a good pupil, she tries so hard, what a pity it’s so difficult for her, but someone has to be last.’ Maybe they didn’t say the final bit, but that’s what I thought. Linda, with her little gang, was up to mischief. She was very secretive, but had lots of friends. She had curly dark hair like my mother and a cupid’s bow lip. She was my playmate during the holidays on the Isle of Wight or in Nottingham; but after boarding school we couldn’t see each other much because we were far apart, and we weren’t in the same classes, and I wasn’t allowed to kiss her goodnight. To have some peace from the other girls my age, I used to stay late in senior prep, to write my diary …


* We were the post-war baby boom generation.


* Small boys at Eton and Harrow wore little short jackets.




1959


December


Dear Munkey,


I hate school today, I feel like a sack (dead). I know that if anybody annoys me or if anybody tells on me or if anything goes wrong, I will scream. I wish I were home. Thank God it’s only a few more days till I am, I can’t wait to see Father and Mama. Everybody is so nice but I am just catty in return. I feel awful about it, I was crying in chapel last night, I have done everything wrong, I have approached everything in the wrong way. I feel fed up.


Goodbye for now, I am sorry I have bored you by writing how I feel. It’s the only way I can express it.


Love,


Jane Birkin


***


My parents took a very long time to choose my name, searching for originality. My mother was very taken by ‘Georgiana’, a name that nobody knew, a distant duchess of Bedford. My father found that a little bit snobbish and said, ‘Why not Jane, like the sexy strip cartoon in the Mirror?’ He liked simple things, so my mother put everything into my second name, Mallory, which she invented. It was the name of Sir Thomas Malory, who had written King Arthur. She also thought vaguely that it was the name of a flower, but that’s ‘mallow’. In any case it seems to me that Jane Mallory was the perfect name for an actress but I thought of it too late. I was already well-known and my father had already had to put up with Blow-Up and ‘Je T’Aime … Moi Non Plus’ and so I kept Birkin, out of loyalty. In French it’s much prettier, people say ‘Jeanne Birkine’, ‘James Biquin’, ‘Jeanne Bikini’, rather more fun than ‘Birkin’ which sounds a bit German, which it is; it means ‘little birch tree’.




1960


19 January


How strange it feels to:


A) Have only one granny and B) to be back at school. Miss Thomas and Nurse are being very nice.


***


Granny Campbell, my mother’s mother, had just died at hospital, and the father of my mother died when I was born, or just about. The same year Granny Birkin died as well as my father’s dog Clover, which was more important to him than anything else. My father said, ‘All we need now is Churchill dying!’


***


Wednesday, 20 January


Checking and unpacking in progress. I am missing one coat hanger and one pair of black pants.* Now I must put all my clothes into drawers. It’s a jolly nice dormitory I’m in, will write again this evening.


Sunday


I have just come back from going out with Ma and Pa; they were so nice about me not having a friend. Susan is so nice, everyone is. I think everyone was thinking I went to Granny’s funeral. I hope not. I do so want a good report, I hope I can manage to keep my last one up. I forgot to tell Nurse I was going out. I hope I can be enrolled soon. I must learn the laws. I think they are these:




	A guide’s honour is to be trusted


	A guide is a friend to all and the sister to every other guide


	A guide is courteous


	A guide is a friend to animals


	A guide is pure in thought, word and deed


	A guide is loyal


	A guide obeys laws


	A guide is thrifty


	Trusted, loyal and helpful, pure as the rustling wind.





Monday


I am very upset I haven’t finished my prep. I am now in the sewing room. Made Sylvia an apple pie bed but she found out. Diary is such a useful book, I am so pleased Linda gave it to me! I must learn to revise my notes and extra French now. I will write again later.


Wednesday


Mr Standfast is such a boring book! I suppose that’s because I haven’t got further than the first page so I’m not in a suitable position to criticise.


I must work. Copy out all my French and master my Latin grammar. The latter is impossible to do. Nearly time to go and change for tea.


Andrew has sent me and Linda lots of the Harrovian papers,* very nice of him, also coloured postcards of roses. Mama has written a very private letter about friends, etc. It’s a great comfort to me. Father has also sent a postcard of ship saying my St Christopher* is nearly ready and it will be sent, isn’t that lovely? Andrew has an idea about Capt. Cruickshank* as a play for Pa and Ma. It would be a good idea, also other ideas, another treat for them, a smashing box of Aero, Toblerone, Smarties, mint chocolates and other favourites. It’s lovely to get letters.* Ma and Pa and Andrew write so many, and so great is the joy when I get one. So today I got a parcel, a letter, and two lovely coloured postcards. I must do my prep now.


Thursday


Today is Thursday, good, only one more day till Saturday, good. What happened today in our dorm I would be glad to get rid of. B. came in and found Susan lying on her bed reading. I asked where the others were, she said she did not know. I lay on my bed admiring my St Christopher (which had just been sent). I saw the wardrobe curtain move and a giggle came from behind it. They all jumped out and said, ‘Boo!’ Awful noise and Nurse came in. ‘What is this? What are you doing?’ ‘Hiding from Jane,’ they said. Nurse turned to me. ‘Have you anything to do with this?’ she said. ‘No,’ I said truthfully. ‘You are meant to be tired, you’re supposed to be having rest.’


Friday


Have been to Guides, have passed my promises, law and motto. I am a Guide (nearly). I’m not allowed to wear my uniform yet, Linda can wear hers. It’s jolly unfair. She will be able to wear wings, I am not allowed to as I wasn’t a Brownie. Everything is fine, so easy-going with Linda, it’s just going wrong with me. The work is horribly difficult but Linda’s is easy. I wish I came here when I was Linda’s age, she gets all the fun. I’m going to chapel, by myself, now I feel very unhappy.


Saturday


Mrs Ryder has given me permission to paint in the art studio for the Scott poster (she is very nice). I will do it in form time and break. Mrs Ryder has given me the key to the art room. I feel much better now after a good cry last night. I now feel I have a friend. I have done extra geometry so I will get a high mark and they are near even if they’re not right! I’m longing to see Ma and Pa. I’ll have a break soon. I’m beginning to like Mr Standfast, I’m on page 20. I have done my picture; I am not satisfied with it.


Sunday


I am unhappy again. I expect I’ll get another C+. I went into the cloakroom and I saw people clambering on the lockers. I have nothing to do so I did the same as them. JW closed on me and said, ‘You’re not playing with us.’


Linda is allowed to see the secret garden. She says it’s wonderful but I’m not allowed to see it. The loo is the only quiet place to cry, that’s what I’m doing. I hate school, if I don’t get higher marks I’ll …


Tuesday


Another ordinary day, miserable yet fun. Sylvia’s terribly nice, I like her. I am going to bed early, they all have to go to bed as an order, a continuation of the last punishment. I haven’t had any supper I don’t feel hungry, I have been crying again, I am a horrid cry-baby.


Wednesday


I wonder, am I really alive? Is this all a dream? Have I ever woken up since this morning or did I ever wake up? Am I in my dream? Susan’s dream? Or perhaps God’s? The bell is about to go and I haven’t drunk my hot milk yet. I am still in bed, but that thought still troubles me.


Saturday


Everybody is horrid in my dorm. Diana is being beastly, she said she would ring the bell at half term and now she blames me for not ringing it. They are all so nasty dissing me, always butting into conversations. Diana is always trying to turn Susan against me, if she reads this it’s her fault, she shouldn’t pry.


Wednesday


Dull dull, very dull.


Thursday


A nature film, a woodpecker one, how they get their food, get married and get children.


Sunday


Go out with Ma and Pa. Had a smashing time, went to a hotel. Lovely lunch. Ma’s play opens in London.


Horrid to be back at school after such a lovely time with Ma and Pa.


Friday


Queen has a baby boy! Born at 4 o’clock in the afternoon on 19 February! May be called Albert, I hope not. Cheers from the whole school. Hurray, all over the blackboards is written, ‘It’s a boy, it’s a boy’.


[image: ]


Sunday


The Rev preached the sermon. He was sweet, in his sermon, he said, ‘A very young member of the school asked what was the Holy Ghost.’ I know he meant Angela, his child, because she is the youngest in the school. The hymn makes me cry.


Monday


What’s the use of trying if you don’t get anywhere?


Tuesday


I’m in prep; Maggie copied all my work, she’s a terrible cheat.


School is one heap of unfairness.


In fact she is really very nice, I found this out when she said, ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’.


Saturday


Nothing much happened today, I feel fed up, I don’t want to dance, don’t want to do anything. It’s horrid, everything is horrid. I feel like a lump of coal on the side of the road, a very busy road.


Linda was wearing lipstick and powder tonight. I tried to lick a red Smarty to make it look like lipstick but it was no good.


I wish I could get up-to-date with my preps.


Sunday


A normal Sunday. I am worried about Pa’s eye. Very worried, I do hope all goes well. It’s so unfair, why has he got it all? I want it, I wish God would give me a bad eye and not Pa. Every time I wish, I wish the same old wish ‘let everyone be happy’. I invented a hospital yesterday: the private rooms would have roses on the wallpaper, and Pa’s eye could be massaged every day and Ma could be physiotherapied and they would feel top of the world.


I learnt today about God. I wonder about that subject, He must be such a strange person, is He a man? Has He a body? If not, is He a void? And if He’s a void how can He grant our wishes?


I feel so much more grown-up now I have bought a lipstick and I have grown a bosom at last. I work harder and my mind is different. I have stockings* and juniors have crushes on me.


***


I found my tennis shoes cleaned by invisible hands and little notes in my locker. I’d done the same when I first went to boarding school for Jane Welplay, our head girl. I held her in my arms an afternoon during senior dancing, I remember it was Elvis Presley’s ‘Are You Lonseome Tonight’. JW was going to leave the school and I slid the heart of a tree into her pocket. At least it was sold to me as such. No doubt it was a bean in the form of a heart. I’d wrapped it up lovingly in a piece of loo paper, without signing of course. Today she’s a vet somewhere in Canada with lots of children. In the 1970s she came to take part in a TV programme about me. She was very surprised to learn that I’d loved her. I don’t even know if she wasn’t a little embarrassed nor whether she remembered me.


[image: ]


I feel very queer, I think it’s growing up? A nice feeling, maybe. My mind thinks about other things, I wonder about God. I suppose everyone does this at sometimes. My wireless is playing ‘The Blue Danube’, it’s excitingly romantic. I will write a poem or a book maybe.


No date


So much has happened since I last wrote. A lapse of approximately four weeks. I have fallen off a horse and been in bed for three weeks because of it. My leg in plaster. And I have to have my tonsils out tomorrow.


***


I was sent by train from the Isle of Wight to the Saint Thomas hospital with my leg in plaster. The archbishop signed on my plaster and put a little cross after his name. And the porter who helped me get into the train signed it too, writing ‘BR’ for British Rail.


***


Tonsils out (letter for the class)


Dear all,


I miss you a lot. I had my operation today. Firstly, I had hardly any breakfast and then I had an injection. I was meant to go to sleep but I couldn’t. I was in a white linen backless gown. And white football socks. It was very exciting, I just laid down maybe a little frightened and then sat up to see if I was still awake. Half an hour passed and a trolley came. Two nurses and a porter wheeled me to the operating theatre and then into the little room where they all waited in green with masks and little knives. I had a prick in my elbow and this time I knew nothing more until I woke up. I had a shock when I saw a great patch of blood on my gown. They changed my gory clothes and put on another gown. What a beastly taste of blood. I’ve still got a horrid sore throat and can’t speak or eat much. A very young doctor came to see me and explained how a stethoscope worked. I listened to his arm and heard a very distant noise which was the heart pumping blood. He came again yesterday and asked if I was still at school.


My leg is out of plaster and I have to have physiotherapy. I am very, very near Big Ben and can see it if I get up and look out of the window. It makes a lovely noise, it is striking at the moment.


An American boy has just come in who is having his tonsils out today. He is nervous and I have to tell him about it and say it’s all great fun.


Monday


Organ broke, still sang and clapped without it! Yes we did!


Saturday


UNCLE JOHN* ENGAGED. He is going to be married to Elizabeth Jackson, a mathematician, jolly good.


I’ve been in chapel most of the time. I love being quiet and by myself.


Tuesday


Marks and remarks. Mine = behaviour good, tries very hard, I win Guide cup.


Friday we break up. Nice break-up breakfast.


Father meets us at Waterloo and is pleased about my cup. Andrew and Ma in Paris, France.


Tuesday


Solomon and Sheba, it is wonderful. Yul Brynner and Gina Lollobrigida. She looked wonderful when she was being stoned, she was wearing light blue against a yellowy gold stone. Black hair (she was Sheba, needless to say). God’s voice was American! When I went out of the cinema there was a crack of thunder (firework display for Charles de Gaulle). Yul Brynner had a wig. He looked so beautiful, his own beard and such a soft voice.


Ma and Andrew back.


Saturday


We see Aunt Madge.* She is very ill, last week she nearly died. We took her grapes and some flowers, a lovely tea.


When Andrew and Ma came back from Paris, Andrew gave me a little statue, rather ghostly.* They had been locked up in the Marie-Antoinette garden and they had to climb scaffolding to get out. They visited the dairy where she pretended to be a milkmaid, the man showing them round took a liking to Andrew and Ma, so he showed them it and said no one else has ever seen it, it was a secret place in the Palace of Versailles.


Sunday


Linda and I go to church. It is Palm Sunday, we feel uncomfortable and we were about the only people singing.


Pinny might die, I hope she doesn’t, I’ll write to her.


***


Pinny, I suppose, is Marjory Russell, the sister of Olive Isabel Russell, my father’s mother. She had six brothers and sisters. Her brother was Sir Thomas Wentworth Russell, more well-known under the name of Russell Pasha. He had a grey parrot, very chic, it used to scream ‘Thomaaaas!’ all day long and lived with my grandmother with Polly, a green parrot that I inherited after my grandmother’s death. All the Russell children had been brought up by their father the reverend Henry Charles Russell, their mother having died very young. He had the church and the Wollaton presbytery. His elder brother had inherited Wollaton Hall that one can visit today and by which we much were taken as children. It was there that my grandmother was born by accident during her parents’ visit to the older brother.


***


I am waiting for the Portsmouth car ferry. We have missed it. It’s full up. Finally we caught the Southampton Cowes ferry. In the pouring rain, Ma’s watches stopped, both of them, that is why we had missed the ferry. We rang Pa up at Southampton and he was very nice about it.


Tuesday


We went to the beach in the morning and Linda and I brought back an explosive thing saying on it, ‘Danger! If found do not handle or move’, IN RED! We will take it back soon. Pa very kindly said he would. My St Christopher’s safety chain has bust.


***


I lost my father’s St Christopher medallion when I was with Serge. I had put it on a little chain round my ankle. God knows why my legs were sticking out of the taxi window on our way back from a nightclub. When I got home I saw that the St Christopher was no longer there. It was the medallion that my father had kept throughout the war – on one side it was written ‘Church of England’ so that one knew how to bury him – and I’d lost it on a whim, trying to look cute. I didn’t dare tell my father. During the filming of Death on the Nile, Pa and I shared the same duplex with Serge, and I wore fur moon boots in spite of the 42-degree heat so that he wouldn’t notice. When I saw him after in London I said, ‘I’ve got a terrible thing to own up to,’ and he said, ‘Of course, you’ve lost your St Christopher.’ So he knew all along!


***


Sunday


We see I’m All Right Jack in a very nice cinema. The manager showed us the control room, it looked like somewhere on Mars! He also gave us pamphlets and papers and advertisements and sticky posters about films, etc.


All trunks to be packed tonight. Ma found her best Malta weave cushion with Valspar on it. No one knows whodunit. It hasn’t come out. It’s very horrid because although Ma said, ‘forget about it’, everyone is kind of ‘under suspicion’. I owned up about spilling ink on the carpet in Linda’s room. I really felt I had to it and I feel much better now. I hope because I owned up late about that they won’t think that I did this too.


Friday


Telephone call. Granny is terribly ill. She had got pneumonia, she had a fall two days ago and Father has got to go straight away. Oh gosh, I’m going to offer to go with him. From the sound of Uncle Michael’s voice she may die. Oh dear, here I am, crying and praying. How weak in thought I am, Granny and Pin are so brave.


Oh, everyone is speaking about death, ‘nearly dead’. Father has gone to Cowes with Ma driving him. Pin is, I think, the same. And Granny’s handwriting on the letter she wrote to Ma is very feeble. Andrew is a great comfort to both Linda and myself. He is keeping outwardly cheerful but on the other hand not evidently so.


The most terrible thing has happened. Granny is dead. I now have no grandparents and Father and Ma have no parents. Death happens so quickly. Just think, I’ll never go down to the town with her ever again. I hope she is in the heaven she wanted. Father didn’t get there in time. She died at 3 o’clock, she was unconscious and died peacefully. I always thought she was so strong. Granny just fell (according to her last letter) and her glasses flew three feet in front of her. She went to call, and her foot caught in the carpet, and she fell. I think she may have been unconscious. When I heard, I cried for hours. Poor Pin and Pa. Thank God for Mrs Griffiths. Granny said she thought that God had sent her in her need. Both Pin and she were so brave; they will be an everlasting example.


Wednesday


Granny’s funeral, very sad. And when we drove through Wollaton Park on the way in the Rolls-Royce I have never seen so many flowers. They were as a carpet on the ground. There were cloths on the furniture. We went to Wilfred Hill cemetery and Cannon Giles’s and Cannon Ingles’s robes were blowing in the wind. I could see their trousers.


Tuesday


Today is a bad day, very bad, what’s more I feel bad. I have got 2/10 for Latin that I don’t feel I deserve. I’ve got to have an early supper I can’t get my prep finished. I wish I could start afresh, but I have to muddle on and on, getting worse and worse. I want to give up Latin, French, English language, English literature, vocabulary, geometry, algebra, arithmetic and almost life, certainly school. I hate school, I loathe, loathe, loathe it.


Summer


First day of our hols, but not Andrew’s. We didn’t do much, went to see Aunt Madge which was lovely and she gave Linda and me a packet of sixpences.


We go to Oliver Twist after heavenly early supper, sausage and Spam then greengages and plums with Coca-Cola. Oliver was wonderful, the boy who played him was terribly good. I think the orphans were good too and Fagin was one of the best!


Friday


Ma makes me a dress, she has been doing it for a day or two and she also bought me some white and silver shoes. A lovely dance at East Grinstead, I danced with very nice boys, all terribly sweet. None of them could dance which made the situation rather uncomfortable for me who couldn’t either!


***


Ma had made me this dress because I was a bridesmaid to my uncle and because I was presented to the Queen when she visited my grandfather’s lace factory in Nottingham. The Duke of Edinburgh stooped towards me and said, ‘Did you grow the flowers yourself?’ It’s probably what he said to all the little girls who gave him flowers. For the Agatha Christie films I’d been presented along with the entire cast to Queen Elizabeth. I remember that the heroine of the film, Lois Chiles, panicked because she didn’t realise one should wear long gloves, so I took off my left glove and turned it inside out. That way we both had two right arms and Lois was able to shake the Queen’s hand. I saw the Queen again at a dinner at the Elysée where she made an extraordinarily funny speech about the Entente Cordiale. I don’t know if it was on that occasion or another that I found myself next to Lady Diana. She had a way of blushing that was terribly attractive. I said to come and live in Paris, that the press would leave her alone …


***


I go to the ballet in the evening at the Festival Hall. It was very good. Beautiful costumes and I liked the Prince Igor. There was a dance with the ballet dancers in pink against black background and it was beautiful.


Saturday


Andrew to Nottingham where he finds an old newspaper from 1719, very interesting. Linda and I go to Saint Joan in the evening, terribly good and I cried a lot.


Tuesday


Went swimming and then to the National Gallery with Lillian,* some good Turners and Constables, then we went to see the Jewels.


Thursday, in Nottingham


Went into the town to buy some plimsolls and some jeans. No shop had any real jeans, not even Marks & Spencer. Eventually we found some and a very pretty petticoat. We played in the garden and went back to Lincoln House, to Aunt Gertrude’s* for tea. Played hide and seek in the garden. Father hides and we seek. He has to give us a hint. We dashed to the greenhouse and find Father under a bench in the second greenhouse. We looked for worms in the garden but the birds have eaten them all. Played in the garden and helped May* clean the stairs. Went to Pin’s old house and peeped through a hole in the wall to see the blacksmith at work.


That afternoon, Sarah Churchill (my godmother) came to lunch. Ma took a cine film of us against the passionflower. We had another game with Pa and this time I found him crouched behind a glass door.


Saturday


We go to Wollaton Hall with Lillian. I made out a family tree in my head. The house should belong to Pa if the Middletons are not the main side (Russell).


We saw all the big rooms, which were very interesting, and the animals and birds* and eggs (a vast collection, Andrew was very interested), lots of biology and botany.


There was a fair going on, Institute of National Railwaymen.


***


Someone told me that my grandfather reserved a carriage coming down from Nottingham on British Railways. I think he was a shareholder. He used to stay in their hotel at St Pancras. He didn’t like to go into town and only went to visit my father during his eye operations. He found the best surgeon, Bedford Russell – unhappily, because that was to be the cause of all my father’s troubles with his eyes. The evening of the first operation my father went out on the quiet with a nurse by the fire escape. He was nineteen and when they came back he had a temperature but he didn’t want to own up to the fact that he’d been out because of the nurse. The doctors thought, therefore, that there’d been a serious problem and they opened up his eye again. The famous surgeon’s scalpel slipped and cut through my father’s optic nerves, which caused his double vision. I don’t know how many operations he went on to have. A piece of his hip was even grafted into the socket. That’s why my father had such a romantic patch on his eye when he got married and the bleeding lungs were caused through too many anaesthetics and lasted all his life.


***


It has been decided that Lincoln House will be knocked down and sold for flats and the oak trees too. This is the last time we will see it before the sale. It has to go. We don’t know who is going to inhabit the place and there was no alternative to selling. It would only get £2000 as a house, whereas if it was going to be flats it would bring £5000.


Sunday


Andrew, Linda and I all go to Wollaton Church.


Pa’s eye is really bad and very, very painful, poor thing! He’s going to have yet another operation. We went to see where Granny and Pin and Aunt Sheila used to live. We spoke to Cannon Giles who showed us round the churchyard and we went to Wollaton cemetery to see Pin’s grave. It hasn’t got a tombstone yet. We went to Pin’s house and Ma found a large straw hat for me with a bow.


Father threw away some letters of Granny’s. I pulled two of them out and they have proved to be valuable, with Robert Browning writing one.


All the chickens were killed by Wally.* Everything’s going today. The rooms are being used as storerooms. I have a writing desk and some Copenhagen china, a paper box and another box, both with birds on them. I have a book of art and a diary that has never been used for next year.


Monday


Cat club, ideas. First meeting of the summer hols.


Present. Andrew, Jane, Linda.


Collect wildflower bunches and sell them.


Sell mushrooms (if any).


Collect blackberries and raspberries.


Odd jobs.


End of meeting.


Honorary member, David Birkin, suggests we collect for another committee as we have collected a total of £8.10 shillings for the PDSA.


End.


Tuesday


Went to see the place where Pa was born, it had a copper dome with Grecian windows and monster gardens. It is now a school.


Thursday


We play in the garden and go to the greenhouses, as they are the best places to hide. We play the ladder game in the loft. It broke and Andrew came hurtling down on top of me. He would have killed himself, but luckily there was a sack to stop him cracking his head open.


Friday


In the evening, when it was all dark the guy that Andrew and Linda had made beside the incinerator was set on fire. Pa got the fire extinguisher to try it out; it contained a sort of powder, but it didn’t work and didn’t put the fire out.


Saturday


Ma and Andrew load up the car, they are going back to the Isle of Wight ahead of us. Linda and I go to church. A muddling, but good, sermon.


Monday


Linda and I do all the cooking, the shopping too. Mrs Clark at the shop said I should put Polly (parrot) in a wooden box and carry her that way. At the house, Pa gave us Granny and Grandpa’s crash helmets and a bullet strap from the Boer War.


Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Wight


On Wednesday we went down to the beach. We went on bikes to Compton. We collected shells, crabs, seaweed and rocks for the idea I had to have a show of things we found about the sea. We got our shoes wet, as the sea was not as low as it might have been. We found a vast yellow plastic ball which we took home. It weighed a ton. My bike went wonky so I rang up and said we will be late, so Andrew and Linda went on bikes and I followed on foot. Pa said the yellow ball might be a lobster marker or mooring marker. Ma said it might be a buoy. After lunch we repeated our actions. On the way back we saw a myxomatosis rabbit; it had maggots and it was still alive. It seemed to be wet and damp and also had pneumonia. Andrew killed it quickly against the fence. We were late again – and we had rabbit for lunch!


Pa is drawing me at the moment and the sun has come out.


Andrew’s friend is coming to stay. Linda and I went to the beach and after trembling at the brink we swam. We went to get the milk from Hooky and then we went home. Andrew and his friend have not arrived. After lunch we ask Andrew if we can swim and we did for a long time. I remember wondering if his watch was right, wouldn’t it be awful if it wasn’t? I got out of the sea and Linda followed. Andrew was calling us from the cliffs and we dressed quickly and got on our bikes.


Linda suddenly said, ‘Your watch is wrong! Mine says seven and I set it by the kitchen clock. It’s not twenty-five to.’ We panicked at once and asked a crotchety old man who was just getting into his car what the time was. ‘Just after seven,’ he said. I went to the telephone box. ‘Can I have some money?’ I asked Andrew. ‘I haven’t got any,’ he replied. ‘Reverse the charges,’ he said, so we did. Father answered and told us to come quickly so we did.


Monday


Ma, Linda and I to see the Roman villa, very interesting. It’s funny to think that a Roman walked on the land that you can still see. Ma and Pa thought of doing a little film with our seashells.


Tuesday


In the evening we got ready for the midnight picnic. It was wonderful and afterwards we hurled burning wood into the sea and it fizzled.


Here is the story we’re going to film:


Pa is the smuggling smuggler. He is found by Linda and I in a shack. I climb on the roof with Linda and out comes Pa. We hide and he goes away. But then he catches Linda and I see him come back. I bonk him on the head and fetch help. The end is not fixed.


Clover* has been very ill. We looked after her, but at last we rang up the vet. He was in the cinema so Pa had a slide flashed onto the screen. He came and gave a prescription and a vastly painful injection.


Today is 6 October


I hope Pa’s eye is all right. It seems so unfair to have it for one’s life. I just prayed all would be well.


Tuesday


Pa is out of hospital. Rejoice!


Thursday, Upper Chine


Pa is better, I think. I forgot to ask him for his stitches. I must write and ask him now.


Sylvia and Susan got a diso (disobedience mark) each for treading on the garden to get fallen apples.


Good night.


Sunday


I go out, and Mama tells me that Clover is dead. She died peacefully after a bad attack. In the morning Pa put his hand on her and she breathed, but gradually it got slower and slower, and then she gave a flutter and she died. They put her in her basket. Tracy* sent around some red roses and some white carnations and was terribly sweet. Ma and Pa drove her to the Isle of Wight and wrapped her in Mama’s white shawl and Pa’s copper-coloured jersey, both of which she knew so well. Mr Barnes dug a deep hole and put her in. He said, ‘I won’t scatter the earth too spiteful.’


Pa said she looked more beautiful than ever before. Her ears back, her big eyes closed and a wet nose. Beautiful fluffy white chest, just as if she was asleep. A stone is being made simply saying ‘Clover at rest’. Everyone is so upset. It was better than if she was run over or something. Ma, Pa and Andrew are the people who are the most miserable about her. Poor Andrew, it must be hard to hear by telephone.


Monday, 11 December


Such a long time since I wrote last. I almost feel older as I take up my pen to write. Too much has happened. I will write it down briefly and comment on each in turn.


Pa’s birthday. Got him a brush and two pencils.


London. Went home and had a gorgeous two days. Couldn’t find my brace when I came back, very worried. Finally I found it under my chair.
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