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About the Book

In 1944, at the age of five, William Graves was taken from England to the delightful mountain village of Deya in Majorca, where his father – the poet Robert Graves – had returned with his new family to the place he had lived with Laura Riding before the war.


Young William grew up in the shadow of this great writer in the Englishness of the Graves household, while experiencing the ways of life of the Majorcans, which had hardly changed for hundreds of years.


Wonderfully observant, and full of feeling for the locality, this book is also a fascinating portrait of Robert Graves himself, his ‘Muses’, and his entourage, and a revealing study of how the son of a famous father finds his own identity.


About the Author

William Graves is Robert Graves’s son and Literary Executor. He still lives in Deyá, but earns a living as a geologist consulting to the oil industry.

He is married with two children.


In Memory of Henry MacDonald Prain, ‘El Capitán’


Wild Olives

Life in Majorca with Robert Graves

William Graves
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No, here they never plant the sweet olive

As some do (bedding slips in a prepared trench),

But graft it on the club of Hercules

The savage, inexpugnable oleaster

Whose roots and bole bunching from limestone crannies

Sprout impudent shoots born only to be lopped

Spring after Spring.

From ‘The Oleaster’ by Robert Graves


INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

When my father, Robert Graves, poet and author, died in 1985, I was astonished to find that he had named me executor of his Will. We had been at loggerheads during the last five years before a slow but remorseless illness had taken him down into the darkness of final senility, so I regarded myself as the least likely of my siblings to have been chosen for the task. Indeed, I had never even considered it. At school I had taken up science, and went on to earn a living as a geologist as a reaction to Father’s fame and to my English teachers’ ill-founded expectations of me. My astonishment gave way to shock when I realized that, since he had specified no one else, I also became his de facto literary executor.

Sorting out the Will and setting up the arrangements for the royalties from Father’s copyrights to be paid to my mother, brothers and sisters was fairly simple. Getting ready to be the literary executor of one of the great writers of the twentieth century was not. Fortunately, I had a reasonable amount of free time between jobs consulting to my oil company clients, and I set about rereading Father’s books, essays, short stories, and even his poems. I acquired first editions of his books, and of those to which he had contributed; I also bought any books written about him. I gradually built up a working library. Soon, with the help of his literary agent, I was confidently deciding what should and should not be published.

I reread his best-selling autobiography, Goodbye to All That, which he published in 1929 when he was thirty-four, and I studied the biographies and books about his life and works. I read the published selections of his letters and then, with complete fascination, those he had written to me and which I had kept. In doing so I found myself trying to unravel our relationship, which had started so wonderfully and had ended so unsatisfactorily. He was forty-five when I was born, and fifty when he returned with his young family to resume his life in Deyá, a small mountain village in Majorca. As a child, Father’s early ordeals on the Somme, described in Goodbye to All That, had meant to me as little as the tarnished medals in a brass tobacco tin at the back of the chest of drawers in my bedroom at Canellún, the house I grew up in. Now, as I read his war poems for the first time, those terrible days came sharply into focus. His years with Laura Riding, the American poet, had always seemed less remote to me. I knew little about her, other than that she had built Canellún, but signs of her former presence were everywhere in the house. Reading about her in Father’s unpublished diaries, I began to feel that I knew her well. Indeed, Father’s behaviour towards me was becoming clearer and my emotions less confused. I found myself quizzing the old men and women of the village on how they felt about him. They told me things about the Deyá of my childhood that I did not know or had forgotten, and I relived scenes long past.

I realized that among my memories were valuable clues, perhaps not even apparent to me, to the understanding of the later part of Father’s remarkable life. Slowly the idea of this book evolved: partly as personal catharsis, and partly as a contribution to those interested in the environment in which Father moved and worked. Throughout the following chapters I have described what I remember about our family and the village during my childhood, my youth and early years of marriage. Where possible I have cross-checked facts, although certain memories are bound to have fractured in the kaleidoscope of time. The main narrative covers the years from 1946 to 1970.

Writing this story, and attempting to make it readable, has made me appreciate the brilliance of Father’s craftsmanship. Indeed, he has helped me throughout with his grammar, The Reader Over Your Shoulder, a book he originally wrote for my half-sister Jenny, after she had asked him for tips on how to write. It has made me realize that my most important task, as his literary executor, is to ensure both his prose and his poetry is read and enjoyed by generations to come. Sadly, it has also made me realize that, although my roots really are in Deyá, that enchanted Deyá, which was also Father’s, no longer exists.

Producing this manuscript was rather like moulding a sculpture out of clay. I began with a block, a chronological account of all I remembered, and then slowly beat and kneaded it into shape, scraping out chunks, moving bits around, and filling in where needed.

The earliest version was savaged by an editor friend, and I was pushed to the verge of despair. I rewrote it twice more before I finally found it a home.

Among those who have helped, encouraged and advised me, I wish to thank Beryl Graves, Sofia Graves, Philip Graves, Catherine Dalton, Frank Delaney, Deborah Baker, Joanna Golds-worthy, Stella Irwin, Dunstan Ward, my editor Tony Whittome, and above all, my father’s assistant Kenneth Gay. My thanks also to the oil companies on whose oil rigs most of this was written; to Enrique Foster Gittes for the use of his father’s 1940s painting of Deyá; to the Robert Graves Copyright Trust for allowing me to quote from his letters and poems; and, of course, a special thanks to my wife Elena who may now want to read the outcome of the five-year gestation she has endured.

Finally, my apologies to those I may have inadvertently hurt through my narrative. Mistakes, of course, are my own.

WG

In the text, abbreviations at the foot of quoted letters stand for the following names:

JR – James Reeves

CG – Cicely Gittes

RG – Robert Graves

WG – William Graves

SJ – Selwyn Jepson

RF – Ruth Fainlight

AL – Aemilia Laraçuen

KG – Kenneth Gay

BG – Beryl Graves
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CHAPTER I

1

OUR SMALL AEROPLANE approached the massive grey mountains that broke out of the blue sea below.

‘Look! there! there!’ Father roared excitedly beside me, jabbing his big, slightly ink-stained forefinger with its ragged flat nail at the window and narrowly missing my nose. ‘Look, William, see those white rocks? There’s the beach. We’ll go for a swim tomorrow!’ He turned around in his seat to make sure Mother had seen. ‘Look, Beryl, there it is; that’s Deyá.’

‘Deyá, Deyá!’ I shouted back, to make myself heard over the drone of the engines. I could only see a coastline, but for weeks Father had been telling me of this wonderful place we were now going to. I was almost six years old.

His large rugged features, broken nose, blue eyes, heavy lips, the shock of unruly curly dark hair, were alive with anticipation. ‘There, Beryl, over there on the fifth corner of the road, that’s Canellún.’

Just as I turned back to look ahead, the mountain rose to meet us and, suddenly, we were passing low over the craggy peaks, above a flock of perplexed sheep which looked up at us and scurried away. Then, just as suddenly, the mountain dropped away from us and we were on the other side, losing height over brown fields and toy houses. As we dropped lower I could make out a forest of spiky windmills with boxlike bases, almost like the ones we had made at school in Galmpton with my teacher, Miss Horsham, for Victory Day. The pilot turned around and motioned us to fasten our safety belts. Father did up mine, Mother did up my three-year-old sister Lucia’s and held my eighteen-month-old brother Juan tightly in her lap. Then with a bump and a bounce we landed on the earth strip of the small Son Bonet airfield. It was the sixteenth of May 1946.

The flight mechanic opened the door, lowered the steps and lifted Lucia and me to the ground. It was warm in the bright noon sun and there was a crowd of people watching and waving to us. To them we were a sign that things were slowly returning to normal. The Second World War was over and our air-taxi was the first civilian flight from Europe to land in Majorca since July 1936, the year the Spanish Civil War had begun. Mother followed us down the steps carrying Juan. As Father emerged from the aircraft, an old man broke away from the crowd and hurried towards us. He wore an oversized jacket and a black beret. His ears were large, his nose and cheeks hung loosely on his face. His mouth was curved in a smile, his small eyes glistened with tears. He and Father embraced, both of them slapping each other’s backs. At fifty Father was over six feet tall, broad-shouldered and athletic; he engulfed the smaller man. I looked at this foreigner with interest. I was not used to seeing grown-ups crying. Both were speaking Spanish and I picked out only our names. Father turned to Mother. ‘Beryl, this is our good friend Jöan Gelat.’

Mother was small and slim with dark hair, intelligent blue eyes, high cheekbones, a good mouth and a clear complexion. She spoke no Spanish. She shyly stretched out her hand. Gelat pulled himself together, blew his nose, took her hand and kissed it. I decided he was very strange. We were ushered into a building where policemen in funny black patent-leather hats looked at our passports, opened the bags and made Father fill in forms. Eventually we carried our luggage outside to Gelat’s large American station wagon.

From the airstrip we drove towards the mountain range, along narrow winding roads, through orchards of almond trees between which had been sown the now tall green wheat. The roadside ditches were ablaze with colour: bright red poppies, yellow daisies, large blue heads of garlic, slender pink gladioli and spectacular blooms of asphodel. As we entered a shadow-filled pass between high cliffs, Gelat changed gears and we ground up a steep hill until we emerged into a calm light-grey landscape of terraces with dry-stone walls and gnarled, unregimented, ancient olive trees, occasionally highlighted by splashes of golden-yellow broom. Above us, dark wooded peaks were silhouetted against an azure sky.

The car floor was hot, and the open window pane rattled in its recess by my face, which was sometimes in the shade and sometimes in the sun. I had reached the age at which children cease being infants and become boys. When I first went to school in England, my hair had been cut and it was now getting dark. I no longer suffered from the indignity of the fair curly hair which I had as a baby. I felt very independent. This was an adventure I wanted to savour. But I must have dozed, because when I next looked up we were twisting through woods of evergreen Mediterranean oak with tantalizing glimpses of the sea. As we came down a hill and around a wide bend, Father asked Gelat to stop. Father jumped out, pulled me through the open window and we both admired the breathtaking view. In front of us was the Deyá coastline, with the Soller promontory in the far distance reflected in a mirror-calm sea. Here and there the bluish-grey glassy surface was streaked with dark blue ripples formed by a lazy breeze. Somewhere between sea and sky, the horizon was lost in the haze. From the water’s edge and its border of bright green pine trees, terraces dotted with greenish-grey olive trees and the occasional deeper green of carob, almond or fig trees, rose step-like until they reached the oak forests at the foot of the towering cliff-face of the Teix. Father squatted down next to me and pointed to a house about halfway up the terraces, between sea and mountainside.

‘There, William, there is Canellún,’ he said quietly.

As we drove on, Father pointed out the Deyá church perched on the top of a steep hill, the Puig, against the backdrop of the reddish cliffs of the Teix. Stone houses with green-slatted shutters hugged the flanks of the hill and spread down to the valley below, the Clot. The main road cut through the saddle between the Puig and the mountainside. Here, lined with houses, it became the Deyá main street up which we now drove. Even though it was siesta-time, the villagers stood on the pavement or leaned over the café railings to witness the return of the senyor de Canellún.

We did not stop: Father was in a hurry to get home. He raised his chin absently at the villagers, a gesture I was to know so well, and we drove out the other side of the village, around a few more corners, through the open green wooden gates, up the gravel drive to Canellún. Gelat stopped at the top, behind the large stone house. All the green shutters were open and an old lady was standing in a doorway. She rushed up to Father and kissed him on both cheeks. She was Gelat’s wife, Madora. I wriggled away when she tried to kiss me.

‘William, you go and explore. See if you can find the front door,’ Father said, and began to unload the car.
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Canellún is set in a two-acre garden, sandwiched between the main road and the old footpath to Soller. U-shaped in plan, it has two storeys, a cellar and an attic, and is built of local limestone. Because of the slope of the land, the mountainside at the back of the house is level with the ground floor, and, at the front of the house, it is level with the cellar. At the side of the house is the depósito, a large covered-over water reservoir with a tiled surface. It forms a sizable terrace and is surrounded by a low wall to sit on. The main drive is fifty metres long, and, from the garden gate, leads past the depósito to the back of the house and the kitchen door. It is easier to get to the house by the drive than by the stairway to the entrada door, reached by a narrow path which branches off at the garden gate. The one-acre Canellún garden extends from a small torrent at the Deyá end, past the front of the house, to an old gravel pit. The torrent bed is dry and runs only after a heavy rain. On the other side of this torrent, set in another large garden, is a smaller one-storey house, Can Torrent, also part of the property.

I did as Father had told me and ran around the house and found the flight of cobbled steps leading to the front door. I pushed open the screen door – the massive pine-wood two-leaved main door behind it was open – and found myself in the entrada or hall. The cool shiny yellow floor-tiles reflected the spiral legs of an old mahogany table, the prints on the whitewashed walls and the heavy wooden ceiling beams. The silence was broken only by the intermittent buzzing of a horsefly half-heartedly trying to get through the screen door. To the right of the entrada was the dining room and, through it, the kitchen. To the left of the entrada – judging by the pens and bottles of ink on the table – was Father’s workroom. Next to it, in what I was to know as the pressroom, stood a large black printing press. I went over, fascinated, and touched its metal frame, handles and levers. I returned to the entrada, took the stairs to the floor above, and wandered along the corridor, opening doors to all the rooms and peering into each one. There were five bedrooms, all spotlessly clean, the beds made up, and, at the end of the corridor, a bathroom and a lavatory. I ran back downstairs into the sun, circled once around the hot depósito, pretending to be an aeroplane, and then went to explore the shady patio which the U-shape of the house forms at its rear. There I found two doors, one of wood leading to Father’s workroom, and another one, with slats, painted green like the shutters, behind which was a French window that led back into the entrada.

I wandered along the neatly laid out gravel paths amongst fruit trees, which I later learned to recognize as apricot, peach, cherry, plum, loquat, crab apple, almond, lemon and orange. There were also several older huge knobbly carob trees, as well as the ubiquitous, gnarled, millennial olive trees. I sat on each of the stone benches I came to by the side of the path. I went past pergolas covered with grape vines, and mimosas and oleanders, also a royal palm and a tall monkey puzzle tree. Herbaceous borders all around were planted with geraniums and roses against a backdrop of grey cineraria. The vegetable garden, at the gravel-pit end of the lower terrace, held potatoes, tomatoes and tall, pale metallic-green broad beans. An irrigation ditch for the vegetable garden ran next to the massive wall that bordered the main road and was fed by water from the depósito. The valve to open the water was in a sump which formed a small pond. As I knelt to inspect it, a frog plopped into the water. I heard footsteps on the gravel path and looked up. Father was carrying my white sun-cap and put it on my head.

‘Come,’ he said lowering his hand for me to take. I held on to his enormous forefinger and he took me down some steps I had missed earlier, through a tunnel, and into a shady walled area at the base of a cliff-face of the old gravel pit.

‘This is the grotto,’ he announced. At one end was a raised platform with a table made of an old millstone and, beside it, another stone bench. At the other end of this secret garden was a pergola covered with a grape vine and in the middle stood two walnut trees. It was too much for me to take in all at once.
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That evening we went down to the Fàbrica, Gelat’s house in the village, where we had been invited for supper. We walked along the main road, which followed the hillside’s contours through the terraced olive groves, Mother wheeling Juan in his pushchair, Lucia riding on Father’s shoulders and I running ahead. The road’s metalled surface was narrow and slightly arched. There were wide grassy ditches on either side, and the occasional stonewalled drainage culvert running underneath for rainwater run-off, into which I climbed and hid. As we rounded the first corner we saw in front of us the Puig, rising majestically from within the surrounding valley, and crowned only by the stone church with its squat bell-tower on top. The hill was silhouetted against the towering cliff-face of the Teix, which the setting sun was bathing in golden-red hues. We came into the village, leaving the Puig behind us, with houses on our right and a lemon orchard, its trees drooping with bright yellow fruit and sweet-smelling white blossom, on our left. Two old men sat on a bench of stone slabs by the roadside. I noticed that each had covered the stone with a sheet of newspaper so as not to get his trousers dusty.

‘¡Don Roberto! ¿Como está? How are you? And your voyage? Good?’

‘How are you, l’amo? And you, mestre Jöan?’ said Father, shaking their hands. We went on, past the grey stone houses and a tangerine orchard on our right and then down the main street to the Fàbrica, its bright purple bougainvillaea beckoning us from afar, Father striding ahead, but stopping to talk to everyone he passed.

As we approached the Fàbrica I could hear a babble of voices, which died in sudden expectation as we climbed the stone steps and went across the open verandah to the main entrance. It was so quiet it was hard to believe that anyone was at home. Then, as we walked through the door, pandemonium broke loose.

‘¡Don Roberto! ¿Como está?’

‘ . . . How many years has it been?’

‘ . . . How was your trip?’

‘ . . . Meet my wife!’

‘ . . . How did you find the house?’

Father fielded the questions, embraced the men, kissed the women and introduced Mother. A wizened old lady came up to kiss me.

‘What is your name, little one?’ she asked. I stared back, not understanding a word. ‘Look what a handsome and serious boy!’ she continued, showing me off to a prickly-faced old man. I fled behind Mother’s skirt. I hated to have people make a fuss over me.

There was great coming and going, but soon the throng left and we sat down at a large table, Gelat’s family – his wife, his son and daughter, their respective wife and husband, and the grandchildren – and us. I was grateful to be put next to Juanito who was only a couple of years older than I. Gelat wanted Father to have a real Majorcan meal to celebrate his return, and gave us sopas mallorquinas and porcella – not the most appropriate meal for a tired young English boy. Sopas are made of thinly sliced, crisp, oven-dried brown peasant bread, soaked in a vegetable broth and covered with cauliflower, cabbage, broad beans and whatever else is in season; a little unrefined olive oil is then poured over the top. There were plates heaped with pickled capers and samphire, sliced fresh peppers and bright red radishes to be eaten with the dish. Porcella, suckling pig, is baked slowly in a large outdoor charcoal bread-oven, and served a sizzling golden brown. Soon I got down from the table and played with one of Juanito’s toys that I had taken a fancy to. It was a motorcycle made from two pieces of pressed tin with the outline of the machine and the rider painted on each side; a clockwork mechanism drove two small wheels beneath the rider’s feet. I had never seen a toy like it in England. Clutching it, I fell asleep in the corner.

Back at Canellún Father washed me down with a wet flannel and put me to bed.

‘This used to be my bedroom, you know,’ he said, slipping on my pyjamas. ‘It’s a very special room.’ It was at the front of the house, just above the entrada, with a wide built-in-cupboard, a large oak chest of drawers, a table and chair. Next to my bed with its crisp blue cotton bedspread were a bedside table and a bedside light with a wooden conical base. On the whitewashed walls hung a mirror, a large yellowish watercolour of an English farmyard with a black and white cow, and an oil painting of a pink house with a cabbage patch in front of it – there was a tree in this painting that later sometimes frightened me because one of the branches looked like a man hanging by his neck. My window looked out on to the vegetable garden and a clump of tangerine trees. I leant out with Father. Beyond the garden, the main road was hidden by a high wall covered in yellow Banksian roses, but over it we could see our olive groves on the other side, now under wheat. On our right shimmered the sea; in front, across the valley, the dark shadow of the hill we had driven down on the way to Deyá; on our left, part of the Teix. Above, in the evening sky, was the brightest star I had ever seen.

‘What’s that, Father?’ They were always Mother and Father, never Mummy and Daddy.

‘Venus, the Evening Star, darling,’ he said as he closed my shutters. ‘Now to bed!’
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Next morning I woke up to the smells and noises of my new home. Mother had left my bedroom door open during the night so that I could call out if I were thirsty. There was the soon-familiar faint smell of whitewash and linseed oil – Gelat had had the house whitewashed just before we arrived – and the starchy smell of my cotton bedspread. The house itself was quiet except for the noise of water trickling into the lavatory cistern at the end of the passage. Father was already up, and I heard the crash of the bucket and then the squeak of the pulley as he drew water out of the rainwater well in the kitchen; I heard the fluttering of sparrows in the zinc gutters under the eaves of the roof, the distant braying of a donkey, the rumble and clatter of a mule and cart going by on the main road and the constant tinkle of sheep bells. But it took me many months before I could identify all those sounds.

I wandered downstairs in my pyjamas and found Father making a bonfire outside the kitchen door at the top of the gravel drive. He had piles of paper with which he was feeding it.

‘Why are you making a fire, Father?’ I asked.

‘I am burning papers that once belonged to a lady called Laura,’ he replied.

‘Why?’

‘Because she told me to.’

I helped him poke the ashes. ‘And where is she now?’

‘In America,’ he replied. ‘Come, let’s see if there are any ripe nisperos on that tree.’

After lunch we went for our first walk to the Cala. We had come along the main road, down a cart track and had reached Son Bujosa, the big finca with two giant palm trees standing watch over it by the front of the gate.

‘That’s a Majorcan bull mastiff,’ Father said as a large ferocious black dog barked at us from the orange grove. ‘I used to have one called Solomon who walked with me to the beach every day. I had to keep him on a lead because he once ran away and sucked a sheep’s ear.’

I could not picture the vicious-looking dog we had just passed sucking a sheep’s ear. ‘Where is he now?’ I asked.

‘For many years, Solomon lived with a butcher in Palma who gave him nice pieces of meat, and then he died of old age.’

We continued down the cart track past a large sheep hut. The sheep were outside, dozing in the shade of the olive trees. As we went by they got up, their bells waking their companions, so that the whole flock took fright and moved away with a noisy jangle. At the end of the track we reached the Mirador and left Juan’s pushchair by an olive tree. Father smiled at Mother’s look of uncertainty.

‘No one will touch it, darling, you could leave your purse hanging from this branch and it would be here when we came back.’ We continued down a narrow path with steps, through a pine wood bordered by a large expanse of bare grey limestone. We emerged from the wood and stopped at a small salient overlooking the Cala.

The Cala is a narrow cove opening to the north-west with limestone promontories on both sides. To our left, the vertical cliffs of the pine-forested Punta de Deyá stretched out for almost a kilometre. To our right the cliffs, less abrupt but just as spectacular, were unevenly covered with shrubs of myrtle, cistus, hypericum, lentisc, rosemary, euphorbia and large tufts of carritx grass, and ended in a brilliant white rock stack, a sentinel guarding the entrance to the cove. Below us, a terraced slope sown with already-ripening wheat reached down to the boulder-covered beach. At the near end of the beach was a huddle of fishermen’s huts and slipways. By them, a torrent bed still carried the winter flow from springs up in the Deyá valley. Along the beach, a couple of metres from the shoreline, an enormous smooth boulder stuck out of the sea. However, my young eyes were riveted to the centre of the scene: the turquoise water so calm and clear that, even though we were still fifty metres above, I could see every shimmering rock and stone beneath it.

We made our way down the cobbled steps, past neatly laid out vineyards on our night, through the wheat-covered terraces and reached the torrent at the bottom. We turned right and followed the stream along its last few metres down the gully, went past a narrow humped bridge, which crossed to the main group of fishermen’s boathouses and slipways built into the rock, and reached the deserted beach itself.

Father left us as we changed into our ‘bathing dresses’, and hurried along the sandy shore to the massive rocks at the far end. There, using the climbing skills he had learned as a young man on the cliffs of Harlech Castle in North Wales from his teacher George Mallory, he quickly made his way around a rugged overhung ledge, his body leaning backwards, his outstretched fingers feeling for holds above, his bare feet searching for support and, reaching a small natural platform, he rather less impressively belly-flopped in. Father invariably climbed around to that platform to dive into the Cala and I never saw anyone else who could manage it.

While Juan toddled along beside us, Mother, Lucia and I collected, among the pebbles at the water’s edge, many-coloured glass ‘beads’, the polished remnants of broken bottles thrown into the torrent up in the village and washed down by the swirling water over the years. Although Father loved his daily swim, he disliked the inactivity of sitting in the sun. Coming out of the sea, he showed me how to make sand-balls, dampening the sand with seawater, and turning them in his massive hands; and how to play ‘ducks and drakes’, skimming the smooth flat pieces of broken brown roof tiles over the surface of the water. Tiring of our games, he climbed up the side of the cove to pick a handful of rock-samphire and brought it back for us to taste. To this day, I associate its salty, slightly astringent flavour with the Cala in summer.
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‘Come on, time to be going,’ said Father. The sun was sinking behind the Punta de Deyá and the shadow was making its way towards us at the far end of the beach. We gathered our things and started up the path by the torrent-bed. I ran on ahead.

‘This way, William,’ Father shouted in his best parade-ground voice. I had missed the turning, and come to a wide metalled track. I ran back and followed them up the steps.

‘Where does that road go to?’ I asked.

‘Up to Deyá through our land,’ he replied. But we never took it: we always went the Son Bujosa way.

It was a slow climb. Juan was still unsure on his feet and had a perpetual scab on his nose from falling over on his face. Lucia, although a little older, had a tendency to wilt when necessary. Father often was forced to carry them both. He allowed us three stops for drinks of water out of his green felt-covered water flask. This set the pattern for future climbs: the first drink, sometimes with a sugared almond, was in the shade of a large lentisc bush; the second, by a white rock next to the vineyards; the third, on the stone bench at the Mirador where we had left Juan’s pushchair. The Mirador is an ugly stone cube which a former owner of Son Bujosa had been building when he died of a heart attack. Since he left no plans, his heir, perplexed, had converted it into a one-room studio and put benches and a balustrade around the flat roof. It was empty. We climbed up the stone steps to the roof and peered down through iron railings at the peaceful Cala below, now entirely in shadow, and watched the fishing boats slowly motor out to lay their nets.
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We were too young to go to the beach every day, and the next afternoon Father took us to see more of the village. We walked into Deyá but, instead of following the main road down towards the Fàbrica, we took the winding cart track up to the Puig. We cut out the first hairpin bend by climbing some stone steps. At the top of the steps was the Estanco, a general store, also licensed to sell stamps and State-monopoly tobacco and cigarettes. Father went in to say hello, and the lady behind the counter gave us each a sweet. The smell of onions and potatoes, of lemons and oranges, of sacks of rice and sugar, of dried sardines in round wooden boxes – tail-to-tail in the middle, the heads with their glazed eyes on the rim – of rope-soled espardenyas and palm-leaf plaited baskets, and of vats of wine, all mixed distinctively with the smell of Ideales, the cheap strong black cigarettes smoked by the villagers, and the slightly rancid smell of olive oil, which the Estanco also dealt in as wholesalers. On the shelves stood tins of sardines and condensed milk, bottles of wine and brandy, jars of boiled sweets, short white paraffin-wax candles for use at home and long yellow beeswax candles for use in church processions.

We left the soporific odours of the Estanco and continued up the cart track on our way to the Puig. To our right, separated by a high wall, were the olive groves which covered that side of the hill. To our left was a row of houses, the Estanco being the first. At about thirty-metre intervals the Stations of the Cross were depicted on painted tiles in gothic sandstone frames set in the stone wall. Each Station carried the name of the large farm or institution which had paid for it. Since we were approaching the church, these were the later Stations and in them Jesus – with brown shoulder-length hair, a beard, and wearing red robes – was already shown stumbling beneath the weight of the Cross and being whipped by Roman centurions. Father sent me on up the hill to see what the next picture would be. Here, Jesus was being stripped of his robe by two centurions, and some ominous oversized nails, with large round heads were lying on the ground next to the Cross. In the following Station, Jesus, dressed only in a loincloth, was being gorily nailed to the Cross, blood dripping from his hands and feet. By the time we reached the top of the hill He was hanging on the Cross with the two thieves as companions. He did not look unhappy.

‘Up here,’ Father said as he climbed some steps leading towards the back of the church. He had a large iron key in his hand which he fitted into the grey weather-beaten door of a house, slightly recessed from the main body of the church. ‘This is the Posada.’ The floors were paved in stone, the walls uneven and the ceilings high. Through a door in the side of the house, I went into the garden and at the back of it I found some disappointingly empty stables. The house was under-furnished – just tables and a few chairs, some plates and prints on the walls – but it had a friendly feeling to it. I climbed the high narrow stairs and looked in all the rooms but found little of interest to me, only a couple of damp-smelling beds which I jumped on. Soon I was running out of the door and following the path by the side of the church.

The main portal of the church was shut but a heavy wooden door in the wall opposite it was ajar. I squeezed through and found myself in a small enclosure with dark cypress trees and walkways of cement, all puzzlingly inscribed with crosses and writing. There were wilted flowers in bottles, and small puddles of candle grease. I wondered what this strange place was. The door creaked and I expected to see Father, but it turned out to be a priest wearing a long black cassock. He looked surprised when he saw me, but smiled, and began talking to me in Spanish. I fled back to the Posada.

‘Father, what is that place at the end with the tall trees?’ I asked.

‘So that’s were you were,’ he said. ‘Come on. Let’s all go to the cemetery. It has the best view in Deyá.’

‘There’s a priest,’ I said.

‘Good. That will be Don Guillem. I had better meet him.’

The next afternoon Father took us to Ca’n Madó. We walked through the village and, on the narrow curve after the cafés, we stopped a moment to talk to the women at the public washing-house, the rentaderos. Three women, dressed in shades of faded grey, were bent over the stone troughs. Each had a pile of clothes and a wooden box with dark brown, sticky home-made soap. I recognized Gelat’s daughter-in-law, Aina, who spread the soap on her husband’s shirt, scrubbed it with a bristle brush, dipped it in running water, pulled it out and squeezed the soap out on the slanting stone. I ran on. We followed the road under the cool plane trees – the Clot lay below us on our right, the Puig rising behind it – past the turning into Es Molí, and walked up the short drive to Ca’n Madó and on to Father’s terraces. Gelat had planted them with early tomatoes, peppers and runner beans to complement the crop of broad beans and potatoes in Canellún’s garden.

While the others picked vegetables, I wandered towards the old water mill to look at Gelat’s turbina, which produced the village electricity. Outside, on a grassy bank by the stream from the reservoir overflow, lay the paddles and the old millstones for grinding flour which it had housed before the new generator was installed. At that moment Gelat arrived in his station wagon. The old man motioned me to follow him into the building. The large green-painted machine, with its drive wheel and wide leather strap, took up a whole room and smelled of burned oil. On one of the walls was a large black panel with switches, breakers and dials. I watched, fascinated, as Gelat opened the sluice gates. The wheels slowly gathered speed, the drive-strap flapping noisily as it turned the alternator. The needles on the dials crept up. Suddenly, with a flip of his wrist and the air of a magician, Gelat slammed the main switch on. The light bulb on the ceiling above us flickered and then burned brightly. Gelat beamed, and bunching his fingers, kissed them. He then threw the switch again, closed the sluice gates, and plunged us back into silence and gloom.

Together we walked out into the warm sunlight, across the stream, and up to Father who had almost filled his basket with vegetables.

‘He is an inquisitive one,’ said Gelat of me. ‘Maybe one day he will be an engineer.’

In spite of his strange behaviour at the airport, I was beginning to like the old man. He was my first real contact with the village.


CHAPTER II

1

ONE AFTERNOON, AT the beginning of September, storm clouds gathered over the Teix, blocking out the bright sunlight and darkening the mountains. Mother, Lucia and I knelt on the sofa under the dining-room window and watched. Presently a bolt of lightning lit up the landscape. We tensed for the second it took the sharp clap of thunder to reach us. The window panes in front of our noses shook and the echo rumbled around the valley, leaving an uneasy silence in its wake. Then we heard the ‘splat-splat’ of the first raindrops hitting the depósito terrace. More thunder and lightning followed and soon the rain was a solid curtain of water. It gathered in puddles and, joined by rivulets stained reddish-brown by the earth from the terraces above Canellún, it made its way down our drive and ended in the torrent, which soon became a frothing mass of water.

The summer days had been mostly tranquil and sunny under bright blue skies, the nights warm and balmy, the sea calm. At times, northern winds had lowered the temperature, cleared the air, highlighted the horizon and whipped up waves so that they stood out, brilliant white, against an indigo sea. At others, clouds clung motionless to the sides of the Teix. Father called these ‘boiratic’ days, a word he made up from boira, the Majorcan for mist, and he claimed they gave him a headache. We had a bad sirocco which blew hot, dry and blustery up from the Sahara desert. Like tongues of fire it burned the leaves and buffeted the ripe apricots from the trees. Father fastened the shutters to prevent them from slamming, and shut the windows and doors to keep out the dust which hung in a reddish haze over the mountains. The sirocco lasted a nerve-racking three days, relieved, finally, by a few drops of muddy rain. Our thunderstorm, however, was different. It came from the north-west and marked the end of our first summer in Deyá.

2

The Deyá we came to in 1946 was a village of five hundred Catholic souls, a small agricultural community living mostly off the olive crop, with a little help from the carob and the almond crops. The land between the trees was rotated with wheat or broad beans, or left fallow for sheep to graze on. Where the terraces were irrigated, potatoes, tomatoes and lettuces grew alongside lemon and orange trees. Small vineyards provided wine for local consumption. Down at the Cala the half-dozen fishermen caught more than enough for the village needs. There were several charcoal burners in the mountains, two carpenters, three master builders, two butchers, three grocers. There was an hotel and an inn, two cafés, and a glove-sewing cottage industry. Deyá had not changed significantly for centuries.

In an agricultural community where summer rainfall is low and there are no wells, owning the right to a few hours of water from one of the springs is a vital asset. There are two large springs in Deyá and several smaller ones. The smaller ones tend to dry up in summer. Of the large two, by far the greatest flow comes from the one at Es Molí which drove Gelat’s electricity turbine; the other was above Es Recó. When we arrived water was mostly distributed along tiled open siquia water channels, and stored for use at the other end in an aljub, a large open tank, which could be the size of a swimming pool or larger. The contents of the aljub were then used to water the terraces as and when needed. Discussions over water rights could easily draw blood. The rights to the springs are recorded in quarter-hours in the Town Hall, and the system dates back to the time of the Arabs.

When the Arabs and Berbers who had held Majorca for five centuries were defeated and ousted in 1293 by King Jaime the First of Aragón, some of them, living in small mountain villages such as Deyá, stayed on. Over generations their descendants were absorbed into the new settlers’ families but vestiges of their Islamic traditions persisted.

When we arrived the villagers tended to live below their means so as not to give their neighbours reason to be jealous. Only close relatives were admitted to the hearth of their houses. They would never admit to things going well.

‘Well, l’amo Tomeu, we finally got the rain we needed!’

‘So long as it does not overdo it, mestre Jöan, and knock down that swollen terrace-wall of mine!’

As with most mountain peoples, they were interbred, and disliked newcomers, even if these came just from the village in the next valley.

Old stone houses, like our Posada, had metre-thick walls, small unmatched windows, and low-angled, lichen-covered roofs of Roman tiles. Inside, the walls were spotlessly whitewashed, the stone-paved floors gleamed. Often each room was set at a different level, following the contours of the hillside. The entrada always had numerous chairs set against the walls, a table in the centre, and the inevitable aspidistras in flowerpots strategically placed on stands in the corners. This was neutral territory and was used for entertaining more distant relatives, or neighbours when they came visiting on weddings, funerals or feast days. The front door was always ajar and, if visitors wanted to attract the attention of those within, they put their heads around the door.

‘Hail, Mary the Purest!’ they shouted.

‘Conceived without sin!’ would come the reply.

Hidden from view, at the back of the house or sometimes to one side of the entrada, was the foganya or hearth. Its campana, the bell-shaped continuation of the chimney flue, which was open to the sky, extended low into the room, and stone benches, draped with sheepskins, were built around the open fireplace. It was around this mesmerizing flame that life revolved in winter: cooking, eating and even sleeping. The cistern, in the house or in the patio behind, collected the rainwater from the roof and provided the drinking water. Villagers claimed that every cistern tasted different. Through the back door of the house, in the patio, was a pink hydrangea, being tended for the village feast of Sant Jöan, and kept jealously out of sight.

Deyá split naturally into its three main neighbourhoods: the Puig on the hill below the church; the Clot in the valley below; the Porxo in between, more or less level with the main road. Women of each neighbourhood shopped at the same store, washed their clothes at the same rentaderos, and, in early winter, picked olives as a group. In their spare moments they huddled together, shelling almonds, stitching crochet squares or darning socks. In summer they sat outdoors in the shade, in winter in the entrada of one of the houses around a brazier, warming their feet. They kept an eye on all that went on. Deyá births were exhaustively discussed, as were courtships, marriages, illnesses, deaths, but above all, anything remotely smelling of scandal. Certainly the new family at Canellún came in for close scrutiny.

The men from the various neighbourhoods socialized more than the women. On weekdays after work or on Sundays they met at the cafés for an anís and a cigarette over a card game of Truc. Although an onlooker might think from the shouts in that smoke-laden atmosphere that a fight was brewing, in general they helped each other out. The tall ladder, the extra-long watering hose, the wheelbarrow brought back from France, the allotted hour-of-water from the spring: all were at everyone’s disposal if needed. However, favours must be returned. So long as everyone complied with the system there were no problems. If not, things still remained friendly on the surface, but at night chickens might be let out of their coop, a harness cut, or spring water diverted. Everyone knew everyone’s business; the women doing their laundry at the public rentaderos took care of that.

‘Did you hear my husband’s sheep got out on to the main road last night?’

‘Really? Are you sure they weren’t let out? Think about it. . . .’

3

Soon after the storm, in late September 1946, Lucia, Juan and I started at our village schools. There were three: the boys’, the girls’ and the infants’. The boys’ school was next to the Town Hall in the Porxo, the small square at the foot of the road that wound up to the Puig. In one corner by the school stood a neo-gothic wellhead over a cistern which stored the rainwater off both buildings.

My schoolmaster, Don Gaspar Sabater, a thin, verbose man with a squint, had taken up teaching while he was becoming established as a journalist. Don Gaspar taught us in Spanish, as was compulsory under Franco’s laws, but my friends spoke Mallorquín, a dialect of Catalan, which is as different from Spanish as is, for example, Italian. I was soon chatting away to them in it.

We sat at wooden desks chewing our pencils, and looked up at Don Gaspar sitting above us at his table on a raised platform. Behind him was the blackboard, a large map of Spain, a crucifix and the mandatory photograph of Generalissimo Franco, here in a business suit, looking rather fat, prosperous and pleased with himself. We learned the rivers and mountains of Spain parrot-fashion, and recited them in the same sing-song as our multiplication tables, the Visigoth kings or the story of Adam and Eve. We spent hours at calligraphy, laboriously copying endless lines of ‘I’s and ‘i’s. I became Don Gaspar’s star pupil and years later, whenever we met, he would commend me on that lovely handwriting – unfortunately, it deteriorated from then on.

Although we followed the Spanish national curriculum, reading, writing and basic sums were all that was considered necessary for village schooling. Don Gaspar was not a bad teacher, although he understandably seemed more interested in his new motorcycle than the Visigoth kings.

‘Which is the best motorbike in the world?’ he would ask.

‘A Lube!’ we dutifully chanted back. The Lube was the only motorcycle made in Spain at the time. Don Gaspar’s usually gleamed on its stand outside the school, but if he had just returned from his journalistic duties in Palma and the bike was the slightest bit dusty, one of the punishments for talking in class was to polish it. This was infinitely preferable to having to stand, or even kneel, with arms outstretched in a corner of the classroom.

The infants’ school, to which Lucia and Juan went, was run by the nuns. There they were taught to pray and to read. Mother got a daily report from Juan: ‘Mother! Tolito bit Margarita, Gasparin bit Antonia like this, Tolito pinched me like this, and Marquitos made caca in his trousers.’

Father collected us after school and took us home for lunch, but as the following summer approached, he arranged for Catalina, the ten-year-old daughter from the Estanco, to walk Lucia and Juan back home. I tagged along behind pretending I was not part of the group. In those days, before DDT and insecticides, there was a wealth of butterflies – fritillaries, whites, tortoiseshells, brimstones, swallow-tails, blues – on the wild flowers in the ditches by the roadside. It often took us twice as long as expected to get home, especially in May and June, when we trapped them under our straw hats.

4

Although difficult to reach, Deyá’s praises had been sung for as long as travellers had toured the island. The village’s most celebrated foreign resident had been the Austrian Archduke Ludwig Salvator, a cousin of the Hapsburg Emperor, who, in the 1870s, had bought a large farm within the Deyá parish boundaries and several farms in the neighbouring village of Valldemosa. The Arxiduc, as he was known, was a keen amateur natural historian and anthropologist and published many books, monographs and papers. Over the years, he attracted numerous men of science and letters to his table. Most were entranced by the beauty of Deyá. The story goes that one of them felt that the only possible addition, to attain absolute perfection, would be to be serenaded by canaries, and he duly had several dozen pairs let loose; they soon succumbed to the weather and predators. In 1892 the Arxiduc was paid a royal visit by his aunt, the Empress Elisabeth (Sissi), in her 1,800-tonne Imperial yacht, Miramar, which she berthed in the nearby Puerto Soller. In 1906 King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra arrived at his residence for a visit but the Arxiduc, who had not been advised, happened to be in Palma. They had to admire his museum instead.

The Arxiduc’s secretary was Deyá-born, Antonio Vives, who later married an Italian countess. Don Gaspar, our teacher, was married to the secretary’s grand-niece, Juanita. They lived with her father, Dr Vives, who had recently retired from his village practice after having a stroke. At school Don Gaspar loved telling us stories about the Arxiduc, to which he tried to impart certain moral overtones. He told us of the time the Arxiduc gave one of his labourers his old espardenyas saying, ‘Here, there’s a couple more weeks’ wear in these.’ The labourer, a Deyá man, preferring to remain barefoot rather than wear those smelly old things, threw them under a lentisc bush. The Arxiduc came across them again the next day, shrugged, took off the new ones he was wearing, and put back on the old ones.

Don Gaspar told us of the black Majorcan sow the Arxiduc had kept for over ten years, just to see how long her tusks would grow. To everyone’s amazement they grew like a wild boar’s, in the shape of a corkscrew. Don Gaspar told us of the fortune the Arxiduc spent on building a road along the coast, when it was obvious to the villagers that it would be washed away by the sea; and of the effort and money he put into planning and building paths leading to lookout points, just so that he could admire the view. Perhaps because he felt it reflected badly on Antonio Vives’s illustrious master, Don Gaspar did not tell us that the name ‘Porxo’ is all that remains of a seventeenth-century covered walkway which once stood on the site of our school and the Town Hall. The Arxiduc had indeed paid for these new buildings, but he had carried off the walkway’s lovely sandstone arches to his farm.

Archduke Ludwig Salvator died in Brandeis, near Prague, at the beginning of the First World War; but by then he had put Deyá on the map. In the early Twenties an hotel opened and year-round foreign residents became a familiar sight. The village was also the summer home of several wealthy families from Palma and Barcelona. There was enough demand for a telegrafista to be appointed, and the white-bearded retired sea
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