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Introduction




All that I have tried to do is to observe faithfully, and record accurately, the things that have come within my limited range


(E. M. Delafield, Beginnings, 1935)





Diary of a Provincial Lady was born in 1929 when the redoubtable Lady Rhondda, editor of the left-wing literary and political weekly Time and Tide, asked one of the magazine’s directors for some ‘light middles’ in serial form. The director was Edmée Elizabeth Monica Dashwood (1890–1943), an immensely stylish and already successful author who, under her pen-name of E. M. Delafield, had already published sixteen novels. Her Diary, published as a book in 1930, and its three sequels (The Provincial Lady Goes Further, The Provincial Lady in America, and The Provincial Lady in Wartime), made her a household word in her own time. Its inspiration lay somewhere between George and Weedon Grossmith’s Punch series ‘Diary of a Nobody’ (1888–89), which also became a book, and with Jerome K. Jerome’s first-person satire on Victorian messings about on the river, Three Men in a Boat, and it would in turn inspire a long line of feminist satirists culminating in Helen Fielding and Caitlin Moran.


Its gloriously candid heroine, a tongue-in-cheek portrait of Delafield herself, brilliantly sent up the contemporary domestic treadmill of contriving to keep up with the Joneses on an inadequate income (‘January 22: Customary painful situation between Bank and myself necessitates expedient, also customary, of pawning great-aunt’s diamond ring, which I do under the usual conditions, and am greeted as an old friend by Plymouth pawnbroker, who says facetiously, And what name will it be this time?’), struggling against an inexorable tide of departing cooks and housemaids, placating a grumpy husband (‘Very marked difference between the sexes is male tendency to procrastinate about practically everything in the world except sitting down to meals and going up to bed’), and demanding, though adored children (‘would it not be possible to write more domesticated and less foreign version of High Wind in Jamaica, featuring extraordinary callousness of infancy?’), and guiltily indulging in what we now justify as ‘retail therapy’, preferably by a jaunt to London or a becoming new hat. How best to plant bulbs, the temperamental French governess, and an officious and condescending aristocratic neighbour were all running jokes familiar in Delafield’s own life.


Superficially self-deprecating, but on occasion daringly adventurous, the Lady has a keen interest in modern times, and her columns indicate what was then In Trend. New books (Harriet Hume, Orlando, Her Privates We) and plays (Journey’s End), fashion (the new waistline), and issues of the day such as oppressive American influence, Oswald Mosley, and feminism are discussed with an artlessness that doesn’t conceal a mordant gift for satire. Elizabeth made her readers laugh, but she also made them think, decidedly ruefully. This was, of course, her intention. ‘Realise – not for the first time – that intelligent women can perhaps best inform their duty towards their own sex by devastating process of telling them the truth about themselves. At the same time, cannot feel that I shall really enjoy hearing it’ she notes, after reporting on a discussion of Bernard Shaw’s view of women. The Diary managed not only to tell women the truth but to make them enjoy hearing it.


Affection for the book has endured, and it has rarely been out of print. ‘As reassuringly familiar as the pips in a Cox’s Orange Pippin’ wrote Jilly Cooper, herself a domestic columnist, after first coming across Diary of a Provincial Lady in 1970. ‘How was it that anyone living a comparatively sheltered, upper-class life forty years ago could think and behave so exactly like me?’ Rachel Johnson, author of The Mummy Diaries and Diary of The Lady (an account of her time as editor of The Lady magazine), praised it ‘a yeasty combination of domestic drollery and historic document’. Delafield’s most discerning admirer was perhaps the novelist Kate O’Brien, a personal friend, who wrote in her foreword to a 1946 collected edition of four Provincial Lady books that their author was ‘much more complicated than her tricky wit would have us notice’, pointing to the alter ego revealed in her novels, ‘works of great pathos, irony and truth’.


The core theme of Delafield’s forty or so novels is the dark side of the bubbling humour of the Diary: the dilemmas faced by young upper- and middle-class women as they struggle with the changing times, held back from fulfilment by parents with Victorian values and often stuck in loveless marriages from which there was no escape without stigma. Deeply interested in Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytical theories, she was fascinated by the human capacity for vanity and daydreaming, and with strained relations between parents and children, more especially mothers and girls. Not all her books are successful, but the greatest, Consequences, Thank Heaven Fasting, and The Way Things Are, amount to masterpieces. She was fascinated by criminology, and in 1924 published Messalina of the Suburbs, an unvarnished fictionalized reconstruction of the Edith Thompson–Freddy Bywaters murder case. The case was recently reprised by Sarah Waters in her Paying Guests, who acknowledges her debt to Delafield’s book.


Delafield’s themes owed much to her background. Her steamroller of a mother was the established novelist Mrs Henry de la Pasture (now best known for her children’s book The Unhappy Family), and both the beautiful Elizabeth and her much less well-favoured sister Yoé were frequently shifted from one convent school to another. After the death in 1910 of their father, Count Henry de la Pasture, of Llandogo, Shropshire, their mother married Sir Hugh Clifford, a bully of a man in the colonial service, and both moved abroad to Malaya, then the Malay States, where Clifford was High Commissioner. Elizabeth spent a year wondering if she had a vocation as a nun (a theme explored in Consequences), but decided against it and began experimenting with writing romances. On reading them, her mother shrewdly advised her to stick to what she knew, the fruit of which was a startlingly original first novel about dawning self-awareness, Zella Sees Herself (1917), written while she was working as a VAD in Bristol; it was followed by the quasi-documentary The War Workers and The Pelicans, which was concerned with the destructive closeness of two sisters.


In 1919, she married Major Paul Dashwood, a civil engineer who was the younger son of an Oxfordshire baronet. They spent their first three years in Malaya, but Elizabeth disliked the pretensions of colonial society, and they returned to England, settling in a lovely old house called Croyle, near Cullompton in Devon, where Paul, like his alter ego Robert in the Diary, became a land agent; history does not relate what its owner, the Coats thread heiress the Honourable Mrs Adams, thought of being identified as Lady Boxe. Although tedious and demanding husbands often appear in her novels, the Dashwoods’ marriage was a successful one. Elizabeth dedicated her coming-of-age novel Humbug: A Study in Education (1922) to him in verse:




To Paul.


Husband and Comrade.


For the friendship of our days,


For your very pleasant ways,


For the many times we’ve laughed,


For your kindness to my craft,


Let me dedicate to you


The book of mine I hold most true.





For the rest of her life, Elizabeth devoted herself to her two children, the WI, and writing, undertaken, as it was for many women in the penny-pinching years between the wars, with earning money in mind. Before the modern era of multimedia distractions, it was far easier to aspire to this: Boots and other lending libraries were the mainstay of middle-class entertainment. ‘More of the same’ was a frequent demand, and quantity rather than quality was a characteristic authorial fault. But Delafield’s talent was far from run-of-the-mill, and soon the Lady could afford, as Elizabeth could, a flat in Doughty Street, London, and was satirizing literary as well as provincial society.


Fascinating light on E. M. Delafield is provided by a 1929 detective jeu d’esprit by Anthony Berkeley Cox, The Poisoned Chocolates Case: An Academic Detective Story, in which EMD appears as Alice Dammers, ‘a tall, slim figure’ with ‘irreproachable sartorial taste’ who ‘ran Women’s Institutes for a hobby’ and though ‘in practice a staunch member of Conservatives, supported with enthusiasm the theories of the Socialist party.’ She was also a ‘brilliant novelist’, ‘much more brilliant than most people realise’, who excelled in psychological insight. Berkeley was a very good friend of Elizabeth, quite how good history does not relate, though Martin Edwards’s The Golden Age of Murder is full of surmise, calling ‘the psychological puzzle of their relationship’ the ‘great untold story of the Golden Age’.




Each hid deep-rooted feelings of inferiority beneath a veneer of sophistication. They shared a taste for irony, an acute sense of humour, and a risky delight in turning their private lives into fiction.





They met in the mid-1920s. Elizabeth dedicated her 1926 novel Jill to ‘A B Cox’, and he in turn dedicated The Wychford Poisoning Case (1926) to her, thanking her for ‘those long criminological discussions of ours’, and hoping that she would ‘recognise the attempt I have made to substitute for the materialism of the usual crime-puzzle of fiction those psychological values which are the basis of the universal interest in the far more absorbing criminological dramas of real life’. He also named characters in Cicely Disappears (1927) Kentisbeare and Cullompton, both near the Dashwoods’ Devon home, and has its heroine marry, as Elizabeth did, a land agent. As well as giving her a star part in Chocolates Case, Berkeley feathered the book with teasing sidelong nudges about her.




No-one has ever been brave enough to ask Miss Dammers how she could hope successfully to analyse in others emotions which she had never experienced in herself. Probably because the plain fact confronted the enquirer that she both could and did. Most successfully.





Berkeley, whom Edwards characterises as ‘a handsome cad’ of the kind that ‘cannot be trusted with other men’s wives’ appeared as himself in the second collection of her columns, The Provincial Lady Goes Further (1932). By this time he was writing under the very successfully preserved pseudonym of Francis Iles, and the world and his wife, to say nothing of the Provincial Lady, were speculating on the identity of the author of Iles’s acclaimed thrillers Malice Aforethought (1931) and Before the Fact (1932).




Someone asks me Is Francis Iles here? and I have to reply that I do not know, and unknown woman suddenly joins in and assures me that Francis Iles is really Mr. Aldous Huxley, she happens to know. Am much impressed, and repeat this to several people, by way of showing that I possess inside information, but am disconcerted by unknown gentleman who tells me, in rather grave and censorious accents, that I am completely mistaken, as he happens to know that Francis Iles is in reality Miss Edith Sitwell.





Contemporary readers appreciated the added joke that Elizabeth was herself rumoured to be Francis Iles and then, when Berkeley was ‘outed’, of helping him to write his books. Elizabeth did enjoy crime novels, often writing short crime stories as well as her novel Messalina of the Suburbs (1924). If Elizabeth did stray, she did so exceptionally discreetly. Her horror of divorce, and its destructive effect on children, is evident in the searing Nothing is Safe (1937).


Let Kate O’Brien, who knew her so well, have the last word. Discerningly, she pointed out that Delafield’s personality was not exactly split, but had ‘two markedly divided streams’.




There was the unblinking satirist whose field was the world, who looked realistically at everything, whose curiosity and penetration was strong and nimble, and to whom no extravagance of the whole cast comedy of manners would come amiss. And there was the gentle, home-loving Devon dreamer, who liked to look back on childhood and on old photographs, who prayed and meditated much on the hereafter, and on her own wrong-doings; who loved her family and house, and her village and her Women’s Institute Committee; who liked to eat sweets and play paper-games and give presents – endlessly to give presents; who was forever doing kindnesses, forever helping lame dogs, forever concerned for this one’s or that one’s happiness.









DEDICATED


TO


THE EDITOR AND THE DIRECTORS


OF


TIME AND TIED


IN WHOSE PAGES THIS DIARY FIRST APPEARED




November 7th.—Plant the indoor bulbs. Just as I am in the middle of them, Lady Boxe calls. I say, untruthfully, how nice to see her, and beg her to sit down while I just finish the bulbs. Lady B. makes determined attempt to sit down in armchair where I have already placed two bulb-bowls and the bag of charcoal, is headed off just in time, and takes the sofa.


Do I know, she asks, how very late it is for indoor bulbs? September, really, or even October, is the time. Do I know that the only really reliable firm for hyacinths is Somebody of Haarlem? Cannot catch the name of the firm, which is Dutch, but reply Yes, I do know, but think it my duty to buy Empire products. Feel at the time, and still think, that this is an excellent reply. Unfortunately Vicky comes into the drawing-room later and says: “O Mummie, are those the bulbs we got at Woolworths?”


Lady B. stays to tea. (Mem.: Bread-and-butter too thick. Speak to Ethel.) We talk some more about bulbs, the Dutch School of Painting, our Vicar’s wife, sciatica, and All Quiet on the Western Front.


(Query: Is it possible to cultivate the art of conversation when living in the country all the year round?)


Lady B. enquires after the children. Tell her that Robin—whom I refer to in a detached way as “the boy” so that she shan’t think I am foolish about him—is getting on fairly well at school, and that Mademoiselle says Vicky is starting a cold.


Do I realise, says Lady B., that the Cold Habit is entirely unnecessary, and can be avoided by giving the child a nasal douche of salt-and-water every morning before breakfast? Think of several rather tart and witty rejoinders to this, but unfortunately not until Lady B.’s Bentley has taken her away.


Finish the bulbs and put them in the cellar. Feel that after all cellar is probably draughty, change my mind, and take them all up to the attic.


Cook says something is wrong with the range.


November 8th.—Robert has looked at the range and says nothing wrong whatever. Makes unoriginal suggestion about pulling out dampers. Cook very angry, and will probably give notice. Try to propitiate her by saying that we are going to Bournemouth for Robin’s half-term, and that will give the household a rest. Cook replies austerely that they will take the opportunity to do some extra cleaning. Wish I could believe this was true.


Preparations for Bournemouth rather marred by discovering that Robert, in bringing down the suitcases from the attic, has broken three of the bulb-bowls. Says he understood that I had put them in the cellar, and so wasn’t expecting them.


November 11th.—Bournemouth. Find that history, as usual, repeats itself. Same hotel, same frenzied scurry round the school to find Robin, same collection of parents, most of them also staying at the hotel. Discover strong tendency to exchange with fellow-parents exactly the same remarks as last year, and the year before that. Speak of this to Robert, who returns no answer. Perhaps he is afraid of repeating himself? This suggests Query: Does Robert, perhaps, take in what I say even when he makes no reply?


Find Robin looking thin, and speak to Matron who says brightly, Oh no, she thinks on the whole he’s put on weight this term, and then begins to talk about the New Buildings. (Query: Why do all schools have to run up New Buildings about once in every six months?)


Take Robin out. He eats several meals, and a good many sweets. He produces a friend, and we take both to Corfe Castle. The boys climb, Robert smokes in silence, and I sit about on stones. Overhear a woman remark, as she gazes up at half a tower, that has withstood several centuries, that This looks fragile—which strikes me as a singular choice of adjective. Same woman, climbing over a block of solid masonry, points out that This has evidently fallen off somewhere.


Take the boys back to the hotel for dinner. Robin says, whilst the friend is out of hearing: “It’s been nice for us, taking out Williams, hasn’t it?” Hastily express appreciation of this privilege.


Robert takes the boys back after dinner, and I sit in hotel lounge with several other mothers and we all talk about our boys in tones of disparagement, and about one another’s boys with great enthusiasm.


Am asked what I think of Harriet Hume but am unable to say, as I have not read it. Have a depressed feeling that this is going to be another case of Orlando about which was perfectly able to talk most intelligently until I read it, and found myself unfortunately unable to understand any of it.


Robert comes up very late and says he must have dropped asleep over the Times. (Query: Why come to Bournemouth to do this?)


Postcard by the last post from Lady B. to ask if I have remembered that there is a Committee Meeting of the Women’s Institute on the 14th. Should not dream of answering this.


November 11th.—Home yesterday and am struck, as so often before, by immense accumulation of domestic disasters that always await one after any absence. Trouble with kitchen range has resulted in no hot water, also Cook says the mutton has gone, and will I speak to the butcher, there being no excuse weather like this. Vicky’s cold, unlike the mutton, hasn’t gone. Mademoiselle says, “Ah, cette petite! Elle ne sera peut-être pas longtemps pour ce bas monde, madame.” Hope that this is only her Latin way of dramatising the situation.


Robert reads the Times after dinner, and goes to sleep.


November 13th.—Interesting, but disconcerting, train of thought started by prolonged discussion with Vicky as to the existence or otherwise of a locality which she refers to throughout as H. E. L. Am determined to be a modern parent, and assure her that there is not, never has been, and never could be, such a place. Vicky maintains that there is, and refers me to the Bible. I become more modern than ever, and tell her that theories of eternal punishment were invented to frighten people. Vicky replies indignantly that they don’t frighten her in the least, she likes to think about H. E. L. Feel that deadlock has been reached, and can only leave her to her singular method of enjoying herself.


(Query: Are modern children going to revolt against being modern, and if so, what form will reaction of modern parents take?)


Much worried by letter from the Bank to say that my account is overdrawn to the extent of Eight Pounds, four shillings, and fourpence. Cannot understand this, as was convinced that I still had credit balance of Two Pounds, seven shillings, and sixpence. Annoyed to find that my accounts, contents of cash-box, and counterfoils in cheque-book, do not tally. (Mem.: Find envelope on which I jotted down Bournemouth expenses, also little piece of paper (probably last leaf of grocer’s book) with note about cash payment to sweep. This may clear things up.)


Take a look at bulb-bowls on returning suit-case to attic, and am inclined to think it looks as though the cat had been up here. If so, this will be the last straw. Shall tell Lady Boxe that I sent all my bulbs to a sick friend in a nursing-home.


November 14th.—Arrival of Book of the Month choice, and am disappointed. History of a place I am not interested in, by an author I do not like. Put it back into its wrapper again and make fresh choice from Recommended List. Find, on reading small literary bulletin enclosed with book, that exactly this course of procedure has been anticipated, and that it is described as being “the mistake of a lifetime”. Am much annoyed, although not so much at having made (possibly) mistake of a lifetime, as at depressing thought of our all being so much alike that intelligent writers can apparently predict our behaviour with perfect accuracy.


Decide not to mention any of this to Lady B., always so tiresomely superior about Book of the Month as it is, taking up attitude that she does not require to be told what to read. (Should like to think of good repartee to this.)


Letter by second post from my dear old school-friend Cissie Crabbe, asking if she may come here for two nights or so on her way to Norwich. (Query: Why Norwich? Am surprised to realise that anybody ever goes to, lives at, or comes from, Norwich, but quite see that this is unreasonable of me. Remind myself how very little one knows of the England one lives in, which vaguely suggests a quotation. This, however, does not materialise.)


Many years since we last met, writes Cissie, and she expects we have both changed a good deal. P.S. Do I remember the dear old pond, and the day of the Spanish Arrowroot. Can recall, after some thought, dear old pond, at bottom of Cissie’s father’s garden, but am completely baffled by Spanish Arrowroot. (Query: Could this be one of the Sherlock Holmes stories? Sounds like it.)


Reply that we shall be delighted to see her, and what a lot we shall have to talk about, after all these years! (This, I find on reflection, is not true, but cannot rewrite letter on that account.) Ignore Spanish Arrowroot altogether.


Robert, when I tell him about dear old school-friend’s impending arrival, does not seem pleased. Asks what we are expected to do with her. I suggest showing her the garden, and remember too late that this is hardly the right time of the year. At any rate, I say, it will be nice to talk over old times—(which reminds me of the Spanish Arrowroot reference still unfathomed).


Speak to Ethel about the spare room, and am much annoyed to find that one blue candlestick has been broken, and the bedside rug has gone to the cleaners, and cannot be retrieved in time. Take away bedside rug from Robert’s dressing-room, and put it in spare room instead, hoping he will not notice its absence.


November 15th.—Robert does notice absence of rug, and says he must have it back again. Return it to dressing-room and take small and inferior dyed mat from the night-nursery to put in spare room. Mademoiselle is hurt about this and says to Vicky, who repeats it to me, that in this country she finds herself treated like a worm.


November 17th.—Dear old school-friend Cissie Crabbe due by the three o’clock train. On telling Robert this, he says it is most inconvenient to meet her, owing to Vestry Meeting, but eventually agrees to abandon Vestry Meeting. Am touched. Unfortunately, just after he has started, telegram arrives to say that dear old school-friend has missed the connection and will not arrive until seven o’clock. This means putting off dinner till eight, which Cook won’t like. Cannot send message to kitchen by Ethel, as it is her afternoon out, so am obliged to tell Cook myself. She is not pleased. Robert returns from station, not pleased either. Mademoiselle, quite inexplicably, says, “Il ne manquait que ça!” (This comment wholly unjustifiable, as non-appearance of Cissie Crabbe cannot concern her in any way. Have often thought that the French are tactless.)


Ethel returns, ten minutes late, and says Shall she light fire in spare room? I say No, it is not cold enough—but really mean that Cissie is no longer, in my opinion, deserving of luxuries. Subsequently feel this to be unworthy attitude, and light fire myself. It smokes.


Robert calls up to know What is that Smoke? I call down that It is Nothing. Robert comes up and opens the window and shuts the door and says It will Go all right Now. Do not like to point out that the open window will make the room cold.
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“ROBERT READS THE TIMES”





Play Ludo with Vicky in drawing-room.


Robert reads the Times and goes to sleep, but wakes in time to make second expedition to the station. Thankful to say that this time he returns with Cissie Crabbe, who has put on weight, and says several times that she supposes we have both changed a good deal, which I consider unnecessary.


Take her upstairs—spare room like an icehouse, owing to open window, and fire still smoking, though less—She says room is delightful, and I leave her, begging her to ask for anything she wants—(Mem.: tell Ethel she must answer spare room bell if it rings—Hope it won’t.)


Ask Robert while dressing for dinner what he thinks of Cissie. He says he has not known her long enough to judge. Ask if he thinks her good-looking. He says he has not thought about it. Ask what they talked about on the way from the station. He says he does not remember.


November 19th.—Last two days very, very trying, owing to quite unexpected discovery that Cissie Crabbe is strictly on a diet. This causes Robert to take a dislike to her. Utter impossibility of obtaining lentils or lemons at short notice makes housekeeping unduly difficult. Mademoiselle in the middle of lunch insists on discussing diet question, and several times exclaims: “Ah, mon doux St. Joseph!” which I consider profane, and beg her never to repeat.


Consult Cissie about the bulbs, which look very much as if the mice had been at them. She says: Unlimited Watering, and tells me about her own bulbs at Norwich. Am discouraged.


Administer Unlimited Water to the bulbs (some of which goes through the attic floor on to the landing below), and move half of them down to the cellar, as Cissie Crabbe says attic is airless.


Our Vicar’s wife calls this afternoon. Says she once knew someone who had relations living near Norwich, but cannot remember their name. Cissie Crabbe replies that very likely if we knew their name we might find she’d heard of them, or even met them. We agree that the world is a small place. Talk about the Riviera, the new waist-line, choir-practice, the servant question, and Ramsay MacDonald.


November 22nd.—Cissie Crabbe leaves. Begs me in the kindest way to stay with her in Norwich (where she has already told me that she lives in a bed-sitting-room with two cats, and cooks her own lentils on a gas-ring). I say Yes, I should love to. We part effusively.


Spend entire morning writing the letters I have had to leave unanswered during Cissie’s visit.


Invitation from Lady Boxe to us to dine and meet distinguished literary friends staying with her, one of whom is the author of Symphony in Three Sexes. Hesitate to write back and say that I have never heard of Symphony in Three Sexes, so merely accept. Ask for Symphony in Three Sexes at the library, although doubtfully. Doubt more than justified by tone in which Mr. Jones replies that it is not in stock, and never has been.


Ask Robert whether he thinks I had better wear my Blue or my Black-and-gold at Lady B.’s. He says that either will do. Ask if he can remember which one I wore last time. He cannot. Mademoiselle says it was the Blue, and offers to make slight alterations to Black-and-gold which will, she says, render it unrecognisable. I accept, and she cuts large pieces out of the back of it. I say: “Pas trop décolleté,” and she replies intelligently: “Je comprends, Madame ne désire pas se voir nue au salon.”


(Query: Have not the French sometimes a very strange way of expressing themselves, and will this react unfavourably on Vicky?) Tell Robert about the distinguished literary friends, but do not mention Symphony in Three Sexes. He makes no answer.


Have absolutely decided that if Lady B. should introduce us to distinguished literary friends, or anyone else, as Our Agent, and Our Agent’s Wife, I shall at once leave the house.


Tell Robert this. He says nothing. (Mem.: Put evening shoes out of window to see if fresh air will remove smell of petrol.)


November 25th.—Go and get hair cut and have manicure in the morning, in honour of Lady B.’s dinner party. Should like new pair of evening stockings, but depressing communication from Bank, still maintaining that I am overdrawn, prevents this, also rather unpleasantly worded letter from Messrs. Frippy and Coleman requesting payment of overdue account by return of post. Think better not to mention this to Robert, as bill for coke arrived yesterday, also reminder that Rates are much overdue, therefore write civilly to Messrs. F. and C. to the effect that cheque follows in a few days. (Hope they may think I have temporarily mislaid cheque-book.)
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