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INTRODUCTION


Hitler’s Valkyrie is the first independent, unexpurgated biography of the Honourable Unity Valkyrie Freeman-Mitford. It is also the first biography of Unity Mitford to give a full explanation of her astonishing social, political, sexual and transcendental relationship with Adolf Hitler.


The remarkable and much-loved Mitford family has remained largely unrepentant concerning their enthusiastic support of Hitler, the Nazis, Oswald Mosley and British fascism. But having initially encouraged Unity’s affair with Hitler, after the war they distanced themselves by insisting that she had in fact been a rather unintelligent, clumsy lump of a girl, whose unrequited relationship with one of the most terrifying dictators of all time was a mere romantic obsession.


Following further research and the reinterpretation of existing, often contradictory evidence, plus new information supplied by the author’s own family and friends, Hitler’s Valkyrie will reveal that while she was, like Hitler, an extreme fantasist, there was little of the previously claimed juvenile romantic about Unity. She (and her sister Diana) could in fact have more accurately been compared with the wonderfully promiscuous Jane Digby (Lady Ellenborough, a nineteenth-century English aristocrat, famed for her extravagant and exotic sexual adventures) than with any sentimentally romantic Jane Austen inspired character.


This is also the first book to explain how and why a maniacally ambitious Austrian, who was already subject to the demands of a physically attractive mistress and had only recently achieved dictatorial power over Germany and was equally determined to gain world domination and achieve the creation of a Jew-free, Nordic master race, could find the time, let alone the motivation, to devote to a young, upper-class English girl.


Hitler’s Valkyrie answers the questions of how and why an unmarried, 21-year-old girl with a conspicuously liberal attitude towards her own sexuality could spend so much time, often alone and unchaperoned, in the company of a man twenty-five years her senior without causing a major scandal; and why her parents displayed such obvious pride in her having been conceived in a town called Swastika, had seen fit to christen her Valkyrie (a female figure of Norse mythology and ‘chooser of the slain’ who accompany their slaughtered warrior heroes to the afterlife hall of Valhalla where they attend to their various needs) and generously financed her life in Munich, while subsequently claiming that they had wanted nothing more than for her to return home.


There is also the question of the motivation for her extremely active sex life, much of it with SS officers, Sturmführers or ‘Storms’ as Unity referred to them, and what it may have contributed to her spiritual and physical relationship with ‘my Führer’.


For the privileged few, the period following the First World War, when, despite financial pressures, Britain was at her imperial zenith, was a golden era. It was an endless summer of white floppy sun hats, cucumber sandwiches, goat carts and racquet presses, but also an era in which the ruling classes’ fear of communism encouraged a surprising amount of enthusiasm for fascism and Adolf Hitler. It was enough for many to be quite accepting of the Mitfords’ role as the first family of fascism, though somewhat reassuringly, not enough for Oswald Mosley and the British Union of Fascists to win one single seat in Parliament.


Meanwhile, Unity and her sisters were developing a reputation as a one-off icon of eccentricity, much loved by the new, socially ambitious English middle class. Hitler’s Valkyrie also reminds us of the Mitford girls’ obsessive fascination with themselves, their parents, aunts, uncles, cousins and only brother, combined with a quite remarkable conviction that all other ‘PLU’ (People Like Us) shared this fascination. Of course, many did, and still do.


But our fascination with the Mitford girls did not develop by chance. Nor did it do so merely because they were, as described by various acolytes, ‘glamorous’, ‘romantic’, ‘scaldingly witty’, ‘born storytellers’, ‘mad’, ‘eccentric’, ‘remarkable’ and ‘brilliant’, were related to Winston Churchill and married into both Ireland’s fabulously wealthy ‘beerage’ and the upper echelons of English aristocracy, many of whom shared their enthusiasm for fascism. It was in fact, as this book will explain, skilful promotion that so successfully established the girls as celebrities and the name Mitford as a brand leader in the world of middle-class social, political and literary culture. Many still consider the Mitfords to be a deeply wonderful, aristocratic family, typical of everything that is – or was – best about England’s green and pleasant land.


They were such a perfect reflection of the times that it was often difficult to believe that the Mitford family had not been invented by Evelyn Waugh, though in part, of course, they had. For it was Waugh who, while embracing many of the Mitford girls’ expressions and anecdotes in his own writing, assisted and encouraged Unity’s elder sister Nancy to write a series of best-selling, popular novels based on a satirical view of the Mitford family, their competitive snobbery and extreme political convictions. It was Nancy’s ‘brilliance’ in injecting sufficient, often quite vicious humour into the recounting of their often appalling views and actions that made them not just socially acceptable but positively magnetic to their increasingly adoring public.


The Mitford girls were also fortunate in having a splendidly handsome, grumpy old father in Lord Redesdale, who could be and would be endlessly caricatured. But of even greater value to the development of their fame and fortune was their ambitious mother, Sydney, who in her initial determination to marry off her six daughters, developed an astonishing ability to obtain coverage of their ‘goings on’ in the social columns of national newspapers; despite the fact that, in truth, the upper echelons of the aristocracy, including the Duke of Devonshire, considered such self-promotion to be extremely vulgar and not at all the thing. This form of promotion also involved her in the quite shameless exploitation of Unity’s relationship with Hitler, including her leaking the story of their possible marriage. All of which resulted in her daughters’ ever-increasing celebrity status and Nancy’s burgeoning book sales.


Then there is the question of how and why Adolf Hitler, who to this day the Mitfords and their friends and acquaintances still describe as ‘charming’ and ‘delightful’, saw fit to persuade ‘my Valkyrie’ and the four other women in his life to commit – or attempt to commit – suicide and the part this necromantic element in his make-up would play in his responsibility for causing the death of 70 million people.


It should be noted that Hitler’s necromancy took the form of an obsession with death and his God-like control over who lived and died, rather than the more classical form of necromancy, which involves attempting to raise or communicate with the dead by means of occult practices.


It is perhaps understandable why, following Unity’s death in 1948, when even the Mitfords had begun to appreciate that Hitler had become somewhat less socially acceptable, Unity’s mother and, more recently, her sister, ‘Debo’ Devonshire, worked towards ‘putting the record straight’ concerning Unity. In so doing, Debo described her sister’s worship of the Führer as a mere ‘friendship’. But Hitler’s Valkyrie will also examine why when Unity died, her mother, rather than quietly grieve, chose to take issue with the Daily Mail concerning her daughter’s obituary, entitled ‘The Secret Life of Unity Mitford’, by their man in Germany, George Ward Price; the same pro-Nazi George Ward Price who, prior to the outbreak of war had admiringly described Unity as ‘a spirited young English girl’ while encouraging her relationship with Hitler.


But after the war, when such attitudes were a great deal less acceptable, George had used Unity’s obituary to absolve her, by giving the impression that her relationship was little more than a pose and her suicide as tragic exhibitionism. While one had to admire Sydney’s apparent loyalty, predictably her protest only helped to remind the public of her commitment to fascism. However, her defensive reaction may have resulted from the pressure she had been under in hiding Unity’s true secrets; secrets that would go with her to the grave and beyond but which can now, finally, be made known.




1


DAWN OF THE


DAUGHTERS OF ALBION





1264–1904





And did those feet in ancient time


Walk upon England’s mountains green?


William Blake





Late one night in pre-war Munich, a young woman dressed in a black jacket, long black skirt, boots and gauntlets, accompanied by six SS officers in full uniform, climbed the dark stairs to her apartment. Once inside she removed her gloves and lit two large ecclesiastical candles either side of her bed, the head of which was draped with enormous swastika banners. The candlelight also revealed silver framed portraits of Adolf Hitler on the side tables.


As she stepped out of her skirt, she was seen to be wearing no underwear apart from black stockings. She then took a Nazi armband and pulled it down over her eyes before lying down, spread-eagled. One of the men bound her hands and feet to the four corners of the bed while another, in what was obviously a familiar ritual, wound up the gramophone and dropped the needle on a record of Horst-Wessel-Lied, the iconic Nazi anthem. The other officers removed their boots, belts and uniforms. Then, as the pounding marching song broke the silence, they took it in turns to swiftly and aggressively mount her.


Could this young girl have been the same Unity Valkyrie Freeman-Mitford, daughter of Lord and Lady Redesdale, that her family and friends insisted was a virginal, innocent romantic? Her Austro-Hungarian society friends, the Baroness ‘Gaby’ Bentinck and ‘Milly’ Howard-Brown, were certainly quite convinced it was. But then much about Unity and the Mitford family was – and is – not quite what it seemed.


According to Jonathan Guinness, author of The House of Mitford, Bertie Mitford, Unity’s paternal grandfather, used to claim that Sir Bernard Burke of Burke’s Peerage fame had once informed him that the Mitfords were descended from ‘perhaps’ the two oldest Saxon families in England, a statement designed to suggest that they pre-dated the Norman Conquest: ‘Whether or not the Mitfords were Saxon, they were certainly medieval. Belonging to the landed gentry of Northumberland, they remained for centuries locally prominent, without ever becoming nationally distinguished.’ But in reality Lord and Lady Redesdale and their children’s connection to those of their forefathers who had qualified as landed gentry was tenuous to say the least and the conditions of their inheritance highly fortuitous. It should also be said that without a degree of propitious genealogy, and the Mitford girls’ flair for self-publicity, combined with a small quantity of indulgent, but highly successful literary endeavour and Adolf Hitler’s astonishing relationship with Unity, they would probably have remained profoundly ‘un’ distinguished.


There is evidence to suggest that during the reign of Charles II one Robert Mitford, born in 1612, managed to recover the family castle, or what was left of it, and the small town of Mitford near Morpeth, confiscated by Henry III as punishment for some treacherous act of skulduggery some 400 years earlier.


For the next hundred years or so, while the Civil War came and went, the new Mitford line was sufficiently successful in trade for a great-grandson, yet another John Mitford, to gain adequate education to qualify as a barrister; being called to the bar in 1777. Three years later, rather precociously, he published a book known as ‘Mitford on Pleadings’, which was said to have been much read, ‘even making him a fair amount of money; it continued to be read for a century afterwards’.1


However, it seems more likely that the considerable quantity of money he made which enabled him to return to Northumberland and invest in a much more comfortable and less draughty country seat in Redesdale would likely have resulted from some far less socially acceptable and ‘busier’ activity than writing a law book.


By the law of averages, barristers are quite likely to spend at least half their working life being paid to lie on other peoples’ behalf, a skill which of course also qualifies them for a career in politics. So it was that John Mitford entered Parliament where he soon established his natural affinity with politics by rapidly and successively achieving the roles of Solicitor General, Attorney General and Speaker of the House of Commons. It was hardly surprising that after this seemingly mercurial rise to political eminence he should soon be ‘raised to the peerage as Lord Redesdale and appointed Lord Chancellor of Ireland’.2


The first Lord Redesdale’s most enduring achievement during his term of office was the coining of the phrase, ‘I find that there is in Ireland one law for the rich and another for the poor.’ But while he may have voiced concern for the human rights of individual Catholics, like many other Protestants he opposed the political power of the Roman Catholic Church, manifested by his preventing Catholics from being granted positions of political power.


Predictably, the situation ended in tears when, in 1806, he made a serious error of judgement by refusing to grant the Catholic Lord Cloncurry (the Irish republican, politician and landowner) the post of magistrate. Cloncurry’s successful legal challenge of his decision resulted in the first Lord Redesdale being obliged to resign.


However, his fall from grace was compensated, at least in a material and financial sense, in 1808, by the totally unexpected inheritance of the Batsford House and estate, which included many thousands of acres of Cotswold countryside. This seemingly miraculous windfall resulted from the death of Thomas Freeman, his uncle only by marriage, with whom he shared no blood relatives and whose only other surviving relative, a childless granddaughter, had also died shortly afterwards.


In memory (and presumably in appreciation) of Thomas Freeman, the family name was legally changed to Freeman-Mitford. One supposes it was the least Redesdale could have done to give the inheritance a modicum of credibility. Without this legacy, for which the Mitfords didn’t have to raise a finger, their lives would have been considerably less privileged.


Having inherited Batsford in 1830, the second Lord Redesdale, John Thomas, had settled comfortably into his position as an upstanding member of the squirearchy, an amateur theologian and master of the Heythrop Hunt, while remaining ‘active in managing the House of Lords in the interests of the Conservative Party’.3 As a result, the Mitford history included yet another stroke of ironic social advancement when Benjamin Disraeli, Great Britain’s only Jewish prime minister (albeit converted to Anglicism), rewarded him with an additional step up the peerage ladder as the Earl of Redesdale.


In his position as the Second Lord Redesdale, ‘The Great Dictator’, as John Thomas was known, refused to make any attempt to create a son and heir to inherit the position of the Third Lord Redesdale. Instead, he chose to live with his sister in what Jonathan Guinness insisted was ‘perfect and celibate amity’. Though how he could have known why such an arrangement should qualify as either ‘perfect’ or ‘celibate’ remains a mystery.


As a result of the shortage of suitable breeding stock that would (hopefully) result from such a relationship, the earl chose to leave his substantial estates to his first cousin twice removed in the form of Algernon Bertram Freeman-Mitford, or ‘Bertie’ (pronounced Barty in the old English habit of pronouncing ‘e’ as ‘a’), whose brother, Henry his Lordship, had disinherited as a result of having married a German girl and moved back to the country of her birth. Unfortunately, as Bertie lacked the required inheritance qualifications, the old man took both his titles to the grave with him in 1886, obliging Bertie to start again at the bottom of the peerage ladder. But in 1902, as a result of services to queen and country and his formidable social ambition, he would also be ennobled, taking the title of Baron Redesdale.





*      *      *





Bertie’s grandfather, Henry Mitford of Exbury, was a captain in the Royal Navy until Christmas Eve 1803 when his first command, the York, ‘went down with all hands in a fog in the North Sea’4. It was an ignominious end to an unremarkable naval career.


He left two daughters by his first marriage and an unfortunately pregnant second wife called Mary, who gave birth to a fatherless son, Henry-Reveley Mitford. Mary soon married again and together with his older half-sisters, Henry-Reveley was abandoned by his mother and stepfather and brought up by his grandfather, the noted historian William Mitford; apparently a deeply unpleasant but financially privileged man.


As a result of this arrangement, instead of a happy childhood Bertie’s father was blessed with a good education and private means, without which it would have been quite impossible to have even thought of going to Oxford, let alone taken up a post as attaché to the British Legation in Florence. Then, as now, the city contained ‘a colony of cultivated English people, drawn to the place by a love of the arts or of the climate; some of them, perhaps being attracted by the somewhat looser conventions which in all generations prevail among people who live abroad’.5 According to Jonathan and Catherine Guinness, it was among this ‘agreeable society’ that Henry Reveley met Lady Georgina Ashburnham, whose father, the Earl of Ashburnham, owned a Florentine villa.


Henry left the Foreign Service shortly after their marriage in 1828, following the death of his grandfather and the subsequent inheritance of a house at Exbury on the Solent. There he adopted the life of a country squire, with the customary seat on the magistrates’ bench. Several children were born to the marriage, of whom three boys survived: twins named Percy and Henry, born in 1833, and Bertie, born on 24 February 1837, who in truth was fathered by Lady Georgina’s lover, Francis Molyneux, the youngest son of the second Earl of Sefton. It was said, rather cruelly, that Henry, ‘being a somewhat naïve innocent with little strength of character, never suspected a thing’.6


Rumours that Francis Molyneux was Bertie’s real father persisted for centuries. They resurfaced as late as 1941, when Deborah Mitford was about to marry the then Lord Andrew Cavendish, son of the 10th Duke of Devonshire. ‘The Duke was chatting to a friend in his club about it, and went to get a Burke’s Peerage to look up the Mitfords. “If you want to see who they really are,” said the friend, “look under Sefton.”’





*      *      *





The maternal side of the Mitford family was also not without its skeletons, though in this case they were far less grand; almost a Dickensian cliché in fact. The action in question was perpetrated in 1844 by Thomas Milner-Gibson, a Suffolk landowner and Liberal politician, who returned home one evening with a blond, three-year-old boy whom he introduced to his wife Susanna as Thomas Gibson Bowles, his extremely fortunate but illegitimate son. He admitted the boy’s mother was his mistress, Susannah (with an ‘h’) Bowles, a servant and daughter of William Bowles, a brushmaker. Susannah apparently worked as a servant in the London town house of Milner-Gibson, at 48 Eaton Square. It was the same house in which Thomas Bowles had been conceived.


While he settled the boy’s mother into a small house in Gravesend, and presumably supplied her with an allowance, his wife, who had already lost a previous son, somewhat surprisingly welcomed the new foster son as her own.      


Thomas Bowles grew up much loved by his father and stepmother, who made his childhood happy and secure. Thomas assumed his role as eldest son, apparently none the worse for his parental substitution, his stepmother giving birth to a further two surviving sons. But it was Thomas who his father would favour, taking him sailing and introducing him to country sports and politics. He appeared also to have been the brightest of the boys. While Thomas’ relations with both his father and stepmother remained close and warm to the end of their lives, no mention was ever made of his relationship with his real mother.


One disadvantage, if it could be considered such a thing, which was said to have been ‘imposed by his illegitimacy’, was that the boy could not attend any English public school. However, it was difficult to comprehend how the schools would have known, apart from the fact that his father had not seen fit to honour the boy with his own name. But perhaps the bright young boy was also sufficiently intelligent to have used it as a means of avoiding what he knew to be the ghastliness of English public schools at that time. It was thus perhaps as a result of his stepmother’s love of France, and their collusion, that he was enrolled at a school in Normandy. From there Thomas progressed to King’s College, London, before being nominated by his father to a position as a junior clerk in the Legacy and Succession Duty office at Somerset House.


Unsurprisingly, Thomas Bowles soon found his work as a clerk to be as boring as Bertie Mitford was finding his endless copying of dispatches at the Foreign Office; where he had arrived via Eton and Oxford. But while Bertie busied himself both socially and physically, playing racquets at the same club as the Prince of Wales, Thomas discovered a cure for his boredom and a supplement to his income by submitting social stories to The Morning Post. He soon proved himself to be a natural journalist and also enjoyed considerable self-assurance which, combined with a degree of sensitivity, empowered him with a great deal of persuasive charm.





*      *      *





Bertie may have found the Foreign Office to be ‘blindingly tedious’ but he was more than appreciative of the social advantages it offered. ‘A clerk in the FO at that time carried with him a passport to all that was best in political, diplomatic, literary and artistic society’, and being both bright, gregarious and extremely ambitious he was said to have royally exploited these social opportunities: ‘Bertie met, and impressed, Benjamin Disraeli… [He] also became rather a favourite of the Palmerstons. He met Thackeray at dinner with the Pre-Raphaelite artist Sir John Millais. He also came to know the Prince of Wales, at whose wedding in 1863 he was a gentleman usher.’7


Algernon Bertram Freeman-Mitford’s first foreign posting was to St Petersburg, while his next was Peking in 1865, from where he wrote long and detailed letters home. These same letters would become the basis of his book, The Attaché at Peking.


Apart from developing his extreme right-wing political views, Bertie’s main occupation was learning to speak Chinese. This was in the days when raising one’s voice was usually considered a perfectly acceptable means of communicating with foreigners; army officers being advised to use their swagger sticks for additional emphasis.





*      *      *





Meanwhile, in order to devote more time to the fulfilment both of his entrepreneurial and journalistic ambitions, the Mitford girls’ maternal grandfather, Thomas Gibson Bowles, resigned from the civil service. While he was said to be capable of selling any story he cared to write, he yearned for the freedom and excitement to be gained from publishing his own magazine. So, with virtually no resources to found and edit a new weekly magazine, he launched Vanity Fair whose title, taken from Thackeray’s novel, was suggested by his friend Frederick Burnaby, an officer in the Royal Horse Guards, or ‘Blues’. Burnaby also became a contributor to the magazine, providing it with a large proportion of its social gossip; much to the annoyance of his fellow officers.


The magazine also contained political comment both foreign and domestic, as well as social news, humour and arts criticism. By 1870 Vanity Fair was established and profitable. It could also be considered the first step in what would prove to be the Mitfords’ personal capitalisation of their knowledge of the press.





*      *      *





In 1866, after less than a year in China, Bertie Mitford was posted to Yokohama in Japan; a country that was to have a profound effect upon him. It appeared that the major reason for his affinity with the country was the martial spirit it shared with medieval Europe, complete with Samurai knights in armour. Since 1185 Japan had remained a feudal country in the sense that medieval Europe had been feudal. Perhaps because of this it had also retained a constitutional monarchy and little interest in democracy. Shogun warlords and their clans ran the country, while the emperor’s role comprised little more than that of a ceremonial figurehead with limited real power. It was hardly surprising that Japan would so readily adopt fascism and ally itself to Hitler and the Nazi Party, or that Bertie would be so enamoured with the country. He explicitly compared the Samurai with the class of which he considered himself to be a member, namely the English aristocracy, with its roots in medieval chivalry. Bertie was, of course, a screaming snob and a rank fascist at heart, qualities that most of the Mitfords would inherit in various degrees.


By the time Bertie returned home in 1870, he claimed to have become fluent in Japanese, though one of the family told how, having stopped in the park in Paris to speak to a small Japanese child in their own tongue, ‘They couldn’t understand a word he said!’





*      *      *





Despite much of the population living in abject poverty, Britain was now the richest country on earth and at the height of its imperial power. Germany, on the other hand, had yet to become a unified nation. However, that hadn’t prevented their successful invasion of Queen Victoria’s German-speaking Court, which was largely the result of her having married most of her children off to Protestant German princes.


After the Austro-Prussian War of 1866, the North German Confederation came into existence as a military alliance of the twenty-two princely states of northern Germany with the kingdom of Prussia as their leader. After the Franco-Prussian war in 1871 the Confederation was joined by the southern states of Bavaria, Württemberg and Baden, and parts of the Grand Duchy of Hesse, to form the second German Empire with the King of Prussia, William I, as its president and Otto von Bismarck as chancellor.


With the Prussians’ propensity for violence, both ritualised and realised, and increasing industrial and colonial competition between Germany, Britain and America, a full-scale confrontation between the three was inevitable. Perhaps it should have been predictable that the human catalyst for a later war, though little more than an enthusiastic participant in the first conflict, would be a man from a country whose descent into chaos had already started.


Hitler was born in 1889 into an almost ungovernable Austro-Hungarian Empire of dual sovereignty, eleven principal national groups and eight languages (for the various Slavic peoples). Still largely under the control of the Catholic Church and the Habsburg monarchy, it was this old, imperial order to which Hitler’s customs-officer father had devoted his life, and which he brutally forced his son to adopt.


Rarely a day went by that the young boy did not receive a vicious beating, whose legal limit of severity was ‘to within an inch of his life’. In addition to this savage and joyless existence, when he was still only 11 years old Hitler suffered the tragic death of his younger brother. The death of his father in 1903 (which was followed by his beloved mother’s demise in 1907) must at least have brought him some small degree of relief.


Desperate to rise above his father’s hated subservience to the monarchy, Hitler had intended to devote his life to art and culture. However, his father had forced him to attend a Realschule (technical school) in Linz where he failed his exams, only receiving any appreciation for his diligence in drawing and gymnastics.


Despite his having been expelled from a second Realschule in Linz at the age of 17 and rejected by the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts, Hitler attended the local theatre, joined the musical club and a local library and tried desperately to move into a better class of society. But instead of being accepted as middle class, he found himself treated as a rough-hewn provincial and an outsider among the sons of academics.


It was hardly surprising that the suffering and rejection of Hitler’s childhood and youth resulted in his withdrawal into his own complex fantasy world. There he dreamt of a new world order, whose style and content was massively influenced by the monumental style and content of Richard Wagner’s operas and writing. Its importance to him was illustrated by his attendance at forty performances of Tristan und Isolde while still in his teens; immersing himself in Teutonic legend and Nordic mythology while rejecting the oppressive Catholic Church.


Increasingly, Hitler also adopted the prejudices, slogans, anxieties and demands of contemporary upper-class Viennese society. Among the elements were anti-Semitism and Social Darwinism, the latter advocating a rigorous process of selective extermination and breeding that was believed to be capable of preventing faulty lines of evolution and assuring one nation’s superiority over all others; in other words, the master race theory. He also readily adopted a deep hatred of socialism.


In 1905 Hitler was still only 16 when he moved to Vienna, the bourgeois German city of Georg Ritter von Schönerer, the far right Pan-German politician, and Karl Lueger, the city’s self-professed anti-Semitic mayor and a serious disciple of various occult organisations and theories. Schönerer was also obsessed with being overwhelmed by foreigners, considering the presence of the Jews, Roman Catholics, Slavs, Habsburgs and socialists to be a threat to the ever-increasing climate of nationalism. On their watch-chains, his followers wore the insignia of the committed anti-Semite in the shape of a hanged Jew, while Schönerer also coined the pseudo-medieval greeting ‘heil’ and insisted on his followers referring to him as the ‘Führer’.





*      *      *





In 1870, reluctant to join White’s because of its restrictions on smoking, the Prince of Wales formed a new club, the Marlborough, which Bertie Mitford also joined. In the spring of 1871 his book, Tales of Old Japan, was published by Macmillan and enjoyed considerable success.


At the age of 37, having very nearly succumbed to illness in Japan, Bertie decided that it was time to leave the diplomatic service and settle down. He was rewarded for his foreign service with a post that was socially acceptable, congenial and remarkably stress free. He also found an ‘entirely suitable wife’ (referring no doubt both to her social and financial position) and bought Lindsey House in Cheyne Walk, Chelsea, where he was to live until he inherited Batsford in 1886.


The post of Secretary to the Board of Works appeared to be quite stultifying compared with his previous endeavours but Bertie displayed equal diligence and did work of lasting importance in the improvement of London parks and the restoration of the Tower of London. Meanwhile, his new wife, Lady Clementine Ogilvy, daughter of the 10th Earl of Airlie, added immeasurably to his social standing. At 21 she was sixteen years younger than Bertie.


One of the more interesting rumours that circulated in the family was that before transferring his affections to Clementine, Bertie had been having an affair with her mother, Blanche, the Countess Airlie, who was said to have strongly resented his relationship with her daughter. But her reputed bad humour failed to prevent their marriage on 31 December 1874 in the chapel of the family’s Cortachy Castle, at the foot of Glen Prosen in eastern Scotland. It was a grand affair, celebrated with feasting and bagpipes in the kind of feudal setting most calculated to appeal to ‘Dirty’ Bertie, who may quite well have continued his affair with his mother-in-law even after the wedding and subsequent breeding programme with her daughter.





*      *      *





At the same time as Thomas Bowles was establishing his publishing company, he was also developing what appeared to be a social conscience, which was somewhat at odds with such a commitment to free enterprise. He wondered, ‘Is it not strange that men should be found who can amass a fortune out of the blood and bone of their fellows, and who yet thoroughly believe that they have no duties to fulfil towards them?’ Albeit, his charitable and moral view of mankind was largely confined to white Protestants; such undoubtedly unusual thinking, particularly amongst the privileged of the time, should not be confused with liberalism, or even worse, socialism.


He had also adopted an extreme dislike for the English class system and a deep distrust of groups in general, remarking, ‘We seem to think that when we follow a multitude to do evil, the evil thereby becomes good.’


Thomas Bowles had a particularly forthright character, which resulted in his aggressive rudeness to anyone unwise enough to express disagreement with his opinions. Fortunately, he also never lost his power to charm, an accomplishment that his future in-law, Lady Clementine Mitford, never failed to find extremely irritating.


While Bertie had been busy acquiring a family and securing his future, Thomas was indulging a passion for the sea and sailing that he had inherited from his father, who had taught him how to handle sailing ships and navigate like a professional. Having obtained his master mariner’s certificate in 1874, Thomas invested in a yacht called Billy Baby. Only then did he consider marriage. Jessica was seemingly like all young gals of that time, described as ‘tall, fair-haired and slim. She was the youngest daughter of Major-General Charles Evans-Gordon, said to be descended from that other ‘notable’ Scots family, ‘the Gordons of Lochinvar’. Unfortunately, her father and her five brothers were deeply unimpressed both by Thomas’8 ebullience and his birthright. Even so, the couple’s mutual attraction and determination was rewarded with their marriage, which finally took place in 1876.


They settled at Cleeve Lodge in Kensington where Jessica, despite her physical frailty and lack of enthusiasm for motherhood, gave birth to four children. Tragically, though somewhat predictably, she died during her fifth pregnancy when Sydney, the Mitford girls’ mother, was still only 7 years old.





*      *      *





David Mitford was born on 13 March 1878. He was Bertie’s third child and second son, and was grumpy from birth. Fortunately he was also ‘strikingly handsome’ and endowed with ‘his father’s luminous blue eyes’. Some also saw fit to mention that he ‘took early to field sports, most especially shooting’.


Surprisingly, Bertie sent David not to Eton, but to Radley. ‘Because he thought that David would behave badly and hinder [his elder brother] Clement in his Eton career.’ It appears that David may have also lacked the necessary academic abilities to justify such investment, as he also failed to follow his brother to Summer Fields preparatory school; leaving him free to roam the countryside and concentrate on his ferrets, rod, lurcher and gun. Predictably, following such a profound lack of preparation, his stay at Radley proved notably unremarkable; achieving little, apart from establishing his social position.


David apparently planned to go into the army but failed to get into Sandhurst; another demonstration of his lack of even the most basic academic abilities. Determined that the boy should ‘amount to something’, Bertie found him a job tea planting in Ceylon; a position that was often awarded to ‘remittance boys’. But for some unexplained reason, David returned home after a few years. It may have been due to his undiminished determination to serve in the army, for the outbreak of the Boer War in 1899 gave him the opportunity to join the Northumberland Fusiliers, a regiment with undoubted family connections but a great deal less social status than the 10th Hussars, into which his golden elder brother was commissioned, presumably after some considerable financial investment on the part of his father; as was ‘the done thing’ at the time.


Meanwhile, as a result of his father’s refusal to invest in his younger son’s commission, David was obliged to join up in the ranks. It was a courageous act of determination, but David paid a heavy price for his bravery and commitment when he was badly wounded. His injuries resulted in the loss of one of his lungs and his being ‘invalided out’ of the regiment. Such a debilitating injury should also have rendered him unfit for any further military service.


By now it had been accepted that he was not very good at reading or writing and it was said, rather generously, that none of Bertie’s nine children inherited his intellectual interests. Unfortunately, this did not include his political views, which David certainly did inherit. He was also said to have possessed a distinct way with words, whatever that may have meant, for his use of words appeared to have been quite typical, if somewhat limited, for someone of his socio-political persuasion, and would by modern standards have appeared almost comical, peppered with evidence of his firm belief in his own social, political and racial superiority. Sydney Bowles, on the other hand, while rebelling against her father and developing extreme right-wing views, inherited Thomas’ confidence as a prolific writer; with a useful knowledge of the press.





*      *      *





The pomp and splendour of Britain’s aristocracy was threatened by a fatal decline in the 1880s. Much of the trouble was economic, based on the fact that the land, the territorial holdings, those broad acres that defined one’s membership of the upper classes, were becoming less of an asset and more of a liability as time passed.


The debts and mortgages that encumbered most estates were easy enough to service in the mid-1800s, when farming was profitable, but as incomes fell the debt burden became more difficult to sustain. Taxation also became a major problem, especially in the form of death duties. Worse still were the great houses at the centre of the large estates, all of which were remorseless drains on the unstable incomes from the surrounding fields and needed endless repair and refurbishment. It was a constant fight against dry rot, leaking roofs and disintegrating stonework.


There was also the problem of labour. The days of peasant farmers who would work all hours that God made for little more than subsistence food and a hovel were long since gone, as agricultural labour increasingly moved to the urban environment created by the Industrial Revolution. Labour-saving machinery was being developed, but landowners such as David Mitford were reluctant to invest the necessary capital. The management of estates wasn’t helped by the habit of insisting that the eldest son should inherit, regardless of his intelligence or suitability. They often possessed little knowledge of farming; considering it beneath them. Instead, they regarded the sole purpose for a gentleman’s interest in woods, fields and streams to be that of blood and field sports. The ownership of land was generally accepted as a qualification for ennoblement rather than a commercial asset; financial endeavour still being considered somewhat vulgar.


With the inclement agricultural conditions and the ever-increasing power of industry, the balance of financial power and influence was moving away from the landed gentry into the hands of the meritocracy or ‘nouveau riche’. They were even being awarded peerages and gaining a foothold on the social ladder.


‘The richest of the traditional landed aristocracy, such as the Devonshires and the Westminsters, were, of course, so rich and had so many various forms of income, much of it from the colonies, that they could still afford to maintain their estates while remaining reasonably optimistic about their future prospects.’9


For those less blessed, ‘selling off the family possessions, as the seventh and eighth Dukes of Marlborough did spectacularly in 1875, 1881 and 1886, was one way to keep afloat’10. The other way was to marry into American money.


This refinancing of old-world aristocracy with new-world money involved the simple expedient of selling British prestige to American heiresses. The most historically well publicised would be Lord Randolph Churchill’s marriage to the American Jennie Jerome. While the Mitfords did not profit directly from American money, they certainly used their connections with the Churchills to their advantage.


Clementine (Airley), wife of Bertie Mitford, had a sister, Lady Blanche Hozier, otherwise known as ‘Aunt Natty’, who had a daughter also called Clementine who married Winston Churchill, or to be more precise, Bertie’s wife’s sister’s daughter married him. Whichever way you put it, it was an extremely tenuous relationship but it did not prevent the Mitfords from exploiting Winston’s political power to bail them out of various embarrassing and unpleasant situations. This would be particularly obvious in the case of Unity.





*      *      *





Having inherited the baronial Batsford House in 1886, with its large estate and considerable local responsibilities, which included accepting the roles of local magistrate and Lord Lieutenant of Gloucestershire, Bertie Mitford had to give up his post at the Board of Works. After a couple of years he also gave up his position as Member of Parliament for Stratford-upon-Avon.


During his first years at Batsford, ‘Bertie threw himself with enthusiasm into country life and local pursuits, going rather little to London.’11 In 1889, in an effort to afford him the opportunity of socialising with Edward VII and Wilhelm II of Germany, both keen yachtsmen, he also purchased a yacht and, despite having never served in the navy, was accepted as a member of the Royal Yacht Squadron at Cowes, on the Isle of Wight.


Bertie also retained an interest in gardening, though more in the monumental style than the herbaceous, and when the Prince of Wales was crowned Edward VII, he apparently ‘made great use of Bertie as a gardening advisor for Windsor Castle, Sandringham and the other royal residences’. Years later, King George VI would inform Lord Dulverton that he was having trouble with polygonum (Fallopia japonica): ‘Old Redesdale got my grandfather to plant it at Sandringham and we can’t get rid of it.’12


Among the Cotswold gentry, Bertie was said to be ‘well liked’, if a bit ‘full of himself’. It was also claimed that ‘he was regarded with special respect, since he possessed in addition [to his perceived social standing] the glamour of a scholar and a traveller’.13 However, the cost of achieving these social ambitions meant that he continually lived beyond his means.


Bertie was doubtless a gifted man of considerable intelligence, but unfortunately he lacked modesty and was prone to a bumptious demeanour and overtly formal manners. He was also in the habit of exaggerating his own achievements or getting others to exaggerate on his behalf. One of the Mitfords’ favourite family myths was born during Cowes Week at The Royal Yacht Squadron when, in 1905, Bertie was invited to give a welcoming speech to a French naval squadron. ‘He spoke so beautifully (in French) that the French officers wept, and the Admiral, Caillard, said he could not speak more than a few words in reply.’14





*      *      *





Early in 1885, Thomas Bowles made what was to become his most successful publishing decision when he chose to start the first weekly magazine ‘for gentlewomen’. It was a success from the start, particularly its small ads that concentrated on vacancies for cooks, butlers and other domestic staff. The Lady is still owned by descendants of the Bowles family and run from the same offices in Bedford Street, in London’s Covent Garden.


Having established his new publication, Thomas Bowles also decided to buy a yacht, but less for social effect than for the pure adventure and ‘edification’ of his family, with whom he intended embarking on an astonishingly ambitious extended cruise with a crew of ten Aldeburgh fishermen, Tello the governess, a nurse, a steward and a cook. In August 1888, they departed and for the next twelve months the Bowles family home was the Thomas’ 200-ton schooner, Nereid, named after the sea nymph in Greek mythology.


In the spring of 1889, after many adventures, they reached Beirut and from there travelled to Jerusalem. Following a trip to the Wailing Wall, the Mitford girls’ maternal grandfather recorded in his log a somewhat disturbing side to his character:





I don’t see what the Jews have got to wail about. If they have been expelled from Jerusalem, they are the rulers of London, Paris and Berlin. If they are no longer governors of Palestine, they are the tyrants of Europe and I cannot believe that they really hold themselves to be worse off for the change. Nor shall I believe it till I see the great house of Rothschild abandon London in order to set up as bankers in Jerusalem; Baron de Hirsch leave Paris in order to make a railway from Jerusalem to Jericho, with a free refreshment bar at the place where the man fell among thieves; and all the Jewish controllers of the European Press, from Mr Levy Lawson downwards, cease printing startling intelligence in the West, and take to achieving the largest circulation in the world in Hebrew near the Gate of Damascus.





Thomas also displayed little of his reputed pro-Semitic ‘sympathy’ towards the less financially privileged Jewish refugees from Russia, writing, ‘There is, I suppose, no human animal more utterly devoid of all dignity and nobility, none that bears an aspect at once so abject and so dangerous as the lower class of Russian Jews who have recently overrun the Holy City.’ He talks of ‘their pale womanly faces, rendered loathsome by a long, greasy curled lock in front of each ear; their narrow shoulders, bent carriage, filthy gabardines and furtive glances.’


These views, not uncommon at that time, serve as a reminder that Britain had already started playing her part in ‘laying the foundations for inter-war racist and fascist thinking’.15


In 1899, when Adolf Hitler was still only 10 years old, the English-born Houston Stewart Chamberlain published The Foundations of The Nineteenth Century, which confirmed the author’s belief that ‘our’ race was threatened by ‘impurity’, the worst agents of which were the Jews; as he put it, ‘A mongrel is frequently very clever, but never reliable, morally he is always a weed.’ Some twenty-five years later Hitler would draw upon Chamberlain’s anti-Semitic writing for his own theory of race. But by then the English had already pre-empted both his and Oswald Mosley’s use of racism as a political tool with the formation of The British Brothers League (BBL):





A British proto-fascist group that attempted to organise along paramilitary lines. The group was formed in 1902 in East London in response to the arrival of Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe that had begun in 1880. The Aliens Act of 1905, which restricted immigration, was largely seen as a success for the BBL and, as a result, the movement, if not its aims, largely disappeared. 16





Meanwhile, Austria would inherit the baton.


On Christmas day, some two years later, a Swastika flag would be flying for the first time over Werfenstein Castle, situated on the Danube near Linz, where a defrocked priest by the name of Jörg Lanz von Liebenfels had set up the headquarters of the newly formed Order of the New Templars. Funded by wealthy industrialists, he had bought the castle from where he planned to direct the creation of a ‘heroic Aryan league that was to form the advance guard of the blond and blue-eyed master race’. He also promised ‘to counter the socialist class struggle by a race struggle “to the hilt of the castration knife”’ with a ‘systematic program of breeding and extermination’. Apart from sterilisation, Lanz von Liebenfels promoted deportation to the ‘ape jungle’ and liquidation by forced labour or murder. He also launched Ostara, a magazine named after the German goddess of spring, from which he proclaimed a deranged and dangerous doctrine that included a ‘heroic struggle between men he called Asings or Heldings and dwarfish, apelike creatures called Äfflings or Schrättlings’.


Having arrived in the Austrian capital in 1908, where he was rejected by The Vienna Academy of Arts for the second time, the young Hitler immersed himself in the music of Richard Wagner and became an avid reader of Ostara and the writing of Houston Stewart Chamberlain.





*      *      *





Having eventually reached Malta, via Alexandria, with his family, Thomas Bowles was reported to have received mail that informed him of urgent business matters that required his immediate return to England. This was thought to include an offer for the purchase of Vanity Fair that resulted in its sale for £20,000 to Arthur H. Evans at the end of March 1889, by which time Thomas had become, by anyone’s standards, a very rich man.


Presumably because it was in need of a major refit following its lengthy sojourn, Thomas sold Nereid in 1889 and as if to illustrate his eccentricity he insisted on successfully fighting the next general election from his new yacht, Hoyden (the term for a woman of saucy, boisterous or carefree behaviour). This resulted in his being frequently depicted ‘in Punch as “The Cap’en”, in pirate dress with pistol and bandanna’.17 It also resulted in his finally winning a parliamentary seat as Conservative member for King’s Lynn in 1892.


Around this time yet another ‘Mitfordesque’ scandal arose, which by today’s standards would probably have stopped Thomas Bowles’ political career dead in its tracks. At some time during the cruise of the Nereid, Tello (Rita Stewart), the governess, had become pregnant and a son, John Stewart, was born to her not long after their return. There can be little doubt that Thomas was the father, for despite the fact that he never married her or even admitted his responsibility, he installed her in a house in London and gave her a job on The Lady, where after about three years she rose to the position of editor. She also found time to bear him three more sons while remaining ‘on friendly terms not only with him but also with his children throughout their lives’.18 However, neither she nor their four sons appear as part of Thomas Gibson Bowles’ family trees! This was not an unusual situation at the time, either in England or Germany, where it was somewhat more extreme:





It has frequently been demonstrated that the typical master of the Wilhelmine bourgeois household thought that a kind of right to sexual access went along with hiring a servant girl. He would often encourage his sons to have their first sexual experiences with the servant girls, when the boys were still too young to visit brothels. From the very beginning, therefore, relations within society created a tendency to equate the servant girl with the prostitute.19





Though it has to be said, a governess would have considered herself a considerable cut above a ‘mere’20 servant girl.


In the meantime Sydney, whose education had been limited to that imparted by the wayward Miss Stewart, and privileged to some rich and varied experience of life, was considered, at 14 years of age, ‘old enough to start doing the housekeeping’. This arrangement, which also consisted of control of the household servants, apparently lasted for ten years, or until she left home in 1904 to marry David Mitford.





*      *      *





By now it had become obvious that neither of the Mitford grandfathers were quite what they seemed. Thomas, the pugnacious journalist and publisher, appeared to have been ‘fortunately’ illegitimate, while Bertie, the courtly and cultured landowner was, through inheritance, also undoubtedly fortunate! This same good fortune would continue to bless the Freeman-Mitfords, both financially and socially.


During the three years when they were in Parliament together, Bertie representing Stratford and Thomas King’s Lynn, they ‘were both on what would now be called the right of the Conservative Party’21 and so perfectly qualified to develop in their offspring a sympathy with the fascist movement. But first the two families had to come together and it was politics that would enable this union.


The first visit of the Bowles family to Batsford took place in the winter of 1894/95. Bertie Mitford had apparently asked Thomas Bowles to come and speak for him at a political meeting, to which he had agreed. But there also appeared to be something distinctly non-political on the agenda: an informal but carefully stage-managed progeny ‘presentation’.


Having been ushered into the library, the visitors were greeted by Bertie and Clementine. As Sydney recalled:





Their daughters Frances and Iris were there as well, and, with his back to the fire, standing half on the fender, and wearing an old velveteen coat such as keepers wore in those days, stood a wonderful figure of a young man. It was David, aged 17. So, when I was 14 and he was 17, I fell in love with him. Certainly, I fell out again, and we did not marry for nine years after that.





The meeting was obviously considered a success by the Bowles family, ‘for they went fairly often after that’.22 Unfortunately, while David’s social pedigree and his ‘handsome patrician features, tanned skin and strikingly blue eyes’ may have been viewed as appropriate attributes for marriage to Sydney Bowles, some effort was required to try and encourage the boy to amount to something beyond that of amateur gamekeeper. It was obviously this parental pressure, rather than his own motivation, that resulted in his attempting to pass the written entrance examination to Sandhurst and subsequent banishment to a Ceylonese tea plantation, while Sydney continued to manage her father’s household and spend at least part of every long summer aboard their yacht in Trouville.


With a love of the sea and the outdoor country life, it was perhaps surprising that Sydney should ‘grow up to be so tall, slim and good-looking;’23 ‘some considered her a beauty, with her light brown hair, blue eyes, regular features and slim figure.’24


Having not been totally convinced that ‘young Mitford’ might develop into a suitable husband for his daughter, the decision was made by Thomas to advertise her marital potential by preparing Sydney for presentation at Court, a process that she found particularly tedious. This was evident by her reaction to the first party of her season as a debutante at the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire’s. ‘The latter I thought too awful for words, dreadfully painted with a hideous set grin on her face,’ she later recalled.


Sydney was far happier in Scotland where the family and their servants took up residence at Birsemhor Lodge in Aboyne. There she learnt to shoot and to play golf and cricket. There were picnics, bicycle rides and long tiring walks up the misty, gorse-covered mountains. All her life Sydney was said to have had a ‘feeling’ for Scotland and its romantic scenery, though of course it would have been considered frightfully bad form not to display an appropriate enthusiasm for the Highlands. However, she soon developed an even greater enthusiasm for skating, and in particular for a Swedish skating instructor called Grenander. Sydney even daydreamed about him proposing to her: ‘If he were English, and in every way a man of my own station, I know I would say yes.’ She also fell ‘passionately in love’ with a somewhat notorious and very good-looking womaniser called Edward, known to his friends as Jimmy Meade. But his reputation went before him and marriage was considered quite out of the question, although it was said ‘tears were streaming down her cheeks as she walked up the aisle to get married to David and that this was due to the fact that her heart still belonged to Jimmy Meade’.25
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Golden boys and girls all must


Like chimney sweeps


Come to dust


William Shakespeare





Sydney Bowles finally married David Freeman-Mitford in 1904, when she was 24 and he was 26. Her father, Thomas, lent them his yacht, Hoyden, and its captain and crew for their honeymoon cruise. Afterwards he gave David a job on The Lady, but with his limited academic abilities, let alone administrative knowledge, it is difficult to tell exactly what his employment might have entailed. The only record of any work was of his having rid the building of rats with the assistance of his tame mongoose (the Indian subcontinent’s equivalent of a Jack Russell terrier), which he had brought back with him from Ceylon. Apart from the occasional foray into urban field sports, David admitted to being generally bored to death, yet he still continued diligently for ten years. Thomas also paid Sydney a small allowance.


One or other of their fathers, probably Thomas, must have also bought them a house in Graham Street, Islington, where, despite a lack of space and limited income, David and Sydney Mitford immediately started a family. Nancy arrived in 1904, followed by Pam in 1907, Tom in 1909, Diana in 1910 and Unity in 1914.





With David’s salary the couple had a joint income of around a thousand pounds a year and on this Sydney’s meticulous household accounts reveal that they employed five female servants. In a house that Nancy described as ‘minute’, there was a cook, a parlour maid, a housemaid, a kitchen maid, a nanny and a nursemaid. Nancy once asked her mother, ‘What did you do all day?’ and received a reply to the effect, ‘I lived for you all’.1





While it is highly unlikely that Sydney would have spent much time in the kitchen, her cook and kitchen-maid being responsible for the preparation of the family’s food, both Jessica and Jonathan Guinness suggested Sydney had inherited her father’s somewhat unusual dietary principles. They alleged these principles were in fact based on kosher dietary laws, whose adoption by Sydney had been based on her belief that Jews did not get cancer, while her father vehemently believed ‘their diet had given them the necessary health to survive persecution through the centuries’. But the evidence to support their claim seemed to be based on Thomas’ refusal to consume pork or shellfish, which Sydney continued to enforce in the Mitford household.


The consumption of either uncured pork or shellfish in the days before domestic refrigerators were readily available was considered far too risky for most English people to even consider. But that precaution hardly constituted a kosher diet. There was certainly never any evidence of the existence on their menu of such Jewish staples as chicken soup, latkes, chopped liver, matzos, gefilte fish or the like. Meanwhile, David never displayed any intention of being deprived of his smoked bacon and pork sausages.


A far more dangerous inheritance was that of Thomas’ aversion to conventional medicine, which Sydney would also adopt. In broad terms they believed that the ‘Good Body’ supported by the aforementioned diet and plenty of fresh air was quite capable of overcoming illness without the introduction of medicines. However, if these principles had been adhered to without compromise, David would not have survived his injuries in the Boer War.


David’s domestic requirements offered neither the staff nor his wife any particular challenge, apart from his three specific aversions. One was punctuality. The second was sickness, while the third was the spilling of drinks and generally ‘untidy’ eating. His reaction to any of these misdemeanours could be extreme. Fortunately, he was a lifelong abstainer from alcohol, not on grounds of health or moral principle, or even the incendiary effect it could have had on his temper; he just never liked the taste.
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