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5th April 2005.  This is Tape 3.  So, just one last thing, I’ve just remembered about the book. There seems to be quite a lot of… drinking, goes on among various members of the family within the book.
Drinking?

Yes: and also some early experiences of Camilla, drinking as a child.  I just wondered when was the first time you…
Had a drink?

First had alcohol.

Oh well, my parents used to give cocktail parties, and my sister and I used to go round draining all the glasses afterwards [laughs]. I think that was the first time I had a drink: yeah, had a few drinks [laughs]. Yes. I wasn’t aware that there was a lot of drinking in the book.

Mm.  Well…
Because drink has never been one of my problems, I don’t really like the taste. So, just as well, I mean… my headmistress of my boarding school once said to me ‘Antonia you must never drink, you’re quite bad enough without it.’ [laughs] So luckily, I didn’t like the taste, and I never smoked either. Because I didn’t like the taste of that either, but, when I was young, I used to have a big cigarette holder you know, a long cigarette holder and have a ci…, dummy cigarette in the end, and it made it possible to… I had a lot of involuntary arm movements, and it made it very possible to sort of make ‘em into rather dramatic Mediterranean gestures. And one had various wheezes [laughs].

And when was the first time you tried a cigarette then?

Oh the fir… I was very old I think: I was about 18 and me and a friend tried, bought a little packet of Philip Morris and we smoked them in the train. Neither of us really liked it, but we just pretended we did. [laughs] No, cigarettes are not an issue really.

And when you were finishing off cocktails, how old were you when you were trying that?

Eight. But I don’t think it made much impact really, except it was something that was rather naughty we shouldn’t be doing because, you know, we weren’t allowed to… have drinks, of course. But drink wasn’t an issue in the family much, because my grandmother was very puritanical and she’d have half a glass of cooking sherry or something occasionally. [laughs] And she’d give sherry parties, but she herself wouldn’t drink very much. My father drank, but it wasn’t a problem, you know; whisky, you know, and later on he used to drink a lot of barley wine. Sorry have I…
No it’s all right: I’m just turning the level up a bit there.
But I have enjoyed the odd spliff, I must say, [laughs] but that was in later life.

OK.  All right, well… the sort of the departure point of the novel is when you go 

To school

Away to school, and we were talking earlier on the tape about, the surrogate mothers that you met at that boarding school. Maybe you could tell us a little bit about the school?

Well the school was… I was sent there because it was my mother’s dying wish that I should go there.  It was a Christian Science school.  It still exists and it was a school called ‘Claremont’, and the building is ... the school is outside, just outside Esher. Now it’s a tremendously posh sort of school.  When I went, it wasn’t so posh, and academically, it wasn’t so hot: but it was a nice school, and when I first went there it was in Llandrindod Wells, because it was, we were evacuated, and I went there when I was 10: no 11, I think. I went to this other school first, which I think I spoke about last week

The one at Cane End?

The one that I was deported from: I mean expelled from.  No, but Claremont was the secondary school.  I mean, I was there for seven years, I think. And it was a, there again, it was a beautiful building, another beautiful building for me: original damasks from the eighteenth century.  It had been built for Clive of India; designed by Vanbrugh, the grounds, and Clive never lived there, because he committed suicide, for some reason or other, before he got there, but it was subsequently belonged to Louis-Philippe, king of Belgium, and Queen Victoria used to spend a lot of time there, as a child, because he was her uncle.  And it was fascinating, because Prince Regent’s daughter, Charlotte, actually died in childbirth in the fourth form classroom, [laughs] and we used to be fascinated by this story, and we were very aware of the history of the place because, you know, there was a teacher called Phyllis Cooper who was very keen on history, she was, actually taught French, but she wrote the history of the place up and, we all knew about it. It was a smaller school: about 30 boarders when I was there and about 30 daygirls.  All girls.  And of course, it wasn’t sort… it was sort of… now it’s a sort of posh building, you know, and I think they get a lot of money from the National Trust, and they’ve poshed it up no end, and it’s, really is a, staggeringly good example of eighteenth century domestic architecture.  But when we were there, it was a bit falling down, and you know, a bit shabby because it was just aft… during the later stages of the War, and after the War, and it was, well it was a fine place to be.

And how did a Christian Science education differ from what you’d had before?

Well, it wasn’t very different, because Christian Science, I suppose it always had a certain influence on my upbringing.  It was just more intense.  We had to read a lesson every day, which was a bit of stuff from the Bible, and a bit of stuff from Mary Baker Eddy, who was the founder of Christian Science and now has gone into decline, I think. But, and nobody, they never called a doctor, unless somebody was very, very, very ill; although they went to dentists. I always thought that was incredibly… inconsistent.  I was never really a fully paid-up Christian Scientist.  You know, I used to go along with it, and I didn’t allow my, I didn’t allow my anti-authoritarian streak to, sort of, laugh too hard, loud at Christian Science, because I think I had a sort of, a sort of basic sensitivity some times [laughs].

So, so, sorry, forgive me, I don’t know a great deal about it. What sort of, what were the sort of the, the main sort of beliefs?

Well, they believed that… I suppose the one that… I remember most was the fact that all illness was error and the result of wrong thinking, which in a way is, is sound, because so much of illness is psychosomatic in origin, anyway, and people know that these days, but in those days, it was thought to be absolutely batty, to think that if you didn’t think the right thoughts you would get ill, or, if you were ill, it was because you hadn’t, you’d had erroneous thoughts, and they didn’t believe in doctors, but they had people called ‘Christian Science practitioners’ who’d help you with right thinking.  It all sounds rather batty, but it was psychologically quite sound, I think in a way, because nobody was ever ill.  I mean, it was very, very rare for anyone to be ill there.

And how did Christian Science view your disability?

Well, I think it was good because, in a way, it was a continuation [laughs] of my home: nobody ever mentioned it.  Or if they mentioned it, it was always in a very sort of… soft way.  I had to play games.  I had to play a lot of games.  I had to do gym; I wasn’t allowed… not to do anything: but, at one time, I was allowed to have a rest for half an hour in a lunchtime.  And I, they got a typewriter, for me to do my exams on and things, you know, because I couldn’t write, very much. And I suppose I got a lot of teasing when I first went to school when, you know, children are like, but I still managed that because, I just thought, ‘Well, I’ll be able, I’ll really make them laugh.  I’ll laugh with them we’ll, I’ll be a real buffoon’ so I became a real buffoon, and we all laughed together,

Mm.

which was a much better idea [laughs].  I’ve been a bit of a buffoon ever since, I think. But… no, and then I was an academic child.  I liked, I loved learning, but my maths went off badly because I couldn’t cope, with writing the figures down. Geometry was difficult; but, yes, I loved English and I even liked French.  I wasn’t much good at it, but I liked it.  Latin, yes, and History was of course, was the main, always my main love.  And we had very small classes, only single figures sometimes, and we got a lot of attention, and although the teachers were not always very good, because they had to be Christian Scientists, so there wasn’t a big pool to pick from.  In my day they had to be Christian Scientists.  They were all very nice people and they were, you know, they very sympathetic, without being cosseting. 

And what sort of games were you having to play?

Lacrosse, which was good for hitting people on the head with.  Hockey, which was good for people, hitting people on the legs with, and netball, and tennis. We had a swimming pool, I learnt to swim which I was pleased about: and, no that’s about all. It’s enough really.

What about outside of your sort of your lessons. What was the social life of the school like?
Oh it was good. We had, I had elocution lessons because I had a ... it was the one thing that my parents did pay for, which was to do with my disability.  I had a rather slip, a rather sliding voice you know, sort of muffled, because of the muscle tone being really bad. That became all right, but in old age it’s become a slightly bad again. I mean what would you say about the voice?

I’ve turned the volume up slightly on the recording level.

Yes, yes.

Because you sometimes fade away a bit but, but so do I.  My, I’ve got quite a quiet voice too, so...
Yes. Yes. Well, I had a very loud voice when I was young you know: very strident and I loved drama.  At school, that was my main interest I suppose, it was one of the main interests and I remember playing parts like Lady Brocklehurst, I won’t do the handbag again [laughs].  And, you know, I suppose in a way, I was lively, [laughs] and I was always tired, but I mean I have always been like that.  I always lived to the limits of my… fatigue level. You know, fatigue has always been a bit of an issue, but I think it’s worthwhile having fatigue if you are going to live.  I mean I don’t want to not live, and not have fatigue.  I’d rather have fatigue and live, and I have never slept very well though: I mean, I don’t think spas…, people with cerebral palsy, do sleep very well on the whole because of the movements.  I have always taken sleeping tablets.  Well, not always, but since I had the children. 

OK. So in… What sort… Can you talk a little bit more about some of the other things you did in drama?

It was an all girls school so I was always cast in as either old men or old women, or character parts: and there was nearly always a part for me, I must say, that was really good.  I took the parts that nobody else really… wanted, I suppose. or I was good at old people, because I was a sort of … my movements were sort of sufficiently shambolic, to be old, [laughs], but character parts, you’d say: and I just loved it, I just thought it was such fun, being somebody else [laughs].  And the drama teacher was the elocution teacher, old Miss Clements, and she was about 90, and she’d sort of worked with one or two film stars and, she was a right character, but she was about six foot tall, and held herself immaculately, even though she was so old.  She was of course a Christian Scientist and went on to die at about 99, I think. But she was a very good teacher.  Mm. 

And what about your sister, Veronica?  Was she at the school?

No. 

So where was she?

My sister is a very… difficult subject. She was nearly six years younger than me. Do you want me to go right back to the beginning or…

Well if it’s something….

No. My sister … she died five years ago, of cancer, and, for the last two years before she died, she refused to see me.  Did I tell you this?  And it was, I really loved my sister in a kind of curiously convoluted way; and I couldn’t bear not seeing her, so I got a private detective, to tell me where she was living.  It cost me fifty quid [laughs]. And I said to her ex-husband, who was sort of fending off various people, who she didn’t want to see, including me.  She went into remission for two years and I suppose she was determined not to see anybody she didn’t really want to see and I was one of them [laughs] and I rang up Ossie and I said, ‘Look, I know exactly where Veronica lives and I’m going to turn up unless you, unless you arrange it.’  So he quickly put things into position and I was invited up to go and see her, but she was well chaperoned by her ex-husband and her middle son: and I saw her for about 50 minutes and she was quite ill then.  She was, she died about two months later, but I was so glad I made the effort, because I had to drive up to Dulwich in the rush hour and, you know, it was very… I do drive, but I don’t like driving in London.  I wasn’t feeling very well and… but it was worth it, even though it was heavily chaperoned; and I could not understand why she was so frightened of me. Can you? [Both laugh]

Not, not really, to that extent.  I mean you… So when you went away to school, does that, was that, you were apart from your sister for long periods?
My sister went to another school.  My sister, being so much younger was very much in a different sort of age group.  She was, she went to school in York and then she went to a boarding school called Monmouth School for Girls. It’s a Haberdashers school because my father’s farm was about 10 miles away and it was a much cheaper school and by that time dad had retired and there wasn’t any money, or very little money.  But she did, she was, a strange woman.  I think it must have been hard, being my sister, actually.  It’s always hard to be the sibling of a disabled person, I think. Either the disabled person gets a lot of attention or they, their lives behave so badly and the other one isn’t and, you know, and I don’t know ... I always think it’s difficult. It was certainly difficult in our case: and I was terribly jealous of her as a child, because my grandmother loved her, and nanny was her nanny, not my nanny, and I think the, the family was so riven. You know, my grandmother was on one side, and my sister was with my grandmother; I was always supporting my father, and, after my mother died, it was dreadful.  They each … would tell the other one they had been responsible for the death of my mother.  It was really melodramatic and awful: and I suppose we couldn’t hope to be friends as sisters.  We used to have moments when we would have a good giggle together, you know.  But she was a big girl, and she actually bullied me quite a lot, because she was much stronger than me and I was, she was 10 and I was about 15, she was stronger than I was: and, but she remembered it.  Well, I once locked her in a tool shed you see, when she was four, and I was… nine or 10. This was at Granny’s, and she never forgot that, and so, and I think, in later years that sort of epitomised her feelings about me, that I’d locked her in the tool shed, and it was the most terrifying thing that ever happened to her: and so we didn’t get on, but I did try, from about when I was about 50, and she was about 45, I, and I left teaching and became a, trained to be a psychotherapist, I did think it was time I tried, so we used to see each other, about four times a year, and we used, we tried and tried.  I think she tried too, but it was difficult.  She would never talk about the past, and I always wanted to talk about the past, and, for her, it was too painful.  And she was an introvert, I think, in a way, in very … a very peculiar person, but then I suppose, suppose that she would say that I was a very peculiar person, [laughs] but it was a… not my best relationship: in fact, probably one of the worst ones I ever had.  I never managed to manage my sister.  I never managed to know where she was coming from, quite.  But it’s funny I am very great friends with her daughter-in-law, who she didn’t like, [laughs] who was totally black; a really nice person called Pauline, who married her eldest son and she is really one of my very best friends.  But, I don’t, the friendship was at one time based on a mutual dislike of Veronica, I think, but it’s become, it’s blossomed and become very much better.  I like my eldest nephew very much, Pericles.  My sister married an Italian prince called Guardino Palvacini.  I liked him.  He was a … he was, I think, an interesting man; he is an interesting man.  I must be careful now I was talking about the present.

Mm.  Taking back a bit then, what was it like then for you in the holidays, from the boarding school.  How did you and your sister get on, when you went back for a holiday?

Not very well.  No. By that, by that time, my father had bought the farm and he had married my first stepmother. Sorry. Is it all right?
That’s all right.
I kicked it a bit.
Mm.
When, I think I told you last time, when Daddy retired, he bought a farm with my step-mother who had all the money in the farm but she couldn’t bear it, and she couldn’t bear my father either, and after a year she left and took all her money with her, so my father was left with a mortgage at the age of 56, after he’d left the army and he had this farm which he really couldn’t… have I told you this? 

No

Which he really couldn’t… finance. It was a smallholding of 20 acres, in Monmouthshire.  Beautiful country.  But he was particularly keen on pigs, and he had a lot of pigs, but he really was too old, not to manage without help.  He had a land girl called ‘Bonnie’, who wasn’t much help, I don’t think: and then we had a half-wit boy, a half… I’m sorry, I shouldn’t say that, but you know… an educationally-challenged boy [laughs] called ‘Douglas’: and, but it was no good.  I don’t think he even broke even on the farm, and he was completely hopeless technically, you know. We had to have a machine we made electricity with, a Lister-Kaye machine, and it used to break down about twice a week, and Dad used to have to go and get a man from the next village to mend it, and then most of the time we used Tilley lamps and paraffin lamps, and we cooked, believe it or not, for a long time on a paraffin stove. We lived a really, a really deprived life, I must say that, because a house without a grown-up mother, a woman in it and with a man who’s always been looked after by a batman, or a wife, or both, is hopeless around the house you know, [laughs] especially with a couple of daughters who were so undomesticated it wasn’t true.  I hated that house. The only room that was ever warm was the kitchen because, we didn’t have any heating, of course, and Daddy was very stingy about heating.  And the kitchen was a revolting room, and we had mice and rats and god knows what.  We used to have quite fun, my sister and I had mouse races.  We had a bull terrier called ‘Bully’ and we used to make him run after the mice through the cupboards in the sideboard.  [laughs]   It was all rather like Cold Comfort Farm. Have you read Cold Comfort Farm?  Yes, it was a bit like that.  And of course dad was under financial siege all the time, because he had to pay off the mortgage, out of a military pension which was very small. It was £600 a year or something, and so he was always in a bad temper because he was always anxious. He wasn’t always in a bad temper, no, but he was, had underlying anxiety about finance.  And I remember him saying at one time, ‘If only I didn’t have you two girls, I’d be rich.’ [laughs]. But no, it was a hard life, on the farm and the pigs kept going, getting out on the green and we had to chase then round the village green, and that was a subject of great village hilarity, watching us chasing the pigs around the green.  Or the cow would get in the corn, and it really is true, if a cow gets in some green corn, they die, because they eat green corn, and it’s poison for cows. So Daisy would get in the corn, and the pigs would get off, out of the gate, into the village green, and oh God, something was always happening ,something boring like that; [laughs] so it wasn’t a very happy life.  No, we didn’t have very good holidays. [sighs] No. 

So did you look forward to the holidays together then?

No, I hated them.  

Mm.
I used to cry at the end of term. Everybody else used to say, ‘Oh we’re going home. Isn’t that lovely? The holidays.’ Sometimes I used to go and stay with other people, but the holidays were horrible. This was when I was about… Dad bought the farm when I was 15, and he married Hilary who I didn’t like at all.  I hated her.  I wrote hymns of hate to Hilary, in my bedroom.  [laughs]
So how did he meet Hilary?

What?

How did he meet Hilary?

Oh he’d known Hilary for years and years.  You know, these sort of regimental widows who circulated, when one chap died, they’d marry somebody else in the regiment.  It was a kind of ‘in’ society.  So he, I don’t think he’d been engaged to Hilary before he met my mother, but he’d known her very well.  She was a very strikingly beautiful woman, and but very, completely cold and no… she’d been married twice and had no children, so she was, and she was very fussy and I think she liked my sister.  She didn’t like me and I couldn’t stand her: and in the end, she couldn’t stand my dad either [laughs].  Because he was bad-tempered and messy: untidy, you know.  [laughs] 

So how long were they married for?

A year.  Then she went off and died of breast cancer.  He used to say she’d fallen in love with the local doctor, [laughs] but I don’t think that was… him, his imagination. I hope so, anyway. But, no, she wasn’t a success, poor Hilary.

And did you say your father got married another time as well?

Yes.  He got married later when I was in South Africa. 
Mm.

Another regimental widow and that wasn’t a success either. 
Mm.

She stayed, I think she stayed two years.  But she had a manor house…, in Colchester so she went back to her manor house.

So your father bought this farm, when you were 15. What was happening to you at school at that time?

Oh, I think I was sort of enjoying school, yes.  It was coming up on my school certificate in those days, and I was busy learning to manipulate a typewriter. The typewriter had been not got by the school. My godmother in the book, remember?  My godmother, who loved young clerics, got the typewriter out of a young cleric. It was called a Zost. It was a terribly ancient American typewriter with huge keys, but it worked and it was in the wartime it was very hard to get typewriters, and she went to all sorts of trouble to get it. I don’t quite know that it was the truth that was in the book. [laughs]  I think that was a bit of camping up, but, so I was busy, learning to manipulate this typewriter thing, and there was a question about whether I should use a typewriter at my public exams, or whether I should dictate.  But I opted to use a typewriter, and I did quite well. I didn’t take that many subjects, but I got two distinctions and two credits, and two passes.  And so everybody was quite pleased, and then I stayed on, one year in the sixth form and… or was it two years?  I’ve forgotten exactly.  Anyway, I think I had a sort of breakdown, and I didn’t get my GCE A level.  It was too much, and so, and then I went home to stay with Dad, on this bloody awful farm and I didn’t know what to do. I thought, ‘I’ve mucked it. I can’t go to university now. If I don’t go to university, I’ll not have a life, so I took a correspondence course with somebody called Wolsey Hall in Oxford. Do they still exist? I don’t think so. 
[Something inaudible]

Anyway, I was becoming very left-wing by that time, and I was, read the New Statesman, which was a marvellous paper in those days: Kingsley Martin, you know.  I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of him really, but still.  And it was full of really good writing and there were very good advertisements on the back page, and one of them was to do with this correspondence course in Oxford. 

[End of tape three side A]

Side B

Yes, this correspondence course; and they were a jolly lot of people.  I think they were largely dons’ wives, but I enrolled, and did three subjects.  I did English, History and Religious Knowledge.  This was the first year they did A’ level: that’s right: and the school said I could go back there, and take the examination from that, as a centre and have individual invigilation, which I needed because of being on a typewriter, so I worked like bloody hell, and my dad made it very difficult, because he didn’t believe that it... he wanted me at home, for the dubious company, and I absolutely hated it. God, I hated that place.  I hated Dad at that time too, I think, because he didn’t make it easy.  There was no heating, as I said, anywhere, except the kitchen, and the kitchen was absolutely filthy: and, yes, it was a very difficult time. But anyway I did work very hard, and I applied for lots of universities and they all turned me down.  Five universities turned me down, because I couldn’t write: I had a disability.  I mean, in this, the disability scene has changed dramatically.  I mean, all those civic universities that I wanted to go to Leeds or Manchester or Birmingham or, one of those civic universities.  I think I applied to four or five and they all sa…, they didn’t want to know: because they didn’t have any provision for disabled students, at all.  None: and I was beginning to get really upset, and I applied to Durham. I had always liked Durham, because it was a bit like York, and, in many ways it was, had more charm, because it was smaller and I’d been, I’d had an aunt who lived at Billingham.  Her husband worked at ICI up there, so I knew, I’d been to Durham and I thought this was a lovely place and so I applied to Durham, and there they have a collegiate system, and I applied to two colleges, and I got an interview, and I had a very good interview with a professor, history professor: and he asked, he was very keen on me having read certain books, like Middlemarch and War and Peace, and of course I’d read them all and I was quite fluent: and then I had to have another interview with the head of the college so I had, it was St Aidan’s College, St Aidan’s Society I think, Miss Scott, and she and I got on terribly well.  I mean, she was this, a real archetypal blue-stocking, and anyway, so I got my place, which was assured if I got my A’ levels.  And so, so anyway I got my A’ levels, I got a state scholarship and was off [laughs].  But university was very interesting: it was very hard in some ways.  I’d never met boys before.  You know, having gone to an all-girls’ school, and, you know, my father never encouraged any kind of social life. And it was a very interesting, very, quite difficult scenario, but there again, I loved the library [laughs].

Well, shall we, shall we stop there?

Yes. I think that’s a good place to stop actually.

Yes.  Ten to and 
Is it?

[End of tape recording]
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