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FOREWORD





I first met Diana Mosley when in 1980 I was sent by a newspaper to interview her about her book on the Duchess of Windsor. Her husband, Sir Oswald, was alive then, and the Mosleys were living in their ravishing early 19th-century house, Le Temple de la Gloire, just outside Paris. For me it was a memorable encounter, and I was bowled over by this extraordinary woman, not only by the celebrated beauty, formidable intelligence and blazing instinct for the truth, but by the fact that during the three or four hours we spent together she made me laugh almost more than I had ever done.


Diana was then in her sixties, but her exceptional qualities were apparent from an early age. In 1929, when she was just 19, Evelyn Waugh wrote to the novelist Henry Green, ‘Do you and Dig share my admiration for Diana? She seems to me the one encouraging figure in this generation.’ At that period it was Diana of all the six remarkable Mitford sisters who was most prominently in the public eye, her elder sister Nancy not yet having written the novels which made her name, her younger sisters, Unity, Decca and Debo, still enclosed in the schoolroom. At 18 Diana had married Bryan Guinness, a gentle, literary young man of romantic good looks and an immense fortune, and it was through this marriage that Diana was released into the world to which she ardently aspired, that of the literary and artistic intelligentsia.


Young Mrs Guinness with her loveliness, her wit and her engaging enthusiasm, made friends everywhere, and not only among her youthful contemporaries: Lytton Strachey adored her, as did Augustus John, Gerald Berners and Osbert Sitwell. With Bryan’s riches at her disposal, Diana filled their country house, Biddesden in Wiltshire, with paintings by artists both new and established, commissioned a carpet from the modernist Marion Dorn, and sculpture from Stephen Tomlin. Dora Carrington painted a trompe l’oeil and Boris Anrep executed a mosaic for the swimming-pool. (Anrep’s mosaic portrait of Diana, as one of the nine Muses, still adorns the entrance of the National Gallery in London.)


At Biddesden, in London, and at the Guinnesses’ house in Ireland, Bryan and Diana entertained and with panache, among the most regular beneficiaries of their lavish hospitality the Sitwells, Henry and Pansy Lamb, Henry Yorke (Henry Green), Robert Byron, Harold and William Acton, John Betjeman and Evelyn Waugh. Betjeman wrote a poem beginning, ‘I too could be arty, I too could get on/ With Sickert, the Guinnesses, Gertler and John’, while Waugh dedicated two books to Bryan and Diana Guinness and used Diana as a model for Lucy Simmonds, the heroine of Work Suspended. To Lucy Simmonds is attributed generosity, an unaffected goodness and sincerity, and a pale beauty which ‘rang through the room like a peal of bells.’


To Diana the most revered member of the older generation was Lytton Strachey—nicknamed ‘Mr Oh-Indeed’, as those were the words with which he most frequently punctuated his conversation. It was Strachey who became her mentor, directing her reading and doing a great deal to fill in the gaps left by a somewhat patchy education. She loved him not only for his wisdom and originality but for his unerring ability to ‘see the comic side’, as she puts it, a virtue prized almost above all others in Mitford eyes. For as a family Diana and her sisters regard it as an essential politeness to present life, wherever possible, as delightful and amusing, and thus seeing the comic side constitutes a basic requirement of this courteous philosophy.


Wit and humour are notoriously difficult to convey in retrospect, especially here without the advantage of the Mitford drawl and familiarity with the Mitford habit of oblique approach. (An example of this unconventional perspective occured when in 1981 I visited Diana in hospital in London where she was recovering from a life-threatening operation. Laying aside my proffered copies of Tatler and Vogue, she asked me instead to bring her from the London Library two dusty tomes in German Schrift of the life of the Kaiser. ‘How could you bear to wade through such boring stuff?’ I asked her. ‘Oh, darling,’ came the reply, ‘the jokes!’) But if regrettably I am unable to remember exactly what was said, I know that I came away enchanted from that first meeting nearly a quarter of a century ago, and the warm and stimulating friendship that developed remains one of the delights of my life.


I envy any reader coming for the first time to A Life of Contrasts, Diana’s own account of her eventful past, for he has a rare treat in front of him.


Selina Hastings



















1.


GRANDFATHERS AND GRANDMOTHERS





Neither of my grandfathers had a conventional Victorian family upbringing. Algernon Bertram Mitford, youngest of three sons, was born in 1837, and not long afterwards his mother, Lady Georgina Ashburnham, ran away from his father, Henry Mitford, and went to live with Francis Molyneux whom she subsequently married.


Bertram was sent to Eton at the age of eight. He had been there some years when his first cousin and exact contemporary Algernon Charles Swinburne joined him. He mentions this in his Memories, adding that the aureole of golden hair ascribed to the poet as a boy was really ordinary red. One detects a certain irritation in his references to Swinburne, probably because of the fame of his remarkable cousin and also because of his doubtful reputation and eccentric behaviour. Grandfather was very conventional.


After school and Oxford, Bertram Mitford joined the Diplomatic service and served in Russia and the Far East. He fell in love with Japan, which when he was there en poste was just emerging from its centuries-old isolation; he saw a medieval Japan hardly changed since the days of Lady Murasaki which was thenceforward quickly to disappear. A notable linguist who could speak both Chinese and Japanese, he translated a number of Japanese legends and stories; his Tales of Old Japan was a success and was reprinted several times.1


When he was thirty-seven he married Lady Clementine Ogilvy; they had nine children. Their eldest son was killed in the First World War, and when Grandfather died in 1916 my father inherited.


Grandmother idolized her husband and his children revered him. It so happens that everything he did and everything he admired is now completely out of fashion, beginning with Batsford, in Gloucestershire, where he built a large ‘Tudor’ house. His garden, once famous, is just the opposite of what most people now think a garden should be; drifts of daffodils in the grass are considered gaudy, blue cedars beyond the pale though they are still planted in the suburbs of Paris, a favoured setting for municipal playing fields.


The style of his memoirs is equally unfashionable; there is nothing about his states of mind, or his wife and children or the mother who ran away. As to Houston Stewart Chamberlain, whom he so greatly reverenced, to say that he is out of fashion would be understatement; he is abhorred as one of the most pernicious and wrong-minded thinkers ever to put pen to paper. His long books were lovingly translated one after another by Grandfather, who made the journey to Bayreuth not only for the music but also in order to see Chamberlain who married Wagner’s daughter Eva. He became friends with the whole family. Winifred Wagner told me that Grandfather’s photograph always stood on Siegfried Wagner’s writing table.


He was devoted to King Edward VII and helped him with the garden at Sandringham. The King once visited Batsford and upset my puritanical Grandmother by asking for Mrs. Keppel to be invited. About sixty years later Kitty Ritson told me: ‘Mother and I were to have gone to Batsford for the King’s visit, but at the last moment Mother said that I must be left behind. When I asked why, she said it was because a great friend of the King’s was to be there,’ an explanation which puzzled Kitty at the time.


In old age Grandfather became almost stone deaf; he occupied himself with gardening, playing patience and reading Nietzsche, immured in a silent world. He had spent his fortune on Batsford so that when he died a great deal had to be sold; as a family we were always short of money.


Grandfather Bowles was a very different person. Born in 1843 he was the illegitimate son of an early Victorian cabinet minister, Milner Gibson. Except that her name was Susan Bowles, nobody knows who his mother was. Tom Bowles’s father brought him up with his own numerous family; fortunately Mrs. Milner Gibson loved Tom. Because of his illegitimacy he was sent to school in France, and he kept certain French habits of the eighteen fifties to the end of his life. He insisted upon a déjeuner at 11.30; this meant that he always lunched alone and made him an inconvenient guest when he stayed with us. At dinner he was convivial.


When he was twenty-five he founded a magazine, Vanity Fair, now remembered for the Spy and Ape cartoons of notabilities. It was scurrilous and witty, and as well as a little fortune it made him countless enemies.


Like my other grandfather he married a Scotch girl, Jessica, daughter of Major General C. G. Evans-Gordon. She died at the age of thirty-five leaving him with four young children. He had a passion for the sea and held a master mariner’s certificate; after the death of his wife he spent months at sea in a sailing yacht with his four children, the youngest aged three. The little girls were always dressed in sailor clothes and he put his boys into the Navy.


For many years he was Conservative M.P. for King’s Lynn. An expert on sea law and sea power, Punch caricatured him as an old salt with a wooden leg. He was clever, sarcastic and opinionated; the enemies he had made with Vanity Fair never forgave him his jokes; he was not given office.


I can remember both grandfathers, but Grandmother Redesdale I knew well for I was grown up when she died. A merry, rosy, immensely fat old lady, deeply interested in her children and grandchildren and their governesses and nurses and households, she spent most of the year at Redesdale Cottage near the Scotch border. In the winter she came south and visited us and various cousins, but she was based on London where she stayed at some huge and fairly cheap hotel. Farve said: ‘Mother spends her time in the hall of the Charing Cross Hotel receiving the guests.’


With her many chins, pink complexion and dimples she looked innocent and babyish. Every new baby in our family when it first opened its blue eyes was said by Nanny to be very like the Dowager’, though the truth was the other way about.


I am now several years older than Grandmother was when we moved into Batsford and she went up to Redesdale in accordance with the old English custom whereby when a man dies his widow has a sort of minor suttee imposed upon her and has to leave her home immediately to make way for the new generation; if she is lucky the granny is invited for a few days once a year, just to see how her daughter-in-law has changed everything. It is impossible to imagine Grandmother rushing about as we do, motoring herself all over Europe alone like Pam; or swimming and sun-bathing; or, like Debo, shooting; impossible to imagine her giving a passing thought to fashion. In the nineteen-sixties when very short skirts were the fashion Nancy said: ‘Now we shall have to choose whether to be dowdy or ridiculous.’


‘Which will you choose?’ I asked.


‘Oh, ridiculous of course,’ she replied.


Bertrand Russell was Grandmother’s first cousin, their mothers, daughters of Lord Stanley of Alderley, having been sisters. Grandfather Redesdale’s first cousin, as I have said, was Swinburne; their mothers too were sisters. We were proud of these two cousins, each in his own way a rebel of genius and neither approved of by our elders, and from a far distance a little reflected glory seemed to fall upon us. A much nearer relation, however, was Susan Bowles; yet although we once tried to discover something about her it was already too late, she was swallowed up in the mists of time.


Grandmother Redesdale told us that when she was first married, one night at the opera Grandfather whispered: ‘My mother is in the stage box.’ Grandmother could dimly see an old lady with white hair. They never met; divorce in those days was an insurmountable barrier. This great-grandmother was born in 1805; when she died in 1882 she had been married to Francis Molyneux for forty years. Some say that he, and not Henry Mitford, was our great-grandfather. Nobody knows, and presumably nobody cares.


The question marks remain. In any case, even if ‘everything’ were known about one’s forebears, for the most part it would only be a list of names. All the same, their genes partly make us what we are. Physically I resemble Grandfather Redesdale and like him I am deaf, but my grandparents are no more responsible for me than are my grandchildren:




CATHERINE


JASPER


VALENTINE


SEBASTIAN


DAPHNE


PATRICK


MARINA


LOUIS


ALEXANDER


PATRICK





to whom I dedicate this book.




 





Temple de la Gloire, Orsay, 1977




 





New Chapters 29-33




 





To end this story, I had a party for my ninetieth birthday. All my descendants came, on a brilliant June day, and filled my flat to overflowing. I had left the Temple and come to live in Paris. Jerry had retired, to his house in Ireland, he organised the move for me after nearly fifty years, and I came to live near Alexander and Charlotte.







 





Paris, 2002



















2.


‘… SHE CAN’T LIVE LONG’





When I was born, on an afternoon in June 1910, my mother cried. She was to have seven children, six of them girls, and she wanted only boys. I was the fourth child, and in my case it was particularly annoying because had I been a boy the family would have been nicely balanced: two of each.


We had a nurse called the unkind Nanny, who left when I was four months old because it had been discovered that she was in the habit of knocking Nancy’s head against a wooden bedpost, on purpose, for a punishment. When she first saw me, aged an hour or so, the unkind Nanny said: ‘She’s too beautiful; she can’t live long.’ Modesty does not forbid me to repeat her words, for anyone who has ever seen a new-born baby knows very well how plain, not to say repulsive, I must have seemed to a normal person. Nancy once described a newborn baby as a howling orange in a black wig’, while François Mauriac wrote of his own infant son: ‘Bébé n’est qu’un paquet de chair hurlant et malodorant.’ The Nanny’s observation was reported to me by my siblings when I was old enough to understand, and it made a great difference to my childhood. Perhaps she really knew that I should not live long. When life became unendurable, when all the others in concert were teasing, I could sometimes stop them by a reminder: ‘You know I can’t live long. You’ll be sorry.’


The painter Henry Lamb once told me he thought it great good luck to be born in an inconspicuous place in the family; my place was inconspicuous. Tom was one year older, Pam two and Nancy five. They were all more noticed than I was, particularly Nancy, the eldest, and Tom because he was a boy. ‘Oh, it’s quite different for Tom; he’s a boy’; these words were often heard in our nursery. Lamb’s theory was that a child should grow untrammelled by the excessive attentions of its elders. Anxieties about such things as exams, a future career, or even physical development communicate themselves in a crippling way to the child from its over-loving or possessive parents, he thought. This certainly never happened to me; my very existence was of interest only to Nanny and to Tom, who was almost my twin.


The unkind Nanny left, and Nanny came. All my first memories are of her. I can remember the warm, creaking pram hood, raising my head from the comfortable pillow and seeing Nanny in her black straw bonnet with a black velvet bow and her dear, beloved face. She used to manoeuvre the pram on to the pavement at Mr. Turner’s shop and collect her Daily Chronicle. We lived in Victoria Road and went twice a day to Kensington Gardens.


Nanny was a Liberal and on her day off she went to the Congregational Church. For her church we collected farthings for lepers, and silver paper; she told us to be careful not to let it get smudged with chocolate because dirty silver paper was no use to the lepers.


After tea I used to sit for a little while on her lap. She paid no attention to me but went on talking to Ida our nurserymaid. Then she put me down in a hurry saying: ‘Come along now, you children, hurry up and get dressed.’ We were changed into clean frocks and taken down to the drawing-room to see Muv. An hour later Nanny fetched us, it was bed time. I said my prayers to her: God bless Mother and Father, sisters and brother, Nanny and Ada and Ida, and make Diana a good girl amen. If she was not too busy she sang a hymn; we preferred her hymns to our Church of England ones. The favourites were ‘There were ninety and nine’ and ‘Shall we gather at the river?’


On Sundays we were taken to the children’s service at St. Mary Abbots. It was quite short, and one was given a stamp with a picture of a Bible story on it. By thus invoking the common human passion for collecting, the clergyman made sure of his congregation; a blank space in the stamp book was not to be thought of.


When I was four the war began and we were all—including Tom—given wooden frames and scratchy wool and taught to make long tube-like mufflers for the soldiers. My father joined his regiment, the Northumberland Fusiliers, and disappeared to ‘the front’. Aged twenty-two he had fought in the Boer War; he had been badly wounded and went through life with only one lung. My mother gave birth to another daughter, and called her Unity Valkyrie.


We used to spend August with Grandfather Bowles at Bournhill Cottage, a house by the Solent. Dressed in striped bathing gowns we dipped in the cold sea and were given a petit beurre when we came out. Nanny dried me on a rough towel while I ate the biscuit; it got sand on it from my salty, numb fingers. We played for hours under the pines, on the jetty and near the sea with our cousins Dick and Dooley Bailey, and after tea Caddick, my grandfather’s butler, came down to bathe; he wore a bathing cap to keep his hair neat.


One night we were woken and bundled out of the house in a hurry and hustled on to the lawn. Bournhill Cottage was on fire. My grandfather could be seen throwing everything he could lay hands on out of the windows, and Caddick also dashed to and fro carrying his silver. We were sitting huddled on the lawn wrapped in blankets, with jerseys over our nightgowns; we were told on no account to move.


‘Good morning, Mr. Caddick,’ called Tom as Caddick hurried by, but he got no answer.


After a while even Grandfather stopped rescuing his possessions, and we all sat together and watched the house burn down to the ground. Some marines who saw the blaze from their ship came ashore and tried to help, but it was too late; they found the cellar undamaged, and drank Grandfather’s wine instead. The balconies were made of wood in a criss-cross pattern; they looked like a set piece in a firework display as they flared and glowed against the dark sky before crashing down. I watched in a dream—then suddenly: Teddy! I had left him in my cot. ‘Teddy, Teddy,’ I shrieked, ‘save him! I must get Teddy! Somebody! Get Teddy!’ But it was too late, nobody could get to the night nursery now. I minded his loss terribly. That the house was burnt meant nothing, but I thought I should never, ever sleep again without him.


At dawn we were taken to Eaglehurst, the next house along the coast, for a seemingly endless day. Tom and I had sometimes been to tea there with the Marconi children, but at the time of the fire the inventor and his family were away. I was put to bed on a sofa in Muv’s room; no Teddy and no Nanny. Misery engulfed me.


Next day we went back to Victoria Road. Farve had come home unexpectedly on leave; he was told by the cook that Bournhill Cottage was burnt down, but she had no idea whether we were all alive, she said. At that moment we appeared, bulging out of a cab, with our buckets and spades but without our indoor toys. I heard Muv say: ‘Yes, everyone is safe, and the dogs, such luck, it was Nancy and Pam who woke up, their room was full of smoke.’


Nancy and Pam had a bedroom over the boiler room. When she was put to bed Pam said she smelt burning. ‘Don’t be silly,’ said the nursery-maid. Now she was proved right, and it was the nursery-maid who was silly. Pam was often right but seldom listened to. They got me another bear, but it was a hideous yellow plush, nothing like Teddy’s worn brown velvet body.




 





Until he went off to the war Farve worked in an office in London as manager of a woman’s weekly paper belonging to my grandfather called The Lady. Grandfather was not in the least interested in The Lady except financially; he had a magazine called The Candid Quarterly in which he criticized the government and all his energy went into that. When my parents married they had not one penny between them, so Farve was given this extremely unsuitable job and my mother an allowance. The job was unsuitable because Farve hated London, loathed being indoors and abominated the printed word; however, he did his best, and as a substitute for outdoor sport he got a mongoose and hunted the rats in The Lady office with it.


In the summer Victoria Road was let and we lived at a cottage near High Wycombe, in what was then almost the country. Farve had a bloodhound he used to hunt us children with, and a brown and white mongrel smooth-haired terrier which I called Luncheon Tom and loved more than anything else in the world except Nanny. At Old Mill Cottage we had a horse, and a cart called ‘the float’. Muv used to drive us all over the place, but we had to get out and walk up hills because we were so heavy. The float had enormous thin wheels which crunched on the road as we bowled along.


With Nanny and Ida we went for walks; they only took the upright pram and often Pam was in it because she had infantile paralysis, so I had to trudge, and very hot and tired I used to get. Tom and I generally went hand in hand, and he never stopped talking. I loved to listen to him; he was the cleverest person I knew except Nancy, and she did lessons with a governess and was too grand to bother with us. There were two walks; one was in a vast field called the Rye, the other along the valley to the Hoop and Spade Factory. This was a long low building from which came the shriek of many saws and the smell of sawdust. Hundreds of hoops and spades were stacked in view of the road. We liked to stop and listen to the saws, but I dared not go inside, though Tom did. The sound of the saws was frightening; I was timid and unadventurous.


On my birthday they made me a wreath of pinks; it was always a hot day and we had tea in the garden. I hardly ever remember my birthday not being fine; all the same I regretted being born in June. If only I could have had my birthday a couple of months sooner, when Edward VII was alivel ‘You’ve only lived in one reign. We’ve all lived in two reigns,’ the others used to remind me. ‘Baby! Only one reign.’ It seemed so unfair that a few weeks could have made this enormous difference.




 





When we were in London Pam, Tom and I went to Miss Vacani’s dancing class once a week. We were always put in the second row, where the less talented pupils struggled along as best they could to keep up with the stars in front. The most brilliant of the latter was Cela Keppel, who not only danced perfectly but looked beautiful; her hair was yellow, not tow coloured like ours. Miss Vacani called her out in front to face us. ‘Now, Cecilia, show the class how it should be done.’ I was very content to watch Cela, and quite dreaded: ‘Now! All together again, one, two, three,’ but Tom took his lessons more seriously. ‘Miss Vacani, Miss Vacani,’ he called in his loud, insistent voice. ‘Miss Vacani! Look! Am I doing it right?’




 





Once when Farve was on leave in Paris Muv visited him there, and she came back with yards and yards of the pale blue cloth from which French officers’ uniforms were made. Nancy, Pam and I had winter coats made out of it. These coats—first my own, then Pam’s and Nancy’s handed down—lasted me six winters from when I was five to when I was ten. I knew we were poor; there was no help for it.


The war had made us poorer. Farve’s army pay was less than he had earned at the office, and Grandfather wrote to Muv and said that owing to increased taxation he was finding things rather difficult, and had decided to economize by reducing her allowance. I know this because she thought it funny and told us about it long after; at the time it must have seemed far from comic, for she had five children. She let both Old Mill Cottage and Victoria Road and we went to live at Malcolm House, a square box near the church at Batsford belonging to Grandfather Redesdale.



















3.


BATSFORD





Muv hated Malcolm House, but we loved it. For the first time we were living in the real country. One day during that summer I saw a vision. At least I said I had seen one, and the others believed me and made me describe it so often that I hardly know now whether it was a dream or whether I saw it with my mind’s eye. It was the conventional sort of vision where heaven opens and angels appear in a golden light. Nancy, Pam and Tom flew to Muv to complain, ‘Oh Muv, it’s so unfair, Diana’s seen a vision.’ They were in despair about it.


My sixth birthday was spent at Malcolm House, and not long afterwards Grandmother, meeting Pam and me in the garden at Batsford said: ‘Come, I will take you to visit Grand father.’ We knew Grandfather had been ill for some weeks; he was supposed to have caught a chill while fishing at Swin brook. He was seventy-nine, a soigné old gentleman with silvery hair and moustache and brilliant blue eyes. We were not in the least prepared for what we were to see.


Grandmother took us upstairs and along a corridor, and opening a door gently she pushed us before her into a vast bedroom. The blinds were down, and in the dim light, sitting bolt upright in bed, was a terrifying apparition. Could it be Grandfather? A thin, bright yellow face; a shock of white hair standing on end? I do not remember what he said to us; I could not take my eyes off his face. The visit was soon over but it filled my mind for many days.


He died in August. Pam, Tom and I crept into the church yard and looked into the newly-dug grave. The gardeners had lined it with flowers, so that one saw only a sort of vast box of blossom and not a scrap of earth. I had never before seen a grave, and as I always believed that everything that happened to us was the unvarying norm, for years when I heard of a death I pictured a grave lined with flowers. We each had two new cotton dresses, a mauve and a grey, as mourning for Grandfather, and on the day of his funeral the bell tolled in our very ears because the garden of Malcolm House was next to the churchyard.




 





A couple of months later we moved into Batsford, and my grandmother went away to live at Redesdale. Because of the war, and our poverty, we only used a few rooms; the rest of the house was in dust sheets.


A family of children came to live with us there to get away from wartime London; they were neighbours in Victoria Road, the Normans. Sibell and Mark and Pam and Tom and I were all bosom friends; we seldom quarrelled. There was also a smaller girl, Mary, and a baby boy. Sibell was always in tearing spirits; she was much bolder than we were, and we loved dashing about in and out of the unused rooms, and the feeling of being far away from the grown-ups.


When I was seven another child, Jessica, was born. Nanny was busy, and I had started lessons in the schoolroom. Our governess, Miss Mirams, used to say: ‘Now, Diana, try and remember that you are the least important person in the room.’


Sibell and Mark’s parents came down to see them quite often. They amazed me in several ways. One day after luncheon they were drinking coffee with Muv on the terrace when Mary went up to her mother and deliberately knocked the cup out of her hand. I held my breath but Lady Florence only said: ‘Oh darling, was that an accident?’


Even more abnormal, I went into Farve’s business room with Sibell one evening before dinner to say goodnight, and there was Mr. Norman sitting in an armchair, reading. He put down his book and talked to us for a few minutes. As we went up to bed I said to Sibell: ‘Does your father often read?’ ‘Oh yes,’ she replied.


‘I’ve never heard of a man reading,’ I said.


‘Oh haven’t you,’ said Sibell. ‘Lots of Fa’s friends read.’ Until that moment I had always imagined reading was for women and children only, though I knew that men wrote. Even my grandfathers had published several books apiece, and at that very time there were vague murmurings, which reached us, among the uncles and aunts and Farve about Sir Edmund Gosse, who had written an ‘insolent’ (so they said) preface to Grandfather Redesdale’s third volume of memoirs; Gosse was getting this book ready to be published posthumously. The insolence consisted in a hint that Grandfather found no intellectual companionship within his numerous family, which was of course perfectly true.




Muv’s brother, Uncle George, pleased Farve with an epitaph supposed to be suitable for this literary enemy:


Here lies Gosse,


No great loss.


Uncle George made this couplet rhyme, while Farve pronounced loss to rhyme with horse, as we all did, which rather spoilt the joke.]





Farve was now back from ‘the front’; he was Assistant Provost Marshal at Oxford, and lived in rooms at Christ Church. We used to visit him there; he had installed a pianola; Muv laughed but we thought it made the most heavenly sounds. Farve put some rainbow trout in Mercury, and generally made himself at home in Tom Quad.


When he came to Batsford we played hide and seek all over the house. All the lights were put out except in the library where Muv sat with the youngest children. There were five staircases up and down which we thundered, but during the silent moments I nearly died of fright, straining my ears to hear a creaking board, somebody creeping quite near. Then there came the sound of footsteps thumping down the corridor, a distant scuffle and scream and Farve’s triumphant roar when he caught someone.


Meals in the dining-room were an ordeal when he was at home and had it not been for prestige reasons I would have preferred to stay upstairs with Nanny. However quietly one sat, however far away from him, he saw in an instant if a drop or a crumb was spilt. He thought spilling a disgusting and unnecessary fault, and did not realize how difficult big knives and forks can be for small hands to manage. When, despite one’s efforts, something was spilt he roared with rage. At the end of his life, forty years after the days I am describing, he was still the same. Once we were lunching at a London hotel in a vast restaurant; he was nearly blind; yet several tables away he spied a little boy: ‘Look at that degraded child throwing its food over the good table cloth,’ said Farve.


A rather brutal saying of our elders was: ‘Those who ask don’t get; those who don’t ask don’t want.’ We wanted nearly everything; the question was how to get it if one might not ask. Tom thought of a way round; he called it ‘my artful scheme of happiness’. He looked long and lovingly at the desired object, and when this had been noticed he began to speak. ‘Oh, what a lovely box; I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a lovely little box in all my life. Oh how I wish I could find one like it! Do you think I ever could? Oh (to the owner) you are lucky!’ He made his voice positively sag with desire. It nearly always ended in his being given whatever it might be he craved. Tom was seven when he invented his artful scheme of happiness.


Miss Mirams thought our way of talking sounded affected. ‘He mustn’t talk like that when he’s at school,’ she told Muv. ‘What mustn’t he say?’ asked Muv. ‘Well, for instance, “how amusing”. Boys never say “how amusing”,’ said Miss Mirams.


There was a nursery rule, made by Muv, that we were not to be forced to eat what we did not like or want. I was intensely thankful for this; I was seldom hungry and many nursery foods stuck in my gullet I disliked them so much. Pam and I were both ‘fussy’, but Nancy and Tom had good appetites and often ate our food as well as their own. They were more than welcome to it.


‘Isn’t Pam wonderful,’ Tom said once when, after the long journey up to Redesdale, the exhausted Pam could not swallow anything, ‘the way she refuses food.’


One day Muv came into the schoolroom and said: ‘Children, Mrs. Hammersley is coming to stay, she will arrive tonight. While she is here you are not to practise.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because she is very musical.’


I was pleased to be let off my scales, and puzzled by the reason for it. How could somebody be so musical that she could not bear to hear the piano played?


At this time Unity, now three years old, had a familiar, ‘Madam’, whom she blamed for anything naughty she might have done. One of her sins was drawing with a pencil on the wallpaper near her cot. When Nanny began to scold, Unity’s eyes became huge. ‘But, Nanny, Madam did it! I saw her do it!’


Mrs. Hammersley was greatly interested in Madam. She took Bobo on her lap and said: ‘Tell me, Unity, what is Madam like?’


Unity gazed at Mrs. Hammersley. ‘She’s got black hair, and a black dress, and a white shawl,’ she replied, describing what she saw.


‘Oh,’ cried Mrs. Hammersley. ‘Am I Madam?’ Unity did not answer.




 





While we were at Batsford Farve lent a cottage in the village to his aunt, who usually lived at Dieppe. She had chosen Dieppe because it was cheap, and because it had a casino; she was an inveterate gambler. I had seen her once before, and it is probably my earliest recollection. We were at a children’s party in London, and Aunt Natty took me on one of her knees while on the other sat a tiny girl with red hair, blue eyes and thin white hands. ‘Two Dianas,’ said Aunt Natty. I looked up at her Brobdignagian face under its black lace cap, and at the other little girl, and wished she would put me down. Now here she was, at Batsford, still larger than life. At this time we loved her more than all our other uncles and aunts put together.


She was quite different from Grandmother, except that they were both stout and stately and like most old ladies in those days both wore uniform. Grandmother wore a widow’s veil thrown back over a bonnet and a voluminous black gown, and Aunt Natty a lace cap and a tent-like robe and a cape. Great-granny was still alive; she also of course wore uniform. She set off her black with a blue satin ribbon. ‘Now, Blanche, you are not to copy this,’ she said to her daughter, but Aunt Natty copied it at once. Her cloak’s lining was edged with blue. After Grandfather’s death, Grandmother would not have dreamed of wearing a coloured ribbon; only a little white relieved the black.


Aunt Natty came to tea with us every day and told us stories, or rather serials, for she always promised to go on the following day. Most of the stories were about herself and her brothers and sisters when they were children. In one of them she and Grandmother had new coats which they disliked: navy serge with brass buttons. The Prince Consort died, and they went to Great-granny. ‘Mother, shouldn’t we wear mourning for the Prince?’ Great-granny considered for a moment and then ordered the gold buttons to be cut off and black ones sewn on instead.


Aunt Natty’s cottage was joined on to the electric light house. There was a steep bank the other side of the road at the back, and here, when there was snow, Tom and I used to take our toboggans. The run got faster and faster the more we used it, and at last I came down head first such a bat that I crashed through the door of the electric light house and was picked up unconscious among the dust and the glass accumulators. While I was in bed with concussion Aunt Natty came every day to the night nursery to tell me stories.


Her own grandchild was the other Diana—Diana Churchill. She often spoke of her. One day she showed me a little brooch with pearls and an emerald on it. ‘I offered this to the other Diana,’ she told me.


‘How lucky.’


‘She didn’t want it. She said, Granny Blanche, I’d rather have a Kodak.’ She pronounced her name, Blanche, with a short a, as in Granny.


This episode amazed me. How could anyone refuse ‘jewellery’? We all longed to possess something precious. There were so many of us that even my clothes were not my own; I was just their tenant on their way from Pam to Unity, at least in theory, though it was not always thought worth while to keep them for four whole years. I longed for something to belong only to me, and perhaps for this reason they gave me Dicky, the nursery bird. ‘You can call Dicky yours if you like, darling,’ Nanny said.


‘Oh, but that’s no good; he must be mine. Muv, can Dicky be mine?’


‘Yes. I’m sure he can,’ said Muv.


After that, when we had one of our conversations about what we possessed of our very own, I was able to say: ‘Well, Dicky’s mine, and he must be very valuable.’


When I was grown up I never allowed my boys to have a caged bird in their nursery; I agreed with Blake that it would put heaven in a rage. Yet Dicky was loved, and he seemed happy.


He was a goldfinch; he went with us everywhere, with a green baize cover over his cage in the train. When we were very small we also took our pony in the carriage with us; Muv, Farve, Nanny, Ada, Nancy, Pam, Tom, me, Dicky, Brownie and Luncheon Tom, all in a third class carriage. Brownie was an extremely tiny Shetland pony. I think it was saintly of Farve to travel with us children; possibly it only happened once, and that is why we never forgot it.


In the business room at Batsford there was a little object which I craved so much that one day Farve gave it to me. ‘You must take great care of it,’ he said. It was a pink jade goldfish, Japanese.


Grandfather had been one of the first Europeans to live in Japan as a young diplomatist. He went there again when he was old with Prince Arthur of Connaught to take the Order of the Garter to the Mikado. He saw that the country had changed from the thirteenth century to the twentieth century during his lifetime. ‘Tell us how it was in the old days,’ said the ladies at Court. Grandfather’s wild garden, where one came upon surprises like the Buddha preaching to bronze deer among the bamboos, was of Japanese inspiration. Indoors and out there were hundreds of Japanese objects he had collected.


I clutched the fish in my hand because I could not bear to be parted from it. At night it stood on a table near my bed, so that when my eyes opened I saw it and felt happy. One day the inevitable happened. I dropped it on a stone floor and it broke: its lovely twisted tail snapped off. Farve knew. ‘You’ve broken the goldfish,’ he said. To my despair at having destroyed the beautiful thing was added the knowledge that I had made him sorry he had given it to a child of seven. Occasionally through out my life in a museum or an exhibition I have seen fishes that resembled Farve’s gift to me when I was ‘a silly little baby’ as the others called me; I cannot look at them without a pang.


Aunt Natty had a Scotch terrier at Batsford. She told us how she had brought him over from Dieppe hidden under her cloak, so that he should not have to be parted from her and put into quarantine. Just as she was walking through the Customs he wriggled. ‘Madam,’ said the Customs man, ‘have you got a dog under your arm?’


‘Certainly not,’ said Aunt Natty.


‘Well, Madam, then what’s that there moving, then?’


‘So I flung open the other side of my cloak and said: “Cannot you believe the word of an Englishwoman?” and I walked through.’


Evidently the Customs man was too awed to stop her as she sailed by him. My parents disapproved of this story. ‘Oh Natty, how could you?’ said Muv.


Aunt Natty could, and did, do anything and everything she pleased. She was the first unprincipled grownup who came our way. She often said ‘I love privilege’, the sort of remark that Grandmother and Muv, though so different in other respects, both thought outrageous. She never wrote letters, but every morning gave Hooper, our groom, a sheaf of telegrams to be sent from Moreton-in-Marsh. We often found him in despair outside the post office. ‘Can’t read Lady Blanche’s writing,’ he said. Nor could we, and nor could the post mistress; she had a puzzle writing which looked almost Chinese.


She never dressed till lunchtime, but used to throw a cape over her flowing nightgown and walk about the village in what we considered a strange déshabillé. Once she invited Tom and me into the cottage to drink chocolate. ‘Not cocoa, there’s nothing more disgusting than cocoa,’ she told us. She was not dressed.


‘Ah, you are looking at my feet!’ she said.


‘Oh no, Aunt Natty, we’re not,’ said Tom and I; but we were. Her legs were bare, and although one could only see her fat ankles, and her feet in bedroom slippers, it seemed very curious to us for in those days one never saw a grown-up’s legs except in stockings.




 





We all knew that as soon as the war was over Batsford was going to be sold because we were too poor to live there. We hoped the war would go on forever. The last summer there, when I was eight, a huge garden fête was held, in aid of the wounded soldiers. Nancy decided that we would act a play, and charge sixpence for tickets. I cannot remember the plot of this play, but when the curtain went up Nancy and one of the village boys were on the stage, dressed as a farmer’s wife and a farmer. The boy had the first line, it was: ‘Phew, wife, the heat is tremendous.’ Nancy’s partner pronounced this as Few, woife, and he gave every subsequent syllable exactly equal value, so that it sounded utterly unlike somebody talking in real life. The rest of us were the farmer’s wife’s children, which Nancy relished.


A cousin of Muv’s, Georgie Gordon, kindly offered to rehearse us, and we worked hard for several weeks in the ballroom where it was quiet. Two days before the fête we were to have our dress rehearsal. We had great fun dressing up, and Muv was the audience. All through the play Georgie, who prompted, was very busy indeed; and at the end, after a rather worrying silence, Muv spoke:


‘I’m very sorry, children, but I’m afraid you can’t do your play.’


‘Can’t do our play, Muv? Why can’t we?’


‘Well, really, you see I’m afraid it’s too bad.’


We were dumbfounded. Georgie found wonderful excuses to save our faces, and our play died.


Aunt Natty gave the pearl and emerald brooch which had been rejected by my namesake to be raffled at this fête, and there were many stalls and side-shows. We made hundreds of pounds for the wounded soldiers, a fortune.


Although the Batsford fête was the biggest we ever had, in after years there were often fêtes on the lawn at Asthall. Every single time, Muv was seized with panic just before the opening when she looked at the stalls; she thought they were too bare. She would rush into the house and bring out anything she happened to see. We soon learnt to hide our possessions when a fête loomed up. At Batsford, the White Elephant stall would have been a treasure house to any Orientalist; Farve managed to buy one of Grandfather’s Japanese buddhas for sixpence, but by the time he had realized what was happening the stall was nearly empty. At Asthall Muv once disposed of two of Jessica’s most beloved toys, a cat and a rabbit called Nimmy and Shu-Shu. Poor Decca was in deep despair; next day we got new toys and went from cottage to cottage until we found the person who had bought them; luckily she was willing to exchange, their fur was almost rubbed off by Decca’s love, and their purchaser preferred the new ones.




 





Batsford was sold to Sir Gilbert Wills. We were very sad to leave, but fortunately Farve liked Sir Gilbert and often went back to stay for shooting. Farve never felt neutral about any one; he saw people as black or white without nuance. ‘Such a clever cove,’ he would say of somebody he was fond of. Often he liked a man but hated his wife. ‘A meaningless bit of meat,’ he called one such disliked lady.




 





When we left Batsford some of the furniture, pictures and books were sold too. Farve was a one-book man, he had read White Fang by Jack London; he thought it perfect but this did not make him decide to read any more books. Tom, who was ten years old at the time of the sale, was what Farve called a literary cove’. He and Nancy and I were omnivorous readers, Nancy particularly so. Her enthusiasms were contagious, and when I heard her say: ‘My favourite book is King Solomon’s Mines’ or ‘The Chaplet of Pearls’, I always looked inside the book, just to see. When I found it too difficult I went back to Mrs Tiggy Winkle, or Herr Baby, resolving to try again next year.


Farve allowed Tom to decide which books to sell—some had to go, because the Batsford library was bigger than the Asthall one. Am I dreaming this? I think not; I can hear Tom’s loud treble voice: ‘Oh no, Farve, you can’t sell that.’


Towards the end of the war I was often doubled up with pain. I was laid on a sheeted table in one of the visitors’ rooms and my appendix was removed. I awoke from the anaesthetic in a huge red brocade bed and everybody brought me presents. The others had been sent away to our Farrer cousins for my operation: Pam, convinced that the prophecy ‘she can’t live long’ was about to be fulfilled, spent her all on a paintbox for me. I suppose nowadays the surgeon would insist upon a clinic. Personally I prefer a brocade bed and beautiful unhygienic surroundings which (if one cares about such things) hasten recovery.



















4.


ASTHALL





Farve had some land in Oxfordshire, and when Batsford was sold he planned to build a house near the coverts on the hill above Swinbrook. For the present we were to live at Asthall, an old manor house near a church, built of aged, gabled stone with leaded windows. Farve bought it; it was beside his farms and near the river Windrush, but he did not care for it; he wanted to live with the pheasants on the hill. He loved pheasants, and spent hours watching the baby chicks with Steele, the keeper, leaning on his thumb-stick and saying little. His greatest joy was to look out of his window in the early morning and see cock pheasants strutting on the lawn. Of course he also loved shooting—not the garden pheasants, they were sacred—and his other passion at this time was fishing.


I was nine years old when we went to live at Asthall. It had a long hall panelled in old oak, with a fire at each end. Over one fire-place hung a portrait of François I by Clouet. There were doors to the garden and windows on each side, yet we sat comfortably near the fire sheltered by Chinese screens. Muv’s drawing-room had only French furniture; Louis XVI commodes and secrétaire, and white chairs covered in old needlework. There was a water colour by Richmond of our great-grandmother with her sons, Grandfather and his elder brothers wearing muslin skirts and blue ribbons, their hair in long yellow ringlets, and a Louis XVI gilt-bronze clock and barometer which are now mine; I bought them years later in one of Farve’s numerous sales.


In the dining-room there were portraits including one of our great-great grandfather William Mitford, the historian of Greece; and one of Farve, almost unrecognizable. He had been persuaded to have his portrait painted and chose a Belgian camouflage expert for the job. A stranger to vanity, Farve thought it a wonderful likeness and a splendid work of art. Muv, like all her contemporaries, was painted by Laszlo; she was at the height of her beauty. This picture is now at Chatsworth.


The books were housed in a converted barn in the garden, and four extra bedrooms were build above. This library was all the world to Tom and me at Asthall, partly for the beautiful leather-bound books which we could read as much as we liked provided we put them back where they belonged, and also because it was some way from the house and we could be there undisturbed. There were comfortable sofas and a grand piano. Already when he was ten Tom could play divinely and I was perfectly content to sit and listen to him. When he was away at school I missed him dreadfully. For one thing, he could do no wrong in Farve’s eyes; a proposition which would have enraged him coming from one of us was considered reasonably if expounded by Tom, who in many ways seemed the more adult of the two.


During the term Pam, who had quite recovered from her polio, and I went once a week to a dancing class at Hatherop Castle. We sat up together in the outside dickey at the back of a little Morris Cowley, dressed in trench coats belonging to Farve over our dancing frocks. In spite of the coats we arrived completely numbed and paralysed with cold; even our governess, who sat by Turner in front, was frozen, but we were blue and trembling. When the class was over, on went the trench coats and we climbed into the dickey and drove home through the bitter night. Strangely enough, we looked forward to these outings.


When we had been at Asthall a few months Muv went up to Victoria Road where her last child was born. Nancy got the telegram; she ran upstairs with it and saw me standing at the end of the corridor talking to a housemaid. ‘Annie! We are seven!’ Then, to the question in Annie’s face: ‘Another girl.’


‘Oh, Miss Nancy, what a disappointment,’ said dear old Annie, almost in tears. It was this incident that led Nancy to tell Debo in after years: ‘Everybody cried when you were born.’ Mabel, our parlourmaid, was at Victoria Road; she used to say, ‘I knew what it was the moment I saw his lordship’s face.’


I thought the baby, which was a complete surprise to me, quite perfect from the very first moment.


Nancy became cleverer and funnier every day. We used to sit together and scream with laughter, which naturally irritated everybody. Before long a grown-up would come along and remind one of some duty: ‘Have you fed your chickens?’ ‘Have you done your practice?’ Nancy had by now been wise enough to abandon these activities, but I kept chickens, pigs and even calves in a supreme effort to make money.


Rather like Farve and his pheasants, which were cherished only to die, I did not mind when these creatures were sold to the butcher. It was what they were for. On the other hand, when our pets died—usually violent deaths—we cried for days; the most terrible of all these occasions was when my guinea pig was killed by Nancy’s border terrier.


Every day except Sunday we went out riding with Captain Collison, the agent. The kennels, garage and stables could be reached by a short cut across the churchyard, and although we were never allowed to ride on Sundays we used the churchyard path even more than usual then, because of fetching dogs for coursing. Farve had a lurcher and every Sunday between October and March Uncle Tommy came to luncheon with his whippet and we all went out coursing.


We were cursed by Farve if we did not keep in line; one struggled and hopped along through turnips or kale or over the prickly stubble. When a hare got up there were cries of ‘Loo after it!’; the lurcher and whippet were slipped and they streaked after the hare, which doubled and twisted and usually got away. Sometimes it was caught; the first one went into Farve’s hare pocket, and subsequent ones were given to us to carry. Uncle Tommy and Farve used to say: ‘Wasn’t that a beautiful sight?’ and stand for a while leaning on their thumb-sticks while the dogs got their breath, then on we would go to look for another hare.


What became of the hares we caught out coursing I do not know. They were never eaten in our household, though Farve often said regretfully how delicious jugged hare could be. Muv’s father was a food crank, and she followed his rule for herself and for us by observing the food laws laid down by Moses. Until I was married I was not allowed to eat bacon, ham, lobster, pigeon, rabbit, hare or mackerel, or any of the other meats forbidden to the ancient Israelites. Farve insisted on having bacon and sausages with his eggs at breakfast, but we might not partake. As a result we positively craved for them, and Tom’s first letters from school were full of nothing but sausages. ‘Oh Muv, it’s so unfair. If Tom can have sausage why can’t we?’


‘Tom’s a boy.’


Muv never came coursing with us, or shooting, or hunting, or even hacking. Farve no longer cared for riding, which was a great sorrow to Hooper. ‘If only we could get her ladyship up on a horse,’ he said to us once, ‘perhaps his lordship would play the man.’


We thought this wonderfully funny, because Farve was man to us, and nobody, not even his brothers, came anywhere near him in manliness.


Uncle Tommy lived at Swinbrook Mill Cottage; we adored him. He was a sailor, and after the war he became a farmer. His methods, and theories out of books, were scoffed at by the village labourers and the local farmers, or at least greeted with great shakings of the head. Forty years on, I asked him: ‘When you tried those experiments with grass and the Swinbrook farmers were so sceptical, were they right, or were you?’ ‘I was,’ he said. He had sayings that he used over and over again. ‘Nothing perfect! ‘’The best of everything for everybody’ and ‘Be it this or be it that’.


In common with many people of their generation, Farve’s and his brothers’ conversation abounded in French expressions and idioms. As a small child I did not always understand what they meant. Thinking that they interfered in what did not concern them, Farve always called bishops ‘les touche à tout’, and until I was twelve or so I thought touche à tout was French for bishop. He was not anti-clerical, it was their presence in the House of Lords he disliked.


In the summer holidays Farve’s old tutor, M. Cuvelier, came to stay. He was a French master at Eton and lived in Slough. He had gone to Batsford in the eighties to teach the family, and I think the fact that they did their first lessons in French may account for the great difficulty Farve always found in spelling English; words which are the same in both languages are nearly always spelt differently. Farve disliked putting pen to paper: when he was obliged to he had the Concise Oxford Dictionary at his elbow.


We called M. Cuvelier ‘Monsieur’, but Farve and his brothers called him ‘Douze Temps’. This was because when they were boys he used to tell them about his adventures as a soldier in the Franco-Prussian War; loading a rifle was done in twelve movements which he mimed for them. ‘Un! deux! t-r-o-i-s!’ (very slowly) and so on. At one point he had to tear or pull something with his teeth, which fascinated us.


Douze Temps’ presence always put Farve in the sunniest of moods, and he and my uncles became boys again before our astonished eyes. Farve, who was twice his size, used to pretend to be a wounded soldier to be carried across the Rhine on Douze Temps’ back: this had been one of the sagas. There were cries of ‘Mais non, mais non, mon cher, voyons! C’est ridicule! Ah, non!’ in the old cracked voice and shouts of laughter from Farve and from us.


When Monsieur was at Asthall we heard tales of Farve’s childhood. He had a violent temper as a boy, and once when he had been locked in his room he made the poker red-hot in the fire, intending to kill his father and Douze Temps when they should come to release him. It was M. Cuvelier’s speed and agility in snatching away the brandished poker which saved them from being, at least, badly burned. Farve was so naughty that it was considered unfair to his elder brother Uncle Clem to send them to Eton together; he went to Radley, where he was bored to death and learnt nothing.


According to Farve, Uncle Jack was Grandfather’s favourite child: ‘Brave as a lion and clever as a monkey.’ Farve’s guns were his holiest possession. The thought of anyone touching them, let alone borrowing them, made one’s blood run cold; of course no one would have dared. Probably Grandfather did not feel so strongly about his guns as Farve, but all the same he was a strict parent of whom his children were very much in awe. According to Farve, le petit Jicksy went to Grandfather’s business room one day in February, when the shooting season was over, and asked if he might borrow a gun to shoot pigeons. Permission was given, for nothing was ever refused him. That night it snowed, and six weeks later, when the thaw came, the gun was found lying beneath a cedar, ruined by rust. But Grandfather did not mind a bit, because of le petit Jicksy being as brave as a lion and clever as a monkey; ‘Don’t think of it again, dear boy,’ he was supposed to have said.


Possibly this story might not electrify others to the extent it did us. The notion that one of us children could leave one of Farve’s guns lying out in the snow was simply too terrifying to think about.


We also understood perfectly how brave George Washing ton had been when he did not tell a lie. Farve was not a gardener like Grandfather but he always planted one or two small things to look at from his window. Between the paving stones he put Virginia stocks—‘My interster seeds’ he called them. On the grass bank he had an anenome—only one, so far as I know—which was the apple of his eye. ‘Come and see my fulgens,’ he used to say when a red dot appeared in the expanse of green. ‘It’s out.’ If some rash child had picked the anemone it would have more than equalled any cherry tree.


Since various legends about Farve’s fierceness have grown up it may be worth saying that not only did he make us scream with laughter at his lovely jokes but that he was very affectionate. 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. A reviewer of Harold Acton’s biography of Nancy, judging from a badly-reproduced snap shot, wrote that Farve’s face was suffused with the scarlet of passion and that he must have been ‘a very frightening man indeed’. In fact there was no red, or even pink, in Farve’s face; his skin was a pale uniform beige; it never altered with his moods. Set in the beige were brilliant blue eyes. Muv took him to see her old friend, the artist Helleu, in Paris during the war; he said he was khaki from head to foot ‘only the eyes are not khaki’.


‘When your parents were young,’ Farve’s cousin Kitty Ritson told me ages later, ‘they were so beautiful they were like gods walking upon earth.’




 





After Bournhill Cottage burnt down we had no seaside of our own to go to; Nanny took us once a year to lodgings at Bexhill. The house belonged to a friend of hers, also a Congregationalist and very interested in missions to Africa.


The sitting-room we used was hung with spears and shields among the pampas grass, and sometimes one met a negro on the stairs.


While we were at Bexhill we used to go on a bus to St. Leonards to see Nanny’s sister. They were twins, and very much alike; when I was small it made me uneasy to be with Nanny’s sister unless Nanny was there too, because I got the sensation that Nanny had changed. That she might ever change was my worst nightmare; even a new bonnet took a great deal of getting used to. Pam, Tom and I had terrible nightmares; we bored one another with them in the mornings. Pam’s were about steam rollers. More than once I dreamt that Nanny had grown very tall and thin and brittle; she was like Augustus in Struwelpeter. She wore a tight belt round her tiny waist, in my dream, and all of a sudden she snapped in two.


When we went to Bexhill these dreams were several years away; we loved our visits to Nanny’s sister, who lived over a hardware shop kept by her husband; she had two clever daughters who passed their exams and became head-mistresses.


One of the things we looked forward to at Bexhill was the food; particularly the cream, out of cardboard tubs. ‘Bought cream’ was so much more delicious than the ordinary cow’s cream we got at home.


Our school-room life was humdrum, but the holidays were perfect. Tom came home, and we dashed about to dancing parties in the Christmas holidays, tennis parties in the summer. We had been brought up to despise ‘games’, sport was all my father cared for; golf, and cricket, were considered beyond the pale. Tennis, however, Tom and I played, though not at all well; we did it because it led to endless parties. Our cousins Dick and Dooley Bailey lived fifteen miles away; there was constant coming and going between Asthall and Stow-on-the-Wold. They were much better at games than we were; Dick chose to be a dry-bob at Eton, while Tom thankfully gave up cricket and took to the river.


I was so pleasure-loving and got so excited at the thought of some particularly glamorous party that often when the great day came I had to go to bed with a high temperature. Muv sent for Dr. Cheatle. He prescribed three days in bed; when he first came to us he sometimes gave medicine, but chancing to see a row of unopened bottles in Nanny’s cupboard he laughed and ceased to make suggestions which involved swallowing anything. Muv believed the good body would cure itself; she only got Dr. Cheatle just in case one had been struck by dire disease.


When I was dressed for a party I looked in the glass and disliked what I saw.


‘I can’t go,’ I used to say to Nanny, ‘everything’s wrong.’ ‘Never mind, darling,’ Nanny always had the same answer. ‘It doesn’t matter. Nobody’s going to look at you.’




 





Tom invited friends to stay. ‘Would you like to hear me play?’ he began, as soon as a friend arrived. They went straight to the library, followed by me, and Tom played to us. Even when he was at his private school he played to his guests; he must have picked them with care, for it is not every ten-year-old boy who would want to sit indoors all day listening to classical music. Jim Lees-Milne was the friend I preferred. He hated games just as much as we did, and when Tom had finished playing we used to talk. Jim made us read Byron, Shelley, Keats, and Coleridge, and we agreed that when we were grown up we would scorn material things and live on a handful of grapes near the sea in Greece.




 





Since the days of the children’s service and the stamps, church-going had altered its aspect. We were made to go to church every Sunday; this was one of the firmest family rules. We tried to put off going until evensong—after all, the world might come to an end at lunchtime, and then one would feel a fool to have wasted the morning in church. This argument played constantly in my mind; it was the best reason for procrastination.


There was a choice of services—matins at Swinbrook with Farve, who liked us to go with him, or evensong at Asthall with Muv. Farve never set foot in Asthall church, although it was ten yards from our house. The living was not in his gift, and he took no interest whatever in Asthall affairs although most of the village belonged to him.


Mr. Ward, the clergyman, generally used to scold his tiny ‘congregation’ in his sermon; it was most unfair, but they got the scolding due to the rest of the village for laxity about church attendance. He read his sermons, and propped the sheets of paper on a brass lectern attached to the pulpit. One could see light through the last two sheets, and by this one knew when the hour of delivery was at hand.


Mrs. Ward was a tremendous singer; she could fill the church with her powerful contralto, which made us scream with laughter. Of course the screams were stifled, but we shook and heaved with the effort. Once Mr. Ward preached against profane persons who ran and shouted with their dogs through God’s holy acre. This was meant for us, because the churchyard path was our short cut to the stables. Farve was amused when we told him, but did not mend his ways.


Until I was eleven I hated going to church; it almost spoilt Sunday for me. Then, under the influence of an Anglo-Catholic governess, I became for about a year a subject of religious mania. A service a week was not half enough for me; I considered that one should go to church every single day, or, better still several times a day. Hours spent anywhere but in church, or praying in my room, were so many wasted hours.


I was terribly concerned about Muv and Farve, and what might happen to their immortal souls. True, they went to church on Sundays; but did they believe? Uncle George said that Muv went to church as a patriotic duty; if this were true it would be fatal.


The thought of converting Muv occupied me for months. She must be made to believe in transubstantiation, original sin, the immaculate conception as well as the virgin birth, and the real presence. She must be persuaded to turn to the east and curtsy at the right moment during the creed.


Miss Price taught us the New Testament, the lives of the saints, the history of the early church and the meaning of the sacraments. Our only geography was a study of the Holy Land; and the journeys of St. Paul which we traced and coloured with different inks. She stayed with us four terms, about the limit of time any governess could abide us for. Then she packed up her shrine—crucifix, brass candlesticks, brass vases always kept bright and full of flowers—and went away. After she left I drifted back into a mild agnosticism, but I shall always be grateful to Miss Price because she made me understand, from the inside as it were, what religion can mean to a person.


When I was eleven Muv took us to Dieppe for the Easter holidays; she rented Aunt Natty’s house and we had a French cook. For the first time in my life I realized how delicious food could be. I doted on Dieppe. A few years afterwards I went back there and found a quite ordinary sea-side town; it was nothing like the fairyland of my memory. Just before we left for home a frightful thing happened: Bill Hozier, Aunt Natty’s only son, shot himself. Muv got the telegram, and she had to break the news. Bill Hozier was an inveterate, penniless gambler; his debts had been paid several times by his brother-in-law Winston Churchill, and now he was in debt again and decided to end his life. We knew something sad had happened but were not told exactly what it was; we cannot have under stood much about it, for my memories of Dieppe are of unclouded happiness.


Aunt Natty stayed with us quite often at Asthall, and when a few years later she died I was very sad. If one could summon the departed from the shades, she would be among the first I should choose.




 





Three or four times a year we motored over to Stratford for the Shakespeare plays in the nice, hideous old theatre before the fire. We got there so early that we sat gazing at the safety curtain for at least half an hour; on it were the words; For Thine Especial Safety, and round the ceiling something about the poet’s pen, which gave to airy nothings a local habitation and a name.


We knew the actors and actresses by heart, and were quite accustomed to one of the merry wives of Windsor turning into Desdemona overnight, but I was always shocked by what seemed to me their extreme old age. It was not quite easy to see good old Baliol Holloway as the ne’er lust-wearied Antony, or his elderly leading lady as a lass unparalleled. Nancy and I so often began to shake with silent laughter that Muv forbade us to sit together. On the other hand we thought them quite suitable as the Macbeths. It was the same thing with Shaw’s St. Joan. Sybil Thorndike, in grey wrinkled stockings, with ancient, knobbly knees and affected moaning and bleating ‘I hear my VOICES’—was too far removed from my idea of Joan of Arc. Yet not long ago, when she died aged ninety, I read eulogies of her in the part, for which she was chosen by Shaw himself. As a child I was either deficient in imagination or else saw things too plainly in my mind’s eye.




 





Some of our governesses were cleverer than others; none of them was exactly a Hobbes. Counting French govs we had in the holidays there were about fifteen in all. By modern standards our curriculum had disastrous gaps. Nobody thought of giving us lessons in sex, for example, now considered an essential subject. I wish its importance had been discovered sooner; it would have made our childhood hilarious, to see Miss Smith or Miss Leach at the blackboard conscientiously showing us what we must do. Modern state schools recently appealed for volunteers to teach school leavers to read. What can they have been at, for a whole decade at school? They should try to fit in a reading lesson occasionally between the sex classes, for as Goethe said: ‘Kannst du lesen, so sollst du verstehen,’2 though obviously sex is more fun than anything as humdrum as reading.




 





Early in June the cry of ‘The mayfly’s up’ set Farve in excitement and the business room in a buzz. For weeks he had been oiling his lines and looking through his flies; he had also fished, with a wet fly. I often went with him. According to Farve, if one trod on a twig, or sneezed, even a hundred yards from the bank, every trout heard it and swam away for miles, even perhaps to a stretch of river belonging to somebody else. I hardly breathed during our fishing expeditions; I loved being with him, and considered it an honour to be allowed to go.


During the mayfly season there were carefully chosen men guests at Asthall. Meals were irregular, and there were all the things I liked best—asparagus, tiny peas and beans, mayonnaise, cold soufflé, trout en gelée.


At night, when Pam and I were in bed, Farve and his friends were still on the lawn at half past ten and after when it got too dark to fish. We could hear them talking and laughing, and the whirr of the reels as they pulled their lines out to dry.


Farve was as happy when he was fishing as he was nervous and short-tempered when he had a shoot. On shooting mornings we kept well out of his way. We could hear him from the schoolroom window: ‘Where’s that infernal feller Forester?’ ‘I’m here,’ said a mild voice. Major Forester had been doing up his bootlace behind one of the cars; he never came again. People did not want to be cursed when they were on pleasure bent.


I was sorry about this because I was deeply (though of course secretly) in love with Lady Victoria Forester. She had slightly protruding front teeth, and I used to sit by the hour pressing my teeth with my thumb in the vain hope of growing more like her.


Once when I was standing with him waiting for driven partridges Farve’s loader, for some reason, was not his favourite, Turner. The man was slow. Farve took both guns and laid them reverently on the stubble; then he picked up the loader and shook him. It was done in deathly silence, Farve never spoke out shooting for fear of turning the birds.


We were all very cross with him about this episode and put him in Coventry for two days, but when he was obviously not minding we relented, and spoke to him again.




 





Our family was divided between those who longed to go to school and those who dreaded the very idea of it. Farve thought that boys must go but girls must not. Nancy was for school; she thirsted for learning. She was allowed to go to Hatherop where a dozen girls did their lessons together; it was a compromise. She was there when I had my religious mania.


The thought of being sent away from home was enough to give me a temperature. If Nancy wanted to afflict me with a really unkind tease she well knew what to say. ‘Last night after you had gone to bed I was talking you over with Muv and Farve;’ my blood ran cold; however often she said this, and although I half knew that Muv and Farve would not talk me over with Nancy, a terrible sinking of the stomach made me feel sick. ‘We were saying how good it would be for you to go to school.’ ‘Did Muv and Farve say it would be good for me?’


‘Yes. We agreed that you might not be so stupid and babyish if you went to school.’


Sometimes the anxiety induced by one of these conversations was so painful that I summoned up courage to ask Muv if they really were thinking of school for me. ‘School, darling? Oh I don’t think so. But you mustn’t be rude to Miss Edwards you know,’ she might add, taking advantage. This dislike of schools is something I have never grown out of; for one thing I cannot abide the zoo-like smell.


The pupils at Hatherop had been Girl Guides, with the headmistress as their Captain. When she came home Nancy managed to persuade Muv to allow her to perpetrate a devilish scheme, which combined the advantages of achieving an all time high as a tease for me with gratification of her will to power and being considered praiseworthy by everybody, parents, uncles and aunts included.


She announced it one day at tea. ‘I am going to form a company of guides; I am going to be the Captain and you and Pam can be patrol leaders; you will have to call me “Captain”,’ she said.


‘I won’t be a Girl Guide,’ I said firmly.


To my surprise, because I could not believe she was to be allowed to get away with this, Muv supported Nancy.


‘You’ll join, won’t you, Palmer,’ Muv said to Pam, who replied listlessly, ‘Yes, I suppose so.’


I felt I might begin to cry at any minute; if only we had had warning of what was afoot I could easily have persuaded Pam to be on my side, and then Nancy’s tease would have been out of the question. It was simply that Pam did not see as promptly as I did what a pest being a Girl Guide was going to be.


‘Well, I shan’t,’ I said.


‘Dana, I’m afraid you must,’ said Muv. ‘You see, we can’t expect the village girls to join if you children aren’t in it.’


‘Oh but why should I, I shall hate it, Muv, it’s so stupid, and anyway Nancy won’t be a proper captain, she’ll only be pretending.’ But it was no good. Muv said I must join, she promised me one thing, however: if I still hated it at the end of a year I could give it up. A year seemed an eternity, but there was nothing to be done, and I became a very sulky and unwilling Girl Guide.


It turned out to be all I had feared, and more. Ten of the village girls were told they had got to join, and Pam and I picked sides for our patrols (No damned merit went into the choice of the patrol leaders). We were all fitted out in stiff blue drill dresses, black stockings and shoes and hard round felt hats. Nancy, as captain, had a different and rather becoming hat turned up at one side with a cockade. We stumped about at the end of the garden, trying to light damp things with three matches and run a hundred yards in twenty seconds. Nancy tried to make us salute her with three uplifted fingers, and shake hands with our left hands, but this we refused to do. She studied a Girl Guide magazine in order to discover further humiliations to inflict upon us; she even threatened to get a flag and make us salute that. Sometimes we had competitions which Nancy would announce with assumed éclat for the following week:


‘You are to collect all the most useful things you can think of and put them in your pockets, and the best collection will win a prize,’ she said. ‘Only in your pockets mind, you mustn’t carry anything because a guide must always have her hands free—unless of course she is a standard-bearer or something like that,’ she added.


The following Saturday the guides turned up with their dresses sagging in all directions. A guide uniform is a positive nest of pockets, and full advantage had been taken. I had not been able to think of anything very useful to put in mine, except money, which was not allowed. My collection was meagre—a box of matches; a small bandage made out of a strip from an old sheet, provided by Nanny; a magnifying glass, and a pen-knife with a corkscrew and an attachment for prising stones out of horses’ feet.


The village girls produced marvels. One of them took a quite huge bottle out of one of her pockets, and stood it beside an assortment of bootlaces, chocolate, sticking plaster, Beechams pills, a notebook, pencils, lint and bandages. Between us we had enough bandages to stock a hospital; it was the one thing we had all thought of.


Muv was the judge. ‘What’s in the bottle?’ she asked. ‘Fluid, m’lady.’


‘Fluid? Yes, I see. What sort of fluid?’


‘Fluid,’ said the girl, turning very red and shy.


At last the year was up; I counted the final weeks with mounting rapture. When the great day came I went to Muv. ‘I’ve done what you said and been in the guides for a year. I can leave now, can’t I?’


A storm broke about me. ‘Leave? Just when it is doing the village girls so much good, and they are all enjoying it so much? Of course you can’t leave. It would set a very bad example. They’ll all want to leave if you leave.’


The tears welled up, but I managed to say: ‘But you said I could! You promised that if I still hated it at the end of the year I could give it up! Well, I do still hate it, more than ever. And why should the village girls want to stop if they all enjoy it so much?’ But it was no good; I was commanded to continue being a guide. Even Farve was against me: ‘So selfish,’ he said.


After a few more months, however, the Swinbrook and Asthall troop of guides petered out. Nancy lost interest; she was never there on a Saturday for one thing: she was gadding. The whole episode was an injustice of my childhood. It came about because Muv wanted to fill the gap until Nancy came out, while Nancy was enchanted to have such a solid, non-stop, reliable tease on hand.


Thinking about it all years later I wondered why so much emphasis was put on bandages, tourniquets, broken limbs. In the lanes round Asthall there was small chance that one would come across people with broken bones, and if one did, a telephone call to Dr. Cheatle would ensue. Nobody in his senses would allow one to minister to his injuries. I said to Kitty Mersey, who had also been a Girl Guide in her childhood, ‘I wonder they didn’t teach us something useful; to cook, for example.’ She replied: ‘Oh, they did teach us. Boiled cod.’


In spite of the guides, Nancy and I became great friends. During the winter, except on hunting days, we used to sit together aching with boredom. At least in theory we ached, because Nancy wanted to be in London, and though I hated London I saw her point—we wanted people, our friends; the animals were no longer enough. She was as clever and funny as ever, and sometimes wrote stories which I thought supreme. One was  about a Lady Caraway somebody or other who could not marry the man she loved because his name was Seed. She had to arrange for him to be given a peerage.




 





Mrs. Hammersley came to stay from time to time. She knew clever, unattainable people—‘My friend, Logan Pearsall Smith’, ‘My friends, the Huxleys’. We envied her. She talked in her deep, hollow voice about books, writers, painters; also about travels.


‘I am going to Rome,’ she told us once.


‘Oh, isn’t Mrs. Hammersley lucky! She’s going to roam,’ said Unity. ‘Where are you going to roam to?’ she asked.


Once a term we all descended upon Eton in a troop, to visit Tom. I could never make out whether he liked us coming or not. We quickly tired of the playing fields, so he obligingly let his bed down from the wall and we took turns lying on it in his tiny room, which was almost filled with piano. It was a concession of his tutor’s that he might put a piano in his room. At that time Tom wanted to be a professional musician; he played the flute in the school orchestra, and the organ in chapel, but the piano was his instrument.


There is something infinitely exhausting about the air of Eton which affects even the casual visitor. After a good rest, and a certain amount of bickering during which Tom kept his usual Olympian calm, we went to have tea at the Cock Pit. We knew dozens of Eton boys, and the Cock Pit was a pivot of school life.


Tom’s housemaster was called Mr. Dobbs. ‘He’s Irish,’ said Tom. ‘His address is Castle Dobbs, Dobbstown, County Dobbs, Ireland.’




 





Once a year we were taken to a dentist in Queen Anne Street by Farve. The only reason I can imagine why Farve came was that he liked the dentist and enjoyed his company. When we arrived at Paddington Farve hailed a cab and got into it; as one clambered after him: ‘Child! Mind the good shoes!’ he cried gaily. Farve’s London suits and shoes were always called good by him, though his tailor suffered from being forced to put hare pockets inside the jackets. ‘A cove must have a hare pocket,’ said Farve.


In the waiting room he stood and looked out of the window while we nervously turned over the leaves of an old Punch with out taking in the jokes. Once one was safely in the dentist’s chair Farve’s affability knew no bounds. He and the dentist chatted about this and that; our teeth were not among the chosen subjects.


After a quick look the dentist applied the drill, but even then his attention was divided; he would glance for a moment at his victim, then away again to Farve. Gazing through tear-filled eyes at the chimney pots on the houses opposite I promised myself never, ever, to go to a dentist again once I was grown up.


‘How did it go?’ asked Muv when we got back to Asthall, worn out by the terrible day.


‘Torture.’


‘Nonsense, dear child,’ said Farve.
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