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‘There is no reciprocity; men love women, women love children, children love hamsters’ Alice Thomas Ellis

For my siblings, Bruddy, Progles, Sam and Lily; remembering all the ways our darling Mum taught us how to love.
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PROLOGUE

Life’s Motorway


By Raffaella Barker

We have a family photograph, taken in the shed where the tractors lived during my childhood and where, eventually, my father’s mouldering Mercedes, a skeleton of a canoe and a Sinclair C5 car would all be laid to rest. The photograph was taken in the early 1970s, on a rainy day when a journalist and a photographer from the Sunday Times came to see my father, the poet, and his family. We all assembled in the broken-down cart shed. The kind of place photographers favour. My father, George, his waterproof jacket zipped, holds my hand, grinning out into the dripping October day. I hide inside my new hooded school coat, shy at seven. My brothers, one defiant in his cowboy hat, the other with a baseball cap askew over his ear, are in front of us. My mother, Elspeth, stands forward, rain beads in her hair, marshalling our donkeys, who had wandered in to see what the fuss was about. Elspeth’s gaze sparkles, her beauty radiates, wellies muddy, mackintosh buttoned, hands lost in the manes of the donkeys. She is as poised and self-possessed as if she were being photographed in Cecil Beaton’s studio, and her presence is arresting. We are grouped like a family of statues, yet the drip of rain through the leaking roof, the animals’ implacable disapproval, and the escape we three children are itching to get on with, are palpable as we face the lens, our expressions lit with the electricity of connection to one another. A family. And then, behind my father, something seems to move in the captured stillness of the photograph. Out of the darkness a face appears. A profile, light glancing off cheekbone. Eyes down, a brow carved, nose aquiline, the mouth curved beneath in symmetrical beauty. Who can it be? How can it be? No one else was there that day. No one can make sense of it. Not now, not ever in the many years the picture hung in the kitchen of my mother’s house. The photographer was interrogated, the barn was investigated. Nothing. A ghost. An angel. Why not? No other explanation seemed possible and, faced with the evidence, it was reasonable. In our world anyway.

Sorting out my mother’s papers, after her death, I came across the photograph again, its mystery still unsolved. No answers likely, as, counting the ghost, three of its subjects were now dead. And then, while reading my mother’s essays for this collection, I found her words:

The ancient Greeks had a notion that the image lay waiting to be discovered and released. So, it seems to me, that images deliberately lurk about in the effluvium of our lives until such time as we recognise them. They have always been there waiting for this moment.

Her musings on the significance of an image are as real and apposite to the moment as if she were talking directly to me. This is the case with so much of what she writes. Every story flies through the years to land in the moment it seems it was made for. And that, perhaps, is the hallmark of great writing. It also makes sense of the angel.

This book, created from an excavation of Elspeth’s essays and short stories, also seems to have flown through the years to land here and now. The pieces we have brought to light were originally published some years ago, the essays alongside her journalism in a volume, Dog Days, and the short stories accompanying a 2010 reissue of O Caledonia. Working with a small publishing house, Black Dog Books, my mother had, with some diffidence, put together fragments and thoughts that marked the elements of life that compelled her imagination and her art. Reading them now, when it is no longer possible to talk to her, I am struck by both the immediacy of her voice and the enduring romance of her spirit. Some of the essays are straightforward autobiography, others are written as short stories, but the material explored comes from her own experience and, as such, lands vivid and alive in the reader’s mind. If O Caledonia was a version of Elspeth’s childhood in her own words, it made sense to find a way for her to continue to tell her story. For me to weave the essays and stories into a loose chronology, leaving a handful of pieces to make up an appendix, was an experience as close as mortality allows to talking with my mother about her life and the things she loved.

The result of putting the selection together has given voice to Elspeth again, and perhaps it serves to illuminate her spirit, too, and the singular vision she had of the world she lived in. There are thoughts on raising children, being married, being widowed, cooking supper, hens, snowdrops, rivers and floods, sunsets, death and day-dreams, unreliable cars and the incredible passion that words can muster. It’s all there, spooled through the faultless sentences she wrote and also spoke in, the humour of which catches a reader unaware and warms the heart long after the pages are closed, the book put away. My mother loved her life, and, as her family, in this first year of grief, knowing that is comforting; her telling us how she saw it, is a gift. No one can really know what their life means to other people, and my mother was unassuming, although her own love of literature showed her the value of reading past writers. Her ability to look both backwards and forward, and to form thoughts about how and why the ordinary matters, brings us a rich legacy. As was said in one of her obituaries in April 2022, ‘she was never, ever dull’.

In one essay within this collection, Elspeth referred to the ‘steering [of] one’s vehicle along life’s motorway’. Elspeth’s own journey along life’s motorway began in Scotland in an echoing Scottish castle where she tamed a jackdaw and often saw the ghost of her grandmother waving from a turret. Her Highland childhood, and her time at boarding school in St Andrews, are transformed into myth in her only novel, O Caledonia, where the misunderstood heroine is murdered on the first page. Even this dramatic fictional event has roots in Elspeth’s own real-life preferences. I remember my mother saying while writing the book, ‘The thing is, I can’t stand the name Janet, so the only possibility for this person, now I’ve got her, is to murder her.’

From school, Elspeth’s next motorway stop was Oxford, where she assumed an attitude of bohemian glamour and did very little work. She was seventeen and, having read a lot of poetry and espoused various causes, she quickly adopted a style: pale skin, black eyeliner, wild black hair and dramatic clothing, often purple silk or black. This wardrobe would remain with her throughout her life, whether attending events in a muddy pig field in Norfolk or an infamous pub in Soho. Leaving university, Elspeth moved to London and worked part-time in Foyles bookshop and as a waitress in a Lyons Corner House coffee shop. She was remembered by a university friend as ‘extraordinarily attractive to men’, and her own stories of this time included numerous fiancés, as well as a man who said he had married her by proxy and would be taking her back to his home in Nigeria. She avoided this plan by cleverly climbing out of the window at the back of her flat, while her besotted admirer waited at the front door. Instead, she fell in love with George Barker, famous poet and womaniser, whom she had met through his former partner Elizabeth Smart. Elizabeth, whose novel By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept was written about her relationship with George, was to become a friend of Elspeth’s. But back in the beginning, Elizabeth warned my mother against him. She didn’t heed the warning, though; she was taking one of life’s leaps of faith and, throwing caution and her upbringing to the wind, she followed her heart with George.

George and Elspeth moved to Norfolk in the late 1960s, and the ramshackle farmhouse they lived in turned out to be her longest stop on life’s motorway. Much of that time glimmers in the essays we find in this collection. Life in Norfolk was full and demanding, there was no money, a lot of animals, and five children. She and my father had had a tempestuous relationship. Despite the well-documented setback that he had never been divorced from his first wife, Jessica, and had children with two other women before he and my mother met, they were together until the last. My parents finally married in July 1989, when Jessica had died. My mother said of their marriage, ‘It just got better and better.’

She thought she was an Earth Mother for a while, and embraced bread-making, goat-milking and the Guardian’s Women’s Page, which she read on Thursday mornings at the kitchen table, creating a citadel wall of cigarette smoke, pots of tea or glasses of wine, and a death stare directed at her children or anyone else who tried to encroach. It was the seventies; we children lived enthralling lives, free to run wild outside with animals and bicycles, muddy on picnics in the water meadows beyond the garden, then gathering close to home on winter nights when you could see your breath in a cloud in our icy bedrooms. There were power cuts and we stumbled around with lanterns made from swedes, the exoticism of a pumpkin eluding this remote corner of North Norfolk. All of this and so much more is documented in our photograph albums, along with the ghost picture, but it’s better evoked by Elspeth’s writing.

Years later, when she had become a widow and also a successful writer, Elspeth would sit on a red wooden chair at the kitchen table, a cat moored like a purring barge on the next chair, dogs snoring under the bookshelves behind her while she wrote, sifting through her thoughts and recollections, revisiting the memories and the myths she loved, and reimagining life to show its truths and its pitfalls. O Caledonia was published in 1991, after Alexandra Pringle, a fiction editor, saw an article Elspeth wrote in a magazine, called ‘Hens I Have Known’, and asked her if she had ever considered writing a novel. She refers to this moment in the essays in this collection, and her belief in the miraculous nature of this happening to her is itself enchanting. Her modesty was a lifelong feature. She was thrilled and astonished by her success; remaining as truly in awe of the magic of the word on the page as she had first been when she fell in love with the idea of the subjunctive as a child, and then with the writing of my father, her poet, before she had ever met him.

The acclaim with which her writing was greeted by publishers, readers and critics meant that, aged fifty-one and newly widowed, her life changed. She went on a book tour around the world and back, and she had money for the only time in her life. She spent it on horses and an ancient Jaguar. Her unique sense of humour and her lack of ego gained her many friends and fans. As her children, watching her progress in her own right, we enjoyed her success, and joined her in the continuation of the legendary Soho drinking path my father had trodden before. Elspeth, the countrywoman, the shy Scottish linguist, greatly enjoyed the afterparties with other writers at festivals, and post-book-launch drinking sessions, but always only as a contrast to her home life, in Norfolk, in nature with family and animals. She had a knack for the heart of the matter.

On bringing up children, for example, she says, ‘You need persistence and guile, ruthlessness, resilience, and imagination … you must be able to laugh, and above all you must be able to love. All this they teach you. All this you owe to them, and in the end they owe you nothing. They are a privilege beyond accounting.’

Because she wrote what she lived and lived what she wrote, she is alive in her writing, whether journalism or fiction. Revisiting these essays and stories now after the success of O Caledonia is in itself a metaphysical experience. Elspeth was a classicist, mother, wife, pig fancier, dog lover, countrywoman, terrible driver and bona fide spellmaker. These pieces show her in her daily life and, more than that, they show her in the relationship her life had with her imagination. None of her writing was ordinary, and neither was she; she had a facility for scattering jeu d’esprit across the surface of everyday experience, and she lived a love affair with words that has not ended with her death.

In my family, stories are treasures; incident and experience unwrapped and examined, retold and held up against the light so every grain of thought and word is shared. They are like Christmas baubles, burnished by frequent handling, the gleam of revisited memory reflecting all our yesterdays back to us, again and again; as bright and vivid as if we have just lived them, yet also linking the moment of retelling back so far into the past that there is no knowing where anything began, or if it will ever end.

This liminal place is where Elspeth has existed since her death in April 2022. Reading her now is a privilege for me: I can see how much she loved her life, her family, her world. And I am glad to know this. Now she is no longer physically present, these essays and stories allow her to be among us. She would like that; she even set it up really, saying of her own grief when my father died, ‘I find death absolutely unacceptable and I cannot come to terms with it. I can no more conceive of utter extinction, of never, than I can of infinity. I cannot believe that all that passion, wit, eloquence and rage can be deleted by something so vulgar as the heart stopping.’

Her words jump from the page and straight inside me, they linger in the air as if she has simply paused, mid-thought, and left the room for a moment to answer the telephone or find another bottle of the Bulgarian vintage. She doesn’t come back into the room, and yet she is here. I know her, I feel her heart, an earthly and eternal warmth, her mind, with diamond-graven clarity, and I also feel her spirit around me, ethereal, complex and eternal. I have learned from her how to re-examine treasured stories, drawn by the lustre that gleams from these pages. I understand how she swoops between past and present to weave a future in her words. There is always that something in her writing that makes me feel she is talking, just to me, right now. Just as she looks at me, the light in her eyes undimmed, gazing out of the photograph of our family and our animals in the cart shed in the rain. Today she says this, about Claws, her childhood jackdaw:

The most marvellous of all his gifts to me was in essence metaphysical. I would see him, a dark speck among the tumbling clouds, and call his name, three times always, and see him swoop from the heavens in an unfaltering ellipse to my shoulder. To call a bird from the air is so extraordinary, rivalled in my experience only by the appearance of one’s abstractions of thoughts and images in the tangible form of a book. And even then, the bird wins.

Yes. The bird wins. But the pages are pretty good too.

@Raffaella Barker
Cley, Norfolk, September 2022


Birds of Earth and Air

With what a commotion of wings and legs and beaks and damp earth do we come thudding into the world. Thank you, friendly stork. As for leaving, we hope to be ushered hence by flights of angels. In the interim the plumed ones weave their mysterious ways through our lives. The Roman armies carried sacred chickens into the battlefield and much was made of the scatter of corn from their beaks as they stamped their excitement at feeding time (tripudium solistimum) – literally, the most perfect stamping. The flights and cries and formations of birds informed the augurs of divine censure or approval; birds encountered on journeys were significant too, as indeed they are now. Do we not feel chosen, blessed even, by a heron rowing its way across the heavens, an owl’s motionless glare from a pine branch, the harping outstretched flight of swans? Are we not accursed by the single magpie? How hard it is to break the curse by crossing oneself and spitting, while steering one’s vehicle along life’s motorway.

The crowing of the cock at Gethsemane or indeed in any early morning may betoken disaster one way or another; they crow by day and they crow by night and they just don’t care, although some people do, especially those who have left the city for the great enfolding peace of the countryside. Pigeons make a lot of noise too in the country. Londoners are rude and uncaring about these fine birds.

Although we do eat them out here in the rural, their great confusion of cooing is one of summer’s most divine orchestrations. On an August night in Northumberland I watched shooting stars plunge across the black sky and woke at dawn to massed choirs of pigeons in fugue: ‘I mourn, I mourn’, calling and calling over and again ‘for my love, my love, my love’. By day I climbed the hill and found myself on Flodden Field where one summer afternoon in 1513 the English hacked to pieces the Scottish king and his nobles, the Flowers of the Forest. It was all over by teatime. Still the birds sob in the woods.

For myself, my first objective memory, outside the dim, cosy, nursery world, is of a bird, a huge white seagull perched, motionless and marmoreal, on top of the drawing room door. We children had been plucked from our beds and brought down to see him; he stared sideways at us from an unwinking angry golden eye.

My father came from a long line of parrot-keeping men. From his infancy, around 1913, he could remember a white cockatoo who had campaigned with Wellington’s ‘infamous army’ in 1815. This bird, almost a century old, spoke, or rather swore, in a version of English long gone from the world, just distinguishable, and as my father put it, fruity. His own parrot, an African grey called Punlel, did not swear but enjoyed a spot of sarcasm – ‘very funny, very funny, that’s very funny, goodnight’. He bit female children. My grandfather’s African grey also bit female children and when he first bit me, aged four, I was violently sick into his cage. Punlel, some twenty-five years later, bit my four-year-old daughter, who reacted identically. A delightful moment of mother and daughter communion. Pun slalomed expertly about the dining table and with his harsh African cries terrorised the gentle Scottish garden birds as he patrolled the lawns. You will have heard of them, mavis, laverock and throstle. When he was nineteen years old, Pun laid an egg. It was too late then for us to recreate him in Eve’s image, and he continued his transgender life for a further three decades.

Where I grew up there were jackdaws everywhere, in the trees, in the chimneys, and all too often in the fire. ‘Suttee?’ quavered my grandmother, who had lived long in India. The bird I have loved most was a jackdaw. I found him in long wet grass, crying most piteously, a tiny pink form almost entirely composed of a gaping cross-billed mouth. Perhaps he had been flung from his tree-top nest because of the crossed bill, or perhaps the fall had caused it. Anyhow, in the way of children of those days, I brought him in and kept him warm in a haybox, and fed him from the back of a silver mustard spoon. Astonishingly, he survived, became fledged, learned to fly and catch beetles in his crossed bill. I took him back then to become a bird in the pine grove where I found him and he soared up into the dark branches. I sat alone in my bedroom; with a heavy heart I contemplated his empty box and the traces of down caught in the hay; before the first tear had rolled the length of my cheek, he was at the window, tapping. He was always completely free to come and go as he pleased, and he remained with me for eleven years, taking off from my lofty sill into the windy skies or mounting enjoyable raids on the jackdaw colonials in the countless chimney pots; he would march round the edge of the chimney poking his head in and screeching until the inmates lost patience and emerged in a great furious fluster to pursue him back to the triumphant safety of my open window. My room became a guano-ridden cavern and my books to this day bear his mark; some have torn pages, too, for he had no time for reading and would rip the paper impatiently. Henry James and Jane Austen drew particular hostility. Everywhere possible he went with me, perched on my shoulder, or flying ahead and back and round in circles. My horse became resentfully accustomed to his presence on her withers. In the car he was happy to travel on my lap, but there were journeys on which he was unwelcome, like the eighty-mile round trip to the dentist. Then, and only then, he was a dreadful nuisance, pursuing the car and trying to settle on the bonnet like a parody of the Rolls-Royce nymph. In the end I removed my little sisters’ doll’s house and made it into a holding centre for these occasions.

The castle staircase was immense, rising in stately measure from the vaulted entrance hall and gradually narrowing as it spiralled upwards, all grim grey stone. Claws, as I called him, never flew up or downstairs, but hopped his way, step by step, a sight immeasurably poignant, reminding me of Catullus’s heartbreaking image of his mistress’s dead pet bird on its dark path to the underworld, hopping too. The most marvellous of all his gifts to me was in essence metaphysical. I would see him, a dark speck among the tumbling clouds, and call his name, three times always, and see him swoop from the heavens in an unfaltering ellipse to my shoulder. To call a bird from the air is so extraordinary, rivalled in my experience only by the appearance of one’s abstraction of thoughts and images in the tangible form of a book. And even then, the bird wins.

From the beginning, Punlel and Claws chose to ignore each other; one afternoon they ignored each other a little too much and collided on the luncheon table. Pun was executing a daring skiing manoeuvre and Claws as usual was tripping from plate to plate, helping himself with undiscriminating relish from grey mounds of well-cooked cabbage and tremulous orange jelly. A cross-billed jackdaw enjoying orange jelly is a painterly sight; words like shard, stipple, lucent, even chiaroscuro leap to the lip. (A Labrador engaged on a Hobnob is good, too.) The impact was shocking to both birds and resulted in synchronised shrieking, feather loss, broken china and a temporary ban from family meals.

At the sea, my parents had a normal house, which they reached each summer after a migration of insane proportions, involving cars, trains, a carrier lorry, baggage rolls containing blankets and saucepans and supplementary furniture and cooking devices and cages, on the just-in-case principle which makes life so difficult. All the animals, birds, fish and reptiles came, as well as we five children, Nanny, Nanny’s helper and Nanny’s sister. I have horrible memories of the horses escaping from the train and galloping down the railway line, and the scrabble of the tortoises’ claws against the floor of their box as the train swung over the perilous Tay Bridge. My jackdaw enjoyed these holidays, cruising low along the beach over picnicking families; how envious they were when he landed on our rug. He slept always on the end of my bed and his still brooding form in the twilight gave me a great desire to teach him to say ‘Never more’. Imagine my astonishment when he interrupted my patient repetitions of this phrase and said ‘Never mind’ in a patronising, manly voice. This was the evil doing of my brother. ‘Never mind’ was all Claws ever said and, as my brother pointed out, it is a more useful phrase than ‘Never more’.

One spring he started bringing things, leaves and twigs and feathers and scissors, and setting them in my pocket. Then he climbed into my pocket and stared at me sideways and twisted his head about as if beckoning. A quick referral to Lorenz’s King Solomon’s Ring told me that Claws was offering me matrimony. My first ever proposal; my truest lover. O lacrimae rerum.

He might have lived for fifty years or more had I not at last betrayed him by leaving home to seek my fortune. My sisters offered love and care but he would have none. For a few weeks he hardly stirred from my empty chamber. Then one bitter winter morning he flew repeatedly into the castle wall and killed himself.

Other birds have shaped my life in other ways. As an indolent and bookish child, I used to hide in the henhouse and read all afternoon while my parents thought I was out in the fresh air building dams. The hens were friendly enough but they died away swiftly in the jaws of the golden retriever, and his vigorous assistant, the Irish terrier. Then the dogs were obliged to wear the hens’ corpses slung around their necks to teach them a lesson. They did not learn their lesson, and soon I had the henhouse to myself. I made it into a delightful secret study with cardboard box bookshelves, a torch, exercise books and bottles of Quink. Thus began my literary life.

Years later, and many birds later, a piece I wrote, about hens I have known, for a Sunday newspaper, inspired a publisher to suggest a novel. I could say a great deal about interesting hens, and also about owls; my mother, from time to time, raised baby owls in her tower, untroubled by their disgusting eating habits. But dwelling as one does in time and space, one must call it a day. I shall mention only that in Crete the tiny owl stryx marks the passing of darkness into dawn with a final melodious single yelp; immediately after this comes the first crow of the cock, the first bray of the ass. Here in Norfolk three delightful Indian Runner ducks have joined me. They live in the garden where my American spouse makes busy, fetching bowls of snails for their degustation; they require that he crack the shells.

I am hoping to persuade them to move occasionally in graceful single file up and down the stairs; they will show to great advantage against the yellow wall. And when winter begins we plan a pair of Muscovies to warm our laps for Sunday evening television.
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