For three years, Polly Devlin wrote a column for this magazine.
Now her pieces are being published in a collection called

Only Sometimes Looking Sideways. Her long-time friend

SUZANNE LOWRY met the writer again.

Photographs by CAROLYN DJANOGLY.
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fore | mice her: indeed [ had an almoss supersticious [nteress (n | mary which attempts to decode the impencirable accent of the
r. We were abour rhe same age and were bonded, withour  province for the foreigner. In Owly Somerimes
fuctnody, by ehe fact that we both came fram a place then Mdemayd, 3 collection af her articles for INAGE, Polly pecalls
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In thie carly sixtics, Pollv and | were both journaliss bast i dif Lites 0 Belfasr, she wias 4 oredtune of imp wsibile plamour, ver |

ferent firmaments. While 1 began as a trainee reporter on the  kinew ber, she was froon hene, a kingd of sister

H.".f-l'i."h' ]Il'll::lr:'.ll_rll.ll Podly was already a beacon of I.|I il the TS |'|||:l\. RS PO BRRRD, 1T [RjdISE \'.I:I'i Laowiadios odas B slve was il
ropalitan horizon, 3 golden creature who had been tramsported  and naive, filling the page but uttedy il equipped by experience
b her own I1!.'|_EI-\..'|| |.'_i:'.'\. from Tveone o London and had made [ i 0, WirK| W ASLY 1o hidden male-dcrare. She recalis
good, very good. Winner of the Vagne talent competition, she  London joummalism of thar time - and indeed still — as mostly
wiwked fnt tor ithat MAEAZINS 11 London and in s -L.L'-\. '.l\.||r|'|:'_ absowir blokes™ in

mew York lor the legencary hans vVeecland who
had noticed her ";'ll'll-'.-ll'\-\.-;.-. A |'l:'-\.|li'|_ of Toshin Ahn t_ UI .t h “Alarmn A SyiORome
Clalsorne and later askcd her to scck out ansd u 5 Erl sne Ater a time she withdrew into
interview the swan-uppers of England among
asther walking rantics

Back in Londan she became 3 colummisy with - m
the brensngr Standard and theoreby one of an clie aUthE nt“:'ty Ia E‘E‘d
ErosEp o WOITEn Wribers thar decade whose Interary Rapunee 1 Ehe FOwWer
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mewed among stvlists and inventors of the age; a“d b | pas.ﬁlﬂnate oa the walls), reading, annotacing
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hawnted her and she fownd herself in a perpetsal dual life “unable
and unwilling to bridge the gaps between the parallchs™

Im a sense she has bridged them, She had produced two books
abour her childhood, Al of Uy There and The Far Side of Lougnh,
i my view among the mese impostant boeoks (o come out of the
North i recent vears; she wrote a nowel, Dora, and made flma
angd television programmes. She was awarded the OBE. She has
collected — and incurably still collects = curtaing, picmires, porce-
lains, dogs and dog ormaments, olyers fremwres and  peralus rooted
owit froem all eormers of [reland, Bricain and France, Her houses in
London, Dublin and Somerset are treasures of beauty and evi
dence of her inspired magpied dementia, She camipaigns for the
preservation of countryside with passion and is taking a degree in
French literature and planning a lite of the Grear Hugh O*Meill
Paolly Deviin s one of the wildest and maost
civilised and civilising people [ know,

Wi mer ar last in the late seventics when
1 was eciing the Clikerrer' l..ring_ ST,
having recently relingquished the editorship
of the Guardims women's page, which 1
had relaunched as Guardian Women.
These were heady times, when we thowghe
we had the blokes ractled and, one
cvening, we of the monstrous regiment —
including Jill Tweedie, Katharine White
hioen, Carmen Callil = were E*[h'”“! i iy
Islingron Basement flat for an encounier
with the American feminise, Marilyn French, author of a novel
called The Wanmisir's Roow, Ms French was droning on abour what
an unreconstriscied hopeless bunch Brtish swosmen wers, when
Pedlly, whom few of us Enew in the flesh, arrived breathless and
{she says now) a vouch apprehensive.

When somcone in the company asked her why she by then had
written so little, she pleaded warer's block; 1 promptly begged
her tor By tor break it for the benefic of Céwerper readers. This she
did in a series of magnificent articles about human relationships
Later she wrote for me again, reviewing art exhibitions for the
Imrermarional Herald Trifume in Panis,

Apart from being a much adored friend, few writers have given
me, a5 an editor, more p|c:mn: tcr read. Her wri'rin1|; flows burt is
alus demse and bejewelled, thanks to her extraordinary ¢command
af the English language. Yer the block and the diffidence lark
always, fighting 1o stem the flow, “Did vou really want i?™ she
would maddeningly ask when I'd call on depdline day abour 2
piece long-commissioned, Onee assured there was indeed a gap
ing hole in the paper waiting for her words and no others, they
woatld be written, Mozarr-like, inv an howr or two, almsost withowoe
faule or correction. As an erudive and meticulous sub-editor ar
the Herrld Trikme once remarked of one of her pieces: “You
could skite on bies of that™

She thus finds writing very casy and at the same tdme very diffi
cult. Az the Auden title of this collection suggests, she writes
almost furcively and can be casily deflected. *A grear deal of my
Eirec 1% spent successiully r.n::.i-.l:ng n‘ri.ring_" she writei, “Hejection
had the ulnimare credibility for me®

Pally confirmed to me thar writing for an [rAsh audience had
been an unuseally happy expenence, that she telt saber and freer
and confident she’d be raken seriously i not solemnly by readers.
She was ar home and it showed. Jl-l:.:rlinf; these
cusays 18 theretore a delighr, Not leasr because
the author is writing with freedom and elan,
humour and erudition, well ar ease far from the
blokish crowd thar might mock o fine phrase or
clever conceit such as Auberon Wangh and odh-
ers have dane i the past. Removed too from the
kind of politically correcs women's jouwrnalism
shie ltl.|u.]|![. eschews. Here she comes into her
o, writing of, as she says “causes not cases”™

Pally, one of five sisters and a brother, grew up
in Ardboc on the shores of Lough Meagh. She
began writing with a neat piece of plagiarism
when, at the age of six of seven, she stale a
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into the Wood /To take her Grandmosher “Somic viery nice food™.
and had been composed by her older sister, Marie, Poldly was
deeply praised for the effort and Marie’s claims to authorship
ignored. [id she not feel some guilt aboar this cutrageoas ace? ]
felt emily guile,™ she told me, “but [ have abways thoughr it ;Lp;niﬁ
cant that, altheugh both of us have grown up to be wrters, Maric
marrned a poet, Seamus Heaney.™

The IMAGE pieces mix humoar with a seise of wonder, In
mne, we hind Polly and .‘m.d:r I:.iny, ot unider the ll.i;_|.'_|'.|; 3|-._!.' ITE
thieir beautiful wild mesdow in Somerset on uncomfortable fold
i.nl'.a beds, like a pair of medseval rr'ﬂg_u,:i. siirroainded ba i||.|,'|_||'r:|Er-
bly barking dogs. One i3 reminded of Wilde™s quip o Robert
Ross that “all of us are in the gumer but some of us are looking
at the sears®. l‘l.lH:r wntes to entertain but also as part of a search
to find or hold on to things thar are lost
or envidangered.

Witness her lymn in pralse amd defense
af the hare, the evocanion of the furtsre
acak forest of 8000 rrees she and Andy
have planted with an 1 &th-cenmury stone
urn at its cenere and - perhaps most of all

that wondrous wild meadow they have
saved: “le 1 a feld of such beaury that
people fall silent when they walk inpo in
a mult-coloured medicval tapessry or the
[':-Ji:kg_rnun-_i i a Borticelld F|-.ii|'||:-i|'|g_
stiped, flecked, spangled and eved hke 2
peacock. You wade through swards of purple and spomed orchids,
bruih past vermilion scabious, skvblue comlowers, vellow vetch,
trefoil, knapaweed, briony, cowslips, greenweeds, mmothy, sedges,
vetchhing vernal grasses, crecpang-bents and thmstles, clovers and
saxifrage, through 30 varetes growing in a prodigal musddle ..."

About Ulseer, she writes with wtter authenticity laced with
anger, humour and a passionate romanticism, Her experience al
the hands of the pedice make one shudder bat it is her evocations
of the Ulster vene and character thar best bring me back 1o a
place bevond people’s capacity to imagine, bet alone understand,
and even into an arena of haope

Fally tells of learning only English history ag her Catholic
school; in my Provestant one 50 miles away, it was the samc
Ireland was scarcely touched on .1.|1]'b|||.|5h we Fl-ozne-.'i a great deal
abour India. [ recall my headmiseress seating i would be
'in1|_1| msible to teach Irsh history antil an unbiased account of i
coubd be wratken. One happy by-product of 25 vears of terronism
and counter-terrorism has been thar the history of Ulster is I_'u:mg
writen, over and over again b many ways and with many baases
and many voices and Folly Devin’s is an impertane one of them

We dea’t ralk much about Ulster but we both in our separang
and sometimes dil'l"r,-r'tnE: WANE = kv it and are interlocked B
Polly & rghtly prowd of her ancestry as a member of the Devhin
sepa; standasd bearers and hatcher men of the O Mells, the Gaelic
conguerors of Ulster. [ tease her by claiming that my name is as
ancient a8 hers, thar it goes back wo the Phers, expelled or assimi
lated by her lot.

Which brings me 1o my Bvourite story in the book: thar when
Polly went to change a pair of fauly boots in Bond Soreer, the
smirking insolence of the manager and his refusal g0 help g
gered an ancestmal rage wsually ately buned in quict gentiling

With one sweep, she unsocketed the shop®s computer
c-qui.pmn:n: and threw 1t at him. When he called for the
perlice, she theew the teleplone too and starmed out,

The manager, poor wee skritter, and his pasty,
London salesgirls, eould not have known they had the
Tyrone t'qun'Jh.'m of Roudicca in their nh-::up. Paallv
would have rold them had they pleaded such ineom
prehension, *Well, vez know pow.™ And we would
have rolled among the broken glass, helpless with
.,'-e'.rnpln:il: |.1IlL!|'IT-|:'I'

"'-,‘._ IMLAGE readers can ged & copy of Only Sometimes Locking
A Bxdevianys for the 1pedial poce ol £5.99 (ncl pa) by credit
card oo chague from The O°Brien Press, 20 Viclona Road
Raghgar, Duiblin 6, 01 402 3333



