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Memories of Robert
edited and collected by Guy Cooper

Guy Cooper, an author, landscape gardener and BBC televi-
sion presenter, first met Robert at the age of 17 in 1952. In 1999, he
set out to write a memoir recalling his friendship with the Robert
Graves and his family. He showed a draft to Lucia Graves who sug-
gested that he might ask some of the friends who had shared the vari-
ous houses that Robert and Beryl had lent to him over the years to
add their impressions to his account.

What follows here is a fascinating series of personal recollec-
tions of life with Robert, his family and three of the Muses edited
and collected by Guy Cooper. (ed.)

For Beryl Graves: My Memories of Robert
Guy Cooper

1952

In the middle of the summer term when I was at Clifton
College my father agreed that being seventeen I could go abroad for
the first time on my own. A girl whom I knew in Bristol had just come
back from Mallorca where she had spent her honeymoon and had said
it was quite wonderful and very cheap which was important, as we
were only allowed to take £25 for foreign holidays in that year.

I decided to go with a school friend and one day casually
mentioned it to another contemporary called Roger Cooper (no rela-
tion) who said, “if you're going to Mallorca you must meet uncle
Robert Graves;” his mother was Robert’s sister. And so it all began.

In early July, I was in London and Roger introduced me to
Robert and Beryl who were there for a few days. Robert said that they
would be delighted to see me if I was in Deya, and if I was coming
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could I telephone his publisher and bring a document with me to the
island. This was the first, but not the last of many requests.

David Hooker and I arrived on the island in late August, and
after a few days in Palma caught a very old bus to Deya. The road was
very winding and it seemed to take a long time between leaving
Palma and catching the first glimpse of the sea below the cliffs on the
north coast. A little while later we rounded the curve of the mountain
and I saw the village of Deya for the first time, with the hill in the
middle, and the church on top. We found a little pension in the upper
village and went that afternoon to Ca N’ Alluny for the first time to
meet Robert and Beryl and William, Lucia and Juan, and Robert’s
‘court’ for that year.

The week that I spent in Deya was the most significant week
in my adolescence, because it transformed me from a rather proper
and very protected public school boy into a young adult. [ was shown
a glimpse of what the world could be like and how adventurous it
could be. I don’t remember all the people who were there, but they
included the editor of Time magazine and his wife, the Oxford Jazz
Band (rusticated from Oxford), and their den mother Elsa Barker-Mill,
a nervous English girl called Pamela, a rather drunken Hollywood
film director called John Farrow, and his 16 year old English girlfriend,
blonde with unbelievably long legs, called Lady Jane Vane-Tempest-
Stuart.

Many of the couples were obviously living together and hav-
ing sex, which was something I had never come across before. I was
intrigued and enthralled and knew that I had met a world of which I
wanted to become a part.

I must have seen Robert and Beryl every day, usually for a
drink in the evening, after a day on the beach, and to meet and re-
meet all the people of the circle. They were immediately very friendly
towards me and on the 7th September, which was my 18th birthday,
Beryl organised a picnic lunch for the family and one or two friends,
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which we had in the pine woods between the Cala and Llucalcari. The
Cala is the principal beach of Deya, which is about 2 kilometres from
the village. To reach it there was a very windy road suitable for horse
and cart but not for other vehicles at that time. The other, and more
usual route, was to descend through the terraces planted with olive
and lemon trees which made a much more interesting walk and took
about half an hour .The next swimming spot was below the hamlet of
Llucalcari which was about 1%2 kilometres from Deya. The swimming
place was rocky with a single boat house and a rock 300 yards out to
sea where Robert would collect sea salt for the family. It was at that
picnic that Robert said that he and Beryl liked me, and that I was to let
them know if I ever wanted to come back to Deya, because they would
almost certainly have a cottage or house which they could let me have.

On my last night in Deya, John Farrow heard that neither
David nor I had ever been drunk and he said that it was something
everybody needed to do, and that I was to follow his instructions that
evening. He asked what I drank, and I said glasses of white wine, and
so in between these glasses he made me drink a variety of other alco-
hols: brandy, whiskey, liqueurs and I became very drunk for the first
time in my life. Fortunately I had already said goodbye to Robert and
Beryl because the following morning I had my first hangover, and had
to go by taxi, train and bus from Deya to the Puerto de Pollensa which
took 12 hours, and that journey remains in my mind as one of the
most unpleasant 12 hours of my life up to that point. It did not stop
me drinking, however.

During that week, John Farrow had also thrown Jane out of
the hotel at Llucalcari where they had been staying, after he found her
in bed with the third Spanish waiter. I was mightily amused the fol-
lowing year when our Queen was crowned, and that Jane was one of
her maids-of -honour.

Interim:

In 1953, I went into the army for my National Service and then
in 1955 to Cambridge. My only contact with the Graves family was
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Christmas cards.

1956

At Cambridge, we had a three and a half month summer vaca-
tion and I wrote to Robert in May to enquire whether or not a cottage
might be available for that summer, and he wrote back saying that
there was one-half of a fisherman'’s cottage just above the Cala avail-
able for £4 a month. I drove down at the end of June with my college
roommate Jeremy Hogben who became an architect and Andrew
Bonar-Law whose grandfather had been the Prime Minister. We
arrived at Palma on the morning of the 3rd July and drove to Deya,
stopping at Ca N” Alluny to introduce ourselves and to be told the
route to the fisherman’s cottage. We were warned that it was only just
possible to drive down the road. We descended through olive trees
and lemon groves, opening and closing gates, stopping at a covered
sheep hut, and for a moment thought that might be the cottage, but
continued until the road stopped about 50 yards from a small paved
area which overlooked the Cala, and on the right hand side was the
fisherman’s cottage.

In one half lived the fisherman, his wife, two sons and his
daughter and the other half was the cottage in which I was to live for
three and a half months. It had an entrada with a well in one corner,
which was also the dining room, off it was a small sitting room and
beyond that, a kitchen with a sink and two charcoal braziers. Upstairs
were two bedrooms, one with a double bed and the other with two
single beds. The loo was about twenty yards away at the bottom of the
garden, no running water, no electricity, no plumbing: idyllic.

Within half a day we re-organised furniture, hung a picture or
two, decided which beds we were going to sleep in, and had taken the
car back up the hill where we bought some flowers and felt complete-
ly at home. Robert and Beryl came down to see us that afternoon and
were amazed by the transformation and our pleasure at being there.
The fisherman’s wife had agreed to produce supper each evening for
however many people were staying, at the cost of 6 pesetas each. The
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Painting of the interior of Guy Cooper’s cottage by Mati Klarewin (repro-
duced with permission of the artist)

meal was usually soup or a little salad, a piece of fish and a potato,
and whatever fruit was in season.

My father arrived the following day and met Robert and Beryl
with whom he became extremely friendly, and he visited Deya regu-
larly during the following years, whether I was there or not.

It was my first summer in the Mediterranean and more impor-
tantly it was the summer that I got to know Robert and his family. A
sense of trust was established between us, and it took me only a very
short time indeed to realise that I need not be at all in awe of Robert,
so long as I was honest and truthful. He realised very soon that I was
a practical person, and although I had an interest in the visual arts,
architecture and literature, my appreciation of poetry and music were
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much more limited.

In all the years I knew him, he might mention a poem that he
was working on but never discussed it in any detail with me. He
would be more forthcoming about his prose projects, whether they be
novels, biographies or works of historical research. I found the easiest
time to talk with him was when we walked together to the beach at
Llucalcari. It was his habit to go there at five in the afternoon, and it
became mine, as I had to work during part of the day reading various
law books, for I was changing my tripos studies from economics to
law.

In retrospect, it could be an uncle/nephew relationship in
which we felt at ease to talk about ideas and thoughts which young
adults find more difficult to discuss with their parents. Sometimes,
these could be of a very practical nature. I remember in Palma one
morning Robert going into a tobacco kiosk in order to buy a box of
matches. The woman assistant appeared to misunderstand almost
deliberately what Robert wanted, and became both impatient and dis-
tracted. Robert politely said thank you, and left the kiosk and said to
me “that there will always be occasions in life when you think you
have clearly made your wishes understood, but you are not communi-
cating in any way with the other person. On such occasions it is sim-
pler and better to walk away unless it is the family, a friend or a
lover!” Extremely practical advice which I have tried not to forget.

The summer was filled with many people from Cambridge
coming to stay with me. Robert tended to treat all the men similarly,
saying “who’ s your father and what was your regiment?” and gently
flirting with all the girls. A honeymoon couple came to stay at
Llucalcari, Robin and Brenda Bonham-Carter; they were an extremely
attractive couple. I had been to school with Robin and would have
been his best man had I not been on the island. There seemed to be
quite a lot of visiting between the cottage and Ca N” Alluny during
their stay and I remember giving my first proper dinner party in the
cottage at that time. I had learnt to cook on the charcoal braziers, and 1
remember making chicken in white wine as the main course for that
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evening.

One day the family and I were in Palma when Ralph
Vaughan-Williams and his wife turned up for drinks in a cafe on the
Borne where we all met that year. Robert and he were reminiscing
about being at Charterhouse together and suddenly to the amazement
of the rest of the clientele started singing the Charterhouse school
song; a wonderful moment of two very distinguished men remember-
ing school days.

I also helped produce the play for Robert’s birthday that year.
I don’t remember what it was about, but I do remember that Robert
loved it and afterwards we watched the fireworks drift across the val-
ley below the house. I think Marnie Pomeroy, a wonderful statuesque
American and John Foster-Dulles’s niece, was in the show, and, I was
certainly aided and abetted by the Scots poet, Alistair Reid, who was
around all that summer. He became a good friend.

Towards the end of August, four great friends from
Cambridge arrived: Julia Cook, Thalia Dyson, Nick Younger and
Francis Kinsman. Francis and I were supposed to be writing a libretto
for a musical which never happened. Julia, who later married a judge,
was slightly involved with Nick, and Thalia with no one, until one
moonlit night, she decided I might be in the running. It was also
Thalia who taught me how to cook and made me much more confi-
dent about the two charcoal braziers, and that started my obsession
for cooking wherever I have lived or travelled or been ever since. We
even got unofficially engaged for a few months, but that’s another fab-
ulous story.

To celebrate the end of their stay in the cottage we gave a
party for eighty people i.e. all the Graveses and their hangers on, and
other friends, except for those people Robert had made quite clear
would not be “acceptable” that year.

It started at seven in the evening when the party was divided
into four, and there was a treasure hunt, which included finding a frog
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and an old Martini bottle (very difficult as the fisherman’s wife had
collected all the empties from the rubbish tip the day before to earn 10
céntimos.)

We didn’t know this, so the party started with everybody
dusty, slightly dirty and very thirsty. It never looked back. And after
the food, the five of us gave a cabaret, which opened with the follow-
ing song:

It’s Cabaret Time in Deya

It really couldn’t be gayer,

We're here to entertain you with an amateur display,

The talent’s mediocre, the material is worse.

As time was rather short we were unable to rehearse,

But we are youthful and exuberant in a hearty sort of way
Ole! Ole! Ole! Ole! Ole!

So bear with us and share with us a little bit of fun,

The lights have been put out, the show has practically begun,
Hold on to your hats and take your chances,

With Julia

Thalia

Guy

Nick

Tiddly, tiddly, and Francis

Some people left after the cabaret, but for the rest of the party the only
entertainment was a wind-up gramophone for which there was one 45
record. On one side it was “Three Coins in a Fountain” and on the
other side it was ‘“Those Wedding Bells are Ringing Out That Old
Gang of Mine’. One got to know those songs quite well as the moon
rises and falls, and dawn comes up six hours later. It was an unforget-
table party and some people who were in Deya at that time still say
when they see me “do you remember that party at the cottage above
the Cala?” Forty two years later, Thalia told me that she and her hus-
band Max had written to Robert because they had decided they
wished to spend their honeymoon in Deya and did so in the Posada in
September 1960.






