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This book is dedicated to the following:





My family,


the Counter Hons, Lola & Harriet,


and The Mitford Society.





And most especially Stephen Kennedy, a Honnish friend in every way.
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FOREWORD


BY JOSEPH DUMAS


When Jessica Mitford died, in 1996, the British press opined that Great Britain in the twentieth century could be viewed through the prism of the Mitford family.


Jessica, whom I came to know in America and London in her final years, was the second youngest of the six Mitford sisters, daughters of the 2nd Baron Redesdale. On two occasions I met Pamela, the second-oldest sister, and on several occasions and through correspondence, Deborah, the Dowager Duchess of Devonshire, the youngest born and now only surviving sister.


By their own accounts, the Mitford girls, a sister act without parallel, were reared to sparkle.


If the Edwardian era – whose spirit haunted the Mitford household – was measured, say, in slow time, the arrival of the Roaring Twenties ushered in new concepts of motion: motor cars, air travel and all-night parties. By contrast to the silent and inflexible mores of the Edwardians, the Roaring Twenties materialised like a poltergeist unleashed.


Meanwhile, in their leafy, cloistered enclave in the Cotswolds, the sparkling Mitford sisters began to crackle. One could say Nancy – the eldest, who went on to write comic novels and highly regarded biographies – snuck in the gramophone, wound up its crank, positioned the trumpet, then took to the dance floor in fast time. Soon it became a sister act and none, ever, danced the ‘Wallflower Waltz’. Their sparkle, which had begun to crackle, soon detonated.


As the author J.K. Rowling – a fan of Jessica Mitford’s books – has noted, ‘The story of the extraordinary Mitford sisters has never been told as well as they tell it themselves’. Keen observation, cracking humour and deft turns of the pen must have been encoded in the Mitford DNA. To them, we owe a debt of joyous gratitude; to their biographers and editors, including, amongst others, Diana’s son Jonathan Guinness and his daughter Catherine Guinness, and especially Charlotte Mosley, Diana’s daughter-in-law, we, the public, owe a debt of gratitude.


‘The Mitford Industry’ is the moniker the sisters themselves, tongue in cheek, appropriated about standing in the crosshairs of the media: scores of newspaper and magazine articles; books; radio programmes; television documentaries; plays; and even a musical. To this catalogue should be welcomed The Mitford Girls’ Guide to Life by Lyndsy Spence. In today’s techno-savvy world, with its iPads, iPhones and Android devices, Spence’s breathless and delightful narrative could be seen as a ‘Mitford app’ for today’s fast-paced reader.





Joseph Dumas, 2013
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INTRODUCTION


THE MITFORDS






How ghastly all the Mitfords sound, though of course in real life, ha-ha, they are ideal.


– Diana





Never have there been more talked about sisters than the six Mitford girls. They were the beautiful daughters of Lord and Lady Redesdale (known to their children as Farve and Muv), and were, in order of birth: Nancy, Pamela, Diana, Unity, Jessica and Deborah. There were sixteen years between Nancy, the eldest, and Deborah, the youngest. This large age gap divided the sisters into two different generations which, in a way, made them almost like a separate family.


Nancy, Pamela (to a limited extent) and Diana mixed with the Bright Young Things and experienced London’s high society at the height of its glamour. They were young adults at a time when one could hop from foreign holiday to country manor on very little money, but of course it did help if one was part of the inner circle of the British aristocracy.


Unity, the quintessential middle child, wavered between childishly gushing to her elder sisters and throwing her weight around with the younger set; she was a stereotypical lost soul who went to dangerous lengths to find her niche away from her dazzling older sisters.


Jessica and Deborah were playmates and confidantes; separated from the older sisters, they relied on each other’s company until Jessica eloped with their second cousin, Esmond Romilly. Deborah and Jessica experienced the 1920s and 1930s from the secluded security of the family home, Swinbrook House, with only their animals to keep them amused.


The girls were products of the autodidact method of learning and were renowned for their intelligence and quick wit; an extraordinary accomplishment when one remembers that they had no formal schooling at all. Nancy and Diana were quite ashamed of their lack of schooling and more than made up for this by educating themselves culturally through art, music and literature. ‘Pity not to be educated, and it comes out more in writing than in speaking when one can slur things over a bit,’ Nancy complained to Evelyn Waugh.


They were fluent in several languages, all except Deborah who never bothered to learn the customary French taught at home by their French governess, Zella. Unity, too, never learned to speak French as she felt it was an affected language, thus it never appealed to her.


Nancy could not spell in English or in French, and could not do arithmetic either. Diana, the most intelligent sister, resembled a formal schoolroom product with her perfect grammar, accurate spelling and vast knowledge of intellectual topics.


It was Nancy and Jessica’s childhood ambition to go to school. They longed for a conventional education based on curriculum and structured learning, not to mention socialising with people other than their own siblings. They bitterly resented their mother’s choice of home schooling. Unity briefly attended a day school but was quickly expelled for her nonconformist behaviour. Unity’s habit of plucking her eyebrows was given as the excuse for her expulsion. Muv was quick to add, ‘Not expelled, darling, asked to leave!’


The girls were relieved of their mediocre lessons by attending a children’s dance class in the village. This recreational treat abruptly ended when one afternoon their instructor was running late and Jessica seized the opportunity to lead the children on to the roof to explain the mechanics of reproduction. ‘And – even the King and Queen do it!’ she eagerly told the little girls.


A few weeks later, Muv sent for Jessica. Following her scolding, Jessica learned that one little girl had ‘awakened night after night’ with screaming nightmares; she had grown pale and was on the verge of mental collapse when her governess had pried the truth from her. After that Jessica was shunned from children’s parties and other juvenile social rituals which the neighbouring children attended and participated in. The story was not quickly forgotten, and a decade later during her debutante season, Jessica was still remembered as the bold girl who knew where babies came from. Quite a scandal in its day.


Friendships outside of the family were heavily discouraged by their parents. Muv worried if one of the girls received an invitation to a friend’s house, ‘Oh dear that means we have to invite them here!’ Farve, however, had a simpler excuse; he disliked outsiders and people in general.


Until they were 18 and coming out as debutantes, the girls had only each other as company, ‘Like a lost tribe, separated from its fellow men, gradually develops idiosyncrasies,’ Jessica wrote in Hons and Rebels. They founded secret societies: The Hons Cupboard and the League against Nancy, spelled ‘Leag’ in their childish scrawl, and the linen cupboard served as their headquarters. Nancy set up her own troupe of Girl Guides as a tease towards Diana and Pamela, who loathed the idea of saluting her. And two private languages were invented: Honnish and Boudledidge.


In contrast to their contemporaries, the girls had an easy time at home. They were never forced to eat anything they disliked, they never had a strict routine and their parents never interfered in their daily lives around the house. As well, an extended trip abroad was part of the upbringing for each girl. In her teens, Nancy toured Florence with a group of friends, and, except for Unity and Deborah, they each spent six months in Paris as a sort of finishing school before coming out as debutantes.


The girls had very little supervision abroad and used this to their advantage. Unity chose to visit Munich where she lodged en pension with Baroness Laroche, and filled her days studying art and learning German. In Paris, Jessica quickly befriended a lecherous Frenchman who took her to a brothel. Her innocent eyes observed the many rooms, decorated to suit the clients’ preferences, noting that one room served as a moving carriage, equipped with clever suspension to shake the room. Deborah travelled around Austria and Italy with her friends, an experience which she described in the code name of ‘Angela Brazil’ – the author who penned popular risqué novels about upper-class schoolgirls.


Muv whisked the three youngest girls away on ‘cultural cruises’ of the Adriatic and Mediterranean. And in winter the entire family visited Switzerland, where Deborah, a talented ice skater, had been scouted for the British Junior Team. Thinking that she would miss out on her childhood if she were a child sports protégée, Muv denied Deborah the opportunity. Deborah, at the time, was disappointed.


Private languages, inappropriate love affairs and sibling rivalry bonded the sisters together. All six girls led very distinct, cultural lives and not one sister, except for Diana and Unity, shared the same opinion or ideology. Also, each had their own maddening set of personality traits which both charmed and infuriated those who knew them, and those who read about their antics in the society columns.


Despite being penny poor in comparison to many of their aristocratic contemporaries, the girls’ station in life and their birthright as Honourables (children of a lord) afforded them certain privileges that were out of reach to the working classes. But with little money, no formal schooling and a rather unconventional childhood, it is extraordinary when one looks at their ability and the resourcefulness they had to have to survive the many obstacles which appeared in their lives.


The girls absorbed every cultural detail around them. They were self-taught, well travelled and fiercely independent. These characteristics have been both vilified and celebrated their legacy; few said no to the girls, but would they have listened if they had? Of course not. The girls decided what they wanted to be at an early age, and they set about achieving their goals during their lifetime. They each possessed a strong sense of destiny and accomplished so much on so very little. Fascinating, don’t you think?
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Nancy was the ultimate tease, feared by her younger siblings and treated with suspicion by just about anyone who moved in her exclusive circle. She associated with the Bright Young Things, and despite being the daughter of a lord, she had to survive on a shoestring allowance. Instead of paying bills and buying necessities, Nancy spent her money on taxis and parties, and after a short spell of living independently in London, she returned to the family home, complaining that her floor was overflowing with clothing simply because she had no one to pick up after her: ‘Oh darling, but you should have seen it. After about a week, it was knee-deep in underclothes. I literally had to wade through them. No one to put them away.’


After her brief social hiatus, Nancy’s craving for excitement brought her back to the bright lights of London. She returned to the capital and accepted a job at her maternal grandfather’s publication, The Lady magazine, where she wrote placid articles for genteel ladies, and in between she freelanced for Vogue. Nancy wrote her first novel, Highland Fling, which was a minor success upon its release in 1931. This meant that she had a respectable cheque to spend, but true to form, she squandered it, was broke again and peddling out chatty articles for a modest payment.


Although by far the wittiest sister, it would be a while before Nancy triumphed as a best-selling author. Before finding her niche, she would waste time wallowing in her own self-inflicted misery and falling in love with unsuitable men. ‘Money and writing are curiously divorced from each other in my mind. The money always feels like having won a lottery when it comes.’, Nancy said.


In 1928, Nancy met Hamish St Clair-Erskine, the flamboyant second son of the Earl of Rosslyn. Hamish possessed the most ‘enchanting looks’, though was not ‘strictly handsome’, and to those who knew him he was openly homosexual. But that did not prevent Nancy from falling in love with him, and according to Deborah, she was quite naive and unaware of his sexuality. Both were emotionally immature and behaved ‘like a couple of twelve year olds’. Nancy and Hamish became engaged, and she invented a romance between the two, though the highlight of their evenings consisted of them dressing up in chiffon and putting vine leaves in their hair. Sometimes Nancy would curl Hamish’s hair with her curling tongs and, in her opinion, ‘He looked more than lovely’.


Her brother, Tom, tried to warn her off ‘gay as gay’ Hamish, for he had conducted a brief affair with him at Eton, but this did not deter Nancy as it was not unusual for men of that generation to experiment with homosexuality. Jessica said of the times: ‘Some stuck to it, some didn’t, but nobody paid much attention either way.’


Hamish had a fondness for heavy drinking and he frequented sleazy nightclubs. Nancy tolerated his strange behaviour, and this façade of a romance lasted for five years during a critical phase of her life. Time was running out for her to find a suitable husband; she was approaching 30, humiliated by her situation and desperate to fix it.


Nancy had a serious admirer in the form of Sir Hugh Smiley, a suitor which any debutante mother could only ever hope for. He was an aristocrat, rich and owned a ‘gingerbread’ mansion. Sir Hugh proposed marriage several times, and although tempted by his offer, Nancy could not bring herself to accept, for she was all too aware of the confinement of an influential marriage. Around the same time, she had cordial relationships with three other men, but Hamish’s amusing qualities drew her back to him.


The allure of Hamish helped Nancy to avoid the complexities of an adult relationship which, at the time, she had many conflicting emotions about. Nancy wrote a letter to Tom, expressing her preference to earn a living as a writer so she could avoid marriage; it was, as she said, her desire to be financially and spiritually independent. In the same letter, she immediately contradicted herself and added that marriage and children were high on her agenda. She would accomplish neither so long as Hamish was in her life.


The charade finally ended in 1933, when Hamish could no longer carry on with the prospect of marrying Nancy and he feigned an engagement to another aristocratic woman. After Hamish’s abandonment, and faced with the cruel realisation that she had ruined her chances with decent men, Nancy to considered suicide.


At the age of 29, and going nowhere romantically, Nancy fell into a rut and married the first man who asked her. Nancy’s love interest was an irresponsible, heavy-drinking, notorious philanderer from an aristocratic family named Peter Rodd. Nancy promptly nicknamed him ‘Prod’.


An intoxicated Peter, as a joke, had asked Nancy to marry him at a house party. To his surprise Nancy accepted. Before Peter could rectify his phony proposal, Nancy had announced their nuptials and set about arranging a hasty wedding. Although Peter tried to back out of their engagement, he could relate to Nancy for he was also at a loose end and his family was pressuring him to marry. This seemed to be the only thing they had in common.


After their marriage in 1933, life continued on as normal. Peter pursued his aimless existence of gambling and philandering, and Nancy complained of never having any money. Nancy was aware of her new husband’s infidelity but she did not chastise him; she had only married him because she had hoped, in vain, that marriage would provide her with financial security.


Nancy chose the wrong husband for what she had in mind; Peter was the second son of Lord Rennell and, as such, would never inherit his father’s title or his wealth. He received a small allowance, but when compared with the materialistic gifts bestowed upon his elder brother, this token seemed inadequate. Nancy and Peter’s allowances from their families were scarcely enough to cover the rent of Rose Cottage, their modest house by the river in Chiswick, a West London suburb. To earn money, Nancy resumed her writing career and Peter drifted from job to job.


Nancy suffered two miscarriages, and as the months turned into years, she was forced to acknowledge the cruel reality that her marriage was in name only: ‘I thought of writing down the bald facts of my life, not for publication but as a record. But they are so very odd I wonder if people would believe.’


In 1939, Peter enlisted in the Welsh Guards and Nancy thought he looked glamorous in his army uniform with ‘masses of gold on his hat and a wonderful coat lined with scarlet satin’. However, during his absence, Nancy began an affair with a Free French officer, Colonel André Roy, a few months later she suffered an ectopic pregnancy. Her in-laws suspected the child was not Peter’s, but this did not stop Nancy from complaining that they had snubbed her during her lengthy stay in hospital: ‘My mother-in-law was told by the surgeon I should be in danger for three days and not one of them even rang up to enquire let alone sending a bloom or anything. I long to know if they bothered to look under R in the deaths column.’


Nancy recovered, and her affair with the tuberculosis-stricken André Roy came to an end. During this time Nancy accepted a job at Heywood Hill, the charming bookshop in Mayfair. She also fell in love with another Free French officer, Colonel Gaston Palewski, who would change the course of her life forever.


In 1945, Nancy became a best-selling author with The Pursuit of Love, and she relocated to newly liberated Paris. Nancy arrived in Paris and promptly telephoned Gaston. ‘Oh how marvelous, how long are you here for, the weekend?’ he enthusiastically enquired. ‘No,’ she answered, ‘forever.’


Reflecting on her childless state, Nancy said:





I mind less and less not having any [children] except I do think when they are puppies, from 1 to 4 they are rather heaven. 4 to 20 is unbearable.





From 1942, until her death in 1973, Nancy carried on a hopeless one-sided affair with Gaston, whom she nicknamed ‘The Colonel’. He inspired her writing, encouraged her love of France and eventually broke her heart, when in 1969, after decades of stringing Nancy along, he married one of his many rich mistresses, Violette de Talleyrand-Périgord, the Duchesse de Sagan.


In 1969, Nancy became ill with cancer but her sisters kept the fatal diagnosis from her. Believing that she was getting better, Nancy began to pen her autobiography, which she had planned to call, One, but died before its completion. Nancy’s swansong ended with a rather dramatic turn of events, perhaps best suited to her romantic novels. Gaston was driving past her Versailles house one afternoon when, suddenly, he felt the urge to visit her. Gaston turned the car around and raced back to find Nancy on her deathbed, and always the gentleman, his presence confirmed to Nancy that he had, in fact, loved her, and this provided some comfort before she died.


‘Do you think everybody’s real life is quite different from what they manage to make it seem?’ she once asked.
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Pamela was born three days before Nancy’s third birthday, an event which hurled Nancy into a ‘permanent rage’. The two sisters were complete opposites in looks and in temperament: Nancy was dark haired with triangular green eyes whereas Pamela had fair hair and large blue eyes. And unlike her elder sister, Pamela was a docile child whose later stereotypical female virtues of housekeeping and cooking would earn her the nickname, ‘Woman’.


To the public, Pamela was also known as the ‘Quiet Mitford’ because her name had remained out of the headlines, unlike her five sisters who were tabloid darlings whether they courted the press or not. Pamela did not care for the superficial trappings of the London social scene and her earliest ambition in life was to be a horse. Pamela suffered from shyness and possessed a gentle nature; however, she more than made up for this with her adventurous spirit.


When her sisters were indulging in scandalous pastimes, Pamela could be found single-handedly motoring around Europe in her grey Morris Minor which she nicknamed ‘The Stork’, accompanying Farve on his gold-prospecting trips to Canada, managing Biddesden Farm, flying across the Atlantic (she was one of the first commercial passengers to do so) and, in her later years, contemplating writing a cookbook.


Although quite solitary in comparison to her lively sisters, Pamela was not without her admirers. Clever men fell in love with her and her most famous suitor, John Betjeman, swooned ‘Gentle Pam’ in his unpublished poem ‘The Mitford Girls’. He proposed twice and twice she rejected him. Pamela was briefly engaged to Oliver ‘Togo’ Watney, a country neighbour and heir of the leading brewing business in London which produced Watney’s Red Barrel beer. The engagement was called off by mutual consent.


In her late twenties, Pamela fell in love and married the eccentric millionaire scientist Derek Jackson, whose volatile nature meant that life with him was never dull. Derek detested children and when Pamela discovered she was expecting their baby, he loaded her into the car for a trip along the bumpy Norwegian roads to purposely induce a miscarriage. His stunt worked. In Derek’s opinion, the child would have been the wrong sex, a female, or the wrong colour, dark like him.


After the war, Pamela and Derek moved to Ireland where they lived as tax exiles. After fifteen years of marriage, they divorced in 1951. Pamela never remarried and spent much of her life motoring around the Continent with her dogs and lifelong companion, an Italian-Swiss horsewoman, Giuditta Tommasi.
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Diana was the family beauty, ‘with a capital B’, and indeed one of the most celebrated beauties of 1930s high society. In her teenage years, Diana was described by her brother’s friend, James Lees-Milne, as ‘The most divine adolescent’, and he compared her to Botticelli’s seaborne Venus. James Lees-Milne also taught Diana to read the literary greats – Shelley, Byron, Keats and Coleridge – and fell so deeply in love with the 14-year-old that, in his later years, no woman could evoke such feelings from him. The fixation was one-sided on his behalf, and he decided that she was not the girl for him. They were to remain lifelong friends.


Diana was also pursued by her third cousin, Randolph Churchill, and several members of Nancy’s inner circle were besotted with her. This did little to discourage Nancy’s uncontrollable jealousy of her younger sister.


In 1926, Diana received an invitation to stay at Chartwell House, the Churchill’s family estate in Kent. Diana and her Churchill cousins were encouraged to participate in the adult conversation and were invited to listen in on drawing room debates. On that particular visit, at the age of 16, Diana keenly observed the divided opinions on the General Strike and the plight of the miners. It was the first time she had been exposed to the forefront of political conversation, and it would later serve as the pivotal moment for igniting her interest in politics. After much consideration, she concluded that her sympathies lay with the miners.


That same year, Diana was sent to Paris for twelve months as a substitute for finishing school. She studied art at the Cours Fénelon, where she attended lectures given by visiting professors from the Sorbonne.


During her stay in Paris, Diana befriended her mother’s old friend, the artist Paul César Helleu, who at the age of 65 became obsessed with the perfect proportions of her face. He sketched her several times, and despite their vast age gap, he fell in love with her. When Helleu died in 1927, Diana mournfully announced, ‘Nobody again will ever admire me as much as Helleu did.’


Paris served as a learning curve for Diana, who experienced independence there for the first time and discovered that she enjoyed a cosmopolitan life away from the bleak atmosphere of the countryside and constant supervision of her parents and governess. She had foolishly written in her diary about an unchaperoned trip to the cinema with a young man, and when Muv discovered the diary, the questionable trip to the cinema cost Diana her freedom. This further provoked her longing to escape the family home.





People rather realised that I liked clever people. Painters and composers are more fun than businessmen.





In 1929, five months before her nineteenth birthday, Diana married the Hon. Bryan Guinness, an heir to the Irish brewing fortune and son of Walter Guinness, who a few years later would become the first Lord Moyne. Her reason for marriage was very straightforward: escapism. Diana longed to escape the dreary boredom of Swinbrook, and marriage to a wealthy young man was her only hope. By the time Diana was 21, she had produced two sons, Jonathan and Desmond. And in 1932, she met her future second husband, Sir Oswald Mosley, the leader of the British Union of Fascists.


Diana was content with being Sir Oswald’s devoted mistress while he remained married to his long-suffering wife, Cimmie. Diana was not demanding nor did she expect Sir Oswald to leave his family for her; instead she had one simple request: he may remain devoted to Cimmie, but he must never cheat on her.


Diana and Bryan separated and she moved into a stylish townhouse in Eaton Square, just around the corner from Sir Oswald’s flat on Ebury Street. The rent was paid for out of her generous allowance from Bryan, and she brought with her a small staff consisting of a maid, nanny, cook and butler. That same year, in 1932, her divorce from Bryan was finalised.





I did not mean to imply that I consider myself aristocratic, I certainly do not.





Cimmie, who had just given birth to her third child, developed acute appendicitis when the appendix burst and she was operated on. Thee evening before Cimmie had taken ill, Sir Oswald orchestrated an enormous row with her and left for Diana’s house. Upon his return, he found her sitting up in bed after the operation, looking healthy and apparently on the mend. However three days later, Cimmie developed peritonitis and was dangerously ill. Diana realised the grave consequences which might follow should Cimmie succumb to the illness.


Cimmie’s untimely death at the age of 34, in theory, left Sir Oswald free to marry Diana. He received opposition from family and friends who also believed Diana had been the cause of Cimmie’s death. Vivien Mosley certainly blamed Diana for her mother’s death: ‘Peritonitis is what killed her but with Diana there, she didn’t want to live.’


Sir Oswald was involved in several affairs at the time, including Cimmie’s stepmother, Grace Curzon, and her sister, Baba Metcalfe, and decided to cool relations with Diana until things had settled down. Sir Oswald and Baba embarked on a motoring holiday across France with his three children, Nicky, Vivien and Michael.


During this hiatus from Sir Oswald, Diana accompanied Unity on a trip to Munich where they attended the Nazi Parteitag in Nuremberg. Their first impression of seeing Adolf Hitler addressing the crowds would change the course of Unity’s life forever; although, in hindsight, Diana said of the event, ‘We heard the speeches Hitler made, most of them very short, and we understood not a single word.’


In 1936, Diana and Sir Oswald were married, but marriage did not tame his wandering eye. She accepted his shortcomings and, with a degree of reflection, added, ‘With sex, opportunity is so important’.


After her involvement with Sir Oswald and her friendship with Hitler, almost overnight Diana turned from the most celebrated young woman in London society to the most notorious. She was the only Mitford sister to be imprisoned, spending three and a half years in Holloway Prison under Regulation 18B (imprisonment without trial). Her private and public reputation never recovered and she spent the rest of her life living in France. She died in Paris at the age of 93.
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Unity was by far the most notorious Mitford girl and was on par with Diana for gaining scandalous headlines during the 1930s and 1940s. Unity was prone to extreme behaviour and shocked her contemporaries when she took up with the British Union of Fascists. Unity went to great lengths to provoke a reaction from people: she gave impromptu pro-fascist speeches at Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park; Nazi saluted townsfolk in Oxfordshire; and wrote pro-fascist letters to mainstream newspapers. Her earliest letters from Germany, shocking in their anti-Semitic tone, were laughed off as a nursery-style prank. Nobody at the time took Unity’s behaviour seriously.


Unity was a curious child who possessed an exceptional artistic talent. She would go off to the corner of the children’s drawing room and create unique pieces of art: sketches, paintings and odd collages of fur and other materials. At the age of 8, she created an ‘unforgettable’ nude picture of a man walking through a field wearing a turban. Around his middle was a bag, out of which he scattered seed. The title of the picture was ‘Abraham and his Seed Forever’.


Unity grew from an eccentric child into a moody teenager; she became obsessed with fascism and during a spell of boredom she took off for Munich to learn German and to study art. But her main reason to stay in Munich was very clear: to stalk her idol, Hitler.


Unity’s antics in pre-war Germany shocked Britain, and on the day war was declared, she retrieved a pearl-handled pistol from her handbag and shot herself in the head. Unity survived the clumsy suicide attempt but it left her permanently brain damaged. She returned to England, all expenses paid by Hitler, and devoted her attention towards organised religion.


Years later, the bullet wound in Unity’s skull became infected and she died in 1948. For many people, this prolonged suffering was deemed as poetic justice. People understood very little of Unity’s nature when she was alive; even her closest family and friends have struggled to convey what made her so likeable and special. History has not remembered her kindly, and she will be forever condemned as the ruthless, anti-Semitic girl who loved Hitler.
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A summary of Jessica’s life could simply read as: at 13 she was a devoted pacifist; at 15 she converted to communism; at 19 she ran off to the Spanish Civil War; and at 22 she found herself in America, an avowed liberal and passionate supporter of civil rights.


It was Jessica’s greatest ambition to escape the repressive confines of the aristocracy. She loathed the trappings of wealth and privilege that her upper-class status was associated with, and in her early teens she took an interest in civil rights, which later developed into an interest for protecting the rights of those victimised by racism in America. As a joke to annoy Unity, Jessica declared herself a communist. The two opposing sisters would draw a line in the centre of the children’s drawing room and stand on either side, hurling political books and records at one another, screaming obscenities as they fought to defend their political party. Something which started off as a childish joke quickly developed into a deadly serious ideology.





I had made no real friends, had learned nothing, was no further advanced in planning my life. I cursed myself for not having the brains or ability to find my own way out of the deadly boredom that was enveloping me like a thick fog, out of the trivial, dull daily round of activities in which I found myself.





In 1937, after years of following Esmond Romilly in the press, Jessica finally met him during a weekend stay at their mutual cousin’s country house and she was immediately infatuated with the rebellious public schoolboy. Esmond was recovering from a bout of dysentery, caught when he was serving with the International Brigades defending Madrid during the Spanish Civil War. To her delight, Esmond was impressed with her communist beliefs and utter disdain towards their aristocratic upbringing, and the pair devised a plan to run away. Esmond would be returning to Spain, working as a reporter covering the conflict for the News Chronicle, and, of course, he would be more than happy for Jessica to accompany him.


Jessica successfully tricked her parents with a forged invitation to join some friends on the Continent. Muv and Farve escorted Jessica to the station and ensured she was settled on the train. They were unaware that Esmond was waiting in a separate carriage, his face hidden behind a newspaper. As the train pulled out of the station, he and Jessica looked forward to their new life of joining the Spanish Civil War in the fight against fascism.


Eventually, Jessica’s plan was exposed and her parents summoned her back to Swinbrook – an order which she ignored. Peter Rodd came up with the idea that, since she was under 21, it would be best to make her a ward of the court. This further repelled Jessica and Esmond, who viewed their loved ones as conspirators against their happiness.


Muv visited Jessica with the intention of bringing her home to England. Jessica thwarted any plans of returning home without Esmond when she confided to her mother that she was pregnant and, therefore, she must marry Esmond. To avoid another family scandal, her parents relented, and Jessica and Esmond were hastily married at the British Embassy with Esmond’s mother and Muv as their only guests. Farve never spoke to Jessica again.


On their return to England, Esmond and Jessica set up home in a flat in Rotherhithe Street, East London, where their daughter, Julia, was born. Six months later their happiness was shattered when Julia succumbed to measles. Following the death of Julia, Esmond and Jessica, ‘like people battered into semi consciousness’, fled to Corsica and remained there for three months, ‘returning only when the nightmare had begun to fade’.
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