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BARBARA COMYNS (1909–1992) was born in Bidford-on-Avon, in the English county of Warwickshire, one of six children of an increasingly unsuccessful Birmingham brewer. Living on the run-down but romantic family estate and receiving her education from governesses, she began to write and illustrate stories at the age of ten. After her father’s death, she attended art school in London and married a painter, with whom she had two children she supported by trading antiques and classic cars, modeling, breeding poodles, and renovating apartments. A second marriage, to Richard Comyns Carr, who worked in the Foreign Office, took place during World War II. Comyns wrote her first book, Sisters by a River (1947), a series of sketches based on her childhood, while living in the country to escape the Blitz, which is also when she made an initial sketch for The Vet’s Daughter (1959). This, however, she put aside to complete Our Spoons Came from Woolworths (1950) and Who Was Changed and Who Was Dead (1954). The Vet’s Daughter was published in 1959. Among Comyns’s other books are the novels The Skin Chairs (1962) and The Juniper Tree (1985), and Out of the Red into the Blue (1960), a work of nonfiction about Spain, where she lived for eighteen years.


SADIE STEIN is a writer and critic living in New York. She is a contributing editor to The Paris Review.
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INTRODUCTION

THE JUNIPER TREE opens with a children’s rhyme, taken directly from the Grimms’ fairy tale of the same name.


My mother she killed me,

My father he ate me,

My sister, little Marlinchen,




Gathered together my bones,

Tied them in a silken handkerchief,




Laid them beneath the juniper tree,

Kywitt, Kywitt, what a beautiful bird I am.



Although published in 1985 and ostensibly set in late twentieth-century London, Barbara Comyns’s novel really takes place in a fantastical landscape, one that is dark, harsh, and dangerous for children and innocents. Among Comyns devotees, The Juniper Tree is divisive. Uncanny yet matter-of-fact, spooky yet gentle, naive and knowing, meticulous and strangely careless, it is considered by some to be among her most endearing works, while others dismiss it as chaotic. To me, it’s both—and therein lies its charm.

What no one would deny is that The Juniper Tree is consummate Comyns, amplifying the characteristics of much of her work. Like The Vet’s Daughter and Our Spoons Came from Woolworths, this later novel features a heroine imperiled by a harsh (yet strangely mundane) world. Its style is a kind of unsentimental magical realism, in which the odd rich detail shines out of an otherwise abstract field. Such details tend to be visual—the “French gilt clock” on a relative’s mantel, a ring of “sapphire and two diamonds in a rather old-fashioned setting,” a basket of “charming but chipped Victorian china.” It’s not surprising to learn that Comyns considered herself, first, a painter.

Born in 1909 in Warwickshire, Barbara Comyns and her five siblings had a rather feral upbringing—absent parents, distracted governesses, little in the way of formal schooling for the girls. After her father’s death, Comyns attended art school, married, divorced, and lived a bohemian existence supporting her family with a variety of jobs. While working as a cook during World War II, she began writing stories to entertain her two young daughters—and, indeed, all of her books have the quality of dark children’s tales.

The Juniper Tree, complete with Grimm epigraph, makes explicit what had only been suggested in Comyns’s earlier writing. Bella is a young single mother. Scarred by a car accident and deeply isolated, she lives with her biracial daughter, Marlinchen, behind the antiques shop where she works. When she encounters the wealthy Gertrude and Bernard Forbes, she is enchanted by their happy marriage and welcoming home. The older couple takes an interest in Bella and Marlinchen, and the two small families become increasingly entwined, spending weekends and holidays together, much of them in the shade of the juniper tree in the Forbeses’ garden.

Bella is used to rejection, racism, and casual cruelty, but under the couple’s attention, she begins to heal from her wounds, both physical and psychological. Where the reader may be suspicious of the degree to which our narrator subsumes herself to her patrons’ will—becoming a de facto housekeeper and girl Friday—Bella is pathetically grateful. She seems incapable of agency, yielding to the whims of fate and other people with a passivity that’s both frustrating and in keeping with the story’s ingenuous tone. In time this passivity proves to be Bella’s armor: an oblivious resilience that allows her to weather horror and emerge, like the bird of the Grimms’ rhyme, with song intact.

Bella’s story ends abruptly, as if the author had lost interest in her heroine. This seeming abruptness is wholly in keeping with Comyns’s unorthodox approach to constructing character; in all of her fiction, and in The Juniper Tree most of all, there is something deeply haphazard about her powers of attention. Holding her to normal standards of literary propriety can be a thankless exercise—when, for no apparent reason, a character appears and is never seen again, or when another character’s personality and motivations seem to change completely from one page to the next.

I suppose it’s this random quality, as much as her lack of formal literary education, that has led some people to dub Comyns an “outsider artist.” Certainly, it’s hard to judge the exactitude with which she has plotted events and red herrings. To my mind, however, it’s also one of the chief pleasures of her oeuvre. Very quickly, you learn to stop judging and gauging and analyzing—trying to decide what she “meant” or which details are most likely to come in handy later on—and have to give yourself over wholly to the moment. Reading her is a curiously relaxing experience.

Rather than limiting Comyns, the fairy-tale source of The Juniper Tree gives her freedom to invent as needed, and at will. One character may be portrayed with the simple strokes of allegory; in the next moment, we are shown the furnishings of the Forbeses’ house and the layout of their garden; we hear all about the meals Bella prepares or the bric-a-brac she restores for her shop. Despite occasional references to contemporary life—technology, feminism, post-1960s sexual mores—this is a world outside normal time, populated by the antiques Bella treasures, and governed by the arbitrary laws of fairy tales.

As to happily ever afters, they are very equivocal things indeed. Joy is balanced by heartbreak. If one character finds contentment, another must pay with her life and happiness. Like a child listening to a bedtime story, the reader is beguiled by the simple narrative tone into a false sense of security, only to find herself shocked by the lawlessness of Comyns’s universe.


—SADIE STEIN
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QUITE soon after I left Richmond station I turned into a quiet street where the snow was almost undisturbed and, climbing higher, I came to a road that appeared to be deserted. Then I noticed a beautiful fair woman standing in the courtyard outside her house like a statue, standing there so still. As I drew nearer I saw that her hands were moving. She was paring an apple out there in the snow and as I passed, looking at her out of the sides of my eyes, the knife slipped, and suddenly there was blood on the snow. She turned and went into her house before I could offer to help. I didn’t like to knock on her door. It was a very private-looking one, painted bottle-green and with heavy brass fittings. Facing the wrought-iron gate was a carved bear with sad stone eyes and snow on its back. It appeared to be late Victorian sculpture but the house was much older, Georgian most likely. I thought I saw a dim figure pass by one of the windows and I hurriedly turned away and walked further up the hill towards the park gates, forgetting that I’d come to Richmond in search of work, not to walk in the snowy park among the deer.

I spent over an hour there. It was a long time since I’d walked in clean snow and smelt its delicate northern smell, a smell so faint it is impossible to describe. Children were tobogganing and sliding down a small hill near the gates. Some had real toboggans and others large trays or pieces of wood. The children were shouting and yelling happily and several dogs were joining in and there was a great holiday feeling although it was a Monday morning in the middle of winter. I noticed a greyhound shivering although it wore a coat, and holding its lead was the beautiful statuesque woman I had already seen that morning. She was intently watching the children rejoicing in the snow, and because of the holiday atmosphere I was brave enough to approach her, even forgetting to turn the scarred side of my face away as I spoke to her. I asked after her injured hand, which was covered by a brightly coloured mitten. She smiled and said the cut wasn’t serious in spite of the blood; it was a very clean cut. From the way she spoke I could tell she was foreign, perhaps German. A small boy came running up to us and slipped his bare hand into her warm mittened one for a moment as if to collect its warmth, then ran after his friends. I asked her if he was her son, he had the same colouring, but she said, “No, I like to watch the children playing but have none of my own,” and the happiness left her face and I knew I’d said something wrong. She may have had a child and he had died. We parted and I hurried towards the park entrance and the interview I was so late for.

As soon as I saw the shop I knew I wouldn’t be happy working there. It was the cleanest antique shop I’d ever seen, indeed there was a feather duster in its owner’s hand and she was flicking away at a glass-topped display table. About half of the gleaming furniture was reproduction and the rest well-cared-for antique, quite valuable. The china and glass were in very good condition too, but mostly not to my taste, Dresden figures and Crown Derby dinner services. Miss Murray, the owner, laid down the feather duster and as she came towards me I saw that she was a humpback with a Spanish black shawl carefully arranged around her shoulders and half covering her crisp white blouse. She was very neatly dressed and her tiny feet were enclosed in high-heeled pointed shoes. I felt that she was a perfectionist as a kind of disguise to hide her back, which was not really very noticeable. I told her that I was not a customer and we had already talked to each other on the telephone.

“Yes, yes, of course I remember. You telephoned in answer to my advertisement,” she said nervously, peering at my face. “Miss Bella Winter, that was your name, and you said you wouldn’t be able to work on Saturdays because of your child. Well, I’ve been thinking, Miss Winter. It wouldn’t do at all, just a five-day week. Saturday is a very busy day for me,” and her eyes darted away from my scarred face, then flashed back. It was obvious she didn’t want any more deformities in her clean little shop.

Tears came to my eyes as I backed away from her and made for the door. It wasn’t only her reaction to my scar, but my feet were wet and cold and I suddenly felt weak with hunger. Miss Murray, carefully arranging her shawl, darted in front of me and stood as if guarding the door. “Don’t go, Miss Winter,” she said urgently. “You look so cold and I’m sure you would like a cup of coffee. I’m just about to make one. And your shoes. Take them off and dry them by the fire; but remember to put them on again if a customer comes. Now, I was thinking. I have this friend who has a little shop the other side of the river, nothing like this I’m afraid. She wants someone to look after the shop while she runs a stall in some antique market. Would you care to work in Twickenham? It’s not Richmond, of course.”

Within a week I was living and working in Twickenham. My two-year-old daughter Marline, but usually called Tommy, spent her days in a small municipal nursery just across the Green, where seagulls circled and dedicated people exercised their dogs in all weathers. Saturdays were no problem either because Tommy stayed in the shop with me, quietly playing with the contents of a box marked “Everything in this box twenty pence.” Behind the shop there was a large kitchen-dining-room with an antique dresser covered in china which was for sale. Everything in the house was for sale except our beds and a few oddments we brought with us. Upstairs there were two quite attractive rooms, but neglected and shabby. There was a wash-place, no bathroom but plenty of hot water. It was far the best home I’d lived in since Tommy was born.

The antique shop was called “Mary Meadows Antiques” after its owner and was the kind of shop that passers-by often stopped to look in. The early Victorian windows were a pretty shape and the jumble of treasures displayed were more carefully arranged than they appeared to be and there were usually one or two bargains to attract people into the shop. The price of nearly everything for sale was clearly marked. Every morning I slightly changed the window and on Saturday I’d display the things that Mary Meadows hadn’t sold in the antique market. I’d worked in several antique shops before but Mary’s was the one that appealed to me most, partly because I had more responsibility and Mary was so easy to work with. It was almost as if the shop belonged to me because she only came round about twice a week unless she had something to deliver. She travelled about a lot in her long grey van, picking up this or that at country sales. Quite often she sold things to other dealers before they even appeared in the shop or antique market.

To begin with I never did any buying but combed through the stuff that was brought to the shop by customers and dealers, and if anything seemed suitable made an appointment for Mary to see it. Some of the customers, particularly old ladies, were rather a trial with their reproduction brass objects which they assured me had been in their family for years, brass-handled hearth brushes with very little brush, umbrella handles, odd hand-painted china cups, small watercolours, usually of flowers or landscapes, useless bits of embroidery and ugly brooches without pins. I tried to be patient with the people who displayed these objects which they thought so valuable, because sometimes they returned with a really good print or engraving (“Sorry, it’s only a print”), pretty lustre jugs and mugs and occasionally something almost valuable. I was glad we didn’t go in for art nouveau or art deco because neither of us cared for it and it wouldn’t have suited the shop. Mary did occasionally buy it to sell to other dealers but not for display.

Mary was small, with curly black hair nearly as curly as Tommy’s. Her teeth were small and pointed rather as an animal’s, indeed she resembled an animal with her delicate boned face with its merry expression, perhaps a squirrel. She was a darter, darting into the shop with her arms filled with parcels, often wrapped in newspaper. She would pour out a few half-finished sentences, laugh, wave to an acquaintance passing the window, rush to the door and with the handle in her little paw-like hand, she would give last minute instructions: “Think it has a haircrack; reduce the price if you have to. Richard should call, or is he Roger? You know, the man with the huge ears. And the accountant! I’d forgotten him. Oh, and the Bristol glass walking sticks,” and she’d be gone.


On Mondays the shop was supposed to be closed, but if anyone came knocking at the door I let them in and sometimes did a little business. Otherwise I amused myself by painting the living-room-kitchen white and putting a golden carpet on the floor. A cheap carpet made from remnants sewn together and supposed to be washable. I made curtains on an Edwardian sewing-machine all decorated in mother-of-pearl I found in the shop, then sold it for twenty-five pounds although it only had one tubby little bobbin which had to be constantly re-wound with cotton.

Sundays were more or less devoted to Tommy. It was the only day I could give her my full attention. We found a small park tucked away in the back streets, where we could feed the ducks in the stream and roll a large multi-coloured ball down the grassy slopes. At home we’d eat a large lunch, look at silly programmes on television and play with a large Noah’s ark I’d bought in a sale. There were dolls too and books; she loved books but the ark was her favourite toy.

When I was a child, just before my father left us, he gave me a large doll. She had rather an ugly face and stiff hair you couldn’t brush, but I loved her. I held her in my arms all night and rubbed her plain face with cold cream. One hand was burnt away, black and brown and horrible. Sometimes I thought my mother had had something to do with it. One night I couldn’t find her and lay crying and empty armed in bed, but the next morning there she was, sitting in my chair at the breakfast table. I rushed to put my arms around her but it was a wooden box I was holding, with only her legs, arms and head coming out. The square shoulders were very broad and frightening. I threw her to the ground, then, screaming, tried to hold her in my arms again, splinters scratching me from the rough wood. Besides fright I felt a fearful anger, alternately kicking the poor doll, then touching her with careful hands. Eventually my mother had enough of the “joke” and the doll was banished to the kitchen cupboard. Sometimes I would open the door and look at this Frankenstein monster of a doll with its burnt arm, sitting all square amongst the preserving jars, and weep.

I have few happy memories of my mother. She seemed to blame me for my father’s disappearance. After he left us he used to take me out sometimes. There were jaunts on the river to a great palace, most likely Hampton Court, cinemas and ice-cream far better than any I have eaten since. We went to the sea for the day and a lovely woman came too. She came from another land, but spoke English and afterwards I thought she might have been an American. Then much later I heard that she was a Canadian and that she had died before my father was free to marry her. I always remember that outing, particularly because I never saw my father again. After a day with him mother always asked so many questions. If she didn’t like my answers, she would slap my hands until I cried—not that she hurt me physically, the hurt was mental.

My mother was the games mistress at a local school which I attended. At first the girls teased me and called me “teacher’s pet,” but when they saw how she treated me the teasing ceased. As soon as I was able to cross the busy main road on my own, my mother and I travelled to school separately. It was as if we didn’t want to spend a moment more together than necessary. Strangely enough, she was remarkably generous towards me in some ways. Although her income was small I was well dressed and fed. At Christmas and on my birthday I was given handsome presents as if they were punishments. I remember a new bicycle once and on my tenth birthday there was a real leather attaché case with my initials stamped on it. No one else at school had such a case. They carried their books in bulging satchels on their backs and looked almost humped-backed as they walked.

I seldom asked school friends to my home. It was a small, impersonal, Kilburn house with stained glass let into the front door and clinkers in the garden. It was furnished with shabby hire-purchase furniture, fully paid for and now almost worn out. The sofa was made of imitation brown leather and when it was hot it stuck to our bottoms, and the dining-room chairs were the same. The general colour scheme was brown, dark green and browny-gold. The only thing that appealed to me in the house was a French gilt clock which had belonged to my mother’s French grandfather. It gently ticked away the hours on the ugly sitting-room mantelshelf. Sometimes it stopped at eight o’clock, but not often or mother would have thrown it out. There was Robinson Crusoe sitting under a palm tree and Man Friday ministering to him and there may have been a sunshade although it seems unlikely. I think it was this clock that started my interest in antiques. As I grew older I’d spend Saturday mornings searching for antique shops. Although Kilburn was not a good place for them, there were plenty not too far away and there was the Portobello Road street market, which seemed like a strange fairyland to me. I had very little money but occasionally bought Victorian children’s books and headless Staffordshire figures and, on one occasion, a plate to commemorate the birth of King Edward of which I was very proud. My mother suffered the china but later on banned books in case they had “bugs in their spines.”

I left school at sixteen with a few O-levels, few ambitions and few friends. Mother immediately sent me to a business college. I loathed it at the time, but the knowledge I gained there has come in very useful. My first job was in a coal office with bowls of coal displayed in the dusty window. It was called “Crimony, the Coal People” and I typed letters to customers reminding them to order coal before the summer ended and the price went up. There were also invoices and the telephone to answer. The women I worked with were kind but elderly and talked about their knitting machines and their retirement. Should they leave their little flats and move to the coast, Bognor perhaps, or would life in a small private hotel be more convenient? No housework, but what would they do with their time? I listened to their plans but knew it was unlikely they would ever leave their safe little homes, at least as long as their health lasted. They were fond of spring-cleaning and gave a day-to-day account of the cleaning as they did it—how the carpet was sent to the cleaners and the curtains washed, the condensation in the pantry and the surprising amount of dirt they found under the cooker and, horror of horrors, the lavatory pan had a crack. Mr. Crimony wasn’t difficult to work for although he did sometimes follow me into the basement cupboard where the old files were kept. He’d come very close so that I could hear him breathe and perhaps a dark, hairy hand would come on my shoulder, but that was all. I trained myself to be very quick at finding files, though.

I stayed with coal for six months, then to my mother’s dismay went to work in a second-hand furniture shop in Chalk Farm. It was a junk shop really, but occasionally something good appeared, so hopeful dealers came from time to time and I gradually became involved with the antique world.

In the meantime, there was my mother still at the school. Her severe black hair was slightly grey and the slang words she liked to use were a little out of date now and the girls smiled and called her old Winterbottom behind her back. Sometimes she’d have drinks in a popular pub with her fellow teachers, but they never came to the house. I don’t think anyone did.

We spoke little to each other, my mother and I. She would make remarks like, “Really, Bella, you look a perfect guy in those trousers. Your bottom is too fat, so are your hips.”

I’d say, “Good, that’s how I like them,” but I didn’t. I worried a lot about my heavy hips and legs. The top part of me was almost beautiful and still is except for one disfigurement. My black hair is still thick and glossy and falls into lovely shapes whether it is cut short or left to grow long. My eyes are very dark with a kind of glitter, at least they glitter when I see them in the mirror. My skin is fine and white, a healthy white, and my lips are red even without lipstick. I have good teeth too and a good figure now, but in those days, when I was still in my teens, I was heavy below the waist with a largish bottom, rather thick thighs which bulged a bit when I sat down and plump legs that fortunately did taper at my ankles before they reached my small feet.

If I have boasted about my appearance—and I must admit that I used to be rather vain as a girl—I’ve been punished for my vanity and given a disfiguring scar on my left cheek. It used to be nearly three inches long, and lifted one eye in a horrible leer, but now, after treatment, the eye hardly notices and the scar is shorter and no longer purple-red. The stitch marks have almost gone too. At first it was as if I had a fearful centipede running up my face and I covered it with my hand when I spoke to people. I still turn the left side of my face away.

My father called me Bella. The name was an embarrassment at that time.
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I HAD BEEN living in Twickenham for just over a month when the shop bell rang and I hurried from the kitchen with a cup of tea in my hand. Standing with her back to the window was a very tall woman dressed in cream-coloured clothes almost like robes. For a moment I didn’t recognize her, but when I switched on the lights, which should have already been on, I saw it was the beautiful woman from Richmond, the one who had cut her hand, the blood dripping on the  snow. Her gloves were lying on the counter and as I glanced at her hand she recognized me, smiled and said, “It is completely healed. There is nothing to see,” and we stood there smiling as if we were old friends.

She told me she was searching for etchings and good prints and paintings if she could find any up to her husband’s standard. She said she had often noticed “Mary Meadows” but this was the first time she had stopped to look in the window. She chose some large and ugly engravings for their bird’s eye maple frames and a small print of dogs being clipped under an arch. (The dogs, mostly poodles were tied to a shabby cart. It must have been one of the first dogs’ beauty parlours. I think there is mention of one in David Copperfield.) She also bought a little chair made of elm, with a heart cut out of the back, definitely a child’s chair and much loved by Tommy.

Her car was parked beside the Green and we carried out her purchases and put them in the boot wrapped in dark army blankets to protect the glass. The little chair was placed beside her on the front seat. “I don’t want it to be shut away in the dark,” she said as if it were a living thing. As she drove away in her expensive-looking car I realized I did not know her name. I hoped she would return. It was as if she were already part of my life.

In the evening, when I cleared the till, there was her cheque amongst the paper money, clean against the soiled notes. It was signed Gertrude Forbes and the Richmond address was on the other side. “Gertrude,” I said out loud, “Gertrude,” and the second time I said it, I liked it better.

A few days later Gertrude Forbes telephoned and said her husband was pleased with the frames and that she was delighted with the child’s chair and thought we might be able to do quite a lot of business together. Then she asked me to lunch to meet her husband the following Sunday. She didn’t even know my name and called me Miss Meadows as if I were the owner of the shop. I explained my position and that I was the mother of a child who would have to come with me and she said it was no problem, she and her husband both adored children, “particularly now.” I said, “Yes, of course,” although I didn’t know what she was referring to, perhaps something to do with the Year of the Child. What would they think of my dark-skinned daughter? I wondered.

Marline was the child of a man I didn’t know. I met him at a party given in Bayswater by people I didn’t know. I drifted there with a flat-mate, a wild Australian girl. The man I’d been living with for over two years and I had parted, in fact he practically turned me out of the flat we shared and I was living in a wreck of a house in Cleveland Square. I shared a basement flat with three untidy girls, mice and some very small but penetrating cockroaches. At the time I was too miserable to care where I lived if Stephen wasn’t there. In my heart I knew it was a good thing that we had parted, if I’d had more pride I would have left months ago. Looking back on our relationship, I don’t think he had ever felt deeply for me, except perhaps for a short time after the accident. I was the one who loved and he alternately petted or teased me and was sometimes really spiteful, as if to see how much I could take. He complained about my dresses mingling with his suits in the wardrobe, the books I was reading lying about the flat. He said my belongings made him feel hemmed in, “trapped,” yet it was he who persuaded me to leave home and move in. We shared the expenses, too, so I cost him very little, the occasional meal or drink out, petrol for the car, the odd taxi, that sort of thing. At times there were painful quarrels over the weekend shopping and it often ended in me paying far more than my share. Meanness over money was a kind of game with him and sometimes he could be unexpectedly generous. It was money that finally broke our relationship, money and the scar that disfigured the left side of my face. Although Stephen was driving at the time, he blamed me for the accident and the loss of his licence for a year for careless driving. He said I distracted him, although I was asleep when the accident occurred. I awoke to find myself lying on the road-side with blood pouring from my nose and face, the blood such a deep brown colour and salty on my lips. Someone was attending to me in the kindest way and I said, “My blood, it’s not red any more,” and they said something about the street lighting and not to worry. Then I was in hospital surrounded by strangers humped up in bed, some crying out in pain and others as if dead. I wondered why my face was so bound up because
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