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To the reader:
Tread softly through these pages, and allow your heart to speak where it finds a resonance. This is the way of those who search in common life for what is real and lasting.
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PREFACE
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These diaries are a first-hand, intimate record of soul-search and growth through the eyes of a young woman living and studying in the university town of Oxford in the late 1970s. 

The woman was my younger self. 

Fifty years later, at the age of 72, I found the forgotten diaries, and was moved to discover in their pages not only a poetic evocation of the ‘town of dreaming spires’, but a fresh and insightful chronicle of youth, love and the quest for wisdom. I have added some narrative background and commentary informed by the hindsight and perspective of a further half-century of living, so the resulting book is an interwoven reflection from two perspectives: Youth and Age.

My path was a combination of academic study and direct perception, initially supported by art, literature and poetry, but ultimately finding direction by means of esoteric philosophy. The six years of diaries represent an intense maturing process. As I read my own words from long ago, I was immersed again in the mellow beauty of the ancient university town which was for me a stage both for delight and intimate reflection at the pageant of life, and for love, loss, reversals, despair and struggle. 

I began by living an Oxford idyll, but a crack arose in the porcelain of my experience, a crack which nearly swallowed me. The person who emerged from it was new, and wiser.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

INTRODUCTION


[image: image]


In my seventh decade of life, I opened a small tin trunk which had been stored under the stairs for ever so long. In it I found some battered exercise books, the diaries I had written devotedly from late childhood until a transitional moment at the age of 29 when the writing suddenly stopped. The oldest book was carefully covered in brown paper, as if to conceal its identity, but the latest, 1979, bore an Oxford University crest on its faded blue cover.

Pulled by some deep-seated impulsion to explore fresh fields, after university and beginning a teaching career, at the age of 22 I left my childhood, my career, my much-loved family and homeland in Australia for the other side of the world. I am still here, far away from those beginnings.

For many young people, their ‘twenties’ are characteristically turbulent years, full of experiments, experiences, failures and successes, all part of a quest for a firm identity and role in life. I had a clear inner trajectory which could be characterized as searching for ‘Meaning’, ‘ultimate meaning’, or ‘God’ (though I was wary of dogma and received ideas). 

Essentially, I was looking for those intimations of experience beyond the personal, like ripples on a pond from some yet invisible subterranean activity. Without other guidance at that point, by writing the diaries I had a sounding-board, an on-going dialogue with self. It was part of a process of fashioning a reasonably coherent worldview and identity. 

After half a century of living on from those dates, I can see in them repeated patterns of expectation and behaviour of which, naturally, I had been oblivious at the time. What interests me now, is the drive behind these patterns. In the words of Dylan Thomas: “The force that through the green fuse drives the flower, Drives my green age...”. These were the years of exploring my “green fuse”, and just as a fuse is designed to do, it broke when the current was too strong. 

I sought for illumination through beauty, the arts, atmosphere and spirit of place, and through friendships and lovers. All these were avenues for refining the understanding of Love, which, at the grand age of twenty in an earlier diary, I had pronounced was my ‘goal in life’. I surmised it was a transformative kind of process, and expected that it would take time and experimentation. After all, I was aiming at what seemed to me to be the ‘Highest’, but what name should I give to it—God? Nature? Beauty? Relationship? Wisdom? Peace? In the event, I just collected whatever experiences came my way, and mulled over them to see what evolved. 

‘Love’ is a large aspiration. The word denotes everything from the sublime and sacred, to the epitome of vulgarity and predation, and every shade in between. Religion, psychology, literature and popular culture offer quite different yardsticks. When a deep connection is made and broken, it can cross all those boundaries.

One thing I have noted, in the lives of others as well as in myself, is how from mid-life onwards something vital in one’s being and aspiration can wane with the dulling round of fulfilling expectations, of repeating the same message, and of tending to the limitless needs of others. Opening my old diaries had the effect for me of re-connecting with some kind of inner force, like a seed in my Being, which age had buried under an accumulation of life-experience. It is salutary for me now, to sense again this wellspring, a central, primal drive, the ‘force’ behind the ‘green fuse’. All the other impulsions and cross-currents which have led me to this point are not of this wellspring and force. It is beyond the personal.

I have the good fortune of an active healthy seventies, and most of my earlier preoccupations or obsessions are gone. Both the external and internal environment are more settled. Ambition was never part of my make-up, for career, fame, recognition, success or any of the usual drivers, so the absence of them makes no difference. That may sound passive, but only if the pursuit of grasping what the world offers is the benchmark. All the great spiritual traditions are extremely clear in reiterating that they are not!

It has taken me seventy years to realize what I have heard so many times: that the soul, or essence, or consciousness is pristine, and is not the same as the identifications, quirks and characteristics we know as ‘me’. I lived from it in my youth, but like everyone, I was well ensnared in reactions to external and internal events. As I read now, I can see this entanglement, but I can also see a push from within, like a shadowy alter-ego, quietly dictating my decisions and contributing flickers of light which—just sometimes—I caught and recorded in my writing, even though I hadn’t recognised, named or identified it.

I wanted very much to follow these intimations, but it was still a lightbulb moment when I realised that there was a way of ordering these scattered intimations into a structured whole which allowed for evolution. Order is a creative force. A pile of bricks becomes a house when they are organised according to the principles of house-creation, utilising the laws of space and form to realise an aim and design. Intimations need the same treatment if they are to house the spirit. It is not enough just to sense things, and even less productive just to believe things. 

The diaries ceased suddenly in 1979, when my life took a different turn. I was surprised to see how abruptly my writing habit terminated at the age of 29 when I entered into marriage and motherhood. Was I too busy to write anymore? Maybe.  But also, the concerns with which I had wrestled, shared and worked out through writing in my journals had changed. I had entered the period of interior work and training, exploring systematically the principles of order through esoteric study, practice and meditation under guidance which I have described in my book Tessellations: Patterns of Life and Death in the Company of a Master. 

Keeping a journal is by nature self-referential. On the one hand, it allows for reflection by creating a bit of distance from circumstances, and fosters insight, but the downside is self-confirmation which ultimately can inhibit further growth. The sly edge of self-justification is difficult to avoid, and a personal echo-chamber can insidiously solidify into a platform for re-asserting one’s opinions rather than uncovering fresh insight. As my horizons expanded, it began to feel like an indulgence to focus on myself as before. 

Therefore, I abandoned my mute confidant.

In transcribing the diaries, it is my hope that many, young or old, will recognise in themselves the voice of this young woman embarking on life, a time when everything is new and filled with inchoate promise, and perhaps be prompted into a personal exercise in the ‘getting of wisdom’. 

***
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Note

Except for family, public figures, and casual acquaintances, the friends who pass in and out of this narrative will be designated by initials only. Though it is unlikely any will stumble across this account, names are powerful, and I do not feel I have the right to pronounce their names and drag their essence into my world. I will be consistent in my use of initials, changing as appropriate if duplicated, but for me, the initial will evoke their presence.

I have transcribed the diaries as they were written, with little editing (except as stated in 1975), but some context and connections, as well as some of the people who fleetingly intersected with my life, are lost to time. 

Disclaimer

The views and judgements expressed either in the diaries or in the commentary are personal to my experience, and are not intended as advice, nor judgement of others, nor to represent any theoretical approach to any issues raised.
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PRELUDE

A Meeting with Myself
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I watch her standing there. Her face is softer now, the lines of age blurring the features once so sharp and clear. She is gazing across the canyon waiting for the dawn, next to a small tree clinging precipitously to the edge. The tree is gnarled, having withstood the force of wind, snow and burning sun for many generations. They are alike, the woman and the tree.

In the far distance a horizontal line of red and gold appears as the rocks take up the dawn and begin to glow. It is happening yet again, another morning on the earth at its most magnificent, and as I watch, her face is burnished with the rising sun, and now I see four women, each alive with questioning.

I see a chubby child in dungarees, hardly taller than the long stem of grass which tickles her chin, and she is laughing at the grass and at the world which is so fresh and unknown. There will be a lot to discover.

I see a young woman with large grey eyes, courted by this man and that, who find her intriguing and beautiful. It’s a wild ride for the young, and she is resolved to follow every thread back to its source and to know wherefrom such richness and folly originate.

Then a matron rests quietly on the rocks. She has seen her children grow, she has read and pondered and wondered, but she has also worked the threads, diligently, not knowing where they might lead, and accepted the interweaving of sorrow as a gift of knowledge.

Her aged face is now as craggy as the earth, her body thin, but she and the sun are vital this morning and every morning, knowing that light replaces darkness and darkness replaces light. On these wheels the Ancient of Days is a traveller whom those who seek shall find.

Aroused by the flight of an eagle across my line of vision, I know I must seize the opportunity and ask of her the questions I’ve never had courage to ask: 

How is it you are standing here? What have you done? What guided you? Can you give me even some clues as to what you’ve found which is truly important?

There are more questions jostling in my mind, but that’s enough for now. She looks at me, not quite benevolently, but more with an air of appraisal. With a tiny touch of belligerence, because I am a genuine seeker, I lock my gaze onto her eyes. It is a mistake. Suddenly I am drawn in to a vast space, a darkness which is boundless, and my questions are like mere sparks in the depths of infinity. Time to row back.

She smiled then, and the crinkles are reassuringly human.

“I’ll tell you”, she said...........
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CHAPTER 1  

Oxford Beginnings
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From August 1973 I settled in Oxford, not to study yet, but just as a suitable town to make a home after arriving in the UK from Australia the previous January. I had spent some time interacting with friends in Cambridge, travelling in Europe and had been living with my sister in London.

I arrived in Oxford with one suitcase and found accommodation in a small and lurid bed-sitting room along the Iffley Road. The hallway smelled of cabbage, but my little back room looked out onto a gnarled crab-apple tree with steps down to the garden, so I was content to perch here for my early months. I knew no one. I took on work at a bookshop in the Broad, and explored the town and its environs, gradually establishing friendships, including the one which had such major impact on determining the course of the rest of my life.

I was 22 years old.

Friday 3rd August 1973.

Oxford. The beginning.

A bare beginning; I feel absolutely empty: of future, of present even.

This evening as I walked down Meadow Lane by the river my mind wandered vaguely around the borders of what I have, and could go no further. It was cool, the grass wet, the sky tumbled and suffused with Turneresque light over the low river trees. Not a comforting environment.

I don’t know Oxford yet, nor love it. I am simply here. Pure unaccommodated Lucy! There is almost something pure about this loneliness, the dull clang of my thoughts, the hungry look with which I follow people talking or walking together. I suspect it is a temporary state, that somehow a future will form. I just can’t see it now.

The ache left by the affair with S. No happiness in the memories; just sadness and emptiness. Always at the back of my thoughts is knowing he leaves tomorrow, without relation to me, as if we had never met. 

This was the aftermath of a bitter-sweet interlude of falling in love on a bridge in the moonlight by Rydal Water in the Lake District, where I had joined new friends on a Cambridge retreat course. The brief love affair was never destined to last: I was still an itinerant, he deeply embedded in Cambridge life and studies, and about to embark on a career abroad. Our paths crossed and parted, but I still recall the lovely light in his clear grey eyes.

Sunday 5th August 1973

Oh nasty, nasty day! I watched the rain falling steadily on the sodden garden without my window. This garden is palling on me! I think I’d rather a busy street corner with hurrying people and swishing cars than this silent dripping. And now I hear the wind swirling in all the trees.

Still, I stirred myself from Lucky Jim (a novel by Kingsley Amis) to go out about five. (Amusing book; I enjoyed its cheeky desperation and feel oddly comforted.) 

Evensong in Christchurch, though well sung, somehow suggested to me both a cattle-market and a school speech night—something about the formalism and pomposity, with visitors in rustling windcheaters gawking at unfamiliar pious booklets, trying to take in windows, choir, ceremony, neighbours and God all at once. 

But I had a lovely walk around Christchurch Meadow and Merton. The rain fell mistily and there were no people. It was very beautiful; the towers across the field, thick gardens blazing with colour even in the rain. A cluster of roses leant on an old dark wall; the cobbles shone in narrow streets where, blessedly, gorgeously, no tourists toured! 

Just me, and the streets. Me jumping puddles, defending my red umbrella from the marauding wind, and hearing the bells at six o’clock—Christchurch deep, Merton chiming lyrically, Magdalen distant.

First impressions! Later the many evensongs of Oxford became for me a precious resource.

Wednesday 15th August 1973

‘Write’, I say. Write what?

Write about the empty streets of Oxford, full with sun on yellow stone, and the warm air of summer. Write about the lime-sun under the trees of Magdalen deer-park, as it was this evening through the bars of the black gate, and the tottering, flicking deer. The scene filled me with distance: time-distance, Merrie England and stories of the past. The bend of the river, thick as oil and still, by Christchurch Meadow.

Write about the streaming, clattering impressions of Parkers Bookshop as I move among the shelves of book-carcasses, compelling but unable to seize me as I flutter from tin to table to paper to coffee cup to one-dimensional strangers. At 5.30 I leave work.

The empty streets; the empty evening of my mind and body, with all emotions hibernating it seems. 

The orange and purple ritualized silence of my bed-sit, and the sleeping, breathing, eating, fiddling functions which take place in its musty air.

So! Life in Oxford!

There is, however, another little life running parallel, very insubstantial, made of the sort of stuff dreams are made on, to be reduced by a breath of fog. There in dreams at night­—very clear, simple lucid dreams, and thoughts of past and people. This barely existing ‘life’ has not even a nodding acquaintance with rationality or conscious myth-making, and somehow, I am afraid of it, in case it solidifies because there is nothing else solid in my life.

I keep expecting things to change. I wonder...

Thursday 16th August 1973

Heatwave! And I have found a perfect place to spend a summer afternoon. There is not an ingredient missing. I was bounced about on the top of a red bus through countryside to Boar’s Hill, walked down a shady road, turned into a wood and followed a little path through blackberries. And suddenly—lo! The path burst out into a field of wheat, yellow in the heat. Beyond the fields of green hedges and trees, and shimmering in the distance were the ‘dreaming’ towers of Oxford. Shades of Matthew Arnold indeed!

So now I am cross-legged in soft grass under a clump of trees so artistic that I suspect them of being stage-props, as I survey this rural kingdom. It is a spot where great thoughts are called for. I have none at present, but I am wondering back into past summers, where who knows what young people may have come to watch the ripening wheat and feel its symbolism, and then is forgotten through age, or accomplishment, and death of the dreaming-mind.  

Yea, it moves me, even with the breeze in my long dress, to know I am one of such a long circle, or a fibre in a long plait. Where does it end? I am following so many; will be followed by so many; but none are Me, and we have no contact.

Sunday 19th August 1973

Warm Sunday by the river and wandering around Iffley village. I was rudely put to flight by cows, as I lay on the bank watching launches wash past. At my first awareness of fierce breathings and lumbering munches, I hurriedly seized my sandals and literally hopped down the tow-path. One leg had gone profoundly to sleep, but I heard ominous lowing close behind, and a great black and white head appeared through the hedge. I rather like cows, but they are too big and unpredictable to have them wandering near me.

Also, perhaps I associate them with death—their big dumb heads turn into bleached skulls on desert sands, horns and black eye-sockets—an ancient and terrifying symbol of evil.

Anyway, they assumed their beautiful form (distant!) later, as I sat through the evening hours by Merton wall. The playing field hopped with birds, and two large worms bit the dust, disappearing behind the bright eyes of a thrush and blackbird. I couldn’t associate any “first, fine careless rapture” with this particular thrush as he watched me out of one eye and contemplated the gastronomic wriggling from within his speckled stomach. 

In Christchurch Meadow the cows moved softly across a background of milky trees. With each bell-sounding, the mists grew thicker.

I was meditating on the last few pages of Huxley’s Eyeless in Gaza, and on the unity of all life. “The substance of frenzy is the same as the substance of peace”.  

And a passage which spoke to me:

“Death ...is the only thing we haven’t succeeded in completely vulgarizing.”  Huxley continues with a metaphor of dogs lifting their legs against art, religion, heroism and love, thereby defiling them with their ‘visiting-cards’.

“But death remains out of reach...faithful...if we choose to risk our lives, we can risk them as completely as ever we did.”

Death is the only absolute I can see, as life is so chameleon and confusing in its manifestations. Only death can I be sure of achieving. When there is nothing else, death can be an inspiration to live on, the sole certainty which no man, god or fate can take away or tamper with. It makes me feel like a tramp with one glittering possession, beside which all the buffetings and incidents of life on the road seem merely incidental, by-the by.

For the gift of Death, for the grace of this commonality, this communion with every other human being throughout time, I want to live totally, rejoicingly, constructively, healingly and lovingly, so as to transfigure Death into affirmation, completion and transcendence of Life. It seems to me that at the moment of Death, Life triumphs and is affirmed—if one has the awareness that death is a condition of life, just as transience is a condition of beauty.

It could be said that these sentiments returned to haunt me a couple of years later when I seriously considered taking the ‘gift’, and realised that a gift is, by definition, not to be forcibly grabbed at will. A gift is given, not taken.

Also, I’m pondering the 7 sides of any question. That is, no question has ‘sides’, merely facets, like a diamond. Which makes its outlines difficult to fully grasp, as it sends off lights in all directions. Nearly all questions, considered properly, do this.

Illusions can have a role too. The half-sight of an unusual configuration of gravel by the wall of Merton College earlier produced an illusion of shadow by the wall and sunshine beyond. I felt quite uplifted, even though there was no actual sun to cast a shadow! This made me think that if the illusion of sun can be created and is sufficient to produce a psychological effect, should we not work at creating such illusions sometimes?

Friday 24th August 1973

It’s been a fine day!

As it was my Day-off, I set off early with books and lunch to commence a river walk at Folly Bridge. It was industrial until Osney Lock, where Chaucer set the Miller’s Tale. I could see no Chaucerian signs, yet it delighted me: the green waters, the sparkling and flowered lock and cottage (best kept lock on the Thames!); the old streets of houses, blank-faced, but lent grace by the magnificent row of trees by the river side. 

There a woman with dyed hair sunned her bunions, and ate chips with delicate relish.

The next delight was Bossom’s boat-yard. Irresistibly reminded of France and M. Hulot (the dappled watery quality of some scene from ‘Traffic’?) I stood and listened to the squawking of the geese and ducks across the flat pond. Herds of cows wandered into the water from Port Meadow; the boats shone, stacked in the sun and shadows of the leafy bank. It was midday, and joyously peaceful.

Then on to Binsey. Here I was lured from the tow-path by a tiny huddle of buildings and thatch. A winding road led past the cottages and into countryside so perfect, I smiled and swung my bags as I wandered barefoot down the lane. At the end, Binsey Church. 

At this little Church, I spent several hours. How can I describe its loveliness? Entry through a wicket gate, and path along which Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon must have come on their pilgrimage to the well of St Margaret. I sat against an ancient illegible stone and tried again to understand, to give some form to the emotion which buildings create: the interplay of mass and line; the way the porch in its simplicity fits snugly into the wall, above the double bell-tower through the yew tree. If only my mind were in working order!

Inside I had one of those rare experiences: the meeting with something which is perfect, which seems made of the same substance as oneself, leading to the sensation of perfect accord. I am sitting in a corner of this 13th century treasure, by the wooden pulpit where the sun streams in through deeply inset windows and moves quietly with the motion of the trees without. The light is old; the atmosphere unmistakeably medieval. My eye is focused on an object above the pulpit, in the window light. An angel is there, caught in a moment of complete communion with his lute. It is of bronze I think, like a fire-screen, lightly sculptured and thrown into relief, and painted in muted browns, blue and gold.

Is it a good work of art? Who produced it? I do not know. It is there, and as long as it is there, I will come and sit before it.

I spent a long time trying to capture it on paper. The fluidity, the poise and balance of it—diagonal, a breath-suspending tension. Marvellous expression on the face, not coy or angelic, not falsely enraptured, not classically beautiful, but listening. Sensitive, intelligent, and self-effacing. The lute is the centre: the music one almost hears; the face one sees last of all. All is tossed, yet it breathes peace.

I now know it was an old bronze relief of the famous and much reproduced ‘Angel with lute’ by the renaissance painter Melozzo da Forli. Sadly, it is no longer there.

Thursday 30th August 1973

Reading Yehudi Menuhin’s Theme and Variations. Another whom I deeply admire, and with whose attitude towards and understanding of life I feel in sympathy. How powerful actually is the effect of such men of wisdom, balance and beauty? How far do they combat prejudice, violence, fanaticism, bigotry, ignorance, hatred and the rest? Is it that there are fewer men of understanding than there are bigots? Or is the concentration and distortion of negative extremes a more powerful force in the universe?

I wish I could meet such a man for a teacher. I need one so much, for the closer I come to moments of serenity and insight, the clearer and clearer and CLEARER become the faults which stand hard and brittle like rocks in a sea, obstructing, diverting, threatening always to build up and increase their mass.

Yehudi Menuhin’s face is of such beauty, like a face I have known before, or have always known. (Life before life?) His face is familiar, as if I know every line and fold. Why? Why has every face which has ever attracted me in a special way been similar?  Like some archetypal face which I carry within me, their appeal must lie in the suggestion of familiarity. From whence cometh this archetypal face? 

Is it an argument for reincarnation? Given we all have the same short lifespan, how can differences in Being be accounted for? Does it mean Man A has had more quantity (lives) of the appropriate quality to evolve in than Man B? How can one child at the age of 4 or 5 be aware of all kinds of truths, feel universal currents, childishly wrestle with good and evil, while another at the same tender age is quite unaware of these kind of dimensions to the universe, and might always remain so?

I was thinking the other day, that in my own little way, there were things I knew from the beginning that I could not possibly have acquired from any external source, family or books (especially before I could read!). How come? Certain reactions and attitudes which came instinctively, particularly when dealing with other people, which I just ‘knew’.  It’s puzzling and provoking.

Could the development of an individual be determined in the beginning by certain metaphysical laws? We can measure scientific laws, but it’s more reasonable here to assume the existence of laws of a different nature, like interdependence and inter-relationship, reciprocal and mutual forces, and balance.

I was on to something here with the intuition of metaphysical laws, though at this stage I had no knowledge of what they might be. But archetypal intimations and the intriguing idea of reincarnation, even though usually understood very simplistically without deeper thought and experience, are the beginning of an awareness of the bigger cycles of our existence. 

I’m learning a lot at Parkers (Bookshop), oddly enough. 

A scene: there’s a small boy in my desk chair reading a book. I am filing through a drawer, vaguely aware that someone is sitting where I like to sit. Instead of simply vacating the chair, he turned a dazzling smile and bright eyes upon me: “I guess you’d like to sit down!” he said getting up. An answering smile from me as I sat down, and a lovely moment of communication ensued! 

Such a variety of people you meet working here, and the chance to develop certain qualities previously rather meagre in me: like patience, and the immediate effect of oneself on another self.

I’m very garrulous tonight! With my discount I bought the Visconti Hours, expensively, but so rich and exquisite. It has made me see the world in miniature: vignettes of experience are jewel-like, and bordered within a period of time. At the moment, when I am walking around, scenes suddenly crystallize. Colours glow; every sense, not just visual, is simultaneously apprehended and extended in time, a feature particularly noticeable in a place like Oxford. Every scene has a historical past and is part of a continuing tradition, which is why it feels ‘bordered’. I know that in a moment I will turn away, like turning the pages of a book, and move on to another scene, each frozen in perpetual stasis and movement.

This applies also to memories, detached at the moment of apprehension, yet involved, for as well as being an actor in the remembered scene, I am doing the seeing then and now.

Friday 31st August 1973

Australian poetry anthology. All the best of Australia is here, in the voices of its poets. All the poems I used to read and love as a child —how they recall a rhythm deep within me. Music may have its rhythm, so does poetry, perhaps even more so, as it gives expression to the inarticulate grounds of being, but speaks with an articulate voice. I hear Australia very clearly, and move with it. 

Even in the bastion of Melbourne Uni’s English department’s ‘rotting’ creativity, the descriptions move me with an enormous nostalgia. The Old Arts Building: I know just exactly how the late winter’s afternoon sun creeps under the arches and “greens the cabinets” in Prof. B’s room. And the students— people I knew— so tellingly captured. I wish C and I had had more to say to each other, but we never would really, even if he had met ‘me’ instead of my image. What a strange interlude that was! He saw me through his
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