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INTRODUCTION

I knew the minute the call came from Derbyshire that there would be no escape. I had been here before: it was Miss Shepherd all over again.

This might seem unkind, the resemblance between a smelly, deranged and filthily raincoated vagrant and Chatsworth’s fragrant chatelaine emeritus not immediately obvious. But they are the same, both strong-willed single-minded women wanting something out of me: Miss Shepherd a haven for her van, the dowager Duchess a foreword for her book. ‘Can I bend you to my will?’ sister Nancy used to say. Quite.

Note that I have a difficulty calling her Debo (though nobody else does). My acquaintance with duchesses, dowager or otherwise, is scant and feeling it a bit soon after only one meeting to be on first-name terms I settled for Ms Debo while she in her turn called me Mr Alan. I suppose it’s a kind of nickname and she is well used to that, the Mitfords having so many nicknames for each other one wonders how they could keep track. Her said sister, Nancy, called her 9, a reference to her supposed mental age; the myth of her own stupidity one that has clung to her all her life and which she still expects us to believe.

Famously unlettered, Ms Debo claims to be like her father who only ever read one book (White Fang) and found it so dangerously good he never wanted to read another. And though I feel much the same about opera I don’t believe it of Her Grace. Still it’s ironical that having written a story about Someone who discovers the delights of reading I now find I am writing a foreword in praise of Someone Else who never has.

Among the handful of books the author does admit to having read I am delighted to find Priscilla Napier’s A Late Beginner, a favourite of mine and full of the lost lore and language of nannies. Seeing this recommended, I thought I’d tell her to read Mary Clive’s Day of Reckoning only to turn the page and find that she already had.

Debo’s book ticks so many of my boxes that I’d better start with a mistake (what critics call ‘an egregious error’) so as not to seem sycophantic. The book begins with a lengthy list of the 11th Duke’s offices, appointments and other distinctions ranging from the presidency of Chesterfield and Darley Dale brass bands to being runner-up as White’s Club ‘Shit of the Year’. However, the list omits (entirely understandably to my mind) the duke’s brief sojourn as a governor of Giggleswick School (I think he may have owned the land on which the school is built but that’s by the way). This governorship may be a piece of information his relict wishes to suppress as indeed he only attended one governors’ meeting, afterwards appearing on the platform in (among other things) yellow socks. Now it happened that the previous day a youth in the sixth form suspected of Bohemian tendencies had been bawled out by his housemaster, the proof of his decadence (and a possible portent of future effeminacy) a pair of yellow socks found in his locker. Following the duke’s appearance on the platform, whatever penalties had been imposed were briskly rescinded so there was one boy at least who had cause to bless the name of Cavendish.

Not having read many books has its drawbacks, though it might appal Debo to know that she thereby fulfils one of W. H. Auden’s requirements for a budding writer, namely knowing a few books inside out. He would also approve of her fondness for lists and she of his fascination with lead mining and the geology of Derbyshire.

It’s a county she revels in. Saddled with her irrepressible Mitford voice she enjoys Derbyshire for its dialect, instancing ‘starved’ which in Derbyshire means cold. This usage is not confined to Derbyshire, as my mother, who was originally from Halifax, was fond of it. She took it further and applied it to the weather, which she’d describe as ‘starvaceous’. ‘Mash the tea’ is another Derbyshire expression that’s shared with Leeds, and it’s a handy one too. ‘Make the tea’ is pretty general and might mean ‘Pour it out’. ‘Mash the tea’ is more precise, meaning ‘Put the tea in the pot’. So ‘The tea’s mashed’ means it’s just waiting to be poured.

This is a lady who will have seen plenty of teas in her time, teas on terraces, teas in tents, teas with farmers, teas with tenants. She’s someone who knows about gooseberries and can discriminate between parsnips. She’s on first name terms with her hens, up to the minute on sheep, and pigs, I’m sure, eat out of her hand (which incidentally requires nerve).

To my surprise she’s quite charitable about flower arranging, a hobby in my experience that’s prone to turn its votaries into hell-hags. ‘If you think squash is a competitive activity,’ says one of my characters, ‘try flower arrangement.’

Though I don’t know why I should think it’s just flower arrangement: rhubarb growing may be equally cut-throat and I’m sure there’s no love lost over leeks and marrows. This is a world Debo has seen much more of than me, having trailed round more than her share of village fêtes and local shows with their ancient categories: ‘Three tarts on a plate’, ‘An edible necklace’, or (a favourite, this) ‘A garden on a tray’, the pond invariably represented by a bit of silver paper.

But there are worlds elsewhere and, surprisingly, one of the most interesting pieces is an essay on tiaras which is not a topic to which I’ve ever given much thought: I didn’t even know that diamonds could be dirty. It’s a lovely essay, the kind of vignette you might well have found in the old New Yorker. Debo remembers once having to don the family diamonds, tiara, necklace, stomacher and all, in order to play the lead in the local WI’s The Oldest Miss World in the World (‘My hobbies are hens and world peace’). One just wonders whether she told the insurers.

Both of us having been despatched round provincial bookshops, we share memories of that shaming humiliation of the writer’s life, the book-signing.

Writer (pen poised): To whom shall I put it?

Reader (brightly smiling): Me!

Bolder and more pedantic than I’ve ever dared to be, Debo baulks at signing a book ‘To Granny’ when it’s not her granny, a detail I never let trouble me at all. But I agree with her that anyone who skips a dedication and just wants a signature almost deserves a kiss besides.

Faced with a queue, the staff of the bookshop can get quite bossy (‘Her Grace will not be signing bus-tickets’). I’m so anxious to be liked I’m happy to sign bus-tickets and even betting slips if it helps. On one occasion a young man, not having bought the book or anything else, turned round and told me to sign the back of his neck. Which I did. When he next washed I don’t like to think.

Deborah Devonshire is not someone to whom one can say, ‘Joking apart . . .’ Joking never is apart: with her it’s of the essence, even at the most serious and indeed saddest moments. At the heart of this collection are three pieces of a different order and all remarkable: diaries of the inauguration of President Kennedy in 1961, of his funeral two years later and an account of the ‘Treasure Houses of Britain’ exhibition in Washington in 1985.

JFK was a family friend not because famous people know other famous people but through his sister Kathleen (Kick) Kennedy’s marriage to Andrew Devonshire’s brother, Billy, who was shortly afterwards killed in Belgium. A few years later Kathleen herself died in a plane crash and is buried at Edensor on the edge of Chatsworth Park. Jack Kennedy was therefore a friend of the family in good times and bad and this brought an invitation to his inauguration as president in January 1961. Reluctant to go (the call of the moors) DD kept a diary of the proceedings, which in their cheerful chaos seem more like India than any English ceremonial.

At one point the newly elected president calls her over to stand beside him while the parade goes by . . . the president having a cup of coffee and a biscuit in gaps between contingents of the three-hour procession. At one point one of the marching troops breaks ranks to take a snap of the president on the podium. The Trooping of the Colour it certainly wasn’t.

What’s winning is the fun she gets out of it, and a component of the fun she gets out of life is that she seems to have no sense of entitlement. Standing next to the newly inaugurated JFK she thinks of it as an enormous treat and when later he climbs over seven rows of chairs just to have a word, though frozen to the marrow she is in total heaven.

That she is a natural diarist is plain from the oddities that catch her eye, the piece ending as she drifts off to sleep in the British Embassy while outside in the bedroom corridor her husband whispers to the ambassador Sir Harold Caccia the secrets Prime Minister Macmillan had entrusted him to bring over.

Her account of Kennedy’s funeral, that terrible Thanksgiving of 1963, is so heartfelt it is difficult to read. Afterwards she is sympathising with the ambassador David Ormsby Gore and his wife. ‘It will be very difficult working with the new administration – no intimacy, no shared memories and no jokes.’ And the jokes aren’t the least of it so that her account of even this wretched weekend manages to end on one. Fog having diverted the funeral party to Manchester, this means a night at Chatsworth where she recalls the (very thin) Prime Minister, Alec Douglas-Home, wondering if perhaps he crept into bed and lay very still she wouldn’t have to change the sheets for Princess Margaret who was coming the next day.

I’ve never thought of Alec Douglas-Home as much of a joker but that’s the thing about this lady. She brings it out in people. Good for her.

ALAN BENNETT
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