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Introduction and Acknowledgements





On 22 February 1994, two years after Elizabeth David’s death, the contents of her two kitchens at 24 Halsey Street, Chelsea, went on sale at Phillips auction rooms in Bayswater. The press had taken up the story as soon as the forthcoming sale was announced, showing photographs of pots and pans, spoons and storage jars, all displayed on her scrubbed-pine kitchen table. Cookery writers and chefs were invited to choose items they coveted or might bid for. From the moment viewing began, a steady stream of people made their way to the showrooms. They were private individuals, not professional dealers, and they spent hours poring over cheese graters and ramekins which could have come from a junk shop.


The day itself took everyone by surprise. The saleroom was packed by nine-thirty in the morning, and the auction, scheduled to take place at midday, was delayed by the crush. ‘We brought in every chair we could,’ said one of the saleroom staff, ‘but the crowd was unbelievable. They were out in the corridor and all the way down the stairs. There must have been three hundred, perhaps four hundred people … and there was this sense of excitement, of electricity. I’ve never seen anything like it.’


When the proceedings finally began, the auctioneer was almost overwhelmed by the sheer volume of bids. People wanted something, anything, even if they didn’t know what it was. ‘I don’t know exactly what I’ve bought,’ said one woman after paying £75 for a lot. ‘I just wanted to have some keepsake.’ One of Elizabeth’s friends recalled how odd it was to see little things that he had given her go for fifty to a hundred pounds. Some people had their eyes on certain pieces: Prue Leith was determined to buy the kitchen table, and a roar of approval went up from the crowd when the table went to her for £1,100. Leith rose to her feet with a whoop of delight, and took a little bow amidst a round of spontaneous applause. ‘I’m going to cook on it just like she did, and think of her,’ said Prue Leith afterwards. ‘She was the most important cookery writer this century. That’s why I wanted her table. I can’t believe I’ve got it.’ By the end of the afternoon the sale had made £49,000 – more than three times its estimated value. The bidders had not bought pots and wooden spoons, but relics: fragments from someone they had never met, but who had had such an effect on their lives that they wanted to keep a little piece of her for ever.


*


Elizabeth David’s reputation rests primarily on her first five books. A Book of Mediterranean Food appeared in 1949 while England was still in the grip of rationing. Her aim was ‘to bring a flavour of those blessed lands of sun and sea and olive trees’ into English kitchens. At a time when aubergines, lemons and olive oil were almost unobtainable, the book’s success amazed both her and her publishers. What Elizabeth had managed to do, in this book and those that followed, was to describe food in such a way as to make people dream of it and want to cook it.


Timing was with her. After the dismal years of war and post-war austerity, the world was opening up. People started travelling as never before, and they were not afraid of garlic and wine sauces as their parents’ generation had been. At the same time, new transport systems were established which brought foreign food hitherto unavailable in English shops. Some of Elizabeth David’s staunchest supporters declare that it is due to her alone that we can now find Italian olive oil, red peppers and Israeli avocados in every supermarket. This must be an exaggeration, but there is an argument for saying that, in her quiet way, she was the most influential cookery writer of her time. There is scarcely a professional cook of any distinction in these islands who does not acknowledge her as an inspiration. She also taught a whole generation of people how to think about food in ways they never had before, and how to cook the simple, authentic dishes she described. Elizabeth never approached cooking as a chore. It was hard work, certainly, but her writing made cooking a creative act to be enjoyed for its own sake, not something to be got out of the way.


There was also something compelling about her writing. On the surface, it seemed admirably spare, straightforward and to the point. But behind those crisp sentences, one can feel the pressure of her loves and hates, her enthusiasm and her passion. The reader becomes acutely aware of these emotions, although they are never mentioned. This is what makes her prose so powerful, and why she inspired a whole generation not only to take up cooking, but to plunge into it with her own kind of serious enjoyment. ‘I think,’ she wrote, ‘that the ideal cookery writer is one who makes his readers want to cook as well as telling them how it is done; he should also leave something, not too much perhaps, but a little, unsaid; people must make their own discoveries, use their own intelligence, otherwise they will be deprived of part of the fun.’


*


About her private life, Elizabeth left everything unsaid. She hated publicity of any kind, and revealed very few clues about the sort of person she might be. The photographs in the press showed an elegant, rather beautiful woman with clever, cat-like eyes. She wore well-cut, classical clothes, and emphasized her long neck with white shirts open at the throat. Sometimes there was a photograph of her crowded kitchen, with its French armoires and bowls of eggs and lemons on the dressers; but that was as close as the public ever got to her private life. ‘Everything I want to say is in my books,’ she maintained. She gave out nothing else, and anyone foolish enough to ask an impertinent question would shrivel up in the frozen silence that followed.


*


Fortunately for the biographer, the crockery and kitchen equipment sold at Phillips had not been the only things she left behind. In her house in Halsey Street, books spilled out of every available bookshelf. They had taken over the sitting room to such an extent that the floor was an obstacle course and there was nowhere to sit down. They had advanced up to the first floor in little piles on each stair. Her bedroom contained more bookshelves, also full to bursting; and there was a subsidiary library in her kitchen. She had never been able to acquire them on an expensive scale, but her books made a magnificent collection on the history of cookery and gastronomy in English, French and Italian. First choice went, as she had instructed, to the Warburg Institute. The rest went to the Guildhall Library.


There were also, in every room, innumerable files and cardboard boxes of papers, notebooks, correspondence and catalogues. Elizabeth had appointed her long-time editor and friend Jill Norman to be her literary executor, and before the house in Halsey Street was sold, Jill and her husband Paul Breman moved the archive to their house in Hampstead.


*


I never met Elizabeth David, although I did talk to her once on the telephone. I was just beginning a book about Cairo during the Second World War when a friend gave me her telephone number. She was a considerable name. I had two of her books and was very keen to meet her, but I had also been told that she could be difficult. While I summoned up the courage to dial, I wrote out what I wanted to say on a piece of paper.


‘Hello?’ The voice was cold, absent-minded. I threw myself into my introductory patter. By about the third sentence I realized I was getting none of those encouraging little noises that most people make, although I knew she was listening. I rambled on nervously, and finally managed to ask whether I might come and see her. There was a long silence, and then the single word, ‘No.’ My heart sank. ‘But,’ she said, ‘you can talk to me now if you like.’ I was totally unprepared for an interview, and was at that embarrassing stage of very early research when one knows almost nothing. Elizabeth realized this at once, but decided to take pity on me. She told me about her suffragi (cook-housekeeper) Suleiman, and the little restaurants on the edge of the Nile where one went to eat freshly grilled pigeon. She also told me a very complicated story which featured a general, several people I had never heard of and the revolving door of the Continental Hotel.


It was not a very satisfactory interview. I tried to find out more, especially about her marriage, which I knew had taken place during the war; but while I talked to a number of people who knew her, they all seemed very vague about her activities. I looked up her own descriptions of Egypt, in An Omelette and a Glass of Wine. They were redolent of the time and place, but gave no clues as to what was happening in her life.


Two years later, when my book was nearly finished, I happened to meet Jill Norman and asked if she thought Elizabeth might be willing to talk to me again. Jill thought it unlikely. Elizabeth was not well. A sister to whom she was devoted had recently died, and she herself was in hospital with a broken leg. A few days later Jill rang to say that she had tried to put in a good word for me, but Elizabeth was really not interested. That, I thought, was that. I assumed I would never find out what had happened to her in Cairo.


*


Ten years later, out of the blue, I received a telephone call from Eleo Gordon of Penguin Books. She wanted to know if I was interested in writing Elizabeth David’s authorized biography. My instinct was to say yes at once because I longed to know more about her, but the word ‘authorized’ made me nervous. What did it mean? If it meant censorship in any form, then my answer would have to be no. However, I was reassured by Jill Norman, and Jenny Dereham of Michael Joseph, who had edited Elizabeth’s posthumous book Harvest of the Cold Months. Both agreed that what I wrote would be up to me. As far as they were concerned, the word authorized simply meant that I would have full access to Elizabeth David’s papers. Jenny Dereham became my editor when I accepted the commission.


The papers stood in a series of sixty cardboard filing boxes in the studio of Jill’s house in Hampstead, taking up two rows of a long set of bookshelves that ran the length of the room. To my immense relief, they had already been meticulously catalogued: an enormous task undertaken by Jill’s husband Paul Breman, to whom I am immensely grateful. On that first morning I stood in front of them, awestruck. Here was an impressive collection of papers, but would there be enough material to put together both sides of her life? A swift glance at the contents of each box, neatly labelled on the outside, confirmed that most contained papers to do with her work; but in the course of a morning of mounting excitement, I realized that her private life was here too. There were letters from Sybille Bedford, Mark Boxer, Lawrence Durrell, John Lehmann and Hilary Spurling, not to mention cookery writers such as Jane Grigson and Julia Child. There were albums, photographs, several boxes of family papers and correspondence. Best of all was the discovery that Elizabeth had kept handwritten drafts of almost all the most important letters she sent.


There were also treasures, such as a little blue writing case (smelling faintly of old leather and cumin seeds) that contained bills and snapshots and fabric swatches dating from the 1940s. I found her wartime passport, which charts her passage from France to Italy, the Balkans, Greece and Egypt. Elizabeth’s godson, David Watkins, lent me the collection of letters from Norman Douglas that she had given to him. They were kept in a small handbag covered in rust-coloured cloth, and with the letters was an Egyptian leather purse, with another little cache of photographs, papers, letters and old invoices from her days in Egypt.


In the months that followed I began to talk to her friends and family, and piece her life together with the help of the archive. The image that emerged was of an extraordinarily enigmatic woman who was very difficult to pin down. She could be open-hearted but utterly unforgiving. She laughed a lot and was very funny, while taking herself and her work very seriously indeed. Her conversation was challenging, unpredictable and even spiky, yet she was also very shy and reserved. She was utterly without pretension and could sniff out the bogus and pretentious in others with devastating accuracy, but she also played the great lady who expected to be treated as such.


As I immersed myself in her life, the archive that had looked so daunting at first began to seem more manageable. I also began to collect photocopies of long letters she had written to friends and family. And yet, rather like Elizabeth’s writing on cookery, what was omitted was as intriguing as what she recorded. In all the thousands of pages of notes, of letters to friends, of drafted articles, there was so little about herself. Sometimes she described what was happening to her, in very funny set pieces: a disastrous trip to Morocco, six weeks of frantic driving all over France for a series of articles in Vogue. The only revealing glimpses came indirectly, in letters or articles that seem to have been written in a state of controlled rage.


This was why it was so particularly exciting to read the one long letter in the archive – perhaps the only such letter she ever wrote in her life – which describes the end of an affair with a man she still loved. I had come across it early on, and realized its importance. But since it was part of the second half of her life and I was then concentrating on the first, I did not spend much time on it. When I read it again several months later, I had that eerie sensation of finding the key I had been looking for, while knowing it had been under my nose all along. At that moment, a series of jumbled thoughts that had been clattering around in my head suddenly fell into place. This moment of illumination could never have happened had I not, simultaneously, been talking to and mulling things over with people who had known Elizabeth for years.


*


The following people have made all the difference in helping me to understand Elizabeth David and her life: Jack Andrews, Sybille Bedford CBE, April Boyes, Johnny Grey, Rosi Hanson, Veronica Nicholson and Elizabeth Savage. The prolonged conversations I had with them were all crucial to me, because it was only by talking things through with the people who knew her best that I was able to put what I found in the archive into perspective. They have been unfailingly generous with their time and, best of all, they allowed me to feel that I could ring them up whenever I needed help and advice – which I frequently did. I must also at this point mention my husband, Antony Beevor. Quite apart from his constant encouragement and his initial work on the text, he has provided that inestimable asset to any biographer: an outsider’s perception.


I was also exceptionally lucky in receiving so much help, and hospitality, from Elizabeth’s nephews Rupert, Johnny and Steven Grey. This book is immeasurably richer for the help and support of the Grey brothers and their unfailing honesty in answering my most awkward questions.


I would also like to acknowledge my gratitude to Gerald Asher, Paul Bailey, Ann Balfour-Fraser, Ann Barr, Alan and Olivia Bell, Jane Blakemore, Emma Bolland, Gordon Bowker, Arabella Boxer, Lady Anne Brewis, Nathalie Brooke, Sir Bernard and the late Lady Burrows, Julia Caffyn, James Chandler, Janet Clarke, Patricia Clarke, Derek Cooper, Simon Courtauld, Josette d’Amade, Antony Daniels, Anne Davies, Alan and Jane Davidson, Michael Day, Celia Denney, Jessica Douglas-Home, Barbara Doxat, Roger Eland, George Elliott, the late Roger Ellis, Priscilla Esslin, Frances Fedden, the late Eunice Frost, Christopher Gibbs, Ialeen Gibson-Cowan, Lady May Gore, The Earl of Gowrie, Antonia Graham, Henrietta Green, Professor N. G. L. Hammond CBE, DSO, Anthony Hanson, Sabrina Harcourt-Smith, Frances Harper, John Hatt, Lady Dorothy Heber-Percy, Stephanie Hoppen, Anne Higgins, Derek Hill, Michael Holroyd C.B.E., John and Ellen-Ann Hopkins, Simon Hopkinson, Professor Richard Hosking, Laurette Hugo, Kate Hunloke, Molly Izzard, Rosalind Jenkinson, Hugh and Judy Johnson, John King, Kathleen Laing, Heidi Lascelles, Caroline and the late George Lassalle, Roger Latham, Richard Leech, Paul Levy, Patrick and Joan Leigh Fermor, Patrick Lewin, Jeremy Lewis, Jenny Lo, Priscilla Longland, Hitch Lyam, Lady Maynard, Jean McAuliffe, Victor Morrison, Patrick O’Connor, Marguerite Patten, OBE, Burnet Pavitt, Neville Phillips, the Countess of Ranfurly, Liz Ray, The Viscount Ridley, Jancis Robinson, Lady Sibell Rowley, John Ruden, John Sandoe, Anne Scott-James, Hilary Spurling, Ann and Franco Taruschio, Doreen Thornton, Peter Trier, Georgina Tritton, Katharine Whitehorn, Audrey Withers, Patrick Woodcock and Michael Zyw.


Lastly I would like to say how hugely indebted I am to Jill Norman. Jill put up with me in her house for what must have seemed far too long, and her help and guidance have been invaluable – as were the powerful espresso coffees and impromptu lunches with which she and Paul Breman kept me going. Jenny has been a wonderfully supportive editor. She has given me every possible encouragement, and has saved me from several mistakes. Any that remain, needless to say, are mine alone. 



















CHAPTER ONE


The Gwynnes





Elizabeth David’s family, the Gwynnes, originally came from Wales. Their fortune was founded in the 1840s by John Gwynne, an engineer who developed the first centrifugal pump for land drainage. With the banker and tea trader Herbert Twining, he also bought up plots of land in London south of the Strand, which became prime sites for development with the completion of the Thames Embankment in 1870.


Like all the best family histories, that of the Gwynnes contains a love match, a secret, a tyrannical patriarch and an intractable will. John Gwynne married Agnes Anderson, who came from a family of well-to-do Scottish professionals. Their first son was James Eglinton Anderson Gwynne, Elizabeth’s paternal grandfather, and he is the most important figure in this brief family history. Tall and domineering, with pale eyes, sandy hair and a patrician beard, James inherited his father’s engineering firm. He became a good manager and an excellent businessman, but his younger brothers resented the fact that they were given no authority in the family business.


While James’s position as head of the family was unquestioned, home life was ruled by their widowed mother Agnes, a strict Presbyterian. On Saturdays she would go round the house putting away every book and paper that was not a sermon, and on Sunday – a day of unmitigated gloom – most of the blinds in the house were kept down.


In 1859, the peace of Mrs Gwynne’s family was shattered when James Gwynne met and fell in love with an eighteen-year-old girl called May Purvis. On one level, the match looked suitable enough: he had met May when visiting his mother’s cousins in Edinburgh, and the Purvises were respectable. They were merchants with connections to the Dutch traders of the East Indies. Yet what the Purvises did not like to mention was that May Purvis’s Dutch great-grandfather, John Carels, had married a Sumatran ‘ranee’ (a term that covered every rank from chieftain’s daughter to princess), by whom he had had children. The ranee’s name has not survived, but she had a considerable effect on the looks of her descendants: for while May was an accomplished young woman with musical talent and a spirited disposition, her Indonesian genes had given her a fragile, exotic beauty that was distinctly un-Scottish.


Right from the start old Mrs Gwynne was suspicious of May Purvis and violently opposed the match. She probably guessed from May’s appearance that there was something other than Scottish and Dutch blood in her veins, and she did everything she could to break off the engagement. She nearly succeeded, but James managed to persuade May that their union was only a matter of time if they both stood firm. They were eventually married in 1862. The wedding took place in the house of May’s brother in Edinburgh, the Gwynnes and the Andersons being conspicuous by their absence. At the time of her marriage, May’s health was not considered good: her doctors feared that she might develop tuberculosis, and one of James’s wedding presents to his bride had been a respirator. Yet she proved strong enough to bear nine children, seven of whom survived: Reginald, Evelyn (Eva), Nevile, Violet, Rupert, Dorothy and Roland.


*


Rupert Gwynne, Elizabeth’s father, was born in 1873. He and his brothers and sisters were brought up at Folkington (pronounced Fowington), a large property at the foot of the Sussex Downs near Eastbourne, complete with lodges and a park, a farm, a church and a rectory. The main house was a neo-Jacobean mansion with gabled roofs and tall chimneys, and in James Gwynne’s day it made up in comfort what it lacked in architectural distinction. The drawing room was furnished with the most generous sofas and armchairs, every bedroom was well-stocked with books and had a blazing fire in winter, and the greenhouses were filled with heavily scented flowers and Muscat grapes. It was a curious feature of Folkington that, although James Gwynne had been one of the pioneers of electricity supply in London in 1882, his house was lit by oil lamps. There was no plumbing either; though thanks to the teams of servants and fires in every room, a morning bath was hardly a Spartan experience.


The household staff was so huge and well-run that May could claim that she had never been into her own kitchen. She was an affectionate mother, who loved music and riding and entertaining, but her life was lived in the threatening shadow of her husband. As he grew older James became more and more stern and authoritarian, and he could explode into terrifying rages. May, who could not bear rows, became psychologically his prisoner, living in perpetual fear of his temper.


The children grew up in a world of shoots and hunts and point-to-points. Rupert was admired for his reckless courage on a horse, as were Nevile and Dorothy. Violet, on the other hand, developed an exceptional talent for music, which her mother recognized. May saw to it that her daughter had the best teachers, and took her to as many concerts and recitals as she could. Violet was the darling of both her parents, who spoilt her and indulged all her caprices. She and Rupert were curiously alike: both were very dark, with deep-set eyes, and both were endowed with a dazzling and confident charm. May’s youngest son Roland was born in 1882, and had the most curious upbringing. His mother doted on him in a way that was almost unhealthy, and insisted that he never leave her side. For once, James gave in to her wishes: the boy was educated entirely at home, first by governesses and then by the rector of Folkington.


*


Once settled at Folkington, James Gwynne set about turning himself into a country gentleman. It seemed a classic example of British industrial decadence. He allowed the family firm to fall behind, and made no effort to install new equipment or keep up with the rival engineering firm established by his younger brother John. Instead, he turned his attention to land and housing speculation, in London and Sussex. He bought several country estates around Folkington, and members of the local hunt used to say that one could ride all day without ever leaving Squire Gwynne’s land.


As James Gwynne’s children grew up, their father grew ever more jealous and mistrustful, as if he suspected them all of trying to steal his money and usurp his power. To keep them under his control they were kept on the most miserable allowances, which they overspent at their peril. James’s retribution was severe and long-lasting, and he never forgot a grudge. His eldest son Reginald was cut out of his will for reckless extravagance at Eton and Oxford. He fled to Canada, settled there, and eventually prospered, though he and his father were never reconciled. The second son, Nevile, took a degree in engineering at Cambridge and then joined ‘the works’, as the family firm was known. James treated him in the same way he had treated his younger brothers: Nevile was kept overworked, underpaid and without authority in the firm, despite the fact that James had all but lost interest in it.


Elizabeth’s father Rupert was also expected to live on a pittance. Having been to school at Shrewsbury he went to Pembroke College, Cambridge, where he studied history with enough energy to get a degree, but little enthusiasm. Hunting, shooting and social life in general proved far more attractive. One of his closest friends was a shy, good-natured boy called Gordon Woodhouse. Rupert introduced Woodhouse to his musical sister Violet, and they were married in the summer of 1894. Thus began one of the most celebrated and eccentric marriages of Edwardian England, in the course of which Violet acquired three subsidiary ‘husbands’ without ever losing the devotion of her first.


Having no particular aptitude for engineering, Rupert read for the Bar. He managed to exist on his small allowance thanks to Violet and Gordon, with whom he lived while he was doing his articles in London. At the same time, he spent every day he could at Folkington: not only to keep down his expenses, but also to enjoy the days of hunting, shooting and point-to-point racing at which he proved so skilful.


For those pleasures, there was another, grimmer price to pay, for Rupert had a weak heart. The doctors told him that if he gave up all his active pursuits, he might live as long as most men; but that if he continued with them, he might not survive beyond middle age. Rupert decided that he could not change. He went on riding and racing as hard as ever, and adding to his collection of trophies and silver cups.


Another pleasure in Rupert’s life was the exercise of his considerable charm. He talked and laughed easily, danced well, and women blossomed in his company. On one occasion, he exerted a rather stronger spell than he intended. A family friend fell desperately in love with Rupert, going so far as to follow him to his room one night – she might have forced her way in had he not locked the door. She fled the following day accompanied by her mother, leaving Rupert profoundly relieved. He preferred brief, light-hearted affairs with actresses or married women.


Rupert was called to the Bar in 1898, though it did not take him long to realize that he would never rise to the top of his profession. Politics interested him, but he lacked the means to stand for Parliament, and there was not a hope that his father would back such an ambitious venture. Rupert would still have to depend for many years on his small allowance, counting every penny, an austerity only relieved by the rural pleasures provided free at Folkington. Like most young men of his upbringing he loved the country-house world of Edwardian masculinity with its smells of leather, dubbin, Turkish cigarettes and gun oil; the sound of hooves on cobble, as tired hunters were led by stable boys across the yard to their loose boxes to be rubbed down; the reverberation of the dressing gong for dinner, and the prospect of a very hot bath. 


Rupert Gwynne was thirty when his father and his older brother Nevile had a quarrel that was to have far-reaching consequences, not least for Rupert himself. Over the years, Nevile had begged his father again and again to invest in new plant and up-to-date technology, essential if the firm were to hold its own in the market; and each time his father had refused. Nevile’s final attempt to make his father see reason took place one evening in August 1903. Their discussion started calmly enough, but tempers rose and the quarrel ended in blows and unforgivable words. Nevile was banished from his father’s house for ever.


Nevile was stunned by what had happened, but Rupert promised his brother that he would do all he could to heal the breach and reinstate him in their father’s affections (and, at least by implication, restore him to his inheritance). Nevile’s daughter, Katharine Ayling, had no doubt that Rupert meant what he said at the time. But Rupert, who had seen his two elder brothers banished and treated like outcasts, was now in line to inherit the bulk of his father’s fortune – provided he did not repeat their mistakes.


Rupert’s position as heir-presumptive grew stronger on 3 May 1905, when he made a most advantageous match. ‘A crowd of relatives and guests assembled in St Margaret’s Westminster,’ wrote one social gazette, ‘when Mr Rupert Gwynne … was married to the Hon. Stella Ridley, elder surviving daughter of the late Viscount Ridley, sister of the present peer, a granddaughter of Dudley Coutts (first Lord Tweedmouth), and niece of the Countess of Aberdeen … Viscount Ridley gave away the bride, a tall, fine-looking girl of twenty-one, with beautiful colouring, who looked extremely well in her long-trained gown of ivory-tinted, rich, soft, corded silk.’


*


There had been Ridleys in and around the Tyne valley since the twelfth century, although the bulk of the family fortune was founded on coal mining in the early eighteenth century. They had ties by marriage with another well-established local family, the Whites; and when in 1763 Sir Matthew White died unmarried, his baronetcy and the estate of Blagdon were inherited by his Ridley nephews. The arms of the Ridleys were added to those of the Whites over the neoclassical portico of Blagdon Hall, and from then on the eldest son of the family has always been called Matthew White Ridley – right up to the present day. Ridleys had for generations been mayors of Newcastle, and had represented the city in Parliament; but the family’s political influence reached a new peak with Stella’s father, the fifth baronet. He became Home Secretary under Lord Salisbury in 1895, and was made a viscount in 1900.


Rupert could not have chosen better. He had married a rich woman, whose money would free him from his dependence on his father – and her family’s position in the Conservative Party meant that he now had the means and the contacts to enter Parliament. Meanwhile Stella’s family and guardians had been allowed to understand that although he had two older brothers, it was Rupert who would inherit Folkington and his father’s fortune.


With the help of his wife’s connections Rupert now became the Conservative candidate for Eastbourne, which was then held by the Liberals. He fought the 1910 election on the platform of ‘Unionism, Empire and Tariff Reform’. He won, and held Eastbourne for the rest of his life. His daughter Elizabeth was very proud of her father. In later life she sought out and collected his election cards and addresses, and kept his photograph in a leather frame beside her bed.


*


To the surprise of his family, the choleric patriarch James Gwynne began to mellow as his health failed. He became reconciled to his disgraced son Nevile, who was devoted to the old man during his last weeks. Yet when James died in March 1915, Nevile was astounded to discover that neither he, nor his son John (the only grandson James and May Gwynne were to have), were mentioned as beneficiaries in his father’s will. It was a disastrous testament: any imagination, caution or foresight James Gwynne might have used when drafting his will was evidently blinded by a desire to control his fortune from beyond the grave. 


The future Elizabeth David later described her grandfather’s will as ‘a document which two generations of lawyers and counsel without number have failed to unravel’.1 The problem was that it set out a rigid line of inheritance. He stipulated that his money must be passed on through the sons he had not disinherited, their grandsons, and their male heirs in the order he set out. Yet all this depended on there being male heirs at crucial points in the line of succession. When these failed to materialize, the family was inevitably thrown into an unseemly squabble over inheritance, which only expensive court cases could decide. For the immediate future, however, all was clear: Rupert and his younger brother Roland were left in possession of the family fortune.


It was the cosseted young Roland, not Rupert, who took over the huge family house at Folkington after their mother’s death. Rupert and Stella had already settled into the far more attractive manor house at Wootton, where they set to work on an ambitious programme of extensions. Rupert had never shown much interest in literature and music; but he did have a feel for architecture, and for the work he employed one of the best architects of Edwardian England: Detmar Blow. Blow identified firmly with the principles of the Arts and Crafts movement, and was much used by the Souls, the political and intellectual coterie that clustered around Arthur Balfour (who was prime minister from 1902 to 1905).


To the original building, a compact Jacobean manor dating from the 1670s, Blow added a large staircase and a wing that doubled the size of the house. The lower level of the new wing became the nursery, consisting of a series of rooms opening on to a long corridor. Above it was a library, the largest and most beautiful room in the house. The predominant colours are the rich tones of gold-tooled, leather-bound books, contrasting with the cool grey-painted walls. It is lit by a huge Venetian window overlooking the Sussex Downs, and – unlike many libraries – it gives a feeling of airiness and space.


Detmar Blow also built a gatehouse and two cobbled courtyards connected by a handsome archway. The courtyards were surrounded by a complex of stables, barns and outhouses which, thanks to Blow’s sensitivity to texture and his insistence on the very best traditional materials, look as if they had grown out of the centuries.


Stella and Rupert both had a very good eye, and their taste was in harmony with that of their architect. Every object in the house was chosen with care, and was well-made and unpretentious: a taste which profoundly influenced their daughter Elizabeth.




Notes


Main source: ‘My Father’s Family’, an unpublished memoir by Katharine Ayling (daughter of Nevile Gwynne) 1980. Also ‘Wootton Manor’, Country Life, 7 April 1955.
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CHAPTER TWO


The Gwynne Girls Grow Up





Initial impressions of Rupert’s wife were mixed when she first came and settled in Sussex in 1905. At a time when young women were largely judged by their looks, Stella was considered more handsome than beautiful. Tall and broad-boned, she had a creamy complexion, and her thick chestnut hair was ideally suited to the abundant, swept-up hairstyles of the day. But a heavy jaw and prominent nose gave her face more character than was fashionable. She was proud of being a Ridley, proud of her political connections, and a certain reserve contrasted unfavourably with the warmth and gregariousness of her husband.


As time went on Stella’s talents unfolded, and admiration for her grew. She was a keen gardener, became an excellent botanical painter and she developed a real love and knowledge of antiques. Her taste was sure and confident, and she could juxtapose apparently unrelated objects to great effect – a gift that reflected her personality: a close friend and relative described her as ‘a high Tory with a strong streak of the rebel’.1


Stella was one of a family of four surviving children, with two older brothers, Matthew and Jasper, and a younger sister Grace. She had been born with a powerful and determined character, and when her mother died when Stella was fifteen, she and her sister were put under the care of her aunt Ishbel, Countess of Aberdeen. Lady Aberdeen found her less tractable than her more gentle and obedient sister Grace. 


It was said that Stella had come perilously close to a rash marriage before she met Rupert. Some said her first love was her cousin, the Hon. Dudley Gordon, who became Elizabeth’s godfather and later 3rd Marquess of Aberdeen. Some even whispered about one of the grooms at Blagdon. There can be no doubt, however, that Stella was very much in love with Rupert when she married him. Their first child, Priscilla, was born in 1909. Their second was Sackville, the only son Stella was ever to bear; but he was still-born.


Her next child, Elizabeth, was born on Boxing Day, 1913. She was christened on 22 January 1914, in the beautiful crypt chapel of the House of Commons, in a family christening robe of fine Irish lace. Her godmothers were May Gwynne and Mrs Detmar Blow, the wife of the architect of Wootton. Her godfathers were Dudley Gordon and the Hon. Alfred Lyttelton.


Diana was born in 1915, and Felicité two years later. As girl followed girl, Stella and Rupert saw their hope of leaving Wootton to a male heir fade away. James Gwynne’s will had started to exert its obduracy over them. Stella resented her daughters and grieved for them at the same time. She thought it preposterous that Wootton would pass into the hands of Rupert’s sybaritic, childless brother Roland, who already owned Folkington. Rows often developed between husband and wife on the subject. Stella thought they must be able to find some legal loophole – while Rupert told her, with equal force, that there was nothing to be done.


In Parliament, Rupert was noticed more for his performance in debate than for his skills as an orator. Known for being on the extreme right wing of the party, he fought every move towards a relaxation of imperial rule, whether in Ireland, Egypt or India, and he was implacably opposed to women’s suffrage. When in London he lived at 47 Catherine Place, which had been given to Stella by her family when she married. It consisted of two Queen Anne houses converted into one, and it boasted a division bell. This useful device rang about eight minutes before a division in the Commons took place, and many private houses around Westminster had them. The house was also useful for Rupert’s occasional illicit afternoons.


The most serious affair of Rupert’s life had begun while Stella was pregnant with Elizabeth. A couple called the Cecils came to live in Sussex with their schoolboy son. Vera Cecil was very pretty in a blonde, feminine way; and while she was perhaps not as intelligent as Stella, she made up for it with a lively mind and a warm, light-hearted nature. By 1914 Mrs Cecil and Rupert Gwynne were constantly in each other’s company, at hunt balls and race meetings, and they were seen riding together in the early mornings. Mr Cecil did not seem to mind: it was even said that he was rather relieved, since he had a long-standing mistress of his own and it suited him very well that his wife had someone to amuse her.


For Stella, however, the situation was deeply humiliating. At first, Rupert had upheld the conventions of their class: the affair had been conducted discreetly, and he had continued to treat his wife with consideration and respect. However, as time went on his infatuation became more flagrant. Mrs Cecil was often invited over to Wootton, and her son was sent to play with Stella’s daughters. Stella did not throw scenes, that was not her style; but one witness to these developments recalled that Stella made no attempt to hide her distaste for Vera Cecil, and that not many women could have supported the freezing looks that Stella gave her rival.


While the pace of life at Wootton remained decorous enough, the children were aware of the tensions: not only between their parents, but with other members of the family. Violet Gordon Woodhouse still adored her brother Rupert, but never got on with Stella: mostly from jealousy, for Violet did not like to see herself displaced in anyone’s affections. They saw little of their Uncle Nevile, who never forgave Rupert for failing to intercede with their father. Aunt Dorothy disliked Stella, and some years later she and Rupert fell out once and for all. Roland was disliked and mistrusted by his brothers and sisters, and Dorothy could not forgive him for turning her out of her childhood home. At the heart of all these eruptions was the temper that James Gwynne had passed on to his children, along with his impossible will. ‘As children we had had enough of the bitter quarrels,’2 Elizabeth wrote many years later.


*


All these tensions and struggles, however, were mere rustles and whispers in the background. In the forefront of everyone’s mind was the war.


Rupert attended and spoke at a great many recruiting rallies for the newly formed battalions of the Sussex Regiment, including one at Seaford, where he ‘appealed to the employers of labour to make it as easy as possible for their workmen to enlist, by promising that their situations would be kept open for them, and their wives and dependents looked after’.3 At the same time he never lost sight of his constituency duties, and his assiduous attendance at the meetings of the Eastbourne Rural District Council and the East Sussex District Council was evidently much appreciated.


Stella was to have two more babies before the war was over, but she did not neglect her duty either. She was involved in the League of Mercy and the Eastbourne branch of the Red Cross, for which she organized a matinée in December 1914 at the Devonshire Park Theatre. This consisted of patriotic songs, and tableaux with people representing Glory, Britannia, France, Russia, and Belgium. It was considered a great success, and raised over £121. Stella also chaired the committee of ladies which founded Eastbourne’s Union Jack Club, which was a social centre for the wives and children of men on active service. The Club was officially opened in March 1915 by Lady Jellicoe, who was presented with a bouquet by Stella’s eldest daughter Priscilla, then aged five. By the following year, Stella was president of the Soldiers and Sailors’ Families Association.


Rupert’s brother Nevile wanted to join up, but it was decided that his engineering skills were of more use at home making aeroplane engines. Roland joined the Sussex Yeomanry in 1914, though he was not posted to France until September 1916. No one in the family had a high opinion of his courage, whether moral or physical, so it was a great surprise when Roland was awarded the DSO in February 1917 for ‘conspicuous gallantry and judgement’: he had led a successful daylight raid into enemy trenches. A few months later he returned to France, and was badly wounded in the knee during the Third Battle of Ypres. For some time he was in danger of losing his leg. It healed eventually, but he had a stiff knee and a limp ever afterwards.


Nothing was the same after the First World War, yet while it was going on the pace of change at Wootton was barely noticeable. Sometimes, they might just catch the distant thunder of the guns a little more than a hundred miles away in France. A man was arrested outside Polegate for shouting abuse at a group of women – it was said he had been ‘shell-shocked’. Hemlines rose dramatically, from ankle-length in 1914 to mid-calf by 1918. Everyone ate bread made of Standard flour, and Stella no doubt felt obliged to encourage cook to experiment with some of the nutritious recipes using maize, lentils and barley-meal which were supposed to save the country from the high cost of imported wheat. Yet for the children there were still eggs and milk, honey and home-made jam. Elizabeth was five when the war ended, and seems to have had no recollection of it at all.


*


Stella was not a very demonstrative or affectionate mother. One cousin described her as ‘the most unmaternal woman I have ever met’.4 There was in Stella an inner core of rock-solid, egocentric self-certainty which was rare, at a time when all a woman’s cultural conditioning was focused on devotion to husband and family. Stella did not care. She had done her duty during the war and in public she was very much Mrs Gwynne, but after 1918 she led an independent life based on her own interests and pursuits. The result was that from their earliest years, her daughters were starved of motherly affection.


Since they received so little love from their mother, the girls turned to their father instead. The fact that they did not see much of him made him even more of a godlike figure, and it seemed that all the warmth and laughter that they enjoyed as children came from him rather than their mother. He had the gift of making each of them feel especially loved, though he was not above playing a daughter off against his wife. A cousin noticed it happening with Priscilla in particular; but when she mentioned it years later to Elizabeth, she bristled and said, ‘He did that with all of us!’5


As soon as they were old enough, the girls were put on horseback. Priscilla, the eldest, took to it easily, as did Diana and Felicité. The only one who never really enjoyed being on a horse was Elizabeth. Since riding was Rupert’s passion, he followed this aspect of his daughters’ education with some interest. As Elizabeth saw her younger sisters catch up and surpass her own half-hearted efforts on horseback, she felt at a disadvantage in the fierce competition between the sisters for his affection. This was bad enough; but worse was the feeling that she had disappointed her father.


Priscilla, inevitably known as Pris, never allowed her sisters to forget that she was the eldest and exerted her authority whenever possible. Elizabeth, who inherited a great deal of her mother’s stubborn integrity, found this profoundly irritating; and her response was to forge a bond of close complicity with her wild, scatty sister Diana. Elizabeth was known as Liza, a diminutive that was linked to the word ‘lizard’. Like the animal, Liza seemed to combine both agility and laziness. Until she was two, Diana was known as Bulgie but when Felicité was born, this baby-name devolved on to her. Sadly for Felicité, she enjoyed none of the other indulgent attentions usually lavished on the youngest in a family. Her mother gave her no more love than she gave her other daughters, and Felicité was left with the impression that she was always last, and that however hard she ran she would never catch up.


Although Elizabeth played with the golden retrievers and elkhounds that lolled about the yard, she developed a particular fondness for cats. She romped and squabbled with her sisters, teased the governess by putting salt in her tea, and made secret houses in the garden; yet very early on Elizabeth began to resist what one of her nieces called ‘the wellington-boot side of country life’. At the same time, Wootton and Folkington were the only worlds she knew. 


The only escape was reading, which luckily her mother had always encouraged. Elizabeth read everything she could. In later life she recalled ‘a childish memory, of primitive coloured pictures and sheets of brightly uniformed soldiers, the Images d’Epinal, which have the same primitive charm as our penny-plain twopence-coloured prints’.6 Elsewhere she mentions Walter de la Mare’s Come Hither, an anthology of poetry that made a profound impact on her. The books she returned to again and again were Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass: stories about a curious and intelligent little girl trying to make sense of very peculiar worlds in which she did not belong.


One place where she would have liked to spend more time was the kitchen, which Elizabeth remembered as a centre of bustling activity. Dining room, servants’ hall, nursery and schoolroom all had meals of varying quality at different times of day, though it was all cooked on the same coal-burning range. At the same time it was a sociable place, full of laughter and gossip. Throughout the day, ‘a massive black iron kettle was kept with water on the simmer for the cups of tea to be administered to any outdoor staff such as the gardener bringing fruit and vegetables, or a stable-boy who might drop in. There would also be a succession of van drivers delivering groceries and household stores … the baker and the butcher bringing bread and meat … the postman with parcels, a telegraph boy with telegrams from the village post office. All would be offered tea, biscuits, bread and cheese, cake.’7 The only people who were not welcomed into the warm and busy kitchen were the children.


Instead they had to put up with the horrible food that came out of it, which gave the defiant and provocative Elizabeth something to rebel against at least once a day. Food for the nursery was not made by the cook, but by the kitchen maid, who had much else to do besides. However, she did not have to waste time on making nursery food appetizing. All the emphasis was on nourishment. There was a lot of mutton and beef, and potatoes which had been put through an implement called a ricer, so they appeared in dry, flaky mounds. Like most children Elizabeth hated vegetables, which tended to be boiled yellow marrows and overcooked turnip tops and parsnips. She even hated puddings: ‘junket was slippery and slimy, jam roly-poly greasy, something called ground-rice pudding dry and stodgy, tapioca the most revolting of them all …’8 The gastronomic miseries were even worse on fish days. ‘The food,’ she wrote, ‘looked so terrifying even before it was on your plate. Egg sauce didn’t do much to compensate for the black skin and monstrous head of a boiled cod; fish pudding, a few spiteful bones inevitably lying in wait in that viscous mass, and whitings biting their own tails, were frightening dishes for children, and often painful too …’9


All children complain about the food they are given, but when Elizabeth was young there was no avoiding it. Either the child was forced to sit at table until the plate was clean, or, if that became impractical, they would have it served up cold for tea. Elizabeth must have either gone to bed hungry or swallowed the congealed food; but whatever the result, these early battles did more to strengthen her resolve than to break her spirit.


The only pleasant memory was Nannie’s illicit cooking over the nursery fire. There was a sort of sticky fudge called ‘stuff’, scooped up in spoonfuls out of saucers or soap-dishes. In high summer there were gooseberries, red currants and raspberries which Nannie used to throw into a saucepan and heat quickly with sugar: this hot fruit salad embodied, for Elizabeth, the very essence of summer. Best of all, there were mushrooms: real field mushrooms gathered at dawn by Elizabeth and her sisters and carried back to Nannie, who cooked them with fresh thick cream, stolen, Elizabeth surmised, from the kitchen. ‘As in most households, Nannie and the cook thoroughly disapproved of each other, and had she known this private cookery was going on upstairs in the nursery, the cook would have made a blistering row. We must have been aware of this, as children always are of tensions between grown-ups, because Nannie’s mushrooms had the charm of the forbidden. We must never be caught eating them …’10 It is interesting that her first taste of something really delicious should be associated with naughtiness, complicity, a secret.


The days passed, and a succession of governesses (some more tolerant of being teased than others) came and went. As England returned to the peacetime routine in the early 1920s, the seasons were once more punctuated by hunts and point-to-points, and holidays by the sea with their cousins, the Palmers. Stella’s youngest sister Grace had married Roundell Cecil Palmer, Viscount Wolmer (later 3rd Earl of Selborne) in 1910, and had six surviving children; and since she knew her sister Stella was not a motherly woman, Grace would scoop up the four Gwynne girls and, together with her own brood, take them all off to the seaside. One of Grace’s daughters, Anne, remembers a sunburnt Liza, aged seven, on holiday with them on Hayling Island. With her shock of dark hair cropped short at the back and with a fringe in front, and a square, determined look about her face, she looked ‘just like a little red Indian’.


As they grew older Anne and Elizabeth became closer. They both hated sports, and were not very physically coordinated: Anne remembered one occasion when her father took them all boating in Regent’s Park. He took the younger children, while Elizabeth and Anne were given a boat of their own. They got stuck in the middle of the lake because, with one oar each, Anne could not get Elizabeth to row properly; so they went round in circles until rescued by the boatman.


Anne was passionately interested in natural history, and wanted to become, as she put it, ‘a female Gilbert White’. When Anne came to stay at Wootton Elizabeth was very happy to go along with this new hobby, looking for plants and examining wild flowers as they walked on the Downs. Their friendship might have blossomed further, but as a pair they were considered a bad influence on each other – a suspicion confirmed after an incident in which the French governess’s cardigan was hidden under a pile of weeds. Anne was not invited again.


Whether Elizabeth was bored, frustrated or merely seeking attention, she began to see Wootton as a place to escape from, not to come back to. Several times she ran away from home: ‘It was the usual thing,’ she once told a friend, ‘walking down the drive with your suitcase. You must have done it.’ On one occasion, however, the scene was played out with rather more drama than usual. Elizabeth got up at dawn, and whispered goodbye to Diana before setting off once again down the long drive. This time, she seems to have gone further than usual, or her parents had finally had enough. There was all hell to pay when she was finally brought back home. Her father was informed when he came back from London. He stormed into the bathroom where the girls were being bathed. Elizabeth was told that she was a wicked, selfish girl who had put her family to considerable anxiety, and while delivering the lecture he slapped her as she tried to hide behind the towel horse.


*


When the girls were considered old enough, tea was taken with their mother; and at this point Elizabeth discovered that the food served in the world beyond the nursery was considerably more appetizing. Stella presided over the long tea table, with the silver teapot and the hot-water urn set over a spirit lamp. There was a jug of cream, but that was for guests only. Once her girls were out of the nursery, they were expected to take their tea with lemon. There was always a selection of delicious, elegant food: thin bread and butter, scones, home-made quince or apple jelly, and a sponge cake. For special occasions, there was a cake with orange-flavoured icing. Stella was very fond of chocolate, and sometimes there was chocolate cake too. There was an uproar when one of the golden retrievers found its way into the larder and demolished an entire chocolate cake. ‘Who had left the larder door open? Recriminations and arguments raged for days, the younger children fell, as always, under suspicion and the kitchen regions were more strictly than ever out of bounds.’11


By 1922, Rupert’s health was beginning to cause concern. Although he was an abstemious man who drank little and never smoked, all those years of racing and riding were beginning to take a toll on his weak heart, just as his doctors had warned him. A series of pillboxes and medicine bottles now stood beside his plate at every meal. Yet for Rupert perhaps the greatest worry was that, when he died, everything would go to his younger brother Roland.


The strict provisions of James’s will, insisting on the male line of succession, appeared ever more self-defeating. Rupert had only daughters, Roland was what was known as ‘a confirmed bachelor’ and their sisters were childless. Stella would have a life interest in Wootton, and she was independently rich; but his daughters would inherit nothing of James Gwynne’s fortune. Rupert at last took legal advice to try and circumvent his father’s will, and a scheme was put forward by which the brothers and sisters who stood in the line of succession would waive their claim in return for a financial settlement. Everyone was agreed, until Rupert quarrelled with his sister Dorothy. In revenge she refused to sign away her birthright, and the plan – which depended on all the siblings acting in unison – fell apart.


*


In 1923, Rupert was appointed Financial Secretary to the War Office in Stanley Baldwin’s government; and to mark the event, the local Conservative Association declared that they would like to give Mr and Mrs Gwynne a handsome present. This consisted of a silver inkwell, an illuminated album containing the signatures of over 9,000 subscribers, and – at Stella’s request – a set of portraits of their four daughters. The painter she chose was Ambrose McEvoy, somewhat to the dismay of the Association: McEvoy’s painting was energetic and articulate, and he was considered rather too ‘modern’ for most people’s taste.


For some reason Elizabeth was done first, and she remembered being taken to his studio in Grosvenor Road. Elizabeth was then nine years old, and McEvoy was evidently very good with children. ‘I was entirely beguiled by your father and his studio,’ she wrote to McEvoy’s daughter in 1974, ‘and it was all the greatest possible excitement for me. It was your father who was responsible I think for giving me what became a very great and permanent interest in painting (although I can’t paint at all) …’12 Ambrose McEvoy came down to paint Priscilla, Diana and Felicité in the summer of 1924, and the girls found his company quite delightful. Then Rupert’s health took a sudden turn for the worse. McEvoy finished the portraits more hurriedly than he had intended, and returned to London.


Rupert’s illness had been brought on by his increased workload. His doctors insisted that he should rest as much as possible, yet he seems to have been particularly restless and anxious that summer, pacing up and down the ballroom when he could not sleep.


He suffered a severe heart attack, after which he needed two nurses around the clock. Once his kidneys failed, it was merely a question of time – although there was little the doctors could do to relieve his agonizing pain. The one person who might have brought him some comfort was Vera Cecil, but she was no longer allowed in the house. Stella argued that it was out of the question for Rupert to see her on the grounds that any emotional excitement was bad for him.


Rupert died on 12 October, aged fifty-two. The local newspaper could be relied on to deliver a respectful eulogy on the occasion, but it also reflected a genuine warmth and sense of loss felt by his constituency. ‘It is doubtful if the borough has ever been more moved by the passing of one of its public men,’ wrote the Eastbourne Chronicle.13 ‘Mr Gwynne occupied a warm place in the hearts of the inhabitants, all the more remarkable in view of his tenacious allegiance to the advanced wing of the Conservative Party.’ His coffin of unpolished oak was put on a farm wagon lined with evergreens, and drawn by two horses to St Peter’s ad Vincula, Folkington. Stella and Priscilla, attended by Rupert’s brothers and sisters and a great crowd of mourners, attended the funeral, but Elizabeth and her younger sisters were not present.


Elizabeth was almost eleven years old. The girls were put under the joint guardianship of their Uncle Top (Aunt Grace’s husband Lord Wolmer), and Douglas Hogg, the 1st Viscount Hailsham: a relation of Stella’s and a Sussex neighbour. His son Quintin, Elizabeth’s cousin, later became Lord Chancellor.


*


Although Stella had put a great deal of herself into Wootton and its gardens, the animating spirit of the place had been Rupert’s. After his death, there were fewer visitors and there was less money. The years that followed were difficult ones for Stella. Roland, who had entertained on a lavish scale since inheriting Folkington, was rapidly dissipating his fortune. He desperately needed money, and by the terms of James Gwynne’s will, he had now inherited Wootton. While he could not throw Stella out, he used his position as her effective landlord to make life as difficult as possible.


Stella decided to send her daughters to boarding school. Priscilla, who was still getting over her father’s death, was quite unprepared for life at Wycombe Abbey and reacted violently against it. After one term she came home with whooping cough, and then persuaded her mother to let her stay at home to help nurse Felicité, desperately ill with peritonitis. She flatly refused to go back to school after that.


In September 1925, Elizabeth was sent to Godstowe Preparatory School near High Wycombe. According to a fellow-pupil, ‘she appeared to be a very solitary being’,14 but she seems to have enjoyed it. In later life she described it as ‘a charming, lovely school’, and she remembered the history teacher with particular fondness. The records show that she left Godstowe in April 1927, probably due to illness. She was then sent to St Clare’s Ladies Private School in Tunbridge Wells. She never had the company of Diana or Felicité at school, since Stella sent her youngest daughters to Moira House in Eastbourne.


Elizabeth herself gave very few details of her schooldays, although she was good at history. In 1929, aged fifteen, she had attended a course often lectures on European history in the nineteenth century, culminating in an exam which she passed with distinction. Her cousin Anne remembers Elizabeth mentioning that her interest in the theatre began at school, and that at Godstowe she had had a row with the drama teacher when she was not given a coveted part in the school play. The only thing Elizabeth recorded in later life were her memories of ‘limp fried plaice, followed by tinned apricots and custard’.15


In Elizabeth’s immediate world, the separation from her sisters was the biggest change in her life; but the fact that it had been imposed by her cold and autocratic mother increased her sense of loss from the death of the father she adored. Stella was far from happy herself and was beset with worries; but she took no comfort from her daughters, and gave them none either. Instead, she travelled abroad whenever she could – which was surprisingly often, considering how much she complained of her financial problems. Elizabeth told a friend in later life that ‘Mummy always had better things to do than look after us.’16 She and her sisters began to build up resentment against their mother. In the loveless atmosphere of Wootton and the noisy regimentation of school, Elizabeth soon learned emotional self-reliance.


*


During the holidays when their mother was abroad, the girls were farmed out to relatives. Sometimes they stayed with their Uncle Jasper Ridley and his wife Nathalie, where they played endless card games. (Nathalie was a Benckendorff, daughter of the last Imperial Russian Ambassador to Britain.) Most often they stayed with their Aunt Grace and her great romp of Palmer children. The four Gwynne girls spent the winters of 1924 and 1925 at Blackmoor, the Palmers’ house in Hampshire. They skated on Flash Pond, made a house of snow and – on one occasion – found an old sleigh which had not been used since 1825. In the New Year, Grace’s extended family would take the train to Adelboden in the German Alps. If there was not enough snow for skiing they went skating, although Anne, still a keen naturalist, and Elizabeth, who liked winter sports no better than summer ones, often preferred to go walking.


Stella would make periodic visits during the holidays: but it was obvious to the children that she viewed them with a faint distaste, and was relieved when they were all sent off to play. Had she noticed, Stella might have been pleased at how close her daughters were to each other; but at the heart of their complicity was their sense of existing on the margins of their mother’s life.


Elizabeth enjoyed being a part of the great clan of cousins, although there was an intense, concentrated streak in her. One holiday, marked by a great many booby traps, ambushes and apple-pie beds, polarized the boys into one camp and the girls in another. It was all quite good-humoured until Liza arrived. She took it all terribly seriously and before long it turned into a veritable battle of the sexes.


Elizabeth was about twelve when she spent one of the happiest holidays of her childhood at Wolcot, on the Norfolk coast, in the summer of 1926. Grace and Stella both took a house there that year, as did their brother Jasper, with his wife and children. Priscilla, by then seventeen, did not consider herself a child any more. She spent most of the holiday sitting on the beach, sewing camisoles. The beaches were quite wild; and while the shells there were not so good as those at Hayling Island, one could find carnelians and amber, supposedly washed up from the shores of the Baltic. There were also shoals of jellyfish. Anne’s brother Bob was badly stung, and had to spend the rest of the day in a bath full of bicarbonate of soda.


Anne had been given a small garage in which to do her ‘botanizing’, with help from Elizabeth and Katharine Ridley (Jasper’s daughter). They would go to the beaches, gingerly collecting dead jellyfish in shrimping nets and bringing them back to the garage. Here the girls would press the jellyfish in between sheets of blotting paper, a technique developed by Anne: all the water came out, leaving just the skin. Many years later, Anne wrote to Elizabeth to congratulate her on being awarded the CBE. Elizabeth’s reply included the remark that she had never been as happy as that summer, when she and Anne collected jellyfish together.


Life with a happy troop of cousins was very different from life with Aunt Violet, with whom they also stayed during the holidays. Whereas Grace Wolmer’s household was built around the children, Violet Gordon Woodhouse’s household revolved exclusively around herself. Elizabeth was fascinated by this ‘little creature with her autocratic kingfisher manners and her huge coal-black monkey eyes and her strange dark clothes which never looked sombre but somehow always sparkly and variegated. Her paste-buckled red-heeled Marie Antoinette shoes and the glass bubbles with tiny goldfish imprisoned in them which for years were her favourite earrings helped to make her look like a being from quite another species from our own.’17


Mrs Gordon Woodhouse was then in her fifties. She gave up playing professionally in 1927, at the height of her musical talent and her celebrity. She was financially secure, and preferred playing for small audiences of experts rather than for the general public. She was as extravagant as ever, and her every caprice was indulged: not only by her husband Gordon, but also by the other two men of her ménage – the Hon. Bill Barrington, and the Hon. Denis Tollemache. The four of them divided their time between London and Nether Lypiatt Manor in Gloucestershire.


On one occasion, Aunt Violet took Elizabeth and her sisters to see Douglas Fairbanks in the silent version of The Thief of Baghdad. ‘I remember it still as a magical experience,’ wrote Elizabeth, ‘with that white horse gliding through the sky. Once was enough for me to remember it for a lifetime, but Aunt V. went to see it day after day, accompanied by Uncle Gordon, Uncle Bill and any other honorary uncles who happened to be around …’18


Elizabeth admired Violet: here after all was a woman of talent who had been clever enough to live her life exactly as she wished, regardless of the raised eyebrows and the whispers about what went on with all those ‘honorary uncles’. She was also very generous, and kept her nieces amused with expensive toys, such as little musical boxes out of which a bird jumps up and sings. Yet with this undoubted generosity, there was a self-centredness of staggering proportions. Felicité stammered as a child, and found it very hard to get out any words at all – particularly when they were expected. One day Aunt Violet gave Felicité a teddy bear. Typically of Aunt Violet, it was a magnificent, fabulously expensive teddy bear, quite the most wonderful thing that anyone had ever given little Felicité. She clutched it, overcome with joy, unable to say a single word. ‘Well!’ said Aunt Violet. ‘She can’t even be bothered to say thank you.’ With that she snatched the teddy from Felicité’s arms, and Felicité never saw it again.


As time passed, however, Elizabeth did find the words, and the courage, to stand up to Aunt Violet. ‘The time came when I – I can’t speak for my sisters – got bored with Aunt V. saying she was looking after us because we were “Rupert’s children”, and Rupert … had been her favourite brother. One day I said, “Aunt Violet, don’t you do anything for us because we’re ourselves?” It was horrible of me, but she had asked for it. She was getting at my mother, I think. Children inevitably sense that kind of thing …’19 Elizabeth had been told by a family friend that the feud between Violet and Stella had started during the First World War. Violet came to Eastbourne to give a benefit concert for one of the war charities; but all through her performance, she was driven nearly mad by the steady clicking of Stella’s knitting needles. ‘I’m afraid it all rings horribly true,’ admitted Elizabeth.


Compared to the over-ornamented luxury of Aunt Violet’s Nether Lypiatt, Wootton must have seemed a very comfortable and unpretentious place, and Elizabeth could recall some sights and smells of her first home with great affection. Her niece Sabrina, Priscilla’s daughter, once gave her some parsley planted in a beautiful old red flowerpot. Elizabeth was delighted, saying that the pot could only have come from one of the old potting sheds at Wootton – which it had. And right at the end of her life, in a list of bequests, she left a picture of white violets to her niece with the words, ‘When we were children we used to find white violets on the banks of the ditch or hedgerow along the Wootton back lane, and also somewhere on the way up to the church, also by the back way to Folkington and close to the little lodge.’ It seems to have been the countryside rather than the house that she recalled in later life: the bluebell wood at the end of the garden, and the thyme-scented Sussex Downs.
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CHAPTER THREE


Paris and Munich





When Elizabeth was about sixteen, Stella made one of her rare and alarmingly sudden appearances at St Clare’s boarding school. She was appalled to see her daughter Elizabeth wielding a lacrosse stick. Elizabeth pointed out that, in letter after letter, she had been begging her mother’s permission to give up games. But at that moment, the prospect – however unlikely – of her daughter turning into a beefy team-sports girl made Stella decide that Elizabeth had had quite enough of boarding schools.


At that time Elizabeth nurtured an ambition, perhaps encouraged by the art mistress, to become a painter. Since no painting or drawing can be confidently attributed to Elizabeth, it is impossible to say whether or not she had any talent. If she did, it was inherited from her mother, who painted vibrant, precisely detailed flower paintings. Elizabeth scarcely mentions her teenage painting phase, and gives no idea of whether it was an all-absorbing passion or merely a congenial pastime. Yet Stella evidently thought Elizabeth’s artistic promise was worth developing, and the natural place to start was Paris.


In Paris Elizabeth attended art lessons, and soon afterwards enrolled at the Sorbonne for a course in French civilization which covered history, literature and architecture. Then she chose to go one step further, and try for a diploma.


On 29 October 1930 Stella wrote, ‘I am so glad you have found the Sorbonne what you wanted … As Paris suits you it’s all to the good, and of course such a diploma would be one of the best things you can get … The only thing is be careful of your eyes … do see that the light is good as you read and write, as it is only in bad light and bad positions that you get bad eyes.’1 Sensible advice, but Elizabeth’s eyes were naturally weak and she wore spectacles for most of her life (though in youth, she always took them off before being photographed).


Elizabeth, and another girl called Marian Butterworth with whom she kept in touch for much of her life, were two of the three lodgers taken in by a certain Mme Barette. Mme Barette’s house had no doubt been recommended to Stella by a friend, who must have told her that Madame was strict, respectable and charged reasonable rates. Stella would not have inquired about the food, beyond establishing that it was ample and wholesome. Yet as it turned out, it was with Mme Barette that Elizabeth was to have her first experience of excellent French cooking.
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