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  GERALD BASIL EDWARDS (18991976) was born in Vale Parish on the Channel Island of Guernsey and lived there until joining the Royal Guernsey Light Infantry in 1917. He attended Bristol University for several years, though he does not seem to have graduated. By the late 1920s Edwards was living in London, where he taught literature and drama at a number of institutions, including Toynbee Hall, and became acquainted with the writers J. S. Collis, Stephen Potter, and Middleton Murry, who recruited him to write for The Adelphi. All three considered Edwards a genius and expected him to become a new D. H. Lawrence. In 1928, Edwards was commissioned by Jonathan Cape to write a biography of Lawrence, with whom he briefly corresponded. Lawrence then died and the biography was never completed. Although he continued to write, Edwards published very little from that point on, eventually earning his living as a civil servant. He retired to Dorset, where in 1972 he met the art student Edward Chaney, who encouraged him to complete The Book of Ebenezer Le Page. Edwards bequeathed the typescript to his young friend, who eventually succeeded in having it published. It was hailed as a great novel in England and America and has since been published in French and Italian.



  JOHN FOWLES (19262005) was a critic and writer best known for the novels The Collector, The Magus, and The French Lieutenant’s Woman.
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  INTRODUCTION


  There may have been stranger recent literary events than the book you are about to read, but I rather doubt it. It is first of all posthumous, since the author, born a year older than the century, died in 1976. Then it is an only novel, seemingly not begun until he was in his late sixties. Even without those oddities, its voice and method are so unusual that it belongs nowhere on our conventional literary maps. Such a writer might at least have enjoyed the thought of a little personal publicity beyond the grave? Not at all: he made very sure before he died that any future biographer would have an exceedingly hard time of it. Mr Edward Chaney has kindly let me see a series of letters Gerald Edwards wrote to him in his last years. They tell us a good deal of the psychology and character of the man, and even something of his family background; but of his own history, next to nothing.


  So far as we know it was not until 1974 that Edwards made (through Mr Chaney, to whom he gave the copyright) any attempt to have The Book of Ebenezer Le Page published. He bore the rejections it then received with an at least outward patient obstinacy. He more than once likened his stubbornness to that of a donkey; but this was a wise and well-read donkey, a very long way from being the innocent that a surface view of his book might suggest. He knew very well that it no more fitted contemporary literary taste (what in one of his letters he called ‘helicopter thinking’, judging everything ‘from a superior height’) than a furzebush does a greenhouse. If I cannot think much of the judgement of the various eminent London publishers who turned the typescript down in the mid 1970s, at least I can understand why they all seem to have had trouble explaining the rejection. What had landed in their nets was a very strange fish  and one, I suspect, that on a quick reading it was only too easy to place in a wrong literary species, that of the provincial novel.


  I think myself that it is no more properly classifiable so than Flora Thompson’s famous trilogy, Lark Rise to Candleford. Of course any book whose ground is the close observation of a small community risks this damning label of ‘provincial’. Yet even if Edwards’ account of the life and times of one Channel Islander had to be thus valued, it would still seem to me a remarkable achievement. If Guernsey feels that it has, since Victor Hugo’s famous fifteen years of exile there, been rather left out in the literary cold, it need worry no more. It now has a portrait and memorial that must surely become a classic of the island.


  But what Edwards does, as readers will soon realize, is to extend the empire of the book well beyond the confines of one particular island. All small islands conform their inhabitants in markedly similar ways, both socially and psychologically. On the credit side there is the fierce independence, the toughness of spirit, the patience and courage, the ability to cope and make do; on the debit, the dourness, the incest, the backwardness, the suspicion of non-islanders ... all that we mean by insularity. None of these qualities and defects is special to islands. One might argue that the ‘island syndrome’ occurs with increasing frequency in many of our embattled inner cities, and very much in the context of what finally becomes the major theme of this book  that is, the impact of new values on old ones, of ineluctable social evolution on individual man.


  Edwards’ own view is made very clear through his fictional alter ego. For him the new values  in local terms, all that has turned Guernsey into tourist resort and international tax haven  are anathema. They have destroyed nearly everything on the island  and by implication everywhere else  that he cherished and celebrates so well and elegiacally, beneath the plain language, in the first half of the novel. Whether Edwards was right or wrong to see more ashes than hope in progress is not, I think, what matters. What does is to have such a richly human account of what it felt like to live through the period of the book, from about 1890 to 1970.


  We are still too close to it to realize what an astounding and unprecedented change, unprecedented both in its extent and its speed, has taken place in the psyche of Western mankind during those eighty years. In very many ways, and certainly for the working-class majority, the late 19th century remained closer to the 17th than to our own. It is only the very old now who can fully understand this: what it means to have known, in the one lifespan, both a time when city streets were full of horses, the car not yet invented, and a time when man stood on the moon; or even more incomprehensibly, both a time when even the most terrible weapons could kill a few hundred at most, and a time when their power risks entire cities  and their aftermath, whole countries.


  It is almost as if in those same eighty years we left the old planet and found a new; and we are all, however brashly contemporary, however much we take modern technology for granted, still victims of that profound cultural shock. One symptom of it is the recurrent recrudescence of conservatism (and in far more than politics) in the second half of this century. We have at least realized we made a very clumsy landing on our new planet, and also left a number of things behind on the old that we might have done better to bring with us  qualities very close to that list of traditional island virtues I mentioned just now.


  This inability to forget the old, this querulousness over the new, is what makes Ebenezer Le Page such a convincing portrayal of a much more universal mentality than the matter of the book might at first sight suggest. Edwards himself recognized this when he wrote that Ebenezer ‘expresses from the inside out the effects of world events’. His novel is really far more about the impress of recent human history on one fallible but always honest individual than about Guernsey and its traditional manners and mores, fascinating and amusing though those often are to read.


  The ubiquitous contempt for England and the English (and outsiders in general, even the sister Channel Island of Jersey) must similarly be taken in a metaphorical way. The encroachment is of infinitely more than ugly holiday bungalows and tourist dross, of greedy entrepreneurs and tax-evaders; it is essentially upon the individual mind, and therefore upon individual freedom. To those who want a homogenized world (because such worlds are easier to manipulate) Ebenezer is an eternal thorn in the side. He may seem an exceedingly unfashionable reactionary about a number of things, including woman. But his saving grace is that he is equally reactionary about anything that tries to occupy, as the Nazis did Guernsey in the last war, the island of the self. He is much more against than he is ever for, and that kind of againstness, or bloody-mindedness, however irritating it may be in some circumstances, is a very precious human (and evolutionary) commodity. Provincialism is not merely lacking city taste in arts and manners; it is also an increasingly vital antidote to all would-be central tyrannies. To give such a convincing illustration of this ubiquitous contradiction, this eternal suspicion at the less articulate base of society, is one of Edwards’ major achievements.


  Another seems to me a technical one, and that is the creation of such an intensely colloquial speech, with its piquant French undertones, for his hero. Even more remarkable is his almost total reliance on it  how he manages, despite the general absence of normal linear narrative, despite the way characters meander almost haphazardly in and out of his pages, despite the minute stitch of social detail, to carry us through with him, at times to the point where we no longer care how inconsequential or digressive the story becomes, as long as that voice is still speaking. I can think of very few novels where this extremely difficult device, of the prolonged reminiscence, is worked so well.


  Edwards’ choice of it was quite deliberate. He spoke several times of the ‘circular form’ of the book, of its ‘indirection’. On another occasion he said ‘Writing has for me, I think, always to be done obliquely ... it feels to me phony when I’m not allowing an incubus to speak in a circumstantial context’. He also revealed that ‘the beginning and the end were conceived simultaneously ... the book grew out of the pivotal image of the gold under the apple-tree’. That may have been true thematically; but the literary gold was buried in the voice of the incubus. We may note too that Edwards always thought of the patois as his native language. His deep regard for Joseph Conrad was not purely literary. Here was another exile forced to write in an ‘acquired’ English.


  Two other things must be said. One is that Edwards never received expert editorial advice. This is most noticeable at the very end, where one senses that he begins to identify too closely with Ebenezer, and surrenders to a common impulse among novelists: the wish to reward his surrogate, or hero, with a distinctly sentimental ending. This was pointed out to him, but he refused to change his text. He wrote that the aged Ebenezer ‘sees in a romantic glow. I don’t; and the reader should not’. Perhaps here the ‘Guernsey donkey’ was sticking his heels in a shade too firmly; but even a professional editor might have had some difficulty in persuading him to wear less final heart on his sleeve. Mr Chaney once sent Edwards a copy of Wyndham Lewis’s The Lion and The Fox, and the judgement in return showed no mercy. After condemning Lewis for his slipshod scholarship and ‘his rasping, harsh, abusive manner’, Edwards went on: ‘It all adds up to no more than a chaos of logical positivist deductions, heartless and intellectual ... romantic is not a dirty word, you know.’


  The second thing to be said is that the present book was to form the first part of a trilogy. The second and third were to be called Le Boud’lo: the Book of Philip le Moigne and La Gran’-mère du Chimquière: the Book of Jean le Féniant.[1] Edwards left enough hints in his letters to make it plain that he saw the first part as something of a humorous contrast to the other two. Readers may be interested to know that Neville Falla, the cause of much of the final sentimentality here, was in fact earmarked for an early death in the second part, and that its tone was to be much more tragic than comic. Edwards himself remarked wrily of it: ‘I will certainly thereby graduate out of the charm school.’


  But the main virtues sit to a rare extent in each page, each episode, each character, in the waywardness of memory, in the accuracy and strength of evocation within the strictly imposed linguistic means. What Edwards was aiming for is expressed in a passage of the same letter in which he damns Wyndham Lewis. He praises Conrad by contrast for remaining ‘within a human and material continuum; but masterfully with controlled passion and exquisite tenderness’. It was clearly this sort of quality that he found so lacking in an age of helicopter thinking and that also helped explain for him why his own book found so little sympathy among publishers’ readers. Elsewhere he defined its purpose as ‘humanizing’; and to that end, he realized that it had to risk things that no trend-conscious novelist today would care to risk his reputation on, just as in some ways it had to stay resolutely old-fashioned and simple-tongued. But that is precisely what I like most about it. It seems to me, beyond all its more obvious achievements and attractions, beyond its occasional lapses into cantankerousness and sentimentality, an act of courage; and of a kind that can never be old-fashioned if the novel, and the free society of which it is still the deepest artistic expression, are to survive.


  ‘The mere thought of having a public image appals me.’ ‘I would not willingly supply the public with any autobiographical data whatever.’ ‘I’d rather be a hermit-crab than live en famille.’ ‘By the way I’ve got rid of all fragments, correspondence and records (except for those essential for my official survival).’ So Gerald Edwards wrote in various letters to Edward Chaney; the last quotation comes from one written six months before he died. Mrs Joan Snell, with whom Edwards stayed in the final five years of his life and who has kindly relented a little over one of his last instructions to her (that she should stand ‘like a dragon’ in the path of any future researcher), tells me the holocaust was total: only his birth certificate andtouchingly, as will shortly be seen  a photograph of his mother were spared. Nor was this an isolated act of self-destruction.


  Gerald Basil Edwards was born on July 8, 1899. He gave an account of his family past in a letter to Edward Chaney, and it is worth citing at some length. Dalwood, a small village near Axminster in East Devon, was long blessed or notorious locally (depending on one’s religious viewpoint) for being a breeding-ground of dissenters.


  ‘The earliest ancestor I know of on my father’s side was Zackariah Edwards of Dalwood, Devon, who married a gipsy and begat a brood of stalwart sons, who migrated to every quarter of the globe. He was my great-grandfather. My grandfather, Tom, married one Mary Organ of Honiton and migrated to Guernsey at the age of 19 for the stone-rush, when the quarries of the north were opened. It was a hard life. My father, the eldest son, also Tom, was born on Guernsey, but at twelve ran away from his strap-wielding father and his mother, who had a bosom of iron, to the softer usages of sailing ships. He sailed and saw the world until he came home and married at the age of 26. He wouldn’t have come home then, except that he never overcame his tendency to sea-sickness. He worked for his father, who was by now a quarry-owner, and in due course inherited the quarry and the house, Sous les Hougues, where I was born. I was the only child of his second marriage ... my mother died in 1924. A couple of years later he married the housekeeper and sold up to disinherit me, buying another property which he could legally leave her. Hence my exile. (It won’t make sense to you; but it’s Guernsey law.) He was a very tough man, my father: with a very tender core. He was passionately attached to Guernsey and refused to leave before the Occupation. He lived for more than a year after the Liberation and must have been well over ninety when he died. I have to be vague on this, for it was not considered decent for a Guernsey child to know the precise age of its parents. I was only truly in touch with him on one occasion; and that was in 1938, the year of the Munich Crisis, when I visited him at Les Rosiers, where he ran a small growing concern, the quarry being worked out. He was rather humiliated, though over 80, by being reduced to so effete an occupation. He regarded quarrying granite as the only work fit for a man.


  ‘My mother was a Mauger. I cannot claim she was pure Guernsey, for the purest Guernsey are Neolithic ...


  ‘My boyhood, adolescence and young manhood was an increasingly intense fight to the death against my mother; and indeed all my relationships with women have been a fight to the death. I survive, but in grief; for I have sympathy with what I fight against, and sorrow at the necessity. That should make clear to you my disorientation from Lawrence, with whom in other ways I have much in common ... underneath I am steel against the female will. I do not mean the feminine nature. D. H. submitted. To my mind, his is the saddest story. The White Peacock becomes the flaming uterus of Lady C. They are the same. The Phoenix is swamped.’


  I should add that in fact very few names could be purer Guernsey than Mauger; it goes back to Norman times. Edwards must have savoured the possibility of descent from the first member of the clan, who is said to have been banished to the island by William the Conqueror for having had the temerity to suggest that no good would come of adding the perfidious English to his subject peoples.


  In 1909 Edwards won a scholarship from the Hautes Capelles primary to the States Intermediate School, now the boys’ grammar-school of the island. In 1914 he was made a pupil-teacher at Vauvert School, St Peterport. A contemporary remembers how Edwards was ‘a real loner, an odd sort of character who never had any friends’. In 1917 he joined the Royal Guernsey Light Infantry. He never saw active service, but ended in Portsmouth as a sergeant instructor of gunnery. Between 1919 and 1923 he was at Bristol University, but neither subject nor degree can be traced. It seems from the above letter that he placed himself in permanent exile from Guernsey about 1926. In this period he worked for the university settlement of Toynbee Hall in London and also joined the Workers’ Educational Association as a lecturer in English literature and drama. He apparently also had a spell with the Bolton Repertory Company, and wrote plays for them. At some point he got to know Middleton Murry, and through him met Frieda Lawrence. That manifestation of ‘the female will’ he recalled frequently to Edward Chaney, with a predictable blend of fascination and repulsion. He told Mrs Snell that he had also known Tagore and Annie Besant quite well.


  By 1930 he was married. A survived document of that year reveals that he was living in Hornsey; and he gave his profession as ‘author’. The marriage was not a success, and he seems to have gone abroad to Holland and Switzerland in the early 1930s to try to earn his living by his pen  articles and poetry, as well as plays. He told Mrs Snell that he destroyed much of his best work, including ‘a very good play’. Like many, perhaps all, writers he remained a manic-depressive about his work throughout his life.


  His marriage finally broke down about 1933. One of its four children tells me that her father disappeared entirely from her life between that date and 1967, and the gap had become too great by the time the relationship was renewed to be very successfully bridged. Even to her, very little was ever said of the past. Where or how Edwards spent the next years (the Toynbee Hall records were severely war-damaged) is not known; but during the Second World War he worked in an employment exchange and he seemingly remained a civil servant (in 1955 he was living in Balham) until retirement in 1960.


  The storm-petrel then went to ‘live rough’ in Wales for a year; from 1961, he spent three years in Penzance; from 1964, three years in Plymouth; and in 1967 moved on to Weymouth. In that latter year he told his daughter that the first draft of this book was completed, and the second part, Le Boud’lo, half done. He also spoke of returning to Guernsey ‘to die’, but one may guess that the high cost of living  and property  on the island made that impossible for a man of his limited means; and perhaps added a bitterness to both his book and his exile. That his sense of the latter remained very real can be deduced from the move to Weymouth  the nearest place one can be to Guernsey on the English mainland.


  In 1970 he became Mrs Snell’s lodger in ‘the small room of a large house’ at Upwey, just outside Weymouth. Mrs Cynthia Mooney, a Guernsey woman herself, remembers the room as ‘like that of a monk’. It was ‘very tidy, terribly tidy’. Edwards himself wrote in 1972 that ‘I live from day to day, at the edge of living’. But the general impression given from his letters to Mr Chaney is not of crabbed misery, but of a kind of tart serenity of soul, an acceptance of ascetic outsiderdom. The tartness  ‘My dislike of Heath, like my aversion to television, is almost pathological’  did not spare anything or anyone surrendered to what Edwards saw as false values; on the other hand his affection, when it was given, was unmistakably sincere and unstinting. One can assume that the very similar combination of traits in Ebenezer was closely autobiographical.


  The vital new encounter for him in this last period was undoubtedly with Edward Chaney and his wife. Their sympathetic encouragement made him entirely re-write this book, a task he undertook in 1973 and 1974. He continued revising it until the end. Mr Chaney thinks there were never more than brief drafts for the rest of the intended trilogy; and most of those Edwards seems to have destroyed before he died. Once or twice he showed a restlessness, a need to escape Weymouth (and a truly remarkable willingness in a man of his age to travel light); but these fugues to the Scillies and the Orkneys ended back in Upwey. The letters show an impressive blend of honesty and self-humour, besides a frequent Orwellian excellence of plain English prose. They would do very well as a contemporary appendix to the Grub Street side of Dr Johnson’s Lives of the English Poets, and I hope that one day Mr Chaney will consider publishing parts of them.


  Joan Snell sums up her recollections of him thus: ‘He was a man of dynamic character, yet full of feeling and sympathy. Proud but humble, he had a superb memory. He could remember conversations of fifty or sixty years before, word for word. He hated machines, modern technology, he thought they had brought so many bad things into the world. He needed nothing, and lived on a small pension. All he possessed could be packed in a small suitcase. He was charming and endearing; he was despairing and moody. A man of heights; and of deepest, blackest depths. I cannot do him justice in a short comment. All I can say is that it was a great privilege to have known him.’


  Gerald Edwards died after a heart attack, in his small room near Weymouth, on December 29, 1976. His ashes were scattered at sea. I should like to think that some at least were washed up among the vraic and granite of his long-lost native shore.


  John Fowles

  1980


  [1] Literally, ‘The Puppet: the Book of Philip the Amputated’ and ‘The Grandmother of the Cemetery: the Book of John the Sluggard’. Edwards’ full title for the present book was Sarnia Chérie: the Book of Ebenezer Le Page, in symmetry with the other two. The first phrase has been dropped in this edition because of the unfortunate connotations of chérie to English ears and the general ignorance of Sarnia  the Latin name for Guernsey. The phrase was not of Edward’s invention. ‘Sarnia Chérie,’ beloved Guernsey, is the island’s private anthem. There is incidentally a short essay by Edwards on the patois of Guernsey at the end of the book, to which I have added a glossary of the more difficult words in the text.


  THE BOOK OF EBENEZER LE PAGE


  SARNIA CHÉRIE


  
    Sarnia, dear Homeland, Gem of the sea,


    Island of Beauty, my heart longs for Thee,


    Thy voice calls me ever in waking, or sleep,


    Till my Soul cries with anguish, my eyes ache to weep.


    In fancy I see Thee again as of yore,


    Thy verdure clad hills, and Thy wave beaten shore,


    Thy rock sheltered bays, ah; of all Thou art best,


    I’m returning to greet Thee, Dear Island of Rest.

  


  
    I left Thee in anger, I knew not Thy worth,


    Journeyed afar, to the ends of the earth,


    Was told of far countries, the heaven of the hold,


    Where the soil gave up diamonds, silver and gold.


    The sun always shone, and ‘Race’ took no part,


    But Thy cry always reached me, its pain wrenched my heart,


    So I’m coming home, Thou of all art the best,


    Returning to greet Thee, Dear Island of Rest.

  


  
    Chorus:


    Sarnia Chérie, Gem of the sea,


    Home of my childhood, my heart longs for Thee,


    Thy voice calls me ever, forget Thee I’ll never,


    Island of Beauty, Sarnia Chérie.

  


  G. A. Deighton


  The Property of Neville Falla
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  PART ONE


  1


  Guernsey, Guernesey, Garnsai, Sarnia: so they say. Well, I don’t know, I’m sure. The older I get and the more I learn, the more I know I don’t know nothing, me. I am the oldest on the island, I think. Liza Quéripel from Pleinmont say she is older; but I reckon she is putting it on. When she was a young woman, she used to have a birthday once every two or three years; but for years now she have been having two or three a year. To tell you the truth, I don’t know how old I am. My mother put it down on the front page of the big Bible; but she put down the day and the month, and forgot to put down the year. I suppose I could find out if I went to the Greffe; but I am not going to bother about that now.


  My father was killed in the Boer War. He went off and joined the Irish Brigade and fought for the Boers. His name is with the others who died for their country on the monument was put up in St Julien’s Avenue and unveiled by the Duke of Connaught. I remember that day well, because me and Jim Mahy, my chum, went to Town to see it unveiled. It was drizzling in the morning and, by the evening, the rain was coming down in dollops. It put out the Chinese lanterns was all the way along Glatney and the fairy lights right to the end of the White Rock. There was an illuminated barge in the Pool, where the Band of the Militia was going to play; but it was a wreck. I thought it was going to be lovely to hear music coming over the water. They tried their best; but they had to give up. The Duke of Connaught was all right, him: he was indoors out of the rain, eating and drinking.


  I was a young man already when my father died; yet I can’t see his face now, what he looked like. I have seen his photo in the Family Album, of when he was a young man. He was wearing a braided jacket and trousers wide at the bottom; and he had a thick moustache and his hair done in a curl across his forehead. He looked as if he got a spice of the devil in him. I don’t know how he came to marry my mother. She was a good woman. She read the Bible day and night and, towards the end, when she got so big she couldn’t move, she did hardly anything else.


  She had been a handsome woman in her time, going by her photo of before she was married. She had straight black hair parted in the middle and done in a chignon at the back of her neck; and was in a black dress from under her chin to the tips of her toes, and wore a bustle. When she was a widow, she wore a black crpe veil over her face for a year; and then went into half mourning and put a mauve flower in her bonnet. I never heard her speak of my father as ‘Alf’, or ‘Alfred’, or ‘my husband’; but only as ‘the father of Ebenezer and Tabitha’: me and my sister. When she said anything to me my father had said, it was always ‘according to your father’; and the way she said it made me think he was something I had done wrong. The only time I ever heard her speak of ‘my husband’ was once when she said to me, ‘Your father was my husband in the flesh: he was not of the Household of Faith.’


  The trouble was he was Church and she was Chapel. She didn’t mind being married Church. As she said, ‘After all, marriage is only for a few years’; but she made him promise that if she was the first to go, he would see to it she was buried Chapel. She didn’t want there to be any mistake later on. For some reason, she turned against the Wesleyans soon after she was married, and joined the Brethren. There was two lots of Brethren: the Open Brethren and the Closed Brethren. She joined the Open first; but they sang the hymns with a harmonium, and she said that was sinful because the first musical instrument was made by Jubal, who was of the offspring of Cain. So she changed over to the Closed. They sang the hymns only from their hearts and prayed and read the Bible and preached and broke bread. She said theirs was the pure milk of the Word.


  There wasn’t no rows in our house, mind you. My father didn’t come home drunk and swear and knock my mother about like Dan Ferbrache and Amy from Sandy Hook. There was very few words spoken in our house. My mother would say ‘Will you do that?’ and my father would say ‘Yes’; or my father would say ‘Can I do this?’ and my mother would say ‘No’. He was only home to eat his supper and go to bed; except for Saturday afternoons and Sundays. He worked for old Tom Mauger from Sous les Hougues in the Queen’s quarry from seven in the morning to six at night, and took his dinner with him in a tin, and a can of tea he kept warm by the stove in the tool-house. He was a good quarryman. In the summer, when he worked a quarter overtime, he would come home of a Friday night with as much as twenty-five bob in his pocket. We wasn’t poor, you know: we didn’t go without and always managed to save.


  I used to go to work with my father some days: that is, before I was big enough to go to school. I liked going to the quarry with my father. He would sit me on the horse in the horse-box and I would go right down into the pit. When the gun went dinner-time, I had to climb the ladder up the side, because the horse ate from his nose-bag and didn’t come up for dinner. My father would be behind me on the ladder shouting ‘Va t’en, fényion! Va t’en, donc!’ I wasn’t afraid. I knew if I was to fall, he would catch me. The dinner-hour I’d sit in the tool-house with the men and have a sip of his tea and a bite of his dinner; then he would take me down to St Sampson’s to see the ships. St Sampson’s Harbour was full of sailing ships those days, and there would be three or four anchored in the Roads outside, waiting to come in. I couldn’t make up my mind if I wanted to work down the quarry, or go to sea when I grew up; but sail was fast giving way to steam, and when it was nearly all steam-boats in St Sampson’s Harbour I didn’t have the same feeling for going to sea.


  In the afternoon he would leave me with Fred Tucker, the crane-driver. I liked being with Fred Tucker in the cabin of the crane. He would let me pull the lever that started the machinery to go. ‘Look, you’re bringing up a load!’ he’d say; and when it came up out of the quarry, he would swing the jib round and lower the cart until the wheels touched the ground. There would be a horse and driver waiting to take it to Mowlem’s cracking-machine on the North Side. The North was busy those days with the humming of the cracking-machines and the rumbling of the iron tyres of the heavy carts on the roads. When the time came to knock off, I was dog-tired and could hardly put one foot in front of the other. My father had to carry me on his shoulders most of the way home.


  Saturdays he came home for dinner at one o’clock and, in the afternoon, worked in the back garden; or went out fishing in our boat. I liked going out fishing in the boat with my father. He let me pull the rudder. ‘If you pull that way, the boat will go this way,’ he’d say, ‘if you pull this way, the boat will go that.’ I got the idea. After tea, he would wash himself all over in front of the fire, while my mother got me and my sister ready in the other room to go to Town. He would have the pony harnessed and the trap waiting by the time my mother was satisfied us two was fit to be seen. It was a high trap with thin wheels and a narrow seat; and my father used to sit at one end and my mother at the other and me in the middle with my sister at my feet. It was a heavy load for poor old Jack.


  On Sundays my father wasn’t allowed to work out-of-doors, but had to sit by the grate and watch the potatoes didn’t boil dry and the meat didn’t burn in the oven, while my mother and Tabitha was gone to Morning Service. Once he forgot and didn’t take the potatoes off; and that was the only time I ever saw my mother lose her temper. Other times, if he did wrong, she would give a big sigh; but that was all. This time she went for him and told him she couldn’t trust him out of her sight. It was his fault really. He would forget everything else in the world once he got his head stuck in his old newspaper. It was a pink paper called the Police Budget, which he used to buy from Tozer in Smith Street on the Saturday night; and it had pictures in it of all the murders they do in England: women with their throats cut and blood all over the bed! It was always a heavy dinner Sundays and, if my father could have had his way, he would have had a nap after; but my mother made him change into his best clothes and sit on the sofa in the front room, in case any of our relations came to tea. I don’t like to think of my father those Sunday afternoons. I like to think of him in the quarry, where he was respected by the men and might have become a foreman, if he had lived.


  La Tabby, as we called my sister, was put to bed early of a Sunday evening, and my mother went to Evening Service on her own. As soon as she was out of the front gate, my father would say, ‘Come along, son: let’s go mitchin’!’ and we’d go out to the shed at the back and take the lamp, if it was dark. He kept his chisels and hammers and saw out there; and wood and glue and string. It was those Sunday nights he taught me how to make kites. I always had the best kite of any of the boys who flew kites on L’Ancresse Common; and everybody knew it was mine, because it was covered with the pink paper of the Police Budget and all the women with their throats cut went up flying in the sky. When my mother came in, we would both be back indoors sitting like two angels, one each side the fire.


  He had been all over the world, my father. He didn’t have any schooling to speak of, but knocked round with the Noyon and the Corbet boys of Birdo in the pilot boats; and at the age of twelve he went to sea. He rose from cabin boy to second mate, and yet he came back and settled down in Guernsey. It is true he had a nice little house to come to, when his father died; but it wasn’t only that. I have seen the same happen to dozens of Guernsey boys. They’re just busting to get away from the island; and, when they do get away, they’re breaking their hearts to come back. That’s why I have never left Guernsey, me. I knew I would only end up where I begun.


  It was funny my father going off to fight in a war when he didn’t have to; but he had some funny ideas in his head. He wasn’t against the English; but he thought they was wrong to be against the Irish and the Boers. Of course, he didn’t talk about such things to my mother; but I heard him talking it over with his young brother, my Uncle Willie. My father thought the world of his young brother. Willie was a great sportsman and won the championship cup three years running at the Cycling Track. His Photo was in Bucktrout’s window down High Street, standing by his penny-farthing bicycle, which was nearly as high as him, with the big silver cup at his feet. He laughed at my father for bothering about what was going to happen to the Boers. ‘Look after Number One, Alf,’ he said, ‘and let the world manage its own affairs.’


  He didn’t manage his own affairs very well, my Uncle Willie. He was gardener for Mr Roger de Lisle from the Grange and a friend of the son and lived in the house: then if he didn’t let himself be dragged into getting engaged to a girl Le Couture from St Martin’s. The evening before the wedding he said he was going to shoot rabbits on Jerbourg. When long after dark he didn’t come back, young de Lisle went to look for him and found him shot dead through the head. It was decided at the inquest it was an accident; but everybody knew he had done it on purpose. He was used to handling a gun from a boy, and had won prizes at Bisley. I knew why he had done it, the poor chap. He did the brave thing. After waiting a year, the Le Couture girl married old Cohu from Les Petites Caches for his second wife and he left her well off.


  I will say for my mother she was not vainglorious for the things of this world; but there was one thing she was proud of. I often heard her say to people ‘When I marry, I do not change my name, me.’ It was true. She was a Le Page and my father was a Le Page; but, as she said, he was no relation. He was a Le Page from the Clos-du-Valle and his people all had to do with the sea. His great-grandfather, Captain Alf Le Page, was Master of the schooner Daisy; and Captain Alf Le Page’s brother, Dick, was the famous Richard Le Page who served under Admiral Lord de Saumarez and got killed at the Battle of the Nile. When the quarries was opened in the North, there was good money to be made; and my grandfather, who was no higher than a cook aboard ship, gave up going to sea and worked in the Chouey quarry. He can’t have done too bad. It was him built Les Moulins, where I have lived all my life. It is built of solid, blue Guernsey granite and will last for ever. It ought to, too. It cost a hundred pounds; and that’s a lot of money.


  There was plenty of talk about a great-uncle of mine, the brother of my grandfather. He came home from sea with a woman who called herself Bella Devine. Nobody knew who she was, or where she come from. She preached in the Seaman’s Bethel on the Banks; and they lived in the dirtiest of a row of dirty old cottages by the Vale Church. He used to pick up the horse-droppings by the gate of L’Ancresse Common in a gelignite box on two wheels to put on his garden. I wasn’t supposed to know he was a relation; but when I saw him, I used to say ‘Hullo, Uncle!’


  There was nobody people could talk about much in my mother’s family; unless it was her brother. She was of the Le Pages from the Ctel, who was pretty well-to-do growers and farmers; though some of them did a bit of fishing as well. Anyhow, they was thought of as good people and well spoken-of. Her father was Nicholas Le Page of Les Sablons, Cobo; who was the son of Eliazar Le Page; who was the son of Obadiah Le Page; who was the son of Thomas Le Page, who was converted to Christianity by John Wesley, when he landed on Guernsey. Les Sablons wasn’t as good a house as ours. It was built of bricks and mortar and whitewashed, and had rooms only one side of the front door; but it had a room upstairs with a dormer window, and a room in the wing. It is there to this day; but I don’t know who live in it now.


  Nicholas Le Page, my grandfather, was a local preacher and dropped dead from a stroke in the pulpit of the Capelles Chapel. I don’t remember him. My grandmother was a widow as long as I can remember. She was a tiny little woman and wore big sabots and a big scoop. I liked my little grandmother. She went to Chapel regular, but you would never have thought she was religious: she would do anything for anybody, it didn’t matter who they was. She was dying of cancer and when I went along to see how she was, she would reach up and pick me a fig off the fig-tree because she knew I liked figs, although it hurt her to do it. I especially liked to go the day she was making bread. I would help her to cut the furze, and watch her set fire to it in the oven in the wall. She always put a small loaf on a hot stone only for me; so I could have one all to myself. She didn’t speak the English, and could only read the Bible in French. My mother spoke the English a little, and the big Bible was in English.


  My mother was the eldest of the family. After her came two or three who died, and then my Uncle Nathaniel, or Nat, as he was called. I liked my Uncle Nat. He was gay and good-looking and spent his time fishing and drinking and playing cards with the boys round Albecq and Vazon, and chasing after the girls. He had no respect for his father. One day, the Reverend Dumond, Pastor of the Capelles Chapel, knocked on the front door and, when Nat opened it, asked where his father was. He answered, ‘Aw, he’s round the back in the pigsty: he’s the one with the hat on.’ When my mother told me that terrible story, I forgot myself and bust out laughing; yet I would never have said that about my own father, because he wasn’t a pig.


  After my Uncle Nat came twins, who died, and then the two younger sisters, Priscille and Henriette, or La Prissy and La Hetty, as they was called. There was five years between them and they married the eldest and the youngest of the Martel boys, sons of Harold Martel of Ronceval, the builder. The Martels of Ronceval was quite well-to-do: but the older one, Harold, married the younger sister, Hetty, who was years younger than him; and the younger one, Percy, married the older sister, Prissy, who was years older than him. It wasn’t at all the way I would have arranged it, if it had been me.


  The most terrible thing was what happened to my Uncle Nat. He wasn’t forty yet when he lost his strength and went funny in the head; though there was some people with bad tongues who said it was only because he was too lazy to work. He would lie on the green-bed all day long sewing pictures of boats on canvas with coloured wools. They was pictures of wild mad boats on wild mad seas, and came to his sisters when he died. There is one on the wall in front of me at this moment; and sometimes I think it is better than a real boat on a real sea.


  I had a load of great-aunts; but the only one who had anything to leave was my great-aunt Sarah. She was my mother’s aunt, her father’s sister; and they said she was mad too. She lived in a big house among a lot of trees at the Hougue Chaunée, and had a paid companion to look after her. It was a great worry in the family for years who she was going to leave her money to. My mother took me and Tabitha to show to her; and La Prissy and La Hetty took theirs, though La Hetty’s wasn’t much to show. My mother explained to us before we went that it was not for her sake she was taking us, but for ours: so as we might have that which was needful in this world and be beholden to no man. My great-aunt was wrapped up in a shawl and looked like an old bird, sitting in her chair by the fire. All Tabitha could say was ‘Ooo!’ and look at her with big eyes. I didn’t say a word because my mother had told me I mustn’t open my mouth, or I would be sure to say the wrong thing.


  Anyhow, my great-aunt gave orders that all her money was to be given to her in pound notes, so as she could burn it; because none of her relations was worth leaving it to. That was when the de Garis girl, who was her paid companion, was clever. She gave her pieces of paper cut to the size of pound notes; and my great-aunt would sit for hours throwing them one by one on the fire, and laughing and laughing at the thought of all the money going up in smoke her nieces and their brats wasn’t going to have. That’s why they said she was mad; but I think she knew what she was doing as well as I do. When she died and was buried and the will was read, it turned out she had left everything to the Presbyterian minister.


  It say in the Bible ‘Look unto the rock whence ye are hewn, and to the hole of the pit whence ye are digged.’ Well, those people are the rock whence I was hewn, and the hole of the pit whence I was digged. I haven’t said nothing about my cousins, and the cousins of my cousins; but then half the island is my cousins, and the cousins of my cousins.


  2


  I had a good education, me. I went to the Vale School for Boys until I was twelve. I can see the old schoolroom yet: the broken-down desks and the worn-out forms with knots in that got stuck into your backside and the picture of the old Queen on the wall and of Jesus Christ walking on the water and the jam-jar of tadpoles on the windowsill. The Headmaster was Mess Henri Falla from La Moye. He taught us Scripture first lesson in the morning; and Reading, Writing and Arithmetic later in the day. The Scripture didn’t count. All we had to do was to sit still and listen, and it went in one ear and out the other; but Reading, Writing and Arithmetic we had to learn. Mess Falla was a good schoolmaster: he taught with the stick in his hand. If I said ‘2 and 2 is 5’, he would shout ‘Come out, Le Page E!’ There was Le Page A, B, C, D, E, F, and G in the school. I was Le Page E. ‘Bend over! Touch your toes!’ he would say: ‘2 and 2 is 4!’ Whack! Whack! Whack! ‘That’ll learn you!’ It did, you know. He didn’t do it to hurt.


  Miss Emily Tostevin did, though. She had a down on me. I don’t know what for, I’m sure; because I never said a word. I would just sit with my arms folded and look at her. She said I was cheeky. ‘Come out in front for impudence, Ebenezer Le Page,’ she’d say. I would go out in front: bend over, touch my toes. She thought that was rude. ‘Stand up!’ she’d say. ‘Hold out your hand: your LEFT hand!’ She would only hit boys on their left hand, or, after, they made out they couldn’t write. She didn’t use a cane, but the edge of a ruler; and, golly, she knew how to hurt with it, too! I learnt the trick of holding my hand out sideways and lowering it the same time as the ruler came down: then I would rub it hard under my arm-pit and wrinkle up my face as if I was going to cry, so as she wouldn’t know it hadn’t hurt much.


  She taught us History, Geography and Nature Study. History was dates. I have forgotten most of it now, but I know it began in 55 B.C. when Julius Caesar landed in Britain; and I remember A.D. 1066, because that was the year we conquered England. Geography was the countries and capitals of Europe and the capes and bays of England. Some of the countries of Europe have changed since then, I think; but, as far as I know, the capes and bays of England are the same. Nature Study was the only thing I did right for Miss Tostevin. She gave me ten out of ten once for my composition on ‘The Life of The Frog’.


  I had to go to Sunday School as well. That was a nuisance. I would much rather have been flying my kite on the Common, or gone down on the beach; but I wasn’t allowed to fly my kite on a Sunday, and if you went down on the beach, people said you was a heathen. There was one good thing about Sunday School; and that was there was nothing you had to learn. They made you sing hymns: ‘Onward, Christian soldiers!’ or ‘Fight the good fight with all thy might!’ or ‘Trust-and-obey-there-is-no-other way-to-be-happy-in-Jesus-but-to-trust-and-obey’, while they took up a collection for Foreign Missions. My father used to give me a penny for that; and I always put it in the box. I was honest. The Headmaster, he was called the Superintendent, prayed and read a chapter from the Bible; and then there was Announcements, but I never listened to those. After that came the Lesson. The boys was sorted out, a dozen or more in a class according to their ages; and each class sat on forms making three sides of a square. The Sunday School teacher sat on a chair in the open side and told the class a story with a moral.


  I got into bad trouble at Sunday School. There was boys and girls in the same room in that school, the boys on one side and the girls on the other; and down the middle of the room the boys’ classes and the girls’ classes was back to back. A Mr Johns from on the Bridge was our teacher, I remember; and he had a long straggly moustache, and when he spoke he spat. I had to sit right back so as not to have a shower of his spit all over me. It happened on that Sunday I was sitting back to back with Marie Le Noury. I thought she was lovely. She was wearing a tight blue velvet frock and was well developed for a girl and had rosy cheeks and sly black eyes; and when I looked round, she looked round and smiled at me with those sly black eyes. I thought I would write her a little note. I had a stub of pencil in my pocket and tore a page out the back of my hymn-book and wrote, ‘Je t’aime, Marie.’ I dug her in the ribs and she took the note and the pencil. I thought she would write back ‘Je t’aime, Ebenezer’, but instead I heard her saying, ‘Look, Miss Collas, what one of the boys has given to me!’


  Her teacher was a Miss Collas from The Hermitage. She was an old maid and I am not surprised. She looked as if she had been brought up on the vinegar bottle. Mr Johns stopped telling his story with a moral and all the other classes stopped listening to their teachers. ‘Who gave you this?’ said Miss Collas. ‘Him!’ said Marie and turned round and pointed to me. My heart broke. Miss Collas was holding my poor little love-letter with the tips of her fingers, as if it was too dirty to touch. ‘Disgusting!’ she said and got up and put it under the nose of the Superintendent, old Peter Le Matre. ‘One of your boys is interfering with my girls,’ she said. Old Peter Le Matre was a big man with a big face and big spectacles, and sat at a high desk at the top end of the room. ‘Who wrote this?’ he said. ‘Ebenezer Le Page!’ screamed all the girls. ‘Come here, Ebenezer Le Page!’ said old Peter. I went and stood in front of his high desk. He looked at me over the top of his spectacles; and he looked at my note through his spectacles; and looked at me again over the top of his spectacles. ‘Is this what you come to Sunday School for?’ he said. ‘I don’t know, sir,’ I said. ‘Go and stand in the porch!’ he said. I went out to the porch with my tail between my legs; and then I said to myself, me: ‘Bugger you, old Peter Le Matre!’ and put on my cap and walked out.


  I never looked at Marie Le Noury again. She married Reg Symes, an English chap in the Artillery stationed at Castle Cornet. He was a great boy with the Indian clubs and used to give displays at military concerts; but he came out of the Army to please her and opened a little shop in the Commercial Arcade for mending clocks and watches. He worshipped the ground she walked on. When she got to middle age she left him and went to live with her married daughter in England; and he put his head in the gas oven and was found dead in the morning. I was lucky, really.


  I went home round Birdo, so as not to be back too soon. There was an old man sitting on a rock with a spy-glass. I wondered what it was he was looking at; and then I noticed a young chap and a girl had managed to get themselves cut off by the tide on the Hommet and was curled up together on the grass. I couldn’t see what they was doing; but the old man could see, him. I thought it was funny way for an old man to pass his Sunday afternoon. I went round by the Vale Mill; but the big vanes wasn’t turning. The cows was chewing the cud in the field. When I got indoors, my father asked me what the golden text was for that Sunday. He always asked me what the golden text was to make sure I hadn’t played truant. I told him. ‘Love thy neighbour as thyself.’ He said, ‘Well, if you do that, son, you can’t go far wrong.’ I had my doubts about that.


  I didn’t go to Sunday School again. I left the house the same time as if I was going and took the penny my father gave me for the Foreign Missions. I was sorry to have to steal that penny from my father; but what else could I do? I went and sat on the gate of L’Ancresse Common by the Vale Church with the boys from round there. In those days there was hundreds of sheep loose on the Common and the gate had to be kept shut, or they would have strayed all over the Parish. It was a nuisance for the gentry who wanted to drive across the Common in their carriages. They had to get down and open the gate and get back up and drive through and get down again and close the gate behind them. The boys was good. They would open the gate when they saw a carriage coming and close the gate behind it: then run after the carriage, calling out ‘Apenny, please! Apenny, please!’


  Sunday afternoons was a good time for making money on the gate; because the Townies, who was all gentry on Sundays, liked to drive out to L’Ancresse Common in their carriages to look at the sheep. I will say some of them was honest and would throw a halfpenny, and there’d be a run and a fight for it; but there are always some mean people in the world. The gentleman would pull a handful of change out of his pocket and say, ‘Sorry, haven’t got a halfpenny. Have you, my dear?’ The lady would rummage in her handbag and say, ‘I am afraid I haven’t, darling.’ By that time we’d have run after the carriage nearly to the Druid’s Altar. Goodness, a penny would have done!


  I had to keep my eyes skinned for some boy who had been to Sunday School, so as I would know what the golden text was for that Sunday. I usually managed to nab Bill Rihoy, who lived at L’Islet; but I don’t think he always remembered it right. Once he told me it was ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ When I repeated it to my father, he said, ‘Well, if that’s what they teach you in Sunday School, soon there won’t be many of us with any eyes, or any teeth, left.’ As I have said before, he got some funny ideas in his head, my father.


  I put the money I made in my money-box. I didn’t tell a soul: not even my sister. It wasn’t she was a tell-tale. She was the most honest and straightforward girl and woman I have known in my whole life. She was so honest and straightforward you had to be careful what you said to her. The first thing I remember in this world is putting a penny in my money-box. I can’t have been more than three or four. I earnt it for picking slugs off the cabbages. My father would give me a penny for twelve slugs and drown them. It was good money, when you come to think of it. My father was good that way. He believed in paying for everything and paying on the dot. From the time I was ten I earnt extra money cracking stones. My father knew Bert Le Feuvre, the foreman of Griffith’s yard, and there was a little heap of spawls waiting ready every night in summer after school for me to crack. I was paid a shilling a week for that and my father let me keep it.


  I knew to a penny how much I got in my money-box. When I had ten pennies I’d shake them out and change them for a franc. I kept a lookout for English pennies because I could get thirteen Guernsey pennies for twelve of those. I was only a boy at school yet when I had over a pound in my money-box. On the Ash Wednesday, when we had holiday from school, I trotted into Town on my own and walked into the Old Bank and plonked down on the counter twenty-one Guernsey shillings in pennies and halfpennies and fippennies and francs. The chap behind the counter looked over at me and counted my money and pushed me across a sovereign. I had a golden sovereign in my money-box. I was rich!


  I suppose I would have gone to work in the quarries and perhaps done well, if something awful hadn’t happened at the Queen’s quarry. Young Emile Thoumine was killed in the pit. He was only nineteen and hadn’t been married three months. It was said the blasting must have loosened the side of the quarry, or water trickling down. Anyhow, a great block of granite came toppling over without warning and crushed him. I had never seen my father so upset as when he came in that evening. He was early because old Tom Mauger was with the doctor bringing up in the horse-box what was left of poor Emile; and he had asked my father to go in the trap and break the news to the young wife. They lived in Town. When my father told my mother what had happened, she said, ‘What did he belong to?’ She meant was he Church, or Chapel, or what; so as she would know where he was going to. I saw my father clench his fists; and I think, if she had been a man, he would have knocked her down. ‘The man is dead!’ he said. ‘Come with me, son!’


  I was pleased and excited to be going with my father in the trap. It was beginning to get dark and, while he was harnessing the pony, I lit the big candles in the lamps. It was rough along the front and the sea was coming across the road by the gas-works and over the Salerie Corner. The house was in the Canichers. It was too narrow for the trap to go up and my father tied Jack to the lamp-post at the corner and told me to stop there and mind him. I felt very sad left there all by myself and talked to Jack. I remember the flickering gas-light and the round shadows on the road and a big old tree dropping leaves and the wind blowing them about. My father wasn’t long gone. When he came back all he said was, ‘She is with her mother.’


  When we got home and was having our supper, my father said to my mother, ‘Our boy is not going to work in the quarries.’ ‘What, then?’ said my mother. ‘We must find something better for him to do than that,’ he said. I don’t know if it was better, I don’t think it was; but when I left school he got me a job in Dorey’s Vineries. They was still growing grapes, but trying out tomatoes under the vines. I thought tomatoes was a funny sort of fruit. I didn’t like the taste much. I liked the grapes, though. It turned out there was a better sale in England for the tomatoes and in the end the greenhouses grew nothing else.


  I had to do what my father said; but, when he’d gone, I used to chuck it sometimes and go fishing for a spell. I was happier working out-of-doors and in a boat; but you can’t trust the sea, and the fishes get ideas into their heads and sometimes they are where they ought to be and sometimes they are not. The tomatoes are always there, so back I would go; but, golly, it was hot in those greenhouses! Ah well, I was born to trouble as the sparks fly upwards. I earned my bread by the sweat of my brow.
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  I mustn’t complain. I have never had a day’s sickness in my life. I put that down to the good food my mother made me eat. Now that I have seen how the English eat, I wonder how it is they keep alive at all. I always had a big breakfast at seven, a big dinner at twelve, and a big tea at six, or just after. At work I’d have a lunch in the morning at half-past nine, and a lunch in the afternoon at half-past three; and we always had a supper at half-past nine at night, before we went to bed. Our food didn’t come out of tins, either. The only thing we ate out of a tin was red salmon of a Sunday afternoon, if anybody we didn’t expect came to tea. There was a rack over the table on which there was always the salted side of a pig. It was from one of our own pigs we’d killed; and, if we ate a fowl, it was one of our own fowls.


  My mother believed in me eating plenty of beef. She bought it from Webb, the butcher, on the Bridge; and it had to be Guernsey beef. She said the white fat of the English beef made her feel sick. When she came home with a steak, it was a steak; and an inch thick. She bought mutton for sometimes, the best cut of the leg; and fresh pork from old Piggy Wright, the pork butcher. Fish she was very particular about. It had to be fresh from the boat. She wouldn’t cook a mackerel unless it had its tail up. I liked the long-nose better. The English are funny about the long-nose; or orfi, as we call it. They say it is poison because it got green bones. Well, I’ve eaten orfi all my life and I’m still alive. The fish I liked best was conger. My mother would buy the thickest part and stuff it like a fowl and bake it. It was so good you would never have thought it was fish.


  My father had crab-pots out and we had plenty of crabs; and sold some. It was the lobsters we sold most of. They are for the English, those; and the gentry. You can’t trust a lobster. He’s often half empty. A crawfish is always as full as an egg; but then he have coarser flesh and, of course, no claws. We used to have a chancre for supper of a Saturday night when we came home from Town. It was cooked on the Friday in the copper in the wash-house. It gave a scream when it was dropped in the hot water; but my father was funny about that and wouldn’t let my mother put it in cold water and bring it to the boil. He said it suffered. If it was dropped in boiling water, it died outright. It was one of the few things my mother had to do as she was told. She didn’t like having to cook it that way, because sometimes the claws came off from the shock and the water got in. The crab I like best, me, is the spider crab. I like to see him on the table in a dish: round and with his legs out like a spider, and knobs and spikes sticking up on his back. I used to catch lady-crabs in the pools and under the rocks. I don’t know why they are called lady-crabs. They are male and female like all the other creatures in the world. They have a crown on their back and people say it’s because they belong to the Queen; but I suppose everything belong to the Queen really. I used to catch them for Tabby. She liked them. I liked them all right, but they’re so small they take an hour to pick; and there’s not much to eat when you’ve done it.


  The food I like best of all foods is ormers; but you can’t always get them. My father used to take me with him ormering. It was always at the spring tide when the sea was right down; and you had to go in up to your knees to get to them. If it was at night and fine weather, there would be a big moon shining on the rocks and on the wet sand and on the water. My father went further out than me and got more; but the ones near to he left for me. I’d have a hook and a bucket and he’d lift a big stone for me to see; and there would be the black creature sticking to it underneath. I daren’t breathe for fear he would know and clamp down, for then a stick of gelignite wouldn’t get him off. I’d make one sudden grab with my hook and have him in my bucket. He’s a funny creature when you see him close to. He have holes in the shell on his back, but I don’t know what for.


  My mother knew how to cook ormers. When she had cut the part you eat out of the shell, she would scrub the black edges with a scrubbing brush until they was perfectly clean; and that took some doing. Then she would put them between two towels and beat them with a flat iron for half an hour, or more. They are hard as leather, but she’d roll up her sleeves; and she had muscles on her arms, my mother. That was when she was happy. She’d be singing hymns all the time and you could hear her all over the house. When they was properly broke up and soft, she’d fry them over the fire in the iron frying-pan; and then stew them in the oven to finish up with. Some people stew them with onions, but my mother didn’t believe in that. She said it take the taste away and spoil the gravy. She liked them with just boiled potatoes.


  When there was a lot to be had, she would pickle some. They was four-pence a dozen, if you bought them; but they was worth it. After they had been scrubbed and beaten, they was boiled for a long time; and then pickled in the best vinegar with bay leaves in an airtight jar. We didn’t have no bay leaves in our garden; so I had to go and steal some from Mr Dorey of Oatlands. He had a bay tree with leaves hanging over the road. Mr Dorey would have given us as many bay leaves as we wanted, if we’d asked him: but my mother wouldn’t let me. She was proud, my mother. She would rather steal than beg; and I’m the same. The jar was kept on the shelf with the pots of jam; and sometimes I’d be given a pickled ormer for my tea with bread and butter, when I came home from school.


  I can’t say what ormers taste like. They are not like fish, flesh, or fowl. They are like no other food on earth. I have heard of the nectar of the gods. Or is it ambrosia they feed on? That must be ormers. Well, my poor old mother is in heaven now, if she is anywhere at all. If they got any sense up there, they will get her to cook them a meal of ormers. I can just see her banging away at the old ormers with a flat iron and her sleeves rolled up and singing ‘Where is my wandering boy tonight?’


  She was as fussy about butter as she was about meat. She wouldn’t look at the sickly white English butter. It had to be golden Guernsey. My grandfather kept a cow, as he was working only round the corner and could look after it; but there was no cow kept at Les Moulins in my time, and I had to fetch our milk, butter, and curds from the Roussels of the Grand Fort. My mother and Tabitha liked curds, but I didn’t. Of course there was no wine, beer, or spirits drunk in our house; but, for some reason, there was always a barrel of cider. In the early days, it was made from our own apples; but when most of the apple-trees had been cut down to make room to build a greenhouse it was delivered from Randall’s Brewery in the Truchett. My mother wouldn’t touch it; but my father used to let me have a glass with my dinner Sundays. It goes without saying my mother was against smoking. She said if men was meant to smoke they would have been born with a chimney on the nose. It didn’t make any difference to my father. He smoked cigarettes he rolled himself and black twist in his pipe and a cigar at Christmas. I didn’t smoke in the house until I was a grown lad; but I smoked when I was a boy at the Vale School, of course.


  My little grandmother didn’t mind my father smoking: she said she liked the smell of smoke on a man. He got on well with his belle-mère, my father. He would often go along on his own to see how she was, or take me with him. ‘Hello, ma mère!’ he’d say and take her in his arms and kiss her on the forehead. He was big and strong and she was very small and frail against him. ‘Ah, comment s’en va, mon Alfred?’ she’d say. ‘Pas trop mal,’ he’d say.


  My mother thought more of her father than of her mother. She said he was a man of God. She knew he had been misled and in error while he was a Wesleyan, but she believed he had seen the Light when he was struck down. Her sisters, my Aunt Prissy and my Aunt Hetty, was so much younger than she was they hardly remembered their father, and thought more of their mother: especially La Hetty, the youngest. When my grandmother died, La Hetty said she wanted to die too; and cried so much they thought she was going mad.


  I was to school yet when my little grandmother died. She didn’t know anybody for seven days and seven nights. I think the doctor gave her some stuff at the end to ease the pain. She lay on her back breathing loud and they had to feed her with a feather. The three sisters and the husbands went every night; and people came from the Vale and St Sampson’s and the Ctel, and even as far as from St Saviour’s, to see her. They would go into the bedroom one by one on their tiptoes, and come out saying ‘Ah, la pauvre Charlotte! la pauvre Charlotte! Ch’est la fin, enfin: ch’est la fin!’ The last night the three sisters stopped all night and sat by the bed watching. The husbands went home to have a sleep, so as they would be able to go to work in the morning. I stopped with my mother. I was the only big boy there. My Cousin Horace, Aunt Prissy’s first, was only three and was put to sleep in a cot in the little room. My Cousin Raymond, Aunt Hetty’s boy, was there; but he wasn’t born yet. I said I didn’t want to go to sleep. I had never been allowed to stop up all night before. I wanted to sit and watch my granny die.


  My mother wouldn’t let me and made me go in the kitchen, and I sat with my Uncle Nat. The lamp was lit and there was a stuffed owl on the table, and lustre-ware jugs and willow-pattern plates on the dresser, and a china fowl to keep eggs in; and two china dogs on the mantelpiece. A big fire was burning on the hearth and a copper kettle boiling on the terpid, in case hot water was wanted. My uncle was sitting up on the green-bed wide awake. I don’t think he knew what was going on. He was busy making the picture of a wonderful boat with a golden hull and curly gunnels and black masts curling aft and red sails like the combs of cockerels; and a big green wave was curling over it. I could hear my granny breathing with a rattle in her throat, and I began to pray, ‘Please God, don’t let my granny die! Please God, don’t let my granny die! Please God, don’t let my granny die! Please! Please! Please!’ I fell asleep in my chair.


  She was laid out by the time I woke up in the morning. My Aunt Prissy was a great one for laying out the dead; and she’d made sure beforehand everything was ready in the top drawer of the chest-of-drawers. On the day of the funeral I saw my granny in her coffin before it was screwed down. She was like wax. They said she had come to herself before she died and sat up in bed and called out. She had seen somebody. My Aunt Prissy said it was Nico, her husband, she saw; but my Aunt Hetty said it was SOMEBODY ELSE. My mother didn’t say nothing.


  She was given a grand funeral. It stretched from Cobo to Grand Havre. My Aunt Hetty didn’t go because she couldn’t stop crying; but my Aunt Prissy went, and my mother. The three husbands was pallbearers, and Mess Phineas Le Page from the Coutanchez, the écrivain. She was buried Chapel; but the cemetery was only over a wall from the Church. All the way along the road from Les Sablons to the Vale there wasn’t a house that didn’t have its blinds down. I was wearing a black suit. My Aunt Prissy cried at the grave, and my mother put a handkerchief to her eyes. I didn’t cry. After the funeral, the Reverend Dumond came back to Les Sablons to have tea with the mourners and near relations. It was only bread and butter and cheese and Guernsey biscuits, but there was enough for everybody to have a good feed. When he had gone, the will was read.


  Mess Phineas Le Page read it. It was in a tin box on the side table in the kitchen, where my grandmother kept the tickets she was given each month from the Capelles Chapel to show she was saved. It was as everybody expected. My Uncle Nat was to have the house and furniture until he died, and a quarter of the money. My grandmother had quite a nice little nest-egg in the pied-du-cauche. Her clothes was to be divided among the three daughters. The sharing was done in the bedroom where she died. They sat on the floor and cast lots. My Uncle Nat was out of it; but he understood enough to fish up a couple of dice out of his pocket for Mess Phineas Le Page to rattle in his tall hat.


  It worked out quite peaceful to begin with. My Aunt Prissy won the sabots and my Aunt Hetty the scoop and my mother the widow’s veil. The best bonnet went to Prissy, who said it was too old for her; and the second best to Hetty, who said she was only glad to have anything that had belonged to her mother. The best blouse went to my mother, who said it was too small for her and gave it to Prissy, who was thin. There was three bundles of underclothes; but they was wrapped up in brown paper, so as the men wouldn’t see. They went one to each. There was only the wedding-dress left. It was a lovely dress of white corded silk and had been kept in the bottom drawer of the chest-of-drawers with camphor and between tissue paper for fifty years. It went to Prissy. Then there was the most terrible schemozzle. My Aunt Hetty said her mother had always promised the wedding-dress to her, for when she had a daughter. My Aunt Prissy said it was hers now by the will of God; and she wasn’t going to part with it for anybody. My Aunt Hetty screamed, ‘Mais je te grimerai, donc!’ and clawed at my Aunt Prissy’s hair. My Aunt Prissy screamed, ‘Ah, tu fichu petite volresse, té!’ and tried to scratch my Aunt Hetty’s eyes out. The two husbands had to separate the two wives and hold them back like fighting cocks. My father didn’t do nothing. Mess Phineas Le Page didn’t know what to do. He kept on saying, ‘Ah, mes pigeons! mes pauvres petites pigeons!’ It was my mother who showed she had the wisdom of a Solomon.


  She said she had better have the wedding-dress herself. If either of the others had it now, it would make bad blood in the family; especially as they lived next door to each other. The husbands said, ‘Anything for peace!’ My mother played fair. She offered to La Hetty the widow’s veil and to La Prissy her bundle of underclothes. My Aunt Hetty said she didn’t want the widow’s veil, because when she was a widow she wasn’t going to wear a veil. My Aunt Prissy said she’d have the bundle of underclothes: they would always do for rags and dusters.


  It turned out for the best, in a way. My sister was married in the wedding-dress and looked lovely. La Prissy had a second, but it was a boy again when she wanted a girl; and, after Raymond, La Hetty couldn’t have any more. The dress would have been wasted; and it wasn’t so many years before my mother had to wear the widow’s veil. Ah well, in the midst of life we are in death, as it say in the Bible.
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