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Amazing Lives
Rosemary Hitchcock

Rosemary Hitchcock, pictured here, is
quintessentially English - the sort of lady
you could picture training roses around a
country cottage door.
Who would guess
therefore that she spent
most of her adult life on
the Continent, helping
her husband Geoffrey
promoting British art,
music and literature
through the British
Council.

Hither and Zither

Born in rural Devon, Rosemary spent her
early years on the back of a bike or a
pony, it was the best way to get around.
When war broke out in 1939, she started
working with the Red Cross, although
she was really too young. When call-up
loomed she decided to start nursing
training at St Thomas’s Hospital.

She met and married Geoffrey Hitchcock
in 1950. He was already working for the
British Council and was posted to
Diisseldorf shortly after their marriage.
At that time, the work of the Council was
largely arranging cultural and educational
exchanges. Performances of
Shakespeare’s plays, ballet and opera
took place and it was part of Geoffrey
and Rosemary’s duties to help entertain
the performers. Margot Fonteyn was just
one star whom Rosemary recalls
meeting.

In 1954 they moved on to the Vienna of
Harry Lime and The Third Man, a city
they both enjoyed in spite of being
surrounded by the Russian Army. One
theatrical tour included Sir Laurence
Olivier and his wife Vivien Leigh in the
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cast of Titus Andronicus. The couple

were in the middle of a disagreement at

the time and at the end of the tour, whilst
on the way to the airport,
Olivier got out of his car
and joined Rosemary and
the luggage in the
following car.

At a post-performance
party, after a production
of King Lear, John
Gielgud became very
vexed when the food
failed to arrive. It was
stuck between floors in the service lift!
He was quickly introduced to the Russian
Ambassador, a great authority on
Shakespeare. Gielgud found the
conversation so fascinating that he forgot
all about the missing food.

Hungry Hungarians

When the Hungarian Revolution broke
out in 1956, refugees poured into Austria
and it was agreed that some would be
moved to Britain. Rosemary was asked if
she would escort a party back to England.
That party turned out to be a train load of
about 250, with only one interpreter, one
Red Cross nurse and a couple of students
to help. One lady was taken ill on the
train and it was decided, with the help of
the Gendarmerie, that the train should be
moved as fast as possible to the German
frontier, where medical help was
available. Arriving in Munich they were
greeted by two Red Cross workers who
were most concerned that the train had
arrived before the food that had been
organised. As they were so far ahead of
schedule, Rosemary took the decision to
wait and a lovely Hungarian lady
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arranged for a hot meal of soup and
semolina for the children. When they
reached the Belgian coast everyone left
the train and - i
embarked to
cross the Channel
to Britain; this
was the first sight
of the sea for
many of the
passengers.

The officials on
board wanted to
segregate the
male refugees
from the women and children, but
Rosemary felt this was too much to
expect of people who had been through
the kind of experiences that they had all
suffered so recently.

More Tales from the Vienna Woods
The refugees were dispersed to camps
around Britain and Rosemary was flown
back to Vienna and the British Council.
The touring parties usually stayed at the
Hotel Sacher, behind the opera house and
theatre. Rosemary and Geoffrey hosted
parties in their own home for the cast.
They became used to rubbing shoulders
with KGB spies and the house and office
were ‘debugged’ for phone-tapping
equipment. Rosemary liked to look after
students on exchange visits and
remembers the KGB trying to recruit at
least one youngster to spy on Britain.
Michael Redgrave, on a lecture tour, rang
late at night to say that he had lost all his
money, probably in a club he had visited.
The money was eventually found hidden
in his shoe! Another visitor was Sir
Malcolm Sargent, who seemed to take a
long time preparing for dinner one
evening. Rosemary eventually followed
the sound of laughter and found him
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performing ‘magic’ tricks from his
Magic Circle repertoire for her two
young sons.

' The next move
was to General
Tito’s Belgrade in
1963. Once again
King Lear was
being produced
and a young Paul
Schofield and
Irene Worth
headed a starry
cast, who were
introduced to
General Tito after the performance (see
photograph, which also shows Diana
Rigg, Alec McCowen, John Laurie and
Pauline Jameson).

Poste Restante

Next came a spell in Paris, prior to
Geoffrey’s retirement and return to
England. In Paris, it is chiefly the artists
Rosemary remembers, particularly David
Hockney who mounted an exhibition of
his Splash work, although a painting of
his mother also made a big impression.
Parties were thrown at the Hitchcocks’
apartment in Montparnasse.

Rosemary and Geoffrey met Queen
Elizabeth, the Queen Mother, just before
their return to England when she came to
Paris to open a new building for the
British Council.

After a spell in Cambridge, they finally
moved into the Old Post Office in
Shipton. With the help of Bert Field they
renovated the house and Roger Timms
helped transform the garden; Geoffrey
had always wanted to plan a garden from
scratch and fulfil his dream of ‘colour
and scent all year round’. At last roses
around the door for a very English lady!
Christine Halliday




