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Foreword to the Original Edition

Always unpredictable, Nancy rang up to say she could not come to the office after all with the final, revised script of A Funny Thing … She was off on a story, but would we please collect it from Jonnie’s office (Joan Werner Laurie, with whom she shared a house, features prominently in this book).

We collected the script, and I took it home to read over the weekend, the weekend of the Grand National. It was open on my desk on that Saturday when the unbelievable news was announced. A plane had crashed. Five were dead, among them Nancy and Jonnie.

Although this book was finished only a few days before she died, it had been a long time in the writing. Nancy wanted her books to have the spontaneous freshness of one of her live television programmes, but much art and hard work was needed to produce this extempore effect. There had been several drafts of this one before she was satisfied.

If, in the circumstances, the title seems inappropriate to some people, it should be said that this was the title she had chosen and we did not think it should be altered.

In my opinion her best book, this is certainly a good one to remember her by. She was first and foremost and triumphantly an entertainer. She loved to make people laugh. She wanted people to share her enjoyment of life. That is the way we remember her, and that is the essence of these pages.


Most areas in the world may be placed in latitude and longitude, described chemically in their earth, sky and water … Then there are others where fable, myth, preconception, love, longing, or prejudice step in and so distort a cool, clear appraisal that a kind of high-coloured magical confusion takes permanent hold. Greece is such an area.

JOHN STEINBECK: Travels with Charley


For the Middle-Aged 1963

Good. There’s a pang of passion in my heart
Confusing and surprising me. Something
  Of how I lost my ignorance. And art
Acquired taught me the way to swim. Remembering
  Old joys that grown-ups hold in cool derision.
Faith in myself. Belief in human good –
  Youth. Childhood. If you like: ambition.


  Where did I lose it? Somewhere on the way
In the gay gritty gutter of the world, The Street,
  Where nine-day wonders only last a day
Before they sink un-noticed in the Fleet?
  Yes, I ran grinning then because I knew so much
(Unprintable of course) which News Boys shout,
  Rustproof and galvanised because in touch
With all the lads whose lust is finding out.


  Ambition lost but innocence intact,
Here I am, battered to my bleeding knees
  Feeling eighteen but forty-six in fact
Finding I still react to every breeze.
  Finding in spite of all I know that I still care,
That after all these years I’ve no defence,
  Proving that life is something we can share,
Our only sin a bored indifference.

N.B.S.


BOOK ONE

To the Island, with Love


PROLOGUE

SPAIN MEETS KARSH

My doorbell finally rang. I had been in a tremendous fidget waiting for it to do so. I was expecting Karsh, the great photographer of Ottawa, to come and take my picture.

Now, I have the sort of features that are, as they say, ‘full of character’ and hair that leads a life of its own. So I wondered what the man who had photographed Churchill, Sibelius, Schweitzer, Einstein for posterity, who was self-confessedly ‘in search of greatness’, could possibly make of me.

Karsh was late. Late, gentle, dark-eyed, wearing a navy-blue overcoat and a splendidly dashing hat pulled into a becoming slouch over one eye. His nose was big. His skin sallow. His handshake pliable. He kissed my hand. He murmured, ‘My Dear Lady.’ I felt inclined to giggle.

There was an assistant with him called Frank. Frank was huge, wearing an Artillery tie. Frank was the sort of man who is instantly in shirt-sleeves. Frank took all the furniture out of the drawing-room. He piled some of it in the garden, the remainder in the passage. Soon it was impossible to move in the house, either upstairs or down, except by clambering over a big armchair which Frank had pushed halfway into the downstairs lavatory. Then Frank put up studio lights, many of them. The lights stood, shakily, on music-stand feet. Frank attached them to a converter. The converter gave out a low and deadly humming, like something in a science-fiction film.

‘Should it hum like that?’ asked Karsh. ‘I don’t like it, that humming. Are you sure this system isn’t D.C.?’

‘Oh no,’ said Frank, grinning. ‘All the lights would have fused if that had been so …’

Charming, I thought, charming.

The pair of them now pulled a wooden chest into the middle of the room and piled upon it a little blue chair. They put the chair on the bath-mat so that it shouldn’t slip. They pulled all the curtains to exclude the daylight. They hung long screens that suddenly changed the room into a Japanese parlour. Then they asked me to sit on top of the whole thing. I was very nervous.

Facing me now was a huge plate camera with Karsh skipping about beside it. When it first emerged from its trunk it had been broken. Karsh and Frank had then mended it, patiently. The performance so far had taken about three hours. Then it was necessary for Karsh to synchronise the flash with the camera shutter. This went on for another half an hour while I sat grimly on my little seat.

‘Dear lady,’ said Karsh, finally, rather as if it were my fault that the flash wouldn’t synchronise, ‘please leave the room.’

I left the room, climbing over a large pile of furniture to do so. Half an hour later I was called in again. Click went the shutter. Flash went the flash. But not together.

‘Oh dear,’ said Karsh.

‘O thou gracious Apollo,’ I said, somewhat loudly and somewhat stagily. ‘Be so kind as to bestow your precious gifts of reason and sanity upon this man Karsh’s appar­atus here below. I have a solid silver drachma of the first century and I shall dedicate it to you, if only you will allow the flash to synchronise with the shutter for the next hour or so …’

By now, of course, the converter was ‘warmed up’ and everything went right. Karsh was fascinated, however, at my sudden invocation.

Later I took him to lunch at the Caprice, where we ate a roast suckling pig, drank a superb (‘No, it is noble,’ murmured Karsh) Château Margaux and became fast friends. Eventually, of course, Karsh asked to see the drachma I had dedicated to Apollo. So I produced it. It is a most satisfactory thick piece of silver. And, of course, extremely valuable, because it now belongs to Apollo.

‘Don’t you think that I should look after it much better for Apollo?’ asked Karsh, as he hefted it gently up and down in his tiny gentle hands. An unusual thing. He had Y.K. embroidered on his cuff: the ‘Y’ for Youssef.

I hastily put the drachma away.

‘No, no,’ I said. ‘If anything, it will be built in over the door of my little house in Greece. My house on the Greek island.’

Karsh’s huge, dark, liquid eyes opened very wide.

‘You have a house?’ he repeated. ‘A house? On a Greek island? How did this happen?’ He laid down his knife and fork.

Slowly, idiotically, feeling here and there a little bit foolish, I began to explain.

‘I went out to dinner with my doctor. Dr Newman,’ I began. ‘And there was a lady there, a very nice woman, and, well, she said she would go to Greece and buy us all land. And I said “Good” … So she did.’

‘How much did it cost?’ asked Karsh, taking a deep swallow of wine.

‘One hundred pounds,’ I said. ‘To begin with … that is.’

‘You mean you hadn’t even seen it?’ he asked.

‘Well, I’ve seen it now,’ I replied.

‘No, but then,’ Karsh insisted.

‘Well, no,’ I had to admit. ‘I hadn’t seen it. But I liked the idea.’

‘So do I like the idea,’ said Karsh. ‘Tell me more. How much did it cost you in the end? More than one hundred pounds, I bet?’

I nodded, dumbly.

‘Much, much more,’ I said. And feeling slightly less foolish, but not much, sitting there in the Caprice, I started to tell him.

SPAIN MEETS SKIATHOS

The island is quite green as Greek islands go – and the woman who sold me the land swore that the green showed there was water there. People to whom one described it would first show a gleam of envy in their eyes. Then a mask of resignation would slip across their faces. The resignation mask didn’t say, ‘Greek islands are not for the likes of me.’ It said: ‘Nancy is mad. Obviously it’s a barren rock. All the Greeks are thieves. The land is always heavily mortgaged. You can’t trust the peasants. In the end they will say it belongs to the Government. She’ll lose a fortune, digging wells where there’s no water. Even if she builds a house the Greek Government will take it away from her. And quite right too …’

Most of my friends were too kind to say any of this. It was just that I got used to the flat mask of unspoken thoughts. And behind the mask their unspoken thoughts seemed like a shout in my ears.

Skiathos is the name of the island. It is the most northerly of a group of islands called the Sporades, and it is the first island out, so to speak, from a big town called Bollos or Vollos, according to whether you are looking at a Greek map or an English one.

It takes about four hours to get to Skiathos from Vollos, in a regular boat, which runs every other day I think. I’m not sure about this, because I’ve never taken it. All my visits to the island have been by caique, that is to say a broad-beamed Greek fishing boat, which picked me up (a) at a place called Pifki and (b) at a place called Orei. Orei and Pifki are about seventy miles north of Athens.

You can’t load a motor-car on to a caique at Pifki because the beach there is so shallow that the caiques themselves stay far out, lolloping at anchor, while we row to them through the small, crisp, silver-blue waves in dinghies. At Orei there is a proper jetty, built of real stone: and the crew of the caique put down a couple of planks and I simply drive on slowly and carefully.

The whole operation is most matter of fact. Nobody screams or becomes hysterical. If the water was rough nobody would bother with it and the caique wouldn’t sail. So long as they weren’t messed about by third and intervening parties I always found the Greeks very calm and dignified, and they certainly don’t steal any worse than the Neapolitans.

Skiathos itself looms out of the sea after two and a half hours’ chugging from Pifki, four hours’ chugging from Orei.

It is green from end to end. Green with pine trees, scrub, maquis, gorse bushes in and out of bloom, fig trees, lemon trees, even baby oak trees.

At the south-eastern tip, in the most sheltered part of the island, there is a tiny town (also called Skiathos), which from the distance on the horizon looks like white lace. Nearer, it is possible to see that the water-front actually consists of two or three restaurants (you go into the kitchen and choose what you want, you drink either retsina or local wine without resin in), a pharmacy, a petrol station, a church or two, some pink houses, a ship-chandler’s and a village store. Behind the water-front there are paved streets made of good, dressed stone with a central drain (that presumably pours melted snow in the winter), houses, paved yards and gardens, two small hotels that look just like ordinary houses with hard clean beds and one rather gritty communal shower, and eight bakers’ shops that bake grey flinty bread. There are also butchers, candlestick makers and a Calor Gas depot, as most people cook on Calor Gas.

There is electricity in the village, but the authority turns it off at midnight – just when one needs it most.

There is one road through Skiathos; rough, dusty, red earth that could when wet be clay from tip to tip. The Army are building it, and very helpful and lovely they are too.

If I shut my eyes now I can see Skiathos clearly: the bluest, greenest dream I ever saw. The blue – first the sky, then the water. The water – clear, deep and amazing. In the shallows it is green, crimping and curling over sand that shimmers like gold-dust, sand that is so hot in the summer that it burns your feet. Farther out, should you swim to the rocks, the depths turn purple far down: purple and dark blue. There are seldom cloud shadows. Occasionally a cool wind comes from the land from the north, which makes the water cold for a day or two; and then in the tail of the wind there are thin white clouds like a woman’s scarf. Otherwise the sun soaks down, day after day, a sun so hot that it seems white.

The island is quite young, as islands go: about two million years old. But somehow, even when I am just thinking about it before I go to sleep, I have the impression that it has always been waiting: the last (or the first) of a long series of dream islands belonging especially to me.


Chapter One

The Island Habit

I got the island habit when I was a child, growing up in my parents’ house in Newcastle upon Tyne. Before my father died, there were in a bookcase, in a room we could never learn to call anything but the nursery, two solid shelves full of island books.

Treasure Island, of course, and The Coral Island by Ballantyne, and Masterman Ready and Robinson Crusoe. But there was also a shelf filled with obscurer works: White Shadows in the South Seas, Atolls in the Sun, even a trashy romance called Isle of Desire. Isle of Desire was super. It was all about a young clean-limbed Englishman called Ronnie, who did not have his ‘way’ with his girlfriend for pages and pages while he invoked the island spirits and hunted for buried treasure. ‘It wouldn’t be playing the game,’ cried Ronnie, passing a hand through his crisp yellow hair. Not playing the game, that is, until one full moon, when everything went too far and Ronnie and his young lady decided they were already ‘married in the sight of heaven’.

Outside the nursery, beyond the life conjured up by the island books, there was Newcastle upon Tyne. A fine city.

‘A capital city without a doubt,’ Ginette Spanier once said to me, adding under her breath, ‘But heaven knows where it is the capital of …’

But there were an awful lot of grey streets, red bricks (a peculiarly unattractive red, too), slush in winter, rain and wind in summer. And aside from the angels’ wings of the South African war memorial in the Haymarket, splurging up against a blue and white sky, nothing in the city that could be classified as ‘beauty’.

Yet there was an island in the city, in the middle of the Bull Park Lake. And one birthday I was given a steam-driven ‘speed boat’ called Miss America, and I insisted, along with my cousin Taprell (Tapoo) Dorling, whose birthday was a few days later, on floating the thing, under its own steam, in the Bull Park Lake. Making a hideous clatter, Miss America flew off into the distance and crashed into the island. Here a sheer hulk, she drifted, against rain and wind and miniature hurricane. It took hours and hours of patient stone-throwing before we got her back, and then went, wet through and exhausted, to the cinema to see a silent movie (they didn’t talk in those days) called Second to None. It was about the Navy in World War I. Ever after, in the family, a wet day was either ‘as wet as Tapoo’s birthday’ or ‘nearly as wet as Tapoo’s birthday’. But even that island in the Bull Park Lake, tiny and dim and probably thick with duck dirt, was to me a shape of romance.

Time passed and I grew inward. I was supremely happy, of course, growing inward, and the life I led inside my own mind seemed to me immeasurably superior to that extroverted existence provided for me by my kind mother and father and, later, by my kind school-teachers.

In my mind’s eye it was seldom ‘nowadays’. Usually I was a charioteer, 400 years B.C., forearms ringed with heavy gold bracelets, horses straining and sweating as I held them with ingenious wrists, supple yet hard as steel. This daydream I evolved for myself when my sister told me the story of Ben-Hur. Again, the silent version. Or else I was a powder monkey in the Victory at Trafalgar. Or occasionally I would bark harsh orders to the crew of a quinquereme, coming from Nineveh and going to the isthmus. And at the back of every picture there was a blue, blue sky and a sea where the shadows were purple and the shallows silver, green and gold.

How I ever managed to attend school with my mind all full of seascape I’ll never know. Or after school, when World War II should have claimed my full attention. And after that again when I became a writer …

I went to, anyway, three other schools besides that strictly anonymous exclusive dump in Sussex. When I was about six I also remember attending for a day or so (to keep me out of mischief) the village school in the valley of the North Tyne at a place called Tarset. I sat next door to a boy called Watty, whose shaven head was so fair that it looked white; and, mouth open, I heard him recite in a passionate Northumbrian accent ‘The Spider and the Fly’, ‘Which way does the wind blow, which way does it blow?’ and ‘Three fairies came in heliotrope and one in violet’, three poems that I have never heard before or since.

We used to go for our summer holidays to Tarset, where we stayed in a square grey house called Greystead Rectory or an even blanker-looking place: the Moorcock Inn. The Moorcock had a hen-run at the back, straggly pine trees and a box of well-displayed medals (including the Military Cross with its white and purple ribbon) which had been won by Mr Forster, the proprietor.

The Moorcock Inn smelt divinely of well-scrubbed floors and yesterday’s beer – and in the evening, after my sister and I had gone to bed, the noise and laughter of the locals drinking and talking would rise through the white-painted ceiling to tantalise us. Outside the North Tyne sparkled, hurtled and flung itself to join the other Tyne, the South Tyne, in a series of dark brown pools, flashing shallows and (when the river ‘came down deep’) a smooth roaring, angry yellow sweep of water, arched in the middle as high as any of the suspension bridges along the river, leaving driftwood in the low branches of the aspens and little tufts of sheep’s wool, too. Flood water often covered the road above the rectory, at a place called the Crags. This was, I imagine, the wildest most primitive countryside anyone might encounter in England in the twentieth century. There was a spring, red with iron, bubbling up in spurts like the heart-beats of a giant by the roadside. The pool into which the water gushed was fringed with wild peppermint and fronds of baby green bracken, curling like feathers on ladies’ hats. It was so obviously an enchanted place that even Watty knew about it, and all the village children used to go there for their wishes. ‘It is a well belonging to the ancient people, the old gods, the fairies,’ Watty said. What could they have wished for? I never asked them. But years later, when I was in the throes of a love affair more passionate than wise, I tugged my true love out to the heather and purified us both in this wishing well … and so, after a fashion, lived happy ever after. So I have always thought of it as Apollo’s spring. Everyone knows that he loves such places.

There was no need of an inner life in the North Tyne valley … anyway for me. What went on all around me, the swallows flying low in and out of the barns, skimming the surface of the water – the cows standing knee-deep in the shallows, switching with their tails in the rare but nevertheless achingly hot August drought – the heat-shimmer above the crags, the adders pouring away into the warm stones by the roadside – all this was life enough. There was no need of escape from such a place. Even the skin of a grass snake, lying shed, like some jewel rejected by Fabergé: all these things proved that for one month in the year at least I was not a city child.

I was ecstatically happy up the North Tyne. But I am not too sure that my mother and sister enjoyed it as I did. Mother once read all the newspapers with which Mrs Forster had lined the chest of drawers, on a day as ‘wet as Tapoo’s birthday’, and I know my sister asked for people of her own age to play with. Since then she has reminded me that she sketched in pastels, romantically. There was a distinct lack of realism in my attitude towards that river valley.

In fact, I believe there was company – the Thompsons of the Sneep, Diana and Lydia. I suppose the Sneep to have been the name of their house or farm. With them we once went swimming in a huge deep, dark brown pool called the Wynd Burn Lynn, and Lydia knocked me down and said I must have a weak heart because my face was red. I suppose I was a cocky child and got on her nerves. So I didn’t wish for company. I made up awful poems in which I was a harpist, who played for ancient chieftains in an ancient cave and held them spellbound with my magic.

When we went back to Newcastle upon Tyne, it seems, I took my mother on one side and asked to be sent to school – ‘I can’t be hanging around with you always’ was what I (charmingly) remarked – and to school I duly went, in a white panama hat with a purple and white hat-band upon it – to Miss Thompson’s of Windsor Terrace. (No relation whatsoever to the Thompsons of the Sneep.)

School at Miss Thompson’s was taught by chanting. When the French mistress came in the room we all rose to our feet and chanted rhythmically, ‘Bon jour, madame, com-montallyvooze-matin?’ and the French mistress appropriately replied. Geography was splendid, consisting of long lists of capes and bays of England. But religious knowledge surpassed everything, when taking our time from Miss Thompson (wittily known as Tommy), we would shout:

‘GENESIS Exodus Levit-i-cus NUMBERS
Deuteronomy Joshua Judges RUTH …’

Some months ago I broadcast this memory of mine in a programme about education, and a flood of letters, mainly from ladies in their late sixties or early eighties, arrived to thank me for the broadcast and to say that they were certain that this early chanting, which they too had shared as an experience, had strengthened their memories. And presumably mine, too.

It’s quite true that up to the age of about forty I have almost total recall, not necessarily something (let me tell you) upon which to congratulate oneself. For example, along with learning the books of the Bible, at Tommy’s, I once flung a little boy called Ian into the fire simply because he was wearing a kilt and I was jealous of him. I could well do without such shaming recollections.

After I left all my schools, however, and became a journalist, I could not bear to learn shorthand. So I trained my memory to hold for me (for about twelve hours) what I wanted. If I drink too much I remember nothing at all: almost a blessing in a way, but very difficult when conducting a lengthy interview with a heavy-drinking tycoon or film star.

Why did I leave Miss Thompson’s? I don’t recall, so it is obviously something I don’t want to remember. I can remember shouting out in class that dried lava was pumice stone and ‘going to the top’. In this lovely old-fashioned ritual, if you answered a question right you left your lowly place and ‘went up top’, a highly satisfactory thing. So it may well be that having achieved greatness I did not want to go back the next day, and through not knowing, say, that Acropolis means ‘Outside the city’ lose my new-found honour.

Anyway, the next school I went to was Runton Hill, West Runton, Norfolk. It lies in between Sheringham and Cromer on the coast of Norfolk – a county which, as all the world knows, claims for itself more ancient origins and civilisation even than Northumberland. To say nothing of Sandringham and the Royal Family.

To get to West Runton from Newcastle upon Tyne was a lifetime’s achievement in itself. It could be done by changing at Grantham and then at King’s Lynn … but most people went to London and got a train to Norwich and then changed, arriving tired and cross and sleepy, with huge cinders in the eyes from peering out at the engine, worming its way through Norfolk …

I made a small, short-lived and somewhat futile effort at realism at Runton Hill. For example, I remember the school was divided into three houses – North, South and Bryntirion. Bryn, as it was called, was ‘a villa residence set in own grounds’ of about one half-acre, about a mile from the other two houses. Bryn was under the rule of a dashing widow called Mrs Lipscombe, known to us as Mrs Lip. Mrs Lip dressed rather well, and always used to fling her scarf round her neck like someone at university. She wore fringed brogues that flapped, carried a walking stick when she walked and I am pretty sure she disliked us children intensely. She had good cause. We were all pretty horrible.

Frances Sherwood and I shared a room that looked down on to the half-acre. The room was called Blue. (It had blue curtains. How did you guess?) Frances was younger than I was (she was only nine), but she had the distinction of being the niece of James Elroy Flecker, the poet. Just as I grew up cringing from the great names of Mrs Beeton and Samuel Smiles (who are in my pedigree), so Frances’s lip would curl with scorn whenever ‘Uncle Roy’ cropped up. ‘Oh hell,’ she would say, and other unmaidenly and un-nine-year-old oaths would stream from her lips. ‘Why should I have to learn this stuff, simply because I’m related to the man? …’ ‘The Dying Patriot’ (known to Frances as The Dying Parrot), ‘Old Ships’, An ‘Isle’, a ‘Sickle Moon’, the whole of ‘Hassan’, including Yasmin’s Song, made Frances sick to her stomach and she would turn away groaning with boredom if anyone else recited them in class. I know what happened to Frances, I heard from her the other day. She is now married, lives in Australia, has three children.

Next door to Frances and myself was a rather grander dormitory called Pink. (It had p … how did you?) In this room lurked, with a good deal of self-appointed leadership, Sally Shorrock, Pamela Schiele and Viola Tunnard. Sally was the head of Bryn. Her word was law. She ruled with a series of kicks, cuffs and blows. Pamela Schiele was the headmistress’s niece, so I don’t suppose she got kicked much. Viola was the Musician. Viola was as smart as paint. She knew when anyone was singing out of tune (it was usually me). She could play for hymn-singing rather better than Mrs Lip, who otherwise did it. Viola had a fine Byronic profile and a lock of hair worn in one real tortoiseshell hair-slide which she tossed back as she thundered away in the bass through ‘Hills of the North Rejoice’. Viola has now grown up to be Joyce Grenfell’s favourite accompanist, and (together with Valerie Trimble) she is often to be seen playing the piano in the background on television. In those days I was very much in awe of her. Who wouldn’t be, all that sight-reading and ability to transpose keys and knowledge of harmony when the rest of us were just stumbling through Schubert’s ‘Marche Militaire’? I know what became of Frances and Viola, but I often wonder what became of Sally Shorrock and Pamela Schiele and the rest.

Why, because of her musical ability Viola was even singled out to be in the school play, which was performed in a part of the grounds, all low bushes and grassy mounds and pine trees, a natural if baby amphitheatre, known as the Dell. (A Mrs Fisher Prout used to conduct art classes here once a week and it was an acknowledged beauty spot.) The play was As You Like It and Viola was one of the pages who whip in, when the scene is supposed to be changing, to sing ‘It was a Lover and his Lass’. Even at the age of eleven, when we acted out the classics, Viola was always in the lead. I now know why. Viola was a realist. And concentrated. The rest of us were hopeless romantics, who were so hopelessly unconcentrated that we didn’t even know when we were singing off key. Viola knew where Greece was on the map. She probably knew where the Ural Mountains were. It was no good keeping up with Viola. Before long I was daydreaming again at Runton Hill, babyishly living inward.

At some point during my time at Runton, Miss Harcourt, the headmistress, told me I was ‘an Athenian, a typical Athenian’. She said the words with loathing and contempt, but I was thrilled. I went around seeing myself in a white tunic and those gold arm-clasps, arguing with Socrates and meeting Theseus (Runton was great on the ancient myths and legends and we acted them out with the English mistress, who also taught gym and needlework), until I discovered, via my mother, that Miss Harcourt meant that I was simply ‘led astray by any new thing’.

I wonder if Viola Tunnard ever daydreamed, or was led astray by any new thing? I bet she didn’t, wasn’t. Certainly she was an exceptionally clever child. She bossed us all around. She had a knack, which can often be found in people of strong character and personality, of making anything (however trivial) that happened to her seem important. For example, she won, and embroidered on her tunic, an orange triangle for gymnastics. (This was how honours and awards came to one at Runton Hill. Next one acquired an orange circle for deportment, a grey triangle going the other way for something else and a blue circle around everything else for the first lacrosse XII). We all fingered it. We all envied her. It seemed, at the very least, like laurel leaves at the Olympic Games.

But when, within a term, the rest of us, Frances (Flecker’s niece) included, had acquired orange triangles – lo and behold they meant nothing, nothing at all. The virtue went out of orange triangles when they belonged to us.

At this school we worshipped, along with all the rest of the local parson’s parishioners, at a church (rather low C. of E., I think) at Sheringham. Quite aside from the difficulty, at the age of ten or nine-and-a-half, of sitting still and listening to someone reading aloud, I have to put on record that Frances and I were secretly bound up in a cult where we followed (on the sly, because we were afraid that Viola would find out) Apollo. We sacrificed to him regularly in the shrubbery at the bottom of the half-acre at Bryntirion (it was turned into a tennis court with a very short run-back in the summer) and people were always asking what our little fires were for … Later in the year, when it was November and tremendous winds and frosts tore across our landscape, and Apollo had obviously hidden his face from us for ever, and the Plough and Orion seemed to spin in points of frost above us, we went in for a strong Panic urge, with frenzies and invocations and everything.

This year when I had my letter from Frances, from Australia, it enclosed an ancient rough notebook of mine, covered with drawings of Greek gods and heroes, with some pretty astonishing verses, obviously written by the ten-year-old N. Spain:

‘When Glory, Lord and Honour, is all the people cry’, it began, I remember, and was a more than embarrassing hymn to Apollo. It startled me that Frances should have kept it for all these years.

Our Sunday walk, after we had endured the sermon in mute and wriggling protest, was usually through a part of the Runton hinterland called the Roman Camp. Here huge toadstools (red, with big white spots) grew. Obviously the food of the gods, Frances and I thought, although we never lost ourselves so much in our cult as to pick them and eat them. (Ivy, the maid at Bryntirion, would have sneaked to Mrs Lip.) Here were wonderful thickets of sacred oak and ash and thorn, all turned golden and red by autumn frosts, and here, with the greatest of ease (if only she had stood still long enough), we could have sacrificed Pamela Schiele, the headmistress’s niece.

At half-term those children who were not called for, and aggressively taken out by their parents, used to play a tremendous game up at the Roman Camp called valley netball.

Miss Vernon Harcourt, Pamela Schiele’s aunt, the headmistress, had invented it. It was a very dangerous game indeed, and it too had about it all the trappings of an ancient ritual.

We used a round















ON THE ROAD TO MANDA … WHERE?
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