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Introduction





In the F block of Holloway prison, it was just possible to see out of the high windows, peering between the studded iron bars, by standing on a table or chair pushed against the wall. During the cold nights of the winter of 1940, a group of women was usually there, craning towards the firework display of the Blitz.


It was pitch dark – while the black-out was in force the prison lights were switched off at the mains at 4.30 in the afternoon, as the sun set. Fifteen hours of complete darkness stretched ahead, the only flickering illumination provided by the German planes which arrived punctually every night. The distant whizz and boom of falling bombs was sometimes varied by the cacophony of an anti-aircraft gun in the prison grounds. Locked in their cells, some of the women became hysterical or suicidal, so the authorities decided that the cell doors should be unlocked as the lights went off. The women could roam the prison corridors, or huddle together for talk and comfort.


There was a special urgency about the watching at the grimy windows, since many of the prisoners came from the narrow streets of the East End of London, which took the brunt of the bombardment. Each night brought an agonising wait: when the East End burned in the air raids, the women had no way of getting immediate news of their children, some of whom had been removed to orphanages, others farmed out to family or neighbours. Most of these women were fascists, or presumed to be: members or wives of members of Sir Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists, locked up in Holloway prison in 1940 under Defence Regulation 18b.


This regulation allowed the British government to imprison suspects with no charge, no trial and no time limit. Its powers were hastily expanded in May 1940, as Winston Churchill took over from Neville Chamberlain, Hitler’s armies marched across France, and the ‘phoney war’ came to an abrupt end. For the first time, invasion by Germany became a serious possibility, and the rumours about ‘Fifth Columnists’, or enemies within, seemed a real threat. The suspension of habeas corpus and the loss of some of the most dearly held tenets of British law apparently troubled only a few liberals – apart from the fascists themselves. On the day after Oswald Mosley’s arrest on 23 May 1940, survey teams from Mass Observation conducted a snap opinion poll. Although some people objected to the idea of imprisoning a man for what he might do, rather than for what he had done, a huge majority approved the arrest – and most added that it should have been done long before.


It was a raggle-taggle bunch of women who made up that group in Holloway. Those from fascist groups or families had been arrested when their husbands were sent to prison at Brixton or Liverpool, or to the newly devised internment camp on the Isle of Man. But there were also German and Italian women with no political affiliations, who were married to British men or who simply happened to be in the country at the outbreak of war. There was an Italian madam from Shepherd’s Market, with flamboyant tastes in clothes and music, and a number of ‘girls’ in the same profession. There was the wife of Admiral Sir Barry Domvile, a former head of British Naval Intelligence, who had founded an extreme right-wing organization called the Link, with the aim of ‘encouraging friendship’ between Britain and Germany in the 1930s. There were women whose poverty, in their life outside, was so extreme that the prison’s filth, repulsive food and thin damp mattresses constituted the best living conditions they had ever known.


The prisoners’ records at Holloway, brief as they are, tell bitter stories of the kind that wars produce. One woman who spoke no English (‘Nationality: Unknown’) had been picked up half-dead from exposure and exhaustion on the east coast of England, having crossed the Channel alone in a tiny boat; another was a German who had been in the concentration camp at Dachau before the war for her left-wing views: fleeing Hitler to England, she was locked up in Holloway as an ‘enemy alien’. She thought Holloway much dirtier than Dachau.


Among them, but a creature apart, was Diana Mosley, wife of the fascist leader. She was thirty, a brilliant blonde with porcelain skin and bright blue eyes, and an acknowledged society beauty. She seemed to have lived a whole life already. Married at eighteen to Bryan Guinness, one of the richest young men in England, she had become the centre of an artistic and social set that included writers, painters and thinkers as well as pleasure-seekers. But in 1933, contravening all the dictates of the time, she had left her husband for Oswald Mosley, who had a wife, a family, and a risky political future. Like everything she did, she made this scandalous move with apparently unshakeable self-confidence.


Diana was arrested suddenly on 29 June 1940, and obliged to leave behind her ten-week-old baby – whom she was breastfeeding – and a toddler of eighteen months, as well as her two older boys. She was told that it was ‘for the weekend’; in fact, she did not see her baby again for ten months, and it was to be three and a half years before she was properly reunited with her children. For anybody in that position, let alone a fashionable young woman used to a pampered life, that first cell – it had no bed or chair, just a thin mattress on a flooded stone floor – would have seemed hard.


Diana quickly became the leader of that small pack of prisoners, taking her place at the head of the table at which the British Union women ate their meals, acting as an organizer and comforter to the others. Although these women were wives of her husband’s supporters and lieutenants, or members of the BU’s Women’s Section, none of them knew her. While Mosley was building his movement, she had stood back from his day-to-day political activities, well protected from the rough-house, choosing to spend a good deal of time in Germany, enjoying her friendship with Hitler and Goebbels and other senior Nazis, and working on a commercial project that was supposed to secure Mosley’s political funding. For many of her fellow prisoners, in the fiercer, class divisions of those days, she was a figure from a world they had only dreamt about. One devoted supporter said simply, ‘I had never seen anyone like her.’


She made herself popular in prison. When Winston Churchill tried to intervene to improve her conditions, asking that she should be allowed a bath every day, Diana declined this special treatment – there was only enough water in the whole prison system for four baths a day, and each prisoner was lucky to bathe once a week. She felt protective about her fellow inmates, some of them pitifully young, with shabby clothes; she remembered the piebald hair of the convicted woman, with brown roots growing through the crude bleach. In the bleak atmosphere there was at least laughter and talk, and those were Diana’s strengths: she remembered that during the freezing nights of the Blitz they would huddle round while the prostitutes entertained them with stories of their customers and the goings-on inside their various establishments. Many years after Diana’s release, an acquaintance of hers visited Holloway, where a Miss Davies, a warder who had worked there since the war, told her, ‘Oh, we’ve never had such laughs since Lady Mosley left.’


 


The Honourable Diana Freeman-Mitford was born on 10 June 1910, the fourth child of Sydney and David Mitford, who succeeded to his father’s title and became Lord Redesdale in 1916. There were seven children in the family. Nancy was born six years before Diana; then came Pam in 1907; and the only boy, Tom, was Diana’s senior by a year. After this first foursome came three more daughters: Unity, born in 1914, followed by Jessica (1917) and Deborah (1920). Diana thought her place in the family was ‘inconspicuous’: ‘my very existence was of interest only to Nanny and to Tom, who was almost my twin,’ she wrote. The family might easily have remained inconspicuous, leading the predictable country life of many families like them, with ‘Farve’ dedicated to his field sports, looking after his land and occasionally making the journey to London to sit in the House of Lords, ‘Muv’ presiding vaguely over her brood, with their governesses, pets and ponies, until the day when she brought her many girls out and saw them respectably married.


Instead, the Mitfords became famous, or infamous, through the various talents and adventures of their children. The least known of the seven was Pamela, the ‘quiet’ one, devoted to country life after her fifteen-year marriage to Derek Jackson, a brilliant physicist, until her death in 1996. Tom was also less disposed to make headlines than most of his sisters. He was a barrister and a musician, a Germanophile and fascist sympathizer who was killed fighting in Burma in 1945 at the age of thirty-six. The other five, however, each found the limelight early, and each in her own way. Nancy (who died in 1973) was a prolific author and wit who wrote one of the best-known and best-loved comic novels of English life, The Pursuit of Love. Unity aroused persistent press attention during her short life, as a convinced Nazi and a member of Hitler’s close circle; in Germany at the outbreak of war she shot herself, unsuccessfully, but lived on until 1948. Jessica became a committed communist, ran away to Spain at eighteen with her first husband, Esmond Romilly, and later settled in America where, until her death in 1997, she was a well-known writer, journalist and civil-rights activist. Deborah, now the Duchess of Devonshire, runs her house and farms at Chatsworth as well as writing books on the house, the garden and the family history.


Their contemporaries recognized how unusual they were. John Betjeman, a friend of Diana and her first husband Bryan Guinness, and an admirer of Pam, is credited with the first use of the phrase ‘the Mitford Girls’ in 1931. In a piece of verse made up for a friend’s album, he wrote:




The Mitford Girls, the Mitford Girls


I love them for their sins,


The younger ones like Cavalcade,


The old like Maskelyn’s.*














Sophistication, blessed Dame,


Sure they have heard thy call,


Yes, even gentle Pamela,


Most rural of them all.











Though the first few years of Diana’s childhood were relatively uneventful, the Mitfords soon became well known in their own circle and then beyond it, through society pages and gossip columns, and the publication of Nancy’s early novels. No less than her brother and sisters, Diana had heard the call of sophistication, as Betjeman put it, and by the end of her teens she was already used to the glare of flashbulbs. She called her memoirs A Life of Contrasts, and it was an apt title. The backdrop to her teenage years was a counterpoint between the traditional rhythms of the landed gentry and the shrill iconoclasm of the Roaring Twenties: a defining theme of that decade. Her next ten years were lived in the cross-currents which ran between the artistic, intellectual and social élites and the dark creed of fascism – a defining element, again, in that era. Hers was a life of the times.


She was also a traditional woman of her time, in that she chose to make her impact on the world through her men, her family and her circle. Nobody who knew her doubted the strength of her personality or her intellect, but after she joined her life to Mosley it is impossible to separate exactly which were her own achievements, which entirely his, and which were fuelled by their mutually reinforcing partnership. How much did she influence him? What part did she play in his ambitions, the development of his thinking, the course of his fate? These things cannot be quantified with precision, but the logic of their joint story suggests a number of answers. It also determines the need for including here much about Mosley’s life, about the strong impulses of Diana’s family and forebears, and about the significant political and social currents that moved around them all.


 


Diana was one of very few people who knew both Churchill and Hitler well. As a link between Britain and Germany in the 1930s she occupied a strange and perhaps unique position; she was a sharp-eyed onlooker, and sometimes a participant, at a crucial historical moment. Her life spanned what Eric Hobsbawm called the ‘Age of Ideology’ – roughly speaking, from the First World War to the fall of the Berlin Wall. In the chaos after 1918, unemployment and poverty became so acute that many people believed capitalism had collapsed and democracy was failing. They looked for alternatives, searching for belief, direction and certainty in one global theory or another. Communism was the most durable and, to many intellectuals, the most attractive; another, apparently viable, alternative was fascism.


Since the Holocaust the very word has been indissolubly linked with genocide, but in the early 1930s that shadow had not yet descended on fascism. It offered a rapid cure for intractable social ills, and the early successes of Hitler and Mussolini seemed to show that it worked. It was a radical ideology, and at the time an individual with a social conscience, tired of entrenched values, could turn to fascism for radical solutions. To realize that requires an imaginative leap for post-war generations looking back to the 1930s, Auden’s ‘low, dishonest decade’, across this century’s great divide – the Holocaust.


This book does not touch on that huge subject. Diana’s life brought her close to the process which produced the tragedy, and close to some of the people who determined its course. The backdrop to her life invokes notions of absolute good and evil, and the many shades of human compromise which lie between. But in her personal story there is an almost eerie absence of the horrors that underlie all our thinking about fascism, Nazism and the Second World War. Whether this was pure luck or wilful disassociation, historical irony or culpable failure to make the essential connections – these are things the reader can decide. When a biographer wants to examine a life, and what that life says about its times, she must seek out the reasons for her subject’s behaviour, predilections and choices. But there is an essential difference between reasons and excuses. This book tries to provide reasons, but offers no excuses.




* Maskelyn was a popular conjuror.






















1 Forebears





Believers in heredity, or genetic explanations for the emergence of certain traits, will find plenty of fuel for such beliefs in the Mitford children’s two grandfathers. Between them, these two eminent and contrasting Victorians embodied most of the characteristics associated with the British in that era, for good and not so good. Certainly they had all the energy and vitality, the formidable self-confidence, the application, canny intelligence, class certainties and bloody-mindedness that manifested themselves again in their singular brood of grandchildren.


Algernon Bertram Mitford (1837–1916), known as Bertie (it was usually pronounced ‘Barry’ in those days), came from an old landed Northumberland family. He was a traveller, diplomat, linguist, author and collector. He rebuilt Batsford Park, in Gloucestershire, demolishing the fine Georgian manor house he had inherited and replacing it with a rambling mock-medieval monster. He had nine children; he was created first Baron Redesdale, a hereditary title.


Through the House of Commons, where both men sat as Conservative members of Parliament, Bertie made the acquaintance of Thomas Gibson Bowles (1841–1921), who was known even to his children as Tap. Bowles’s origins reflect another facet of the Victorian world. Born illegitimate, he was accepted into the solid, upper-middle-class family of his natural father. He became a passionate yachtsman, entrepreneurial magazine owner, fiery parliamentary orator.


Tap Bowles seems a storybook figure, almost too picturesque to be real: handsome, dynamic, successful, eccentric, and with odd beginnings. Out of the blue one day in 1844, a radical Liberal politician called Thomas Milner-Gibson, a Suffolk landowner, brought home a little surprise: a three-year-old boy called Thomas, whom he introduced to his wife, Susannah, as his natural son. The child’s mother was a Susan Bowles, about whom almost nothing is known, although Tap Bowles always carried her surname. If he remembered anything of his very early life, he never spoke of it; he did not even know the exact date of his birth. Susannah Milner-Gibson had been unaware of the child’s existence, but she was obviously a woman of grit: she accepted him straight away into her family of two daughters (she later had four sons as well), loved him as if he were her own child, and quickly adopted the habit (according to family legend) of brushing away visitors’ inquisitive questions with: ‘This is Tom Bowles. Be civil to him, or leave my house.’


It was a potentially scandalous arrangement, but both the Milner-Gibsons were firm in their stance. Tap Bowles certainly loved Susannah as a real mother, although his father’s attitude to him was more ambivalent. Milner-Gibson took his son into his family, but did not give him his surname. The young Thomas was close to his father, but when the time came for schooling he was not sent to a famous English public school, like his step-brothers, but to an establishment in France.


Milner-Gibson continued to look after Thomas, however, finding him his first job as a clerk at Somerset House when he himself was President of the Board of Trade. But Tap was not of a disposition to remain a clerk for long, and the work bored him. He was extremely good-looking, dandyish and highly sociable; he loved sport (especially rackets, running and riding), and caught from his father a passion for sailing that was to last all his life. He enjoyed the theatre and even more enthusiastically enjoyed some of the actresses. This lifestyle required more than a clerk’s wages, even if they were topped up by his father, and Tap Bowles took to freelance journalism, with all his habitual flair – by the time he was twenty-five he was publishing an article on politics or current affairs in the Morning Post almost daily. He had apparently superhuman energy, and the self-belief to go with it.


If this success went to his head, at least his next gamble paid off. He was now well established as a writer, and at twenty-six he left his civil-service job and – with very little money and few backers – determined to start a new weekly magazine, which he called Vanity Fair. The first issue, which came out in November 1868, sold just over 600 copies, and the new venture teetered on the edge of failure until Bowles hit on the idea of the celebrity cartoons which became its trademark. When its controversial tone began to annoy many establishment figures, its success was assured. Another venture was The Lady, established in 1885, a vastly successful genteel women’s magazine that still remains in the ownership of Bowles’s descendants.


Tap’s happy marriage to a woman he loved, Jessica Evans-Gordon, produced four children: two boys, George and Geoffrey, then Sydney (who became Lady Redesdale) and another daughter, Dorothy (always known as Weenie). He was an active and participating father – somewhat against the fashion of the times – and he had firm views about the children’s regime. They were to have no medicine of any sort. They were never to eat between meals, and never to eat pork, rabbit, hare or shellfish. (This respect for Mosaic law was based on Tap’s idea that Jewish children were the healthiest in London, and that Jews never got cancer.) Other rules, which were printed and hung on the nursery wall for the nurses to follow, included always having the window open, even at night (this was very much against current practice) and always rinsing the children in clean water before they got out of the bath. His own curious daily routine – rising at 6.00 a.m., a cooked déjeuner at 11.30, then dinner at 8.00 p.m., and nothing else – was one he stuck to until his death at the age of eighty, with a blithe disregard for any inconvenience it caused his family or hosts.


Sydney later told her own children that most of Tap’s rules were ignored in the nursery, but two at least stuck with her throughout her own life: the dietary prohibitions and the injunction against medicine. All the Mitford children were brought up on Tap’s view that ‘the Good Body’ would heal itself, if it were just left alone, and although the doctor was sometimes called, his medicaments usually went straight into the dustbin. When Pamela was three she caught polio, in those days an untreatable disease that often left the sufferer badly crippled, with little that conventional medicine could do. Sydney called in Tap’s osteopath for a regime of massage and exercises (still considered unusual) which succeeded where half a dozen doctors had failed, and Pam’s recovery was almost complete. Even ‘normal’ medicine could be strangely administered in this family. Diana, at seven, had her appendix removed on a table in one of the spare bedrooms at Batsford. ‘I awoke from the anaesthetic in a huge red brocade bed,’ she remembered. ‘I suppose nowadays the surgeon would insist on a clinic. Personally I prefer … beautiful unhygienic surroundings which (if one cares about such things) hasten recovery.’


Another rule of Tap’s which Sydney applied to her own brood was that no child should ever be made to eat anything they didn’t want – quite normal now, but considered bizarre, even wicked, in those days of puritanical nursery regimes. Hare and rabbit were never eaten in the Mitford household, although her husband shot them so often that he had a large ‘hare pocket’ tailored into even his town suits. David reserved the right to eat bacon for breakfast, pork chops and so on, but the children were never allowed these forbidden delights. When Tom first went away to boarding school, his sisters were wild with envy at his letters describing the wonder of ‘sossages’, and when Diana was first married she asked her cook, every single night, for dressed crab.


With his large, comfortable Kensington house, a growing family and a wife who loved him, it seemed as if Tap’s domestic life was to be as charmed as his business and political affairs. But in 1887 the complications of a fifth pregnancy proved too much for the delicate Jessica to survive. Sydney was only seven when her mother died, and life changed dramatically.


Tap responded to the pain of his wife’s death in a characteristically eccentric way. He bought a yacht, the Nereid, and loaded up his family for a cruise lasting a year – despite the fact that little Weenie was only three. From now on he always kept his daughters with him, even when the boys went away to school, discussing his plans with them as if they were grown up. Invariably dressed in matching sailor suits specially made in the thickest navy serge (which they detested), with stockings of thick undyed wool and black leather shoes, Sydney and Weenie went everywhere with their strange, charismatic father, at sea and on land. By the age of fourteen, Sydney was running her father’s new London household, in Lowndes Square, where he settled in some style. She had to deal with quite a number of servants, and her unease with menservants dates from this time: later, in the Mitford households, she never employed men.


This unconventional life meant that Sydney – a motherless child – was effectively allowed no childhood at all after her mother’s death. Small wonder that she, in her turn, became a vague and distant mother to her seven children, rarely hugging them or even giving them the impression that she was more than mildly interested in their doings. But the respect for convention that often goes with an insecure background she certainly had, together with a good deal of Tap’s dottiness.


Sydney was still wearing a sailor suit when, accompanying her father on a visit to Batsford Park in 1894, at the age of fourteen, she first met the young David Mitford.


David’s father, Bertie Mitford, was not yet Lord Redesdale: the peerage was granted in 1906. The invitation to Tap Bowles had come about through political affiliations, because Bertie wanted Tap to speak at a local meeting. Although the two men had had a very different start in life, they held similar views, and seemed to enjoy each other’s company – even if the very proper Lady Clementine, Bertie’s wife and Diana’s future grandmother, the daughter of the Earl of Airlie, was less than enthusiastic about Tap’s famously rough and ready manners.


Bertie, too, had begun his career as a clerk, at the Foreign Office, and like Tap had enjoyed the social opportunities the unarduous job allowed. Bertie was also energetic and rumbustious: his sporting passion, though, was not for sailing but for bare-knuckle fighting, which had long been illegal. He rose quickly, getting a posting to Russia in the winter of 1863–4; this, like all his travels, is vividly documented in his two-volume Memories (which Jessica dubbed ‘Grandfather’s depressingly huge autobiography’). In the next ten years he managed to span the continents, relishing dangerous ventures into the unknown as much as foreign fleshpots. After a trip to Turkey he volunteered for a posting to Peking, which marked the beginning of his expertise on the Far East, and he became a collector of beautiful and rare Oriental objects. From China he was posted directly to Japan, in 1866.


After more than 200 years of deliberate isolation, Japan’s ruling shoguns had opened the country to outsiders a few years before. The diplomatic task, as foreigners saw it, was to make the country ready for potentially lucrative trade. Even though Bertie’s writing shows a relentlessly imperialist way of thinking (he never questioned the right of foreign powers like Britain to ‘teach the Chinese a lesson’, for instance, or entertained a moment’s doubt about the justice of the Opium Wars), in Japan he found a culture he deeply appreciated. His arch-conservatism, his courtly diplomacy, his passion for heraldry and chivalry, and what was obviously an enormous talent for languages, all served him well. Within a short time he was fluent enough to translate for visiting foreigners, even from the elaborate language of the court; when called upon to witness the ceremonial seppuku of a samurai warrior, he was appalled but profoundly moved and affected. Everything about the samurai, from their exquisite weaponry and elaborate and beautiful garb to their codes of honour and self-sacrifice, found an echo in Bertie’s solid English soul. The huge success of his book Tales of Old Japan, which was published in 1871, is probably attributable not only to the fact that all this knowledge about Japan was quite new, but also to the deep feeling that fuelled the book. Bertie only made one serious mistake – one which was typical of his financial acumen. He sold the book to Macmillan for a flat fee of £240, with no royalty rights: it has never been out of print.


Before the book was even published, Bertie was off to the Middle East to join his old friend, the orientalist Richard Burton, then consul in Damascus. Soon afterwards another old friend, the Duke of Sutherland, suggested they should both board the first train to be allowed into Paris after the end of the revolutionary Paris Commune; they witnessed the terrible aftermath of that defeat. The Duke’s next plan was to take Bertie with him to see Garibaldi, the champion of Italian unification, whom Bertie described as ‘a King among men’. After that it was the United States, where Bertie landed in New York in the spring of 1873 and headed west to the frontier. He hunted buffalo, hiked across the Rockies, admired the pioneers, was (perhaps surprisingly) fiercely critical of the treatment of the Indians; he travelled to Salt Lake City to meet Brigham Young, founder of the Mormon faith, then headed west again to Nevada and California. From San Francisco he took a ship across to his beloved Japan, rode around the country on horseback for several weeks, then sailed back again to San Francisco and retraced his steps eastwards.


The following year, 1874, he got a job, a wife, a house in London, and settled down. If he was bored, after all his adventures, he hardly gave himself time to feel it. His job as Secretary to the Board of Works (it was one of the first civil-service appointments Disraeli made) meant responsibility for London’s parks and monuments, and Bertie set to work on huge refurbishments at Windsor Castle and the Tower of London, both of which had been badly neglected, as well as on the redesign and planting of London’s major parks. The restoration of old buildings allowed him to exercise his love of the Gothic and the Tudor, as well as his odd contempt for Georgian style, which was later to prove a family disaster at Batsford Park. His marriage to Lady Clementine Ogilvie, produced six children in a dozen years: David Mitford was the third child and second son. Their house in Cheyne Walk, on the river in Chelsea, made them close neighbours of the American painter James McNeill Whistler – whose house, by coincidence, Diana was later to buy during her first marriage – and the painter became one of many eminent figures in Bertie and Clementine’s social circle. They seem to have been thoroughly happy, although there were already money problems.


Bertie, this prototype of the successful Victorian – Eton in the 1840s, Oxford in the 1850s, travel, scholarship and wild adventure, then London society and public service – now entered his next phase. In 1886 he inherited from an elderly cousin a large Georgian house at Batsford Park in Gloucestershire, with big estates and heavy responsibilities. So he at once became country squire, magistrate, farmer, horse breeder and deputy lord lieutenant of the county. He also went into Parliament – late in life, like Tap Bowles – as the Conservative member for Stratford-upon-Avon, although he only spent three years in the House of Commons.


Not content with pulling down the Georgian manor and replacing it with a huge new house, Bertie set to work on his gardens. He replanted, landscaped, and imported exotic plants to make settings for some of his collection of Oriental statuary. To this day the gardens at Batsford contain immense buddhas and Japanese bird fountains.


How could he afford all this? No one knew, and it is likely that Bertie spent far too much capital on these building projects, laying up difficulties for his heir. Meanwhile, he remained highly respected (he was sent back to Japan, to his delight, on a mission to present the Order of the Garter to the emperor), intellectually versatile (he took up photography and became President of the Royal Photographic Society), and prolific in his output and enthusiasms. One of his more extreme intellectual interests, just before the First World War, connects strangely with the life of his granddaughter Diana. This was his interest in the writings of Houston Stewart Chamberlain.


Houston Stewart Chamberlain was an Englishman by birth and a German by choice. He had been educated in France and Germany, and had conceived a passion for German culture; he took German nationality in 1916, during the First World War. He venerated Wagner, and by the time Bertie knew him, in the early years of the century, he was living at Haus Wahnfried in Bayreuth as friend and acolyte of Wagner’s son Siegfried and his widow Cosima; he eventually married Eva Wagner, one of the great man’s daughters. He had produced books on Kant and Goethe, but it was his Life of Wagner that had made him a well-known, if controversial figure.


The book which earned Chamberlain a place in one of history’s most bitter footnotes is his massive tome Gründlagen des Neunzehnten Jahrhünderts, or The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, which was published in Germany in 1899 to huge success. When it came to an English edition – Chamberlain wrote in German, naturally – the author himself asked Bertie Redesdale to contribute an Introduction, perhaps because Bertie had corresponded with Chamberlain about his work. The Introduction was duly written, and signed from Batsford Park on 8 January 1909 – some time before the translation of the work, by John Lees, was complete; so we must assume that Bertie’s German was adequate to the job of absorbing its thousand-odd densely and bizarrely argued pages. The book was published in Britain and America in 1911.


The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century can best be described as a mighty hymn to the innate superiority of the Teutonic people. It is a rambling, ranting meditation which calls up anthropological and ‘scientific’ evidence (from the new discipline of eugenics), as well as historical, cultural, theological, philosophical and purely personal facts and theories to prove its case – its case being that cultural achievement is determined by racial characteristics (which are inescapable and constant), and that the achievements of the Indo-European (‘Aryan’) language groups are demonstrably superior to those of other racial groups. Within that wider category, moreover, the Teutonic or Germanic people are markedly superior to all the rest. Thus Chamberlain’s real point: that a racially pure German empire should, obviously, rule the world.


Laced through this argument is a detailed discussion of the nature and role of the Jewish peoples. Chamberlain was an anti-Semite of the most elaborate kind – that is, an apparently learned and ‘expert’ cultural historian (he takes issue, for instance, with a Professor Delitzsch on the knotty question of monotheism among the Semitic tribes of Canaan) but simultaneously a victim of crude and visceral prejudice. Like many racists, he tried to wrap these prejudices up in fancy intellectual ribbons in order to validate them. He pays tribute to the ‘greatness’ of the Jews in their refusal to intermarry, and flips this round to use the Jewish people’s insistence on their own racial and cultural purity as further justification for the Teutonic people to do the same. He believed Jewish thought would impart a sense of sin to the Teutonic, and therefore weaken it, and so impair its magnificent resolve to build the future.


Why was Bertie Redesdale sufficiently impressed by this book to write an admiring Introduction to its English edition, and to describe it as being ‘adorned with brilliant passages of the loftiest eloquence’? Bertie had travelled the world, he admired and respected widely differing cultures: despite this, he, too, believed that racial origins determined almost everything. His Introduction begins with a brief biography of Houston Stewart Chamberlain, explaining his brilliance by his ‘illustrious ancestors’, making him ‘an instance of atavism, or, to use the hideous word coined by Galton, “eugenics”.’ Bertie, too, was a great admirer of Wagner, and through Chamberlain came to be a friend of Siegfried Wagner and a regular guest at Haus Wahnfried; the effect of performances at Bayreuth he described in quasi-religious terms. In common with many educated English people at the time, he regarded German culture as highly superior.


As to the racial question, David Pryce-Jones, in his biography of Unity Mitford, considers Bertie an out-and-out anti-Semite; though Bertie’s great-grandson Jonathan Guinness mounts a spirited defence, not of Chamberlain’s book but of Bertie’s interest in it, pointing out that acceptable modes of thinking about race have altered completely since the beginning of the century. He insists that high respect for the Nordic races was widespread: quotas of immigrants to America, for instance, were heavily weighted in their favour. He quotes Bertie taking issue, in the Introduction, with some of Chamberlain’s comments about the Ashkenazim – ‘of the treasure which they have laid up they have given freely. The charities of the great cities of Europe would be in a sad plight were the support of the Jews to be withdrawn … Politically too they have rendered great services …’ The last remark is a respectful nod to Bertie’s hero and patron, Disraeli. It might also be seen as the ‘some of my best friends’ syndrome.


Whatever the arguments, there is no hiding the real nature of this book. Chamberlain’s chapter called ‘Jews Enter into Western History’ is subtitled ‘Consciousness of Sin against Race’, and contains the following: ‘It is very proper to lay strong emphasis on this; for such a process, however unconsciously it may go on, is an incestuous crime against nature; it can only be followed by a miserable and tragic fate.’ For all his hundreds of pages ranging across world history, his arguments in the end rely on concepts such as ‘an incestuous crime against nature’ and (above all) ‘fate’.


And there is no hiding the real tragedy of this book – its own ‘fate’. If there had been no afterlife for this work and others like it, we might regard it, and its absurd little drawings of caricatured facial types (labelled ‘Hittite’, ‘Amoritish Israelite’, ‘Amorite’, etc.), with distant dispassion – like a belief in leeches, or phrenology, or possession by the devil. But Chamberlain’s book gave high-octane fuel to the growth of the Nazi creed, providing for Hitler’s theories in Mein Kampf Just the right mixture of intellectual justification and high emotionalism.


Hitler finally met his hero Houston Stewart Chamberlain at Haus Wahnfried in September 1923 – the Wagner household was staunchly pro-Hitler, both at this date and later, when Siegfried’s widow Winifred presided over Wahnfried after both Cosima and her son died in 1930 – and the admiration was mutual. A letter from Chamberlain to Hitler a few weeks later, shortly before the disastrous November putsch of that year, proclaimed, ‘That Germany in the hour of her deepest need should have given birth to a Hitler bears witness to its living strength.’


When, a dozen years later, Hitler first met Unity and Diana Mitford, their descent from Bertie the Germanophile, friend of Wagner’s son and supporter of one of Hitler’s great mentors, was of huge importance to him. He used to mention it constantly. To him it was no mere chance. He was extremely superstitious, and believed in predestination of all kinds: these two big shining blonde angels, or Angles, seemed to him touched by the mighty, magical Aryan heritage. They not only looked like moon-goddesses, they not only came from a good family, they not only followed him devotedly, but they were the living embodiment of his racial theories. Their presence may even have allowed him to think that England was somehow, deep down in the genes, already his. This was a view which Unity certainly encouraged, and Hitler himself was aware of the strange coincidence of English people clustered about the precious Wagnerian heritage: Winifred Wagner, one of only a handful of women whom Hitler ever considered as anywhere near an equal, was also English by birth. Those around Hitler – and there were many – who were puzzled, resentful or outraged by his allowing two young Englishwomen into his intimate circle, even when policy was being discussed, had failed to understand what these adoring beauties represented to the mind of a fanatic.



















2 An English Childhood





The Mitford family childhood has been written about so much that some of its exploits have passed into legend; it is hard now to separate mythology from truth. Nancy Mitford drew a highly caricatured picture of her father in her first novel, Highland Fling, in 1931. In that book ‘Farve’ appears as General Murgatroyd, a terrifying joke figure of the old guard, but the most famous fictionalized account of the whole family, the ‘Radletts’, was in her fourth novel, The Pursuit of Love, published in 1945. It is hilarious but poignant, giving a picture of a large, lively, isolated upper-class country family in a big rambling house, where a huge brood of children and their peculiar, adored pets are presided over by the irascible Uncle Matthew, always shouting and shooting and cursing foreigners, and his mild-mannered wife Aunt Sadie.


In 1945, on the publication of Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited (a novel that is loosely based on the Lygon family, whom they all knew), Nancy wrote to her close friend Evelyn that she was writing a book about her own family, ‘a very different cup of tea, not grand and far madder’. Her next remark – ‘Did I begin it before reading B.head or after I can’t remember’ – seems quite casual, but shows that she knew the two books sprang from a similar source of feeling. Like Brideshead Revisited, The Pursuit of Love (it was Waugh who suggested the title) came to be seen as a paean to a vanished way of life, affectionately mocked for its eccentricities, but revealed as all the more precious for that. Uncle Matthew may have been absurd and extreme, but everyone felt they knew someone like him: if they didn’t, they wished they had. The Radlett family might have been slightly barmy, but many people would happily have exchanged their own humdrum childhood for this highly coloured, close and vivid family life. And because it is about a peer’s family, who moan about poverty but drive about in a Daimler, it played to the snob in everyone.


The Second World War was just over, and heart-of-England stories were popular. Yet the Radlett’s highly charged emotional tone (their ‘shrieks’ of laughter and ‘floods’ of tears) is very unlike the stereotype of English behaviour – although their way of pouring more feeling into animals than people is typical. Partly in order to refute the cosiness and established values of Nancy’s account, Jessica decided to publish her own autobiography, Hons and Rebels, in 1960. Its tone is more critical, more challenging to the class certainties of the family, more scathing about the neglect of the children’s education and the deficiencies of their quaint upbringing. Although Nancy’s book is supposed to be a novel, and Jessica’s was published as autobiography, many of the family considered that the fictional element, or distortion of the family’s true nature, was about equal in each. Diana pointed out that when Hons and Rebels was written, ‘Decca had been away from all of us for twenty-five years’ and referred disparagingly to ‘the gross injustice’ of the book.


Neither of these accounts is quite a true reflection of Diana’s childhood experience. There was a large age gap between her and Jessica, and the structure of their childhoods was so formalized – leading a life apart in the nursery with Nanny until the age of about eight – that they barely shared a childhood at all. There were only a few years between the time Jessica left the nursery, which meant meals downstairs with the rest of the family, and the moment when Diana left home to get married. They were in different ‘halves’ of the family: the group consisting of Nancy, Pam, Tom and Diana was quite separate from the three younger girls. So Diana had more in common with Nancy’s version, but again her experience was different – as the reality of life for each child within the same family is always different. Diana’s own autobiography, A Life of Contrasts, reinforces some of the family legends and places her childhood world firmly in her own perspective. But when she called her own place in the family ‘inconspicuous’ she was right: it was not during her childhood that she made her distinctive mark. In these early years she was carried along on the wave of a large family dominated by strong personalities: her father, her mother, her sister Nancy, her brother Tom. As soon as she could – when she was only eighteen – she escaped her family into marriage, and her individual character emerged strongly from then onwards.


An outsider’s more balanced view comes from James Lees-Milne, Tom Mitford’s close friend, in Another Self, one of his volumes of autobiography:




Readers of Nancy and Jessica Mitford’s books have probably concluded that their home life was a sort of nether world ruled by their parents, Lord and Lady Redesdale, in the guise of Hades (‘fierce, inexorable and of all the gods the most hated by mortals,’ according to Dr Smith’s Classical Dictionary, ‘whose diet was black sheep and his own children’) and his wife Persephone, Queen of the Shades. This was by no means my impression. On the contrary, Swinbrook Manor, where this large and united family lived, was to me Elysium. Lady Redesdale did perhaps resemble Persephone in her statuesque, melancholy beauty and her capacity to endow her surroundings ‘with beautiful views, flowery meadows and limpid streams’ (Dr Smith again), for her taste in gardens, houses, decoration, furniture and food was impeccable. She presided, for that is the word, over her beautiful and eccentric brood with unruffled sweetness, amusement and no little bewilderment. Lord Redesdale was admittedly a dual personality. I cannot see that his children had in him much to complain about. Towards them he was Dr Jekyll, indulgent and even docile. Although not a cultivated man he tolerated their intellectual pursuits and allowed them to say and do whatever they liked. He submitted placidly to their ceaseless teasing, particularly Nancy’s with its sharp little barb, barely concealed like the hook of an angler’s fly beneath a riot of gay feathers.





This is an attempt to portray the truth behind the myths, and a necessary one. Turning childhood experiences into fiction usually happens some time afterwards, and with hindsight, but the fictionalizing of the Mitford family had begun while that family life was still in progress. When Highland Fling was published, the three younger girls were still in the schoolroom, Nancy still lived chiefly at home, and Tom stayed regularly for long periods. Lord Redesdale therefore had to react to himself portrayed, as Jessica described, ‘as … a man of violent temper, terror of housemaids and gamekeepers, who spent most of his time inveighing against the Huns and growling at various languid, aesthetic young men in pastel shirts who kept popping up at unexpected moments … [His] particular argot – “Damn sewer!” “Stinks to merry hell!” – his loathing of anything or anyone who smacked of the literary or the artistic, were drawn to the life.’


Within the family, the publication of Nancy’s first novel had two results (not counting the inevitable row). ‘Farve became – almost overnight – more a character of fiction than of real life,’ Jessica said, ‘an almost legendary figure, even to us.’ His ‘Murgatroydish aspects’ began to lose some of their terror, and he started to mellow: the childhood fireworks suffered by Nancy, Pam, Tom and Diana receded into anecdote. More surprisingly, Jessica reported that Farve ‘rather loved being General Murgatroyd’, and the angry friends and relations parodied here for the first of several times by Nancy grew proud of having an author in the family and enjoyed playing up to their stereotype.


So much for the fiction. What of the facts? The real David Mitford, the original of ‘General Murgatroyd’ and ‘Uncle Matthew’, was born in 1878, the second son of Bertie Mitford, later Lord Redesdale, who had nine children in all. The Mitfords were descended from a long line of landed gentlemen, and the Northumberland estates belonging to the fourteenth-century Sir John Mitford, as well as land in Oxfordshire and in Gloucestershire around Batsford Park, were still in the family. The eldest son, Clement, was due to inherit the title, as well as the family properties; David, a younger son, had to earn his own living.


When David married Sydney Bowles in 1904, money was short. After a spell on a tea-plantation in Ceylon David had fought in the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers during the Boer War, and in 1902 had been invalided home, one lung shot away. He had no profession. To supplement their allowance from Sydney’s father, Tap Bowles, David went to work for his father-in-law at The Lady. It is bizarre to think of David, a bluff, country-loving ex-soldier who hated being indoors and loathed the written word, who knew nothing of accountancy or of ladies’ magazines, as ‘business manager’ of this flourishing enterprise. Family legend has it that he consoled himself by acquiring a mongoose and setting the creature to hunt rats in The Lady’s offices in Covent Garden.


Although he hated his work, David was extremely happy in his marriage and with his growing family. At their first, modest London house at 1 Graham Street (now Graham Terrace, close to Eaton Square), a succession of nannies looked after the increasing brood. It was just after Diana’s birth in June 1910 that Nancy, then six, heard ‘a confrontation in the nursery as of two mastodons’ – David giving the sack to the latest of the line, known as the ‘Unkind Nanny’, who had been discovered hitting Nancy’s head against a bedpost. After that there arrived a person who became very significant to the family: Laura Dicks, always known as Blor, who stayed with the Mitfords all her life and was to be at Diana’s side into her adulthood. This remarkable woman not only managed to cope with a family that many others found impossible, but to remain universally loved by them all. The daughter of a Nonconformist blacksmith from Surrey, she followed her principles in everything and ruled the nursery with a strong sense of natural justice. She had a characteristic hiccupping sniff (because of it, Jessica and Debo nicknamed her M’Hinket) which could put headstrong children in their place. Nancy once said that Blor controlled her by making her feel ashamed of herself. Even the caustic Nancy, who could seldom refrain from being sharp, had nothing critical to say about Blor.


In 1910 the family moved into a larger London house at 49 Victoria Road, in Kensington. It is a tall house of cream stucco in a quiet tree-lined cul-de-sac close to Hyde Park, not grand but thoroughly respectable, emanating a sense of settled prosperity. Daily life followed a predictable routine for the children, one that was probably more or less identical in any household of the same kind. Their existence centred on Nanny in the nursery, where they lived, ate and slept. Twice a day they would all troop off to Kensington Gardens nearby. After tea, they would change into clean frocks and be taken down to the drawing room to see their mother for an hour. For such a family at the time, the Mitfords were not particularly formal; Muv and Farve were quite accessible to their children, and sometimes played with them in the evenings. But the boredom of life in the conventional English nursery is conveyed by a letter Nancy wrote to her mother (downstairs) in the autumn of 1913: ‘Dear Muv,’ it ran, ‘It is a horrid afternoon, it is raining, this morning it was foggy. The little ones have been singing, but I have been reading Little Folks. Pam is creaking the rocking-horse.’


As well as their four children and Blor, the Mitfords’ household at this point contained Ada the nursery-maid, a cook, a housemaid, two parlourmaids and Willie Dawkins the ‘hound-boy’. Among his tasks was the care of the animals – two bloodhounds and a dachshund, various mice and birds, David’s mongoose and a very small pony named Brownie. David had bought the pony on impulse in the street one day, brought it home in a cab and installed it in an unused boxroom on the first floor of the house. This menagerie, although large enough for a London house, was nothing compared to the proliferation of Mitford animals later in their childhood. The next year, the family acquired Old Mill Cottage, near High Wycombe in Buckinghamshire, for weekends and holidays in the country. Two small cottages knocked into one, it was set in a garden the children loved and backed on to the old mill itself, whose machinery fascinated them. In summer the whole family moved out of London and the Victoria Road house was let, usually to someone doing ‘the season’. It was a financial remedy they used repeatedly over the years.


In 1912, when Diana was two, David hit on a scheme that was of double interest to him: it might solve his always pressing financial worries, and it would get him out of doors and away from the city, at least for a little. He staked a claim to forty acres of rough country on a new gold field in northern Ontario, where he planned to prospect for gold himself. A family story has it that he and Sydney were supposed to sail the Atlantic that spring, but were obliged to cancel: luckily, since the ship on which their passage was booked was the Titanic. In the event their first visit to Canada was in 1913. The couple went alone, leaving the children and animals with the staff, and lived in a simple log cabin, Sydney cooking and doing the chores, David prospecting for gold. There are photographs of him in heavy working clothes, looking rugged and intent, part of the landscape. This simple outdoor life, far from the responsibilities of office, home and family, was a perfect refuge for him, and the couple continued to travel to Canada every few years. Although it was one of many hare-brained money-making schemes which attracted David, it was not a hopeless dream: the neighbouring land had been staked and mined by Sir Harry Oakes, who struck it rich and made millions. (He was later the victim of murder in the Bahamas, during the Duke of Windsor’s wartime governorship, in a case that made headlines round the world.)


The Mitfords never found gold, but these were happy times. Sydney makes it clear in her unpublished biography of her next daughter, Unity, that Unity was conceived on that first visit. It is ironic, or perhaps appropriate, given Unity’s later Nazi sympathies, that the name of the place was Swastika.


Unity was born a few days after the beginning of the First World War, in August 1914 – another girl, bad news for a couple who longed for a second son. At the outbreak of war. David – who had been on the point of sailing again for Canada and dreams of gold – re-enlisted in the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers, although he was well past the age when he was required to do so. He served as a dispatch rider at the front: a dangerous job for a man with one lung and five children. Despite fairly frequent periods of leave and invalidity, it was a huge strain on him, and family tragedy made it worse. In May 1915 David’s elder brother Clement was killed fighting in France, and when their father, Bertie Redesdale, died a year later, David was the one who succeeded to the title, the land and the ownership of the unwieldy mansion Bertie had built himself at Batsford Park. It was a severe psychological shock for David. Clement had been the adored and clever son; David the unruly, awkward low-achiever. Clement had been sent to Eton; David to Radley College (considered a lesser establishment) in case his wild behaviour spoiled his brother’s school career. Now David had all the responsibilities of houses and lands – but without the money to keep them up, or the means to earn it.


By the time he inherited Batsford Park, David had already been obliged to move his family into one of the houses on the estate, Malcolm House. It is a three-storey square brick house, rather formal in appearance, more like a Georgian town house than a typical English village house, standing close to the medieval church at Batsford. The move was for reasons of economy: Sydney’s father had reduced her allowance, because of the war, and David’s army pay was less than he had been earning at The Lady, and Bertie had offered them Malcolm House so that they could let both Victoria Road and Old Mill Cottage. The Mitford children knew they were ‘hard up’. It was a relative term, of course: David inherited a house with five staircases, but after they made the move from Malcolm House the family could afford to live in only a few rooms. Diana remembered that during the war Muv went to visit Farve when he was on leave in Paris, and came back with yards of the heavy blue material from which French officers’ uniforms were made. It was quickly turned into winter coats for the three eldest girls – Nancy, Pam and Diana – and these garments (first her own, then Pam’s and Nancy’s hand-me-downs) lasted Diana for six winters, from the age of five to the age of ten.


To modern eyes, Batsford is hardly a beautiful house, an enormous mock-medieval affair complete with decorated Gothic windows. As well as the five staircases, great hall, library, drawing rooms and countless bedrooms, there is a ballroom which is served by a small railway, hidden behind panelling, used for bringing food and drink from the distant kitchens. Perhaps our modern judgement of it is coloured by the knowledge that to build it Bertie Redesdale demolished a gem – a Georgian manor, unfashionable in his day, but the epitome of perfect taste in ours. When the Mitfords moved in during the First World War, Batsford was cold and uncomfortable, half the rooms shrouded in dust-sheets. A family of London neighbours, the Normans, came to lodge there for the duration of the war, adding two more children to the growing pack, and Jessica, the last but one of Diana’s siblings, was born at Batsford in 1917. Another girl. The same year, Tom went away to board at his prep school, Lockers Park, for the first time, and Diana lost her closest ally in the family.


David was invalided out of the army in 1917, but did not return to Batsford immediately. He was given the post of Provost Marshall at Christ Church College in Oxford, and happily took up residence there. His visits home, Diana remembered, were an occasion for enormous games of hide and seek all over the dark echoing house, with scuffles and screams and their father’s bellows of triumph. They all knew that as soon as the war was over Batsford would have to be sold: for the time being, though, it was a giant playground. It was also the scene of the first of the summer fêtes – in 1918 it was to raise money for wounded soldiers – that were a later fixture in the Mitford household. Batsford and its magnificent gardens were full of Oriental treasures brought back by Bertie Redesdale from his travels, and Sydney became so desperate for the success of her fête that she rushed about the house grabbing objects and putting them on the white-elephant stall, which became ‘a treasure house’, according to Diana, ‘for any Orientalist’. Farve was just in time to buy back a Japanese buddha for sixpence; after that, ‘we soon learned to hide our possessions when a fête loomed up’.


Batsford was sold at the end of 1918, together with the substantial acreage around it, many of the objets d’art and some of the furniture. So, too, was much of Grandfather Redesdale’s large and famous library. Later commentators have taken this sale as evidence of Farve’s philistinism and hatred of books. (He read one book in his life, his children claimed. It was Jack London’s White Fang; he thought it magnificent and saw no reason to read another.) In fact, Farve consulted his bookish children carefully – Tom and Nancy, at ten and fourteen, were already voracious and sophisticated readers – and kept enough volumes to cause the building of a whole new library at Asthall Manor, the family’s next home.


Asthall Manor stands on the outskirts of the village of Asthall Leigh, two miles from Swinbrook in Oxfordshire. For Diana and the older children it was the real focus of their childhood and the place they loved best. It is easy to see why. It is a long manor house of old and weathered Cotswold stone, dating from the 1620s, with high gables, a slate roof and mullioned windows. It sits nestled into the woody hillside of the Windrush valley, its back windows looking into the graveyard of the ancient Asthall church and on over the water meadows stretching either side of the winding river. Even now, it breathes peace and stability, the picture of traditional English heartland. All around are clues to ancient inhabitants – a Saxon barrow on a hill, Roman mosaics at the tiny church nearby at Widford, which still has its box pews and candle sconces, and to which there is no road. Like Asthall Leigh, the village of Swinbrook has hardly changed in the last decades, its church set on high ground beside the narrow road which winds down into the heart of the place, with thatched cottages, a doll-sized post office, and usually a duck waddling slowly across the road from the mill stream.


Diana’s memories of Asthall Manor combine the conventional – the long hall running almost the width of the house, with a great fireplace at each end; Muv’s drawing room with its Louis XVI furniture – and the slightly absurd: the ancestors’ portraits in the dining room augmented by one of Farve, commissioned by him from a ‘Belgian camouflage expert’. Sydney loved the house as much as the children did, but for David it was only a temporary home. The land he had inherited encompassed a hill above the neighbouring village of Swinbrook, and he wanted to build a house there. David and his father were quite unalike in almost all other ways, but they shared a longing to build, and suffered similar financial consequences, since they each had as little financial acumen as the other. Bertie had depleted his capital severely by building the vast new house at Batsford; David had sold it just when property prices were at rock bottom, at the end of the First World War. Two years later David launched a six-year project to build his own new house, when labour and building costs were at their height.


His finances, always a mystery to his family and, as Diana remarked, to himself, were a cause of recurrent crises, when the grown-ups would closet themselves in David’s business room and emerge hours later with plans for some irrelevant household economy, like changing the brand of lavatory paper or dispensing with napkins at meals. The mine at Swastika was only one of the quirky money-making schemes that attracted David. Another was a project to set up a company that made decorative papier-mâché cases for wireless sets, on which he embarked in partnership with a dubious South American marquis: it ended badly, with considerable losses, and when David unwisely made a remark that suggested he thought his partner’s title was bogus, the South American sued him for slander. David won the case, however.


Despite his money worries, David could not resist building, even at Asthall. To house Bertie’s books he converted a barn that stood close to the house, making a large library-cum-ballroom below and four extra bedrooms above, with a long and strange covered passage, known as the Cloisters, to attach the outlying building to the main house. It is an addition that still sits very oddly with the grace and beauty of the old manor, but it was typically practical. For the older children the library was a delight, ‘all the world to Tom and me’, according to Diana. She, Tom and Nancy had free run of the place (as long as they put all the leather-bound books back in order), and all three became serious bookworms. There were deep armchairs. There was a piano, where Tom could play to his heart’s content. Best of all, it was separated from the main part of the house, so there was a sense of refuge in a private world. Farve’s rages, at least, never reached the library: in fact he hardly set foot there.


Although Diana was nearly nine by the time they moved to Asthall, the family was still not complete: yet another girl, Deborah, was born the following year. For the first time since the war began Farve was at home permanently. Dressed in corduroy jacket and breeches, moleskin waistcoat and gaiters, often with a cigarette in hand, he dominated the household from early morning. He always rose at five, at his most energetic – roaming the house, bossing the maids about their work, playing his favourite records loudly on a wind-up in the business room. His tyrannical side included demanding absolute punctuality at meals and perfect table manners from the children, on pain of his wrath; his softer side included a love of fancy-dress parties, wild uproarious games, romping jokes. More than anything, he lived for the sporting pleasures of the countryside. Although an accident soon after moving to Asthall left him unable to ride, he shot the pheasants he carefully nurtured up on the hill, fished for trout in the Windrush that wound through the field below the house, and every Sunday in winter went coursing for hares with his brother Tommy, who lived nearby. The children loved these outings with their father, who was at his best then: they walked behind the guns on a shoot, or followed on foot through muddy fields and watched as David’s lurcher and whippet streaked away after the hare. A great treat was the child-hunt, when the children would run off across the fields to be tracked by Farve with his bloodhound and a mongrel terrier called Luncheon Tom – animals that would do no worse than lick them lavishly as soon as they were caught – although this incident has turned into a mildly horrifying one in the re-telling by Jessica and Nancy in their books.


For the children there was riding every day with Hooper (‘Choops’), the groom, and often hunting in the winter. In the traditional way, blood sports and great sentimentality about animals existed side by side without contradictions, and the children grew up intensely fond of animals. They all had animals and pets galore – not just the usual range of small dogs, rabbits or guinea pigs, but also chickens and pigs, kept in an effort to raise money. Later on, the younger girls’ pets became more esoteric – among the creatures they would try to smuggle into the family baggage when they went to London were a large earthworm, a lamb, a goat and a snake. (Jessica, incidentally, provides a telling detail. Enid the grass snake, instead of originating in one of the grassy open fields down by the river at Swinbrook, was purchased in the pet department of Harrods – as was Ratular, the pet rat with which Unity would thrill the company at débutante dances. These country girls were more metropolitan than they liked to make out.)


Although it was a conventional upbringing, the atmosphere in the house was by no means placid. The family fictions cast David as a perpetually stormy character, and he could be very fierce and volatile. The children lived under threat of his fury at quite small transgressions, or at none at all. He was in the habit of choosing one of the children, for no reason anyone could discern, to victimize: they called it Rat Week. If you were on Rat Week, you could do nothing right for Farve; but it would end just as suddenly as it began, and some other unlucky girl would be singled out for the treatment – Tom, who could do nothing wrong in his father’s eyes, escaped. As they got older, epic rows, followed by days of tense silence, could be provoked by such momentous events as Nancy having her hair cut fashionably short. But in fact Lord Redesdale’s rages were probably the bewildered response of a simple personality to his large, outspoken family and the complicated personalities of his daughters. ‘To Tom, whose straightforward nature he understood better, he was touchingly devoted,’ according to James Lees-Milne. ‘The devotion was returned and they were like brothers, sharing each other’s confidences.’ Diana remembered how terrifying his apoplectic fury could be, but also the charm of his jokes, which made them all scream with laughter, and his affection. ‘Certainly he had a quick temper, and would often rage, but we were never punished. The worst that ever happened was to be sent early to bed.’


Both Redesdales were dutiful. David was a conscientious landlord, a local magistrate, a member of the County Council and a dedicated church-goer; Sydney was a supporter of the local Conservative Party, always ready to do her bit for the village and the church. In fact, neither had any real religion or any real politics, beyond what was conventionally expected of them: their political fervour came later. Going to church on Sundays was part and parcel of their place in the village. Farve had three churches on his land; as well as Asthall and Swinbrook, the ancient church at Widford, where only one service a year was ever held, stands a mile away along the river. He never went to church anywhere but Swinbrook, always for matins, although Asthall church was only ten yards from his back door – the living at Asthall was not in his gift, and he took no interest in it. But when she was fourteen Diana found a way of avoiding the ritual of matins with her father. She began to play the organ every Sunday evening in Asthall church, where a village boy pumped a wooden handle for the wheezy instrument and Diana learnt how to make any tune, even ‘Swanee’ or ‘Ramona’, sound holy if it was played slowly enough.


In contrast to David’s time-bomb personality was Sydney’s ever-increasing vagueness. She was efficient as a housekeeper and kept meticulous household accounts; she had a talent for making her houses beautiful and her food was always delicious. But towards her children Sydney was detached. Although she had her father’s firm and slightly eccentric views about child-rearing, and although she taught each of the children herself until they were old enough for the governess, at eight or nine, they all felt her to be a very distant mother. She rarely hugged or kissed any of them. She seemed affectionately interested in the doings of her brood, but absent-mindedly. When Diana came home from staying with cousins or friends, ‘Muv was not much interested. “Oh, did you, darling?” or “Oh, was it? H’m,” was about as much as one could hope for, and she stretched her arms and yawned.’ Of course, there were jokes about this, as about everything else, in the family repertoire: Unity once rushed into a room where Muv was calmly writing letters and yelled that Jessica was on the roof and about to jump. ‘Oh, poor duck,’ Muv replied, ‘I do hope she won’t do anything so silly,’ and went on with her letters. Yet Muv, too, was a disciplinarian, and could strike out with a cold irony which was as much to be feared as Farve’s rages. As a child Diana never loved her mother; she respected her, and appreciated much about her, and came to love her in old age, but there was very little maternal warmth in Lady Redesdale. The deep visceral love that children have for the person who cares about them, Diana had for Blor, her nanny.


Sydney took little part in the family’s high jinks, the boyish games of David or the needling teases of Nancy. By the time they moved to Asthall, Nancy was a lively fourteen-year-old, sharp-witted and sharp-tongued, and a dominant personality. Her high spirits, imagination and cruel teasing did more than anything to set the tone for the rest. Scared of her acid remarks but always entertained by her funny comments, her parents as well as the other children alternately rocked with laughter or cringed from her barbs. When she sparred with Farve, usually at mealtimes, the sniping would go on and on until one or the other would snap: either Nancy would dissolve into tears and run out of the room, or Farve would suddenly bellow in anger because Nancy had ‘gone too far’. Pam, nearest to her in age but a slower, gentler character, was miserably tormented by Nancy, although the more robust Diana would often join in on Pam’s side. Tom, when he was at home from school, managed to preserve a certain lofty calm, but the three younger girls could easily be reduced to tears by almost nothing. To torment Deborah, especially, Nancy made up a nonsense rhyme about a match – ‘A little, houseless match/It has no roof, it has no thatch/If it’s alone, it makes no moan/That little houseless match’ – which could make her youngest sister sob. Forbidden this chant under threat of dire punishment by Muv, Nancy reduced the taunt to its essentials – she would simply pick up a box of matches and give Deborah a significant look, which produced the same effect.


Nancy admitted her ‘vile behaviour to the others’, but was never apologetic. Her vivid personality affected the family in ways that were creative as well as destructive. She invented games. She read hungrily; Diana was always trying to keep up with her. She was inquisitive about the world outside their sleepy village. It was impossible to be complacent or indifferent about her, and it was probably because of Nancy that the sisters became highly competitive, despite their closeness, and remained so through their lives. Since none of the girls went to school, except for short periods, their world was each other, and they fought for attention in the enclosed family circle.


Nancy was also the pioneer, fighting every battle on behalf of the others, and they all remembered the storms of parental disapproval she faced when she first shingled her hair, wore trousers, smoked a cigarette, or had tea with a male friend in Oxford. Her intellectual loneliness was accentuated by the fact that her closest sister, Pam, was no match for her quick wits. Jessica undoubtedly suffered from arriving late in a large family, overshadowed by the already successful elder siblings, her world distorted by the fact that Unity was becoming a child whose boisterousness and naughtiness verged on delinquency. Diana, although she had many grievances of her own, was perhaps in a prime position: she had the companionship of Tom, to whom she was so close in age that they felt almost like twins, and she was the baby of the first half of this family which divided so clearly into two.


In another way, too, Nancy exemplified a family characteristic. Bored and restless and under-stretched, she longed for a grown-up world and schoolfriends of her own age. According to her biographer, Selina Hastings, she learned to hide her emotions under a ‘highly polished veneer’: ‘Everything, however sad, painful or dispiriting, had instantly to be turned by Nancy into a joke. The only acceptable response to misfortune was to “shriek” with laughter – an ugly word with its underlying implication of distress.’ In Diana, too, the tendency to turn everything into a joke became ingrained, and a laconic irony – always cool-headed, effective both in attack and in defence – seemed bred in the bone.
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