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To Mark and Rupert




PREFACE

The night before I left Pelham Cottage, I had a feeling of overwhelming sadness. I might have been moving to Australia instead of to my new home, Ormeley Lodge, which lies between Richmond Park and Ham Common. I could not imagine finding the same warm cosiness and feeling of safety that I experienced at Pelham Cottage. I had lived there for so many years and throughout the good times and occasional bad times, I truly loved it.

In this book I have written about eleven characters who stood out during those years, but there were so many more of my close friends who were part of my life there. It would have been impossible to write about them all without the book becoming the length of the Bible. Amongst many others, there were Simon and Annabel Elliot, Mark and Liz Brocklehurst, my sister Jane and later her husband Max Rayne, my brother Alastair Londonderry and his wife Nico (my best and  closest friend), Gill Goldsmith (my fellow sun-worshipper, who spent hours sunbathing on the terrace and cooling off in the children’s paddling pool). One of the most frequent visitors was Elizabeth of Yugoslavia, along with her three children, Catherine, Tina and Nicholas, the youngest, affectionately known as ‘the Toad’. And then there were the children, not only mine, but all their friends. The garden at times reminded me of Oscar Wilde’s enchanting story The Selfish Giant, whose garden was alive with children.

The first morning I awoke at Ormeley, I realised that I had not completely left Pelham Cottage. Instead, I had brought it with me as most of the furniture was in my bedroom. Since it was almost the length of Pelham Cottage, most of the furniture I had lived with fitted into it, including the drawing-room sofa, which had so often been used as a bed for those who came to lunch and stayed.

Over the next few years, Pelham Cottage was sold and re-sold and finally ended up as it had been many years before, as one house: Park House. There is no longer any Pelham Cottage and I have never been able to bring myself to go back.




CHAPTER ONE
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PELHAM COTTAGE

The day I discovered Pelham Cottage was a day that both changed and enhanced my entire life.

In 1958 I was twenty-three years old, and my husband Mark and I were living in a small terraced house in Halsey Street in Chelsea. Rupert was two and I had just given birth to my second son Robin. It was clearly time for a move, but as yet I had had no luck finding anywhere suitable. I was determined yet despondent, and had called on my close friends to keep an eye out for something Mark and I might like. One evening, I picked up the phone to hear my friend Maria Harrison’s excitedly urgent voice, her wonderful Latvian accent even more pronounced than usual: ‘Darling! I have heard of an amazing little house somewhere off Pelham Street in Kensington. You absolutely must go and look at it, first thing in the morning.’ There was such conviction and energy in her voice and I had for so long trusted her exquisite taste in just about  everything that early the next morning I set off to look for this mysterious house in Pelham Street.

I wandered up and down looking for anything that might possibly be Pelham Cottage, then spotted a little lane running off the street. At the bottom on the right was a rather dilapidated black gate with the words ‘Pelham Cottage’ written on it. I was transfixed by these words, and driven forward by a determination to see what lay beyond. I looked up to assess whether I could climb over - for I assumed the gate must be locked - but in that instant, something made me stop and turn the little handle. To my surprise it opened, and I stepped inside.

I had the same sensation I am sure Mary Lennox must have had when she discovered the secret garden in Frances Hodgson Burnett’s book, and I can still remember the catch of pure excitement in my throat. I stood for a moment and, like Mary, listened to the stillness. I could not believe that such an oasis could exist only a few yards from South Kensington Tube station. In my daze of delight, I knew immediately that I had stumbled upon something magical here, and before I knew what I was doing I was racing up the road to find a phone box to call Mark. Breathlessly, I told him that I had found the house of our dreams and that he had to come right away. Fifteen minutes later, having excused himself from a meeting at his  office at J. Walter Thompson, he was standing beside me in the garden. I could see from his expression, from the way he was taking it all in, that he too had fallen instantly in love with the place.

Together we explored the large garden somewhat silently and reverentially, and when we came up to the back of the house we tried our luck with the back door. However, it was locked and we were unable to get inside. It was a two-storey Regency building, painted white, and looking through the windows we could see that it was empty and quiet and uncluttered. I could tell that it wasn’t much larger than our current home, but this suddenly did not seem to matter to me. As we stood together under one of the huge lime trees, facing the garden, I said slowly: ‘We’ve found our home. We just have to live here. I can feel it physically, from deep down inside of me.’ His response was more cautious - he agreed it was a dream house but, ever the practical man, he needed to know if we could build on to the side of it to make it bigger. But he absolutely agreed we should make an offer.

Back in Chelsea I called Maria and, trembling with excitement, told her: ‘I found it, and the gate was open and I walked in and I just knew. I made Mark come straight away and we’re going to try and buy it.’ She of course was delighted - as my surrogate mother, she always wanted what was best for me. As soon as I put  the phone down I set about haggling with my trustees, on whom I was dependent, and within a few frantic weeks managed to buy Pelham Cottage. And so it was on a glorious autumn day in 1959 that Mark and I, Rupert, Robin and my dog Noodle moved in. Almost immediately we began turning the cottage into the little gem that it became and remained for twenty years.

Here we were in this lovely clean, light shell - the floors throughout were wooden and the walls painted a bright white. There had not been anyone living in the house for some time, and so from the outset I felt very much as if we were able to establish our own personalities at Pelham Cottage. The study downstairs had large built-in bookcases - perfect for all our books - but we would need a great deal more furniture to fill up the drawing-room. The kitchen was just big enough for a table at which we could all eat, leaving the tiny dining-room for entertaining guests. There was a modest staff room downstairs too. Upstairs was also very small, only three bedrooms and two bathrooms, and so we found ourselves, as ever, cramped. Mark, with his enviable ability to turn little rooms into exciting, wondrous spaces, saw huge potential within the house, and he set about commissioning the famous architect Philip Jebb to build an extension on the side of the house. This eventually accommodated a nursery with a balcony (upon which, ever the sun-worshipper,  I would spend endless happy hours sitting talking with friends and giving the children their meals) and Mark’s ship’s cabin in which he installed mahogany cupboards for his legendary collection of suits and shoes.

As the house settled around us and we settled into it, I felt an intense happiness: Pelham Cottage was my nest, a safe haven to which I could always return with great comfort and inner peace. At this time in my life I was rather shy and lacking in confidence, not always able to cope with the endless dinners and parties that Mark so enjoyed going to. However, from the first night in Pelham Cottage to the day I left, whatever was happening around me, whatever turmoil I felt myself to be in, the house and the garden enclosed me and kept me safe within myself. They absorbed me from the outset.

Pelham Cottage appeared to be the front half of the adjoining building, Park House, and I was eager to discover the history of the place. Park House had been built in the mid-nineteenth century, when Kensington was still a village, by John Bonnin, a grocer turned developer. He built two cottages to the west side of Pelham Street (the lane I mentioned earlier) and was living in the northerly one - Pelham Cottage - in 1841. The other, Park Cottage, now Park House, was named after its first inhabitant Thomas Park, a local tailor. At the time we moved in, the houses were pleasing to  look at - long and narrow, but treated in a pleasantly vernacular manner with informally planned interiors. There was a true beauty in the windows - in their shape and in the amount of light they let in and reflected throughout the house - a quality I have never really seen since. Approached only by narrow passageways from Pelham Street or Onslow Square, both cottages enjoy almost total exclusion and have been much sought after in recent years. Perhaps inevitably, over time, they have undergone substantial alteration. When, some years later, the decision was taken to build a large block of flats in part of the garden at the back of the adjoining ‘orchard’ that did not belong to the house, I made several protests, at one point climbing a tree the developers wanted to cut down. I refused to come down until they agreed to leave a few of the trees in the orchard; I felt very proud and feisty, having achieved this compromise.

The garden was of course an intrinsic part of the house, surrounding it entirely, and while the house was small, the garden was unusually large. This was because next to the property was a neglected bombsite where over the years bushes and trees had grown up, giving the extraordinary impression of a little orchard there in the very heart of Kensington.

The garden was a marvellous wilderness and we wondered what to do with it. We were so fortunate  that when we moved in our neighbour at Park House was Lanning Roper - the most famous landscape gardener of the time - and in the early days he gave us advice on what to do with the garden. We didn’t have enough money then, or the addiction to gardening that was necessary to be truly committed to changing it, but walking around the garden with Lanning and listening to him talk about the possibilities, I was aware of being in the presence of a visionary, marvelling at the way he could see things; and because, actually, as I later discovered, the gardening gene did lie within me, I was able to conjure up his words and ideas and dreams in my mind. I remember coming downstairs bleary-eyed one Sunday morning a few months after we moved in, and while waiting for the kettle to boil, catching sight of someone in the garden. On closer inspection I saw it was Lanning, who had sneaked in to plant some bulbs before we got up! He didn’t see me watching him and I still laugh at the furtiveness of his mission. The bulbs flowered beautifully the next spring and I treated them with great care and gratitude.

I loved the garden’s wildness, and for some years left it in its glorious natural state. However, I discovered that my view of it was not shared by some visitors we welcomed in when, early one summer, I rather stupidly agreed to open the garden for the National Gardens Scheme. At around 2 p.m. one day, ten very eager,  bustling women arrived and I invited them to stroll around the garden. They looked at the few hastily bedded begonias and the plentiful supply of nettles and muttered to themselves, clearly disappointed. Recalling the advice of my painter friend Adrian Daintry, ‘You could always take the visitors inside and show them Mark’s cabin and his impressive collection of suits and his hundreds of pairs of Cleverley shoes’, I whisked them into the house. They crowded into the cabin and made a few disapproving noises, but there could be no doubt they were still unsatisfied, so I took them hastily into the kitchen and served them my terrible lemon drizzle cake with icing that could break teeth. While their valiant attempts to eat it quietened them for a while, nothing could truly dispel their indignation and they left with the words ‘Overflowing nettle beds, inedible sponge cake, shiny shoes - heavens!’ ringing in my ears.

Soon after this humiliating experience Claire Ward, my great friend Tony Lambton’s long-time companion, kindly took over and transformed our wilderness into a very pretty garden. She paved the area outside the French windows to the drawing-room, and planted hydrangeas and several varieties of roses to grow over the charming trellises that split the garden into two, one half taken up by a huge lawn and the other by a slightly more formal terrace. The end of the front lawn  was flanked by the massive lime trees around which nothing could grow and which screened the view of the row of houses facing Pelham Cottage. I remember Claire and Reg White, my wonderful housekeeper’s husband who tended the garden for us, having perpetual arguments about watering. He was anti-watering - ‘You’ll drown ’em’ was his favourite phrase - and he and Claire would have polite but firm exchanges on its merits and demerits.

When I think back to my twenty years at Pelham Cottage, I am struck by the richness and variety of my life there - giving birth to three more children, India Jane, followed thirteen years later by Jemima, then Zac and welcoming Manes, Jimmy Goldsmith’s son from his second marriage, and his other children, and experiencing other pleasurable (and turbulent) changes in my personal circumstances. Mark and I lived together there for some years before we separated, but even then he was still part of Pelham Cottage as he bought one of the properties in the lane nearby and was in and out much as before. When I began my affair with Jimmy in 1964, while being a big part of my life he rarely stayed at Pelham Cottage - I preferred to keep my life with Jimmy separate from the children when they were growing up.

So Pelham Cottage provided a haven, a sense of calm and belonging, that sustained me and shaped me  fundamentally. However, it played a central role not only in my life: it struck me recently with a perfect clarity how significant Pelham Cottage was in the lives of all my friends and acquaintances who came to visit, and I look back on the vibrancy and variety of the ever-flowing stream of guests over the years with great fondness and pleasure. That first moment when I entered the garden through the unlocked black gate set a precedent. I too never locked it, so my family and friends could stroll in without prior warning or invitation, and for many years it was not unusual to return home from collecting the children from school to find several people sitting in the study or, if it was summer, in the sunny garden. I know that today I would find that sort of impromptu intrusion intolerable, but at that time I found it life-enhancing, and I welcomed the informality and perpetual surprise of who might be there to enrich and flavour my afternoon or evening.

Pelham Cottage, then, through the 1960s and 70s, became a sort of meeting point where people gathered to talk, drink, eat, sit in the garden and simply be among friends. Almost everyone who figures in this book recognised Pelham Cottage as somewhere different and special and loved spending time there. Our friend Claus von Bülow played backgammon with us most weekends; Mark’s mother Rhoda would stay  when she came to London, and I would invariably help her with hair-styling before an important evening party; my cousin Patrick Plunket loved it with a passion, and simply wandered in and out, usually at lunchtime; Geoffrey Keating, interesting and extraordinary himself, would bring the most interesting and extraordinary friends; the decorator Nicky Haslam, one of my closest friends, would wander round the drawing-room shifting furniture, then putting the room together again; my grandmother, Edith Marchioness of Londonderry, a formidable and highly respected gardener among many other talents, though not at all well at that time, loved the cottage and advised me on the garden.

And the children! I can still hear their laughter ringing through the years as they and their friends played in the garden. During term time the visiting friends were mostly India Jane’s from St Paul’s School, who were always welcome and added so much to the atmosphere. At the weekends Rupert and Robin would invite their friends to come, and the noise would be deafening as the boys chased the girls around the garden.

The garden was always alive with animals, especially after Robin won a guinea-pig at Battersea Fun Fair. Rover, as he was jokingly named, was carefully settled in a corner of the garden and became so tame that his  hutch door was always left open. He would roam the garden accompanied by two large white rabbits which had been kindly donated - though much against my will - by a close friend. Then someone had the brilliant idea of giving India Jane a guinea-pig, supposedly a male, called Billy, who turned into Beatrice when hordes of little guinea-pigs were discovered a few weeks later. Over the next few months Beatrice and Rover and all their offspring became indiscriminately incestuous, and a whole tribe of guinea-pigs began to emerge. Occasionally I would be woken by cries of acute distress coming from the German maid living in one of the houses opposite. She would scream hysterically out of the window while dangling a furry object, Michael Jackson-style, that she had found in the bath or elsewhere, often brought in by one of their cats. In the end the guinea-pigs became too much for us - Rover, sadly, was killed by Geoffrey Keating’s Jack Russell during one of their impromptu visits, Beatrice was spayed and several of the other guinea-pigs were found new homes. We ended up with four delightfully slow tortoises, one of whom lived to a ripe old age and moved with me from Pelham Cottage to Richmond.

Sadly, in the mid-1970s I realised that we had to move from Pelham Cottage - I had five children, Benjamin would appear in 1980 - and by this time Jimmy wanted us all to live together as one big family.  I had endless sleepless nights trying to think of some way we might remain at the house, but in the end it was impossible. When we found Ormeley Lodge on the edge of Richmond Park, I knew on one level that this would be an ideal home for us all, but the idea of leaving our present home terrified me and made me deeply unhappy. When we did make the move, I recreated Pelham Cottage in my bedroom, much to the mirth of my children. And in spite of my happiness at Ormeley, I still think of Pelham Cottage with love and nostalgia for the happy years my family, friends and I enjoyed there. Since we left it has changed hands many times and finally it was joined to Park House, making it one large house and one huge garden, and as such has become unrecognisable to me from both the outside and within.

And so, apart from deep inside my happiest thoughts, I have never been back there.




CHAPTER TWO
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MARK BIRLEY

The day before Mark’s funeral on 18 September 2007, India Jane and I went to St Paul’s Church in Knights-bridge where the charming vicar, the Reverend Alan Gyle, was waiting for us. We had come to receive the coffin. On our way into the church I had spotted what looked like an abandoned trolley from Sainsbury’s parked at the foot of the steps. The head undertaker, already sporting his top-hat, approached me with what must have been his permanently solemn face.

‘I’m afraid, Lady Annabel, that the floral tributes on top of the coffin have made it too heavy for my men to carry,’ he said apologetically. ‘And this means we will have to bring the coffin in and out on a trolley.’ Although I knew Mark would have been highly amused at this suggestion, there was no way I was going to agree to him being trolleyed in and out of his own funeral service; it would be too undignified, so a solution had to be found.

When I arrived at the church the next day I was deeply touched to see that the many ‘floral tributes’ had been arranged on the ground around the coffin, while the small bunch of white roses, the last of the summer blooms that I had picked from my garden at Ormeley the previous day, lay alone on top of it with a little note from the children and me.

I had made a vow with the children that we would try not to cry, and although the service was astonishingly moving we managed for most of the hour to keep our promises to one another. I had chosen his favourite hymns, among them ‘Jerusalem’ and ‘I Vow to Thee, My Country’. ‘The Londonderry Air’ was played, the choir sang ‘Ave Maria’ quite beautifully and there were readings by friends and family, including one by me. After the moving but funny address by Peter Blond, Mark’s oldest friend since they messed together at Eton, the glorious solo of ‘A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square’ brought a nostalgic smile to the faces of the whole congregation. The church, decorated with a mass of roses - the flowers always chosen by Mark to fill the vases at his club Annabel’s - was packed with his family, friends, lovers and admirers. Only at the end of the service did the children and I find it impossible to keep to our plan not to weep. As the bagpipes sounded out the first long heart-wrenchingly lovely note of ‘Amazing Grace’ and the coffin began its final journey  down the aisle, the sight of Mark’s two dogs Tara the Alsatian and George the black Labrador, held on their leads by Don his Scottish chauffeur, following their master, was too much for anybody to bear. The flood-gates opened; along with most of the congregation I cried all the way down the aisle only to be met by a barrage of photographers outside, who captured all of us with tears rolling down our cheeks.
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