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This entry is from my childhood diary, written around the time of my tenth birthday, as 

transcribed for my memoirs. 

 

My name is Francis Timothy Dalrymple. Everyone calls me Timmy except Sandy our 

gardener who wears hearing aids: he calls me Jimmy. Sandy is a small man, just over five 

feet. Mummy once described him as ‘dainty’. Everything about him is small, neat, and tidy. 

Sandy smokes a pipe but most of the time it is empty and he just sucks then spits which 

Mummy thinks is disgusting. Sandy is good at spitting and can even hit earwigs though 

they can run quite fast. His spit is a sticky mixture of green, grey and brown. You know 

he is getting ready to spit when he hacks a blob into his mouth. My spit is white, and not 

sticky. Sandy says this is because my lungs are young and pure while his are old and worn 

out with the War.  

 

My governess is Miss Euphemia Wilson, who is six foot two inches, mannish. Everything 

about her is generous, substantial. I must always call her ‘Wilson’ even though everyone 

else calls her Effie, even Sandy. She lives in the servants’ quarters in our attic where 

she has three rooms and her own bathroom. Sandy lives above the garage which used to 

be the Old Stables. I heard Wilson describe herself to a lady we met at The Botanics 

when we were doing a project on succulents, that she is an ‘unrepentant old maid’. Mummy 

told me Wilson is two years younger than Sandy who told me he is thirty-four.  

 

Sandy was a tank driver in the War and deafened by a giant explosion. He said he has 

scars of seventeen shrapnel wounds all over his body. He said some bits of metal and 

stone are still inside him and can never be removed because they are too close to his vital 

organs. I asked to see his wounds but he refused although I did see them one time, when 

he was swimming in our fishing loch and can confirm they are big, horrible purple weals.  

 

This occurred late one August evening when Wilson took me out to observe bats as part 

of a new project. We were standing at the edge of the woods, hidden in the bushes 

overlooking the fishing loch which she said bats love because of insects hatching. 

However, I thought it was an odd place to look for bats because everyone knows they live 

in the rafters of the Old Stables.  Wilson had her binoculars glued to her eyes and 

refused to let me have a turn. Bats are too quick to see with binoculars, she said.  

 

Sandy was doing a fast crawl, back and forth, making tumble turns. When he climbed onto 

the jetty, he was not wearing a costume and at long last I saw his shrapnel wounds. I 

started to count them when I heard Wilson say: 

 

“Oh, my dear Lord! How magnificent!”  

 

When she realised I had heard her, her face turned bright red and she grabbed my hand 

and hurried us away, saying it was time for my bath, bed and story. As we raced along 
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through the gloomy woods back to the house, she made me promise not to tell anyone 

what we had just seen. 

 

The next day she again asked me to promise never to tell anyone about what we had seen 

at the loch. If I would swear an oath on her Bible as part of our solemn agreement, she 

would ask Mummy if Sandy might be allowed to drive us to Edinburgh to visit the Zoo. 

We would take a picnic lunch, make a day of it and, as a special treat, she would take the 

three of us to Jenners for high tea, even though my birthday was still two weeks away.  

 

I had expected my Zoo project would be about bats but Wilson seemed to have forgotten 

about them, explaining this time my ‘field visit’ would be about apes and monkeys. (This 

was a relief as my most recent project had been about commas, conjunctions and 

parentheses and how to use them for best effect.)  

 

In preparation for our visit she prepared a mound of special material for me to read, 

mostly from her own resources and not from my Encyclopaedia Britannica. On the subject 

of baboons, she became oddly talkative and I learned for the first time she had read 

Zoology at Edinburgh University. From her rooms, she fetched her framed scroll and I 

learned she was ‘Dr Euphemia Marion Fouler Wilson’. 

 

In Mummy’s sports car, Wilson sat in front beside Sandy who drove amazingly fast, 

swerving round bends, overtaking everyone. Wilson screeched with delight and talked to 

him non- stop. Sandy, who could not possibly hear her, just nodded and hee-hawed like a 

donkey. I was stuck in the back, crammed in like a sardine, ignored. Wilson, normally stern 

and dull, was happy, singing in Latin a selection of songs from her favourite opera, The 

Marriage of Figaro. She was not dressed in a grey two-piece suit like her normal self but 

in a flowery summer frock which stopped at her knees and revealed her legs which were 

oddly streaked with an orange colour. She also wore brighter make-up and strong 

perfume. Sandy was wearing his best suit and had shaved so closely he had two cuts, one 

on his left cheek and one under his chin. Like Wilson, he was normally dour. Mummy had 

once called him ‘taciturn’ but when I reported this to Wilson, she said, “No, actually, when 

one gets to know our energetic gardener, one finds he is merely shy, not taciturn.” As if 

to prove her point, Sandy was humming along, wildly out of tune and tempo. I had never 

seen him so happy.  

 

When we got to the Zoo, my long legs were numb. I had pins and needles in my feet and 

could hardly walk. Sandy carried me like a baby to a bench, removed my shoes and socks 

and massaged my feet back to life. Wilson was smiling, grinning, her hand resting on 

Sandy’ shoulder, her long fingers massaging the back of his neck, slowly but firmly. 

 

It was a Friday; the ordinary schools had restarted after the summer break and the Zoo 

was almost deserted. We went directly to the primates’ section and after a very quick 
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tour, Wilson, who seemed to know everyone who worked there, fetched a chair and table 

and set me up to study the baboons in their outdoor enclosure.  

 

She gave me a long, long list of questions, fussing over me while explaining what I must 

do. When I was settled with my exercise book and sketching pad, Wilson said she had 

promised to show Sandy the butterfly collection. Shortly after they left me on my own, 

a small girl came and stood beside me. Her name was Freda which she insisted was 

‘Fredda’, (definitely not ‘Freeda’) adding her full name was Alfreda Myrtle Caldwell-

Jardine, which she wrote out on the inside of the back page of my sketch book, adding 

her address, c/o Miss Verity Caldwell, her spinster aunt. She asked for my name and 

address which I wrote on a scrap of paper which she studied carefully then, smiling, she 

zipped it into an inside pocket of her shoulder bag.  

 

Freda seemed to know a lot about baboons and helped me answer Wilson’s questions. Over 

the next hour or so, I learned Freda was eleven and had been a day girl at Mary Erskine’s 

since she was seven. Her parents worked overseas in Hong Kong and her aunt taught Law 

at Edinburgh University. I explained I would be starting at Fettes College soon, on the 

day after my tenth birthday. As Wilson and Sandy approached, Freda mounted her 

bicycle and rode away.  

 

Later, when the three of us were having our picnic, Freda rode past on her bicycle, tring-

tringing loudly on her bell. She did this twice and both times we waved to each other, but 

Wilson and Sandy did not notice. They were snuggled close with Sandy’s arm curled round 

her waist, grinning and laughing, behaving quite like baboons. 

 

On my birthday, at our final meeting as Wilson tucked me in for the night after my last 

ever bedtime story, she gave me a second birthday gift, a box wrapped in stiff brown 

paper. She told me I must not open it until I arrived at Fettes. At the time I thought it 

was another Bible. With tears in her eyes, she wished me good luck for the rest of my 

life, hauled me upright and pressed me into her blouse, cradled my face in her large hands 

and  kissed me on my lips, leaving a huge lipstick smear which got onto my pillow and the 

stench of her horrible cigarettes in my mouth. After she had clumped upstairs to her 

rooms, I got up and brushed my teeth again to get rid of the taste. 

 

I did not open her extra gift until my second week at Fettes. I was surprised to find the 

box contained a Parker fountain pen, a bottle of green ink, a pad of flimsy airmail sheets 

and a packet of fifty airmail envelopes. A note in her large swirly writing advised she was 

planning to emigrate to New Zealand and that she would write when she had an address 

for correspondence. The note ended: 

 

“Dearest Timmy, please write to me as often as you can and tell me of your new life. In 

particular, write on your birthday, please. For my turn, I will write in reply and give you 

my news.” 
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When I arrived home for the October vacation week, on my bedside table there was a 

letter addressed in green ink, possibly my first ever proper letter. 

 

“The Honourable Francis Timothy Dalrymple.” 

 

Inside, in her familiar elegant swirl, Wilson had written.  

 

“Timmy, well, guess what? Sandy and I are married! We have emigrated to New Zealand 

and we are checking on various options and may purchase ourselves a sheep farm complete 

with dogs and tractors. Sandy is sure we can make a go of it although we know nothing of 

sheep farming. 

 

I am expecting our baby soon and, if he is a boy, we will name him Timothy James 

Alexander.  

 

I will write again when I have a fixed abode then you must complete your end of the 

bargain and write with your news, at least once a year, on your birthday. 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

your friend,  

 

Effie Wilson-Milligan.” 

 

My correspondence with Wilson took a few years to get going properly. There was no 

further mention of a child and I did not enquire. We always wrote to each other in 

longhand, in green ink. This continued for about twenty years or more, faltered then 

stopped entirely in 2009 when Wilson would have been ninety-one.  

 

Freda had sent a tenth birthday card to Fettes and it was waiting for me when I arrived 

on my first day. In it she suggested we meet at The Botanics on Saturday afternoons, at 

the hothouses if the weather was inclement. This became our regular habit. From The 

Botanics we often rode our bicycles to a cafe near her aunt’s flat in Morningside where 

we had a fish tea with delicious red sauce and white buttered bread. We drank Coca Cola 

through straws directly from bottles obtained from a machine where you put in a warm 

bottle, pulled the lever and an ice-cold bottle rattled out.  

 

Over the years to come, my chance encounter with Freda at the baboon enclosure grew 

from friendship to romance and a happy marriage which brought us five children, all fine 

healthy boys. 
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Freda and I do have a lasting memory of meeting Wilson for lunch at a winery on the 

outskirts of Christchurch in 1998 during our whirlwind coach tour of New Zealand and 

Australia. With much grey in her previous thick black hair, she was still tall, impressive, 

forthright and commanding. It was only then we learned her baby was stillborn. We knew 

of course from her letters that Sandy had died of lung cancer aged fifty-three. This 

had prompted her to give up sheep farming and turn to teaching Zoology to budding 

farmers at a rural college, a post she held  until retirement, aged seventy-five. 

 

As I transcribe this entry from my old battered diary, I wonder about Wilson and Sandy 

and hope they found lasting happiness during their years together.  

 

 

 

 

 


