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         Behold! human beings living in an underground den which has a mouth open towards the light … here they have been from their childhood, and have their legs and necks chained so that they cannot move, and can only see before them, being prevented by the chains from turning their heads. Above and behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and between the fire and the prisoners there is a raised way; and you will see, if you look, a low wall built along the way, like the screen which marionette players have in front of them, over which they show the puppets.

         I see.

         And do you see, I said, men passing along the wall carrying all sorts of vessels, and statues and figures of animals made of wood and stone and various materials, which appear over the wall? …

         You have shown me a strange image, and they are strange prisoners. 

         Like ourselves, I replied; and they see only their own shadows, or the shadows of one another, which the fire throws on the opposite wall of the cave.

         True, he said …

         To them, I said, the truth would be literally nothing but the shadows of the images …

         And now look again, and see what will naturally follow, if the prisoners are released …

         At first when any of them is liberated and compelled suddenly to stand up … When he approaches the light his eyes will be dazzled … he will require to grow accustomed to the sight of the upper world. At first he will see shadows best, next the reflections of men and other objects in the water, and then the objects themselves; then he will gaze upon the light of the moon and the stars and the spangled heaven …

         Last of all he will be able to see the sun.

         
             

         

         PLATO: The Republic, VII, 3rd edn. (1888)

trs. Benjamin Jowett

      

   


   
      
         
            

            Introduction

         

         De temps à autre, on est soi, un instant.

         PÈRE BOULOGNE

         
             

         

         It has sometimes been pointed out to me that I have had a very varied and interesting life, have lived in some extremely beautiful places and have met some remarkable people. I suppose it is true, but now that I have reached ‘the end game’, I do not find myself dwelling upon these pieces on the board. The figures that still stand out there now are the people to whom, in different ways and in different degrees, I have been bound by affection. Not only are they the people whom I most vividly remember, but I realise that it is only through them that I have learned anything about life at all. The brilliant talk I heard at I Tatti in my youth, in Bloomsbury in the thirties, in New York and Rome in later years, has lost some of its glitter. I was tipped, as Desmond MacCarthy once remarked about Santayana’s writings, ‘with fairy gold’. All that is left to me of my past life that has not faded into mist has passed through the filter, not of my mind, but of my affections. What was not warmed by them is now for me as if it had never been.

         One consequence of this is that—since the people who have touched my heart have belonged to different countries, as well as to very different backgrounds—I have been able to participate vicariously in some aspects of life beyond the field of my own personal experience: to catch a glimpse, as it were, of worlds seen through the peep-hole of someone else’s stage. But equally many other worlds have remained closed to me. Because, for instance, I never happened to have in my youth an intimate friend in France or Germany—not even a French or German governess to whom I was particularly attached—I know no more about those countries than what has been told me by books or by my eyes. On the other hand my affection for the gentle, courageous woman who was my first Italian teacher, Signora Signorini, and later on, for the fiery genial professore with whom I first read Homer and Virgil, acquainted me once for all and from within with the life of the educated Tuscan borghesia—a world whose values, at the time of my childhood, were still those of De Amicis’ Cuore. And equally it was my love for my grandfather, Lord Desart, which bestowed on me the flavour of life as it used to be in the Irish country house in which I spent my summer holidays—a world of blue distances and infinite leisure and ease, flavoured with the scent of sweet peas and the crisp clear taste of red currants, in which the doors were always open to children, dogs, and neighbours, and I would jog on my pony with my grandfather from cottage to farm, or down the green rides in the beech woods, where one might see, in the early morning, a vixen and her cubs slinking away through the tall grass.

         Why then am I writing this book at all, and what sort of book would I like it to be? Desmond MacCarthy once remarked, at Mr. Asquith’s breakfast table, that there are only three motives for writing an autobiography: St. Augustine’s, Casanova’s or Rousseau’s—“either because a man thinks he has found ‘The Way’, or to tell what a splendid time he has had, and enjoy it again by describing it, or to show—well, that he was a much better fellow than the world supposed.” “I’m glad to hear you say that,” said Mr. Asquith, who was cutting himself a slice of ham. “That is just what I am trying to do.”

         Few books, in point of fact, could less resemble Rousseau’s Confessions than Asquith’s Memories and Reflections, and this leads one to wonder whether anyone who sets down his reminiscences ends up by producing quite the book he had in mind. In my case, I must humbly disclaim all three motives. I have no wish (even if I had the matter) to convert, to reveal or to confess. I am only trying to set down a fragmentary account of what it has been like to live in three totally distinct periods of civilisation: first briefly, and partly through hearsay, in the pre-war world of 1914; then in the world between two wars; and finally in the present time, which is so rapidly taking on new shapes both intellectually and materially, that I have found myself unwillingly becoming, in some aspects at least, a spectator rather than a participator. This record will not try to be complete or even chronological; it is merely an attempt to describe certain past ways of living, and a few phases of my own life, taking as my starting point the various houses I have lived in: the country houses of my grandparents both in the United States and Ireland, and the life which they led there long before I was born, and which later on I shared with them; then my mother’s house in Fiesole, where I spent my childhood; and finally the Tuscan villa and farm, La Foce, which—after so many years in other people’s houses and atmospheres—has been, for the forty-six years since my marriage, my own home.

         During those years, there were also many aspects of my life not centred upon La Foce, which I have not dwelled on here. There were long periods spent by me in England or America, and a few vital personal relationships irrelevant to the course of this story; and there were also many long journeys with my husband—to Mexico and Yucatan, to Guatemala and the Caribbean, to Egypt and Greece, to Southern India, Thailand and Angkor—all delightful and exciting to us, but, by the standards of present-day travel, which has left no South Sea island unexplored, no primitive tribe unphotographed, very small beer.

         One advantage of all these changes of scene, or perhaps merely of my own temperament, is that I have never in my life found a day too long. “I am blessed,” the much-loved Bostonian writer and editor, Mark Howe, was heard to mutter in his old age, “blessed and bored”—but this, as yet at least, I have never known. On the other hand, I have also never known the unquestioning security of background of my grandparents’ generation, and this perhaps has also contributed, as for many others of my generation, to the difficulty of holding to a stable faith. Too much has been put before us, too much! Too much destruction and change, too many trends in spiritual leadership, too many new fields of discovery and awareness.

         Most of these experiences I share, of course, with many others, and I certainly do not think that the things that have happened to me are important, except to myself. But also I believe that every life, irrespective of its events and setting, holds something of unique value, which it should be possible to communicate, if only one can first see one’s experiences honestly and then set them down without too much dressing-up. This is, I suppose, what is meant by the conventional remark about first novels, that all men have at least one book in them. I myself was never tempted to write that book in my youth, chiefly owing to a lack of self-confidence, and it may have been for a similar reason that, when I first began to write for publication, the field I chose was that of biography. It is safer to write about other people than about oneself, and easier (or so I then thought) to shape their lives into a harmonious, consistent pattern. It was only when I began to examine my subjects more closely that I realised that the process was somewhat more complex than I had thought, that it was nearly as difficult to set down the truth about other people as about oneself, and very tempting to rely upon the biographers and critics who had preceded one. It was only after a good many years that I began to wish, and dare, to speak for myself. I then became aware of how much in my earlier books—except for War in Val d’Orcia which was not originally written for publication—had been, not insincere, but second-hand. This book is an attempt, very late in the day, to do something different: to record a few of the things that have happened to myself and to speak, at the risk of speaking flatly, in my own voice: to speak, at last, my mind.

         But not my whole mind—not even if I could. There are, of course, dangers familiar to every biographer, that arise as soon as one begins to select, difficulties of which I once spoke in a lecture entitled Biography—True and False. I called them ‘the seductive tricks of the trade … the smoothing-out and the touching-up. In the end a portrait is built up: slick, vivid, convincing—and false.’ And even greater temptations confront the painter of a self-portrait. Not only is it difficult not to distort by framing a perspective or gilding a picture, but also to prevent self-awareness from turning into self-consciousness. Sir Herbert Read once rightly said in a review of Rilke’s Letters that one is never sure that one is listening to ‘the true voice’, whereas no such doubt ever crosses one’s mind, for instance, in reading those of Keats.

         Nevertheless, selection is necessary. ‘Le secret d’ennuyer est celui de tout dire.’ There are also considerations of reticence and taste, and most of all, a realisation that every human life is at once so complex and so simple, so perplexing and so clear, so superficial and so profound, that any attempt to present it as a unified, consistent whole, to enclose it within a rigid frame, inevitably tempts one to cheat or to falsify. ‘I am always astounded to see’, wrote Pasternak in an unpublished letter, ‘that what is laid down, ordered, factual, is never enough to embrace the whole truth, that life always brims over the rim of every vessel.’ It is partly for this reason and also because no part of one’s life is more complex, as well as more private, than one’s family life and the emotions it arouses that I have written so little in this book about either my marriage or my children. Tolstoy’s famous sentence is far too great a simplification: not only unhappy but happy families are serene or troubled not in one, but in innumerable different ways. I am always amazed when I hear people talking about other people’s marriages: “This was his fault, that was her fault.” How can they think they know? Have they never considered their own marriages and how much, in even the happiest unions, remains unknown to each of us about the other? We are all not islands but icebergs, more than half under water. What husbands and wives do know, after many years of living together, is surely not acquired through any process of the mind, but rather through a kind of symbiosis, a slow assimilation of one nature into another, so that, as in the tale of Philemon and Baucis, the branches of two plants, however different their original roots, become slowly, inextricably intertwined to form a single tree.

         As to one’s children and grandchildren, someone once remarked to me that over every nursery door should be written: ‘This too will pass.’ These words do not apply only to measles and mumps, to tantrums and growing-pains, but also, unfortunately, to that idyllic stage of early childhood in which wonder and trust are the first windows opening upon the world, in which the kindness and wisdom of one’s parents are as boundless as the universe, in which one knows absolute joy and absolute security. When the reaction comes and (swiftly or gradually, according to individual character and circumstances) the umbilical cord is cut, the suffering of the child—since it is accompanied by the adventure of discovery and the acquisition of freedom—is inevitably less than that of the parent. This has been true in all periods; not, as each generation of parents likes to think, only in its own. ‘Love is presently out of Breath’, wrote Lord Halifax, ‘when it has to go up Hill, from the Children to the Parents.’ The Japanese, according to C. P. Snow, have an especial name for describing this stage of a parent’s love: they call it ‘a darkness of the heart’.

         Then, as the children grow up to find partners and have children of their own, new complexities creep in; not only the impact of another family, another nucleus, of different traditions and divided loyalties, but also, inevitably, new standards and values and the rejection of the old. Yet there may also sometimes be, for the fortunate, a new drawing together, in an understanding that does not need to be expressed: the mutual enjoyment of a child’s remark, the eye caught across the table in the presence of strangers, the tacit understanding and trust (in spite of waves of worry, irritation or claustrophobia). And another change, too, sometimes takes place: whereas in childhood (how long ago!) it was the parents’ judgement that mattered to the child, later on the situation becomes reversed: it is then that the opinions of one’s grown-up children become what matters, as well as their kindness.

         At the time of the marriage of one of my daughters I drew up for myself a ‘Decalogue for Mothers-in-law’:

         
            
               Don’t ask all the questions.

               Don’t know all the answers.

               Don’t hurry.

               Don’t worry.

               Don’t probe.

               Don’t pry.

               Don’t linger.

               Don’t interfere.

               Don’t compare—or at least don’t complain.

               Don’t try too hard.

            

         

         These precepts, of which the last is the most important, were not, I need hardly say, all kept.

         Yet what a strange thing it is, this family bond, with its tugs and withdrawals, its irritations and comprehensions, its ebbs and flows, an affection constantly changing, sometimes fading, never wholly destroyed. With grandchildren, it is all easier. Here the bond, however dear, is at one remove and so can be an almost unmixed, if cooler, joy. In this I have been singularly fortunate, both in the closeness of my own friendship as a child with my English grandfather, in particular, and now with some of my grandchildren, who have bestowed upon me the happiest hours of my old age. With them I have sometimes had a sense of turning back the leaves and living over again my relationship with my own grandfather: a similar frictionless ease, due to the absence of final responsibility, a similar leap over a gulf of sixty years and, for myself at least, a similar enrichment.

         I am aware that this book appears to show a considerable detachment from public affairs, but this is partly due to my disinclination to write about the long years of Fascism, during which I learned to hold my tongue and preserve my own convictions, especially during the last few years before the entry of Italy into what Churchill himself, in retrospect, called ‘The Unnecessary War’. Just as I do not think that one is likely to write a good biography unless one feels some sympathy with its subject, so I doubt whether much is to be gained by dwelling on those periods of one’s life of which the dominant flavour, in recollection, is distaste. Times of grief, hardship or danger may all be fruitful, but not a reluctant acceptance of events in which one could play no part.

         By this I do not mean to suggest that from the first I realised to the full the implications of the rise of Fascism. During the growth of the new regime which followed upon the years of isolation in my mother’s ivory tower at the top of the Fiesole hill, and coincided with the time of my own engagement and marriage, my adaptation to an entirely new way of life upon our Tuscan farm, and the birth and death of my first child—I was as self-absorbed as many another ill-informed young woman, taken up wholly by my own personal life and insulated to a degree which now seems to me very odd from what was happening outside it. I felt an instinctive dislike for a few external aspects of the new order which I could hardly fail to observe: the truculent manners and boastful speech inculcated into a naturally courteous and moderate people, and the cult of rhetoric and violence. But—having as yet no political opinions of my own and being still very conscious of my foreign origins—I did not feel justified in criticising events of which I did not fully understand the cause, and I therefore took refuge in the blank vagueness of a young woman uninterested in public affairs—an attitude which was considered quite natural.

         Even when the evidence of both my eyes and ears gradually made me begin to realise what was happening, I was still isolated, by the circumstances of my daily life, from much direct contact with the political life of our time, and I do not think that there is much value in second-hand accounts of events in which one was not either a direct participant or a very acute observer. Both my husband’s life and my own were centred upon our Tuscan farm, La Foce, where our work—as I shall describe—brought us into contact with one of the most constructive aspects of Fascism and with some of its most sincere adherents, but otherwise we remained cut off from the main course of Italian political life. (In this independence, of course, we were singularly fortunate.)

         I realise, as I said at the beginning, that I have had a very varied and full life. But I am also aware, with a discomfort which increases as I get older, how much it has been a life of privilege, in all the ways which had already caused distress to my uncle Bronson Cutting some seventy years ago: unfair advantages of birth, education, money, environment, and opportunity. I must be honest and admit that some of these advantages have, at times, been highly enjoyable; but, like everything else, there is a price to be paid for them. One cannot have it all ways. These privileges have cut me off (both when I was younger and unaware of it, and now that I am, partly in consequence of the changing world around me, very well aware) from many people whom I would have liked to have as my friends, both because of the differences in our ways of life, and because of an invisible but unsurmountable barrier on their side. (It could be surmounted, of course, but at a price which I have not had the courage to pay: ‘sell all that you have and follow Me’.) I also feel very strongly, now, that over the years I could and should have made more use of my ‘privileges’, spent more of my money and used more of my energy and imagination for the relief of poverty and suffering. That I did not do so was partly due to ignorance, partly to having scattered my interests, friendships and experiments, too wide; but this is not really an excuse.

         All this was brought home to me when I was working after the Florentine flood of 1966 with a small committee of people of very varied ages, professions and political opinions, in an attempt to bring a measure of relief to some of the small craftsmen and tradesmen of Florence. We all managed to work together harmoniously, in spite of these differences, and I have remained with a warm memory of these months as well as some new friends, but I fully realised how much better work was done, in the sense of forming a real contact with the people we were trying to get back upon their feet, by those of us who were not separated from them by artificial barriers of wealth and class, whose knowledge of their needs sprang from a similar (or not too widely dissimilar) way of life, and who could therefore offer real understanding, not only material help. The well-worn analogy of the camel and the needle’s eye, which in youth I had always considered unfair, then took on a real significance.

         Besides, in this particular period of history, I realise that this barrier of privilege—added to that of age, which continues to exist even for those older people who most genuinely attempt to embrace the new ideologies of the young—has the effect, as Stephen Spender once remarked, of rendering one ‘almost invisible, as blacks were supposed to be in America’.

         Well, there are advantages in invisibility. They give one a chance to watch more carefully the reflections upon the wall, and perhaps gradually to let one’s eyes become accustomed to ‘the sight of the upper world’. All I can relate now, is the little I have seen so far. I can only say: this, at sixty-eight, is what I have to tell.

         
             

         

         IRIS ORIGO 

La Foce, 1970
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            1

            Westbrook

         

         On a spring day in 1718, a young Englishman of twenty-three, Leonard Cutting, of Great Yarmouth in Norfolk, was sitting in a coffee-house, thinking that, in spite of his education at Eton and Cambridge, his prospects in life were ‘very low’, when a Virginia sea-captain suddenly came in, exclaiming in a loud voice, “Who’s for America?” Cutting at once rose and replied that he was. He paid for his passage by becoming a ‘Redemptioner’ (that is, by binding himself to the captain for a certain number of years of service after arrival), worked first on a plantation in Virginia and then on an estate in New Jersey, became a classical tutor in New York at what was then called King’s College and is now Columbia University; and finally, having taken orders, became the Rector of St. George’s Church in Hempstead, Long Island. He was, on the Cutting side, my first American ancestor.

         My first awareness of being, not myself alone, but the last and smallest acorn of a big tree, came to me when I was very young, in my American grandmother’s house on a Sunday morning after church, when she told me to climb up on to a chair and showed me, on the front page of the family Bible, which lay open upon a tall lectern in the hall, a pattern of names—and at the end of them, in fresher ink, my own. At the same moment, the grandfather clock which stood at the other end of the wide panelled hall, and which is now in the entrance hall of my own house in Rome, began to chime; and sometimes to this day, when I come out of the Roman sunlight and climb up the cool dark staircase to the sound of the same chimes, I am taken back to that moment, and to my grandmother’s voice saying: “That’s where you come in, dear.”

         Further explanations, however, proved a little confusing. After telling me that through my grandfather’s mother we descended from a cadet branch, which had settled in Flanders, of the Bayard family, rendered illustrious by the Chevalier sans peur et sans reproche, she then went back a little too far and tried to hold my interest by telling me the story of the legendary horse Bayard, presented by Charlemagne to the four sons of Aymon, who possessed the magic gift of being able to stretch himself out to carry all his four masters at once, and who may still sometimes be heard neighing on midsummer days in the forest of Ardennes. My imagination was indeed stirred, but the impression left upon my mind, and confirmed by the animal on the family crest, was that we were all descended from a magic horse.

         On another occasion, I was shown the portraits of our ancestors in the well-bound, gilt-edged family history which my grandmother had caused to be compiled, but these I did not find attractive. Those stern-faced men and women in stiff white ruffs (Dutch Huguenots, as I now know, Bayards and Stuyvesants), those Scottish lairds in ruffles or stocks (Murrays and Livingstones), those white-banded, black-gowned clergymen, and, later on, those portly, prosperous merchants with whiskers and gold watch-chains, and wives with smooth bandeaux and thin lips—they all looked to me very strange, formidable and dull. Like most of the self-appointed little aristocracy of ‘Old New York’, my grandparents came, on both sides, of good respectable middle-class stock, which, as Edith Wharton was to observe about her own relatives, ‘does not often produce eagles’. If I felt a slight interest in any of my grandfather’s more remote kin, it was perhaps in Robert Livingstone of Roxburghshire, who, having set sail for the New World in 1673 and settled in Albany, at the time when New Amsterdam was being handed over by Holland to the English and renamed New York, changed his crest from Si je puis to Spero meliora, and purchased from the Indians some 2,000 acres on the East bank of the Hudson, on payment of 300 guilders, plus some paint, a few blankets, coats, shirts and stockings, six guns and gunpowder, and a small assortment of axes, tobacco, and pipes, three kegs of rum, and one barrel of strong beer—a transaction to which he later on referred as ‘vast charges and expenses’. He then obtained from the Governor of New York the right to call this land ‘A Lordship or Manor’, acquired the rights of patronage over any churches built there, and subsequently increased his estate to such effect that by 1714 it consisted of more than 160,000 acres, of which he sold 6,000 to the government for the resettlement of some 3,000 German refugees (called ‘Palatines’), whose lands at home had been invaded by the French, providing them for six months with wine and beer. He also, on behalf of the British government, took part in ‘the suppression of piracy’, fitting out for this purpose a privateer called the Adventure, appointing to its command Captain William Kidd. Soon after, however, news reached the government that Kidd himself had embarked upon the same career, and he was eventually tried at the Old Bailey, found guilty of murder and piracy, and hanged at Execution Dock on May 23, 1701. Kidd’s defence—that the ships he had attacked were sailing under the French flag—was ignored, he had no proper counsel for his defence, and it is clear that he did not have a fair trial. “Livingstone,” we are told, “felt the matter keenly.”

         I also feel a mild curiosity about some of my Bayard ancestors, in particular a somewhat formidable lady, Mrs. Samuel Bayard of Amsterdam, who, having been left a widow in her youth, set off in 1647 with four small children for the New World. She was described as being ‘of imposing appearance, highly educated, alert in business and imperious in manner’—and she also apparently had a strong sense of justice, since it was through her intercession with her brother Peter Stuyvesant, the governor of New Amsterdam, that a Quaker, Robert Hodgson, was freed from imprisonment on account of his faith. Her son, too, Colonel Nicholas Bayard, seems to have been a man of some independence of spirit, since he incurred a sentence of imprisonment in 1664 for sponsoring a petition pleading for freedom of religion and exemption from bearing arms against the Dutch, and also, some thirty years later, narrowly escaped being executed for High Treason as ‘a leader of sedition’ and a Jacobite. But his chief interest for me lies in his marriage in 1668 to the only one of my American ancestors whose story I should really like to know, a young woman called Judith Verleth, whose life before her marriage is described in a single sentence: ‘She was imprisoned in 1662 as a witch by the Puritans of Hartford.’ How had the accusation come about, I used to wonder; how had she escaped death, how had Colonel Bayard come to marry her? Her only other appearance in our family records is some years later, when her husband had bought an estate on the west side of the Bowery, close to a hill then called Bayard’s Mount and later on Bunkers Hill. She was then seen walking down Broadway on a fine spring morning on her way to church, wearing ‘a head-dress of rows of muslin stuffed with wire’, a dress of purple and gold ‘cut away to show her black velvet petticoat with silver orrices’, green silk stockings and fine embroidered shoes. ‘Her hair was powdered and her handkerchief scented with rose-water.’ I should still like to know more about this lady.

         
            * * *

         

         Back—back—how far back should one go? My own inheritance is an extremely mixed one, since, in addition to the English, French, Dutch, and Scottish blood on my American side, I can lay claim to both an Anglo-Irish, a purely English, and a Scottish strain through my mother, Lady Sybil Cuffe, who was married in London to William Bayard Cutting Jr.—then the private secretary of the American Ambassador to England, Joseph Choate—on April 19, 1901.

         When the young couple first announced their intention of becoming engaged, my English grandfather, Lord Desart—always reluctant to intrude upon another person’s privacy, even that of his own children, and inclined to believe that everyone else was as serenely ruled by reason as he was himself—felt obliged to ask his daughter whether she had weighed all the consequences of changing her nationality and living in a foreign country. Being much in love and never having seen anything of the world beyond her own family circle, she naturally answered that she had.

         Twenty-two years later, when I told my grandfather that I, in my turn, was engaged to an Italian, Antonio Origo, he asked me, with equal tentativeness, the same question, and received a similar reply.

         Both my mother and I, in our sincere but totally uninformed replies, gave not a moment’s thought to the persons whom our decision would affect most closely: our future children.

         As far as I am concerned, the consequent double strain in my inheritance has undoubtedly enriched my life; but it was also responsible for a sense of rootlessness and insecurity during my youth. Extremely adaptable on the surface (though this was largely misleading), I found no difficulty in ‘fitting in’, as I passed from my mother’s Tuscan villa at Fiesole to the country house on Long Island which was my American home or to Desart Court in County Kilkenny. Indeed the trouble was that—up to a point—I fitted in so completely, was so conscious of the distinctive flavour of each house and its inhabitants, that whenever a change had to be made, the uprooting was followed by a re-adjustment of my manners and, to some extent, of my values. It was not only a question of leaving a familiar place and people I had come to love, but of becoming each time, as one was moved on, a slightly different person. Even a child could then hardly fail to ask herself, “But which, then, is me?”

         And now, in my children—of even more mixed blood, since to the American and Anglo-Irish strain on my side has been added an Italian-Russian-Spanish inheritance from their Italian father (who had a Russian grandmother, Paolina Polyectoff, on one side, and a grandfather of Spanish descent, Paolo Tarsis, on the other)—I see the pattern repeated or rather the small piece of the pattern that is known to me. Should I try, I wonder, to find out more? Some part of my family history I have, of course, been told. Turning to my mother’s side of the family, I know that my Anglo-Irish grandfather’s house in Ireland, Desart Court, came to him through his ancestor, Joseph Cuffe, who served in Ireland under Cromwell and was awarded some lands in County Kilkenny which were called Cuffe’s Desert. I know too that the ancestry of my grandfather’s mother (who was Lady Elizabeth Campbell, daughter of the first Earl of Cawdor) goes back to Lady Mary Bruce, the sister of Robert Bruce, King of Scotland—thus providing an admirable excuse for edifying us, as children, with the story of Bruce and the Spider, though we were not then told about the more recent and less creditable incident of the massacre of Glencoe (for these ancestors, alas, were the ‘Black Campbells’ of Breadalbane). We can also claim kinship, I believe, with various Plantagenets, while on the side of my English grandmother, Lady Margaret Lascelles—whose parents were the 4th Earl of Harewood and a daughter of the Marquess of Clanricarde—the Clanricarde ancestry goes back to Ulick Bourke, Lord Clanricarde, whose wife Honora was the daughter of Connor O’Brien, one of the legendary kings of Ireland. Clearly, however, I lack a genealogical mind, for—even at my present age, when many people, perhaps because they expect fairly soon to leave this world, develop an interest in their kinsmen who left it long ago—I find it difficult to feel much concern for these traditions, except perhaps in our connection with ‘great-aunt Harriet Ganricarde’, who married a great-grandson of Stafford Canning, and thus transmitted to me an agreeable possession: an exquisitely set necklace, brooch and earrings, known as ‘the Canning emeralds’, which I have now handed on to my eldest daughter. In general, though, I feel no more personal connection with the people mentioned in the ‘ancestral tablets’ so carefully compiled by my mother’s sister, Joan Verney, than with any other name read in a history book—perhaps because I know so little about them, that they have remained nothing more than names. But I do feel (and already felt in childhood) a great interest in the life of my four grandparents on both sides of the Atlantic, whom I both knew and loved, and a wish to set down what I have learned about them, and this wish has been strengthened by realising that the life they led has already become as irrevocably remote, as completely a ‘period piece’, as if they had lived many centuries ago. I will try to set down, in the first two chapters of this book, what has been told me about it, and what I myself remember.

         
            * * *

         

         The family Bible in which my name was inscribed lay in the hall of my American grandparents’ house, Westbrook, on the South Shore of Long Island, beside the river named Connetquot, from the Indian tribe which had lived on its banks in the seventeenth century. It was there that my grandparents, with much imagination and enterprise, had transformed a spit of sandy, mosquito-haunted land and marsh into a wild garden and park of great beauty, and had built, in 1886, the house which became their home. Although constructed in the period in which the monumental country houses of their friends were still rising in Newport along Ocean Drive, it had the great merit of not attempting to be either a French chateau, an Elizabethan manor-house or a Florentine villa; its material was the unpretentious indigenous shingle, and its design that of an English cottage, if a somewhat overgrown one. Any architectural infelicities, however, such as gabled windows and an occasional turret, were soon softened by the luxuriant creepers on the walls and by the planting of shrubs and trees, and indoors the house certainly had a remarkable degree of Victorian spaciousness and comfort: large rooms cool in summer and glowing with heat in winter, a panelled library filled not only with the well-bound sets of an orthodox ‘gentleman’s library’, but also with first editions of Stevenson, Conrad, and Oscar Wilde; a dining-room and breakfast-room in which the old English silver was as fine as the Canton and Lowestoft china, and upstairs, in the bedrooms, every device to enhance a guest’s comfort that the imagination could conceive. A ‘play-room’ in an annexe, joined to the main buildings by a wide arch, provided a billiard table and ping-pong table, and even, in my father’s time, a small electric organ, and, on the edge of the lawn, a wide ‘piazza’—enclosed in a wire netting like a meat-safe against the ferocious Long Island mosquitoes (which both the inhabitants of the North and the South Shore declared to be far worse on the other side of the island)—looked out over a velvety expanse of green, shaded by a few great trees, to the wide river flowing down to the Great South Bay. It was here, out of doors, that the real charm of Westbrook began, with the tall English oaks beside the house, the shrubs and ferns bordering the mossy paths that led into the woods, and the three ponds edged with tall trees and shrubs which reflected, in the autumn, the brilliant reds and pinks of swamp maple and dogwood, and in the spring, massed banks of azaleas and hybrid rhododendrons. Best of all, to my mind, was the shaded, winding path along the river’s brink, leading to the stretch of natural, unplanted woodland and marsh, where one might see a sudden flight of startled wild fowl and smell the faint acrid odour of rotting leaves and fallen boughs, and watch the still, melancholy expanse of water turn to copper in the sunset light.

         Here, in their childhood, my father, his brother and sisters and their friends canoed and fished and ran wild in the woods during their holidays, here my grandparents gave tennis and croquet-parties and dinner-parties for Long Island neighbours in the 80’s and 90’s and entertained friends from New York for the week-end, with much fishing and driving and some sailing in the bay, visits to the model farm with its herd of Jersey cows, and, for the more energetic, the exercise of blazing new trails with a hatchet through the woods—thus satisfying the nostalgia for ‘the primitive life’ which afflicts the well-to-do, while also acquiring an appetite for the excellent dinner to follow.1 Every week-day morning, my grandfather would drive his tandem to the little station at Islip to take the two-hour journey to his work in New York, so it was really only at week-ends that he and his wife were able to plan the improvements to the farm and garden, or to the landscape planting of the rest of the grounds. The pinetum, indeed, gradually became one of the finest collections of exotic trees in the United States, containing rare specimens from China and Japan, from Europe and Africa and Asia Minor—among them a towering blue cedar from Mount Adas, an eighty-foot Cilician fir from Asia Minor, a dawn redwood from Western China and a stone pine from Siberia. Strangely enough, the hot, damp climate and sandy soil of Long Island appeared to suit them all. 

         The other chief feature of the place in those days was the stables, to which family and guests (since of course no horse was allowed to work on Sundays) all paid a formal visit on Sunday afternoons. “We would find the carriage house decorated,” my aunt Justine has told me, “with bright coloured sands, red, blue, yellow and green, and braided straw. The passage behind the horses’ stalls was decorated in like manner. It must have taken hours of completely useless work, but it was tradition. Each Sunday we exclaimed about the brilliant splendour of the carriages, the suppleness of the leather, and the brightness of the bits—a tribute to the coachman and the grooms. The grooms were everywhere, ornamental rather than useful. They sat on the box beside the coachman and sprang to the ground before the carriage stopped, to open the door. They sat back to back with the driver in dogcarts. They galloped thirty yards behind me when on horseback, throwing my horse into a panic. They stood with folded arms before the heads of stationary horses.” And there were also, of course, a proportionate number of carriages, from the humble buckboard and buggy to the four-horse brake or coach and two-horse victoria and brougham. When they finally were crowded off the roads by automobiles, the splendid horses were shot and the carriages sold for a song. Our coachman, retired on a pension, was inconsolable, and could not understand that anyone should prefer a hideous automobile to the beauty of another age.

         “What would you have done with the carriages?” Justine asked him. “I would have built a shed at the foot of the lawn and kept them all there, just to have something pretty to look at.”

         “I wonder,” Justine added, “whether he was not right.”

         Westbrook, however, had not always been my grandparents’ home. In their youth they had first known some lean years—which were not perhaps entirely necessary, but may have added a flavour to the possessions that came in later life, and which were certainly entirely in accordance with the American principle that ‘young people should begin simply’. Although both of them, later on, belonged to the society described in Edith Wharton’s The Age of Innocence, neither of them spent their childhood in New York. My grandfather, William Bayard Cutting (since his mother had died when he was a child, and his father, for some reason which was never revealed to us, lived in France), was brought up, with his brother Fulton, in a small town in New Jersey called Edgewater, just across the Hudson, by his maternal grandparents, Mr. and Mrs. Robert Bayard. His grandfather was distinctly well-off, having inherited the fortune made by his father in trade with Europe and with the East and West Indies, as well as having substantial railroad interests himself; but he was also frugal, and both William Bayard and Fulton were brought up in an atmosphere of industrious austerity, and—in the words of my aunt Justine—of “high if narrow standards”, with the understanding that they would have to make their own way in the world. My future grandmother, too, Olivia Peyton Murray, had had an austere upbringing. Born in Illinois in 1855—the second pretty daughter of a family of six—she possessed a Presbyterian father whose own education, in Jamaica, Long Island, had been ‘enforced dexterously with a flat ruler’, and who disapproved on principle of all gaieties, ‘dreading for his daughters any association with children more wealthy than they’. Even after the family had returned to New York, he restricted their acquaintance to an extremely small circle, and it was quite exceptional that Olivia should have been permitted to attend the Commencement Exercises at Columbia College, where she had a first glimpse of her future husband, as he delivered, with great fire and aplomb, the year’s valedictory address. ‘From that moment he became her hero.’ There was a brief exchange of words, followed by one happy evening, when, having come to call upon her elder sister (since Olivia was not yet old enough to have a caller), Bayard was entertained by the younger one instead—and then—seven years of waiting. Even when their marriage at last took place, they had so little money that they were at first obliged to live with Bayard’s grandparents in Edgewater, and it was not until the following year that Bayard could at last afford to rent a very small house of his own in 24th Street, only twelve and a half feet wide, but absorbing nearly half their income. When one of their first visitors asked Bayard why he had brought his bride to so very small a house, he replied, “I cut my coat according to my cloth.”

         When, however, Bayard was twenty-five, his grandfather turned over his business interests to him—largely in railroads, which were then opening out in the Middle West and Far West—and after this prosperity came swiftly. The young man was certainly both judicious and fortunate in his operations, and at twenty-eight he was already the President of the St. Louis, Altona and Terre Haute Railroad, while later on he also became a director of the Southern Pacific and opened up some new railroads in Florida. The extent of his interests in this field is suggested by the fact that, whenever he and his family travelled on any of these railroads, a ‘private car’ was put at their disposal, which included a sitting-room with bunks, a ‘master’s bedroom’, a drawing-room and kitchen, and an observation car in which you could enjoy both the soot and the view—and which (though some people preferred to take their own chef with them) was also equipped with a Negro waiter, a porter, and a cook. In such a car one could live in the greatest comfort in any siding in the Middle West, where the roads were still few, and the hotels both few and bad. In the words of Mrs. August Belmont, who also belonged, after her marriage, to the small number privileged to travel in this manner: “A private railroad car is not an acquired taste: one takes to it at once!”

         My grandfather was always extremely scrupulous in his business dealings and indignant against the sharp practices of the ‘Robber Barons’ of his time, who bought out the little land-owner and cheated the small investor—so much so, that his children were never allowed, later on, to accept invitations to their houses. He was responsible for the development of a large tract of what was then worthless land in South Brooklyn, the digging of the Ambrose Channel, which opened up New York and Brooklyn Harbour to large shipping interests, the starting of the sugar-beet industry in the Middle West, and later on he became a vice-president of the New York Chamber of Commerce. But he also found time for many other interests. A lover of the country and of sport, he was a keen fisherman and a good judge of horses, and for many years drove his own four-in-hand and tandem. He was one of the founders of the New York Botanical Gardens and the Zoological Society, and he also belonged to a small group of men of taste—John Cadwallader, Egerton Winthrop, Walter Maynard, Stanford White, Pierpont Morgan—who were beginning to change the life of New York by their active interest both in art and letters, in architecture and old furniture. He became one of the founders of the Metropolitan Museum and of the New York Public Library, and a Trustee of Columbia University. By then he and his wife were living in the square, massive brown-stone house (“the ugliest stone ever quarried,” as Edith Wharton justly remarked) on the corner of 72nd Street and Madison Avenue which remained their New York home for the rest of their lives, and which contained also, like many others of its kind (for their taste, though not ostentatious, was also not distinctive), a Louis Quinze drawing-room, a dark panelled library, a dining-room hung with French tapestries, and a large central hall which could also be used for a dance (as occurred, for the last time, on the occasion of my ‘debut’ in 1920). The rooms were well-proportioned, the furniture ‘good,’ the upkeep, as at Westbrook, perfection itself, but the total effect was curiously impersonal, and to me, at least, somewhat oppressive. But to my grandparents the house was undoubtedly a source of much pleasure and pride, and to gather fresh treasures for it was one of the chief objects of their almost yearly journeys to Europe. Such trips, indeed, were by then becoming part of a habitual pattern of life for the small section of New York society to which they belonged. ‘From my earliest infancy’, wrote Edith Wharton, whose background was very similar, ‘I had always seen about me people who were either just arriving from abroad or just embarking on a European tour’—but she added that these journeys were generally artistic or sentimental pilgrimages in the wake of Scott, Byron, Washington Irving or Hawthorne—or, of course, shopping expeditions to the dressmakers of Paris or the tailors and curiosity-shops of London. It was only very seldom that they also became an occasion for forming European friendships. ‘The Americans who forced their way into good society in Europe were said to be those who were shut out from it at home.’ One might of course have a few personal friends in England or France, or, like my grandparents, one might become connected with a European family by the marriage of one of one’s children (though this was still comparatively rare) but for real social life one came home again.

         This life, as I have heard it described, seems to have possessed at least one quality notably absent in the New York of today: leisure. Many of the men, of course—my grandfather among them—worked extremely hard in office hours, but there were also some (such as the Astors and Goelets) whose fortunes, made in previous generations by the purchase of real estate and automatically increasing with its rapid rise in value, chiefly required fostering by careful administration. Others were bankers, lawyers, architects (never politicians, except in the case of Theodore Roosevelt, whom some considered a traitor to his class), and certainly many of them enjoyed sufficient leisure for week-day lunch parties of both sexes to be possible, as well as long weekends in their country places in Newport, Lennox or Long Island.

         For the women, the standard of housekeeping was extremely high. However polished the English butler and French maid, however efficient the housekeeper and the large staff, a careful hostess was expected to take a personal and expert interest in her linen-room, garden and kitchen, and most of them possessed a number of carefully-guarded recipes transmitted by their grandmothers or aunts, written out on yellowing pages in exquisite copper-plate hands. The cellar, of course, was the province of the master of the house, but it, too, was a matter for specialised knowledge and grave ceremony—a taste and a tradition which my grandfather transmitted to at least two of his children. Engraved invitation cards to formal dinners were usually sent out at least three weeks in advance, and the menu would often include, as well as every variety of oyster, such delicacies as terrapin and canvas-backed duck, broiled Spanish mackerel, soft-shelled crabs and peachfed Virginia hams cooked in champagne. Great care was taken not to give such a dinner on an ‘Opera Night’, when instead a small party of six or seven (the men always a little difficult to find) would sit down in the house of one of the box-holders to a somewhat earlier and shorter meal. My grandfather was one of these box-holders—men who had founded and financed the Metropolitan Opera Company of New York, and who paid its annual deficit. Each of them was entitled to a first-tier box in the ‘dress circle’; but here trouble arose, for when the architect’s plan was examined, it was discovered that there were not enough boxes for them all; and no-one was willing to move to the second tier, where one heard better, but was not seen so well. So the architect was asked to extend the horse-shoe circle, providing a few more boxes, but damaging the acoustics—a matter which only distressed a very few music-lovers, since most of the audience merely considered the singing ‘an interruption to good talk’. For indeed the Opera House in New York (as in Italy in the eighteenth century) performed a more complex function than that of providing fine operas. In a society lacking a king and court, it became the focal point of social life, providing occasions for the display of the first essential of an aristocracy, exclusiveness, for hospitality to distinguished guests, and for such a show of evening gowns and jewels as would elsewhere have graced a court ball.

         In all this, of course, there was a great emphasis on possessions—country houses, horses, carriages, yachts, gardens, pictures, furniture—but certainly not (except among the more ostentatious new arrivals, who, precisely for that reason, found it difficult to penetrate the inner circle) on money in itself, and I think that most ‘Old New Yorkers’ instilled into their children, at least by implication, the precept taught to Edith Wharton by her mother (and which is, of course, in itself, one of the privileges of the rich): “Never talk about money, and think about it as little as possible.” There was also a very strong sense of charitable duty; not only in terms of money, but of time and trouble. My grandfather purchased some large blocks of slum-tenements on the East River and replaced them with decent, cheap apartments, and from the earliest years of her marriage, my grandmother belonged to a weekly ‘sewing-class’, which was still flourishing when she and the other surviving members were over seventy, and still referring to each other as ‘the Girls’. During the whole of their life, my grandparents—both devout Episcopalians—devoted a great deal of thought and care, as well as a large proportion of their income, not only to gifts to public charities but to individuals in need, and my grandfather was also a member of various hospital boards, a Trustee of the Children’s Aid Society and the President of the Improved Dwellings Association of New York.

         My own recollections of him, since he died when I was ten years old, are very nebulous. I think he must have been a charming man—wise, humorous, and urbane, with an unusually happy touch with people, a cultivated mind, and a tender heart. But I can only remember a warm voice and a kind smile, a pointed beard which pricked—and on my own lips, the unattractive sentence, “Granapa will pay”, which became a family saying. Certainly he had paid, by his hard work and his foresight, for the luxury in which we all lived, and which some of his children, later on, found oppressive, but which I suspect he himself chiefly valued as an adornment and setting for his young wife.

         Very lovely my grandmother must have been, according to the portraits I have seen, and also animated by a vivid zest for life and by strong, possessive affections. When first I clearly remember her, in her late forties, she was handsome still, but sometimes a little formidable—a skilful and experienced hostess, an elegant woman of fashion, a loving but rather imperious mother, a leading figure on charitable committees and art exhibitions, very much the mistress of her household and of her life. I can see her sitting very erect, as was required of a well-bred woman, with her long-gloved arm resting on the red plush rim of her box at the Metropolitan Opera House, most elegantly gowned, gloved and bejewelled, in the company of friends of equally irreproachable character, breeding, and appearance, entertaining some distinguished (and often more dowdy) foreign guest, and receiving a little court of callers during the interval. Any wish or whim of hers that my grandfather could satisfy, he always did: but I am told, too, that, for all his gentleness, it was always his hands that held the reins. Certainly, in the long years after his death, she constantly referred to his opinions and felt the loss of his guidance so much that, at one time, she had frequent recourse to automatic writing by planchette and received nebulous messages which it was difficult not to consider merely emanations of her own need, rather than an answering voice. But she also retained, until the day of her death at ninety-four, a bright glint in her eye and an eager interest in any new guest or fresh event—whether a visit from Dr. Schweitzer or the first bloom of a new rhododendron in the garden. And so, too, she continued to take a constant pleasure both in the appurtenances of her house and in her own appearance, and remained, with her beautifully-dressed, snow-white hair, her well-cut suits of white frieze or purple tweed, her summer dresses of trim prints and her black velvet evening gowns, the most decorative and soignée of old ladies. It is not, I think, sufficiently recognised—since it does not occur to them to put it into words—how sensitive young children are, not only to the appearance but the fastidiousness of the grown-up people with whom they live. Certainly both to myself, and later on to my children, one of ‘Granama’s’ chief attractions was, not the warmth of her embraces, which I think very few children enjoy, but the fact that she always looked so pretty and smelled so good. She became, too, the centre of the whole family life: it was at Westbrook or in 72nd Street that large family gatherings took place on Thanksgiving Day or Christmas—dreaded by her own children, but I think enjoyed by the uncles and aunts and cousins—and it was to her little pale grey sitting-room upstairs, with its family photographs and Whistler etchings, that brothers and sisters, nephews and nieces, and in due course great-nephews and great-nieces, too, came to tell the story of their lives, attracted not only by the generosity that often solved their problems, but by the unfailing eagerness of her interest, and the common sense of her comments.

         Yet, in the course of reading old letters and hearing family stories, it has been borne in on me that, beneath so much prosperity, such deep and genuine ties of family affection, the youth of my father’s generation was marked by tensions quite as acute as those which may affect families today. It is of course a commonplace that the members of each generation in turn tend to reject the values of the preceding one and to derive little satisfaction from what has been handed down to them ready-made. But I still think that the Cutting children (my father Bayard, his brother Bronson, and his sisters Justine and Olivia) were particularly allergic to the taste of their silver spoons, unusually determined to carve out new paths for themselves. There is a photograph of all four of them (varying in ages between twenty-two and eleven) sitting on the steps of the Westbrook ‘piazza’, in which the moody rebelliousness which they themselves referred to as ‘Westbrook gloom’ is plainly carved on their features. They partly attributed it (except Olivia, who was always happy there, and later on took an active part in running the farm and planting the park) to the damp and relaxing climate of Long Island. But another more personal factor was also just beginning to affect their lives: the shadow of ill-health, which (except for my grandmother and Justine) fell upon each of them in turn. My father (of whom I will speak more fully in another chapter) contracted tuberculosis at the age of twenty-two and died eight years later; both Bronson and Olivia, in a lesser degree, were attacked by the same disease and spent several years of their youth in fighting it. My grandfather—heart-broken at Bayard’s death and attacked by the two prevalent complaints of his generation and class, heart-disease and gout—died only two years after his eldest son. It is hardly surprising that, with this family history, apprehension and solicitude should have overshadowed the lives of the survivors, while a constant preoccupation with health and comfort ruled the ordering of each day. The afternoon rest, the morning walk, the great glasses of creamy milk from the prize Jersey herd, the reading-light falling at precisely the correct angle over one’s left shoulder—these were the outer tokens of a concealed but oppressive apprehension. But I think that what the younger generation minded most was something more subtle: the gentle, constant awareness of an unrelenting care for their happiness and preoccupation with their plans. They felt (in my youth I felt it, too) entangled in fine, suffocating cobwebs of solicitude and affection. An old friend, Olivia’s contemporary, to whom I recently showed these pages, has commented that while she thinks the general picture to be true, I have omitted the fun they had in youth: the house-parties, the lawn-tennis, the canoeing on the river, the blazing of paths in the woods and, above all, the unceasing laughter. That this was so at week-end parties I do not doubt, and when guests such as Elizabeth Lindsay (then Hoyt), Laura Chanler or Alice Longworth were in the house—but how difficult it is to catch the echoes of past laughter! And certainly, for all Olivia’s love of Westbrook, she could not deny (when I questioned her) the existence of the atmosphere I have described, though she never found it as oppressive as it seemed to Bronson and Justine (and, after his boyhood, I believe, also to my father).

         It was from this world that all my grandparents’ children, except Olivia, escaped in turn, to carve out new, if widely different, paths for themselves. All four of them possessed inquiring, original minds, singularly intolerant (at least in youth) of any form of conventionality or stodginess, and almost morbidly afraid of seeming to possess anything (especially money) that made them different as they grew up from the new friends they made. Each of them very soon broke away from the family orbit, or at least discarded, in different ways, the manner of life of their parents. Not one of them took pleasure in luxury in itself, and they all found something faintly ridiculous, as well as distasteful, in the solemn rites connected with the possession of money, whether the visits of the family lawyer or of the manager of the family office, or the ceremonial visits to the bank to ‘cut off coupons’. Moreover Bronson and Olivia, in particular, felt an intense sense both of responsibility and discomfort at possessing a large private fortune. I remember my grandmother telling me that when, at the age of twenty-one, Bronson was told that he was about to receive his share of the family fortune, he at first bluntly refused to accept it and then—realising that this was impossible—shut himself up in his room for two days, in solitary gloom. Later on, however, according to his sister Justine, he became ‘very indifferent to money’ and, in New Mexico, spent almost all of it (except what was required for his political campaigns) on the poor people of the State, while his Will broke up his fortune into innumerable small legacies, mostly to people to whom the relatively small sums were of great value. Olivia too, when not living with her mother at Westbrook, arranged her life in New York for many years on a much more modest scale than her income would have allowed, and chose some of her friends, too, from an entirely different world than that of her youth. As for Justine, she wrote that, to her, money had been ‘simply a convenience. What I loathed was the stuffy, unreal type of existence it often produced.’ She was, however, a woman of great taste, and certainly she got much pleasure from the fine Chinese bronzes and vases and French tapestries which adorned her Washington house, as well as the excellent French wine and food that she offered to her guests—though the bulk of her fortune, together with her talent, energy and almost all her time were devoted to her method of teaching Gregorian Chant to children, which, as it developed and took root, became the main interest of her life.

         Justine had been, from childhood, the arch-rebel, egging on her brother Bayard (the other two were much younger) to daring and defiance, laughing at all that seemed to her ‘stuffy’ in their upbringing, and demanding from her parents the only gift that they were not prepared to give her—freedom. Possessing great musical gifts, she passionately longed, at fifteen, to go to Europe to study music there, but this, in the New York of the 1890’s, was even more inconceivable than it would have been in the corresponding Victorian world in England. ‘Never let anyone know that you play the violin: it would wreck your career!’ was the advice given by the celebrated lawyer and Ambassador to England, Joseph Choate, to the promising young lawyer George Ward (whom Justine married later on)—and as for allowing a girl to take it up as her profession! Even the most cultivated and enlightened parent would have drawn back, as may be gathered from the following story, which Justine told me herself. One day, when she was still a schoolgirl and was practising on the drawing-room piano, the door opened and her mother brought in Edith Wharton, to show her a tapestry. Justine naturally stopped playing and stood up, but no-one addressed a word to her. As Mrs. Wharton was leaving, however, she turned to her husband and remarked in a loud voice, “Well, Teddy, it may be just as well that we never had any children. Just think, one of them might have been musical!”

         It is curious, incidentally, that it should have been Edith Wharton to make this remark, for she herself had suffered, as a successful writer, from a very similar social ostracism. ‘My literary success’, she wrote in A Backward Glance, ‘puzzled and embarrassed my old friends far more than it impressed them, and in my family it created a kind of constraint which increased with the years … The subject was avoided as though it were a kind of family disgrace which might be condoned, but could not be forgotten.’ And music, indisputably, was still worse. “Having a child that was musical,” my aunt remarked to me, not without some retrospective bitterness, “was like having an epileptic in the family or a hunchback. My parents were to be pitied for their misfortune. The attitude changed towards the turn of the century, perhaps owing to more contact with the European point of view, but that came too late for me.”

         In her later life, in the beautiful house on the outskirts of Washington which her brother Bronson had left her, Justine led a life wholly dedicated to her vocation, and almost entirely cut off from her family and from any conventional social life. She was married in 1901 to George Ward, and in 1904 she became converted to Catholicism. She did a good deal of writing on musical subjects, particularly after Pope Pius X’s Encyclical on Sacred Music. It was then that her work caught the attention of a remarkable man, Dr. Thomas Shields, then head of the Education Department of the Catholic University in Washington, who encouraged her to prepare a most original and lively series of textbooks for teaching singing to children, but, when she came to Gregorian Chant, she realised that she needed further preparation herself, and started studying the subject under the great Benedictine musician Dom Mocquereau, first at Quarr Abbey on the Isle of Wight and later on at Solesmes, spending half of the year in the little town of Sablé-sur-Sarthe, a few miles from the Abbey, and the other half teaching in Catholic schools in New York and Washington. Eventually her method spread to almost every Catholic country in Europe, as well as to South America and Canada. Once, for two days, I stayed with her in Sablé, in a serene little white house in a silent provincial street, to which life was brought only by the constant sound of the swift waters of the Sarthe just outside the window, and one morning she took me to the great Abbey to hear the Plain Chant of the Mass—a glimpse of a world of serene and austere perfection, of subtle and complex harmonies, such as I had never conceived. It was then that I realised how far she had travelled from the Westbrook lawns and the brownstone house in 72nd Street, and guessed at the strength of the impulse that was leading her to attempt, after a long period of arduous self-training, to transmit something of this tradition to the Catholic children for whom her method was intended, and who still, in over a hundred convent-schools in Belgium, France, and the United States, are being taught to sing by it. To her family she only came back, even after her return to America after the Second World War, for brief, fugitive visits: her life had taken on too different a pattern. In old age, as in youth, she retained the quick wit and strong will, as well as her passion for hard work, and much of the elegance and gaiety of her youth, and—together with a devoted friend, Agnes Lebreton—led for many years in her secluded house in Washington a life which was a remarkable mixture of austerity and luxury: two elegantly-dressed old ladies following an unswerving routine of early rising, work and prayer in a setting of Ming vases, ’Tang horses, Persian carpets, French cooking and French wines—cut off from the world, but not in the least unaware of it; free, self-sufficient, humorous and serene. Even now—though Agnes died three years ago and daily life has become lonely—Justine, at the age of ninety-two, has been teaching Gregorian Chant herself for a whole winter, in a teacher’s absence, to a class of children in Washington.

         The life of her younger brother Bronson followed a very different course. In childhood a thin, serious, spectacled little boy, passionately addicted to the study of the classics and spending most of his holidays abroad in the British Museum or the Louvre, he promised to become a distinguished scholar, but distressed his elder brother in his boyhood at Groton, by his refusal to show an interest in any form of sport, or any attempt to be a ‘good mixer’. It would have been difficult to imagine then that that studious, silent, and introspective little boy would ever become a public figure in American politics, but a sudden haemorrhage during his last year at Harvard, brought about, as well as an interruption of his studies, a complete transformation of his personality. In the company of Justine—who seems to have felt that a removal from family life, quite as much as the dry air and sunshine of Arizona or New Mexico, were essential for his recovery—he set off for the West. “As we got off at a little station on the way to Santa Fe,” she has told me, “we noticed some Spanish peasants cooking on outside stoves, with the characteristic smell of burning pine and tortillas, and saw beyond them a little Spanish village, with a few Indians. Bronson, silent as usual, gave me a look which said, ‘This is our place.’”

         It was, indeed, the beginning of an entirely new life for him, as remote, in its very different way, from his point of departure, as Justine’s at Sablé had been from hers. After a first year of outdoor life and rest, to recover his health, he had planned to join a group of archaeologists, but as soon as he began to see something of the life of Santa Fe, he developed an intense interest in local politics, identifying himself with the cause of the ‘under-dog’: the Spanish population of the State and the Indians who still survived in their reservations and villages. He built a house on the outskirts of the town, bought up a local paper, the Santa Fe New Mexican, chose for his friends a group of Spanish Americans and a wild Irish journalist, Brian Boru Dunne, used all his energy and influence to protect the interests of the Indians and to clean up the corruption of local politics, and eventually, at the age of forty, returned East as Republican Senator for New Mexico—a large, inscrutable, powerful politician, an ardent supporter of FDR’s New Deal, an opponent of prohibition, an expert on foreign affairs—as silent as the young man who had gone West some eighteen years before, but very much more formidable.

         When I stayed with him in Santa Fe, I still found all the classics—Greek, and Latin, English, French and Italian—in his bookshelves, and sometimes, without a comment, he would hand me a new poem by Yeats, or, when no-one was about, would sit at the piano playing Bach. But in the company of his New Mexican friends, no trace of these interests was allowed to appear, partly no doubt from a natural distaste for what he would have considered a form of showing-off, but especially owing to the feeling which Justine has described as ‘indignation at any form of inequality between human beings, including inequality of education or opportunity’. Today it would be called a repudiation of privilege.

         ‘I remember’, Justine once wrote to me, ‘an occasion when I was sitting talking with ten or twelve of Bronson’s men friends in Santa Fe. They were discussing a subject with which Bronson was thoroughly familiar, and he knew the answer to what was puzzling them, but he never opened his lips. Afterwards, I asked him:

         “Why didn’t you tell them, since you knew?”

         “Why should I? They had a right to their own opinions.”’ And she commented: “I have never heard Bronson use his superior knowledge to put anybody on the right track. It seemed to me that he felt that his superior education was an unfair advantage; the fact that he could speak several languages, another unfair advantage; the fact that he could live in a comfortable house when others could not do so, another unfair advantage.”

         The degree to which this sense of injustice weighed upon him is shown in another story. One day, after he had returned to Westbrook from New Mexico for a visit to his mother, they were walking together down one of the well-tended paths of the arboretum and passed one of the workmen who had been employed on the place for some forty years. My grandmother said a pleasant word to him, but Bronson pointedly looked the other way. “Don’t you remember Louis, Bronson? Why didn’t you speak to him?”

         “I was ashamed to.”

         “Ashamed of what?”

         “Ashamed to think that a man’s whole life should have been spent in tidying paths for us to walk on.”

         Bronson was the only member of his generation in our family to achieve success, in terms of public service—but at the cost of an outer transformation and an inner solitude at which one could only guess. He shared with Justine, as well as a love of music, a keen delight in the ridiculous, the grotesque, which would cause his large immobile face to expand into a slow irresistible smile; but it was only in the company of a very few people that he allowed this to occur. During his visits to us in Italy (for he came to Europe every year, and was better acquainted with European politics and ways of thought than any American I have ever known) he would drop some of his armour; and with my son Gianni, with whom he clearly felt a real affinity, he would hold long conversations on the Westbrook piazza—both the small boy and the large man entirely absorbed, happy and at ease. But after Gianni’s death he wrote to me that, though sympathising with my grief, he could himself only rejoice that the child had not lived to grow up, since he could not bear to contemplate the suffering that would have lain before him—a remark which I felt to be a sufficient comment on the writer’s own ‘successful’ life.

         In 1935 he said to Justine that he was convinced that there was no place in America left for a man of his type.

         “Then why do you plan to campaign for another year in the Senate?”

         “Because I can’t let go, on account of the men who count on my support. I can’t let them down.”

         Less than a year later, before he had been able to accomplish most of the public work he had planned, he died in an air crash on a flight back to Washington.

         By then—since my grandfather, too, had died in 1912—only my grandmother and Olivia were left at home. Olivia, after a girlhood saddened by her father’s and brother’s death and by several years of ill-health, had made a marriage that had not been happy, and after its ending, had come back to Westbrook. It was there (except for a few winter months in New York) that she lived until her mother’s death, running the dairy-farm and managing the estate, planning her mother’s walks and rests (not without some occasional protests from her extremely active patient). She alone, owing to her deep attachment to Westbrook and her protective love for her mother, remained within the family orbit—but not without cost. She was a woman of great potential ability, of a singularly clear mind and judgement; she possessed a fine and discerning taste, she was immensely and sensitively generous; she performed valuable service in the First World War selecting personnel for the American Red Cross Overseas; she possessed, besides, a very deep (if carefully concealed) need for tenderness and affection. In her later years she seemed to me in the position of a person who has a dollar to give but of whom only change for a quarter is required. So she filled each hour of the day with self-appointed tasks, working on the boards of a few excellent charities, playing an active and constructive part in the activities of the Foreign Policy Association (which was then trying to educate American public opinion to a better knowledge of European affairs), giving support and help to a great many more people than anyone knew, walking about the house with little lists, sleeping badly, worrying about the welfare and daily routine of everyone she loved. Reticent, critical, unself-confident and generous, she had not found full scope for her qualities of either mind or heart; but in the last few years of her life—thanks to the companionship of a wise, cheerful and understanding friend, Nathalie Hopper, and to her own deep inner religious life—she achieved a certain serenity in accepting even this.

         It was to her, and to my grandmother that, in 1923, I first brought my Italian fiancé, before our engagement was officially announced—somewhat disconcerting him, on the day of his arrival, by presenting to him the sight of a well-brought-up American family eating corn-on-the-cob—and it was there that we spent, with our engagement approved, one of the happiest months of my life, canoeing on the river and sailing in the Bay. It was to Westbrook that, after the Second World War, we both returned, bringing with us our two little girls of six and three. As we entered the hall and the grandfather clock began to chime, and my children ran to the French window with cries of delight at their first glimpse of the croquet-lawn and the river at its foot, all the war years were suddenly swept away. Here at least, I felt, nothing has changed! The shrubs were still as trim, the great trees as majestic, the milk as creamy, the house’s appointments as impeccable, as before the war. Moreover my grandmother, though already approaching her ninetieth year, still kept, as she did to the year of her death, the keen enjoyment of the present moment which was one of her greatest charms: the guest to lunch, the drive in the electric car through the woods, the game of Scrabble after dinner, the small family festivity. I can see now the joint celebration on a later visit, of her birthday and that of my younger daughter, with the candles lighting up precisely the same expression of alert, unclouded delight on the faces of both the great-grandmother and the child.

         In my children’s recollection, indeed, Westbrook has remained an earthly paradise, and the months they spent there, the happiest part of their childhood. There was so much to do and see: the thickly-wooded islands to explore (feeling as safe and remote as Huck Finn or Robinson Crusoe himself ), the river for canoeing, the barns on the home-farm which housed the fine herd of Jersey cows, the long-legged nuzzling calves, the trees of the arboretum, some of them with low, spreading branches which formed a green tent into which one could creep and lie, savouring the aromatic secrecy and darkness. As I watched my children enjoying these delights, I renewed the happiest recollections of my own childhood, and saw them fascinated, as I had been, not only by this carefully planned and planted world, but by what still remained of the original wild life of the island: the snapping turtles which laid their eggs on the sandy riverbanks, and of which the bite, we were warned, could take off a man’s leg, the squirrels and chipmunks and opossums and the vast variety of birds, and most of all, the family of wild swans on the river, at first so shy that they would take flight at any human approach, but gradually becoming so tame that they would glide up close to the river-path as we approached and dip their slender necks into the water for bread-crumbs. On one exciting day they even emerged onto the lawn, their ungainly gait on dry land a singular contrast to their majestic progress on the water. Sometimes, too, we would all go driving with my grandmother in the high, outdated, open electric car, in which, until her eyesight failed, she drove herself over the roughest tracks in the woods. Always, though ‘Granapa’ was not with us, she would point out the trees and shrubs that he had planted and the paths he had planned, so that we still felt him to be our invisible, protecting host. Perhaps, indeed, the greatest gift of Westbrook was one which was never explicitly put into words: an awareness which could not fail to reach us, that what we saw was the creation of a completely happy marriage.

         There was also another side to those last years—one which the children did not know and were too young to imagine. It consisted in the deep emotional undertow which, except in the hours in which they were with her, continually swept their great-grandmother back towards the past. The sorting and re-reading of literally thousands of old letters, each bundle carefully inscribed and dated in her own hand, the ordering of old diaries and photographs—these, with her own Bible readings, filled the hours upstairs in her own room, until her eyesight failed her. Old joys, old sorrows, even old grievances and resentments filled her thoughts, and gradually, too (with no intention but one of love and piety), the very images of the dead became somewhat blurred and conventionalised, faded as it were in the light of their own haloes, until one could no longer clearly perceive the original human face.

         Moreover it was impossible not to feel—especially coming from war-time Europe, where so many great houses had met with destruction and so many others, though still standing, could not hope to return to the life of the past—that we were existing in a world without a future, one which only my grandmother’s presence rendered justifiable at all. In this, of course, Westbrook was only sharing the fate of many other large American houses, both in the country and the town, which had not suffered material destruction, as in Europe, but merely belonged to another way of life, in a country in which no tradition obliged one generation to continue what the preceding one had built. As early as 1905 Henry James, returning to his native land to observe ‘The American Scene’, had foretold the inevitable future decay of all the great houses that were then still rising on the Eastern seaboard, and of the life that was being led in them. ‘Private ease,’ he remarked, in Europe, was justified by the fact ‘that old societies are arranged exactly to supply functions, forms, the whole element of custom and perpetuity.’ But in America, he pointed out, precisely the opposite was true. ‘For once that we ask ourselves in Europe what is going to become of a given piece of property, whether palace, castle, picture, parure, or other attribute of wealth, we indulge in the question twenty times in the United States—so scant an engagement does the visible order strike us as taking to provide for it.’ And he proceeded, in one of his imaginary addresses, to upbraid the great houses of ‘Uppermost Fifth Avenue’: ‘What are you going to make your future of, for all your airs, we want to know? What elements of a future are at all assured to you? … What you are reduced to for “importance” is the present, pure and simple, squeezing itself between an absent future and an absent past.’

         These remarks might already have been addressed to Westbrook, as to many other houses of its kind, when first I stayed there as a girl—and twenty-five years later, they seemed still more pertinent. But I was mistaken: Westbrook still had before it a more stable and useful future than I could have foreseen. Long before then Olivia had fully realised that, much as she loved every stone and tree, it would be neither possible nor desirable to continue such a mode of life alone, after her mother’s death, and it was she who, with her usual liberality and good sense, formed the plan which was perhaps the only way of saving the place. The farm, by then, had already been sold, but all the rest—house, grounds, and woods—was made over by my grandmother to the State of New York, with the proviso that Olivia might remain there during her lifetime, with an endowment of one million dollars, to be used as a botanical garden and park, open to the public, while the house was to be turned into a central office and tea-room. Picnics and amusement-parks were forbidden and cars were to be left near the entrance, so that visitors could enjoy, undisturbed, ‘an oasis of beauty and of quiet for those who delight in outdoor beauty’.

         This indeed is what has taken place. For two years after her mother’s death Olivia, with a board of trustees, prepared the necessary changes, and then, with the arrangements completed, moved out for good. What she must have felt at leaving one can only surmise, but I think that later on she found a real satisfaction in the success of the scheme, and in watching Westbrook, in its new aspect, coming to life again. In the first year that it was opened to the public (1954) it was at once evident, by the number and type of visitors, that it met a real need; and ten years later the number of annual visitors had risen to 134,000.

         So at last—after the death of almost everyone who originally lived there—a new pattern has taken shape. The beauty which my grandparents created for themselves and their friends now gives pleasure to thousands in a way which their children, too, would have fully approved, and which again brings the past to life. Children still hide under the sweeping branches of the willows, family parties explore the woods, young couples stand beside the azaleas at the water’s brink. But I must confess that I myself have not had the courage to return there; and what has happened to the wild swans, I do not know.

         
            1 The staff—after the stables, with the English coachman and innumerable grooms, had been given up—consisted of fourteen: a housekeeper, a butler, two footmen and a parlour-maid, three in the kitchen, two housemaids, two chauffeurs, a laundress, and a night-watchman. The same staff was employed in New York, where, until the 30’s, there was also an outdoor night-watchman, shared by several families on the block, who patrolled the area, checking doors and windows. He was on duty on even the bitterest winter nights, from 10 p.m. until the early morning.

            Outdoors, the Westbrook gardens and grounds required for their upkeep eighteen men, as well as a superintendent and two men in the dairy.
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