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			Monday’s child is fair of face,

			Tuesday’s child is full of grace,

			Wednesday’s child is full of woe,

			Thursday’s child has far to go.

			Friday’s child is loving and giving,

			Saturday’s child works hard for its living.





Introduction

			My life has consisted of accidental twists, turns, luck, and opportunities. I have floated, mostly happily, on the full sea, grasped nettles, and usually followed Brutus’s advice in Julius Caesar:

			There is a tide in the affairs of men
Which taken at the flood, leads on to fortune.

			In my case, it does not necessarily lead to fortune, but always to some wonderful, unexpected adventure or encounter.

			The rationale for writing this book is to tell some stories from a life lived in an exceptional historical era, straddling two centuries of unprecedented change and technological advances. It is about people I have been fortunate to encounter or to be related to, and places and events that I believe are worth writing about. I also hope to interest and entertain the reader.

			Actually, much of this book falls into the sub-genre of “travel memoir.” I completed my bucket list with a trip to Antarctica in 2018. An article written by Isabel Carmichael in The East Hampton Star the following March, “A Passion for Polar Places,” elicited an unexpected reaction from relatives, friends, and acquaintances asking for more. As I have also lived close to the equator, and in many countries, combining my autobiography with some history of both my families became a project.

			To my family and friends in England, Ireland, France, and Hong Kong, please understand why I am writing in the language of my adopted country. Spell Check would not let me do otherwise, and I could not fight it on every page in order to write in the Queen’s English of my schooldays.

			I live mostly in Springs in the town of East Hampton, Long Island, close to Hog Creek at Clearwater Beach. In retirement and since the death of my husband Charles in 2010, I take care of other people’s dogs as well as my own beloved ones. My stories about dogs and their owners could perhaps be a separate book, but some feature in this one.

			Recently, as I was taking garbage to the East Hampton Recycling Center (the “dump”), I had a nostalgic moment as I threw an old rug from Nepal into the dumpster. In the “Rittenour Canine Ritz Carlton,” rugs and upholstery do not fare well. Rugs get thrown out when stains no longer respond to scrubbing. I remember that rug factory in Kathmandu. We had trekked almost to Everest Base Camp and were returning to London via Bangladesh and Frankfurt. Trekkers are encouraged to donate unused medications and almost all their clothes to the local expedition organizers, as Nepalese people are mostly poor except for the Sherpas. My backpack was then almost empty and the rug fit into it.

			What is it that is most enjoyable about travel? Is it the excitement of anticipation or the memories? On my bedside table are two small wooden carvings: a giraffe from Kenya and a lemur from Madagascar. Beside them is a diminutive onyx penguin from Ushuaia purchased en route to Antarctica, a tiny enamel box with a dog painting on its lid from a village beside the Volga on a river cruise from Moscow to St. Petersburg, and a miniature whalebone polar bear with an articulated jaw from one of my visits to Arctic Canada.

			I thank my mother for giving birth to me on a Thursday.

			I believe I am a typical Aries, adventurous and positive by nature. I slide into social situations effortlessly, am inclined to self-blame, am fiercely loyal but too trusting, avoid asking for help, and am generous with others but mostly stingy with myself. Survivor instincts are strong. I was also born in the Chinese year of the Tiger.

			Cats supposedly have nine lives. There does not seem to be a number for humans. However, this one is on her third, or fourth if I count not being aboard the Empress of Britain as an infant because my mother literally missed the boat. We were still in Cape Town when she was torpedoed off the coast of South Africa early in World War II. There were no survivors. At the age of eighteen, I miraculously survived a brain hemorrhage, and on July 11, 2019, I technically died, having gone into cardiac arrest without any warning symptoms. My savior, Dr. Henry Tannous at Stony Brook University Hospital on Long Island, New York, replaced my mitral valve with a pig’s one, named Petunia by a friend, and I made a complete recovery. Why am I so lucky? Being a somewhat religious person, I ask, why did God spare my life? I sometimes have survivor’s guilt. Maybe one reason is to finish this story about so many well-loved friends and relatives, also in memory of those who are no longer with us.

			These are my reminiscences: bear with any inaccuracies, blame my imperfect memory, but I do hope you will enjoy them.





Chapter One
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			On her way to my parents’ London wedding in 1935, my grandmother was crossing the street when she was knocked down by a Rolls-Royce in which the king of Siam was riding. Unfortunately, she missed the celebration, but she recovered completely and lived to be ninety-nine. I came along a few years later. Twenty-five years on, her son and my uncle, Dermot, became British Ambassador to Thailand, the former Kingdom of Siam.

			My father, Wakefield Christie-Miller, was serving in the Royal Ulster Rifles in Northern Ireland at the time of my birth, and my mother claimed that she barely made it to the maternity ward in Dublin, almost delivering me on the hospital steps, determined that her child enter the world in the Irish Republic. This apocryphal myth was debunked decades later by my godmother Una, married to John Kernan and living in Connecticut, who told me that my mother stayed for three weeks with her mother in Dublin, awaiting my arrival. I have inherited my mother’s keen imagination, adventurousness, and sense of the dramatic. She must have been disappointed when I acquired a British passport at the age of nine and let my Irish passport lapse. I suppose I could have renewed it later, but I tend to be politically apathetic.

			My father’s regiment was posted to Rawalpindi in late 1938. India was part of the British Empire until 1947. Since the Partition of India, this city is now in Pakistan. My mother and I, a babe in arms, accompanied him. In the year of my birth, in the US, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was president, a new car cost $860, an average new house $3,900, unemployment was 8 million, Howard Hughes flew around the world in record time, Spencer Tracy was Best Actor in Boys Town, Bette Davis was Best Actress in Jezebel, the New York Yankees won the World Series, a gallon of gas cost ten cents, gold was $20.67 an ounce, the Dow Jones Industrial Average was $132, and life expectancy was less than sixty years.

			When war broke out in Europe, all the men returned to England to fight. It was not so easy to repatriate the families who had to wait and hope to escape before the threatened Japanese invasion of India. In fact, my mother had considered joining her brother, a rubber planter, in what was then Malaya; and had she done so, we would have certainly been sent to a concentration camp in Singapore. The Japanese overran the entire Malay Peninsula in 1942 all the way to Singapore, which they captured very easily because the guns were pointing out to sea, and the British were soundly defeated. My uncle survived four years of internment in the notorious Changi Prison camp. Luckily my mother was persuaded to return to England well before the Japanese invasion.

			The last ship to leave Karachi for the UK was scheduled to depart on a Friday the thirteenth, and some superstitious eligible passengers actually declined to travel on that date. My mother, as an officer’s wife, was entitled to a nanny for me. She carefully perused the many applications and finally settled on a woman who seemed the most deserving: infirm parents in Britain, no other family to help, sterling qualities, excellent references, and devoted to infants. She was hired.

			A few days out to sea, my mother was aware of strange looks from fellow passengers. She often found me alone in my cabin. One day she came down to discover me sitting alone on the floor surrounded by cigarettes broken into small pieces. In those days they came in round cans of fifty and were scarce. Precocious brat that I was, apparently I said, “Look, Mummy, now more ciggies.”

			Shortly thereafter, one of the other passengers explained to my mother that the nanny was a notorious hooker, a high-class call girl. Now that business had dried up in India, she needed to get back to England. Meanwhile, she was busy plying her trade on the ship and had no time to look after me.

			We disembarked in Cape Town. Somehow, my mother managed to miss our ship bound for England. The Empress of Britain sailed without us. Twenty-four hours later, she was torpedoed off the coast of Africa with no survivors. We sailed from Freetown, then Sierra Leone, now Liberia, in convoy on another ship, and landed many weeks later somewhere off the West Coast of Scotland, where we were promptly quarantined with whooping cough.

			During part of the war, while my father was overseas on active duty, we were living near Bray, in County Wicklow, in a house called Hebron. We spent happy summer hours at Kilcroney Country Club. Even though Ireland remained neutral, many Irish men volunteered to fight for the Allies. The British military attaché to the Dublin embassy was overheard asking why so many young men were lounging around, enjoying the amenities of the club. It was gently pointed out to him that in fact they were on embarkation leave and imminently headed for the front lines.

			In Ireland, we were spared many of the shortages suffered on the other side of the Irish Sea during the war. We never went hungry—there was no rationing in Ireland—but my first fresh orange at the age of five was a luxurious treat. I remember the unappetizing soggy biscuits that Mademoiselle, my playmates’ nanny-governess, used to dole out as she sat there knitting while we played on a usually rainy, windy beach at Brittas Bay. West Coast Atlantic beaches were scenic but bleak. No wonder that later in life I have settled on the East End of Long Island, with its wonderful beaches and appropriate summer climate.

			Later that year while staying at Coolavin, my mother’s family estate, I begged my grandmother to let me attend the local “national” school. I went for one term until my mother took us south to County Wicklow. In the first form, five-year-old children wrote in pencil and learned Irish. At six, they graduated to pen, ink, and English. I came home in tears after my first day and begged my nanny and grandmother to let me go barefoot the next morning. I was the only child wearing shoes. Many years later, I met the famous poet Seamus Heaney in New York during one of his poetry readings. A particular poem revived this memory, and he was amused by my story. In the evenings, I sat with my grandparents listening to war news on a crackly radio.

			Coolavin was a very special place for children. It had been built by my great-grandfather, Hugh Hyacinth, The MacDermot, Prince of Coolavin, a title that passes to the eldest surviving male. He served under William Ewart Gladstone as solicitor general in 1886, before being appointed privy counselor and attorney general for Ireland from 1892–95. His son, my grandfather, Charles Edward, was chairman of the Prisons Board and brought his wife, Caroline, whom he called Girlie, children, and servants to Coolavin every summer. He was a handsome man whom I remember with a full head of white hair. He admired the patriot Lady Gregory and when she was in prison always saw to it that she received a copy of The Times and a red rose on her breakfast tray. He owned the first motor car in the county, which he was constantly crashing, and drove a motorboat, which likewise used to hit rocks on Lough Gara.

			According to the Almanach de Gotha, the MacDermots are equal in rank amongst European minor royalty to the Grimaldis of Monaco, the considerable difference being their casino wealth compared with the poor, rocky farmland surrounding Coolavin.

			For several centuries, before Oliver Cromwell conquered Ireland, the country consisted of thirty-two small kingdoms. These were divided into four provinces each ruled by a high king: Ulster, Leinster, Munster, and Connaught. From the twelfth to the seventeenth century, the MacDermots ruled the kingdom of Moylurg (Magh Luirg) in the province of Connaught and lived in a picturesque castle known as the Rock in Lough Key (Loch Cé). The castle’s walls covered the whole of the small island. It was Diarmuid, King of Moylurg from 1124 to 1159, who gave the MacDermot clan its name. Moylurg encompassed parts of present-day Roscommon, south Sligo, Leitrim, and east Mayo. His descendant, my uncle Dermot, who wrote the comprehensive MacDermot history, originally in two volumes, reliably traced our ancestry back to Conn of the Hundred Fights in the second century. Diarmud was such a strong figure that his descendants all bore his name, MacDiarmada (MacDermot, McDermott, and other spellings in English). The MacDermot Kings of Moylurg lived on Castle Island in Lough Key until Elizabethan forces moved them off in the latter part of the sixteenth century. The last king was Rory from 1549 to 1568, after which time the chief of the name in time became known as The MacDermot, Prince of Coolavin, a title that still exists today, though not recognized by the Republic of Ireland.

			County historian Terence O’Rorke described the MacDermots as “the descendants of the once powerful clan who had exercised a strong and decisive influence on the history of the Province and produced great chieftains and notable churchmen.” According to Uncle Dermot, they became “penniless princelings who sat by the shores of Lough Gara reading the Latin classics.” While he was writing the MacDermot history, his wife, Betty, wrote O’Ruairc of Breifne, tracing the history of that clan from the ninth century to our own time.

			In 1981, Dermot wrote that I have an ancestor, though not a MacDermot, who was canonized as a saint. He pointed out that this was a rare distinction, because in the olden days, saints were celibate or their biographers discreet. He is King Ferdinand of León and Castile, who in the thirteenth century rescued most of Spain from the Muslims. He was not canonized until 1671, so he must have been slow off the mark in performing the necessary miracles required for canonization. His feast day is May 30. One of his daughters married Edward I of England, of the Plantagenet family, from whom my grandmother’s family, the Whytes, are descended through a female line, from Robert the well-known Earl of Essex in the latter part of the reign of Elizabeth I. Dermot acknowledged that while the Whytes had many reputable ancestors, including Charlemagne and Alfred the Great, he considered them parvenus compared with our Gaelic MacDermot ancestors.

			In the sixteenth century, Brian MacDermot of the Carrick, chief of the name, commissioned the Annals of Loch Cé, one of the most important written records of medieval Irish history. Written in Early Modern Irish and Latin, the chronicle records more than five centuries of political, ecclesiastical, and military events; succession and land disputes; even notes on the weather. It begins with the Battle of Clontarf in 1014, a contest that pitted Brian Boru, the high king of Ireland, against the king of Dublin, Sigtrygg Silkbeard; the king of Leinster, Máel Mórda; and a force of Vikings. The Annals end in 1590, when most of the Gaelic families were thrown off their lands by the Anglo-Normans, who ruled England after the Norman Conquest in 1066, and had invaded Ireland in 1169.

			Various vicissitudes of the Rock history included attacks by Anglo-Normans, fire caused by lightning, countless clashes over succession, and the deaths of numerous MacDermot kings. The stone walls, turrets, and empty windows of the ruin visible today are probably not the remains of a MacDermot stronghold, but a product of the imagination of John Nash, the nineteenth-century Welsh architect of Buckingham Palace. When Cromwell conquered Ireland in the seventeenth century, an Anglo-Irish noble family, coincidentally called King, took possession of the Rock. They owned much of the land surrounding Loch Key and subsequently built a stately home, Rockingham, and the MacDermots were banished to an area called Clocher some miles away, later ending up on the lower Lough Gara, building Old Coolavin and finally Coolavin on the upper section of the lake, near the village of Monasterden in County Sligo. An archaeologist, Thomas Finan of Saint Louis University, has been searching for the remains of the much earlier MacDermots’ castle.

			The only wealthy family member at the time, Brian Hugh MacDermot, about whom I will write more, bought the Rock when the Rockingham estate was sold off at auction by the last of the Stafford-King-Harmans, descendants of the Kings, following a fire. It was prophesied that someday a redheaded MacDermot would burn it down, but arson was never proven and no doubt the culprit was an electrical fault or a careless smoker. Later, Brian Hugh gave it back to the state because insurance costs were too high, what with visitors scrambling all over the ruins.

			The MacDermot coat of arms is three wild boars, symbolizing courage, strength, and determination. Our motto is “Honor probatque virtus” (“honor and proven courage”). The family crest is three boars’ heads.

			Other ancestors of particular interest were Charles MacDermot, the first to be called Prince of Coolavin, whose son Miles fathered two sons, Hugh and Andrew. Dr. Hugh married an O’Conor, and his letters to her are now in the National Library of Ireland. He was a friend of Wolfe Tone but declined to join him in the 1798 rebellion. Andrew went to Canada, where he was initially employed by the Hudson’s Bay Company. He founded the Red River settlement, which became the city of Winnipeg, where many MacDermot descendants live today.

			In 1993, Niall MacDermot, my first cousin, who became The MacDermot in 1989 when his father, Dermot, died, organized the first MacDermot Clan Association Gathering, assisted by his wife, Jan; son, Rory; and daughter, Siobhan. Two more gatherings took place in 1996 and 1999 in Ireland with descendants attending from all over the world. My godson, Rory, currently The MacDermot, Prince of Coolavin, is now in charge, although the planned 2020 gathering was canceled on account of the coronavirus pandemic. Easter messages in 2020 on the Clan’s Facebook page came from all over the United States, including Hawaii and Canberra, Australia. Rory recently told me of newly discovered descendants in Argentina. Other MacDermots who had settled in Jamaica moved to Quebec, Canada, the most famous being the late Galt MacDermot, notable musician best known for composing the musical Hair.

			Coolavin was completed in 1898. The architect was James Franklin Fuller, who also built Ashford Castle. Built in the Scots’ Baronial style, local gray limestone with Scottish red sandstone around the windows and doors, it is situated on an artificial hill, created to afford a better view of Lough Gara. Those were the days of cheap labor and no income tax. Servants’ bedrooms and the children’s nursery were on the top floor. My nanny, Freda, hauled hot water up steep stairs to fill the hip bath and dry three-year-old me in front of an open fire. The dining room, drawing room, and “morning” room were very fine, and there was a large kitchen wing with pantries, larders, etc. There were eleven bedrooms and two bathrooms, only one of which had an actual bath.

			There was a large entrance hall. The walls were covered with spears and African artifacts. Badly hung on the walls nearest the door to the kitchens and on the other side leading to the “gentlemen’s lavatory” were framed documents, the most important being “The Title Deeds of Rockingham,” signed by King James I, a good Catholic, in 1603 re-granting their original lands to the MacDermots. My godson Rory gave it to the National Library of Ireland when Coolavin was sold. A broad staircase divided halfway to the upstairs landings, covered in faded red carpeting. Bedrooms led off the landing, from which one looked down into the hall below. The most striking feature was a large, mullioned window with various coats of arms, including the MacDermots’, in stained glass.

			Two large bedrooms had smaller dressing rooms leading off them, which in recent times were also bedrooms. One upstairs room, however, was unique. It was the oratory, like a tiny chapel with an altar where the family used to sometimes say the Rosary. On the walls were pasted the small cards given out at funerals for deceased family members. Penciled on the walls amongst these black- or silver-rimmed cards were measurements of the various children as they grew up with their names and heights at a specific age.

			There was a walled garden and farm buildings some distance from the house. The path from the house to the garden was called the Moira Walk by my grandfather, who adored his eldest daughter, my mother. There was once a grass tennis court, and family photographs were always taken on the tennis court steps. Family members became good at ping-pong because tennis parties were so often rained out and everyone played it on the dining room table. In my childhood, cattle grazed on the former tennis court and all over the artificial hill. There was a circular Bronze-Age stone fort on the estate with underground passages, which we loved to crawl through as children. A branch rail line from Kilfree to Ballaghaderreen ran through the property near the lake, and when my grandmother arrived as a bride, an engine was specially decorated in her honor.

			My mother told me that W. B. Yeats came to tea once during her childhood. She loved his poetry and anticipated his visit with great excitement. Alas, she was disillusioned because he seemed to be in bad humor and made constant trips to the “gentlemen’s lavatory.” Another childhood memory of hers was riding in a taxi with her brother Dermot to a children’s party in Dublin and diving to the floor hearing the gunshots, which began the Easter Rebellion in 1916.

			Water for Coolavin was pumped from a small cement reservoir by a hydraulic ram some way from the house to a cistern in the attic. Dead cows or other livestock were sometimes found in the reservoir and the occasional bird or bat in the attic cistern, so drinking water was fetched from a historic Holy Well about half a mile away dedicated to the sixth-century Irish saint Attracta. There were several fireplaces, but stoves or electric fires were more efficient, so it was not unusual to find a dead jackdaw that had fallen down one of the unused chimneys.

			It probably does not apply to our twenty-first-century “McMansions,” but in those days, the definition of a mansion was that it had two staircases. The back staircase leading down to the kitchen and pantries is key to the story that follows.

			The definition of a city used to be that it had a cathedral, which would have made the nearest country town, Ballaghaderreen, technically a city. The Bishop of Achonry was a good friend of my grandmother’s, and when he came to tea he always brought me a book about the latest adventures of Curly Wee and Gussie Goose, the former a piglet popular in children’s literature. During “the Troubles,” before Ireland became a Free State and later a Republic, after the 1916 Rebellion, the British sent a motley collection of mercenary soldiers called the Black and Tans to subjugate the rebellious Irish. They got their name from their uniforms: tan trousers and black jackets.

			One winter (my grandparents and their children only spent summers at Coolavin), about seventy of these rag-tag soldiers were billeted at the house. The number may be exaggerated, but there were bullet holes behind various pictures in the dining room, and they are reputed to have polished the huge mahogany table sliding up and down it in their socks. A story handed down from that time was about a young local lad who was captured and tortured in the cellar during interrogations about rebels’ whereabouts. Apparently, he died and was said to haunt the house.

			I heard this tale from my former nanny, Freda, during the time she was cooking for my grandmother, who was living alone at Coolavin following the death of my grandfather in 1946. I decided to revive the haunting legend while spending my Easter holidays there.

			At the top and bottom of the wooden back stairs for use by the staff, lying around haphazardly was an assortment of heavy rubber boots. The noise of the thumps as I threw these downstairs were supposed to signify the soldiers dragging the hapless boy to the cellar. I found some red ink, which I stored in a china toothbrush holder in my bedroom.

			Every evening, around nine o’clock, I crept out of bed with my “blood” container, some of which I spilled on the staircase, picked up a couple of boots, and hurled them down the staircase, accompanied by a blood-curdling scream.

			At this time of the evening, Attracta the maid and Freda the cook, sisters in a family of eleven siblings, were relaxing in the kitchen quarters, but when they heard the noise of heavy footsteps on the staircase evidently dragging what they assumed to be the ghost of the tortured boy screaming in agony, they were absolutely terrified. During several evenings, they got on their bicycles, most likely in heavy rain, and rode five miles home to the family cottage, where they slept three or four to a bed rather than stay the night in their attic rooms at Coolavin.

			In the morning, when they saw the bloodstains on the staircase, they knew the ghost had come back to haunt the house, but they were too scared to tell my grandmother, who never used the back staircase anyway.

			One evening, my devoted Freda, worried that I was scared out of my wits, bravely came up to my bedroom to find me panting under the covers, so I told her I was terrified too. Of course it was the mad dash back to bed after hurling the boots (which I always retrieved the next day and took upstairs again, but no one was counting), spilling the ink, and doing my scream.

			Freda and Attracta were getting ready to give in their notice, which no doubt would have devastated my grandmother, good help being hard to find, and were spreading stories about the ghost of the tortured boy, when Attracta (called after the saint I mentioned earlier, patroness of the Holy Well) was cleaning my bedroom and happened upon the container of red ink. She put two and two together, told my grandmother, who was furious, and everyone slept happily again in their own beds.

			The world changed after WWII, and there was little money left. My grandfather was selling off acreage and died in debt. In 1947, his son, Charles John, called Bay, returned from Malaya (now Malaysia), to assume the title of The MacDermot, Prince of Coolavin, and ownership of the estate. The heir, his older brother Hugh, had been killed at Gallipoli, a young eighteen-year-old officer in the Irish Fusiliers, much revered by his men. Bay, being a second son and needing to earn his living, as primogeniture was still de rigueur in old families, went out to be a rubber planter in the thirties, working for his uncle Percy MacDermot as manager of the Jebong Estate in Perak. He was interned for four years by the Japanese at the infamous concentration camp Changi in Singapore. In spite of the terrible deprivation he suffered as a prisoner of war, he returned to rubber planting after peace was declared.

			He was lonely, struggling with Coolavin and the farm. My mother decided to try to find him a bride. Ideally, she would need to be rich enough to maintain the estate, even restore it to its former glory. Although my grandfather had sold off acreage to pay bills, there was still plenty of land, farm fields, a walled garden, a nine-hole golf course, and the property, or “demesne,” was surrounded by long walls and a plantation of trees—some of them quite rare in Ireland, including magnificent Californian redwoods. Sadly, over the years, Atlantic storms have destroyed many of the plantation trees. The estate stretched to the upper lake of Lough Gara where there was a boathouse, whence a canal led to the lake. My uncle Dermot jumped the canal in his late teens, quite an athletic feat. When the level of the lake was lowered many years later to create more farmland, Bronze Age crannog (lake dwellings) remains and artifacts were discovered, causing great excitement amongst archaeologists. Most of them were transferred to museums.

			In those days, people put advertisements in the personal columns of The Lady. My mother set her sights on an American wife for Bay. No one else had any money in those post-war years, and the title Prince of Coolavin, which Cromwell allowed the family to retain as a courtesy after confiscating their lands and the castle on the island, had a certain cachet. She had heard that Americans loved titles. The term “Eurotrash” had not yet been coined.

			So many poor Irish (and the West was the poorest part of the country: Cromwell in the seventeenth century banished the native Irish “to Hell or to Connaught,” although the MacDermots had been there for centuries) had emigrated to America over the years. Ever since the Famine, locals used to say, “Boston, next parish.” America was the Promised Land, where the streets were paved with gold. This turned out to be the fortunate outcome for one of our maids, the eldest of the eleven Regan children, who became pregnant by one of our gardeners and was sent there in disgrace. She returned to visit her family several years later, swathed in mink. The Regan children lived as adults with their parents in a tiny cottage on land close to the ruins of the former MacDermot house, known as Old Coolavin. The girls left home when hired as our maids and nannies or got jobs in Dublin, but the boys stayed at home with their parents for their entire lives, worked the small farm, fished in the lake, and could never afford to marry without land of their own or a paying job. We loved to visit them and, poor as they were, they always produced fresh eggs and potato cakes for tea. All cooking was done on an open fire, baked in pots on coals. The beloved matriarch, Ellie, who was a character, overshadowed her silent, unobtrusive husband, Jack. There was no indoor plumbing or electricity at the time. Ellie lived until 1976 and died at the age of ninety-three. A huge treat was to be allowed to stay the night when we happily shared a bed with several members of the family.

			I mentioned earlier that for many years a single-track railroad ran from Sligo to Ballaghaderreen and through part of the Coolavin estate, along the shore of Lough Gara. A favorite spot for dropping off packages from the train was by the path that led to our boathouse and short canal. Many years later, my husband, Ian, and I had the nostalgic experience of taking the very last passenger train ride. I mailed the ticket stub to my mother, who was then living in Hong Kong.

			Uncle Bay had high hopes of turning Coolavin into a profitable dairy farm and even hired a bailiff, Mr. Doody, who I had a huge crush on in my early teens. Bay worked so hard driving his van to deliver milk to individual customers in Ballaghaderreen and to the creamery at Gurteen. In the old days, the cows produced milk for household consumption. Large bowls were placed in a cool pantry, and cream was spooned off the top into silver jugs. Butter was churned by hand, which also produced buttermilk.

			History does not relate if Mr. Doody was dishonest or merely stupid, but he soon went through all my uncle’s savings, the dairy farm failed, and he left. A few American ladies turned up in response to my mother’s advertisement and were intrigued by Coolavin and the idea of the title, but no romance ever ensued. One afternoon, a third cousin, Felicity, was brought to tea by another cousin, Mary Wolfe-Flanagan, and she and Bay fell in love. In 1955, they married and lived very happily, though never had children. It was assumed that having suffered from beriberi in the concentration camp, Bay was rendered sterile. Bay and Felicity, and later Felicity as a widow, put blood, sweat, and tears into maintaining Coolavin even though there were no direct heirs because they loved the place so much. Bay took a keen interest in the Ballaghaderreen troops of Boy Scouts and Girl Guides and allowed them to camp at Coolavin.

			The property entail ended with Bay’s death, so Felicity could legally leave Coolavin to anyone she chose, and ultimately left it to her great-nephew, my godson, Rory, and his son, Francis. Under the laws of male primogeniture, the title went to Bay’s younger brother Dermot, then to Niall, his eldest son, and is now held by his son, Rory. Bay died in 1979. His friends carried his coffin from the village of Monasteraden to St. Aidan’s Catholic Church, and he was buried in the family plot alongside his father and grandfather and other male forebears. The only women buried there are the consorts of princes of Coolavin. Male chauvinism pervaded in the MacDermot family.

			My mother had thirty-two first cousins. Many of them and their progeny have featured in my life. Brenda Meredith, daughter of Hal and Gladys MacDermot (she was Swedish, heiress to a match fortune), is the only other family member to emigrate to US besides myself. She and her first husband lived on Achill Island. He drowned making a film about basking sharks, which abounded in those waters. Brenda subsequently married the local schoolmaster and they had a daughter, Diana. The Atlantic gales were so fierce that ropes with large stones at each end were thrown over roofs to stop them from being blown away. In 2020, Brenda was still living in Carversville, near New Hope, Pennsylvania at the age of 101. Diana died, but Brenda’s two sons, Martin and Rowan, live respectively in Washington State and Scotland, with children and grandchildren.

			Her brother, Niall, served in WWII in MI5 and was awarded an Order of the British Empire for courage during the D-Day invasions. He pursued a distinguished legal career before entering Parliament and becoming minister of state for housing and local government under Harold Wilson. If it had not been for Peter Wright and his MI5 friends who secretly wrecked the life he intended for himself and his second wife, Ludmila Benvenuto, a Russian Italian whom they wrongly suspected of being a Soviet spy, he would probably have been Lord Chancellor. He could not forgive Wilson for his apparent acceptance of his wife’s espionage for the Soviets and left England, becoming secretary general of the International Commission of Jurists in Geneva where “he stood up to dictators to defend the rights and lives of the oppressed.” He challenged governments around the world to respect the rule of law and criticized the Reagan Administration on aid to the Nicaraguan Contras, the “disappearances” in Argentina and Chile, and for civil rights abuses by many other countries. He died in 1996 at the age of seventy-nine.

			Another first cousin, Brian MacDermot, joined the Foreign Office. He and his wife, Mary, had seven boys. He had been posted to the British embassy at the Vatican and then became consul in Porto, Portugal. Mary, a devout Catholic anxious for a daughter, prayed to Our Lady of Fatima. Happily, the next and last two babies were girls christened Lucinda and Jacintha out of gratitude to the Virgin who answered her prayers.

			Brian’s aunt, my grandmother, was even more devout and blessed with five male children, two of whom died in infancy. She prayed to the Virgin Mary and her favorite saints for a daughter. By way of thanks for answered prayers, she gave my mother five Christian names, Moira Madeline Sophie Geraldine Theresa. My grandmother was pregnant with my aunt Ruth when her eldest son, Hugh, was killed at Gallipoli. Apparently overcome with grief, she took to her bed and went on hunger strike. The “replacement” child, Ruth, was not loved as she should have been. Unfortunately, my grandparents favored my mother and my uncle Dermot, who were both very smart and very good looking. Tragically, both Bay and Ruth were born with the hereditary hair lip. Our family, like the Hapsburgs, had been quite inbred over many generations. In those days, operations were not very successful, although my father paid for Ruth to have one.

			Frank MacDermot, a half-brother of my grandfather and youngest son of Hugh Hyacinth, Prince of Coolavin, led a very distinguished life and lived to be almost ninety. He was a barrister and a politician, having graduated from Oxford and served in WWI, where he was mentioned in dispatches four times. He became a banker in New York, where he married his American wife, Elaine Thayer (who was previously married to E. E. Cummings), and returned to Dublin in 1927. He won a seat in the Dáil (Irish parliament) in 1932 and then formed the National Center Party and became a senator. He wrote a biography of Wolfe Tone, and after his Irish political career, became the US correspondent for The Times and lived in Paris. He and Elaine had one son, Brian Hugh, whom I have already mentioned. I quote from a1975 obituary, “from his father, Frank inherited a romantic love of Ireland but also a cool incisive mind unsuited to the shifts and manoeuvres of Irish politics.”

			Over the years, the Coolavin farm limped along, cattle were fattened and sold for beef, which involved much less work than dairy cows. When Ireland joined the European Union, Bay and Felicity’s fortunes improved, but they focused their time and energy on the farm at the expense of the house and garden. Local people worked part time in the house and on the farm, sometimes a Regan, never more than one or two at a time, helping Bay and Felicity, who were devoted to each other and Coolavin. They were married in London in 1954. They could not afford high wages, but most of the workers were their tenants whose rents were extremely low. We had much in common with feudal pre-Revolutionary Russia on a smaller scale. Turgenev and Tolstoy were often quoted, a favorite line being, “It’s only five miles, I can easily walk,” when a family member put on a martyr act.

			Bay and Felicity were not very domesticated and were short of money for home maintenance. My mother and other family members deplored that animal feed was stored in the formerly lovely drawing room, and the house was generally neglected. When relatives visited, they always attempted a cleanup of enormous piles of unwashed dishes in pantry sinks, as Felicity worked her way through many sets of china, which had been given as wedding presents, until no clean ones were left. No one outside the immediate family was allowed in the disaster area of the kitchen, but surprisingly, meals were produced and consumed without any proven cases of food-poisoning. I quote from a letter from my mother during a stay at Coolavin in the sixties: “The unutterable squalor of the kitchen: gas cooker f….d up (with dirt and maltreatment), the old Aga cooker in the big kitchen is being used but gradually f….d up too, by burning any old fuel, coal, wood but not anthracite, frequently no fuel at all, no hot water in sordid sink, constant carrying of buckets of water for dishwashing for six people. Felicity’s old nanny who was also visiting, tried to explain away the mess by telling us that Felicity and her sister grew up with lots of servants, but later she went around moaning, ‘it’s not right, it’s not right!’” Dermot’s response to the handwringing was to say that happiness was more important than hygiene.

			Rory told me a story about a visit to Felicity at Coolavin. He and his son Francis, driving to Ballaghaderreen for some shopping, noticed a dead rabbit on the driveway near the front gates. On their return the rabbit was gone, and when they entered the house, there was a strong smell of boiling rabbit. They feared it might be lunch, but happily Felicity was cooking it for the dog, Jimbo.

			Dogs featured in my childhood, not surprisingly. I remember Susan, a black Cocker Spaniel, given to me when I was about six because, like many children, I was afraid of dogs. I was heartbroken when she died, her body bloated from poison. Sheep grazed on Coolavin’s nine-hole golf course, and someone must have put down poison for the dogs that were chasing them. My grandparents’ Irish Terrier gave birth to puppies on their golden wedding anniversary. One pup, Mickey, lived for many years and was much loved by my uncle, Bay. For my twelfth birthday, my mother gave me a black mixed-breed puppy, Bori, who grew up to be the size of a long-haired Labrador. Once, my mother had to take him to London while I was in boarding school, but he hated city life, simply did not “get” fire hydrants or street curbs, so he was taken back to Ireland to spend the rest of his life at Coolavin. Bay and Felicity always had dogs.

			Other happy childhood memories of Coolavin were when cousins visited during the summers. Being an only child, Niall and Hughie seemed like brothers. Their father, my uncle Dermot, my mother’s brother, joined the Consular Service and was sent to Japan, where he became an expert linguist. On the outward journey, he met my aunt Betty Steele who had grown up mostly in China, and married her, jilting a close friend of my mother’s, Monica Jervis, to whom he was engaged at the time. Niall was born in Yokohama, Japan, in 1935. They moved to Formosa (now Taiwan) where their house is now a museum. Hughie was born there in 1938, and his father as British consul signed his birth certificate. When war broke out, they were in Japan, and diplomats’ families were given twenty-four hours to leave the country. Niall enjoyed early childhood in Australia. Dermot was posted to Denver, where he did propaganda broadcasts in Japanese during the war. Later, he was British consul in New Orleans, which he loved. One evening he was smoking a cigarette and walking in his neighborhood, which the police found suspicious, so they asked why he was not driving a car and who he was anyway. They did not believe him when he told them he was the British Consul, so they took him down to the station. Embarrassment all around resulted in his being awarded the Freedom of the City. Dermot loved the United States. You can read much more about his time as British ambassador to Indonesia in the fifties and Thailand in the sixties later in this book. He was always proud of being an Irishman.

			During the summer holidays, Niall and Hughie came to Coolavin and regaled me with tales of life in the US, which sounded luxurious; kids were more liberated, dating and driving. We three had great fun doing farm activities like haymaking, walking on the turf (peat) bogs, and swimming in the lakes when weather permitted, which was not often. We used to cycle all over the countryside, a favorite ride being to Kesh, a nearby mountain with interesting limestone caves. We enjoyed going to tea with the Regan family at Old Coolavin. Potato pancakes cooked over open coals on the hearth, as already mentioned, were absolutely delicious. At the age of thirteen, I fell madly in love with my first cousin Niall, sixteen at the time, having got over my crush on Mr. Doody.





Chapter Two

			[image: ]

			My first boarding school to which I was sent at the tender age of eight was Rye St. Anthony, near Oxford. It was intended as the solution to the education of children of mixed marriages, where one parent was not Catholic and did not want daughters educated by nuns. It was run by two ladies, Miss Rendall and Miss King. I was the youngest in the school by two years, so I joined a class of ten-year-olds, one of whom is a best friend to this day. Wanda Willert was my first friend, one of Eleanor Roosevelt’s numerous godchildren. Hanging in the entrance hall of her house is a picture of herself aged three on the White House lawn. Her father was posted to Washington as a journalist in the late thirties. Her mother, Brenda née Pearson, was a sister of Lord Cowdray, and many years later, Wanda was married to John Rix at Cowdray Park in Sussex.

			Miss Rendall decided when I was nine that I was destined to read classics at Oxford. I started Latin and Greek the following year. There was a lengthy correspondence between Miss Rendall and my father about my present and future studies, but after four years, I wanted to go to St. Mary’s Ascot and was allowed to leave.

			It was then, and still is, England’s premier Catholic boarding school for girls, which was run by Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary nuns, founded by Mary Ward. The nuns were inclined to be snobs, and so parents of daughters who were peers of the realm or came from “old families” or whose fathers were extremely successful businessmen were placed in front rows of the auditorium at school plays. In the fifties, there were no lady tycoons amongst the parents, but Reverend Mother herself was the heiress to a fortune generated by the London department store Marshall & Snelgrove; and as a bride of Christ, she brought her considerable dowry to the convent. Those were the austere post-war years in Britain, but the convent was well heated at a time when few private houses or apartments had central heating, and we were well fed from the convent’s farm.

			Our teachers were all nuns who had degrees from Oxford or Cambridge and who taught superbly. The class system was alive and well in the convent. The lay sisters who were dowry-less and degree-less did the cooking, cleaning, and gardening.

			We were extremely fortunate to benefit from so much talent and received a first-class education. The nuns had none of the distractions of lay teachers such as money worries, sick children, or difficult marriages, and they were dedicated to their vocations as educators, instilling in me a lasting love of English literature, history, and geography. The fees in my day were a ludicrous fifty pounds a term: now they are in the thousands, and all the teaching is done by lay men and women.

			Long before Vatican II, the nuns were rigid in their interpretation of Catholic doctrine. Predictably, they were appalled by divorce, still relatively rare in the 1950s. Another girl in my class and I were singled out because our parents were divorced, so we were likely to “go to the bad” because of our parents’ mortal sins. For the record, I was happily married twice and widowed twice, and before my first marriage was rather a prude because those were the days before the pill, and the fear of pregnancy was strong.

			Sixth-form girls were allowed to subscribe to the Times, but sometimes it was not delivered at breakfast, usually during a particularly lurid sex scandal. One day—I was thirteen at the time—the headmistress, Mother Mercedes, called me in to her office and asked if I had noticed the absence of the newspaper earlier in the week. Then she showed me the announcement of my mother and stepfather’s marriage. Heaven forfend that the sixth formers might have seen this tiny notice under “Hatches, Matches and Dispatches,” as the births, marriages, and deaths section was informally called.

			In those days, large Catholic families were admired by the nuns, examples being a Dutch family and English expatriate, one living in Portugal, both families consisting of ten children. If four sisters attended the convent at the same time, we were given a day’s holiday, which happened when the fourth daughter of the famous author Evelyn Waugh arrived. Teresa Waugh, the eldest, who was in our class, used to tell us that her father was an enthusiastic convert to Catholicism, as well as a friend of Graham Greene, another convert. However, she admitted that he was a grouch at home, they hardly ever saw him, and he treated his wife in a cavalierly male-chauvinist manner. The seventh child was called Septimus. Their brother, Alec Waugh, followed in his father’s footsteps and also became a famous writer.

			I dearly loved my stepfather, Robert Niven. The following biographic notes were written in the official magazine of the Royal Army Medical Corps in the late 1960s when he was commandant there at Mytchett:

			Robert John Niven, MC, MRCS, LRCP. MB, BS, DPH, was born in Turiff, Aberdeenshire. Educated at Dulwich College, London University and St Thomas’s Hospital, he was commissioned into the Corps on 23rd October, 1935.

			He served in India from 1937 to 1940 and in the Middle East and Central Mediterranean Forces during the War. He won the Military Cross in 1942 for gallant and distinguished services in the Middle East. His war record was one of unusual distinction. He was mentioned in dispatches in 1941 and again in 1945.

			As a postgraduate in 1947 he was awarded the Katherine Webb prize in Tropical Medicine and Entomology. Since the War, he has seen service in Korea, Norway, Germany, Singapore, Hong Kong and home stations as Professor of Public Health, and was Professor of Public Health on loan to the Government of Iraq in Baghdad. He was made an officer of the Most Venerable Order of the Hospital of St John of Jerusalem in March 1967.

			During Brigadier Niven’s term as Commandant the Corps celebrated its seventieth anniversary, and the Training Centre had the honor of a visit by the Colonel-in Chief, HM Queen Elizabeth, the Queen Mother.

			I still have his first Christmas present to me, a copy of the complete works of Shakespeare. At the time, he and my mother rented a charming flat in Chelsea Studios on Fulham Road. When they were ready to move, the actor Peter Ustinov came to see it and rented it for his mother. Robert was a Scot from Aberdeen, son of a doctor, a grammarian, with a wonderful sense of humor and an appreciation of Georgian furniture and nineteenth-century English prints. He was extremely modest. He adored my mother, whom he met in India when he was a young bachelor medical officer in Rawalpindi. He waited more than eleven years to marry her.

			As stated above, early in WWII he received the Military Cross, a very distinguished decoration, for his bravery in a field ambulance in Eritrea. The MC was not “given out with the rations.” The other day, I found a postcard he sent me from South Africa in the ’70s of giant baobabs in the Transvaal, which reminded him of “trebelde” trees he had seen in during the war in Sudan and Eritrea. Sadly, he has been dead for many years, so I could not send him photos of giant baobabs we saw
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