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For AElene




 

Dear Reader

I welcome you with open arms to my book of treasures.

This collection of writings is completely unpremeditated. The hoarding process started years ago; from the very beginning, all I ever did was cut out and keep bits and pieces that I didn’t want to lose or forget, a sort of virtual commonplace book.

I didn’t keep them in any sort of order; I stuffed them into the backs of diaries and wrote them into notebooks, scribbled them on Post-it notes, and long before laptops were invented I photographed bits of prose or poetry I loved, and glued them onto cupboard doors, and used them as bookmarks, and lost them inside boxes containing letters and pictures. Sometimes they were rather sombre and thought-provoking, sometimes just funny, sometimes beautiful, always important to me for some reason. Just as one’s mind rambles over a thousand different subjects every day, so too does this book wander about, dipping into this here, and that there.

As the idea for a book grew, so too did my anxiety: how could I possibly cram everything between the covers of a volume that wouldn’t weigh as much as a London bus? Pretty radical pruning was in order. But, as every gardener knows, the more you cut back, the more light streams in and the faster the plants grow.

As if yearning for a more public showing, other cuttings and clippings and half-remembered words sprang into vision and I had to wrestle to keep the shape of the book.

But what am I saying? What shape? How could I present these adorable things, which seem so random when heaped together? Well, that was one of the best things about it. I wanted it to take you by surprise; no one piece would necessarily lead to another (although once or twice they do), and the wistful would sit side by side with the waspish, the heartfelt following the ridiculous.

The great master of selection, and someone from whom I have learned so much about … well, about everything, was the late John Julius Norwich, whose Christmas Crackers, small booklets that he printed every year, are the templates for any anthology. I am indebted to him, and to another constant source of pleasure, our yearly kitchen diary by Redstone. If you haven’t ever used this ring-bound book of brilliant pictures and quotes, now is the time to order your copy. They too show the art, for that is what it is – of selection, of editing – so that only the best survives.

And then I studied the things that have caught my attention and affection since I was a child. There is a lot of spiritual guidance, some useful tips on how to be a better person, some comforting words for when life has kicked the stool from under you. There are some earnest prayers, all the more important as I get older, and more poetry than I thought I would include. It is true that I think about death quite often, just in case today is the day when the unexpected taxi arrives to take me away from the party – and I don’t want to go without having given it a good shot.

And I include ‘If’ which I have pinned on the back of my study door, written on a tea towel, fastened by drawing pins. It’s so well known that people might say ‘Oh, this old thing …’ and scoot past, and I couldn’t bear that to happen, as it’s the most excellent advice on how to get through life, and memorable to boot.

There are pages of Anthony Powell’s A Dance to the Music of Time that I would have included, but then I realised it’s better that you read all the books yourself, sometimes stuffing a hanky in your mouth as they are so dreadfully funny.

There are pieces in praise of smoking and drinking, not written by me but nodded along to, smiling up my sleeve. There are some works by children, startling in their originality, and a chunk of Alexander Pope. My mother used to disagree strongly about mankind being the glory of anything, as she reckoned we had ruined the earth, but I rather love ‘… in endless error hurl’d’, so have kept it in.

Nicky Haslam’s list of things he finds common, expanding every year until it must surely include us all, is too delicious to miss. For those who find Philip Larkin sceptical and abrasive, please read ‘At Grass’, the tenderest poem imaginable about retired racehorses. Animals are everywhere: kindness, too, is found throughout the book.

There is no doubt that people will say ‘But how could you not include this!’ and proffer some golden nugget, but I can’t fit the world into this collection, although I think it has a smattering of eternity about it.

It starts and ends with dawn; I think dawn is the most breathtaking time of day, before anything has happened, when everything seems possible, and new, when there is nobody about but the birds singing, when there is dew on the grass and the early trains are running from Paddington. It’s a book for all seasons and for all occasions; and it comes to you from me, with armfuls of effusive greetings and salutations, trailing clouds of glory and affection, this offering of treasures made specially for you.

with love Joanna




 

This most thrilling opening to a poem, bringing with it the promise of a new day and unforeseen mysteries.

AWAKE! for Morning in the Bowl of Night

Has flung the Stone that puts the Stars to Flight:

And Lo! The Hunter of the East has caught

The Sultan’s Turret in a Noose of Light.

‘Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám’,
translated by Edward FitzGerald (1859)
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This is what you shall do: Love the earth and sun and the animals, despise riches, give alms to every one that asks, stand up for the stupid and crazy, devote your income and labor to others, hate tyrants, argue not concerning God, have patience and indulgence toward the people, take off your hat to nothing known or unknown or to any man or number of men, go freely with powerful uneducated persons and with the young and with the mothers of families, read these leaves in the open air every season of every year of your life, re-examine all you have been told at school or church or in any book, dismiss whatever insults your own soul, and your very flesh shall be a great poem and have the richest fluency not only in its words but in the silent lines of its lips and face and between the lashes of your eyes and in every motion and joint of your body.

From the preface to Leaves of Grass,
Walt Whitman (1855)




 

An anonymous ‘member of the aristocracy’ describes the correct manner of eating grapes:

The half-closed hand should be placed to the lips and the stones and skins adroitly allowed to fall into the fingers and quickly placed on the side of the plate, the back of the hand concealing the manoeuvre from view.

From Manners and Tone of Good Society (1879)
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