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Preface to the New Edition


When this book was first published in 1984 – twenty years ago – the reviewer for the Sunday Express wondered: ‘Who cares now, anyway?’ Quite a few, seems to be the answer. One can see the reviewer’s point; the sisters were already ageing by then, their main activities belonged to the past, and times had changed. Yet interest in the family had not waned, and it still continues. In response, the Mitford Industry has proceeded unabated: see the bibliography. Both of us have been continually asked for copies of this book during the time that it was out of print and hard to obtain. Why is this?


For one thing, four of the Mitfords have been writers, namely Nancy, Diana, Decca and Debo. All have books in print, implying that people still read them. For another, members of the family knew some of the key figures of early twentieth-century politics, and witnessed important events such as the Spanish Civil War, the Anschluss of Austria with Germany, the build-up to the Second World War. But the family’s uniqueness, the reason why attention returns to them again and again, is that their stark variations in opinion mirrored the great world conflicts of their time.


It is true that the family is scarcely of any historical importance at all; it is hard to think of anything that would have turned out very differently had none of them existed. What the Mitfords do possess is historical interest. The interplay of nations, ideologies, economic doctrines, statesmen and armies; these are what constitute history. Yet when they are all that is described they are unlikely to satisfy any but the driest academic; one can compare the result to a film in black and white. History while it is proceeding is seen by contemporaries in colour, and future generations reading about a period in the past thirst for the colour to be reinserted. The educated public has always liked biographies, letters and diaries, just because they do this. The French Revolution is vividly described by historians such as Michelet or de Tocqueville or Furet. Chateaubriand, who personally knew so many of the protagonists, is also an interesting read. But the old documents unearthed by G. Lenotre, concerning players of the second rank or lower, and published in six volumes, are so particularly riveting because they show how it actually was for a variety of fairly ordinary people. That is what the general reader wants, a sense of what it was like to be alive and aware at the time. To be aware, whether at the time or later, means to be partisan. The Mitfords were partisan, all right.


For the rest, we stand by our earlier Introduction. This has always been a decent and sensitive family. They have also been sparklingly funny; but with the jokes came an intensity of passion in love and politics. Some find this disturbing. A reviewer of the first edition of Diana’s memoirs, A Life of Contrasts, felt that he had come across ground glass in a bombe surprise.


We still believe that the Mitfords’ grandfathers explain much about the seven, and are interesting in themselves. We have not re-written our text very much; our work still belongs essentially to the early 1980s. However, we now know much more about Susannah Bowles, the mother of the Mitfords’ maternal grandfather. This has entailed revising Chapter 10 and adding to it. Again, we feel there is no longer any reason to omit the fact that Sir Oswald Mosley, in the 1930s, was living a double life between Diana and Lady Alexandra Metcalfe, sister of his first wife. The fact that Diana was aware of this and put up with it seems in retrospect almost incredible. She was, of course, unusually dedicated politically; but even more unusual, it seems to us, is the rock-solid confidence it shows that she was first in Mosley’s affections. This continued throughout their life together. She could be angry about his flings with others; she never seems to have been in the least worried. Few people, we think, possess such granite self-confidence. Diana’s MI5 file, released in November 2003, tells us a certain amount that is new, notably revealing that she was already under observation as early as 1934 in connection with her visits to Italy. It also shows that Nancy not only denounced Diana as a national danger in June 1940, before her imprisonment under Regulation 18b, but that in November of the same year she urged that Diana should be kept inside and that Pam, among others, should be kept under observation. Nancy also denounced two other people. We are so convinced that they were totally innocent that we are withholding their names. To do the authorities justice, they paid no attention.


We are also adding a chapter to bring the story up to date.


Jonathan Guinness and


Catherine Guinness, 2004




Introduction


David Freeman-Mitford, second Lord Redesdale, had seven children by his wife Sydney, née Bowles. They were christened: Nancy, Pamela, Thomas, Diana, Unity, Jessica and Deborah. This book is about them, their parents and their grandfathers. Nicknames for these people have been numerous; the following list gives some of them. We have put in italics the names we actually decided to use in the book.


Algernon Bertram Mitford, Lord Redesdale (1837–1916), was always known as Bertie, pronounced Barty.


Thomas Gibson Bowles (1841–1921), in his maturity, seems usually to have been known as Gibson, but the newspapers and cartoonists called him Tommy. His children always called him Tap. We thought it best, after some hesitation, to use his first name in full.


David Bertram Ogilvy Mitford, Lord Redesdale (1878–1958), was usually called by his first name. His brothers and sisters sometimes called him The Old Ape; his children called him Farve and also Forgy, Forgery, T P O M (The Poor Old Male), The Old Chap, Chaplayn (sic).


Sydney Bowles (1880–1963), later Lady Redesdale, was called by her first name. Her children called her Muv and also Aunt Syd, TPOF (The Poor Old Female), (The) Fem.


Nancy (1904–73) when small was Koko to her parents, sometimes Blob-Nose to her father. Pam, Tom and Diana called her Naunce-(ling); Decca called her Susan; Debo and others called her Natch and Debo’s children, Aunt Natch. Later Debo called her The Old French Lady or the French Lady Writer. Catherine christened her Octopus Untruth.


Pamela (1907–94) was shortened to Pam, but the others also very commonly call her (The) Woman, or sometimes Wooms or Woomling.


Thomas (1909–45) was almost always called Tom or Tud.


Diana (1910–2003) was Dina(h) to David and Dana to Sydney. Nancy called her Bodley because of her big head. Pam called her Nard(y), as did Tom and Unity. To Decca she was Cord(uroy), to Debo and her children she was Honks or Aunt Honks.


Unity Valkyrie (1914–48) when small was known to her parents as Baby, then Boby, then Bobo, which became the name most commonly used by family and friends. She was Aunt Bobo to Jonathan and Desmond. We could have used Bobo throughout this book, but it was not quite universal; Hitler called her Unity. Decca called her (The) Boud; some others took over the name including Nancy who spelled it Bowd. This developed into Birdie, often used by Diana and Debo. For a time, in the 1930s, Unity was known as William.


Jessica Lucy (1917–96) became Decca. Sydney called her Little D, Nancy called her Susan, to Unity she was (The) Boud and to Debo Henderson.


Deborah Vivian (born 1920) is shortened to Debo. Sydney called her Stubby, and for a time in her teens she was known as Swyne. Afterwards Nancy took to calling her Miss, or Nine, or The Nine-year-old, this being supposed to refer to her mental age. Decca called her Henderson.


When they were young, someone described the seven as always being in shrieks or floods: shrieks of laughter, that is, or floods of tears. Nancy, the eldest, initiated a good deal of both, since she made jokes and inflicted teases; it was also she who first put a version of their life into print in her novels, notably The Pursuit of Love. But Nancy’s literary success began only in 1945, and some years before that date three of her sisters had already become well known in ways only dimly indicated in her books. Diana became a supporter of the Fascist leader Sir Oswald Mosley, marrying him in Berlin in 1936 with a wedding reception at the house of Dr Josef Goebbels. Unity, in the first instance through Diana, went to Germany and made friends with Hitler, of whom she then became a notorious supporter; she shot herself on the outbreak of war in 1939, but survived as a brain-damaged invalid till 1948. Decca, in sharp contrast, became a Communist sympathizer; she eloped in 1937 with a cousin of the same tendency who had fought in the Spanish Civil War. She is now an eminent left-wing journalist and author.


There is, then, more to the Mitfords than can be found in Nancy’s novels, and it has not failed to find its way into print. Jessica published her two volumes of autobiography, Hons and Rebels and A Fine Old Conflict. Diana followed more recently with A Life of Contrasts. Unity’s life was the subject of a study by David Pryce-Jones; Sir Harold Acton wrote a ‘memoir’ on Nancy, on whom a full-scale life was written by Selina Hastings. On television, there have been a programme of reminiscences about Nancy, a series based on two of her novels, and a dramatized version of Unity’s life, based largely on Pryce-Jones’s book. There has even been a musical play, The Mitford Girls. This the survivors of the seven, four well-preserved ladies in their sixties and seventies, watched – not all on the same occasion, to be sure – in a state of mild bemusement. The management issued each of them with a badge proclaiming: ‘I really am a Mitford Girl.’


All this may mean that a word of explanation will be expected for writing what will, no doubt, be described as ‘yet another’ book about the Mitfords, although it is in fact the first to try to tell the story in full and as it was. For the material that has appeared so far has mostly been either fictional or political. Nancy’s novels are fiction, and light fiction at that. To have had what the Germans call an Auseinandersetzung (roughly, ‘set-to’) with the serious side of her sisters’ beliefs and activities would have ruined her work. In fact the very word, long, solemn and Germanic, would have excited her wildest mockery and her deadliest, most private fears; so her view of her family avoids any such thing. On the other hand, there are the writings of and about Nancy’s politically active sisters. Neither Decca nor Diana, and least of all David Pryce-Jones, are people to shun an Auseinandersetzung. To be sure, Decca and Diana can manage to engage in one without being too heavy-handed, but it does not alter their main purpose in writing. That aim is, as Marx claimed for his own work, not to interpret the world but to change it. Their writings, that is to say, are in great part designed to prove points and to grind axes.


The image of the family in Nancy’s novels is a half-truth, designed to suit her caricaturist’s talent and her humorist’s purpose. But something like it also suits the quite different aim of Decca, to whose left-wing Pilgrim’s Progress her family represents, as it were, the City of Destruction; the original home for which one may feel a private regret, but of which one is obliged to disapprove. Diana does something to correct and amplify the image, but her main purpose is to counter the general political disapproval of herself and her husband. David Pryce-Jones writes of Unity, and therefore of her family, from a point of view too hostile to permit much insight.


So the story has at best appeared fitfully and partially and usually in relation to some particular person. But is there, properly speaking, a story at all? This is a fair question. The fact that a family contains a number of well-known people does not in itself mean that there is anything particular binding them all together. The whole may, but it also quite easily may not, be more than the sum of its parts. We believe that in the case of the Mitfords it is; that there is a story that is worth treating as a thing in itself.


To see this, it is helpful to start two generations before the seven. For the Mitfords did not spring, as Nancy’s novels imply, unexpectedly and in their full variety from one backwoods peer and his vague wife. David Redesdale was in real life the son of a minor celebrity, and Sydney the daughter of another; and there are numerous ways in which the characters of Bertie Mitford and Thomas Bowles can be seen reappearing in their descendants. It was the times in which they lived which were different. Mitford and Bowles were young under Queen Victoria and ageing under Edward VII. During their adult life it was possible, simply because it was customary, for an educated and sensitive Englishman to be by and large content with things as they were and unquestioning in his patriotism and national pride. This does not exclude social conscience, which in Bowles’s case, at least, was strong, though of a type now unfashionable; but it means that necessary improvement was seen as being possible within society as it existed. By their grandchildren’s time this unquestioning acceptance had begun to disappear. A slow change was coming over opinion. One might suggest that the war had discredited patriotism and the slump had made people question the structure of society; but perhaps to link the change to particular events, even such great ones, is a little too glib. In any case the change occurred, one of those mysterious transformations in mood and climate that can overtake a society. It was starting when the seven Mitfords were growing up, in the 1920s. Diana’s favourite authors in late adolescence, she tells us, were Lytton Strachey, Bertrand Russell, Aldous Huxley and J. B. S. Haldane. ‘I loved them for their wit and irreverence and their rejection of accepted standards.’ (Our italics.) The significance here is the wish to question standards just because they are accepted. We see this as an invariable characteristic of intelligent youth, but it was not always so. Diana’s grandfathers would not, at the equivalent age, have seen their favourite writers in these terms. Nor, of course, did most people of the Mitfords’ age and class, or even all the Mitfords themselves. But a great deal of the interest in the Mitford story lies in comparing the seven to their grandfathers, to see two intelligent men exercising their talents in an age of security, and then consider their rather similar descendants when things were breaking up.


We are, therefore, beginning this book by looking at Bertie Mitford and Thomas Bowles: Bertie with his sense of history and class, and with the scholarly talents and the acute curiosity that enabled him to write his Tales of Old Japan, and Thomas, proprietor of Vanity Fair, with his inquiring mind, his egoism, his insistence on thinking everything through for himself and his addiction to teasing. Teasing was a habit among the Mitfords, starting when they were children but continuing all their lives. Some people attribute it to the rough and tumble of the large family. Not all large families develop it to this degree, but the Mitfords were descended from Thomas Bowles, and Bertie Mitford married into that great family of teases, the Stanleys.


One work did go some way towards telling the story as it should be told, though this was, in a sense, by mistake. Julian Jebb’s television film on Nancy, featuring all her surviving sisters as well as some film of Nancy herself, was a skilful piece of work. The programme was supposed to be designed round its subject, and its angle was essentially hers. However, the political dispute between Diana and Decca erupted during its preparation. First Decca, then in reaction Diana, insisted that certain material must be included if they were not to withhold cooperation. This material, on both sides, had little to do with Nancy herself, but its inclusion meant that more of the general story was told than the producer really wanted. The subjects took charge, as in Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author.


For the Mitfords can be formidable, surprising as this might be to anyone who has only seen The Mitford Girls and therefore thinks of them as social butterflies. This view is a caricature of a caricature; remotely related to certain passages in Nancy’s and Decca’s works, it does not survive a close reading even of The Pursuit of Love, let alone of Hons and Rebels. But the view predates the musical. It possibly originated in the division of labour in Fleet Street which has given us, among other special kinds of journalism, the gossip column. Not only within, but also outside, gossip columns themselves, people classified as suitable gossip column material receive coverage that is, in a special combination, both breathless and patronizing.


It is, in fact, just about the opposite of the truth. A social butterfly lives for parties, pleasure and ‘kicks’. No one can say this of any of the Mitfords. They have been remarkably stable in their personal lives and sober in their habits; more so, of course, as they have grown older. There is a variant of the social butterfly view, according to which Unity was a Hitler ‘groupie’, like those who were later to scream for Mick Jagger. Some reviewers of Pryce-Jones’s book took this line, as did Lesley-Anne Down who played the part of Unity in John Mortimer’s television play. It does not stand up to examination.


The social butterfly view does help to escape the discomfort inherent in the Mitfords’ serious side; it enables writers of the pedestrian sort to dismiss and to pontificate. Nancy’s concentration on the shrieks and floods is another evasion, if a more elegant one. Those who do regard the Mitfords as serious do not always like them much. Some people find it particularly hard to swallow their self-assured front, their aversion to the public confessional. This is evident in both grandfathers, especially Thomas Bowles. It is also associated with their class, the landed gentry. Literary and social fashion among the talking classes, anyway of the rising generation, is now hostile to this class; so anti-Mitford sentiment is given an extra bite, especially as no Mitford, even Decca, is in the least ashamed of her origins. As to Nancy, she positively flaunted these origins, making millions of people self-conscious about their speech through the controversy about U and Non-U. Perhaps it was partly in revenge for this massive national tease that the talking classes later decreed that the landed gentry would become unacceptable except in certain defined roles, such as that of ‘twit’ in the style of Wodehouse’s Bertie Wooster. This prevents appreciation of a basic wisdom in the Mitfords that can be a real help in coping with life. They have all, underneath the shrieks and floods and the compulsive articulateness, a deep reticence and a deep kindness. It is connected with their technique of making everything, not necessarily into a joke, but into a story. This originated with Nancy, but the others have practised it with equal skill. Phrase-making also helps. Compare the typical Mitford phrase ‘shrieks and floods’ with the more normal ‘joys and sorrows’. The very expression ‘shrieks and floods’ conveys a feeling that the shrieks take precedence, that there is something really rather funny about floods, much as we may suffer when we are actually in them. In ‘joys and sorrows’ we feel rather that there is something a little gloomy about the joys. Those who describe the Mitfords as affected or callous miss the point of this. It is not just frivolity; it is also a way of making life tolerable. Jonathan once watched, with Nancy, the film The Best Years of Their Lives, which tells the story of four American servicemen being demobilized after the war. One of them is Homer, a sailor, who has lost both his hands, each of which is replaced by a pair of hooks. Adjustment is difficult, but his fiancée stands by him and finally they marry. There is a moment of poignant embarrassment when during the ceremony Homer fumbles with the ring and drops it. Emerging from the cinema, Nancy commented: ‘Of course, if Homer had been in our family, we’d have got him all right in two ticks; as soon as we saw him, we’d have said “Oh, Homer, you are clever with your hooks, do show how they work”; and nobody would have minded at the wedding.’




The Grandfathers


The story of the seven Mitfords begins in the 1890s with the acquaintanceship, and rather short-lived political collaboration, of two remarkable men: Algernon Bertram Mitford and Thomas Gibson Bowles. Mitford was later created Lord Redesdale. It was because the Bowles family used to come and stay with the Mitfords at Batsford in Gloucestershire that Mitford’s son David and Bowles’s daughter Sydney met as children, ultimately to marry and become ‘Farve’ and ‘Muv’ to our main subjects.


The two men came to know each other well when both were elected to Parliament as new Conservative members at the General Election of 1892 although, since they dined out in similar circles in London, they could easily have met before. Each certainly knew of the other by reputation, for both were well known. Mitford was born in 1837. He was always known as Bertie, pronounced ‘Barty’ by his contemporaries from the old usage of pronouncing Bertram as ‘Bartram’. He had passed his early life in the Diplomatic Service, and had later spent twelve years at the Office of Works, where he helped restore the Tower of London and remodel Hyde Park. The Dell, the small landscaped area at the downstream end of the Serpentine, is his creation. In 1886 he inherited Batsford from a cousin, together with large estates in Gloucestershire and Oxfordshire; so he resigned from the Office of Works and moved there with his growing family to devote himself to his new local responsibilities. He became Member of Parliament for Stratford. But his claim to fame was a book he had published in 1873 called Tales of Old Japan. This is a medley of reminiscences, descriptions, legends and fairy stories, told with skill and charm. It gives a vivid impression of Japanese politics, culture and folklore as Bertie had found them when he was with the British diplomatic mission there from 1866 to 1868. The book was an instant success, and has proved an enduring one; it ran to many impressions on publication and has rarely been out of print ever since, our copy being a paperback printed in Tokyo in 1978. Robert Louis Stevenson and Dante Gabriel Rossetti were among its distinguished admirers; extracts occur in anthologies as diverse as Andrew Lang’s Fairy Books and at least one modern collection of horror stories, where the extract in question, the blood-drenched ‘Story of the Forty-seven Ronins’, is by no means out of place. Bertie’s eye-witness description of a ceremonial hara-kiri is possibly the best-known passage in the book. The Japanese themselves sometimes quote Bertie with respect, as for example Inazo Nitobe in his short treatise on the chivalric ethic of Bushido.


The publication date was exactly right for the Tales, for they came out not long after the opening of Japan to the West, when there was an intense curiosity about Japan and very little knowledge of it. But this was not the only reason for the book’s success; it is a considerable achievement in itself. Bertie was, like so many of the best Victorian travellers, both scholarly and adventurous. His older friend, Sir Richard Burton, comes to mind. Formed, as all educated people then were, in the severe but fruitful discipline of the classics, Bertie was also an uncannily brilliant natural linguist who quickly became fluent in spoken Japanese, having already, during a spell in China, learnt the Chinese ideographic writing that serves also as vehicle for the classical literature of Japan. But what makes the book live is his love of the country. Japan was made for Bertie, and he for it. He reacted to Japanese ways with fascination, with amusement, sometimes with frank incomprehension, but always with respect and never with that condescension which can mar Victorian writing about alien cultures. The gruesome side of Japan is rather dwelt on than glossed over, but it is presented in its cultural context; the strangeness is given full force, but never permitted to hinder the reader from seeing the Japanese as people basically like himself. There is an elegiac note. Well aware that the old Japan he describes is doomed to pass away, Bertie often draws a parallel between the Japanese feudalism that he witnessed, and the feudalism of the European Middle Ages whose passing, at least with his emotions, he regretted. To him, the writing of the Tales and the restoration of the Tower of London were both ways of preserving for posterity the memory of heroic times.


The nature of Bertie’s affection for Japan is thrown into relief by the fact that he quite evidently felt differently during his time in China. He wrote a book about his Chinese experiences, An Attaché in Peking, which, though full of interest and liveliness, entirely lacks the resonance of respect that makes the Tales of Old Japan a classic. It was the Japanese samurai that impressed the author, with their customs of blood feud and ritual suicide for the sake of honour, not the smooth class of landowning scholars who provided China with its mandarin administrators. Bertie warmed to a fighting feudalism. Old family traditions needed for him to be validated by martial qualities; and he explicitly compared the samurai with the class to which he himself belonged, the English gentry with roots in the chivalry of old. Bertie’s explicit pride in these origins was much more accepted in his time than it is today; but even making this allowance, one must concede that he was rather a snob. Nevertheless, his snobbery was of that old-fashioned kind which was not wholly devoid of sense. He recognized that an upper class needed to have a purpose; that to have a right to its position, it needed to perform certain social duties and exhibit certain virtues, notably that of personal courage, which he certainly possessed himself. In ordinary social life, Bertie had too much sensitivity to let his class-consciousness show, and above all too much intelligence to let it interfere with his judgement of individuals.


This is shown by the fact that he liked Thomas Bowles, whose origins were odd and certain of whose activities would definitely have seemed to Bertie a touch vulgar. Thomas was born in 1841, as the illegitimate, though much-loved, son of a Liberal politician called Thomas Milner-Gibson. Like Bertie, he started as a public servant, working for some time in the Legacy Department at Somerset House; but the life bored him and he switched to journalism. He became well known as the founder and proprietor of the magazine Vanity Fair, the cartoons from which are still to be seen decorating the walls of London’s clubs and the dustier of its restaurants. The cartoons, signed ‘Spy’ or sometimes ‘Ape’, depict a succession of Victorian gentlemen more or less well known in their day, with a caption that is sometimes jokey, sometimes sycophantic, sometimes merely descriptive. The magazine was funny, cheeky and rather scurrilous. Vanity Fair landed Thomas into several scrapes: he was once attacked by an irate gentleman in the street outside his own offices, and blows were exchanged. To be sure, by the time he came to know Bertie in Parliament this sort of thing was in the past. He had already sold Vanity Fair, though he retained The Lady, another magazine which he founded and which is still in the Bowles family.


Thomas always had an interest in politics; he had first stood for Parliament as early as 1872. His victory at Kings Lynn in 1892 had been strenuous and narrow. His campaign was conducted with energetic showmanship from his sailing yacht, which was moored in the harbour and used as a committee room. He won by only eleven votes; but once in, he made the seat his own until a quarrel with his own party lost it in 1906. He made a considerable mark in Parliament, though he was never to achieve any office or honour. He was combative, witty, and good at thinking on his feet; he was also good at the detailed reading of bills, and a great master of parliamentary procedure, which he already knew well even before entering the House. He was also, even at his most perverse, transparently sincere. The combination of qualities was rare and formidable. It was a time when more attention was paid to the course of debates than is the case today, because it was commoner to break party ranks; and successive governments feared Bowles as a knowledgeable and effective critic of official policy, whether his own party or his opponents were in power. He was passed over for many less able men. No doubt this was partly because he could never resist making any wounding crack that might occur to him, for this is always unpopular with the great and the good; but we believe the reason lay deeper. Despite his charm, bounce and surface gregariousness, Thomas was at bottom a solitary figure. He was in no sense a team man, both because he was too fond of personally showing off, and because he could never conform to any views he did not like which might be arrived at by a majority.


But Thomas, though pleased with himself, was not a selfish man. He was, rather, an almost quixotic altruist. His true motivation in politics was a succession of causes: it was for them, not for himself, that he fought. They were often connected with the sea, which was his enduring passion. He owned a succession of small sailing yachts, always crewed by men from Aldeburgh, then a simple and rugged Suffolk fishing village. (Its subsequent transmutation to a musical festival centre with a faint air of preciousness would have surprised Bowles, and by no means pleased him.) In 1874 he found time in a very busy life to study for and obtain his master mariner’s certificate. All his life, he spent as much time as he could at sea, and his sons and daughters were to a considerable extent brought up on his yachts. He was a steadfast believer in the Royal Navy and in its importance to national defence, and it was in this area that he was finally to make a definite contribution to the country’s safety in the First World War. His belief in Britain’s maritime pre-eminence was also connected with his enthusiasm for free trade. He thought that as long as Britannia ruled the waves, it was possible to perpetuate the trading and industrial dominance she secured following the Industrial Revolution. Economic developments in other countries which were already making this view out of date were closed to him, for he had no knowledge of industry; the sea, and the skill of the British sailors, were to him the key to prosperity as well as to security.


We shall be dealing with each grandfather’s career in more detail later; here we are concerned with how they and their families came to know each other. Thomas was at the time a widower; his wife Jessica had died in 1887, leaving him with four children, the youngest only two. From then on he devoted all his spare time to being with them and bringing them up. They were taken with him on his cruises; even when he went calling, in London, he would commonly take one or more of them with him. Sydney remembered being left in the halls of strange houses for long periods with the footmen. When asked to stay in the country, Thomas commonly refused on the grounds that he had to be with his children. This was what he told Bertie when asked to Batsford in 1894 to make a political speech. Bertie of course, who had a large house and a growing family of his own, asked him to bring them along.


The children got on well with their Mitford contemporaries, of whom there were in 1894 already seven – the family was to be rounded off with a flourish by the birth of twins in 1895. Bertie’s wife, however, did not take to Thomas, and in all the years they were to know each other was never to use his Christian name. She disliked his self-advertisement, distrusted his unconventionality, and did not appreciate his jokes. Some of her own relations were quite unconventional enough to be getting on with, and she certainly thought little of them. It has to be admitted that Lady Clementine Mitford was just a bit stuffy.


In her defence, it has to be mentioned that Thomas’s behaviour to his children must have seemed odd to a normal mother, not to say unfeeling and a little mean. He did not bother with Christmas or birthdays, maintaining that it was enough to feed children and look after them without giving them a lot of superfluous presents. Party frocks for the girls he also regarded as quite unnecessary; on nearly all occasions they were dressed in sailor suits like the boys. There was a terrible row at Batsford one afternoon during the Bowles family’s first visit in 1894. The routine was that the children joined the grown-ups for tea every day, having changed from their day clothes into something smarter. Sydney, aged fourteen, did already possess a black velvet dress, but Dorothy or ‘Weenie’, aged nine, had nothing to change into. So Joan Mitford, who although a year or two younger was about Dorothy’s size, took pity on her and lent her a dress to wear for tea. All hell broke loose; both children were severely scolded by all the parents. There is no doubt that Clementine’s irritation with Joan would have been given an extra edge by her feeling that it was really that dreadful Mr Bowles who was to blame for everybody’s embarrassment. Of course, she no doubt added to herself – for she was a good woman, nothing if not fair-minded – what could be expected of the poor man, trying to bring up children single-handed? Later, she was to be of assistance to him in recommending a governess. Yet in a sense Thomas was to have the last laugh on all those who took this view of his methods. His children, to the end of their long lives, all revered first him, and, later, his memory; and they all followed, according to their lights, his practices and his philosophy. In particular they all retained his independence of mind; it is a bitter paradox that this independence was to lead Sydney into an admiration for, of all people, Hitler.


During the three years when they were in Parliament together, Bertie and Thomas were both on what would now be called the right of the Conservative Party. To be sure, Thomas had also inherited from his father a radical cast of mind, much in evidence in his writings; it was one day to lead him to change parties. Bertie lacked anything of the sort. It is often illuminating to class English politicians in Civil War terms as Roundhead or Cavalier; types which correspond not with party, or with degree of progressiveness or reaction, but with contrasting forms of political feeling and motivation. Bertie’s Northumbrian reverence for tradition, and for feudalism as expressing valour and personal loyalty, make him easy to place as a Cavalier; he cannot be pictured as anything but a King’s man. Thomas was an East Anglian Roundhead. His disputatiousness, his loyalty to causes rather than persons, indicate that he would have been happiest with the Independents, perhaps as one of Admiral Blake’s captains.


This underlying difference between the two was to surface, but not till long after Bertie had left Parliament. In the meantime they worked together in a parliamentary battle that meant much to them: the unsuccessful resistance to the introduction for the first time of estate duty. This was incorporated in the 1894 budget by the Liberal Chancellor, Sir William Harcourt. The innovation was disliked widely but not, on the whole, very intensely; at any rate the Conservatives never reversed it. As was to be the case in our own day with capital gains tax, it was as if even many of its opponents thought that its hour had come. But this was not Thomas’s view, or Bertie’s. Thomas was not even reconciled to it by the fact that the money was to be earmarked to strengthen his beloved Navy. He regarded it as being against natural justice to impose a proportionately greater burden on the rich; a view which today seems perverse. He thought it especially unfair to tax landed estates because of the difficulty of finding liquid funds to pay the duty. Whatever we think of his reasoning, we cannot accuse Thomas of self-seeking; he was never a rich man, and in particular he never owned land.


Bertie was certainly a large landowner; but his argument was the rather different one that estate duty was financially unsound because it taxed capital to provide income, thus squandering the nation’s capital assets. He admired the pertinacity and skill with which Thomas fought the measure from the backbenches, and in his Memories, written long after the two men had ceased to be political allies, he was still very admiring. ‘Mr Bowles’ interleaved copy of the Bill with every line, every sentence, every word, carefully weighed and annotated was a monument of industry. So profound was this talented man’s study of its provisions that no flaw in its harness could escape him. There is no denying that he was Harcourt’s great danger …’ But finally all his industry proved in vain, and it was Bertie who did secure a small amendment in committee, namely the exemption of legacies to universities.


The contrasts between the courtly and cultured landowner and the pugnacious magazine editor are obvious, and it is the contrasts that members of the family who still remember them tend to emphasize. But there were also similarities which may explain the liking they certainly had for each other, whatever reservations (one suspects especially on Bertie’s part) may have qualified it.


Both were unquestioningly patriotic, with a patriotism that looked backwards to the knights and yeomen of England rather than forward to imperialistic expansion. Neither had the least use for the Liberal view, in their day associated with Lord John Russell and above all with Gladstone, of British power as a vehicle for moral uplift and the policing of the world. As to their personal qualities, both were highly intelligent and, in their different ways, good company. They had charm, they were amusing, and they were supremely confident men of the world. Both were considered good-looking, in rather the same fair, blue-eyed style. It was Bertie’s looks that were outstanding; Thomas was thought by some to be rather too short, especially in the legs. In addition both Thomas and Bertie seem, not to put too fine a point on it, to have been rather more than ordinarily randy. This comes out in some of Thomas’s writings, though necessarily veiled in the arch manner common to his times; as to Bertie, the hostess Lady Cunard was later to throw at Tom Mitford the accusation, culled from her much older husband Sir Bache, that his paternal grandfather used to take the Prince of Wales ‘wenching’.


Another point they happened to have in common was that both, because of childhood years spent in France, spoke perfect French. In effect they were both bilingual, although Thomas’s accent always remained noticeably English. This had more than usual significance in their period, because it was more fashionable than ever before or since for Englishmen to be bad at languages. To mangle French was a particular point of honour. Lytton Strachey recounts that his grandfather, a cultivated and intelligent man who was a friend of the historian Carlyle, scolded a French coachman with the remark, ‘Vous avez drivé devilish slow.’ If, as Strachey makes out, this was typical of the Victorian gentry, both Bertie and Thomas were conspicuous exceptions. It was Bertie who was the real linguist, knowing perfect German from his childhood tutor and then learning Russian, Chinese and Japanese. Thomas’s only foreign language was his French. He used to say, ‘You can travel the world with a knowledge of English and French coupled with a profound ignorance of German.’


Another similarity which perhaps drew the two of them together was in each case the reason for his knowing French, namely an unconventional childhood. Thomas was illegitimate, which meant that he could not go, like his half-brothers, to an English public school; he was sent instead to France. Bertie was the child of a broken home, something far rarer then than it is today. His mother ran away when he was very young and there was a divorce; she went to live in Italy and remarried, remaining virtually a stranger to her Mitford sons. Bertie, the youngest, was only three when she left, and she was hardly ever spoken of again. When, years later, his first child was born, Bertie did not inform his mother, though she was by then living in Earls Court; she learned of the event from the newspapers. It is unnecessary to suppose that this was caused by any particular resentment on Bertie’s part towards his mother; she would simply not have been among the people he thought to inform. He and his brothers were brought up by their father, again to a great extent in France, which was then cheap; and he was sent to Eton at the early age of nine, which would now be impossible and was even then unusual.


It was not customary in the 1890s for people to complain to one another about their childhood insecurities, and these two particular men would perhaps at any time have been rather unlikely to do anything of this sort. But perhaps each spotted in the other, half instinctively, the trace of early uncertainties surmounted.




PART ONE


Algernon Bertram Mitford




1


Family and Early Life


Bertie Mitford, being keen on his lineage, particularly enjoyed an encounter with a fellow countryman at Spa in Belgium, where he was taking the waters in 1862. After chatting for some time, the gentleman asked his name. ‘Dear me,’ he said, ‘if you are the son of Mr Mitford of Exbury and Lady Georgina Ashburnham, you are descended from perhaps the two oldest Saxon families in England. Sir, you are a remarkable person.’ The man was Sir Bernard Burke, of Burke’s Peerage. Bertie tells this story in his Memories, going on, it is true, to give an account of the history of both families which modestly makes out that Sir Bernard’s view was exaggerated.


Bertie’s mother’s family, the Ashburnhams, were Sussex nobility. A Bertram Ashburnham was supposed to have been Warden of the Cinque Ports under King Harold and beheaded by William the Conqueror for his part in resisting him, but this is probably legend. What is certain is that the John Ashburnham who attended on Charles I was an ancestor. He secured as a memento one of the two shirts the King wore so that the spectators would not see him shivering in the January cold and think that he was afraid. Originally stained with a satisfying quantity of the royal blood, Bertie tells us that by his time this shirt had been washed clean by an ignorant and officious housekeeper.


As to the Mitfords, whether or not they were Saxon they were certainly medieval. Belonging to the landed gentry of Northumberland, they remained for centuries locally prominent, without ever becoming nationally distinguished. Tom Mitford used to tease his father and uncles by saying that one never seemed to come across a Mitford in the history books. They, too, seem to have been on the Royalist side during the troubles of the mid-seventeenth century, if not so prominently as poor John Ashburnham who spent the entire Commonwealth period in the Tower. At any rate, Robert Mitford managed in Charles II’s reign to recover the castle and small town of Mitford which Henry III had confiscated from an ancestor in 1264; it is a fair guess that this was for services rendered to the restored regime.


Meanwhile John Mitford, third son of the man who pulled off this coup, was already in London making his fortune as a merchant. He helped to refound the Royal Exchange in 1667 after the Great Fire, in consequence of which he acquired some original shares in the enterprise. Bertie Mitford’s father, and his cousin, tried to prove the family’s title to these Royal Exchange shares, which by the nineteenth century would have been very valuable. They failed, being unable to show that there had been no other John Mitford who might have been entitled to them. Proving a negative is notoriously difficult, but it was a disappointment, especially for Bertie’s father who was always rather hard up. To be sure, Bertie’s daughter Iris was to observe in conversation in the 1960s, ‘Our family would certainly have spent it all long ago – but they would have had fun with it.’ The exotic garden at Batsford would no doubt have been made even larger and more elaborate. If any of the money had reached Iris herself, it would certainly have gone straight to charity; her ‘fun’ consisted entirely of good works.


John Mitford the merchant settled permanently in the south, but his descendants were never to lose their links with Northumberland and with their cousins who remained there. His grandson, another John, married Elizabeth or Philadelphia Reveley from that county. (Bertie calls her Elizabeth, as does Burke’s Landed Gentry for 1939; more modern reference books call her Philadelphia.) This match was indirectly to bring the family a large fortune through Elizabeth’s sister’s marriage to Thomas Edwards Freeman, the squire of Batsford in Gloucestershire. Two of the sons of John and Elizabeth were to be the first members of the family to achieve prominence.


The elder of the two was William Mitford, Bertram’s great-grandfather, who wrote a monumental History of Greece, celebrated in its day. The work is now forgotten, though the leather-bound spines of its numerous volumes still contribute to the decor of the occasional country house library. William was born in 1744 and lived at Exbury on the Solent, a place which Bertie describes as an ‘earthly paradise’. He was extremely gifted; besides his classical and historical scholarship he was a talented amateur artist and musician. For some years he was a Member of Parliament. He was a keen officer in the Hampshire militia, eventually coming to command it, and for this reason in later years he was always referred to as the ‘Colonel’. Edward Gibbon was a fellow officer in the militia, and it was Gibbon who persuaded him to write his History of Greece. Gibbon and Mitford used to be compared with each other as Handel had been with the now forgotten Bononcini. In each case the reputation survived which deserved to do so. Mitford’s History is urbane and readable, but it is not a work of genius.


The History is written from a firmly conservative point of view. This may have contributed to its eclipse after Macaulay had set the progressive fashion in history writing which has on the whole persisted ever since. One admirer, though, was Thomas Carlyle. Bertie says in Memories: ‘Mitford’s history naturally took the Tory side in Greek politics: Grote and Thirlwall followed on the Radical side. One day Thomas Carlyle began talking to me about my great-grandfather; Carlyle was certainly no Tory, but he praised the so-called Tory book far above the other two. He said that Mitford had the talent of clothing the dry bones of history with living flesh and blood …’ Carlyle, of course, was sui generis: it is true to say that he was no Tory, but he was hardly much of a Whig either. We note that Bertie uses the word ‘naturally’; it is to him a matter of course that his ancestor would have written from the Tory point of view. Like Bertie’s own writings, William’s history expressed in literary terms the exact viewpoint of a group of people who, as long as they hold to that viewpoint, tend to be inarticulate. Of course members of the Tory gentry, through the generations, have frequently found a literary voice; but this has very often meant their taking on at least some of the progressive ideas of other writers. This did not happen to any literary member of the Mitford family until modern times.


Similar political views, rigidly held, caused William’s brother John to come to grief in his career. John was born in 1749 and became an outstanding lawyer, being called to the bar in 1777. Three years later he published a book, Mitford on Pleadings, which was a considerable success, even making him a fair amount of money; it continued to be read for a century afterwards. Bertie tells us that, when he was in the United States in 1873, ‘more than one well-known judge and lawyer came up to me wanting to know what relation I was to the Pleadings’. The money earned by the book helped John buy a property at Redesdale in Northumberland – an instance of the family’s feeling for its ancestral county. The book also set him on the road to success in the legal side of politics. He entered Parliament, becoming successively Solicitor-General, Attorney-General and Speaker. He helped in the abolition of the Penal Laws against Roman Catholics, and the Catholics, in gratitude, subscribed to present him with a golden vase.


This was ironical in view of what was then to happen. John was raised to the peerage as Lord Redesdale and appointed Lord Chancellor of Ireland on the death of Lord Clare. Clare was the political fixer who had two years before bribed and bullied through the Irish Houses of Parliament the Act of Union with Great Britain, which abolished them. When in Ireland, John originated a phrase which has passed into common usage. He said, ‘I find that there is in Ireland one law for the rich and another for the poor.’ A memoir on John by Francis Hargrave, dated 1845, notes that this ‘has been often quoted’. John was at first seen in Dublin as an improvement on Clare, conscientious when Clare had been flippant. But it was soon apparent that a touch of flippancy might have helped John get on better with the Irish barristers, many of whom rather liked their little joke. If he had been more popular, it might have helped him in the trouble that was to follow. For full Catholic emancipation was being promoted, that is to say the granting to Catholics not just of freedom from the Penal Laws which had restricted their right to worship and to hold property, but of all civil rights including the right to vote. John, being a high Tory and a devotee of the Established Church, hated the idea. This is not inconsistent with his previous campaign against the Penal Laws: John had concern for the rights of Catholics as private people, but he had an even stronger political fear of the Roman Catholic Church as an institution. He and his like saw Rome in something of the same light that some (not quite all) of their descendants see Moscow. To grant individual Catholics equality in such matters as the right to own land was one thing; to grant them political influence, especially in Ireland where they were in a large majority, was quite another. So he used his office to block the appointment of Catholics to all positions of responsibility, even that of Justice of the Peace. This caused him to be detested in Ireland, where even most Protestants, at the time, supported Catholic emancipation. It also drew sharp criticism from English Whigs such as Fox and Canning.


The explosion came in 1806 when John Redesdale refused to make Lord Cloncurry a magistrate. Cloncurry had been suspected of treason, but no grounds could be found for an indictment, and he was imprisoned without trial for two years in the Tower of London during a time when the wars against France and the 1798 rising in Ireland had induced Parliament to suspend the right of habeas corpus. John justified his refusal of Cloncurry’s magistrature by reference to this suspicion of treason, which the authorities had never dared to test in the courts. There was an outcry; John was humiliatingly overruled, and removed from office. He was never again to leave the backbenches of the House of Lords. People saw him as having disgraced British justice, though he was never to accept this. (It must be remembered in John’s defence that the Napoleonic Wars were still in progress. The Second World War was already over when Home Office officials denied a passport to John’s collateral descendant Diana and her husband, Sir Oswald Mosley, who had not long before been released from a term of arbitrary imprisonment requiring, like Cloncurry’s, a suspension of habeas corpus. Cloncurry’s ghost was perhaps amused.)


John Redesdale’s enforced retirement under this cloud was soon eased by his inheritance, in 1808, of Batsford and its large estate. His uncle by marriage, Thomas Freeman, died in that year, and Freeman’s only descendant, a granddaughter, shortly after him. In the event of her dying childless, as she did, the estate was left to John Redesdale, though he was no blood relation. The property comprised many thousands of acres of Cotswold countryside; David Redesdale’s estate of Swinbrook in Oxfordshire, where the seven Mitfords were to be brought up, was what remained after the house itself and most of the land had been sold to pay debts and duties. In memory of Thomas Freeman the family name was, in law, changed to Freeman-Mitford.


John lived until 1830, leaving a son and daughter, both born in his late middle age. Neither was to marry; they set up house together at Batsford and lived in perfect and celibate amity, like characters in the books of the hunting novelist Surtees. John Thomas, Lord Redesdale, owned the Heythrop hounds and was for a long time Master of the Hunt. He was a leader of the High Tory squirearchy that ran Victorian England at just below that top level at which the Whig grandees afforded themselves, as ultimate luxury, certain progressive sentiments. Redesdale was assiduous in local affairs, especially on the Board of Guardians administering the Poor Law which is now so notorious. His groom used to say that if his old horse was given its head it would go straight to Shipston-on-Stour, where the Guardians met. He was known as the Lord Dictator; an Ape cartoon in Vanity Fair with this caption shows him as a paunchy, benevolent old fellow in grey tail-coat and gleaming top hat, with a vague resemblance to the guitarist Segovia. Bertie attributes the nickname to Redesdale’s legendary strictness in supervising ‘certain Parliamentary agents and promoters’. It was pillars of respectability like Redesdale who put a stop to the Eatanswill style of politics described in Pickwick Papers.


Redesdale did not by any means spend all his time in Gloucestershire. He was also active in managing the House of Lords in the interests of the Conservative Party. Though rarely mentioned by historians, he was a figure of whom contemporary politicians were well aware. The Duke of Wellington made him a whip; later he became Chairman of Committees. His influence was entirely exerted on behalf of the status quo, as when he successfully resisted attempts to abolish the function of the House of Lords as highest court of appeal. In 1857 he nearly succeeded in getting the Lords to throw out a bill to liberalize divorce, packing the House for the occasion with High Church ‘Puseyites’. Lord Palmerston’s government was put to a good deal of trouble in countering this move, which stemmed from Redesdale’s religious, rather than from his political, conservatism. He was in fact a keen amateur theologian who engaged in polemics in the Anglican interest, venturing in a public correspondence to cross swords with Cardinal Manning himself over papal infallibility and the status of Holy Communion. In 1877 Disraeli rewarded his long years of parliamentary activity by promoting him two steps in the peerage, making him the first and only Earl Redesdale. He died in 1886, leaving Batsford to Bertie, since of Bertie’s elder brothers Percy had died and Henry had left the country and married a German girl by whom he had a daughter. For some reason the family cut him off and he was never forgiven; all mention of him is omitted from Bertie’s Memories. Henry died in 1910 and was buried in Bad Godesberg.


This, then, is how Bertie was to inherit Batsford from his cousin. However, he did not inherit the title. What happened was that when he was later made a peer, he also took the title Redesdale, causing permanent confusion as to which Lord Redesdale has which number; his son David, for instance, was, strictly speaking, second Lord Redesdale of the second creation, not fourth Lord Redesdale. But we must now go back again and consider his direct ancestors.


William Mitford’s eldest son Henry, Bertie’s grandfather, was a captain in the Royal Navy at the time of the Napoleonic Wars. He died the victim of one of those ludicrous disasters that used to happen in that service from time to time, and make us wonder how Trafalgar was ever won. In 1803, Captain Henry Mitford was appointed to his first command of a ship; she was HMS York. With his navigating officer, he went down to inspect her before commissioning. They found her unseaworthy, and reported the fact. The Admiralty was outraged – not at the condition of the ship, but at Captain Mitford’s comments which its officials chose to see as constituting insubordination. They told him to sail, or resign his commission. So of course he sailed, and on Christmas Eve 1803 the York went down with all hands in a fog in the North Sea. A single spar was later washed up on the coast. The incident is reminiscent of the sinking, in harbour, of the Royal George in 1782 when, in the words of Cowper’s poem made memorable by the tune by Handel to which it is sung, ‘Kempenfelt went down with twice four hundred men’.


Henry had just married for the second time; he left two daughters by his first marriage, and his second wife, née Mary Leslie Anstruther, was pregnant. A son was born after his death, and christened Henry Reveley Mitford. Mary soon married again, and together with his older half-sisters Henry Reveley was brought up by his grandfather, the historian. Now approaching sixty, Colonel William was becoming with the years more and more crotchety and set in his ways. His two interests were his books and his garden. He continued to study and to write intensively, pausing sometimes to drag a heavy trunk over the floor for exercise, and he would potter about the grounds at Exbury, pruning his shrubs with a horn-handled knife which Bertie was to inherit. Childish prattle was the last thing the Colonel wanted, and he did not, Bertie says, give his grandson a very happy childhood. His older sisters were kind to him, though, as was his great-uncle John, the first Lord Redesdale. John married when already Lord Chancellor of Ireland, in the same year that his nephew Henry went down with his ship. Henry Reveley was consequently a contemporary and lifelong friend of the Chancellor’s son, the future Earl, even though William’s early marriage and John’s late one meant that the two were of different generations.


Henry Reveley Mitford, Bertie’s father, grew up to be both amiable and cultured, sharing many of the talents and interests of both his forebears and descendants. He seems to have lacked the toughness of his grandfather, the curmudgeonly old historian, or of his son Bertie. Like them, though, he was musical and fond of painting. He knew a great deal of history, his particular period being France in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; and he was an expert on the French portraits of the period. Bertie once suggested to him that if he were transported back to the salons of those times he would have known most of the people by sight, and he replied, ‘Upon my soul, I believe I should.’ So would his descendants Nancy and Diana. Bertie also tells us that his father was good at languages, which from such a linguist means a lot.


Henry Reveley Mitford cut short his time at Oxford to take up a post as attaché to the British Legation in Florence, which before the unification of Italy was an independent capital. Then, as now, it contained a colony of cultivated English people, drawn to the place by a love of the arts or of the climate; some of them, perhaps, were attracted by the somewhat looser conventions which in all generations prevail among people who live abroad. It was among this agreeable society that Henry Reveley met Lady Georgina Ashburnham whose father, the Earl of Ashburnham, owned a Florentine villa. He married her in 1828 and left the Foreign Service, having just inherited the house at Exbury on the Solent after the death of his grandfather. Henry Reveley returned with his wife to England, and lived at Exbury the life of a country squire, with the customary seat on the magistrates’ bench. Several children were born to the marriage, of whom three boys survived; twins named Percy and Henry, who were born in 1833, and Bertie, who was born on 24 February 1837.


In 1838 Henry Reveley let the house, and the family left England to live on the continent. Bertie says that this was in order to save money, which is probably true as far as it goes, since life in England was comparatively expensive and small country estates, like that at Exbury, have never been lucrative. However, it is possible that the wish to move originated with Lady Georgina rather than with Henry Reveley, and was prompted by a more positive consideration than the wish to economize. For they went to Frankfurt, and it was at Frankfurt that their friend Francis Molyneux was secretary to the British Legation.


Molyneux was a younger son of the second Earl of Sefton. Like both Henry Reveley and Lady Georgina, he belonged to that cosmopolitan or rather European section of the upper class that spoke French, manned the diplomatic service, and was at home in foreign capitals. He had known the Mitfords for some time, but at some point he and Georgina started a passionate love affair. One would like to know at what point; probably it was after the Mitfords established themselves in Germany. When, in May or June 1838, the family arrived in Frankfurt, Molyneux was there at the hotel to receive them. He habitually took them in his carriage on long drives through the German countryside; sometimes both the Mitfords would come, sometimes just Lady Georgina. He would come to tea with the family at their third-storey flat; he came every day ‘whether Mr Mitford was there or not’. We know all this from the Mitfords’ maid, who gave evidence at what was then an exceedingly rare event: the court hearing leading to the couple’s divorce.


For one day in May 1841, just about three years after the family had arrived in Germany and when they were staying for a while in Wiesbaden, Lady Georgina asked the maid to pack her things. She then kissed the children goodbye and drove off with Molyneux. Henry Reveley was not at home that afternoon; he returned to find that his wife had left him for ever. He evidently suspected nothing until that moment. Where Molyneux and Georgina went first is uncertain, but in August they booked into the Hyde Park Hotel in London as Mr and Mrs Murray. There they were visited by her brother, Colonel Thomas Ashburnham, who also gave evidence at the divorce. To be precise, the court hearing was an action Henry Reveley brought against Molyneux for ‘trespass and criminal conversation’ with his wife, as a result of which he received damages of £1,000. The divorce itself had to be effected by a special Act of Parliament, to which the Royal Assent was given on 23 March 1842. Molyneux and Lady Georgina married later that year, and went to live in Italy, probably because in those days no respectable household in London would receive a divorced woman.


Echoes of the scandal persisted for at least a century in the form of a rumour that Francis Molyneux was Bertie’s real father. This surfaced as late as 1941, when Debo Mitford was about to marry the then Lord Andrew Cavendish, son of the tenth Duke of Devonshire. The Duke was chatting to a friend in his club about it, and went to get a Burke’s Peerage to look up the Mitfords. ‘If you want to see who they really are,’ said the friend, ‘look under Sefton.’ People love scandalous speculations as to true parentage, and rumours of this kind, once propagated, die hard. They are not of course always untrue, but this one probably is. It would imply that Francis Molyneux was physically intimate with Lady Georgina as early as May 1836.


Bertie’s childhood between the ages of five and nine was spent with his father and elder brothers in France; in Trouville for the summer, in Paris for the winter and spring, ‘never twice in the same apartments’, as he puts it in his Memories, though they were always near the Madeleine which was conveniently close both to Henry Reveley’s circle of friends and to the Tuileries gardens where the children played marbles with the little French boys. King Louis-Philippe used to take his constitutional there in a long grey overcoat, accompanied always by just one companion. ‘That old grey overcoat covered a King,’ says Bertie, ‘and we looked at it with awe.’


Henry Reveley’s friends were not of this opinion; he moved among the old legitimist aristocracy, to whom Louis-Philippe was a usurper. His very name recalled to them his odious father, Philippe d’Orléans, who had supported the Revolution and voted for the beheading of Louis XVI. They exchanged stories about the vulgarity of Louis-Philippe’s middle-class courtiers, and looked down their noses at his dull family. The older ones told riveting tales about the revolutionary Terror, especially one old lady who had been Marie-Antoinette’s lady-in-waiting. Others recalled their privations when in exile in London. One gentleman of ancient lineage had set himself up in Soho as a maker of whalebone corsets, another had nourished himself with conveniently cheap meat, which hawkers sold in the London streets, called ‘kami’ – in English, cats’ meat.


Some of the educational practices of those days seem a little odd. Bertie, aged seven, was taken with some fellow pupils at his school to the morgue to see the corpse of a girl who had been stabbed to death by her sweetheart. The dead bodies were naked; a trickle of water played on each to keep it cool. The sight, Bertie says, ‘fed me with nightmares for weeks.’ Similarly, at Trouville the boys went with their German tutor to watch the animals being killed in the local slaughterhouse.


Trouville was then a fishing village, but it was just beginning the transformation which was to make it a fashionable resort. In at least one year the family stayed on there in the autumn for some time after the smart visitors had left; this was very probably for reasons of economy. Henry Reveley’s older sisters used to come along with them, and sometimes his mother, now the widowed Mrs Farrer, would come and take over the household. This was not much fun, for she was Scottish, and enforced the gloomy Sabbatarianism for which Scotland was then famous. It is clear, though, from Bertie’s account, that it was of an Episcopalian rather than of a Calvinist nature. On Sundays, while everyone else in Trouville was having an even better time than usual, the old lady made the Mitford family sit through an interminable service conducted by herself, using the Book of Common Prayer. ‘She began with the morning service read from beginning to end, including the priestly absolution, which she delivered with peculiar unction; then came the Litany, which the professional cleric omits when the Morning Prayer has been given in its entirety; then the Communion service.’ Presumably the prayers of consecration would simply have been read through; Mrs Farrer would hardly have ventured to dispense the Communion itself, like a priest. At any rate, this was still not the end. ‘By the time most performers would have been exhausted – not so my grandmother; she proceeded to deliver one of Blair’s sermons, and woe be to us if we yawned, or fidgeted, or were guilty of inattention!’ The fact that Henry Reveley put up with all this reinforces our suspicion that he was not possessed of a particularly strong character.


Bertie went to Eton in 1846, as we have mentioned, at the unusually early age of nine. When he first went, he had a good start in many ways. Being so young, he was at first kept in the private quarters at his ‘damery’ or boys’ house. He was looked after by young Miss Jennie Evans, who was later to inherit the damery from her father and become the last of the independent dames; after her day all the houses were taken over by teaching masters. She used to carry little Bertie upstairs on her back and generally mother him. By the time he was big enough to be moved to the boys’ part of the house, where Charles Dickens’s son was his neighbour and friend, he already knew the ways of the school. Indeed even before he went his father, an enthusiastic old Etonian, had told him exactly what to expect. Another advantage, at least in psychological terms, lay in the fact that the headmaster, Dr Edward Hawtrey, had been his father’s tutor and was a close family friend. Hawtrey invited Bertie and his father to lunch on his first day, and was kind to him throughout his time at Eton. There was no favouritism in this: the headmaster of Eton was in any case too remote a figure to affect in any definite way the career of an individual boy; but it must have been good for his morale. Unluckily, though, Hawtrey stopped being headmaster and became provost before Bertie reached the top or headmaster’s division, and he passed his last year and a half under Hawtrey’s successor, whom he found dull.


But in general Eton was made for Bertie and he for it. He ended his time second in sixth form, captain of his house, and a member of Pop. He enjoyed the school work and was good at it; the linguistic facility that was to enable him to master even the most alien of modern languages worked just as well with Latin and Greek, and was to be in turn splendidly developed by his detailed knowledge of them. He also liked games, especially rowing, though these were not yet the object of such a cult as they later became.


In particular they were not yet compulsory, which was fortunate for Algernon Charles Swinburne, the poet. Swinburne was Bertie’s first cousin, since their mothers were sisters. They were exactly the same age, but Swinburne went to Eton at the more normal age of twelve so that Bertie, already an old hand, was asked by his parents to look after him. Boys are apt to respond badly to this sort of request, but Bertie took to Swinburne and ‘was able to steer [him] through some shoals’. Swinburne was an odd figure, undersized and with a shock of bright red hair inherited from his father, an admiral. ‘His language, even at that age, was beautiful, fanciful, and richly varied’, and he had a peculiar singsong voice inherited from the Ashburnhams. The two boys used to go for walks together and spin fantasies, often based on Swinburne’s voracious reading.


Bertie was at Eton just at the time when its peculiar version of the Victorian public school system was being developed. Before his day was the old Eton of riots, multiple birchings, and savage boxing duels lasting for hours in which it was not unknown for a boy to be killed; the Eton of the picturesque but disorderly procession ‘ad Montem’ at which money was begged, and sometimes actually extorted, from passers-by, the Eton of the infamous Long Chamber where seventy scholarship boys or Collegers were locked in from dusk to dawn. Shortly before Bertie arrived, Long Chamber had been reduced in size, divided into cubicles, and supplemented by what are still called the New Buildings; during his time Montem was abolished. During and just after his time Eton became, in its essentials, what it is today. The school was late in effecting equivalent reforms to those which Dr Thomas Arnold had enforced at Rugby in the 1820s. Dr Hawtrey began the modernization as headmaster, and later, as provost, he helped his successor to complete it.


If Eton has tolerated more individuality and provided an easier life for its misfits than other public schools, this may be related to the difference between Dr Hawtrey and Dr Arnold. Hawtrey was, in Bertie’s words, a ‘traveller, man of the world, and a linguist’, acquainted with intelligent men in several different countries as well as with fashionable society in his own. It was rather his knowledge of the wide world than any ‘muscular Christianity’ of Arnold’s type which made him see that things must change; that Latin and Greek, learned in insanitary surroundings and inculcated by the birch, no longer sufficed as a preparation for life. He introduced French and mathematics to the curriculum. He had, of course, no thought of abolishing corporal punishment, which he practised with skill, if not with the enthusiasm of his legendary predecessor Dr Keate. The attitude then to beating was quite different from what it is now. Neither the beater nor the beaten regarded it in itself as cruel or degrading. Once, says Bertie, some boys were caught with the materials for making rum punch. Many others then committed offences themselves for the pleasure of seeing the extra-special thrashing that would be given for this serious delinquency. The fact that this meant they would be beaten themselves, presumably less hard, did not deter them. Boys then regarded the business of being beaten almost as an initiation rite; a victim who did not flinch was regarded as coming out with credit. The idea that the beating inherently humiliated the victim, whatever the courage with which he faced it, would have been thought ridiculous. To be upset by a beating was to excite contempt, not sympathy; and the possibility of a sexual element was as yet unsuspected.


Immediately on leaving Eton, Bertie saw Batsford for the first time; he spent four weeks hunting and shooting there with Great Dictator Redesdale before going to Wales to be coached for Oxford by the famous Greek grammarian W. E. Jelf. Jelf was an austere scholar, but Bertie got on well with him. He stayed there from January to October of 1855, studying the great classical authors in considerable volume and in the minutest grammatical detail. This won him the Slade Exhibition to Christ Church.


However, once he reached Oxford Bertie enjoyed life too much to continue on the narrow path of scholarship. At Jelf’s, where there were no other distractions, he could concentrate his powerful mind on the task in hand; at Christ Church there were temptations to which he was neither the first nor last to succumb. With high Victorian seriousness he castigates himself in his Memories for his ‘loafing’. He did benefit, as does everyone at Oxford, from meeting clever people; he records talking at some length to the famous oriental scholar and philologist, Max Müller, at a party in the Christ Church Deanery. But much of his time appears to have been spent boxing, a sport then practised without gloves. There were few of what are now known as ‘sporting facilities’; it was in each other’s rooms that he and his friends used to spar, and they engaged a battered prizefighter from London to coach them. Bertie defends the bare-knuckle system, then shortly to be superseded: ‘There was unquestionably much ugly mauling, but probably less danger than exists in these days of gloves, and hooks on the jaw, and deadly punches over the heart and vital organs.’ In general sport at Oxford was then only just beginning to be organized. There were cricket and rowing in the summer, as now, but the winter pastime was hunting. There was as yet very little football. Bertie approves of the later fashion for games, saying that later generations of undergraduates ‘are leading cleaner, wholesomer lives than we did’.


When the time approached for his Moderations, Bertie had to cram into six weeks a quantity of reading that ought to have been occupying two years. By ordinary standards he would seem to have succeeded, at least up to a point, for he did achieve a second; but for him, as Slade Exhibitioner, this amounted to failure.


Not long afterwards he accepted a nomination for the Foreign Office, rather than stay for two further years and sit his Greats. He was probably right; once the habit has been acquired, idleness at Oxford is very hard to shake off. Besides, the Foreign Office was in the family. His father had also cut short his time at Oxford to go into it, and his eldest brother, Percy, was a diplomat for a time.
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Foreign Office


Bertie entered the Foreign Office in February 1858, the month in which he became twenty-one. Neither the typewriter nor carbon paper had been invented, so the junior clerks had to copy all the documents in longhand.


Despite this, he settled down happily enough in the African Department, intending at the first opportunity to get a foreign posting. The department was directing the suppression of the slave trade: information about the ships practising the trade would reach the Foreign Office from the British Consul in New York, and the details were then copied on to slips to be sent round to the Admiralty for action to be taken. Bertie started a register of slavers; he came to have a detective’s interest in the work.


It was also at the African Department that Bertie came to know Sir Richard Burton, the great explorer and Arabist. After returning from his discovery of Lake Tanganyika, Burton became fascinated by a controversy over whether there was such a thing as a gorilla. A traveller called du Chaillu had described the animal, but some said it was a fabulous beast. Similar arguments now arise over the Abominable Snowman and the Loch Ness Monster. Burton wanted to go out to Africa to look, but since he was a captain in the Indian Army the only way he could get there was by obtaining a consular appointment to the region. He secured the appointment of Consul to the Spanish colony of Fernando Po, and was sent to the Foreign Office to learn about the area; Bertie was deputed to brief him. The two became friends, and soon Burton half persuaded Bertie to go out to Fernando Po as his deputy. ‘Luckily my father put his foot down,’ was Bertie’s own later comment. As for Burton, he was never to find a gorilla.


Bertie’s hours of work were odd by modern standards, and seem also to have been fairly flexible. The Foreign Office allowed him plenty of time to do all the many things he enjoyed. The clerks were not expected in the office till noon at the earliest, while they normally knocked off at about seven in the evening, except if there was great pressure of work; then they would often stay very late. He employed his free mornings taking drawing lessons, or in fencing and gymnastics; and he led an active and varied social life in the evenings. As he puts it, ‘A clerk in the Foreign Office at that time carried with him a passport to all that was best in political, diplomatic, literary and artistic society’, and being both bright and gregarious he used these facilities to the full. He was, for instance, asked by the French ambassadress to look after a party of smart young Parisians on their visit to London. One of them was the Marquis de Gallifet, a young cavalry officer later to become well known for his merciless reprisals against the Paris ‘Communards’ in 1871. It was also at this time that Bertie met, and impressed, Benjamin Disraeli, who was already a leading Conservative politician. At one dinner party he sat next to Mrs Disraeli; all of a sudden she turned round to him and said: ‘Dizzy has got his eye on you.’ Time was to show that this was the case. Bertie also became rather a favourite of the Palmerstons, and frequented Lady Palmerston’s Saturday tea parties – the country weekend was then unknown – as well as Holland House and other important salons of the day. He was musical; as soon as he left Oxford he was recruited into the orchestra of the Amateur Musical Society as first cornet. His friend Henry Coke, who recruited him to his own amateur band, describes him in Tracks of a Rolling Stone, 1905, as ‘perhaps the finest amateur cornet and trumpet player of the day’. In this way he came to know many of the best-known musicians and singers of the day, notably the soprano Jenny Lind and the conductor Costa, under whom he played and who seems to have been as sharp-tongued as Sir Thomas Beecham. He met Thackeray at dinner with the Pre-Raphaelite artist Sir John Millais. He also came to know the Prince of Wales, at whose wedding in 1863 he was a gentleman usher.


In contrast, he also kept up his interest in bare-knuckle fighting, then already illegal but still popular; he watched a famous ‘world championship’ match in 1860 between an Englishman and an American, held clandestinely at Farnborough and broken up at the last moment by the police, but later the subject of an anonymous account in The Times. At no point in his account is there any hint of fear that his superiors in the Foreign Office might object to his presence at this illegal event, should the police have picked him up. Possibly he thought there was safety in numbers, as the crowd was about twelve thousand; but this is more likely to be a sign that the public service in those days was less pettifogging about unimportant things than it is today.


At the same time, it is hardly necessary to point out, it was also much more reliable about what really mattered. All the then head of the Foreign Office told Bertie on his arrival was this: ‘Remember that there are no secrets here; everybody is trusted, and you will find that nothing is hidden from you. But you must hold your tongue.’ And it worked. Years later a great European financier, whom he does not name, was to tell Bertie that the British Foreign Office was ‘the only one at which we have never been able to buy information’. Nor were there at that time any ideological traitors to give it away free.


Bertie’s first foreign assignment was in Russia. It was only a temporary exchange posting for six months, covering the winter of 1863–64, but he made full use of it. For one thing, he learned the language; in less than three months he was speaking Russian fluently enough to hold his own in a conversation with Tsar Alexander himself, though he speaks of his relief when His Majesty reverted to French.


This occurred at a private dinner party, and several people noticed that the Tsar singled out this junior British diplomat for a chat. The probable reason for this is worth recounting, for it shows to what perfection Bertie knew, when talking to the great, how to lace his urbanity with just the right touch of pertness. It was at his first presentation, with a group of other young diplomats. The Tsar afforded a few words’ conversation to each. When he said he had been at Oxford:




‘Ah!’ said his Majesty, ‘j’ai été à Oxford. L’orateur public a même prononcé un discours en Latin en mon honneur.’


‘Dont je suis sûr,’ I answered, ‘que votre Majesté n’a pas compris un traître mot.’





He seems to have paused here because he gave the Emperor time to become nettled.




The clouds gathered on Jupiter’s brow and there was thunder in the air. ‘Who,’ they said as plainly as speech itself, ‘is this whipper-snapper who dares to say that I, the Emperor of all the Russias, am an ignoramus that does not understand Latin?’


‘A cause de notre prononciation barbare,’ I continued.


The clouds were dispersed, the sun shone again – all was well with the world. The Emperor laughed heartily at the expense of the public orator, and his ‘prononciation barbare’, and kept me talking for some few minutes. (Memories.)





The Oxford public orator would in those days, of course, have used what became known as the ‘old pronunciation’, in which Latin was pronounced in every detail as if it was English. Foreigners found this very strange.


Through contacts provided by his embassy colleagues and London friends Bertie soon came to lead as active a social life as in London, if not quite such a varied one. In the nature of things, he mainly frequented diplomatic circles and the court nobility; the only time he was in the same room with one of the great Russian writers – it was the novelist Turgenev – he was at the other end of a long room, and they never spoke. He found that the Russians were very familiar with the English novelists of the time; Bertie’s friend Thackeray was a favourite in particular, and Bertie made up his mind to tell him how much admiration for his work he had found in Russia. Unfortunately, the novelist died before his return.


Visually Russia fascinated Bertie. St Petersburg’s graceful palaces were inhabited by a glittering society of handsome people; the military parades and religious ceremonies appealed strongly to one who was always a lover of the stylish and the spectacular. Bertie also visited Moscow, and was impressed in a different way by its more alien attractiveness, darkened by the memory of Ivan the Terrible and the fire which drove Napoleon to retreat.


Politically, Bertie saw nothing special to object to in the Russian system; his assessment of the relevance of liberal objections to the Tsarist despotism is so low that he does not even bother to comment on them. The censorship annoyed him a little, but it was so haphazard as to allow in practice for fairly wide freedom of comment. The ambassador, Bertie says, advised him that all correspondence should go by diplomatic bag, as all letters going through the post office were opened; and the man who taught him Russian was tailed by the authorities, simply because he had previously taught the Times correspondent who had just been expelled from Poland. Bertie mentions these things without any sense of indignation. He simply saw them as customs of the country.


The fact is that, like all rooted conservatives, Bertie judged the political conditions in a country not by its rights but by its amenities. He was a person to whom, for instance, the right of a government to censor the press was acceptable, so long as it was not exercised. He tended to discount, just as liberals tend to emphasize, the effect of paper guarantees and democratic constitutions on the actual condition of the people. Even in the matter of the Polish insurrection of 1863, which was just in the last stages of being put down, Bertie comes out on balance on the side of the Russians. He admits that they started it. Knowing that Warsaw was full of disaffection, the imperial government introduced conscription for the Poles in January 1863 and selected for army service those they considered dangerous. This led to a terrorist rebellion rather like that which gained the Irish Free State its independence in 1922, except that it was much more brutal and was, of course, ruthlessly suppressed. Bertie does not gloss over this ruthlessness, only saying rather lamely that many Russians deplored it, and that stories of atrocities against Poles that had reached the West were often exaggerated. In particular, he insists, they were not tortured; flogging, for instance, was used as a judicial punishment but not to extract information. This is a distinction that seemed more real in his day, when flogging was commonplace in both civilian and service life in Britain, than it seems to us.


On the other side, his account of the Poles’ behaviour seems more modern.




The Poles were past-masters in the art of exciting dramatic emotion and surrounding base crimes with a political halo. Some scoundrel would be condemned to death for murder, rapine, arson or some other abomination. Immediately he was glorified into a political hero and martyr … All Warsaw turned out in deep mourning to do him honour, and witness the sacrifice … Popular resentment against the Government was stimulated, and, what was still more important to the agitators, the kind hearts of foreign correspondents were touched …





The British Foreign Secretary at the time was Lord Russell, better known as Lord John Russell, a Liberal statesman and former Prime Minister with a penchant for moralistic intervention in international affairs. Russell’s detractors, of whom Bertie was one, accused him of ‘meddle and muddle’. Russell is one of the few people of whom Bertie speaks in his Memories with consistent dislike. He regards him as having so lowered British prestige among the nations as to have led Germany to feel that Britain would not move if Belgium were attacked in 1914, and therefore as having in a sense caused the First World War.


This particular accusation is very far-fetched, but it is certainly true that British statesmen have sometimes made a habit of taking a high moral line in conditions when they then either had to back down, or found they could provide no real help. It can be traced back to Cromwell, and Milton’s sonnet about the Waldenses: ‘Avenge, O Lord, thy slaughtered saints …’ It is an expression of the Puritan side of Britain’s personality. Russell was a practitioner of this moralism, as Gladstone was to be; much later it was to achieve its finest flowering in the Labour leadership of the 1930s which called both for resistance to Hitler, and for disarmament. It came naturally to the United States, itself an offshoot of the Puritan side of British culture; so Russell also foreshadowed Presidents Wilson, Roosevelt and Carter, the Fourteen Points, the Atlantic Charter, and the phraseological framework of the United Nations.


On the subject of Poland in 1863, Bertie agrees that the state of public opinion in Britain and France compelled some reaction, but thinks this should have been a ‘friendly intercession’ on behalf of the Poles by both governments in concert. What Lord Russell did was, admittedly in the form of a diplomatically phrased note, to threaten war unless certain concessions were made. Prince Gorchakov, his opposite number, replied in effect that Russell did not know what he was talking about, and the concessions were refused. This forced Russell to retreat, making the French feel considerably let down. In particular, Bertie accuses Russell of ignoring the Russians’ historical reasons for fearing the Poles, who had occupied Moscow in the seventeenth century and whose claims were certainly not confined to provinces where they were in a majority. (They were to prove the truth of this when in 1918 they took advantage of the temporary weakness of Russia during its post-revolutionary Civil War and annexed a large Ukrainian-speaking area.)


Shortly afterwards, still during Bertie’s time in St Petersburg, the crisis over Schleswig-Holstein blew up. This territory, belonging to the Danish Crown but under complicated legal conditions, was seized by Bismarck’s Prussia from the Danes in 1864. It included the deep-water port of Kiel, the long-term importance of which was that it enabled Prussia to create a navy. In the case of Poland, Bertie thought Russell was too belligerent. In the case of Denmark the complaint was that he was not firm enough, because this time, as Bertie saw it, a vital British interest was involved. He thought it very important that Prussia, already clearly moving to unite and dominate Germany, should not acquire Kiel. Russia and France were also basically hostile to Bismarck’s intentions, though Bertie cites indications to the effect that France viewed the possibility of a German navy as a potential advantage, balancing British naval preponderance. Lord Russell made his opposition to Prussian designs on Schleswig-Holstein very clear to the whole of Europe. Then, however, he suddenly backed down. Bertie was called out in the middle of a February night, during a howling St Petersburg blizzard, to decipher for the ambassador a telegram instructing him to tell the Russian government that Britain would not interfere on behalf of Denmark. Prince Gorchakov, still smarting from Lord Russell’s moralizing about Poland, could not resist rubbing salt into the wound when Lord Napier went to inform him of the change of policy. He said: ‘So I can put aside the supposition that England would ever make war for a question of honour.’ Pretty words, Bertie comments, for a British ambassador to listen to; but his underlying point is that this particular treaty obligation had a material importance to Britain. Russell was allowing interest as well as honour to go by the board.


Bertie returned to the Foreign Office in May 1864, but remained alert for any opportunity to be sent abroad again. In October of that year, when his holiday was due, he procured a trip to Turkey as a messenger. He greatly enjoyed this visit. He managed, as he always did, to get about a good deal, climbing Mount Ida and admiring the Greek remains of Asia Minor. These were still being actively pillaged for fortifications rather than, as now, carefully excavated and restored. On his way home he stayed at Corfu, which until very recently had been occupied by the British. Bertie’s innkeeper told him that their departure had ruined his trade, and that of the whole island. Bertie fell in with an agreeable Russian who, to his distress, pointed out what an important stronghold the island could be and asked, ‘What was your Lord Russell about?’ Another black mark for that statesman. However, the whole journey took only six weeks, and by the end of November he was back in London at his copying.
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The Legation in China


He was not to stay for very long. In February of the next year, 1865, someone was suddenly needed for Peking. Bertie volunteered with an alacrity that seems to have surprised his superiors. But it suited their convenience and they agreed to the posting. He was put in touch with the British minister in Peking, Sir Frederic Bruce, who was in London at the time. Bruce was handsome, slow-spoken and shrewd; foreigners of the time used to think of the English diplomat as phlegmatic and devious, and Bruce was just that. He took to Bertie, and gave him a thorough briefing on what to expect in China.


Potentially, the legation in China was rather a dangerous place, though Bertie was never personally to face any violence in China. (Japan was to be another matter.) The general level of law and order was good because the people were disciplined and peaceable, and Bertie tells us that no Chinese would ever have dreamed of going about armed for self-protection. However, foreigners were disliked, especially by the Dowager Empress Tz’u Hsi who was the real ruler of China. The very presence of foreign legations in Peking was an affront to the government’s dignity; their acceptance had been imposed by British and French armies as part of a humiliating peace treaty only five years before in 1860, when they captured Peking at the end of a two-year war. Much later, in 1900, the same Dowager Empress, who was as durable as she was disastrous, was to encourage the anti-foreign ‘Boxers’ actually to attack and besiege the foreign legations; they would only be rescued by another invading army. In the towns foreigners were often shouted at as ‘devils’, though Bertie tells us that in the countryside the people’s attitude to them was rather one of slightly awed curiosity.


Sir Frederic Bruce told Bertie something about his future colleagues, notably Thomas Wade, the chargé d’affaires. Wade was to run the legation until Sir Rutherford Alcock, Bruce’s successor, arrived in November. Wade was a considerable Chinese scholar and was in fact, as an Englishman, an important pioneer in this field. He was at that time preparing one of the first Anglo-Chinese linguistic textbooks. Later he was to be Professor of Chinese at Cambridge. He helped devise the so-called Wade-Giles system of transliterating Chinese into Latin script that was until recently standard usage not only in Britain but in many other Western countries. (Mao Tse-tung and Teng Hsiao-ping are Wade-Giles transliterations, as opposed to Mao Dzedong and Deng Xiaoping which conform to the system now replacing it.) Wade was also an outstanding mimic. Bruce mentioned this to Bertie, and told him to be sure to ask Wade ‘whether he has added me to his Gallery of Illustration’. He had done so, says Bertie in Memories; for naturally, as soon as he came to know Wade well enough, he asked him to ‘do’ Sir Frederic. Wade told Bertie that he had once been interpreting for Bruce in negotiations with Prince Kung, the official in charge of foreign affairs. Kung was being difficult, and at last Wade, by his own admission, lost his temper. Bruce, however, was quite unperturbed, continuing to puff away at a cheroot. Kung pointed out to Wade that his chief did not appear to be as upset as he was; upon which Wade turned on Bruce and said, ‘The Prince says that you are not angry, that it is only I who am excited.’ Sir Frederic languidly took the cheroot out of his mouth, and drawled, ‘Oh, damme, tell him I’m deyvlish angry’, upon which he beamed at Prince Kung and his entourage and resumed smoking. Bertie says the imitation was exact.


Bertie wrote long and detailed letters home, which he was to edit in the form of a book, An Attaché at Peking. He published this in 1900 and added an introduction, which gives some political background and makes certain policy suggestions. For instance, Bertie suggests that the Chinese should move their capital from Peking to Nanking, where the Western powers can more conveniently control them. By that much later date, he had become accepted as an authority on Far Eastern affairs, largely on the strength of the popular success of Tales of Old Japan. There is no evidence of any great evolution in his political views on China from what he thought as a young diplomat. At neither date is there any attempt to see political events from the point of view of the Chinese. The emphasis is entirely on the rights of the Western powers in China to trade, and police their trade, and ‘teach the Chinese a lesson’ where necessary. It is not only Britain who has these rights; all Western powers seem to be approved of by Bertie in the Chinese context, even Wilhelmine Germany of which, in Memories and especially in Further Memories, he was to be so bitterly critical. (But Memories and its successor were to be published later still, during the First World War; the evolution of Bertie’s attitude to Germany is a subject to which we shall revert.) The difference in An Attaché at Peking between the introduction and the letters which form the main body of the book is not that his attitudes have changed, but that the letters are rarely about politics at all. They are descriptions of his immediate impressions and experiences, simply and directly conveyed.


The journey to Peking took three months, but the latter part of this time included stops of several days at Hong Kong, Canton, Shanghai and Tientsin, which gave him the opportunity to make friends among the British officials and traders. So already on arrival at Peking he had learnt something about China, both from observation and from his hosts. The old Chinese Empire was crumbling under the impact of Western ideas which came through trade, technology and Christian missionary activity; military force was often used to back Western interests. But the Empire was so vast, and in practice so decentralized, that the process of decay was extremely leisurely. For example, at the time of Bertie’s arrival, a revolt was going on in another province. But it was sufficiently distant for Bertie to encounter no disorder on his journey; and although he did not think much of the Chinese imperial forces, he does record that they eventually defeated the rebels. Not that he gives them much credit for this; he regards them as having entirely depended on European officers.


Altogether his political view of the Chinese is briskly patronizing. He takes for granted the right of Europeans to intervene with force in protection of trade, or for other purposes which suit them. It does not cross his mind that the British might have been wrong in fighting the Opium War of 1839 so that British merchants could sell the drug to the Chinese people; anyway he believes the harm in opium to be exaggerated. He mentions with only mild regret the punitive destruction in 1860 of the Emperor’s Summer Palace; this was in fact an appalling act of vandalism, and his attitude, for a cultured man, is notably complacent. In another passage, when he is commenting on the event from the political point of view, he makes it clear that his main grounds for condemning the action are that the palace is so far from Peking that the Chinese can ignore the ‘lesson’. It would have been better, Bertie thinks, to have destroyed the Imperial Palace in Peking itself.


Peking he found to be ‘like a vast curiosity shop with all the dust and dirt which are among the conditions of bric à brac’. The city’s private affluence and public squalor, in description, exceeds anything that was to be even imagined by J. K. Galbraith. The streets were cluttered and filthy; but the shops and private houses were spotless and meticulously cared for. The dust, blowing in from the Gobi Desert and often reaching his horse’s hocks, was the worst Bertie was to encounter anywhere in the world; when the weather was wet it turned to mud. The beggars, some of them actually naked, were a sinister and pathetic sight, and in the summer they stank. Yet he says in his diary (6.9.66) that as he drove out of Peking for the last time, ‘I quite envied a coolie whom I saw going in dragging by the tail a dog who had died a natural death to make a meal of him.’ This remark is affected and rather unattractive, but it shows that on balance he loved Peking. Partly this was because of the bric à brac; it was in Peking that Bertie first began seriously collecting objects, both for himself and for other people. This was to become one of his great interests, influencing the domestic interiors of the family down the generations. Although few of his grandchildren were to share his taste for Gothic, both medieval and Victorian, they admired the eighteenth-century French furniture he also collected; and although most of his oriental objects were subsequently dispersed, a screen with large white Chinese characters on it was to be seen in Nancy’s Paris drawing room a century later, looking more at home among her French furniture than a purist might have expected.


There was no Peking equivalent of Bertie’s encounter with the Tsar. The Chinese imperial government had been compelled to accept the foreign legations, but that did not mean it felt the necessity of conforming to Western diplomatic usage. The idea of inviting each new diplomat to attend on the head of state could not apply in the case of the Chinese Emperor. On the contrary, he was considered so sacred that on the rare occasions that he left his palace in procession the public, including a fortiori the foreign diplomats, was warned to stay away from the streets through which he was to pass. The nearest equivalent to the presenting of credentials occurred when the court official from time to time in charge of the rather ill-regarded task of coping with the foreigners felt like visiting the legation concerned. These occasions provided the opportunity to introduce to him a new diplomat of junior rank, though a new minister would be received at the equivalent of the Foreign Office, an inconvenient building, access to which was through the kitchen.


The dignitary to whom Bertie was presented was the same Prince Kung who had spotted Sir Frederic Bruce’s comparative calmness. Kung was the uncle of the young Emperor T’ung Chih, in whose name the Empress Dowager ruled. He arrived at the legation in a sedan chair preceded by two elegant mandarins and with a number of footmen. A man in his late twenties, he was conspicuously pockmarked and shortsighted; ‘He has’, Bertie says, ‘the same trick of screwing up his eyes that I have, and I could not help thinking what a caricature we should have made as we sat opposite each other making faces.’ (An Attaché at Peking.) He also had a habit of shifting the conversation from the business in hand, especially at awkward moments, on to some object that happened to catch his eye. On this occasion he lighted on the single eyeglass Bertie wore. Spectacles were familiar in China, but a monocle was a novelty. Prince Kung referred to it several times during his conversation with Wade, which was long and apparently amicable, though Bertie did not, of course, understand any of it.


This gave him time to observe. Here is his account, as sharp as it is condescending, of the appearance of one of Prince Kung’s companions.




Heng-Chi … is a little thin old man … and a great dandy. He wore a pearl grey silk dress turned up with blue. His fan case, chopstick-case and other knick-knacks which he wears at his girdle, are richly embroidered, and mounted with seed pearls and a peculiar clouded pink coral which the Chinese call baby-face coral. His snuff-box is of the finest Fei Tsui, or emerald green jade, which is worth its weight in diamonds here, but of all his possessions none is in his eyes more charming than a large silver Geneva turnip watch which he displays with much pride. In his boot, which is of black satin, he carries his pipe with its tiny silver bowl, and a gorgeous Fei Tsui mouthpiece, together with sweet-meats, pills, and other trifles. His white cap with the red tassel of office hanging all round it, has a pink coral button (Heng-Chi is a mandarin of the first button), and the peacock’s feather which falls from it is mounted in more Fei Tsui. To crown all, he wears a pair of spectacles as big as saucers, with broad silver rims. Never was a little old man so pleased with himself … (An Attaché at Peking.)





Next day Heng-Chi invited Bertie, with Wade, to watch a military parade at six o’clock in the morning. Wade, a former soldier, had translated the English drill book, and was pleased with the way the two thousand soldiers performed. Westernization had not touched the Chinese military music, though, which was performed by twelve men playing conches and seemed to Bertie a dismal howl. There was an accident with the artillery: a big gun was fired while its powder box was still open, and the box exploded, injuring four men. The lieutenant in charge of the gun was there and then flogged with a bamboo cane. After the parade Heng-Chi entertained the diplomats to an elaborate banquet. Bertie was still rather unfamiliar with Chinese eating habits; he found it strange to begin with dessert and end with soup, and was put off by the final complimentary belches of his Chinese table companions. He enjoyed the food, though; there were more than sixty different dishes. He tried almost all of them, and liked every one he tried. To be sure, they were very rich and, he thought, probably unwholesome. He was particularly struck by the sea slugs, which reminded him of turtle soup.


During the high summer the legations and all their staff moved out of Peking to escape the heat, only returning for as short a time as could be managed on the days when the mail arrived, to deal with the dispatches. The British ensconced themselves in a Buddhist monastery called the Temple of the Azure Clouds, whose landscaped grounds with fountain and rockery certainly influenced the taste in gardens that Bertie was to express at Batsford.


From there Bertie did a good deal of sightseeing, but his main occupation was learning Chinese. He had a teacher, a thin old man who smelt strongly of garlic, and knew no word of any language other than his own; so, since there was at first nothing to be had in the way of a textbook, the initial stages were difficult. However, Wade was at the time working on an Anglo-Chinese textbook, and he let Bertie have the use of the manuscript pages as he prepared them. Bertie studied during the mornings, and then wrote down his lessons on paper fans, which he carried about for the rest of the day. When he became proficient, he talked with his teacher on all sorts of subjects. The teacher told him a good deal about the Chinese arts of medical diagnosis, and prophecy, by means of palmistry and the study of the features. Bertie then scored a great success by telling him of the Western art of phrenology. The idea of there being any significance to the bumps of the head was unknown in China, though very much in harmony with Chinese modes of thought; so Bertie treated his teacher to a reading of his cranial protuberances. How much Bertie actually knew of phrenological lore, and how much he simply made up, is impossible to say; but in any case the teacher was delighted.


By the autumn, when the diplomats returned to Peking, Bertie had acquired a good working knowledge of Chinese. He now began to be assigned to the task of showing visitors around; he was always, he says, glad of the excuse to visit with them the curio shops and the raucous, stinking, but endlessly fascinating bazaar. Sometimes people would come up to him in the street for a chat, curious at the sight of a foreigner. One such, an educated man, asked ‘whether it was true that in Europe there were men with holes through their chests and backs whom their servants carried about by passing a bamboo pole through the hole …’


He also had the experience of watching the mass execution of fifteen criminals of whom one, a murderer, was beheaded, and the others had the privilege of being strangled, which was considered less of a punishment because the Chinese thought it important to take one’s body out of the world in the same state as it had come into it. Perhaps for these reasons the murderer raved and cursed, but two of the other condemned criminals chatted and joked with Bertie. Each had to go through the form of acknowledging the justice of their punishment before the presiding official; then the sentences were performed by the public executioner, in all cases with ‘merciful quickness’. Bertie thought the Chinese method of manual strangling with a whipcord was much quicker and more humane than hanging.


He was also present when a Cantonese acquaintance purchased an eight-year-old girl. There was a lengthy session of bargaining between the buyer and the girl’s father, in which the girl participated. To Bertie’s surprise she supported the buyer, helping him to beat her father down – so keen was she to leave her very poor parents, who probably could not give her enough to eat.


Bertie travelled extensively during his time in China. He made a journey to the Great Wall with some colleagues, returning via the tombs of the Ming emperors. He noted on that occasion that the inhabitants seemed to be both friendlier and more prosperous the further he moved away from Peking. Later, he undertook two extended trips to Mongolia, where he spent some nights in a yurt, the Mongol dwelling, made of poles and felt, which is a cross between a hut and a tent. He spent the high summer of 1866 in a temple ‘even more delightful than that of the Azure Clouds’, and then, at the end of September, on the orders of the Foreign Office, left for Japan.
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The Opening of Japan


Bertie arrived in Yokohama in October 1866 in a pelting rainstorm. The people on the waterfront looked dispirited, though satisfactorily outlandish. He noted the minor officials with their swords, sad-coloured robes and lacquer hats, and the coolies with their straw raincoats looking like sodden and animated haycocks. There were a few women about, ‘clattering and splashing in high wooden pattens’, carrying babies with skin disease. Mount Fuji was hidden in dense clouds.


For the first few days, until lodgings could be found for him, Bertie was put up at the legation which was at the time in Yokohama. On his first night at dinner he met his new colleagues, and some of the officers of the Norfolk Regiment then stationed there. The minister, an ‘old China hand’, was Sir Harry Parkes, shrewd, sandy-haired and irascible; Bertie’s relations with him were to be quite satisfactory, but he did not warm to him as he did to Wade in Peking. Also present was Ernest Satow, later Sir Ernest, an eminent diplomat and an expert on the Japanese language. Satow had started simply as an interpreter, but by the time Bertie arrived he was a fully fledged diplomat, though officially junior to Bertie himself. The two were to become close through shared adventures.


The conversation that first night was about the anti-foreign feeling in the country and the danger from wandering ronins – unemployed samurai – who had several times attacked the legation. That night Bertie was awoken by a terrific banging and ran into the passage, thinking the ronins were attacking; but his encounter with them was not to come till later. This particular alarm was caused by an earthquake.


By the next day the rain had stopped and the sun was shining. Walking out in the afternoon Bertie saw Mount Fuji, ‘snowcapped, rearing its matchless cone heavenward in one gracefully curving slope from the sea level’. From that moment, he tells us, he contracted a ‘fever of intoxication’ for Japan ‘which burns to this day, and will continue to burn in my veins to the end of my life’. The fact that this sentiment is said to have begun precisely with his view of Mount Fuji is almost comically in accordance with Japanese convention.


The real reason why Japan thrilled Bertie, as China never did, was his love of knights in armour. ‘This would be but a dull and sorry world without the glorious inheritance of the Middle Ages,’ he was to say many years later, in 1911, during a lecture entitled ‘Feudalism in Japan’, given to the Authors’ Club. We shall see how he loved the Tower of London, which later in life it was to be his duty to restore. He valued the chivalry and the pageantry of the Middle Ages, the courage and the adventure, the principle of fealty. He at once spotted the fact that Japan, with all its obvious cultural differences, had some of the spirit of medieval Europe. It was as if he had taken a time machine back to his favourite period; in the lecture just quoted he makes exactly this point, referring to H. G. Wells’s novel, The Time Machine. Japan was still a feudal country in the sense that medieval Europe had been feudal, whereas China was not, fascinating as it was in its own way. Talk of Chinese ‘feudalism’ in the nineteenth century is merely confusing; it was a country run by village landlords under an imperial bureaucracy. Superficially it might look like a feudal country, but it lacked the spirit of knightly honour. Chinese soldiers were not knights; the gentry despised them, having already before the birth of Christ abandoned the military profession for the civil service on the grounds that war had become degraded. Personal fealty was not thought important as a general principle. In Japan, though, the pride of the samurai was precisely his willingness to die for his lord; members of other classes respected him for this.


It was not only the samurai who behaved in this way, as a reading of Tales of Old Japan makes sufficiently clear; nevertheless it was the samurai who epitomized the feudal spirit of Japan, and one story in Bertie’s book, that of the Forty-seven Ronins, is its best illustration. The incident is by no means legendary; it happened at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The forty-seven were samurai, the retainers of a lord who quarrelled with a man sent to instruct him in court etiquette. The lord’s instructor was arrogant, provoking the lord to be insolent in return. As a result the lord had to commit hara-kiri, and all his property was forfeit. His forty-seven retainers became unattached ronins. After biding their time, they attacked the house of their lord’s enemy and killed him. Then they themselves waited in a temple for the order to arrive that they should themselves commit hara-kiri; it came, and they did so. They had offended against public order and must die. However, their loyal action made them heroes, for public opinion and for posterity. The temple where they were buried was specially venerated, and their graves came to be regarded as a shrine – a fact that is perhaps even more uniquely Japanese than the incident itself.


The feudal spirit so admired by Bertie is probably the reason why the Japanese empire still survives as a constitutional monarchy. The empire, that is the notion that the country should be unified under one ruler, was part of the great package of Chinese culture that Japan began adopting in the fifth century AD. In China the unified empire had been achieved by force, but was endorsed by popular feeling on the essentially rational grounds that unity and order are good; the Chinese had reached this position the hard way over centuries of increasingly ruthless internecine war. The important thing in China was that there should be an emperor; who the emperor should be was secondary. If a dynasty failed or was overthrown, it could be replaced with no more than temporary inconvenience. In China, the empire was an idea.


In Japan, on the other hand, the empire was a family. The notion that there should be a single ruler became attached to the country’s most powerful line of chiefs, then coloured by the idea of personal fealty, and finally deepened to an almost religious veneration. The family consequently achieved the longest run of continuous sovereignty that any family has had anywhere, from about AD 400. Since then the emperors have had their share of reverses; for centuries at a time they have had no real power at all. But the respect in which they were held was real enough for it to be always convenient to those who ruled Japan to govern in the Emperor’s name, rather than to supplant him.


The dynasties that did come and go were those of the real rulers of Japan, the shoguns. The latest dynasty of shoguns was established by Tokugawa Iyeyasu in 1603, and Iyeyasu’s descendant, Tokugawa Keiki, was in power when Bertie arrived in Japan. He was to witness Keiki’s overthrow by a coalition of daimyos (great nobles). Dissatisfied with the Shogun’s response to the Western challenge, the rebels brought the Emperor Mutsu Hito out of reserve. The Emperor was intelligent and open-minded, but above all had very effective advisers. Together they imposed a thoroughgoing modernization, even abolishing the privileges of the very daimyos who had initiated the restoration. All Japanese could see clearly the danger to their independence posed by Western power, but it was the Emperor’s prestige that enabled the daimyos to accept necessary change. Much later still, when in 1945 the militarist leaders had led Japan up a blind alley to unconditional surrender under nuclear bombardment, Mutsu Hito’s grandson Hirohito was still there, able to sign the document without loss of face. The American General MacArthur found it as convenient to keep him as a symbol of legitimacy as had the shoguns of old. Hirohito was then able to pass more easily than even the English kings to the status of constitutional monarch in a democracy, since his ancestors, for many more centuries than their English equivalents, had become accustomed to enjoying veneration without power.


Fascinating as it was to Bertie, feudal Japan was not an altogether comfortable place. One aspect of Japanese martial pride was that foreigners were not only hated, as in China, but sometimes actually attacked. Bertie always carried a pistol, and kept it beside him on his desk when he was working. No samurai was ever without his deadly sword in the street; and at any moment, irritated by the presence of a foreigner, he might cleave him from neck to waist. The advice given was to shoot to kill as soon as one saw an inch of blade. Though this did not happen very often, some people were unable to stand the constant stress; one student interpreter at the British legation actually killed himself because of it.


During Bertie’s first few weeks at the legation things were quiet. Satow guided the newcomer round Yokohama and the surrounding countryside, resplendent in its autumn colours. Bertie was soon installed in his own little house, built of white wood and paper, ‘not much bigger than a doll’s house, and quite as flimsy’. There were dwarf trees on the verandah and a miniature garden. The legation doctor, Dr Willis, an amiable giant, lived in a similar dwelling next door.


The legation was temporarily housed in Yokohama rather than in the capital Yedo – later Tokyo – because a few years earlier it had been attacked by ronins. Sir Harry Parkes preferred to be in Yedo, so he and Bertie went there to arrange quarters for the legation and its military guard. They found two large bungalows near the temple of Sengakuji, burial place of the Forty-seven Ronins. Early one morning after their return to Yokohama, a fire broke out which destroyed much of the city, including the houses of Bertie and Dr Willis. Bertie only just escaped, losing everything he had, including his dog, which, frightened by the crowd, bolted back into the blazing house.


The political calm soon ended. The Shogun, Tokugawa Iemochi, had died in December, to be succeeded by his cousin, Tokugawa Keiki. Then came another death; that of the Emperor Komei who, secluded in his mysterious court at Kyoto, contracted smallpox and died at the end of January 1867. His successor was the fifteen-year-old Mutsu Hito. In the meanwhile the new Shogun had said he would receive the heads of the foreign legations at Osaka, and in early February Bertie, with Satow, went in a man-of-war to make the arrangements for their chief. This visit was ostensibly for the purpose of arranging points of etiquette and ceremonial; in fact it gave them the opportunity to meet many of the important men in Japan, who were now lining up to form the two sides in a short, sharp civil war.


Japan had been almost entirely cut off from other countries for more than two hundred years by the deliberate policy of the shoguns, starting with the exclusion orders of Tokugawa Iemitsu in 1637–38. The Japanese were entirely happy about this. However, they were not to be left alone. The period of Japan’s isolation was a time when ships from Europe and America were travelling the world in ever greater numbers, for trade, for fishing, for adventure and conquest. Inevitably they came to Japan; inevitably there was trouble. It was the United States which decisively ended the isolation in 1854, acting in irritation at the ill-treatment of its shipwrecked whalers and in anticipation of profits from trade. Commodore Matthew Perry was sent with a small flotilla to coerce the Shogun into opening his country. Iemochi, having no navy to protect himself, felt he had to agree. But this made him unpopular. To the great lords or daimyos the Shogun was, after all, only the first among themselves. The first Shogun had been appointed to keep out the Mongols; his full title, Sei-i-Tai Shogun, meant Barbarian-repulsing Warlord. What was the good of a Shogun if, far from repulsing barbarians, he let them in? The imperial court felt similarly, and in about 1860 began very discreetly canvassing support among the daimyos for a move to overthrow the Shogun. Everyone had to be cautious. The Bakufu (the Shogun’s government) had spies everywhere; all nobles had to spend some time in the capital under the eye of the Shogun, and leave their families, effectively as hostages, when they were absent. But this did not prevent plans being laid.


By the time Bertie arrived in Japan the parties had been for several years preparing for conflict. On one side was the Shogun, with his own formidable Tokugawa clan and the Hatamoto, the subordinate nobility allied to it; on the other were a number of the independent daimyos, with the covert backing of the imperial court. And there in Osaka they all were, waiting to pay their respects, sincere or not, to the new Shogun. Representatives both of the Shogun’s party and of the discontented clans visited Bertie and Satow; and all had an axe to grind. The diplomats had to be careful, especially in talking to those who were against the Shogun. But they met many of the people who were to play a leading role in the following decades of change, and gave them information about European methods of government, including parliamentary practices. Among the ordinary people, as distinct from the samurai, the diplomats were objects less of resentment than of curiosity. ‘The street in which we lived was so crowded with sightseers as to be almost impassable, and the hucksters and costers of Osaka set up a fair trade outside our temple, where they did a roaring trade in fruit, sweetmeats, cheap toys and the like.’ Bertie also did plenty of shopping of his own among the lacquer and brocade merchants. He and Satow could not go on these expeditions without officials to disperse the gaping crowds astounded at their appearance and dress.


Bertie and Parkes visited the Shogun in May 1867. He held court in the magnificent castle of Osaka, in a stateroom whose walls were covered in gold leaf and decorated with splendid paintings of birds. He graciously shook hands in European fashion with Parkes and drank the health of Queen Victoria. Bertie considered Tokugawa Keiki the best-looking man in Japan.


The British kept reasonable personal relations with the Shogun but were discreetly expecting his enemies to win the coming struggle. The French took the opposite view. Their minister, Léon Roches, was an ex-soldier. His main experience had been in North Africa and he knew less about the Far East than his British colleagues. More accurate information enabled the British to see that the position of the Shogun and Bakufu was not as strong as it appeared, either in law or in fact. Ultimately the foreigners would anyway need to deal direct with the Emperor, in law the absolute sovereign, because treaties concluded with anyone else could be repudiated. Realizing this, the British did not confine themselves to expecting the downfall of the Shogun; they intrigued to that end. Meanwhile the French and British ministers, who disliked one another, pursued a policy of what we should call one-upmanship. Roches offered a French military mission to train the Shogun’s army; then Parkes, to get even, brought over a naval mission to initiate a navy. As Bertie comments, ‘Who could have foretold that the foundation of the marvellously successful Japanese army and navy should have its origin in the jealousy of the English and French ministers?’


Of the two policies, the French one, though it was to prove ill-conceived, was easier on the legation staff; it consisted of trying to persuade the Bakufu to grant France a series of monopolies for things like docks and arsenals. The British view, though ultimately correct, was harder to carry out at the time, because it involved making contact with potentially disaffected feudal lords while still keeping good relations with the Bakufu. This was the more tricky in that anti-foreign feeling was, if anything, stronger among the ‘outside lords’ than in the territory directly controlled by the Shogun. In pursuit of this policy, Bertie and Satow were sent to Kanazawa, capital of the clan of Kaga, in August 1867.


The ruler of Kaga was reputedly the richest clan chief in Japan. His position in the coming conflict was still neutral, and unlike some of the other outside lords he had not entered into any relations with the foreigners on his own account. Parkes wanted to have dealings with him, and in particular he wanted permission to open to foreign trade the conveniently landlocked harbour of Nanao.


It was from Nanao itself that Bertie and Satow set out. With Parkes, they went there with a surveying expedition to northern Japan by three British ships, which also carried officials of the Bakufu to protect and advise. Parkes parleyed with two emissaries of the Kaga clan. The talks went fairly badly, but Parkes said he would send Bertie and Satow to Kanazawa itself, from which they would travel to Osaka to rejoin him. The Kaga negotiators accepted this, if rather unwillingly, but the Bakufu’s officials were little short of panic-stricken. From their point of view there was a risk of disaster. The locals might have taken it into their heads to kill the two diplomats, provoking a British punitive expedition. Finally the two started off, after the Bakufu officials had obtained from the Kaga men a written receipt certifying that they were in good health at the time of delivery. A guard of twenty men escorted them.


All went well at first. They alternately walked and rode through beautiful scenery, the inns were good, and the only inconvenience was from the crowds which came to stare at them in every village and town. The negotiations themselves succeeded in establishing friendly communications: in his memoirs Satow mentions the heights of flowery speech to which Bertie rose in talking to the representative of the clan chief. It turned out that he was happy for Nanao to be opened for trade in fact, but feared that if it was officially made an open port the Shogun’s government would seize it.


After leaving Kaga Bertie and Satow were nearly murdered. The Japanese officials, after a fierce argument, persuaded them to take a detour round a place called Otsu which was on the direct route to Osaka. Bertie said he would only agree to this if they made a request in writing. It turned out later that a party of Tosa clansmen had been waiting at Otsu, intending to kill the two foreigners. Bertie comments: ‘The fun of the thing was that the Japanese officials, in persuading us to change our route, had not the remotest suspicion of what they were saving us from.’ Can this be right? One suspects that they knew very well what was planned, and that this was why they were so obdurate. Bertie and Satow had been lucky, for shortly after their return to Osaka they heard news that some samurai had hacked two British sailors to pieces. Later, at Yedo, Bertie saved his own life by scattering cockle shells on the paths of his garden so that anyone approaching made a noise. In this way he was woken by a group of five or six marauders who fled when they saw him and his Chinese servant awake and armed. Another time he saw a headless body lying in a pool of blood; the head had probably been removed, Bertie explains, to be placed on the grave of someone whom the victim had murdered.


Meanwhile the power of the Shogun was fading as he was finding it more difficult to control the clans. Bertie and Satow spent most of December 1867 in Osaka, centre of his power. The purpose of the visit was to prepare for the opening of the place to foreign trade; but many of the important people in Japan were there too, notably representatives of the great clans, so many political discussions took place. It became clear that the most powerful clans were going to insist on a change. The Bakufu was no longer in undisputed control of the capital, Yedo; crucial negotiations were in progress at the imperial court in Kyoto. The turning point came when, in early January, the Emperor felt able to dismiss his bodyguards, who came from a clan allied to the Shogun, and appoint others from the daimyos’ party.


The Shogun then arrived from Kyoto with his troops on 7 January. Groups of men in armour turned up in advance; Bertie talked to some of them, finding them ‘very civil’ and ready to die in the Shogun’s cause. Then came the main body, and Bertie’s description is worth quoting in full.




A more extravagantly weird picture it would be difficult to imagine. There were some infantry armed with European rifles, but there were also warriors clad in the old armour of the country carrying spears, bows and arrows, falchions, curiously shaped, with sword and dirk, who looked as if they had stepped out of some old pictures of the Gem-Pei wars in the Middle Ages. Their jimbaoris, not unlike heralds’ tabards, were many coloured as Joseph’s coat. Hideous masks of lacquer and iron, fringed with portentous whiskers and moustachios, crested helmets with wigs from which long streamers of horsehair floated to their waists, might strike terror into any enemy. They looked like the hobgoblins of a nightmare. Soon a troop of horsemen appeared. The Japanese all prostrated themselves and bent their heads in reverent awe. In the midst of the troop was the Shogun, accompanied by his faithful adherents, Aidzu and Kuwana. The Prince himself seemed worn and dejected, looking neither right nor left, his head wrapped in a black cloth, taking notice of nothing … At the gate all dismounted, according to custom – save only the War Lord himself; he rode in, a solitary horseman.





The differences between the French and English ministers then introduced a rather farcical note into this scene of high medieval drama. Roches had arranged an audience for himself. Hearing this, Parkes insisted on having one too. The upshot was that the Shogun, who clearly had far more pressing worries, received them both together, to the irritation of Roches. Bertie was present, and heard the Shogun claim to have left Kyoto voluntarily to avoid civil war. It was a face-saving formula that deceived nobody.


However, his forces were not to be finally disposed of without a battle, which took place at Fushimi on 29 January. The Shogun’s army numbered ten thousand against six thousand, but when it became known that the imperial court supported the clans, groups of Shogun supporters went over to the other side. This even included, rather late in the battle, the commander-in-chief.


The civil war was brief but vicious, entailing a breakdown of law and order; villages were burnt and plundered. Every night Bertie saw the reflection of flames in the sky. So when, the day after Fushimi, the Shogun told the legations he could no longer protect them, the British set out from Osaka for Hiogo. Most went in overcrowded boats, but Bertie was detailed to go by land, in charge of the mounted escort. He lost his way in a blizzard; two men fell off their horses into the cold slime of a ricefield. After several hours he managed to find the high road at a place by a river where some hundreds of Japanese soldiers were waiting to be ferried across. Not knowing who they were, Bertie was apprehensive; but their commander proved to be friendly. In the course of a ceremonious exchange, he apologized for the delay caused to Bertie through the necessity to ferry his troops. Bertie, who was by now good at this sort of thing, then apologized for the inconvenience caused by his own. They eventually reached Hiogo frozen, but all safe.


A few days later they received word from Osaka from the victorious party which made it clear that their safety would have been assured there; whereas it was at Hiogo that they ran into danger. The legations had been assigned a plot of land at Kobe, just outside the Hiogo town gate, for a foreign settlement. The ministers were inspecting this when a force of Bizen clansmen, armed with rifles, came out of the gate commanded by a man called Taki Zenzaburo. They opened an intense barrage of fire on the assembled foreigners. Only one American sailor was wounded, however, because the attackers did not understand how to use the sights of their rifles. After several volleys they marched off, to be pursued, fruitlessly, by the foreign guards.


The new government wanted good relations with the foreigners, and decided to make an example of Taki Zenzaburo. The Emperor himself sentenced him to death in the honourable way reserved for the samurai; that is, he was ordered to commit hara-kiri. One man from each of the seven foreign legations, together with seven Japanese, were asked to witness the event. Parkes sent Bertie, which is how it came about that he was one of the first foreigners ever to witness the solemn and gruesome ceremony. His account of it, in an appendix to Tales of Old Japan, brings out the ‘pity and terror’ that Aristotle said was the content of tragedy.


The hara-kiri ceremony took place in a temple, at ten-thirty in the evening. Bertie and the other legation representatives were escorted through the courtyard, ‘crowded with soldiers standing about in knots round large fires, which threw a dim flickering light over the heavy eaves and quaint gable-ends of the sacred building’. They then waited in an inner room for a long time, in dead silence, for none of them felt like speaking. The provisional governor of Hiogo, Ito Shunské, then came in. Bertie already knew him from his negotiations in Osaka; he was soon, as Prince Ito, to become the first Japanese Prime Minister. In the meantime he was representing the Emperor at this ceremony as chief of the Japanese witnesses. He told the foreigners who the Japanese witnesses were to be, and asked if they had any questions to put to the prisoner. When told there were none, he withdrew, and the silent waiting resumed.


At last Bertie and the others were ushered, behind the Japanese, into the main hall of the temple:




A large hall with a high roof supported by dark pillars of wood. From the ceiling hung a profusion of those huge gilt lamps and ornaments peculiar to Buddhist temples. In front of the high altar, where the floor, covered with beautiful white mats, was raised some three or four inches from the ground, was laid a rug of scarlet felt. Tall candles placed at regular intervals gave out a dim mysterious light, just sufficient to let all the proceedings be seen. The seven Japanese took their places on the left of the raised floor, the seven foreigners on the right. No other person was present.





After a few minutes, Taki Zenzaburo, a fine-looking man aged thirty-two, entered in his ceremonial dress with its hempen ‘wings’. He was accompanied by his kaishaku and by three other officers, all wearing the jimbaori or surcoat with gold tissue facings that Bertie compares to a herald’s tabard. The kaishaku was in a sense the executioner, since he finished the suicide off; but his status, given the general respect accorded to the hara-kiri, was really much more comparable to that of a second in a duel. In this instance he was one of Taki Zenzaburo’s pupils in the martial arts, selected for his skill in swordsmanship.




With the kaishaku on his left hand, Taki Zenzaburo advanced slowly towards the Japanese witnesses, and the two bowed before them, then drawing near to the foreigners they saluted us in the same way, perhaps even with more deference; in each case the salutation was ceremoniously returned. Slowly, and with great dignity, the condemned man mounted on to the raised floor, prostrated himself before the high altar, and seated himself [that is, knelt in Japanese fashion] on the felt carpet with his back to the high altar, the kaishaku crouching on his left-hand side. One of the three attendant officers then came forward, bearing a stand of the kind used in temples for offerings, on which, wrapped in paper, lay the wakizashi, the short sword or dirk of the Japanese, nine inches and a half in length, with a point and an edge as sharp as a razor’s. This he handed, prostrating himself, to the condemned man, who received it reverently, raising it to his head with both hands, and placed it in front of himself.


After another profound obeisance, Taki Zenzaburo, in a voice which betrayed just so much emotion and hesitation as might be expected from a man who is making a painful confession, but with no sign of either in his face or manner, spoke as follows:


‘I, and I alone, unwarrantably gave the order to fire on the foreigners at Kobe, and again as they tried to escape. For this crime I disembowel myself, and I beg you who are present to do me the honour of witnessing the act.’





He bowed again, and let his upper garments slip down around him so that he was naked to the waist. He tucked his sleeves under his knees to prevent himself falling backwards, which would have been dishonourable. He then took the dirk.




He looked at it wistfully, almost affectionately; for a moment he seemed to collect his thoughts for the last time, and then stabbing himself deeply below the waist on the left-hand side, he drew the dirk slowly across to the right side, and, turning it in the wound, gave a slight cut upwards. During this sickeningly painful operation he never moved a muscle of his face. When he drew out the dirk, he leaned forward and stretched out his neck; an expression of pain for the first time crossed his face, but he uttered no sound. At that moment the kaishaku, who, still crouching by his side, had been keenly watching his every movement, sprang to his feet, poised his sword for a second in the air; there was a flash, a heavy, ugly thud, a crashing fall; with one blow the head had been severed from the body.


A dead silence followed, broken only by the hideous noise of the blood throbbing out of the inert heap before us, which but a moment before had been a brave and chivalrous man. It was horrible.





In due course the imperial court invited the foreign representatives to call on the Emperor. This was a sign of how far the revolution had already gone; until ten days before, even the great daimyos had not been privileged to see the Emperor face to face. The Shogun himself had to confer with him from behind a lattice curtain; only the imperial family and the court nobility had direct access. The idea, therefore, that this sacred and secluded being should show his face to foreigners, whom many Japanese considered to be descended from cats and dogs, was shocking. Some found it intolerable.
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