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      Rumer Godden (1907–98) was the acclaimed author of over sixty works of fiction and non-fiction for adults and children. Born in England, she and her siblings grew up in Narayanganj, India, and she later spent many years living in Calcutta and Kashmir. In 1949 she returned permanently to Britain, and spent the last twenty years of her life in Scotland. Several of her novels were made into films, including Black Narcissus in an Academy Award-winning adaption by Powell and Pressburger, The Greengage Summer, The Battle of the Villa Fiorita and The River, which was filmed by Jean Renoir. She was appointed OBE in 1993.
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        ‘You are making a mountain out of a molehill,’ said Angela. Olivia was suddenly inspired to answer, ‘A molehill can be a mountain to a sparrow.’

      

    

  
    
      

      I should like to thank Sir Norris Kenyon, JP, BSc, LCC, a Chairman of the Metropolitan Juvenile Courts, and Mr J. C. Collinge, Chief Clerk of the Courts, for valuable help and advice; also Inspector Roberts of Bow Street, for his assistance, and the Governors and Secretary of the Arethusa Training Ship, for permission to use its name.

      I must also give thanks for very special help to Mr Alex Gaudin, of L’Escargot, whose father, once upon a time, had a little restaurant like Vincent’s but not, of course, in Catford Street.
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      I’m not sure if Rumer Godden wrote An Episode of Sparrows for children or for adults. It was originally published on an adult list but I read it when I was about ten, Lovejoy’s age. She’s the heroine of this book, a small, strong-willed little girl with the tenacity and determination of twenty adults. She’s got a feckless mother, no father at all, and scarcely any friends. It’s not perhaps surprising. Lovejoy is fierce and selfish because she’s had to learn to be tough to survive. She snatches, she steals, she’s witheringly scornful if she doesn’t like anyone. I knew as I read the book that I’d be very wary of Lovejoy in real life – but even so, I cared about her passionately.

      I was a shy, bookish child who worried if I was told off and agonised if I hurt people’s feelings, whereas Lovejoy has far more spirit. She is so bold and always answers back – even bites and spits. She’s quite relentless with poor Tip, the thirteen-year-old boy who is her only friend, always pushing for more and more help with the little garden that means so much to her. She’s particularly mean to Sparkey, a wonderfully ghoulish little boy who’s all eyes and thin long legs.

      Rumer Godden writes about Lovejoy so brilliantly you understand her utterly and you’re rooting for her throughout the book. Your eyes sting with tears when you see her tender side, as she makes her bedroom spick and span because her dreadful mother is due for a visit, then patiently sits outside on the stairs for hours while her mother entertains her men friends. You understand totally why Lovejoy prays to stay ‘cocky and independent’ when it looks as if she will have to go to St Botolph’s Home of Compassion.

      I cared about clothes very much as a child. Although we lived on a council estate my mum wanted me to look like a little lady, and bought me pleated skirts, tailored coats and velour hats. I hated those demure outfits, and longed for pretty, flouncy dresses, patent shoes, hair ribbons and charm bracelets. But when I read about Lovejoy selling her plain St Botolph’s uniform for a box coat, pumps and a little cap I realised they were stylish choices, and felt ashamed of my own flashy taste.

      I was a town child living in a cramped flat. I had no access to gardens, and indeed no interest in them, until I read An Episode of Sparrows, but then, like Lovejoy, I learnt about Italian gardens and wanted a secret one of my own. I’d never eaten fine food either – I’d only ever been to a Joe Lyons tea shop at that stage in my life – but I felt I understood Vincent, and now I can’t see any stylish small restaurant with bay trees outside without thinking of his immaculate establishment in Catford Street. I didn’t know anything about art either, but I knew from reading this book that it would be a very special experience to have dessert served on an Angelica Kauffman plate.

      Reading as an adult is a different experience from reading as a child. I’m amazed now at the depth and detail of this short novel. It’s a masterpiece of construction and utterly realistically convincing – though it has a fairytale element too. Rumer Godden’s writing is admired for many qualities, and she is known for writing with sensitivity and perception about India, about nuns, about dolls, but I think her greatest strength is her accurate, unsentimental portrayal of children.

      Lovejoy, Tip and Sparkey were so real to me that they have stayed alive in my head for more than fifty years. I think they will be just as real for you too. An Episode of Sparrows was the first book that made me cry when I was ten. I cried all over again at this recent reading of the story – and I closed the book with the same sense of total satisfaction.

      Jacqueline Wilson, 2013 
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      When I came back to England in 1945, the end of the Second World War, I felt, after the years of living in some of India’s remotest places, I needed to go to London. ‘Come into the market place,’ said my literary agent, Spencer Curtis Brown but, ‘London!’ said my father as if nobody lived in London. ‘If you go to London you are on your own.’

      I still knew I must go; his and my mother’s very care and kindness was inhibiting and I needed to be, for a while at least, in the current of literary life.

      It was not easy; I soon despaired of finding a flat or small house, everything was far beyond my means and I had almost decided to go back to Cornwall when I saw an advertisement in an estate agent’s window. I was attracted at once by the price, ‘Eleven hundred pounds for thirteen years leasehold.’

      It was in a mews off Eaton Square, squeezed between two other houses, with only one sitting room, a miniature kitchen, one fair-sized bedroom – my daughters Jane’s and Paula’s I thought – a smaller one, mine, and a little telephone room off the stairs which would hold a bed for Simon, my small nephew whose parents were in India. There was also a resident mouse with which we made friends; it always came out when the telephone rang.

      In front, the little house gave directly on to the cobbled yard; at the back it was against a wall, but it had a garage – ‘I’ll make that into a playroom one day.’ It was possible – just.

      The house was so small it needed little furniture; fortunately it had built-in cupboards and I had bought beds, some chintzes, and the upstairs carpeting from the former owner; for the rest we had nothing and, at once, I came up against a problem: the only furniture available on coupons was ‘utility’, hastily made furniture replacements for bombed or blasted houses, cheap and badly finished. The alternative seemed to be antiques. I found that prices of these were not exorbitant, perhaps because people were still so numbed by loss and by restrictions that they had not woken up to true values, indeed most antique shops were still shut. Here I evolved a small philosophy which has stood me in good stead, ‘If you haven’t the money to buy the quality you want, go without, don’t compromise.’ I decided to buy what I could – better to sit on packing cases than squander precious money on utility.

      Nobody approved of the house. ‘It’s rather bijou,’ said Spencer, which meant he did not like it. To me it was bijou, a little jewel of a house: I adored it and had a rich wonderful time for a while but only a while. I began to find I had made a mistake, the busy whirl of London’s life was not for me and more seriously, ‘When are you going to do some writing?’ asked Spencer. The book I had started lay untouched on my table. I was writing articles for Vogue, for the now defunct Time and Tide, encouraged by Lady Rhonda, not my real work, then I realized with a shock I had not as much money as I had thought – I had forgotten about tax. Finally the time came when I had to tell myself miserably, ‘You have squandered, muddled, and wasted everything, everything from opportunity to money. Wasted.’

      There I was wrong. After the war years of hard work, poverty, and loneliness in Kashmir I needed that space of gaiety, companionship, even luxury, and I have come to believe that nothing is ever wasted; out of mistakes, or through mistakes, something quite worthwhile can come, in my case the seed of another novel.

      The mews was close to the square’s parklike garden where the railings had been taken away to be melted down for the war effort – every scrap of metal was precious – so that the children from the poorer streets used to come and play in the garden until they were chased away by angry residents. I spent every moment I could in the garden, listening and talking to the children, those little London sparrows.

      There was, too, a bombed-out church; picking my way through the rubble, slabs of cracked marble, bits of pillar, I came across that strange phenomenon of bombed-out London, flowers, weed flowers of course, pushing their way and blossoming in the ruins. Perhaps it was this that gave An Episode of Sparrows its underlying theme; all my novels are stories but underlying each is a deeper theme, never said but there.

      But what really planted the seed was when that summer I had my window-boxes filled by a jobbing gardener; they were my only garden and looked fresh, as pretty as the house in that rather squalid mews. A few days later I had a call from two ladies who lived in the square. ‘Not a social call,’ they told me because, did I know, that the earth in my window-boxes had been stolen from the gardens in the square? It was the first time I knew that earth could be stolen. The elder of the two ladies, who wore a hat with blue feather wings, spoke those, to me, memorable words: ‘If you want earth you can buy it from the Army and Navy Stores, seven shillings and sixpence the carton.’

      It took a long time to germinate, which is often the way with a book, and it was not until ten years later that I wrote the opening lines:

      
         

        The garden committee had met to discuss the earth; not the whole earth, the terrestrial globe, but the bit of it that had been stolen from the Gardens in the Square…

      

      Rumer Godden, 1993 
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