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			Author’s Note

			I wish to express my gratitude to several kind friends who have assisted me, directly or indirectly, in the writing of this book: in particular, to Richard Gorer, for his invaluable advice and criticism; to Julian Trevelyan, who first showed me the guide to the Palermo catacombs; to “Ariadne” for her unstinted hospitality; and finally to Edward Sackville-West, who with inexhaustible patience corrected my grammar and punctuation, and to whom The Dog at Clambercrown is most gratefully dedicated.

			The “Dog” itself is not a figment of my imagination: it was once a real public-house, and the building, now a small-holding, still stands today. No reference, however, is intended in these pages either to its past or present occupiers. Much of this book, on the other hand, is quite shamelessly autobiographical, and I have been indiscreet enough to introduce a number of characters under their real names; to these—and also to those whom I have portrayed pseudonymously—I offer my humble apologies, and hope that I shall be forgiven.

			Acknowledgments are due to Punch, The London Magazine and the British Broadcasting Corporation, in whose pages and through whose microphones certain short passages were first made public; also to the following, by whose courtesy I have been enabled to reproduce copyright material: Messrs Michael Joseph (Stay Me with Flagons, by Maurice Healy); Mr Leonard Woolf and the Hogarth Press (A Writer’s Diary, by Virginia Woolf); Messrs Chatto and Windus (Crome Yellow, by Aldous Huxley); Mrs Frieda Lawrence and Messrs William Heinemann (Poems, by D. H. Lawrence).

			J.B.

		

	
		
			Epigraph

			Confound not the distinctions of thy Life which Nature hath divided: that is, Youth, Adolescence, Manhood and old Age, nor in these divided Periods, wherein thou art in a manner Four, conceive thyself but One. Let every division be happy in its proper Virtues, nor one Vice run through all. Let each distinction have its salutary transition, and critically deliver thee from the imperfections of the former, so ordering the whole, that Prudence and Virtue may have the largest Section.

			Sir Thomas Browne: Christian Morals

		

	
		
			PART I

			The Road to Enna (I)

			London to Taormina

		

	
		
			Chapter opening

		

	
		
			London was fog-bound, and the air-station, when I arrived there, was already overcrowded. We sat beneath the neon lights, drinking pink-looking coffee from utility cups, and listening to the genteel voice of the female announcer which, at frequent intervals, emerged from the loud-speakers above our heads.

			‘Attention, please. Attention, please. The British European Airways Flight Number 401 for Rome and Cairo is delayed for forty minutes owing to unfavourable weather conditions . . . The Swissair Flight Number 315 for Geneva is delayed for thirty minutes . . . Passengers are asked to stand by for further announcements.’

			I was travelling by Swissair: there seemed little hope that we should get off that day—quite possibly not for several days. The fog seeped in from Kensington High Street, blurring the lights and catching at the throat like an irritant gas; hunched in their chromium chairs, the crowded passengers stared gloomily before them: the neon tubes made their faces look like death-masks. An infant in arms squealed incessantly; nearby, in a corner, three nuns told their beads with the calm, disengaged air of women knitting in a train. A chronic victim of what Palinurus calls l’angoisse des gares, I envied the fatalism of my fellow-travellers: they had, I thought, the mindless, infinitely patient air of political prisoners, herded in some frontier-station and waiting, without hope of reprieve, for the cattle-truck to Auschwitz or Buchenwald.

			Bound for Sicily, I found it increasingly difficult to realize the fact: only the mechanics of the journey seemed ‘real’—I might as well have been travelling to Birmingham or Manchester. Disconsolately, I found myself staring at the tourist posters which adorned the walls: Swiss Alps, Italian lakes, bronzed bathers in the Bahamas—fairy-tale visions of ‘abroad’, each carefully designed to echo the individual travel-wish. Là, tout n’est qu’ordre et beauté . . .

			Anywhere, anywhere out of the world—the ancient fallacy (I thought) remains as deeply rooted as ever in the human consciousness. More of us travel today, probably (in spite of currency restrictions), than ever before; yet we retain our illusions—the myth of Abroad has lost none of its magical potency, we still believe that by crossing one or two national boundaries we can escape from the tight, intolerable nexus of the individual self. ‘Travel broadens the mind’—but does it? For some, perhaps; but for others—and I suspect they are in a majority—the reverse is probably true. Removed from one’s normal, quotidian surroundings, the area of consciousness tends to shrink, to draw inward upon itself, like a limpet forcibly prised from its rock. Yet the myth imposes itself—fostered by the films, by travel-books, by the seductive leaflets of the travel-agencies; fuir, là-bas fuir—and, protected by our tough carapaces of habit and prejudice, we duly flee: to sit huddled, miserably, upon the café terrace in some accredited beauty-spot, shivering in the Föhn or the mistral, feverishly counting our currency, and reading the day-before-yesterday’s Daily Express—unhappy limpets exiled from the rock-pool.

			‘Attention, please. Attention, please . . .’ The rasping, refined voice emerged again: the Swissair flight was delayed for a further twenty minutes.

			Not a hope, I thought: one might as well go home and wait, in comfort, for the fog to lift. I ordered more coffee, bought a packet of cigarettes; it was now half-past nine, and I had arrived at the air-station at eight. Air-stations and air-ports are, I suppose, more productive of anguish than other kinds of station; for air-travel is streamlined, disciplined—one has the sense, all the time, of being under orders. At a railway station one at least retains one’s freedom of choice; one can, if one feels like it, just walk out of the station, without the least risk of being questioned. But in an air-station one is virtually a prisoner: the warders (and the wardresses) are impeccably polite, the prison is run, one feels, on the humanest, most enlightened lines; but it remains, none the less, a prison.

			I am the world’s worst traveller, and the prospect of a long journey—or even, for that matter, a comparatively short one—can fill me for weeks beforehand with an intolerable anxiety. Currency forms, travellers’ cheques, time-tables—one becomes involved, progressively, in a kind of Kafkaesque nightmare, a process which, though doubtless possessing some dark, internal logic of its own, seems totally unrelated to any material contingency; one is, as it were, on trial for some forgotten, mysterious crime at whose nature one can only guess.

			A few months ago the idea of a trip to Sicily had seemed to me infinitely desirable; yet now that I was actually started upon the journey I found myself wishing, perversely, that I was safely at home again. For two pins I would have cancelled my passage, taken a taxi to Victoria, and caught the next train to Canterbury. But the process had been set in motion and could hardly, at this stage, be reversed: I had drawn my currency, booked my seat in the aeroplane, handed in my suitcase at the air-station; the Kafka nightmare had begun, and one cannot awake from a nightmare by a mere act of will.

			Sicily . . . For me, in my present mood, it seemed the remotest, most mythical of Never-never Lands: scarcely more real than the travel-posters of St Moritz or the Bahamas. Had I been bound for Xanadu or for Ballantyne’s Coral Island, I could hardly have felt less convinced of the journey’s authenticity. Sicily, as a true entity, an objective fact—an island in the Mediterranean, lying roughly at the junction of Latitude 38N and Longitude 14E—eluded my imagination. The word evoked, merely, an incongruous hotch-potch of associations, assembled over a lifetime—a debased coinage, rubbed and tarnished by too much handling. True, I had been stationed at Syracuse in 1943; but even my memories of that war-time sojourn had become obscured and falsified by literary accretions: I had described certain episodes of that period in a volume of autobiography, and I knew that, like every other autobiographer from Rousseau onwards, I had selected my material arbitrarily and, consciously or unconsciously, idealized it.

			‘Attention, please. Attention, please. Will passengers for the Swissair Flight Number 315 please have their coach-tickets in readiness and report at the coach-departure platform . . .’

			Incredulously, I looked at my ticket: yes, it was for Flight Number 315. I jumped to my feet and hurried to the door at which the bus was standing. From the waiting crowd a little group detached itself and moved in the same direction: among them, I noticed, were the three nuns and the squealing child. In the street, the fog seemed as dense as ever; I climbed into the bus with a growing sense of the futility of the whole proceeding. The aeroplane was certain to be grounded; and the prospect of another interminable wait at the air-port was hardly to be endured. Soon the bus started: rolling with the slow, dignified motion of an expensive hearse down Kensington High Street, past Barker’s and Derry and Toms’, towards the remote, fog-bound reaches of Earl’s Court and the Addison Road.

			At the air-port the fog seemed hardly less dense than in Kensington. Once again the sense of nightmare descended: the spacious waiting-room suggested the casualty department of a military hospital, the crowded rows of passengers had the air of out-patients awaiting a call from the Orderly Medical Officer. The air-hostesses, bright and efficient in their trim uniforms, might have been nursing sisters—but hardly (and here the analogy broke down) sisters in a military hospital; they suggested, rather, the staff of some smart and slightly sinister nursing-home. Waiting in the passport queue, I felt as though I were about to be admitted to hospital for an operation which might, only too probably, prove fatal.

			Having shown our passports, we sat down, prepared for a day-long wait. I found myself sitting next to a pleasant, young-middle-aged man: only too appropriately, he was carrying a copy of Kafka’s The Castle.

			‘Looks as if we’ve had it for today,’ he remarked, looking out of the windows at the fog-bound air-field.

			As though to confirm his prophecy, the crackling voice of an announcer burst from a nearby loud-speaker.

			‘Attention, please . . . The Swissair Flight Number 315 is delayed indefinitely owing to unfavourable weather conditions.’

			My neighbour and I exchanged a smile.

			‘So that’s that,’ I said, and walked over to the telegraph office, where I sent a telegram home: ‘Flight indefinitely delayed.’

			Ten minutes later another announcement crackled out of the loudspeaker above our heads: passengers for Flight Number 315 were to prepare to embark immediately. ‘K’ (as I had privately christened him) gave a jump, so did I, and we looked at each other incredulously. A mistake, no doubt . . . But no: glancing across the room I saw the three nuns, imperturbable as ever, fumbling for their embarkation cards.

			The fog seemed no less impenetrable than before. With a growing sense of unreality we followed the moving crowd towards the air-field entrance; the three nuns were there before us. The aeroplane reared itself dimly in the gloom: we mounted the gangway, took our seats; five minutes later we were roaring down the run-way; another minute and we were, miraculously, above the fog, in the brilliant sunshine of a March morning. As we climbed, the belt of fog fell away: London lay like a plate of brown soup below. Presently the brown thinned out into a patchy whiteness: here and there the Surrey hills appeared, black crests of pine and beech islanded in a level, waveless sea. Oxted, Limps-field, East Grinstead—I thought of the stockbrokers’ wives and the retired Anglo-Indians drooping in a hundred Tudor snuggeries over their morning coffee. Soon the fog became thinner still, and a whitish, snaky line was revealed, beyond which stretched what appeared to be a level plain flecked with snow.

			‘The channel,’ said ‘K’, next to whom I had managed to get a seat. ‘We must be just about over Eastbourne.’

			A few minutes later luncheon-trays appeared: soup, roast chicken and salad, a carafe of Swiss red wine. Some thousands of feet below, I thought, in the grey, wind-swept streets, the pubs would be opening: big black pints of mild slopping on the mahogany counters; and beyond the steamy windows the drifting fog and the bleak March wind catching at the throat . . . My spirits suddenly lifted; the wine tingled on my palate, a sudden foretaste of ‘abroad’. Looking down, I saw the vague, irregular outline of the French coast. Through the windows the sun fell hot on my cheek; I finished my quarter-litre of wine and asked for some more.

			A physical coward in most other respects, I have, curiously enough, no fear of flying. This is the more odd, as I suffer from a well-defined phobia about heights: I cannot stand on top of the Monument or even in the gallery of St Peter’s at Rome without panicking. The explanation, I suppose, is that flying produces—inexplicably—no sense of height: the earth, seen from an aeroplane, seems no more alarming than the view which one enjoys from the windows of an Alpine hotel.

			When I was seven years old—it was during the First World War—I decided that, when I grew up, I would be an airman; not, alas, from patriotism or any such creditable motive, but merely because I had conceived one of my fetichistic passions for the uniform of the Royal Flying Corps (khaki tunics, puttees and forage caps). Sometimes, for a special treat, I would be taken up to Capel-le-Ferne, on the cliff-tops above Folkestone, where there was a large airship hangar. Alas, I never saw the airship—perhaps it wasn’t really there at all; but the R.F.C. were very much in evidence. My secret (and quite indiscriminate) passion for them was partially sublimated—for public consumption, at any rate—into a cult for the airships and aeroplanes themselves; I remember that my father obtained for me, at that time, one of those early posters with illustrations of British and enemy aircraft, and I became something of an expert at distinguishing an Avro from a Taube, and the British Parsival (unsuitably named, surely) from the German ‘Zepp’. My cult, however, was short-lived; when the blue R.A.F. uniform was introduced, I suddenly lost interest in aviation, and transferred my allegiance to the Army; nor, indeed, on a purely practical level, had my young ambition much chance of being realized, for I was then and remain to this day a perfect moron about gadgets and machinery. I cannot even mend an electric fuse, let alone drive a car, and was plainly destined to spend the Second World War as a private in the R.A.M.C.

			Yet perhaps my early predilection for the R.F.C. had something to do with my subsequent love of flying. Even now, at the age of forty-five, I haven’t the faintest idea why an aeroplane stays in the air; it is enough to know that—accidents apart—it does, and flying, for me, remains one of the major pleasures of life.

			France slid away beneath us: we were flying low enough to make out the pink, square dolls-houses and the rows of poplars. The fog had cleared on the hither side of Paris; thereafter, the spring hastened to meet us: sudden strips and squares of green, patches of woodland misted with young foliage.

			‘K’ and I talked about Joyce; I forget how the topic came up, but I remember that my companion had met the Master several times before the war at Zürich, which Joyce used to visit once a year for the sole purpose of tasting once again his favourite Fendant, which was apparently unobtainable in Paris. What, I asked rather ingenuously, was Joyce really like? ‘K’ surprised me by insisting on his humour and good-fellowship; he was excellent company and, it seemed, ‘kept everyone in fits’.

			‘Of course, his work was a complete leg-pull,’ ‘K’ continued. ‘He was perfectly frank about it—though he did enjoy being famous. He used to have a good laugh, sometimes, at all the solemn things that were written about him—and no wonder.’

			Switzerland took me by surprise: from the air, and approached from the north-west, it appears suitably neat and self-contained—a spiky white wedding-cake planked down upon the flat, brown-and-green table-cloth of the French countryside. Today, in the clear spring sunlight, each peak was sharply outlined against the cloudless blue: ‘K’, very knowledgeably, pointed out the better-known ones.

			Below, the Saône wound snakily across the landscape, a streak of silver painted with a beguiling realism on a contour-map. Switzerland advanced to meet us: a child’s idea of ‘Switzerland’, a concentrated, abstract image of itself. I decided, before we landed, to write a letter upon the paper so thoughtfully provided by the air-line. But I had reckoned without the vagaries of fountain pens at a high altitude; for some reason, of which I am wholly ignorant, they leak—copiously and abominably. I managed to cover about half a sheet; the result was discouraging, and liable, I thought, to alarm the recipient, who might well suppose it to be blotted with my tears. I abandoned the attempt, and began, instead, to study the card which, handed round at intervals, gives details of the route. We were at 9,000 feet over Grenoble, travelling at 208 m.p.h. Our commander was called Monsieur Stutz; his co-pilot was a Monsieur Schüpback . . . Soon the yellow light flashed on: No Smoking, Fasten Safety-belts. The ground tilted, the Savoy Alps rocketed disconcertingly into the sky; a group of toy châlets in a bright green field slid away at a disquieting angle, as though a table-cloth were being twitched from a table. A hedge flew up to meet us, there was a mild bump, and a minute or two later we were taxi-ing up to the air-port entrance.

			I think it was Jung who said that, when one travels by air, one is subject to a psychic time-lag; one’s psyche hasn’t had time to catch up with one’s body. Waiting in the passport queue, I had an odd feeling that my ‘self’ was still hovering, disembodied, somewhere over East Grinstead; despite the warm spring sunshine, despite the snow-peaks glittering against the cloudless sky, one had no impression of having travelled; the two-hour flight seemed the equivalent of a bus-ride from Piccadilly to South Kensington. Yet here one indubitably was, in the clear central-European light, with the chatter of French in one’s ears and, in one’s nostrils, that ubiquitous ‘foreign’ smell of coffee and freshly-baked rolls. I thought of the stockbrokers’ wives sitting over their Nescafé in the chintzy cafés, and felt—as the infrequent traveller must always feel—a naively snobbish satisfaction at the mere fact of being abroad.

			The bus dropped us at the Cornavin station, where I caught a train to Vevey (I was to stay a couple of days there, visiting friends, before going on to Rome). From the train the countryside looked spring-like, but drifts of dirty, clotted snow lingered under the hedges. Across the lake the mountains of Savoy rose bleak against the still-clear sky, their brown, wooded slopes stippled and streaked with white. Peasants in blue overalls waved from the fields as we passed; a neat little steamer chugged across the calm, cobalt reaches of the lake. Along the lake-side, patches of brilliant green (the ‘emerald’ green of a child’s paint-box) alternated with brown vineyards; the twisted, dead-seeming stumps of the vines were like the half-identified forms in a surrealist picture.

			It is fashionable, I suppose, to sniff at Switzerland—I have sometimes, I’m afraid, sniffed at it myself; but to rediscover it thus, incidentally as it were, and fresh from fog-bound London, is a delightful experience. I am no friend to mountains—they bore me, and the Wordsworthian mystique of the Alps leaves me cold. But the Swiss pastoral landscape—the Vaud and the Valais, and such odd, unexpected pockets as the Lötschental—has the naive, nursery charm of those old-fashioned illustrations to fairy-tales, printed in three colours, with formalized Noah’s Ark trees and fields uncompromisingly green. Switzerland, in fact, is Pre-Raphaelite—there is none of your impressionist nonsense, here, about green fields being blue or purple, every object is depicted in its ‘natural’ colours, like a picture by Millais or Holman Hunt; which no doubt goes far to explain why the Swiss have produced so few first-rate painters.

			In my youth the Lake of Geneva represented for me the prototype of ‘abroad’—for the very good reason that my first holiday out of England was spent, at the age of fifteen, at Montreux. Today, for all its charms, Switzerland seems to me only semi-abroad: a foreign country decked out, as it were, for home-consumption, like some folksy pavilion at an international exhibition. Yet, in spite of the tourists and the gift-shops, the cuckoo-clocks and the English tea-rooms, Lac Léman retains for me something of the magic with which I invested it in my boyhood. I could, I think, live happily in Montreux, haunted by the grey, charming and rather disconsolate ghost of my father; I can imagine myself, in old age, promenading beneath the willows and acacias on the digue, and drinking my morning coffee at Zürcher or Reubi’s; or botanizing, gently and unenterprisingly, in the meadows of Glion and Les Avants.

			On that first visit, in 1924, I used to be taken on Sunday mornings to the Christian Science service at 57 Bon Port. (Today, the premises are occupied by a shop; though I noticed that a Société de la Science Chrétienne does survive on the opposite side of the road.) Even in those days I had begun, alas, to lapse into apostasy—though the final break was not to come till a year or two later. Perhaps the services at 57 Bon Port were hardly calculated to strengthen my waning allegiance to the cult; they were bilingual, and the readers took it in turn to deliver the weekly ‘lesson’ in French and English. Their English accents were not always impeccable: one lady, I remember, addressed the congregation, disconcertingly, as a ‘generation of veepers’. My consequent attack of fou rire did much, I cannot help feeling, to increase my growing tendency towards agnosticism.

			Switzerland, as we know it, is a by-product of the romantic movement: two hundred years ago, mountains were discovered to be beautiful and not, as previous generations had innocently supposed, merely infertile and obstructive; hence St Moritz and winter sports, hence the Montreux Palace, the gift-shops and the Kursaal. Switzerland, in fact, is the only country in the world to have built up a national industry out of a literary cult. What, one wonders, would it have been like today, if Rousseau and the Romantics had never existed?

			It is pleasant to speculate about the future of our current aestheticisms: will Mr Betjeman, for example, be as much revered in Surrey, two hundred years hence, as Byron is in Switzerland today? And what of the ‘proletarian’ poets of the thirties—will trippers, in 2150, flock in their atomic charabancs to the slums (carefully preserved, of course, like the Château de Chillon) of Jarrow or the Gorbals?

			The Swiss reverence for Byron is not, perhaps, so very surprising: he was, after all, a pioneer of tourism, and Swiss hotel-keepers regard him as a kind of patron-saint of their profession. What is far odder is the fact that Byron, among the educated Swiss, is still—as he is in France—considered second only to Shakespeare in the hierarchy of English poets. Byron, Poe, Wilde—all second-rate writers, they are far more widely read in Europe than Milton, Keats or (even) Dickens. It is the same with the moderns—in Italy, every bookstall groans beneath the collected works of Signor Carlo Morgan; and Cronin is seriously discussed among French intellectuals who, in all probability, have never so much as heard of E. M. Forster. For that matter, our own tastes in French literature often seem quite as misguided to Frenchmen as their impenitent addiction to Poe and Byron does to us; I have been told, for example, that we greatly overrate Verlaine and, to a lesser extent, Proust. Someone should write a little monograph (under the auspices of UNESCO) about this curious aspect of international relations.

			The cleanliness and tidiness of Switzerland make one wonder whether the Swiss suffer from some kind of mass compulsion-neurosis, of the kind which, in individuals, manifests itself in constant washing of the hands or a repetitive anxiety about latch-keys, etc. Such compulsions are associated, I believe, with a repressed tendency to onanism; and I was once told, by a psychiatrist, of a patient of his, an addict of le vice solitaire, who, as a consequence of some early fixation, was able to achieve orgasm only on the top of a mountain—and a high mountain at that. An awkward propensity, one might suppose, for an English businessman, the patient in question, however, contrived to organize his eccentric love-life entirely to his own satisfaction. Once a year he took a fortnight’s holiday in the Alps, enthusiastically climbing a different peak each day. Per ardua ad astra . . . One would like to know how he felt at the end of these strenuous and singularly uncosy honeymoons; and one is tempted to wonder, too, whether his case was unique, or whether some of those keen climbers one has known—schoolmasters, dons, scout-leaders—may have been actuated by similar motives.

			*

			Whatever one may think about the psychological provenance of Swiss cleanliness, it has certainly endeared the country to the English tourist. One suspects, indeed, that for the last hundred years or so English travellers have been attracted to Switzerland (rather than to France or Italy) quite as much by its sanitation as by its scenery. Switzerland, in fact, is for many people a kind of idealized version of England itself: it is what we should have liked our country to be if we hadn’t invented industrialism and grabbed an Empire. Switzerland, moreover, is endowed with all those virtues other than cleanliness—honesty, civility, a ‘sound’ sexual morality, etc.—upon which we pride ourselves but which we don’t in fact possess, and perhaps, alas, never did possess. The war and the post-war years have made most of us rude and dishonest, if we weren’t before; our restaurants and railway-trains are without exception the dirtiest in Europe; nor, in the moral sphere, have we much to boast about: a glance at the News of the World should be a sufficient corrective to any complacency on that score . . . No wonder we enjoy Switzerland: our pleasure is the pleasure of Caliban at seeing, not his own face, but an idealized version of it, in the glass.

			Bound for Rome, on the next stage of my journey, I had an hour to wait at Geneva air-port; I spent it in the bar, drinking coffee and cognac, and meditating upon the curious habits of the tourist. How is one to account for the fact that when we travel abroad we tend automatically to develop a whole series of odd and, in most cases, quite uncharacteristic compulsions? The passion for sending picture-postcards, for instance: I am far from being immune to it myself, and invariably, when I am away from home, write dozens of them—usually to people with whom I seldom or never correspond, and to whom I have nothing whatever to say. ‘Lovely weather, wish you were here’—what possible pleasure can such jejune epistles give to their recipients? Probably none: but for the sender, the act of writing them—preferably at a café table with a drink at one’s elbow—is one of the perennial delights of being abroad. It is, I suppose, a form of snobbery: the mere fact of being abroad at all confers a special status, one’s personality is, one feels, in some mysterious way enlarged and improved, and must, therefore, be of more interest to one’s friends than if one were at home.

			I am, I admit, an inveterate sender of postcards; but I do not, I am glad to say, share that associated (and far more inconvenient) aberration of the average tripper—the mania for buying presents and souvenirs. Perhaps I am just selfish; but I have, also, a perfect horror of carrying more luggage than is absolutely necessary, and, whatever the length or duration of my journey, will contrive to stuff the whole of my possessions into a single suitcase. My friends and relations, in consequence, are apt to come off badly in the way of presents: not for them those delightful ‘bits’ of peasant pottery, those Florentine baskets and illicit nylons which fill the suitcases of more considerate travellers. The most they are likely to get out of me is a couple of Alinari prints and the butt-end of a garlic sausage.

			The bar at Geneva air-port is the souvenir-hunter’s paradise: one can buy almost anything there, from postcards to cuckoo-clocks. At my table sat a young man whom I had taken, at first, to be a Jap; in fact, he proved to be a Filipino, on his way back from some cultural trip to Germany. For some time I had watched his eyes straying, compulsively, towards a nearby stall; at last he could contain himself no longer, and, rising suddenly to his feet, trotted with an air half-eager, half-furtive, across the bar. I saw him point to an enormous cuckoo-clock, not less than two feet square; the clock was wrapped up for him, he produced his notecase and, with the utmost equanimity, handed a thick wad of notes across the counter. Then, carrying his enormous parcel, he trotted back to the table, beaming all over his chubby brown face.

			‘All my life I have wanted a Swiss cuckoo-clock,’ he informed me. ‘Now that I have it, I am satisfied, you see.’

			He grinned at me with a child-like complacency, patting his precious parcel as though he were indeed a child and had just been presented with a very large and expensive teddy-bear. I wondered how much the dock had cost him: he could hardly, I thought, have got it for less than four or five hundred Swiss francs.

			I found myself thinking of Harry Lime’s disobliging remarks about Switzerland in The Third Man: ‘Five hundred years of democracy, and what have they produced? Cuckoo-clocks.’ Yet to the little Filipino, Swiss culture plainly left nothing to be desired; and he wouldn’t, I felt sure, have exchanged his cuckoo-dock for a Sienese altar-piece, a Rembrandt etching or a drawing by Picasso.

			Flying oyer the Alps is apt to produce a slight qualm in even the most air-minded of travellers. Peaks and crags as far as one can see: if anything does go wrong, one hasn’t a dog’s chance. Ten thousand feet or so above Chambéry, I thought of that eccentric patient of my psychiatrist friend, and wondered whether he enjoyed flying; it seemed probable (I thought) that the prospect of so many potential love-nests viewed simultaneously and, so to speak, sub specie aeternitatis, might be rather off-putting.

			I decided, for my part—and not for the first time—that mountains bored me, and settled down to reread Cocteau’s Portrait-Souvenirs, which I had, as it happened, bought in Switzerland twenty years before. It doesn’t reread very well: Cocteau seldom does—he is too modish by half; Portrait-Souvenirs, moreover, is frankly journalism—a series of articles written for a Paris evening paper. If one is to read Cocteau at all, it should always, one feels, be his latest book. This is not to condemn his œuvres complètes as mere journalism (even if they were all journalism, they could hardly be described as ‘mere’); it is simply that his art is that of the conjuror, and the best tricks become stale by repetition. Even so, how immensely more readable—and indeed rereadable—he is than most writers! Portrait-Souvenirs has on the fly-leaf a quotation from Cocteau himself: ‘Je suis un mensonge qui dit toujours la vérité.’ The words might stand as epigraph for his Collected Works: there is a faint echo of Wilde, but it is translated into the idiom of Montparnasse in the twenties. (Contemporary critics are apt to forget, I think, how much the twenties owed to the nineties: there was a very perceptible hangover from the Mauve Epoch—noticeable, for instance, in the early Huxley and, still more so, in Firbank; not to mention, of course, Mr J. Alfred Prufrock.)

			Flicking over the pages I came on Cocteau’s story of the genesis of Les Enfants Terribles. Jacques Chardonne had said to him: ‘Vous avez la crampe du chef-d’œuvre. Le papier blanc vous paralyse. Commencez done par n’importe quoi. Ecrivez: Un soir d’hiver . . . et continuez.’

			It is probably sound advice—and perhaps one need not be suffering from the crampe du chef-d’œuvre to benefit from it. The prescription has been known to work even for plain, ordinary writer’s cramp: if one has reached the stage of being ‘paralysed’ by the sight of a blank sheet of paper, there’s a good deal to be said for sitting down firmly and making some sort of mark upon it. ‘Un soir d’hiver’—the mark is made, one is committed fatally, yet again, to the task of building up some kind of word-structure upon the vide papier que la blancheur défend.

			As a writer, I suffer from the amateur’s failing of taking perpetual short cuts; chronically lazy, I find it nearly impossible to write within a conventional framework, and am apt to employ the loosest form available, or the form in which, at the moment, I seem able to work most easily. Yet I have always wanted to be a novelist, and have long cherished a secret ambition to write a novel which begins: ‘On a dark and stormy November evening, some fifty years ago, a bent figure might have been seen . . .’ etc. Novels which really do begin like that I find irresistible—at least for the first few pages; usually, alas, the initial spell wears off all too quickly—as, for instance (at least so far as I am concerned), with most of Hardy. Which is perhaps a good enough reason for not embarking upon such a work myself.

			The air-port at Nice must be one of the least attractive in the world. The approach from the air is disquieting: one appears to be dropping plumb into the sea. The air-field itself consists of a narrow strip of foreshore which—but for a few depressed-looking palm trees in the distance—suggests the coast of Essex rather than the Côte d’Azur. We had three-quarters of an hour to wait, and were shepherded firmly into a small and stuffy waiting-room. Once again, as at London air-port, I had the sense of being a refugee on the run; at Geneva there had been no such feeling—but the French are (with some justification, no doubt) a profoundly suspicious race, and I wasn’t in the least surprised at being thus virtually imprisoned. Gallic xenophobia was at least, on this occasion, tempered by conviviality, and the waiting-room contained a bar.

			Drinking a bock, I studied my fellow-travellers, and amused myself by trying to place them. It is a perennially fascinating game, though I am extremely bad at it, and my guesses are almost always wide of the mark. One man in particular roused my curiosity—tall, rather good-looking, with a moustache; obviously English, I thought—possibly an Army officer, but more probably a businessman. Later, paying for our drinks at the bar, we got into conversation: his English was impeccable—yet his accent had a curiously flat, depersonalized quality which gave little clue to his social back-ground. One guessed at a secondary school and, perhaps, a red-brick university; I decided that he was some kind of engineer—a key-man, a technocrat, with a nice little place on the Green Line bus-route: television in the lounge, two kiddies and a Corgi, Picture Post and the novels of Frances Parkinson Keyes . . .

			Presently I mustered the courage to ask him which part of England he came from.

			‘Oh, I’m not English,’ he laughed. ‘I’m Swiss, as a matter of fact. I live in Zürich, but I’ve been to London quite a bit on business. I’m in the watch-trade, you see.’

			So much, I thought, for my ability to sum up my fellow-men; Nature, I reflected once again, had plainly never intended me to be a novelist—or even, for that matter, a journalist.

			Somewhere over Corsica we were issued with a complex and—to me—wholly unintelligible currency-form, which had to be filled in before we landed at Rome. Fortunately the nice Swiss businessman came to my aid; at the best of times I am a bad filler-up of forms, and at twelve thousand feet I found that I was even stupider than usual. Yet it occurred to me that I could—if the mood had descended (and given a fountain-pen which didn’t leak)—have written rather a good poem. It may well be that one’s mental characteristics—both positive and negative—become more pronounced at a high altitude; that one becomes, in a word, ‘more oneself’. It seems to me an interesting hypothesis, which would repay further investigation; it would be pleasant, for instance, if the crampe du chef-d’œuvre were found to be curable—as whooping-cough is said to be—by a trip in an aeroplane. Perhaps the British Council, at my suggestion, will arrange for (say) Mr Spender, Mr Evelyn Waugh and Miss Compton-Burnett to be permanently airborne for a few weeks: the results might well be interesting, both from a purely literary point of view and as an experiment in applied psychology.

			It was dusk as we flew down the coast; dark when we circled over Rome itself. The city tilted up dramatically as we veered down towards the air-port: ablaze with lights, it looked like an ‘abstract’ set-piece in some very avant-garde firework display. Dropped by the bus at the Stazione Centrale, I went to a hotel to which I had been recommended. No rooms. I tried another—and another; all were full. I ought, of course, to have telegraphed for a room; but in some respects I am an incurable optimist; I never—or seldom—book in advance, and one of my recurrent nightmares is of peregrinating interminably the streets of some foreign town, late at night, burdened with a dozen suitcases, and never finding a bed.

			Finally I had to take a double room—all they had left—at a smart, pretentious place near the station. It would cost me all of 4,000 lire; in the circumstances, I should have to have a cheap dinner. I wandered down the Corso looking for a suitable restaurant; most of them looked too expensive. At last I picked on an anonymous and nondescript trattoria, in the window of which was displayed a handsome pink fish and a pile of globe-artichokes. I ordered soup, an omelette and a couple of artichokes—so deliciously tender that one could eat not only the whole of each leaf and the fond, but an inch or two of the stalk as well. The Chianti was excellent: I took a deep draught of it; at that moment it was as though the psyche had caught up, once again, on that Jungian time-lag. Sitting at the rough wooden table, with its red-checked cloth, drinking my wine, munching the last of my artichokes, I realized, for the first time, that I was back in the country which I loved best in the world.

			Later—much later—I returned to the posh, unfriendly hotel. The night-porter greeted me with an air of rather dubious affability.

			‘Americano?’ he asked hopefully.

			I said that I was English, and saw his face fall immediately: plainly I wasn’t worth much in the way of a tip. His expression, as he conducted me to the lift, was polite but supercilious.

			Brilliant sunshine, but a cold nipping wind at the street-corners; a few cafés with tables on the pavement—but only a few, for Italians, on the whole, are not much given to eating and drinking out of doors, except in the summer. I sat down in one near the Spanish steps, and drank coffee; it was soon warm enough to shed my overcoat. An English couple sat at the next table, shivering in thin clothes, and feverishly counting what remained of their currency. Their faces were pinched and anxious: tonight’s dinner, the hotel bill, tips, sandwiches in the train—would the last traveller’s cheque cover it all? At another nearby table sat a party of Americans, drinking champagne; they reckoned to be through with Rome in a couple of days, and planned to take in Florence and Milan on their way up to Switzerland. Presently they called for their bill; I noticed that they left the waiter a thousand-lire tip.

			I had decided that, since I had only one day in Rome, I would make no attempt at sight-seeing; I was catching the rapido to Taormina early the next morning—a twelve-hour journey; it would be wiser and nicer, I thought, to have a lazy day and an early night. I am, moreover, a bad sight-seer: I get impatient and easily tired, my appetite for works of art is extremely limited, and churches, however beautiful, are apt to induce in me a mood of acute nervous irritability. Slothful and unenterprising, I find it all too easy to lounge away my holidays on café terraces; yet the influenza Romana was to prove, on this occasion, more potent than I had bargained for—more potent and more insidious. Or perhaps some remnant of adolescent conscience—a hangover from Bedales; lectures by Sturge-Moore, serious talks with Julian Trevelyan, walking over the downs above Steep—made itself felt. The sun had become warmer; it would be nice, I decided, to have a stroll. I paid for my coffee; and found myself, a few minutes later, picking my way between the boulders and the fallen columns of the Forum.

			I suspect that being a botanist (though only an amateur one) provides, for me, a kind of psychological alibi—an escape from vocational responsibility. Such sidelines, if one happens to be a writer, are apt to become altogether too absorbing: one thinks of Housman with his footnotes to Manilius, Yeats and politics, Dickens and his penny-readings; or, in our own day (among many others), Roy Campbell, who would rather be a torero or a sergeant-major—in which he has all my sympathy—than write verse; not to mention all the willing or unwilling victims of the B.B.C. and the British Council.

			I have never, I think, come across any description of the flora of the Forum; and I am sorry to say that it was the flora, rather than the antiquities, which on this day of early spring claimed the greater part of my attention. Sitting in the sun, I amused myself by trying to identify as many plants as I could. There was Arum italicum, for instance—a handsome Lords-and-ladies with bigger, more sagittate leaves; in England it is a rarity, confined to a few localities near the south coast, and I am never quite sure whether I have really found it, or whether I am just wishfully—thinking. Here, there didn’t seem much doubt about it. Two dull ‘English’ plants, Annual Mercury and Alexanders, were abundant, and a white corydalis which I couldn’t identify; the big, feathery kind of fennel was also much in evidence, and a nettle which I presumed, rather arbitrarily, to be the Roman Nettle—said to be extinct, nowadays, in Britain, whither it was imported originally, according to botanical tradition, by the Roman legionaries.

			I walked up to the Palatine Hill, then down towards the Colosseum; outside the enclosure a fallen column caught my eye: on it was scratched an inscription. I went closer and examined it: W Bartali, I read. The name was not, after all, I thought, so incongruous; professional bicyclists may have replaced gladiators in the public esteem, but the principle remains the same. The temptation to scribble graffiti must be at least as old as the Œdipus complex—and perhaps, indeed, older; one likes to think that the hunters of Lascaux were in every sense—and not merely chronologically—pre-Freudian.

			At the entrance to the Colosseum a cross is set in the wall, on the left-hand side as you go in; by kissing it, one qualifies for a nice little term of indulgence—a year and twelve days. Why? If the magic were available only (say) to Scandinavians or South Americans, one could understand it; but the Romans themselves are equally eligible, it seems, for the privilege. In the stone-work surrounding the cross were scratched the names of Antonio, Tonino, Umberto, and a date—3/3/53: exactly a week ago. Were these pioneers, or had the names of their predecessors been carefully expunged? And why a year and twelve days, rather than a year? One can only say that it seems a remarkably easy matter, if one happens to live in Rome, to reduce one’s term of purgatory almost indefinitely. An agnostic, but incurably superstitious, I duly kissed the cross.

			The rapido left at eight o’clock; I had bought a loaf of bread, a generous cut of salame and a two-litre flask of Chianti at the nameless trattoria in the Corso, and was prepared, optimistically, to enjoy the journey. Needless to say I did nothing of the kind; for the Italian peninsula is a great deal longer than one thinks, and Rome is not nearly so far south as it looks on the map. Nor, alas, am I one of those happy travellers who positively ‘enjoy every minute of it’, and for whom the most appalling discomforts are ‘all part of the fun’. Not that I despise such adventurous souls: on the contrary, I admire them immensely. Bustling across Europe, burdened with nothing but a toothbrush and a copy of the New Statesman, what fun they must have! Not for the world would they travel anything but third-class; it is not a mere question of expense—most of them could afford to travel second; but no—third-class is more ‘fun’. One meets such interesting types; one shares sandwiches and wine, one ‘gets into conversation’; all of which more than compensates, no doubt, for sitting bolt upright for thirty-six hours or more on a hard wooden seat.

			For them, but not for me; for I am one of those who, as the saying goes, were born a couple of double whiskies (or a litre of wine) below par; I have reached an age, moreover, when I like my comforts, and though I am quite prepared to scrape acquaintance with Interesting Types (if they seem sufficiently rewarding), I prefer to do so elsewhere than in railway carriages, from which—should the types prove less interesting than one had supposed—there is no possibility of escape.

			On this occasion I was travelling second-class, and for the first part of the journey my compartment had only one other occupant—a middle-class Italian woman of singularly repellent aspect with an enormous quantity of luggage. I counted no less than nineteen suitcases, bags and bundles, not counting several parcels of food, an umbrella and two bottles of very nasty-looking mineral water. Fortunately she seemed disinclined for conversation; on the contrary, when I offered, at one point, to assist her with her baggage, she darted at me a look of such concentrated malevolence that my chivalrous impulse was effectually nipped in the bud. For two pins, I thought, she would have begun to scream, or pulled the communication-cord; thenceforward I kept to my corner, and care-fully avoided her glance.

			South of Rome, the orange and lemon orchards increase, and on this day of early March the peach-trees were already in full bloom—smudges of sentimental, ice-cream pink amongst the classic, steel-grey olives. Towards midday we reached Naples: an oddly uninspiring town, seen from the railway. Vesuvius, smokeless and (since the last eruption, which changed its shape) at first glance unfamiliar, loomed beyond the outer suburbs; I remembered Lammie Camp, where I had hung about for three depressing weeks in 1945, waiting to be demobbed; and a fainter, more remote memory stirred, simultaneously, in my mind—the vision of a distant, twin-humped hill, seen vaguely through a romantic sunset haze, and forming the background to a landscape in some picture with which I was familiar, yet which, for the moment, I found it impossible to ‘place’; the picture remained, a blurred image, at the back of my mind, and the half-apprehended memory continued, irritatingly, to recur throughout the day . . .

			To my infinite relief my fellow-traveller descended (I did not offer, this time, to assist her), and was replaced by two harmless-looking Italian males. I ate my salame, drank half a pint of wine, and began to feel considerably more cheerful.

			The coastline south of Naples is, I suppose, by common consent the most romantic landscape in the world. The sea becomes magically more blue, the sunlight takes on a sudden, theatrical intensity; the Homeric world begins here: travelling south, one travels backward through the centuries, from Rome to Magna Graecia. On the craggy hillsides the big tree-spurge made blobs of brilliant, incandescent green; the banks by the side of the line were starred with small pink anemones. The train roared through tunnel after tunnel: it was as though one were being shown the landscape in a series of brief but incredibly vivid ‘dissolving views’—a magic lantern, as it were, in 3D and full Technicolor. For an hour or two I watched eagerly for each new ‘slide’: half-fearful, perhaps—as I used to be in childhood—that the operator would put it in ‘wrong-side-up’. After a time, however, the entertainment began to pall: there are limits to one’s capacity for looking at scenery—even the scenery of southern Italy; beauty, after all (as Mr Maugham has irreverently declared), is apt to become a bit of a bore.

			I began to read an Italian newspaper; and becoming attuned, as it were, to the language, I found myself listening to my two companions in the carriage. I guessed them to be small businessmen or shopkeepers; they were discussing the recent death of Stalin: who would succeed him—Beria, Malenkov? I was drawn at last, reluctantly, into the conversation: what was my view of the situation? I shrugged my shoulders; but I wasn’t to be let off so lightly: my questioner returned almost immediately to the attack. It was evident that, as a foreigner, I was expected to know more of the international situation—and even of the inner workings of the Kremlin—than a mere Neapolitan shopkeeper. It is a common enough fallacy, and by no means confined to Italy; indeed, I should say that it is particularly rife among the English. We may despise foreigners, but we do tend to suppose that they are more ‘in the know’ than ourselves, especially in matters of art or politics; what we are apt to forget is that the process can operate in reverse. In southern Italy, especially—more backward and ‘provincial’ than almost anywhere in Europe—a travelling Englishman or American is apt to be invested with a reputation for political acumen which, in most cases, he will find it exceedingly hard to live up to.

			I refused to commit myself about Stalin’s successor; preferring to maintain a silence from which—so I hoped—it might be inferred that I knew more than I thought politic to say . . . Meanwhile the sun was sinking: in the intervals between tunnels I watched the sea turn from blue to burnished gold. In the sunset light the green clumps of spurge, the little plots of young corn, took on a pyrotechnical brilliance. Now and then a small village bordered the line: a cluster of tumbledown shacks, peeling and decrepit. Here and there, on the fading pink or blue walls, one noticed the old Fascist slogans still in evidence: Credere, Obbedire, Combattere; Meglio un giorno da leone, etc. Elsewhere in Italy they have long been painted over; but here in the south nobody bothers—il fascismo can never have meant much to these people, anyway; the slogans remain—meaningless vestigia of the past, trivial and pointless, already, as the graffiti at Pompeii.

			Dusk fell, and a lurid orange sunset blazed in the west. Suddenly, during one of the ‘flashlight’ intervals, my two companions pointed across the darkening sea: outlined against the sunset were several small darkish humps. The Aeolian Isles, they said: and there was Stromboli, a cone of darkness rising from the sea—the text-book archetype of a volcano. Beyond lay a larger, fainter mass: ‘Ecco la Sicilia’, they said. We were in sight, at last, of our destination—that cloud-cuckoo-land in which, waiting despondently at the Kensington air-station a few days before, I had found it almost impossible to believe: a legend built up from my war-time memories, and from other memories older still, deriving from the private myths of childhood. Tunnel succeeded tunnel; but the intervals now—since the landscape was seen in all-but darkness—were less dramatic. Lights winked; a faint crepuscular radiance lay still across the straits. A quivering line of brightness in the distance was perhaps Messina. My thoughts wandered—with a vagueness only possible to one who has not enjoyed the benefits of a classical education—to Homer: the Siren isles, Scylla and Charybdis, the Wandering Rocks. I drank some more wine; the lights across the straits were brighter now, and the train was slowing down; we must be approaching the train-ferry at Villa San Giovanni. The train crawled through a small station; I was curious enough to look at the name of it—and saw, by the dim light of a station-lamp, that it was Scilla.

			I looked across the straits at the winking lights and the looming outline of the island; and, as the train bore me onward towards that fabled land, my mind travelled backward in time, bound upon another and longer journey whose destination remained, for the time being, ambiguous and indeterminate: a place not marked on the map, a land as elusive and unstable as the island of Laputa . . . Suddenly—and with seeming incongruity—the forgotten picture which had stirred in my memory as we passed through Naples clicked into focus: a formal landscape, in which walked a tall, elegant lady with two little dogs—none other than Aunt Martha Cock. Behind her, in the sunset haze, loomed the twin-humped hill; and beyond the hill lay those far territories which, in childhood, had seemed so perilous and so unapproachable: a country of the mind in the midst of whose wooded and impenetrable hinterland lay the mysterious region known as Clambercrown.

			The train shunted on to the ferry, and we began to move across the straits towards the lights of Messina; yet my mind wandered, remote in time, through other and very different landscapes—those lands in which the features of the countryside are perceived, as Sir Thomas Browne says, ‘by Parallaxis, or at some distance from their true and proper beings’; a country in which a perpetual revision of the frontiers is in progress, and where the validity of one’s passport is liable to be questioned at any stage of the journey by the frontier-guards.

		

	
		
			PART II

			The Picture of Aunt Cock

		

	
		
			Chapter opening

		

	
		
			One may as well begin with Aunt Cock—for the path along which, in her portrait, she so elegantly saunters is one of many paths which, like the narrow, tree-muffled lanes winding up the hillsides from Lynsore and Pett Bottom, from Bladbean and the Elham Valley, converge at last, in this country of the mind, upon the remote, mysterious territory of Clambercrown.

			Miss Martha Cock was, I suppose, my great-great-aunt, or possibly great-great-great, for in her portrait, painted in 1826, she is shown as already middle-aged, and, if one allows for the element of flattery—almost inevitable in a commissioned portrait by a second-rate painter at that (or indeed any other) period—she may well have been a good deal older. She was aunt, or possibly great-aunt, to my great-grandfather, Joseph Hewlett, a close friend of Thomas Hood, and himself the author of Peter Priggins and a number of other ‘humorous’ novels which have long since been deservedly forgotten, except by amateurs of minor nineteenth-century fiction. Martha Cock was presumably Hewlett’s maternal aunt; but I have never been able to establish the exact relationship. Her novelist-nephew was born in 1800, and would therefore have been twenty-six at the time her portrait was painted; he had married two years previously, and, according to his marriage lines, Aunt Martha had been a witness at the ceremony, which took place at St Giles’s Church, Oxford.

			According to family tradition, Aunt Cock was something of a terror. She is said to have been wealthy, and also to have kept a firm grip upon the family purse-strings; certainly poor Joseph Hewlett never benefited from her in her lifetime or, one imagines, under her will, for he was, despite his modest success as a novelist, chronically penurious—a fact hardly to be wondered at, since he was not only a clergyman (and a singularly unsuccessful one) but polyphiloprogenitive and exceedingly convivial. He was up at Worcester, and one may suppose that Aunt Cock, who lived at Number 13 Beaumont Street, kept an alert and censorious eye upon his undergraduate activities. Later, he became headmaster of the grammar-school at Abingdon, where no doubt he continued to live in wholesome dread of his Aunt Martha’s prim and spinsterly surveillance.

			Joseph Hewlett’s eldest daughter, Charlotte, married my grand-father, John Brooke, and died comparatively young; her sister, my great-aunt Patty, lived to an advanced age, and died unmarried and in poverty, though fortified by the comforts of the Anglo-Catholic church. It is, of course, well known that Roman Catholics are Dirty—or so, at any rate, I (like most protestant children in those days) was brought up to believe; it follows, therefore, that Anglo-Catholics are likely to be dirty too, and indeed (being so often, in intention if not in fact, more catholic than the Pope) probably dirtier. Such, at any rate, seems to have been the case with my great-aunt Patty; my mother and father visited her on her death-bed, and my mother has often described to me the extreme squalor of the old lady’s surroundings. This, so I am assured, had nothing to do with her own poverty, for she had spent her declining years in the house of friends who, from all accounts, were comparatively well-off, and able to maintain their protégée in comfort. These kindly protectors were, however, High Church—so high, indeed, that (as my father was wont to remark) they were in danger of toppling over backwards; it was hardly surprising, therefore (indeed, it was to be expected), that they should pay insufficient attention to the rules of hygiene.

			Aunt Patty, gratified by my parents’ visit (they must have been, I suppose, almost her last surviving relations), offered each of them ‘something to remember her by’—anything they liked to choose from among the innumerable and mostly quite valueless ‘treasures’ which filled her squalid, dust-grimed bedroom. My father chose a set of Grandfather Hewlett’s novels, my mother the portrait of Aunt Cock. Perhaps from genuine curiosity, but more probably from a nervous desire to please the old lady by showing an interest (which she probably didn’t feel) in this ‘memento’ of somebody whom, after all, she had hardly known, my mother ventured to ask her the names of the two little dogs which appeared in the foreground of the picture.

			Almost in articulo mortis, Aunt Patty was just able to reply, in a barely audible murmur: ‘Bijou and Prince.’

			The picture, which now hangs in my bedroom, is a big one: three feet by two and a half, not including the massive gilt frame. In the bottom right-hand corner it is signed ‘J.T.’, with the date—1826. It is, no doubt, if looked at with the proper detachment—of which I am seldom capable—a very bad picture: a hack job by some dim provincial portrait-painter (Aunt Cock, if legend is not unjust to her, was far too mean to employ anybody better). It shows a tall, elegantly-dressed lady strolling in a formal landscape—the stock landscape, vaguely classical and deriving from Claude Lorrain, of the commercial artist of the period: the equivalent of those canvas ‘backgrounds’ which, a generation or two later, would form part of the stock-in-trade of the professional photographer. The perspective is somewhat at fault, and Aunt Cock is shown, in proportion to her surroundings, as considerably larger than life—one would suppose her to be at least seven feet tall. Her figure dominates the picture, strolling nonchalantly across an open space between very artificial-looking trees; her expression is aloof and disdainful, but her penetrating eyes are fixed, none the less, in a critical and somewhat distrustful gaze upon the observer. The unfortunate painter may well have quailed beneath such a glance: Aunt Cock, one can’t help feeling, was wondering whether she was going to get her money’s-worth.



OEBPS/image/97815098558101.jpg





OEBPS/image/9781509855810.jpg
JHE

DOoG ar
CLAMBERCRO






OEBPS/image/Bello_logo.png





