
      
         
            
         
      

   


 John Julius Norwich was a much-loved historian and travel writer.

His many books include Sicily, A History of Venice, France and An English

Christmas. He was a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, the

Royal Geographical Society and the Society of Antiquaries.

He was made a CVO in 1993. He died in 2018.
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Introduction by Julian Fellowes




In my business, if you get anywhere at all, you are often asked about the influences that guided you. Who was your inspiration? And normally one just fudges an answer and hopes it isn’t too silly. But I am happy to declare that John Julius was a tremendous influence on me, from the moment we met more than thirty-five years ago. This was partly because of his achievements which were already considerable, but mainly because of the man he was. He wore his success so lightly, so gracefully; he was never patronising, or self-important, or pompous. And I remember thinking: if I am ever successful at all, this is the way to do it.

We were introduced by a mutual friend, Micky Nevill, and we became pals more or less at once – partly because we were almost the only people we knew who could exchange historical minutiae. He rapidly became a kind of magic man to me, a fairy godfather providing sudden and unexpected treats. ‘Are you free for lunch?’ And there we would be, in an unknown restaurant, north of the park, devouring delicious food and debating whether Madame de Pompadour had a sense of irony. Or sometimes I would be included in a dinner at Blomfield Road, where he and Mollie invariably hosted the most fascinating groups of people.

He telephoned me on my wedding day in 1990, when I was in the bath. For some reason I forget, they couldn’t come to the wedding itself, and he had clearly forgotten the significance of the date, so we chatted on in our usual way – Was Caspar Hauser really the Grand Duke of Baden? Were we right to let the Italian monarchy fall in 1946? – until I said, ‘John Julius, I’m loving this but the fact is, I’m getting married in a few minutes and I really feel I ought to concentrate on that.’

‘Good God,’ he said. ‘So you are. Where are you going for your honeymoon?’

‘The Gritti in Venice.’

‘Good choice.’

‘I hope so, although I’m rather worried about the food.’ John Julius knew that I felt the Austrian occupation of the city in the nineteenth century had cast a long shadow over Venetian cuisine.

‘You’re a fool. You just don’t know where to go.’

Anyway, the next day Emma and I arrived at the Gritti and there was a message from John Julius at reception, saying that he would be flying in on Thursday and he would take us out for dinner. Sure enough he arrived and whisked us off for a wonderful dinner in a wonderful restaurant. The John Julius Effect.

A few years later he called early one morning. ‘What do you know about Carlo Goldoni?’

‘Who?’

‘Carlo Goldoni. Eighteenth-century playwright. The Servant of Two Masters. What do you know about him?’

‘Absolutely nothing.’

‘Well, this is the point. Every year I give a lecture – you have to give it twice – for Save Venice, and this year I was due to have spoken about Goldoni. But something’s come up and I can’t go, so I’ve told them you are the greatest expert on Goldoni in England and, since I can’t do it, they must offer it to you. You’ll have a marvellous time. They put you up and you visit all these private palaces. You’ll love it.’

I said, ‘It sounds a terrific plan, but it has a flaw. I don’t know a bleeding thing about Goldoni.’

‘You can read, can’t you?’

I replied that I could. ‘Well, then. If you can read, you can give a lecture.’ And this, of course, was quintessential John Julius, always one to make light of his gifts. If he could do it, anyone could do it. Except that they couldn’t. At any rate, not nearly as well as he. But there was another result from this approach: it made the impossible seem possible. And, sure enough, a few weeks later I found myself in Venice, giving two lectures on Goldoni, while Emma and I had a blissful ten days at the Monaco, visiting secret palaces and admiring the villas on the Brenta.

One of the great privileges of being a friend of John Julius was to find oneself on the receiving list of the famous Christmas Cracker booklets which were sent out, once a year, as a kind of super-Christmas-card. I learned later that he had fallen into










From Still More Christmas Crackers, 1990–1999





For the benefit of newcomers, I should explain that when I was living in Beirut in the late 1950s my mother gave me a beautiful album, bound in dark-blue Nigerian goatskin, which she intended to be used as a visitors’ book. Unfortunately, within days of the volume’s arrival, civil war broke out; the Lebanese government declared a curfew and for several months thereafter we had no visitors at all. There was, on the other hand, plenty of time for reading; and the little notebook in which I had been in the habit of noting down short passages that had, for one reason or another, caught my fancy was fast filling up. One evening, therefore, when I had nothing better to do, I decided to copy them all into my still virgin album.

Then something remarkable happened. Instead of a heterogeneous pile of literary jottings, I suddenly realised that I had a proper commonplace book, something to be cultivated and nurtured and treasured, and to which the luxuriously tooled and gilded binding seemed to confer a wholly unexpected distinction. Some five years later that first album was full and I ordered another, in exactly the same format but this time in dark red. This was followed in due course by another, and another, with the colour changing each time . . .

But commonplace collections, like every other kind, are no fun if they are not shared; and in the autumn of 1970 I decided to have a little booklet printed containing a couple of dozen of my choicest items, and to send it round to my friends as a sort of glorified Christmas card. Production costs were modest in those days, and even these, I thought, might be recovered if I were to order a hundred or so extra copies and persuade one or two friendly booksellers to dispose of them as best they could.

The edition disappeared gratifyingly quickly, and so the following year I produced another – increasing my print order, in a burst of reckless optimism from two hundred to three. That too sold out; and it was thus that the uncertain seedling became a moderately hardy annual, and I now find myself introducing the combined harvest of its third decade.

Previously I listed what seemed to me the advantages of a commonplace collection such as mine. ‘First of all,’ I pointed out, ‘it costs literally nothing; nicely bound volumes are useful for providing the initial impetus and for creating the sense of pride that every collector must develop to keep him going, but they are in no way essential. Secondly, being totally divorced from monetary wealth, it knows no restrictions of size or scope, accepting only those limitations which the collector himself decides to impose; it follows that no other form of collection can so fully reflect his taste and personality. Thirdly, he is on his own, far away from the world of catalogues and sale-rooms, experts and dealers. Indeed, one of the first lessons he learns is never to go out looking for anything; he is very unlikely to find it if he does, and the very act of searching seems in some curious way to blunt the antennae. If he can only keep these sharp, there is no telling where and when he will make his next trouvaille. He may not even need to wait until he next picks up a book; a chance remark, a letter from a friend, an opera programme, an advertisement, the instruction book for a new washing machine, a visit to a country church, a notice in a hotel room or railway station – any of these things, or a thousand others, can reveal the unexpected nugget of pure gold.’

The mix is everything. The grave must lie down with the gay, the poetry with the prose, the cynical with the sad; and it is not always easy to make them do so.



John Julius Norwich

July 2000
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2019: The Unfinished Christmas Cracker







John Julius would put together his annual Cracker over one weekend in February or March. He would leaf through the last two or three of his leather-bound commonplace books (he filled fourteen in all) in which every entry was inscribed by hand. From these he chose twenty-four pieces and typed them up, along with those felicitous introductions and explanations which, like all his writing, perfectly reflect the sound of his voice.

Having printed them off, he would lay the pages out on the bed. Since most people devoured the Cracker at a sitting the moment it arrived, a lot of trouble was taken to place the texts in a satisfying order. He would move them around until he had the balance right, then gather them into a pile for Mollie to read. Even as late as proof stage the order might change, if he felt that something in the sequence had failed to settle down.

John Julius corrected the proofs of the forty-ninth Christmas Cracker from his hospital bed, shortly before he died in June 2018. We thought it was the last; yet, a few months later, Mollie found that he had already chosen half the pieces for the fiftieth Cracker which would have appeared in 2019.

Incomplete as it is, the 2019 Cracker is a superb collection. It includes a medieval character sketch, an apology from The Times, a ticker-tape misprint, two frozen corpses, recollections of Catholic boarding schools for girls (not his, I hasten to add) and a sparkling handful of paraprosdokians. His reading was broad by any standards but, like all great collectors, his eyes were always open for the next treasure. What pleasure that keen anticipation, ever ready to pounce, must have brought to everything he read.



Artemis Cooper

July 2019
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