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ICHABOD

Richard Joscelyne

The books, out of their boxes at last,

are stretched in long lines across the

floor awaiting the carpenter's new

shelving. They recall a lifetime of

travel, interests taken and disearded,

languages learned and now half-

forgotten, meetings with university

vice-chancellors, and local dignitaries at

which glossy picture books of local

beauty spots and artifacts are handed over with polite words of

greeting and earnest expressions of continuing cooperation and
friendship.

In sorting them into some kind of order | notice the gaps, the
losses, the breakages: where is the second volume of the Olympic
Press Edition of Lolita, bought to read on a long train journey
from Geneva to South West France in the early summer of 1959; or
the cover of an old Edition of our Mutual Friend bought in a second
hand booksellers on the Christmas Shops in Bristol a few years
earlier. Dog-eared copies of Portuguese, Spanish, Russian and
Japanese grammars stare up at me sternly, accusing my stumbling
attempts to learn the Portuguese subjunctive, the Russian verbs of
going and carrying, or to progress in the accumulation of Chinese
characters. Catalogues of exhibitions; theatre and concert
programmes; guide books to the byways of Moscow, Madrid or
Tokyo: memories of much earnest seeking out of the ancient or the
beautiful and pathways into alien cultures; albums of photographs:
who was that, where was that, what was that? Pictures of me with
famous people: the Queen, Mrs Thatcher, Lord Home. Is that how |
looked? How awful.

Next door are stacked the pictures waiting to be dusted,
polished and hung; a view of Cambridge by John Piper bought
with a five pound subscription as a university student; pictures
bought in Montevideo in the 1960s; a compilation of industrial
waste presented to me, as his masterwork, by an unofficial Russian
painter over breakfast after an extremely drunken party in a
Moscow dacha; a small Ben Nicholson bought with an inheritance
from my Mother; a Mexican drawing bought from old Lewin in
Palm Springs, and not least the beautiful prints given me so
kindly and generously by my friends in the British Council Japan
Association, now elegantly framed by a small shop in Samford
Village.

Beyond the window, in the lake, the waterbirds fly and scud.
Coots with chests of midnight blue rush across the field bobbing
their white tail-feathers. In the evening flocks of egret, after a
busy day picking the ticks from the cattle in the valley, swoop
upon two scruffy trees at the end of the lake and hang there in
dozens like Christmas candles. White cockatoos squawk and
squabble or munch at the telephone wires. The hens pick and
scratch their way through the garden, occasionally returning home
to lay an egg.

Last week a news programme announced the beginning of winter
although the sun still shines warmly through a cloudless sky. We
sit outdoors with friends drinking wine and gossiping. We plan
holidays, excursions, parties, unravel the mysteries of Australian
Rules; take advice about snakes and spiders and other creatures
which lurk somewhere in the undergrowth. We plan to buy sheep;
plant vines or bananas; grow vegetables. Later, as the evening
grows chilly, we gather around a log fire.

Ichabod? Surely not. The days pass carelessly and happily by.
Enterprises are planned, discarded or forgotten. ldeas float and

hang in the air like the smoke from the bush fires on Mount Mee.
The books, now orderly upon their shelves, mix the past with the
present; that one | so long meant to read; now | shall.
(Richard Joscelyne, Former Hon. President of BCJA,
Former Director. The British Council, Japan)
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