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INTRODUCTION

Family Memories is not only about Rebecca West’s ancestors: it is about herself. Always an imposing narrator, she is never more so than when writing about members of her family, and she uses them to express her own feelings and ideas. Indeed, her very identity seems at times to fuse with theirs. Though she died before she could finish the book, Family Memories joins her novels Sunflower and Cousin Rosamund, both now posthumously published, in the category of ‘uncompleted but never relinquished’.



Rebecca West was writing Family Memories on and off for the last two decades of her life. There were many interruptions: the illness and death of her husband; work on a commissioned book, 1900, and new editions of her work from Virago; a social life that continued to be very active until her declining sight and hearing made it difficult. But apart from regular reviewing for the Sunday Telegraph, this book was her main concern during the very last years. Perhaps she thought that by writing about her family she could assuage her own sense of rootlessness and displacement, feelings that had always been with her but which increased with the years. Certainly she wrote and rewrote the manuscript continually, often in the middle of the night, and the order and form in which she wanted the material to appear fluctuated according to her mood. A detailed account of the editorial history appears at the end of the book.



Family Memories tells the story of three families: Rebecca West’s maternal line, the Mackenzies, which she traces back to Highland pipers on one side and wealthy textile manufacturers on the other; her paternal line, the Fairfields, a dispossessed Anglo-Irish Army family with aristocratic connections; and the Maxwell Andrews, her husband’s family, an exotic mixture of Lithuanian, Lancastrian and Scottish. (As this third family does not relate directly to Rebecca West’s own story, it has been placed as an Appendix at the end of the book, so that it can be read quite separately.)



The history of Rebecca West’s family is wide and rich. It travels from Edinburgh to Melbourne to County Kerry to London, and the telling of it involves an overlapping of several consciousnesses over a period of more than a century. The sources are many: conversations between Rebecca West and her mother Isabella before her death in 1921; letters written by uncles and aunts and cousins from all over the world, mainly to the Mackenzie family in Edinburgh; the autobiography of her uncle Alick, who became President of the Royal Academy of Music; Mackenzie and Fairfield family trees. Rebecca West’s last secretary, the novelist Diana Stainforth, remembers her in the early 1980s poring over letters and photographs, reaching for reference books in search of background information (she was particularly fond of Burke’s Peerage), recalling and embellishing childhood memories.



Both Rebecca West’s parents were much given to the telling and retelling of familiar tales. Her father, Charles Fairfield, in particular was a great talker. ‘I cannot remember a time,’ she wrote, ‘when I had not a rough idea of what was meant by capitalism, socialism, individualism, anarchism, liberalism and conservatism … I grew up with a knowledge of politics and economics comparable to the knowledge of religion automatically acquired by children in a churchgoing and Bible-reading household.’ All these sources fed into her imagination and formed the fabric upon which she spun her stories.



It was certainly from Charles Fairfield - and at a very early age, since he left home once and for all in 1901, when she was eight, and died five years later - that Rebecca West acquired her passion for abstract ideas and her enquiring view of the world, though she quickly transformed it into a feminist vision which was not his at all. Like her heroine Ellen Melville in The Judge, she was active in the Edinburgh suffrage movement when still only a teenager. And though she later turned away from the movement, her bold and distinctive brand of feminism never wavered. For more than three-quarters of a century of writing she refused to be constrained within traditional boundaries of any kind, as though challenging her sex not to rest with the easy option of personal concerns. An episode which inspired her epic Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, the account of her travels in Yugoslavia before the war, illustrates the process. Lying in a London nursing home in 1934 recovering from an operation, Rebecca West is listening to the BBC when she hears an announcement that gives her a premonition of war. She cries out to the nurse, ‘A most terrible thing has happened. The King of Yugoslavia has been assassinated.’



‘Oh dear!’ she replied. ‘Did you know him?’



‘No,’ I said.



‘Then why,’ she asked, ‘do you think it’s so terrible?’ Rebecca West offers this to her readers as a dangerous example of the narrow ‘female’ perspective.



Many of Rebecca West’s wider concerns are present in Family Memories: the struggle between good and evil, light and dark, life and death; the exposure of cant and hypocrisy; the private drama set against the public or historical backdrop; the redemptive power of art, particularly music; the meaning of betrayal and its co-conspirator humiliation. The manner is also very characteristic, moving freely over a wide range of topics and quite resistant to any critical categorization. Journalistic comments drop into the narrative, contemporary observations mix with events that took place a century ago or a continent away; illusion and reality join.



Although many of these tendencies were present in Rebecca West’s work from an early age, the emphases naturally vary at different periods, the themes which were most resonant in any given work tending to be those which were currently preoccupying her in life. This is especially true of Family Memories because she had the raw material of memory, some of it personal memory, to draw on. It provides one of the very best examples of her instinctive mixing of life and art, of public and private experience.



It is possible, for example, to read into Family Memories many signs of Rebecca West’s preoccupation with betrayal. At about the time she started writing about her family she had just expanded and reworked her book about ‘public’ traitors, The New Meaning of Treason (1964), and treated the subject in fiction: her Russian book The Birds Fall Down (1966). She was more than ever alert to her own susceptibility, to the possibility of betrayal in her private life, and this apprehension is strongly present in Family Memories. But male betrayal can be, and often is, accompanied by female strength. Of this phenomenon, too, we have several striking examples in Family Memories.



Although it is more like a sequence of inter-related novellas than a verifiable history, and therefore, like so much of Rebecca West’s work, only acceptable within its own terms, a degree of narrative continuity is nonetheless offered in the figure of her mother Isabella Mackenzie, whom we are able to follow from childhood to marriage to motherhood and with whom Rebecca West the narrator identifies very closely indeed. Isabella is a talented pianist, and she shadows Clare Aubrey, that interesting, shabby, eagle-like creature who holds the family together in Rebecca West’s novel about her childhood, The Fountain Overflows. But it is Isabella’s mother Janet (whom Rebecca West knew only when she was old and infirm) who performs the holding function here. As we observe Janet struggling to raise six children (plus two extra cousins that a male relative lands on her, rather as Constance and Rosamund are landed on the Aubreys) in the musical traditions that her husband, Musical Director of the Theatre Royal, had begun in his lifetime, she becomes the very spirit of womanly resilience and restraint. Janet is proud, witty and a good businesswoman, but she has to avoid contact with men (so we are told) because of the ‘biological tragedy which the human species was forced to enact on a vast scale so long as there was no system of birth control’. As long as she contains herself, and does not break Scottish male codes of behaviour, Janet can survive. Like Ibsen’s Mrs Alving, she knows her strengths but, for better or worse, does not flaunt them. Foiling a burglar who tries to snatch her reticule, Janet does not falter and neither does daughter Isabella: ‘I would have been lost if she had whimpered.’



But this was still mid-Victorian Edinburgh, the time and the place in which it was ‘as if all menfolk were always right and do not know what failure is’, and ‘the Victorian community refused to contemplate with any glow of warmth a family not headed by a man’. When Janet’s eldest son Alick returns home from a musical apprenticeship in Germany, ‘the crown and sceptre were his’. That Alick should reject this honour to marry and lead a life of his own is unthinkable.



Yet this is what Alick, unaccountably, does. He ‘betrays’ his family by leaving it manless. Here Rebecca West’s position as, in Michelene Wandor’s phrase, ‘a bourgeois radical feminist’ leads her into serious conflict - with herself, and potentially with her readers too. Because Rebecca West actually half believed it, because (like the actress in her novel Sunflower) she was caught in the historical bind of autonomy versus domestic respectability, she cannot help seeming to collude with Scottish society’s conviction that a household without a man is somehow unnatural, and the feeling comes painfully through in her narrative.



Not only Alick but Mary Ironside, the seamstress who takes him away, come in for passionate hostility from Isabella (who has now more or less fused with the narrator). Rebecca West found it hard to forgive traitors whether public or private, a feeling that might have derived from her own sense of having been abandoned - by her father, by H.G. Wells, and others. (When writing about her childhood at the end of Family Memories, she shows the same kind of ambivalence towards her father as she does towards Alick, before and after they ‘desert’.)



In her excessive scrubbed prettiness, her refusal to ‘taste’, and in the devious way she is said to have wormed her way into Alick’s affections, Mary Ironside reminds us of a sly French confidante or a female Uriah Heep. But so overbearing is Rebecca West’s (through Isabella’s) antagonism - ‘She was all stranger’ - that she risks failing to draw her readers into her condemnation. It is a typical weakness -or strength. Once Rebecca West has taken up a position, it is absolutely fixed: she will fight to the death, and the reader, unable to match her single-mindedness, is tempted to rebel, to consider the alternative view. In his autobiography Alick, a largely unattractive and self-regarding character who fails to draw attention to the musicality of the rest of his family, gains even so an element of sympathy at his palpable relief at escaping from the Heriot Row household.



It’s significant that it should be a woman who comes in for such vitriol. Mary Ironside joins a band of women for whom Rebecca West expressed an uncontrollable dislike: her aunt Sophie, her sister Lettie and H.G. Wells’s wife Jane. These detested women entered her imagination and resurfaced in her work: her guide Constantine’s crass German wife Gerda in Black Lamb; conformist Cordelia in The Fountain Overflows. No man ever receives quite such bruising attention.



If Janet Mackenzie’s problems are connected with her status as a woman trying to survive in a Victorian community without a husband, her daughter’s are more straightforwardly to do with the limitations imposed by gender conventions. Isabella does not have the freedom to move easily in international musical circles; she cannot aspire to the kind of success that has come to her brother Alick. The best she can hope for is a position as a musical governess. Ultimately, her happiness must depend upon finding the right husband, and although she has charm and beauty, she lacks money and a father, so her chances are not good. Yet after Mary has spirited Alick away, Isabella must effectively, though secretly, provide a regenerative force in the manless household.



Now mature enough to take on the burden of the family’s humiliations as well as her own, Isabella offers the strength for which her middle-aged mother no longer, since Alick’s departure, has the energy or the will. In a strong scene in which Edinburgh burghers foregather to discuss the undiscussable - another brother, Joey, has been involved in a homosexual scandal - Isabella looks at their faces and concludes, ‘There must have been some allegation - which almost certainly, considering they were all looking so fatuous, so masculine, must be nonsensical.’ Because she is a woman, Isabella must be ‘protected’ from knowledge of the nature of Joey’s ‘crime’; but later, when the family fortunes fail, it is Isabella who is asked to leave home rather than her sole remaining brother, an alcoholic. Isabella ‘suffers a moment of blinding rage at this offhand disposal of her future’, and everything in her cries out at the injustice and impracticability of the plan.



Yet her compassion and strength save her. She cannot blame her mother because she knows (but again it is not discussed) that even though it has meant sending three of her children out into the world, Janet has had to defer to prevailing male standards of morality. In agreeing to be dispatched to a strange family in London, Isabella gains a stature that makes her a sister to Elizabeth Bennett and Jane Eyre.



Isabella must draw private solace from what Rebecca West calls ‘sibship’, in particular her bonds with cousin Jessie and brother Joey. In the exaggerated goodness of Jessie Watson Campbell we can recognize something of the ‘spirituality’ of Cousin Rosamund. Even more intriguing as a prototype is Isabella’s beloved, doomed brother Joey, the youngest and most beautiful of the six children (in Rebecca West’s imagination, though not perhaps in photographs), who has a voice like an angel and who, in spite of his extreme youth, volunteers to become protector of the household after Alick’s ‘defection’. Isabella cossets Joey as if he were her own child, though she is barely two years his senior: ‘He could have her whole life from the minute she knew he wanted it.’ Joey is of course Richard Quin(bury), the idealized younger brother Rebecca West never had, who appears in The Fountain Over-flows and its sequels and is eventually killed in the First World War. It was in Quinbury, Essex, that Rebecca West spent the first year of her life as an unmarried mother, at the beginning of the war, and many years later, in Heritage, his scathing novel about his childhood, her son Anthony called his hero-self Richard. But detective games apart, these images of pure goodness, direct counterpoints to the ‘evil’ represented by Mary Ironside and the chorus of detested women, bear a heavy symbolic significance for Rebecca West. Together they represent her Manichean view of the world, her fundamental belief that we are governed by, and at the mercy of, the forces of light and dark, good and evil.



‘What I chiefly want to do when I write,’ Rebecca West said in a BBC talk in 1964, ‘is to contemplate character either by inventing my own characters in novels and short stories based on my own experience, or by studying characters in history, ancient or, by preference, modern. This is an inborn tendency in me.’ Her need to place her characters can occasionally lead her down long and winding paths, which some call snobbery and others a passion for genealogy (the reality, as so often with Rebecca West, lies somewhere in between). She never tired of looking into people’s backgrounds as a means of comprehending their behaviour, and it was a tendency that was bound to surface when writing about her own family and, by extension, herself. The personal nature of her subject simultaneously fuelled and legitimized her search.



Rebecca West habitually contemplates private behaviour in the context of public events, and vice versa. In Family Memories she uses a version of this approach when she sets individual members of her family against wide historical canvases. Juxtaposed with Uncle Alick’s musical sojourn in Sondershausen is a re-creation of student life in midnineteenth-century Germany, with its town guilds, its Hof Marschals and its Stadtpfeifers, and its romantic passion for the ‘New Music’ of Liszt, Schumann and Schubert. Then there are the customs and hypocrisies of mid-Victorian Edinburgh: the social divide between the New and Old Towns, and the entourage of bogus church-going advisers surrounding the ‘brave wee lady’ at Heriot Row - negligent lawyers, pompous policemen and a memorable Dickensian doctor, ‘Tyrian Purple’. Rebecca West’s husband Henry is placed against a background which involves Russian double-dealing in the early nineteenth century, the import/export business in Rangoon in the 1890s, and Germany at the outbreak of the First World War, when he was unaccountably interned in a camp which aimed to brainwash Easterners into spying on Britain after a German victory.



In her descriptions of many of these ‘placings’ Rebecca West could summon up a lifetime of travel and research, drawing on a combination of her journalist’s instinct and her novelist’s imagination to weave them into a story. But the most intriguing of all the backgrounds in Family Memories is the long section on Australia, which provides the context for her parents’ marriage and early life together in St Kilda in the early 1880s.



Australia offered a new challenge: to Isabella, dispatched there by the Edinburgh advisers to check up on her brother Johnnie, and to Rebecca West’s imaginative powers as well - for this was a country she had never visited. Admitting to the problems posed by the unfamiliar setting, she adapts her prose style to meet the challenge; and though, not surprisingly, she makes simple errors of fact (in her description of the St Kilda foreshore, for example), she succeeds in creating a remarkable picture of life in late nineteenth-century Australia, especially in the mining areas, where the whole lifestyle of the inhabitants was transformed by the gold rush. The writing takes on a dreamlike quality reminiscent of The Return of the Soldier: nightmarish journeys are undertaken; kangaroos engage in weird races; a beautiful Pre-Raphaelite woman appears, disappears and finally kills herself; other incidents open but do not close; conversations have several layers of meaning; nothing is quite what it seems. Even the Australian landscape, with its burning sun and its sinister black river and its labyrinthine hotels, is heavy with symbolism.



The memoir has turned into a novel. In a melodramatic scene at Melbourne docks, as Charles and Isabella leave the ship on which they have met, there is first of all the suspense of waiting for Isabella’s brother Johnnie, and then, when he and his gaudy band do turn up, a series of traditional fictional devices. Charles Fairfield takes in Lizzie’s ‘gamboge hair’ and sees at a glance what Isabella must never know, or admit to knowing: that her brother has married a prostitute. Before leaving he hands her, in a gesture worthy of Mr Darcy, a note with the address of his hotel, in case she should ever need it. And it is not Isabella but Lizzie, the golden-hearted prostitute with whom Isabella forms a deep bond, who preserves the note which eventually reunites the rootless British pair. Lizzie too is not quite what she seems.



This scene contains another symbolic incident: when it has seemed as if all were lost, as if Johnnie would never arrive and Isabella’s journey from England has been in vain, Isabella is entranced and reassured when she hears the sound of a whistled Jacobite lament by one of Johnnie’s friends. (Only serious musicians, Rebecca West tells us, can fully understand the importance of whistling in the musical pecking order: for one thing, ‘it enables them to make sensational contributions to parties.’) The point here is that art, even ‘low’ art like whistling, can always be redemptive. As soon as she hears that pure sound, Isabella knows that both music and her brother are near, and her salvation is possible after all.



The ensuing courtship between Isabella and Charles is watched over by a kindly but misguided couple (misguided because of their unthinking acceptance of the authority of the church) who shadow the many innkeepers in Rebecca West’s fiction. The Mullins conspire towards the marriage in an almost ritualistic way, as if responsible for ensuring that the relationship is conducted with proper decorum. And when yet another inn-keeping couple enter the story, the O‘Briens, the conversations between the two women, replete with innuendo, smooth insult and double entendre, reach back to Restoration comedy.



Isabella, who is recuperating from a broken romance in London, drifts through these events as if in a trance, unable or unwilling to control her own destiny. Throughout the Australian chapters, up to the marvellous sketch of the nurse Alice, shamed by her family’s convict origins, there is a sense of mystery and uncertainty and expectation. ‘It was the other side of the world, where one could break off what was happening to one and start afresh.’



When we move to Rebecca West’s own infancy, there is another sharp change of mood. Though she began this section early on - it was mainly written in the 1960s, before she embarked on her family history - she never returned to complete it, so what we have here is a sequence of fragments. Some of them seem to have been written, like their fictional counterpart, from the arrested childhood viewpoint of The Fountain Overflows; others reveal quite clearly the stamp of her adult convictions. All in all these fragments seem to represent another effort to come to terms with the conflicting joy and insecurity of her early life: years in which her parents, particularly her mother, were fighting to keep up some semblance of middle-class life with few resources to support it.



It would (and no doubt will) take a psychoanalytic critic to disentangle her ‘real’ memories from those which entered her adult imagination from family legend or her subconscious, or to probe the significance of her attitude to her parents and sisters as revealed here. (Of Freud, she herself said, in a Times profile in 1982, ‘He has shown us how awful we really are, forever nursing grudges we felt in childhood. ‘ On another occasion, she attacked the notion of penis envy because ‘it presupposes that the unconscious does not tell little girls that they have perfectly good sex organs within themselves.’) The only consistency here is in the startling hostility to her elder sister Lettie, ‘who never ceased to convey to me that I was a revolting intruder in her home’, and her admiration for her mother, with whom, apart from a brief period after the birth of her son, Rebecca West shared a close and loving relationship. As for her father, she worshipped him, but felt threatened by his sexuality and fecklessness.



Her ambivalence towards him is always present. Sometimes, in later life, she would imply that there was nothing unusual about the way in which he left home; at others she would declare that they were ‘totally fatherless’. In Family Memories he is presented both as a loving figure, in his ‘tobacco-ish warmth’ and his willingness to play silly games, and, ultimately, as a tragic one. In some versions of this section, Rebecca West describes her parents’ union as ‘the marriage of loneliness to loneliness’. In others, she rejoices that they have passed on to her their fundamental, joint belief in the importance of the pleasure principle.



Rebecca West’s fragmented memories of her childhood give a lively sense of some of the qualities that the adult woman and writer was to display in such abundance: her intelligent rebelliousness (an episode at Richmond High School in which she routs a religious headmistress) and her trenchant wit (a child’s view of gnarled old age: ‘Her way of getting old was to turn blue, and there was nothing more to it’). If she had not been over seventy herself when she started Family Memories, would she ever have got round to writing the sustained account of her own life with which she originally intended to finish the book? For many reasons, it seems unlikely.



Obviously age and discinclination were contributory factors -‘Somehow I have lost the finishing power,’ she told an interviewer in 1980, when she was eighty-seven - but there was more to it than that. Although she was punctilious about deadlines and commissions she was never, even as a young woman, particularly interested in completing her own work, in packaging and presenting it. A clue to her method can be found in ‘My Relations with Music’. In seeking to discover what she knew (which she always declared to be the purpose of her writing) she would take off on all kinds of tangents, reverting to the original point only when most people had quite forgotten it. She would not be bound by the structural formulae of literary conventions.



This was a bone of contention with the methodical Wells. Towards the end of their relationship, on holiday together in Amalfi in 1922-23, his writing project was Outline of History and hers The Judge. She infuriated him with her lack of discipline. ‘I pestered her to make a scheme and estimate a length for the great novel she was writing,’ he wrote (H.G. Wells in Love, 1984). ‘She writes like a loom, producing her broad, rich fabric with hardly a thought of how it will make up into a shape …’ The title stayed, even without the judge, and the book became instead a powerful portrait of a mother’s relationship with her illegitimate son.



Rebecca West’s wrangles with her own illegitimate son were another reason for her failure to finish: by the time she began to write Family Memories, the grotesque public and private battle between them had been raging for some time, and it was to continue up to, and indeed after, her death, when Heritage was published in Britain for the first time. Her papers reveal that whenever she tried to account for her later life, as she often did, the picture is clouded with bitterness, not just against Anthony and Wells but against anyone who had committed the most minor offence or breach of trust. The material is often not coherent and it is certainly not intended for public consumption.


Rebecca West had, in any case, her own misgivings about the veracity and value of autobiography. When researching St Augustine (1933) she was not surprised to find that his Confessions were not altogether faithful to reality. ‘It is too subjectively true to be objectively true. There are things in Augustine’s life which he could not bear to think of at all, or very much, or without falsification, so the Confessions are not without gaps, understatements, and misstate-ments.’ And in Family Memories, she writes that the real flaw in the concept of autobiography is that ‘people rarely set down on paper pedantically accurate accounts of their humiliations’. This is not of course strictly true: for some people self-exposure is precisely what autobiography is about. But Rebecca West was, and with some reason, even more susceptible to humiliation than most of us. We can only be thankful for what she did succeed in setting down, gaps, mis-statements and all.



FAITH EVANS
   April 1987



PART ONE



THE
CAMPBELL MACKENZIES





ALEXANDER MACKENZIE



My family were living in Notting Hill only briefly, and not wholly because of poverty, although they were certainly poor.



To tell the whole story, I must start far earlier than my own life and spend some time describing the rich textures of my mother’s ancestry as manufactured by the Scottish tradition. She came of Highland peasant stock on her father’s side: her paternal great-grandfather had been born when his parents were on the run after the rebellion of 1745. When the family settled down, their reaction was apolitical and musical. They looked round for a town band and joined it, and so did their descendants.



Then came my grandfather, Alexander Mackenzie, whose gifts as a violinist were above the average, and whose precocity brought him at thirteen into the highly regarded orchestra of the Theatre Royal, Edinburgh. (It stood where the Post Office is today.) On his own savings he went to Dresden and studied under the teacher, Lipinski, and went later to London to learn from Prosper Sainton of the Royal Academy of Music. He went back to Edinburgh and became the leader of the Theatre Royal Orchestra, and started on a career as a populist song-writer, setting to music the verses of an old friend, James Ballantine, a house-painter who became a painter of some technical achievement and a poet remarkable only for persuasive emotion, chiefly of a political kind. All his songs had the tear-jerking quality necessary in material designed by the artists for whom they were designed, the street musicians who then sang, or played wind instruments, in the quieter parts of the town as the darkness enclosed them. Up through the blackness between the tall houses, which was hardly dispersed by the primrose light of the old gas lamps at their bases, the sweet, sweet tune rose like a soaring sugar bird; and then there would come the sounds of a window-sash or two being thrown up, and the chink of coins falling light on cobbles or pavement, and lastly, softly shouted thanks and good-nights came up and down slanting lines from ground level and the high windows, and the street was quiet.



That manifestation of my grandfather left survivals on the childish memories of many among us. Street-singers, muffin-men, the ‘Sweet Lavender’ callers, the ‘Ripe Strawberries’ men were all about us: we were glad to have a cause for family pride in our street-singing share of the show (which we thought eternal, but it has utterly passed away). But my grandfather had his roots in a more remote period. The manager of the Theatre Royal, Edinburgh, where he was leader of the orchestra, was a greatly admired actor named William Henry Murray: he was married to an Irish actress whose sister was the wife of Tom Moore. But Murray was also the grandson of the Sir John Murray who had been secretary to Bonnie Prince Charlie and had betrayed the Jacobites after Culloden, and a hundred years afterwards the shame had not been forgotten. When William Henry Murray went to play in other Scottish provincial cities, great was the glory, but there were landladies who would not give him lodgings; and when he stood as godfather to my Uncle William Mackenzie, the christening mug was oddly inscribed ‘To William Murray Mackenzie from William H. Murray, Esquire of - what?’ The meaning was: his grandfather’s beautiful estate at Broughton in Peebleshire had (like his title) been sequestrated.



There is a pendant to this story. My uncle Willie lived all his life with his mother in Edinburgh, and the time came when they suffered that preliminary taste of death, that first word of the farewell we must say to the things of this earth, called burglary. My grandmother, giving a list of her losses to a policeman, mentioned the christening mug with the tragic inscription, and briefly explained its significance. The policeman took the point at once. He was aware, not in detail but in heavy outline, of the historical issues involved, and though he was civil to my grandmother he said some very rude things about the Murrays. This would be in the 1870s, about ninety years after the death of Bonnie Prince Charlie in Rome.





UNCLE ALICK



The christening mug was one of six needed for the family. There were two daughters, four sons, of whom only one came to special note. This was the eldest, Alick, a gifted violinist and a more gifted composer than is generally allowed, who became President of the Royal Academy of Music in London and held that office from 1888 to 1924; and probably he was the only eminent member of his family because he was the first-born. His father had time before his death to put the child’s feet on the path that would enable him to develop his evident inheritance of the family’s musical talent: the little boy was sent at nine to get a general education at Sondershausen, in Thuringia, which was one of the thirty-six separate states comprising the German Federation, and this could ensure him a good musical education, as there was a renowned orchestra at the court of the local Grand Duke. Rich, rich as a good plum cake was the substance of Europe in that time. How did a penniless musician with a large family contrive this beneficial arrangement for his little boy at a time when there were none of the agencies, grants and scholarships that nurture young talent in our day? It was easy. In those days even obscure musicians wandered over Europe, footloose as medieval scholars, and foreigners often appeared in Edinburgh and did their stint there for a year or two, and this was a two-way arrangement. My grandfather had noted that there was one exceptionally well-trained cellist in the orchestra of the Theatre Royal, Edinburgh, named Gunther Bartel, and found that he was from Sondershausen and that his father was an important member of the Grand Duke’s orchestra, as well as being the Town Musician, its Stadtmusiker. This official exercised a marvellous function. He had to pack his house with apprentice performers whom he had to feed and teach, and when they were up to standard pour them out over the town to meet such need for music as was felt there at balls, weddings, christenings, banquets, funerals, and in the streets at Christmas time.



The elder Bartel consented to receive my uncle Alick as a pupil and boarder, though not in his capacity of Stadtmusiker, as that office, and the innocent guild which it had controlled, were about to disappear, for the reason that both Frederick the Great and later Napoleon had worked long and hard to transfer their duties to military bands. The nine-year-old was to be taught from the first with an eye on the Grand Duke’s orchestra; and by chance he met the Grand Duke almost as soon as he arrived in Sondershausen. His father wrote to his wife in Edinburgh:



We went for a drive the other day to the ‘Possen’, a hunting lodge, when we came upon a respectable-looking man who turned out to be the Grand Duke of Schwarzburg-Sondershausen. He entered in conversation and showed us about the place and lifted Alick to see the deer.



A few weeks later, back at his home, Alexander Mackenzie died, of some wasting disease not diagnosed. On that, his son, alone in another country, fell into a deep melancholy and had an experience he was never to forget, that was to strike him again and again when he remembered it, with the awe caused by the original happening. He was walking in the Battels’ garden, in the shadow of the ancient city wall, when he heard his father calling ‘Alick, Alick,’ from the street outside. He ran out to find him but there was no one there. All his life my uncle was persuaded that he had recognized his father’s voice. Some time after that, he woke one morning to find his obsessive gloom gone and a negotiable grief in its place; and during the day he discovered that he could suddenly speak and understand German, though till then he had found great difficulties with the language.



No doubt he was sustained by his musical rapture. Certainly he was able to study in conditions which would break the spirit of most modern pupils. He was to have a late experience of medieval darkness - gas did not come to Sondershausen till he had been there for two years - and of medieval noise. He had been living with the Battels for a full year before his host and teacher came to the end of his duties as Stadtmusiker and could disembarrass himself of the crowd of young guildsmen who practised their art literally all over the house - the flautists in the attic, the clarinettists in the cellar, the double-bass in the wood shed, the trombones in the garden, and violinists all over the place.



But young Alick himself was to have a more immediate and exciting and prolonged contact with that delicious moment in history when neo-classical Maecenases could pelt the descendants of the gods with roses and bid the Ganymedes to fill up the wine-cups, and when there was no shame in patronage because the patrons knew that the gods were worthy of worship as well as the artists they protected, so that the entertainment was sanctified by piety. This dream of life was to be realized under his eyes as he became absorbed into the ducal orchestra, which offered a spectacle surprising to our modern view. This can be judged from the free open-air concerts provided on Sunday afternoons out of the ducal funds, which took place at a little distance from the town, in a wide clearing in the Thuringian woods. The orchestra was placed in a baroque bandstand in the centre of the open space, and was surrounded by the audience, which consisted of the four organized groups of citizens: the large number of officers on the strength of the very small ducal army, the civil servants, the merchants, the townsfolk and villagers. On the stroke of three the Hof Marschal, who bore the incredible name of Hof Marschal von Wurmb, took his stand in front of the orchestra, and the conductor turned to face him. The Hof Marschal then raised his tall gold-knobbed staff and both bowed. It was a signal that the ducal party had arrived at the edge of the clearing, and were descending from their carriage. By a curiously barbaric routine the orchestra then plunged into the first item of the programme, while the Hof Marschal slowly crossed the sword to find his sacred charges, turned about and led them as slowly back. It is not known how the appearance of the family accorded with the great music which so often accompanied them, as my uncle was blind to that. Even when he was not playing his violin his eyes were elsewhere.



For the audience was not wholly indigenous. It often included music critics and musicians from much larger and more important towns, such as Weimar, Leipzig and Berlin, who felt they had to attend, through this meant for all of them a long and uncomfortable journey by stagecoach. The magnet was the remarkable conductor, Kapellmeister to the Duke, Eduard Stein, who would have been in trouble in Thuringia had he found himself there only eighty years later, but then walked confidently on that and all ground, believing as Jews did at that time that Germany was as friendly to their people as any country in Europe, provided only that they did not try to get into the army. Stein was the quick-witted but profound intellectual who alone can be the perfect conductor; he loved fostering the individual talents of his orchestra; and because he was an intellectual he understood the battle that was being fought for a new kind of music.



Wagner they played in Sondershausen, and Mendelssohn, Schumann, Liszt. It could not have been a more marvellous place and time for the boy. Most of these great men had been composing seriously during the last twenty years; in fact he was, in a sense, not so much younger than they were; he was playing their music, he had a hand in it; and sometimes there was more to it than that. Liszt had actually visited one of these Sunday afternoon concerts to hear his own Mazeppa; and then Alick had watched him in the interval with adoration not diminished by his sense that the great man was looking slightly ridiculous. He was as romantic in appearance as was reported: slender and upright, with brooding profile and finely cut lips, a mane of prematurely grey hair and a blanched skin. But he was wearing a hat too small for him, and his hands, large as befits a pianist, were crammed into elegant grey kid gloves wrong for him by a size or two. Though my uncle was a small boy he was moved not to mockery, but to a tender and cherishing amusement, which he was often to feel again when, twenty years later, the great man had become his friend. But there was something about Liszt, however intimate they became, which forbade my uncle to ask him why he once went to a ducally sponsored concert at Sondershausen in somebody else’s hat and gloves.



Alick’s life was to continue on the same level of happiness he had reached at Sondershausen. He was a master of the theory and practice of music, and in those days there was a network of music-lovers all over Europe which could be approached on the spur of the moment and would welcome them according to their capacity (except where, as in the Paris Opera House, politics had entrenched themselves or where there was furious warfare between the Old and the New music). He took full advantage of that easy situation, finding colleagues, friends, devotees everywhere, and always earning gratitude by his competence. He was disappointed because he never was recognized as a composer, and there he had a case: Busoni, though that reserved being was no close friend of his, admired a piano concerto of his and played it himself for some years, and taught it to his pupils, as a neglected and valuable work. But this neglect was Alick’s unique displeasure, for his unending service to his art gave him everything else, even personal happiness, since his emotional needs were fully satisfied by his profession.



Impossible not to respect Alick Mackenzie for these Studienjahre. It looks like a moral triumph. The boy had devoted himself with fervour to his studies, had accepted hardship so long as it was a condition of receiving useful tuition, handled his earnings and his poor little allowance from home with great good sense, did not get himself lost on long journeys here, there and everywhere by stagecoach, ship and early train, picked the right teachers, entered himself for the most convenient scholarships and when he got them, settled in decent lodgings, finding jobs in theatre orchestras, and presenting himself, clean and tidy, to fulfil the conditions laid down by all employers and teachers likely to be useful to him. I would admire him for all these achievements in any case, and my admiration is the warmer because such discipline is rare in later generations of my family. Nevertheless I have to admit that my uncle Alick’s independence and fortitude did a disservice to all his relatives.





THE HOUSEHOLD AT
HERIOT ROW



There was a need, I have written, of five christening mugs as well as Alick’s in my grandmother’s household, for junior to Alick came Willie, later a painter and totally destroyed by alcohol by the time I knew him; Johnnie, who had some musical gifts and an affectionate nature; and Joey, who looked like an angel and had such a tenor voice as angels may be supposed to possess. There were also two girls: Jessie, who was as pretty as a Greuze (as indeed was my grandmother) and Isabella, my mother, who was quite different from all others. She was what was then known in Scotland as a ‘black Highlander’, meaning someone Scottish but dark-haired and dark-eyed as anybody from the Mediterranean. She was also quick in her movement and speech and thought, quick as lightning, but I hardly like to say so, since I might be saying that she was over-impulsive or lacking in proper deliberation. She was neither; she thought as carefully and with as broad references as the wisest of us, but she had a special dimension of speed: speed and grace and force. I do not like to compare her to an eagle, because eagle’s heads always suggest shabby unfrocked clergymen on the con game; but when I saw the eagles flying high over Delphi I was reminded of my mother. As for musical gifts, she was a remarkable pianist. I have never heard anybody play Schumann better than she did, particularly Carnaval.



My grandmother, Janet Campbell Mackenzie, had some difficulty in providing for this large family, who were between the ages of one year and ten years when her husband died. Her father’s decision to reject her because she had married a penniless musician was not softened by her misfortune. I know nothing of this iron man except that he was a Campbell of Gyle (I may be misspelling this name), a family that had edged out of needy aristocracy into industry, that he owned textile mills in the neighbourhood of Galashiels, and that his considerable fortune ultimately found its way to a Society for the Conversion of Jews in Glasgow and the adjoining districts.



Fortunately his daughter, my grandmother, seemed to have her share of iron too. After burying her husband she took a day in bed, but when a friend brought the report that friends had opened a subscription list for her in the Edinburgh Arts Club, she rose and dressed and went down to the Club to close the list and return what money had already been raised, explaining that she was about to set up in business, and expected before long to be providing for herself and her children. This was the madness of grief, the kicking back at the indifferent world. ‘What are your plans?’ some old man asked. ‘To open a shop in George Street,’ she replied and quickly left, choked by the lie, which meant nothing except that it had come to her lips.



All the most fashionable shops of Edinburgh lay in that glorious wide trench of the neo-classical running parallel to Princes Street. Going home, she asked herself not what she was to do, but how she was to justify her daft inventions, an embarrassment she was later to confide to her daughters, who perfectly understood. Before she had reached her home in Heriot Row it had occurred to her that she could sell lace. This idea, which would today be the maddest conceivable that could occur to a widow, was then eminently sensible. Hand-made lace was a status symbol: machine-made lace was a social aspiration. Janet Mackenzie understood both sorts. The women of her family had always been fond of lace, and the chests in the house where she had been born were full of old English and Belgian and Venetian lace, which she had been taught to appreciate; and her father had some lace machines working for him in the Border country. It just happened, during the next few days, that one of the smaller shops in George Street fell vacant, and she happened to pass its emptiness: the family lawyer was remarkably kind in furnishing some capital. My grandmother was pretty and gracious, she chose comely and amiable assistants, she was extremely efficient, she was working feverishly for her children.



She was able to do this only because the care of these six young children had been to a great extent taken off her hands by what was a stroke of good fortune, although it was also a lasting calamity. One day Mr Campbell of Gyle - how I wish the blood of this man did not run in my veins - announced at the breakfast table that my grandmother had opened a shop, and had thereby disgraced the family a second time; but he wished her no ill, and would pray to the Lord that she might not be punished too harshly for her repeated defiances of the parental authority which the Scriptures had commanded her to obey. At this point one of my grand-aunts rose to her feet and informed him that she was leaving the house for ever. She had never accepted his treatment of her sister, and had insisted on attending the baptism of each of the six children; for which reason my mother was christened Isabella after her. Now she packed a few possessions, made her way to Edinburgh, knocked on my grandmother’s door in Heriot Row, and announced that she had come to serve her and her children till the day she died - a promise she kept to the letter. By being an efficient sick-nurse, housekeeper and keeper of accounts she gave the lace shop power to earn her sister and her sister’s children an adequate income, and later was to deal with certain grave misfortunes.



It is a beautiful drama of sisterly love, but unfortunately the heroine was badly cast. She was a hunchback, but that could not excuse her: we have all known misshapen people whose well-proportioned natures restored their harmony. But her mind was on the side of her physical deformity. As a child, I once said to my mother after a hateful visit to my grandmother’s house, ‘I’ve never once heard Aunt Isa make a pleasant remark,’ and my mother said thoughtfully, jettisoning all conventions in the adult-versus-child contest, ‘Why, now I come to think of it, neither have I.’



Aunt Isa was eternally critical but made nonsense of criticism, for with her the process never led to praise. There was no alternative but blame. No phenomenon could be analysed and valued; each and all were prisoners in the dock, and guilty. I once drew her attention to a relative of the nasturtium, but more ambitious in its climbing, that was making its way up the garden wall inside the back door. Even as a child I was appalled by the folly of her answer, and the ingratitude of its sullenness. She gave the name of weed to this lovely plant, which anybody would be glad to find in his garden (it is difficult to establish in many districts). She complained of the amounts of money she had to pay a jobbing gardener who had now shown his negligence by suffering this weed to grow. It was hinted vaguely (had she been more explicit she would have got herself into difficulties) that what made her specially resentful of this wasted outlay was the charity she showed to my mother and her family. She had shown none. But I did not hold this sad fiction against her. Through my experience as the child of a nearly destitute widow, I learned that when prosperous adults contemplated the likes of me they thought that it would be nice to make some financial improvement to my lot, but soon reflected that they could not afford to fulfil this impulse; and then later again adjusted the situation by forming the belief that they had actually spent some money to this generous end; then, much later, made this conviction more gratifying to themselves by increasing the imaginary sum of money to an amount which would indeed have been stunning in its generosity had it existed. This technique Jane Austen has exposed in a famous chapter of Sense and Sensibility. I bore them and bear them no malice. From an early age I recognized that there was something odd about the idea of money which made people talk of it as if it were controllable, like milk, which came from the dairy if one ordered it, whereas it was obviously quite uncontrollable, like the weather.



But my grandmother and my grand-aunt had no reason, on the whole, to think the financial weather bad. It was hard at the beginning, when two of the five children in the flat at Heriot Row were sick for a winter with chest infections, and my aunt and the nursemaid simply could not find time to look after the other three; so my mother’s sister, the delicately pretty Jessie, was sent away to a curious educational institution, a boarding-school known as the Merchant Maiden’s. It had been founded long ago to deal with the children of guild members who had fallen into misfortune and I understood even then that the qualifying misfortunes included those which had nothing to do with want, such as the death of a mother; but the little girls were sent to school wearing a curious uniform, a scarcely modified version of the dresses that might have been worn in a Puritan community during the seventeenth century. It was not unbecoming, but it suggested to some minds a charity school, and among her schoolfellows were a few who let it be known that they had received and accepted that suggestion. At the end of the winter Jessie was taken back to Heriot Row by her mother and her aunt, but she had been wounded beyond recovery. I know very little about that period of her life, I am not even sure to within five years or so how old she was. But I know that later, when I knew her as a middle-aged or old woman, she struck me as intelligent, courageous and witty, but lacking in the instinct for self-preservation which is present in almost any human creature not mentally afflicted. She could not, for most of her life, parry any attack.



But for the rest the household got on very well. The shop was very successful. There was more put in it than honest dealing and sound technical knowledge. An old lady who had been a customer, and who had high standards, a customer of Worth when he was at his glorious noon in Paris, once told me with epicurean delight of a trade trick of my grandmother: when she was showing her more prosperous clients her finer goods, the berthes of old French needlepoint and the deep collars of Venetian rosepoint, she spread them over panels of melting, muted blue-violet velvet. True, such successful devices were hardly enough to cope with a further addition to the household, a grotesque example of the relationship of the sexes in the nineteenth century. My grandmother had a cousin, a Campbell, who was establishing himself well in the new textile trade and took as a bride a young girl who had one daughter ten months after marriage and another ten months later, and three years after that died of consumption. Young Mr Campbell, explaining that his heart was broken, arrived at the flat in Heriot Row with the two little girls, and announced that he was going to Australia to see if the long sea voyage would cure his excessive grief, dumped the girls on my grandmother and Aunt Isa, and went down to London to sail for Melbourne. It was understood that he would make the return voyage after a month or two, but he found a better way to arrange the future. He married the daughter of a wealthy Australian, set himself up in the wool business and refrained from sending for his two daughters, then or ever after; and the sums of money he sent my grandmother for their maintenance suggest that he had forgotten the nature of the transaction and thought he had left in her charge a couple of canaries.



It never occurred to my grandmother to treat this situation as anything but a huge joke. Years afterwards, when she was a total invalid, she would lie and shake her bed with laughter if anybody reminded her of a letter that Mr Campbell of Sydney had written to her, explaining his failure to write regularly to his daughters or to send them adequate allowances on the ground that his second wife had four children, all boys, and consequently entitled to all that was going: and, he added, he had to do his duty as a God-fearing man. Actually the situation had been corrected by that letter. A rumour of it reached a lady whose name I have forgotten but who was the most aristocratic relative the Campbells of Gyle could boast; and she left my grandmother and Aunt Isa legacies which were not large but were still useful. In any case, one of the daughters paid for her keep a million times over. To all of us, Jessie Watson Campbell was an image of goodness and love and fortitude, no more to be forgotten than St Francis. But not even her saintly presence could deflect the blow that shattered this brave and happy household.



This blow was delivered in 1865. In this year my Uncle Alick returned to his mother’s home at the age of eighteen, after a truly impressive eight years spent in laying the foundations of a musical career in his self-directed sojourn in Germany, France and England. What he found waiting for him was a quietly and confidently happy family. When my mother spoke of her early childhood, she described a world in which the sky was always cloudless. This was, I think, because the children and their Aunt Isa knew that my grandmother could do anything: anything that necessity demanded.



My mother had learned that as a fact one winter evening when she was a little girl of eight or nine, and my grandmother, on her way home from her shop, called to take her home from a children’s party in one of the neo-classical streets that pour down the slopes of the New Town and towards the Port of Leith; and they had to pass one corner house, always lightless, with a narrow but high porch, long the source of pleasurable fear to the Mackenzie children, for it was filled with black shadow, and took the shape of a huge empty coffin set upright. It was not empty that evening, for a footpad had jumped out and grabbed at my grandmother’s handbag, which she called her reticule, but she was known for being as quick as a moth, and the crook of her umbrella cracked on his ankle. As he went down on the pavement she snatched back her bag, stuck the point of her umbrella into his stomach, gripped her child’s hand and stood quite still, her umbrella held in her hand like a foil, and screamed. Doors opened up and down the street, the light poured out of them in slanting bands across the pavement, gentlemen came out and ran towards them across the road, while the footpad hared through the darkness of the side-street that opened by the lightless house. Some of the gentlemen hurried after him, others gathered sympathetically around my grandmother and my mother, and one was rebuked by my grandmother when he expressed hope that her little girl was not frightened. ‘Don’t put it into her head.’ she said, ‘that she might be frightened, she won’t think of that if she’s left to herself.’



As they walked back towards Heriot Row, the wife of one of the protective gentlemen, peering out from an open door, stepped out on to the doorstep and called, ‘Why it’s Mrs Mackenzie, and wee Isabella, bring them in for Mercy’s sake, and let them sit down’, and another wife cried out, ‘Oh Mrs Mackenzie, come in and have a wee drop.’ and hospitable cries ricocheted up and down the street. But she refused. It was to be noted that my grandmother was well known to the ladies in the community and not known at all to the gentlemen. This was the result of her own fixed policy. When she had been left a widow she was still in her twenties and remarkably pretty, but she had never allowed herself any but the most temperate friendship with any man. In my youth I thought this a consequence of the great love she had borne her husband, but later on I was to see it as due to the biological tragedy which the human species was forced to enact on a vast scale so long as there was no effective system of birth control. She was, and told her daughters when they had grown up, simply in terror of taking a new husband and having more children. As it was, she had five children to keep, to say nothing of the little Campbells, and she could keep them on the proceeds of her lace shop. But if she married again she would probably have more children and would not be able to engage in that or any other money-making career; and she would have been most unlikely to find a husband who could afford to bring up seven children in addition to any he might beget himself. So she said, ‘Thank you, but if you would just see me and Isabella home …’



When my grandmother and my mother reached the flat in Heriot Row, she was accompanied by several unknown gentlemen and a number of ladies well or partially known, friends or customers, who were bidden to come in and drink some whisky. Immediately the attempted outrage was blotted out and a party was substituted. Tapers were put to all the lights in the drawing-room chandelier, the best glasses were brought out, the Venetian tablecloth was dropped over the round table, the family ran in and cried silently as they listened and smiled with pride, neighbours whom the story had already reached called to offer sympathy and were swept into the circle and told all the boys that none of them would make as fine a man as their mother, while the girls were told that they were lucky in having a mother to bequeath them such spirit, and good looks beside. My mother could remember the aspect of the room when the guests had all gone, and she and her mother stood on one side of the round table with all her brothers and sisters and the Campbell children stood on the other side of the table, and my grandmother said, ‘Well, that’s water under the bridge,’ and yawned, covered her mouth, but brought her hands down to run them over the shoulders of my mother’s party dress. ‘I would have been lost if she had whimpered,’ she told her other children.



The quality of the compliment was characteristic of the Mackenzie household. If they had had their own crest instead of the clan’s it should have consisted of an emblem of the arts and a motto referring to valour. Armed with their own talents, they faced a world which they knew would guarantee their well-being only if they insisted, but this did not perturb them. They had envisaged the problem, although all of them were under seventeen. The only one of them who had no special gifts was Jessie, or rather I should say that we do not know what special gifts were hers, because she had been sealed up in scar tissue by her time at the Merchant Maiden’s. For the rest, Willie was going to be a painter, but music owned the others. Johnnie and Joey had the same interest in the whole area of music as Alick had, and Johnnie played the piano as well as Alick played the violin, and Joey hoped to be a singer when his voice broke, and was interested in all opera and was prepared to settle as a conductor if he could not sing. My mother was a brilliant pianist, but she was denied by her sex the understanding of the whole field of music that her brothers had, for the reason that she could not play in an orchestra, or undergo any of the rough-and-tumble training that Alick had got for the asking between the ages of ten and eighteen. Jessie Watson Campbell was a good pianist of the sort (which always seems odd to me) which makes a better teacher than performer. Her sister, Elizabeth Watson Campbell, had a pleasant mezzo-soprano voice.



My grandmother and her sister saw to it that all those children had the best general education that Edinburgh could provide, and that each had the best specialist training of the musical gifts which were hereditary in both the Mackenzie and the Campbell families. They kept all their correspondence and after they were dead we found many letters which showed efforts to keep in touch with the friends of the long dead Alexander Mackenzie, and to make contact with the younger musicians of later time, so that if one of the brood wanted to play the French horn or the double bass, he could go straight to the best teacher and plan his life from there. They were careful too to cultivate the other gene which gave distinction to both the Mackenzie and the Campbell families: Alick, Willie and Joey and my mother, and Jessie Watson Campbell, all had unusual linguistic gifts. Alick had dealt with this problem during his astonishing Wanderjahre, and Willie and Joey had to leave it till they finished with the classical austerities of the Edinburgh Academy. But Jessie Watson Campbell and my mother were booked to go to Germany, Jessie to Hamburg, my mother to Düsseldorf, that they might study the German language and the piano. The separation was arranged for a purpose. ‘You will talk English to each other if you are together’, my grandmother said, ‘and you must speak only German.’ Pencilled on the letters which set up these arrangements are calculations of the cost. These papers made no great impression on me at the time I found them among my own mother’s papers, but now I feel awe at the memory, as if I had once been in a magical world where orchids tended orchids, lovingly regulating heat and moisture and soil where the young ones grew, in order that the splendour of their species should continue to be splendid.



I have no idea how my Uncle Alick appeared to the eye when he returned to put an end to all that sort of thing. Later he did not look like a Scot. As a middle-aged man he had a broad-beamed, thick-bearded, bluffing-it-out Tudor look, and doctoral robes seemed more natural to him than modern suits. He would have managed to survive in Henry VIII’s court, would not have cared much for Sir Thomas More, would have kept on accommodating terms with Cromwell, but would not himself have been all schemer, would have been a loyal ally of the music-makers and poets and players and palace-builders and masque-designers. But the needle on his compass would always have twitched to the safety mark. Not for him the Tower; the Traitor’s Gate could get its share of victims from that large class who the Scotch call ‘ither folk.’ The one obstacle his driving energy could not overcome was so inevitable that it did not count. The leadership of the Theatre Royal, Edinburgh, was vacant and his teachers and employers in London thought he could have filled the post. He was technically a marvel; but he was not yet twenty-one, it was ridiculous.



However, he got everything else he wanted. During the last few years Edinburgh had declined as a musical centre, and now he was welcomed when he organized orchestral concerts, many of which he conducted, and set chamber music on its feet again. Distinguished soloists liked his conducting, the public liked his programmes. He founded ‘The Scottish Vocal Association’ and made it sing works by Bach, Beethoven, Schubert and Schumann, most of them not previously heard in Scotland, though now constituent parts of the atmosphere throughout the western hemisphere. He taught music classes in several Ladies’ Colleges, according to the bizarre fashion of the place and time: eight schoolgirls sat at eight pianos and played the same Clementi exercise or the same Mozart sonata or the same Schumann Kinderszenen, while the music master circled round them in the gate of their own distress, often abandoning human speech as inadequate for the situation in favour of cries such as might have been emitted by a large wounded bird.



Alick did not discontinue this employment when he found happier employment as choirmaster to St George’s Church, which sits firmly on its bottom in Charlotte Square, which itself sits as firmly on its corporate bottom. The New Town gives its peculiar beauty to the solidity of its forms and the contrasting prismatic grey mists that so often envelop them. This appointment was a challenge, for the organ was still banned as a profane instrument in the Established or Free Churches of Scotland. It meant that he had a capella choir of twenty-five voices which his passionate vitality could train to the last degree of their powers to sing the old music and the new music, which was to become old so soon that to many it became not just familiar but stale, though little of what came to take its place still later succeeded in achieving familiarity. But for ten years the time and the place and the loved music were all together; and the sustained glow of the experience can be judged from a remark of my grandmother. One evening she told her family that an old customer of hers had that day come to the shop to give in her housekeeper’s immense order for bed linen, and had said before she left, ‘I wish I could go to St George’s and hear the wonderful things your clever son is doing with the choir. But I’m a Catholic, you know.’ My grandmother’s comment was: ‘I just stopped myself from telling the woman, “Well, your Ladyship, it’s a question of putting first things first…” ’



It is hardly to be believed how much my Uncle Alick’s advancement in his profession, fierce as it might be, was controlled by a real regard for his art. His ambition purified itself as it came into action, because the medium in which he was working was music, his religion. To his intense earnestness I was to hear testimony more than forty years later. He had started, with the help of Messrs Paterson, a famous music shop not far from my grandmother’s shop, a series of classical chamber music concerts, which had an instant success. Any Edinburgh citizen who attended them was certified as one of the elite. The string quartet he formed was remarkable, and almost over-rehearsed, but his own perfectionism was never satisfied by any available viola player. It happened that at this time the Sheriff of Dumfries, to whom he owed some local engagements, asked him to find an organist who would also give music lessons for the shire. My uncle’s reaction was to write to his friends in Germany asking them to find him a young musician who could play both the organ and the viola and was a teacher: by sifting enquiries he got a young man called Frederick Niecks, whose talent was of such an order that he ended as Professor of Music at the University of Edinburgh. It happened that when he had long been established in that position he came to my mother’s house and I heard him describe to her what it had been like to face my uncle as a humble seeker for employment. ‘He was very little older than I was, but I did not think of that till I left the room. The questions he asked! About my teachers. About my repertoire. About my public appearances. And questions about my attitude to the music of the time which seemed to me utterly irrelevant - what did it matter how I felt about Wagner and if I knew the work of the new French composers, if he wanted me to play Schumann in Edinburgh and Beethoven and Spohr in Dumfries. And it was all hostile, as if I had been a young man who wished to become a monk applying to an unusually unsympathetic Abbot. But from the next day, when he told me he wanted me for Scotland, and at once, it was all different, and that for life.’



But Uncle Alick’s feeling for his family was different. They were, of course, not wholly strangers, though he had been so much away from home. While he was a boy in Germany my grandmother had seen to it that he came home every year for some weeks. The first time he was so much of a child that on the first night he shouted out from his room, ‘I’m back in my ain bed!’ as if it were a famous victory. When he was working in London he had come home less often and for briefer periods, owing to the pressure of the work he obstinately undertook. He certainly had a genuine affection for my mother, and for Jessie Watson Campbell: both made good servants. I do not know what he felt for the rest of the family, since the picture is obscured by the operation of two powerful Scottish conventions. The first was that the Scottish male has a right to take what he wants of the family resources: he must be served first and he has the right to clear the dish. There is a good reason why this convention should have sprung up in Scotland; war has been crueller there, in that savage climate, and so has peace. Women could certainly not have replaced men in the continuous wars of the Highlands or the Border Counties, nor in the fishing fleets or on the hill farms. But the functions of society are so varied and so subject to change that steady judgements of value regarding its human constituents are bound to be fallacious. In Scotland, however, the special usefulness of the male in certain areas has overspilled to cover the whole field of their activities from birth till death; it is as if all menfolk were always right and do not know what failure is, and this absurd supposition engenders yet another. Scotsmen often fail, though no more than Scotswomen or any other human beings, and experience rejection through their failures, which comes hard on them, as they have been brought up on the theory that they never fail and are not rejected but reject. Well, how can one better dispel the consciousness that one is a failure and rejected than by presenting oneself in the disgusting condition of drunkenness, and finding that nobody appears to be disgusted by one, and go on accepting one? That complacence can be produced by any Scotsman who gets drunk. His fellow countrymen are on his side, and most of all he can be sure of Scotswomen. Hence the phenomenon is repeated again and again, the first convention kept afloat by the second.



These conventions operated in most Scottish homes in the past, and it may be so to a lesser extent in the present. The interests of the fathers and the sons were always considered before the interests of the mothers and the daughters, and while it is true that a woman alone is in any society as handicapped as if she had some slight deformity, it was more so in Scotland. So, when Alick returned to his family as a young man and the eldest male in the house, the crown and sceptre were his, and at first he gave as much as he got. My grandmother, my mother and her sister Jessie were all loving women, forever pleased with any opportunity to love, and so was Jessie Watson Campbell, though her sister Elizabeth was notably colder; and the boys, Willie and Johnnie and Joey, were all delighted by this new big brother, who was soon being talked of up and down the town. There was a sparkle in the air which had not been seen when the house was inhabited by a widow, her unmarried sister, and her young sons and daughters and a couple of young girl cousins.



Now Alick gave the house the look of scattered largesse that it had had when his father was alive. There were new scores lying about, sent by the composers or the music publishers, and foreign newspapers. There were important messages left by the ‘Highland Porters’, the old men who sat on benches at street corners to deliver letters, aged counterparts of the boys who later performed such services in London as District Messengers. At meals he told his family funny stories of what had happened during the day, and pulled out of his pockets letters from musicians who were coming to play at his concerts, and who would, with luck, be the cause of delicious parties being given, of a kind that had never before been given by the busy and thrifty owner of the lace shop in George Street. The great ladies of the New Town might give grand parties for the celebrities from abroad, to which Alick might be invited, though his mother and sisters rarely were; but the celebrities often stayed an extra night or two in Edinburgh and these they might well spend in the flat in Heriot Row, gorgeously pampered by being spoken to in their own language, whatever that might be, and given food of the kind they liked, rich and nourishing stews of game, and fresh fish up from the Firth of Forth, and too much of everything, and good claret, and on winter nights some punch said to be the best in the New Town.



Then my grandmother blossomed like the rose. She had eloped with her musician in her early twenties, and had been first trapped into bearing a succession of children and then into a gruelling career as provider for those children she had borne. Here now was her reward. The boys liked staying up late, and had their first dress-suits; Alick sometimes helped out with a flute part in a new score being played for the visitors; Johnnie and Joey had their more modest chances, and my mother had her success as an accompanist. These parties were so good the family used to sit for long among the empty glasses, very tired, very happy, eager to talk over the evening, though Alick had prudently gone to bed.



At length the golden glow faded. The festivities were not really what the young boys and girls needed. They missed giving the parties for young people of their own age which their mother had no time to arrange. They wearied of guests who had to be talked to in German (although all had been taught that language well) and French and Italian. And as for what the girls felt, there was a warning given by the sudden disappearance of Elizabeth Campbell, one of the two children abandoned to my grandmother’s care by their father, on his departure to Sydney to do his duty to God and man by begetting some sons.



Elizabeth had always been an independent child, at once flamboyant and taciturn, expending considerable care on her appearance but none on developing personal relations. When she was eighteen and dividing her time between training her voice and helping my grandmother in the lace shop, she suddenly severed herself from the Mackenzie family by an action interesting because of the cynical use to which she put the tradition of female chastity. One evening, when the rest of the household were at a concert, she packed all her clothes in a hold-all she had bought and smuggled into the house a few days before, took it downstairs, opened the front door and stood beside the case on the doorstep. In the kitchen the servants heard a cab drive up, stop and drive off; and Elizabeth was never seen by any of her family again. My grandmother found a note on the hall table in which the girl told her that she had for some time been meeting in secret an actor who had been playing at the Theatre Royal, and had said nothing about it because he was a married man, and in a few days she would be leaving with him for America; and she thanked my mother and family in adequate but temperate terms for the kindness and generosity they had shown her.



There was a strange lack of hysteria about my grandmother’s reception of this news. Both she and her sister, like many of her social equals and social superiors, spoke with a certain refinement when in company but lapsed into the unconquered vernacular when within doors. So when Elizabeth’s sister Jessie Watson Campbell, who was the soul of virtue, begged her to ask Alick to go down and find out the identity of her sister’s lover from the manager of the Theatre Royal, my grandmother replied, ‘There’s a wheen married actors in the Theatre Royal,’ and went to bed. In the morning Alick came into his mother’s room and suggested that perhaps she ought to inform the girl’s father; she sniffed and said, ‘Wait to see if her prim sister is tempted to do what Elizabeth’s done, and then one stamp will do for them both.’ But after two or three months, a letter came from Elizabeth in New York, telling her that she had lied when she had alleged that her lover had a wife, simply because she had thought that if my grandmother thought she had become a bad girl she would not trouble to search for her; and actually they had married as soon as they got to America.



Then my grandmother was furious. ‘How could she miscall herself, coming from the home I’ve given her?’ she asked. (It was, I was to learn much later from events of my own life, a reasonable question.) Nor was Jessie Watson Campbell ever to forgive her sister, who was to have a career not at all scandalous but very odd. She and her husband made a name for themselves in a small way singing operatic duets in the beerhalls of German communities all over the States, and formed so few connections anywhere else that, though she was pure Scot and he a Welshman, they became German-Americans by adoption. By the end of their lives they must have spoken in German for far more years then they had spoken their native language. They died in a town near the Great Lakes about 1910, having lived through a very agreeable part of American history.



The other young women in the household would have been the better for some of Elizabeth’s power of decision. My mother did not get off to Düsseldorf to begin her music education so soon as she had hoped: for one thing, my grandmother found some difficulty in finding the money. Jessie Watson Campbell started off in Hamburg earlier; her fees were paid by a Campbell kinsman, abashed at having by accident found out the amount my grandmother had spent in supporting the daughters of the ungracious Mr Campbell, now an Australian magnate. Jessie was, not of her own free will, to be separated from the Edinburgh household for a long time. This same Campbell kinsman gave her name to a Frenchman and his wife who had a property outside Orléans and needed an English governess to see to the education of their adolescent children. They engaged her at once and she went to them straight from Düsseldorf and stayed with them all through the Franco-Prussian War (she had just missed the German-Danish war when she went to Düsseldorf), and for the next thirty years. She never let a year pass without a visit to as many of the Mackenzies as were visitable.



As for the quiet Jessie, my mother’s sister, she was busy at home: all these parties needed a great deal of preparation, and there seemed less money than there had been to pay for help. She of all the family had the poorest of social lives, for as she was not musical she had no part in Alick’s glory. There was no analysis of the situation, because it was one that would have been taken for granted under most Scottish roofs. Yet I am not certain that this is quite true. It seems to me extreme that during this period of ten years when Uncle Alick lived under his mother’s roof he paid her a pound a week and never a penny more, no matter how the punch and claret flowed, and no matter how much game went into the pies and how rich the ice pudding.



This was so far from being a reasonable arrangement that, in whatever framework it operated, it was bound to break down, and it was indeed very unnatural that the family should have suffered the dissolution that followed. They should have stuck together.



To show the unity of the family, I will admit (with some diffidence) that my family is unusually subject to an experience which, though it is obviously not supernatural, has somehow the same atmosphere of having been purveyed to one by a lady in gipsy costume in a curtained shop on a seaside pier. We suffer from coincidences. For example, when my eldest sister was sent by the British Government to Canada to address a medical congress, the Canadian official who received her took her on her first day to his home to lunch, and, giving her a glass of sherry as she sat beside a first-floor window, said to her, ‘Do you know anybody in Canada?’



‘No,’ she answered, ‘I only know one person, a fellow student of mine at Edinburgh University who married and came out here, but I have not her address and I do not know where she lives. But there she is, she is walking up the garden path to your neighbour’s front door.’



And that is just what she was doing. I myself, when writing a passage in a novel about a cook and a housemaid finding a hedgehog on a lawn, have been interrupted by my real cook and housemaid who came to bring me a hedgehog they had found on the lawn; writing the word ‘Kerensky’ I have been interrupted by being handed a letter which was from Kerensky and the only one he ever wrote me; looking in the library of Chatham House for the records of a minor trial at Nuremberg at which a Deutsche Bank official called Puhl gave evidence, I have said to a librarian, ‘It might be any of these hundreds of volumes that look like the one I’ve just picked up off this shelf, but I haven’t the least idea which,’ and the book in my hand fell open at Puhl’s evidence.



This phenomenon was present in my family’s life in the 1860s. It came about that one of the ‘Ladies’ Colleges’ at which my uncle taught music added to its staff a French master called Monsieur Chantrelle, who had an English wife. All the Mackenzies knew them by sight, and Alick and my mother were on speaking terms with Madame Chantrelle, who was a member of the Congregation of St George’s, Charlotte Square; they felt no especial interest in them, yet as time went on a certain tie between them seemed to declare itself. A letter was delivered by the postman at my grandmother’s house, though it was addressed to Madame Chantrelle, at her own address, which was in quite another part of Edinburgh. Jessie Watson Campbell, travelling to Perth by rail, found Madame Chantrelle in the same carriage; and did so again when going to Glasgow two months later. Joey dropped a school book in the street, Monsieur Chantrelle picked it up and returned it. Then one Sunday morning Uncle Alick, conducting his choir in St George’s, saw that though Madame Chantrelle, a very regular attendant at the services, was not to be seen, her husband was, though he never had appeared there before. What was more remarkable, he was there at the afternoon service too. The next day they met on the Dean Bridge and my uncle said to him, obscurely, it seems to me, but I take it from his own record, ‘My friend, you are going to the devil!.’ Chantrelle stammered, ‘What do you mean?’ My uncle said, ‘You were twice in church yesterday!’ Chantrelle said uneasily, ‘Well, you will have your joke’, and hurried on. My uncle was never to see him again. Not long afterwards he was arrested on the charge of poisoning his wife, tried, and condemned to death.



It happened some months later that my uncle was bidden to rise early and attend a curious gathering in Princes Street Gardens. Some time after seven he was to stand and be photographed at the forefront of a crowd of schoolgirls, to a number that must have been a multiple of eight, for they comprised the teams of eight to whom he gave mass piano lessons. The tryst was held thus early so that the gardens should be empty and the photographer might have time to dispose the groups to the best advantage; and he ultimately marshalled them to a part which used the splendid, better than the Parthenon, hexagon of the Castle Rock as a backcloth. This left the schoolgirls and their teachers facing an eastward-flowing panorama rising to the splendid neoclassical fantasy of the Calton Jail; on which, as they all smiled towards the morning light, a black flag was hoisted. It was eight o’clock and Chantrelle had just been hanged. My mother was there, for she was already teaching music in the same schools as her brother, and was herself to be photographed among her pupils. She was near enough to him to see him point to the black flag and ask its significance and, when he was told by one of the photographer’s assistants, throw his hands forward as if to push away the horror which she well understood; and she knew he must also be resenting a wave of feeling because it was irrational. She attributed her knowledge to the fact that that was the cause of her own distress. Alick and she were feeling the death of this man, whom they barely knew, as if he were of the household in Heriot Row.
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