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INTRODUCTION

Cate Haste

 
 
On 18 January 1957 Clarissa Eden and her husband, Anthony, boarded a liner at the Royal Albert Dock bound for New Zealand. Both were under strain. At sixty, Eden was still handsome, but exhaustion and illness were etched on his face. Only nine days before (9 January) he had resigned as Britain’s Prime Minister due to ill health. He had served only twenty months in office.

Friends and political colleagues lined the quay in the frozen sunshine to wave the couple off; at the entrance to the covered gangway they were greeted by a round of clapping from dock workers, and messages of support and goodwill flowed in from all over the country. There was deep sadness at the parting. Clarissa’s concern was the recovery of her husband’s health and spirits. For Eden, it was the end of a political career spanning three decades in which early promise had ripened to distinction as Foreign Secretary and then the prize of the premiership.

Even before they sailed away, the new Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, had taken over, politics had moved on and the reckoning on Eden’s premiership had begun.

The pressures at Downing Street during the previous six months had been intense as the Suez Crisis, one of the major turning points in the twentieth century, had engulfed the couple and the nation.  Eden’s decision, backed by a well-nigh unanimous Cabinet, to reclaim the Suez Canal to international control by force was - and remains - controversial, though Eden’s personal popularity rating just prior to his resignation was high at 56 per cent.

 
 
For Clarissa, much younger at thirty-seven, their departure was another new beginning. Before her marriage and her late entry into politics, she had already crafted a life of her own. Politics had changed all that.

This memoir covers Clarissa’s early life and her life in politics. It properly falls into two parts. They are both factually and atmospherically different, though Clarissa entered wholeheartedly into each phase. Her life has spanned several different worlds, and she met and made friends with some of the most colourful and influential figures of the twentieth century. Always clear-sighted and individual, she observes them with a shrewd and perceptive eye.

Happily, Clarissa belongs to a generation who wrote regularly to each other and who preserved their letters, many in their original envelopes, so she could draw on these and her appointment diaries as aides-mémoires for the early part of her life covered in Part One. From 1952 she kept regular diaries recording her own experiences and what her husband told her of the day’s events in Cabinet and the interactions of government when he was Foreign Secretary, then Prime Minister. We have quoted from these at length and they form the backbone to Part Two of the memoir. The difference in tone and atmosphere reflects the change in Clarissa’s own life.

 
Though born into the aristocracy, Clarissa Churchill seemed never to have quite identified with that class. When she was old enough to decide on the direction of her life, it was not to a make a ‘good’  marriage, as was expected, or to become the graceful chatelaine of a country estate. She decided to pursue her own interests.

Her mother, Lady Gwendeline Bertie, known as ‘Goonie’, was the daughter of the 7th Earl of Abingdon. Renowned for a subtle twilight beauty and alluring charm, she was intelligent and widely read, although untutored, and had a wide-ranging interest in culture and the arts. She seemed a romantic figure, with blue eyes the colour of cornflowers and dark auburn hair, elegant and civilised, with a delicate natural sympathy and perceptive appreciation for other people’s qualities. Admirers noted her clear-eyed shrewdness, amused scepticism and the mischievous irony that flickered over her conversation.

In 1908 she married John Strange Spencer-Churchill, a quiet man, courteous and good-looking, the younger brother of Winston Churchill. ‘Jack’ had become a partner in the City stockbrokers Vickers, da Costa with the help of his Harrow schoolmate, Lionel de Rothschild. He had fought in the Boer War, arriving on a hospital ship equipped by his mother, Jennie Churchill, and then in the First World War, where he served on the staff of General Birdwood, Commander of the ANZAC Corps, at Gallipoli then the Western Front. He was mentioned in dispatches and awarded the DSO.

Within a month of Jack marrying Goonie, Winston married Clementine Hozier and the two families spent much of their early married lives together. The brothers were close, with Jack playing the supportive role to the more ambitious, flamboyant Winston. It was one of Winston’s dictums that blood was thicker than water, Clarissa recalls, and that was how he behaved towards the family, whatever idiocies the younger members got up to. Goonie, with her sympathetic nature, got on well with the more highly strung Clemmie, who found in her sister-in-law a safety valve and confidante.

Though Jack and Goonie were not well off, they were well connected. Goonie already had an extensive network of friends including  those from the Liberal world and the more interesting figures from the Conservative aristocracy, and her admirers included people from the world of the arts who paid her regular visits. Clarissa found her mother’s friends from this varied social tapestry sympathetic and interesting.

Jack was cousin to the Duke of Marlborough. His father, Lord Randolph Churchill, the second surviving son of the 7th Duke of Marlborough, Conservative MP and one-time Chancellor of the Exchequer, had married Jennie Jerome, the beautiful daughter of a New York stockbroker. The family took a dim view of Leonard Jerome and opposed the marriage, but, taking into account the parlous finances of Blenheim Palace and the beauty of his future daughter-in-law, the Duke’s view softened with Jerome’s offer of a £50,000 dowry. Clarissa never knew her grandmother, who died of a haemorrhage eighteen months after she was born.

Goonie and Jack were regular visitors at Blenheim Palace. His cousin ‘Sunny’, the Duke of Marlborough, had married another exotic American beauty, Consuelo Vanderbilt, daughter of an American railroad millionaire, who had been forced into the marriage by her socially ambitious mother and is said to have wept behind her veil throughout the ceremony. After performing her duties as chatelaine of Blenheim Palace and producing two sons, an heir and a spare, Consuelo left. On her divorce in 1921 she married, for love, Jacques Balsan, a French textile heir and rather dashing pioneer balloonist and aviator. Goonie kept up her friendship with Consuelo after the split, and Clarissa and her mother were lent their moulin in Normandy and stayed at the main chateau where, Clarissa remembers, the sheets were so fine that they ruched up and became positively uncomfortable.

Clarissa, a longed-for daughter, was born on 28 June 1920. With her brothers, Johnnie and Peregrine, respectively eleven and seven years older, she was brought up as virtually an only child. Johnnie  became an artist who conducted an erratic married life, Peregrine was an engineer who, according to Goonie, carried around with him an air of Chekhovian gloom.

Clarissa’s schooling was patchy. At six she was judged an intelligent, enthusiastic and capable little girl, always delightful to deal with. At fourteen her headmistress reported she was clever, with a good brain: capable of doing one of the very best matriculation certificates, but her groundwork was poor. Certainly she was spirited and somewhat rebellious. She found her mother’s concern and love overbearing: ‘Why so hectic about me? I am quite well and happy, don’t spend so much on the telephone,’ she wrote perkily, aged ten, from her cousin’s at Wroxham in Norfolk, where she was climbing trees and swatting stray bats in the night.

Within a year of leaving school Clarissa was restless. She discovered a hunger for knowledge and intellectual life and a delight in art and culture which her inadequate schooling had failed to satisfy. Having found what interested her, she set about educating herself. She failed to enter fully into the spirit of her ‘coming out’ in Society as a débutante - a year involving a busy social schedule - and spent much time attending daily art and philosophy lectures. Even so, her Aunt Clemmie reported to Goonie: ‘On all sides I hear of Clarissa’s charm and success and beauty. I am so glad, because I love Clarissa. I hope she will make a happy and brilliant marriage. She is made to shine.’ Uncle Winston thought she had ‘a most unusual personality’.

Clarissa was making her mark. At eighteen she was a beautiful, stylish and enigmatic figure, with clear blue eyes and golden hair likened to ‘the colour of cornfields at sunrise’. An admirer - the writer James Pope-Hennessy - thought that she had éclat, combining ‘the aristocratic traditions of the England that was worth living in’ with a film star-like glamour. Hugh Fraser nicknamed her ‘Garbo’.

She had a gift for deep friendship. Men loved her. Striking and unusual, she sometimes lacked confidence, though her natural poise  and style belied this. She could give an impression of being aloof when, in fact, she simply remained silent if she felt she had nothing worthwhile to say.

She was, and is, impatient with convention and not afraid to be abrupt. Singular in her judgements, she has wit and an often mischievous sense of humour, with a keen sense of the absurd and strong antennae for pretentiousness and humbug. Nor was she concerned about what others thought - and some found her directness and intellectual honesty daunting. Many were, and still are, intrigued by her individuality. Of those who became friends in the discerning atmosphere of Oxford’s academia, philosopher Isaiah Berlin thought her ‘upright and downright’, which amused her, and praised her ‘noble and unbending pride and disdain for the minutest kind of cheating & compromise . . . hence your reproaches when I seemed to you to betray some clear standard of integrity or even manners’. Lord David Cecil delighted in her conversation.

In her twenties, she moved by choice almost entirely in literary and cultural circles, though she was also at ease in the social milieu of the most interesting British and European aristocracy. Her marriage launched her into the upper echelons of yet another world: politics, where she eventually found herself as chatelaine of No. 10 Downinng Street.




PART ONE
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CHAPTER 1

BACKGROUND

My mother’s family had lived at Wytham Abbey until, in the 1930s, my grandfather - having spent all his inheritance - sold the whole thing to a South African and moved to an incredible house called Oaken Holt, on the Botley Road out of Oxford, all 1920s beams painted high-gloss black.

The Abbey before the First World War had been a magnet for young men from Oxford and neighbouring houses to come over and see my mother. Among them Harold Nicolson, Winston Churchill from Blenheim and his much younger brother Jack. My mother married Jack.

Before the First World War my family had bought 41 Cromwell Road in South Kensington. My aunt, Clementine Churchill, and her three children moved temporarily into our house after my Uncle Winston ceased to be First Lord of the Admiralty in 1915 and was at the Front. The two families decided to pool their resources, money was tight, and my two brothers and their three cousins - Diana, Randolph and Sarah - all squashed into No. 41. Even so, Winston - rarely one to stint - urged Clemmie and Goonie to ‘keep a good table . . . Keep sufficient servants & your maid: entertain with discrimination, have a little amusement from time to time. I don’t see any reason for undue skimping  ... With £140 a month there should be sufficient.’

I was born and brought up in Cromwell Road, where my nursery window looked out on the multicoloured, multi-everything Natural History Museum. From an early age I was taken there and to the Victoria and Albert just along the road - it was considered educative. A near neighbour was John Lavery, portrait painter, looking like a little Irish jockey with sideburns. His wife, Hazel, was a majestic beauty with auburn hair and very pale skin. Lavery painted my mother three or four times and is credited with introducing my Uncle Winston to painting.

One of my early memories was hearing a terrible noise in the street outside. I was taken to the window and the narrow street beside our house was full of men and women, one woman with a red stocking on her head. The crowd were all screaming and shouting. I believe it was a protest against Uncle Winston putting Britain on the gold standard: they thought he was still living there.

Once Uncle Winston and Aunt Clemmie had bought Chartwell in Kent in 1922, I was often packed off there for holidays - my own family having no house in the country till I was about fourteen. My two brothers matched in age the elder Churchill children, but I was three years older than Mary, which, when one is a child, makes a big difference. However, we got along well enough during the holidays. I saw little of my older cousins, Diana and Sarah, who were already leading their own lives. Later, the only son Randolph and I became fond of each other, as we had friends and a sense of humour in common.

Mary lived in a wing of the house in the charge of Cousin Moppet - a cousin of my aunt’s - so I only saw Uncle Winston at lunch, an event which took several hours and always contained dire prognostications about the coming disasters, coupled with loving conversations with, and feeding of, his dog or cat, the latter usually stalking about on the dining room table. As time went by the prognostications became  more urgent. A year or so before the war he told us that the first thing that would happen would be a gas attack.

Each August we took a Norfolk house called Horsey Hall for the summer holidays. This was the time when I saw my father most. In London he would leave early in the morning for the City and come back late at night, go into the library, open his Evening Standard and I was allowed about a quarter of an hour with him. In Norfolk I could join him sailing on the Broads. Bathing in the ice-cold North Sea, spending ages each night with a pillow swatting mosquitoes flat on to the ceiling of my bedroom (before the days of DDT) and endless sunny days are my memories of these summers. My father liked having the daughter of his business partner to stay - Joan Vickers. I would see them sailing off together on Horsey Mere. She was very fond of my father; it was one of those friendships that crossed generations. He later backed her financially in her 1945 election campaign, but did not live long enough to see her elected to Parliament in 1955. She rose subsequently in the political ranks and ended in the House of Lords.

My mother would take me with her to the houses of her friends. At Mells Manor in Somerset, Lady Horner was the chatelaine (it was a Horner house).1 She still bore traces of the features that had made her a muse of the Pre-Raphaelites - large, wide-set eyes, small nose, firm jawbone. She had a constant friend in attendance, Anglican Canon Hannay (aka George A. Birmingham, the novelist) who lived in polite juxtaposition to her daughter Katharine Asquith’s Father d’Arcy, the renowned Jesuit priest. Katharine had been converted to Roman Catholicism in the 1920s when widowed after her husband, Prime Minister Asquith’s son Raymond, was killed on active service on the Somme.

My childhood visits to Mells were dominated by insomnia. The church tower was a few yards from the manor house and every quarter was recorded. Mells and Breccles, Venetia Montagu’s house in Norfolk, were two of the pioneers of private swimming pools in England - which meant a rectangle of greenish-grey cold water into which one happily plunged with shouts of pain and joy.

Katharine Asquith’s son, Julian Oxford,2 was called Trim as a baby by his father who, on returning from the war to see his son and heir for the first time, exclaimed ‘Trimalchio’ - the rosy child reminding him of the character in Petronius’s The Satyricon: fat and bald. Trim had known me since I was in my cradle. Only four years older, he has always been a presence in my life, though never an intrusive one. I was often at Mells, listening to music with him and talking. He has stood by me in all my transformations, when he might have abandoned me in disapproval. He had a brilliant brain, but was renowned for his way of treating the simplest remarks with a long-considered pause before answering.

His friends have sometimes regretted that he never put his first-class brain to more active use. Drifting from the army in Palestine to various posts in the Middle East and to governorships around the world, he finally settled at Mells with his burgeoning family. After they had scattered and he was a widower, he resolutely remained in the old house, stoically alone and living eccentric hours. The only time he was tempted out of his isolation in later years - to France - he was as amusing, enthusiastic and discriminating as always.

Breccles in Norfolk was the home of Venetia Montagu.3 In the summer of 1930 she lent it to our family. She had a formidable, masculine mind. The excitement was the arrival of Venetia and her friend Rupert Belville in a tiny primitive aeroplane with their helmeted heads sticking out into the air in Biggles fashion - very dashing in those days. Venetia would read aloud to us at breakneck speed something quite complicated to follow, like Dickens. It put me off Dickens for life - exacerbated years later by my husband wanting me to read The Pickwick Papers to him when he was ill.

That summer my brother Johnnie filled Breccles with his own friends, including his then fiancée, Penelope Chetwode - who eventually married the poet John Betjeman. At the time, at ten years old, I was very keen on cricket and had been given my own bat. Alvilde Bridges, another of his friends, was particularly nice about throwing a ball to me. Later in life she was particularly nasty to me; and finally, nice again during the time she was married to my brother’s old friend, Jim Lees-Milne. Jim had challenged me, aged eleven, to write a sonnet about insomnia. I didn’t know what a sonnet was, but I did suffer from insomnia and the poem was much appreciated by my boarding school years later.

As my mother had remained a Liberal after my Uncle Winston had moved over to the Conservatives, I saw a lot of the interesting people in both Liberal and Conservative circles - the Asquiths’ world and the Salisburys’. The Liberal Party leader from the 1930s was Sir Archibald Sinclair. My mother was a keen salmon fisher, so we stayed every year at the Sinclairs’ hunting lodge, Altnabreac in Caithness - which they used instead of Thurso Castle on the coast - where his daughters, Catherine (with whom I later went to Paris) and Elizabeth, were constant childhood friends. Caithness gave me a permanent prejudice about Scottish scenery in favour of rounded mountains and golden deer grass as opposed to glens and heather.

At Plas Newydd on the Isle of Anglesey in Wales was another of my mother’s friends, Marjorie Anglesey.4 In London the Angleseys lived round the corner from us in Queen’s Gate so I saw the five Paget daughters continually. Marjorie Anglesey was small and dark-haired with a little heart-shaped face - physically unlike her tall, fair-haired sister Diana Cooper. Her husband, Charlie Anglesey, played very little part in family life as far as I could see. Rose, being my contemporary, was the Paget girl I was paired off with most (when very young I apparently said ‘I like being with Rose because I am cleverer than her’). Caroline, the eldest, had devastating charm and sex appeal, and used to come round to Cromwell Road to listen to my brother Johnnie playing the piano, which he did endlessly. She was very kind to me as a small girl, admiring my balcony garden. She had been due to marry an eldest son - apparently she was acquiescent - when he was killed in a flying accident. From then on she did what she liked. When we were adults she was occasionally ruthlessly competitive. All the Paget girls crossed my path throughout my life.

Rushbrooke in Norfolk was a stunningly handsome house with a moat, lived in by my godmother, Anne Islington.5 One evening everyone was choosing their very favourite book. When my turn came I piped up ‘The Cloister and the Hearth’, by Charles Reade, being the last book I had read. The derision heaped on me by all the beastly grown-ups - and my mother’s embarrassment - seared into me. They all thought him mediocre. Rushbrooke was subsequently bought by the scientist Victor Rothschild who never lived there and, like so many empty houses, it burnt down.

Pixton Park in Devon was owned by my other godmother, Mary Herbert.6 I always rather dreaded going there as a child because even then I was conscious of the well-used sheets and towels, and the number of insects in the bathroom. Auberon, the only son, was a few years younger than me and I was flummoxed when, at the age of about seven, his first question to me was ‘What do you think of the 5-year plan?’ (Stalin’s Five Year Plan to industrialise Russia after 1928).

My mother on one visit reported

 
the usual inconsequent chaos, Gabriel with a broken leg - her horse tumbled on top of her. Laura looking pretty, very painted and very at loose ends, two or three unknown scruffy young men and Mary with straggling hair welcoming harum scarum. Bed at 2-ish, dinner wasn’t till 9-ish, then games. This morning they’ve all gone hunting either on horses or in motors. Papa off to Rothschilds to shoot and choose some orchids.


 
It was when I was staying at Pixton that I first saw Evelyn Waugh, in 1937. Evelyn was muted and on sufferance, as the family were hoping Laura, the youngest daughter, would not marry him - which, of course, she did. We played the board game Peggity a lot and he acquitted himself quite well at the agonising pastime of that moment, The Game. Worse than charades. In charades one acted out each syllable of a chosen word for the audience to guess the word. The Game was simpler and rowdier, with two competing sides acting out whole words. There was a tradition, begun, I imagine, by the clever-clogs in the nineteenth century, of playing paper games after dinner, variants of which involved somebody or something written down, paper folded over and passed to the next person, who did the same - the results being hilarious. They were good training, these paper games, needing quick responses, wit and enough knowledge.

In adulthood my friendship with Evelyn was all too brief. For a few years we would have lunch or dinner together whenever he came to London, and I found him gentle and charming. All the time I would be mentally contrasting this with his well-known wit and acerbity. Then one Christmas he sent me a card: my memory is of a concoction of lace with a simpering pastel picture in the middle. I probably threw it in the waste-paper basket along with others. Then I got an irate letter from Evelyn in January: I had not appreciated the beauty of the calligraphy or that the centrepiece was by a ‘minor early-Victorian painter’. I enjoyed his riposte, saying we should swap it for something suitable - bath salts, artificial silk stockings, or Life  magazine’s History of Western Culture.

Lastly there were occasional visits to Blenheim. Consuelo was gone to a happier life in France and Sunny had married an American beauty called Gladys (pronounced Glaydis). By the time I saw her she had had one of the first facelifts and the wax had run down her cheeks so that she looked like one of Leonardo’s anatomical drawings. In revenge for being married to Sunny she had transformed the enormous hall into kennels. Dozens of Blenheim spaniels in pens were breeding and barking all day long. The Duke would appear at dinner - a small table with my mother and me - in boiled shirt, white tie and the blue Garter sash.

 
 
Some years before the war we had moved from Cromwell Road to Regent’s Park to a free-standing house with a garden. It was a bright  escape. I loved the rickety Regency house overlooking the park, with its space and sky. After a while we also had a Buick car, and a house on the cliffs between Lulworth and Weymouth with a view of the vast bay and Guernsey on the horizon. Wandering on the cliff edge we would meet and pass the time of day with one or other of the Powys brothers, Theodore and Llewelyn, both writers - the only other human beings we ever met on cliff walks then. It was typical of my mother that they should have been her casual acquaintances. Lulworth Castle nearby was a burnt-out shell at this period, but was romantic with its four towers and the green ride thick with lenten lilies in the spring. My heart was always in Dorset from then on.

The only sensible schooling I got was a few years at the Kensington High School where I was up against the scholarship girls - I remember José, the tobacconist’s daughter - and I really had to work.

Unfortunately it was thought at home that I was getting ‘out of hand’. To this day I don’t know why. So I was packed off to a fashionable boarding school, Downham, which was orientated to horses, with instructions that I should have extra drawing and music lessons. I did not settle at Downham and felt I wasn’t learning much. My mother insisted I persevere. She placed little value on formal or academic achievement. When she reported that Lady Sinclair’s daughter, Catherine, had matriculated she added: If that was my mother’s view, why wasn’t I sent to Paris in the first place? - a normal routine for girls.


 
whatever that may mean . . . They are all very pleased but I do not really lay much store by examinations. What really matters in life is the individual’s charm, looks, manners, capabilities and cleverness, sympathy, intuition and a certain amount of self-confidence and assertiveness, vitality and health - certificates or no certificates, matriculations or no matriculations, they don’t matter if one is clever, charming, lovely and lovable - but I am awfully glad Catherine has done so well.’



Finally I wrote to all my mother’s friends telling them I was unhappy. As a result I left school without taking my school certificate, and at sixteen was sent to Paris - to be ‘finished’.




CHAPTER 2

PARIS

Boarding school for girls makes them either silly or bossy. Paris was like the opening of a window on life. Everything seemed beautiful, exciting and free. Being sent there, albeit with two friends and a chaperone, was more than a window - it was a dazzling new world. One of my most vivid memories was the shock and thrill of going to the Braque exhibition - they were all the blue-green ones. I had never seen any modern paintings before, at home it had been portraits by Lavery and Sargent.7


My mother had asked the Ambassador, Sir George Clerk, to keep an eye on me - she thought that seemed enough. I had remembered Sir George as Ambassador in Istanbul when she had taken me to lunch at the embassy - then still on the Bosphorus - and he remembered me. So many wineglasses at each place setting had been puzzling. Also, there was no Ambassadress as hostess, but a pretty private secretary. I only understood about the Ambassadress later. In Paris she never appeared, until one day she invited me up to the top floor to see her little clay figures - sinister objects - which it was her passion to model.

The embassy was full of intriguing first, second and third secretaries, who in different ways became lifelong friends. Valentine Lawford - with a charming melancholy face and curly hair - was my closest friend. Later he wrote the best account of being a secretary in my husband’s Private Office. After being posted to Teheran he was sent to the UN, whereupon he threw over his career and left for Long Island to live happily with the great photographer Horst.

Quite different was the arrival, as Third Secretary, of a very young, tall, elegant boy - Fitzroy Maclean - complete with monocle. His speciality was already a fascination with anything Russian, and in Paris this meant lots of evenings in White Russian nightclubs, to which he occasionally took me. I was bemused by the Czarda and even more so by another club, the Boeuf sur le Toit, where the hostess was a black lady called Bricktop. At the Monseigneur a violinist would come up to the table and play violently under one’s nose. Though it seemed exciting at the time I realised that it was from then on that I have never really enjoyed nightclubs, even though I seemed to be frequenting them until I married.

Sir Charles Mendl - a lookalike of Adolphe Menjou, the French film actor - went by the name of Press Secretary or Conseilleur Spécial, one of those permanent fixtures one found at embassies in those days. He had a handsome apartment on the avenue Montaigne, where he gave weekly lunches and served Cheval Blanc ’21, which he refused to allow me to drink - more because he thought I would not appreciate it than because I was sixteen years old. Fitzroy let me taste the Cheval Blanc and I developed a palate which has given me immense pleasure all my life - though not a palate for the shepherd’s pie he gave us with the claret.

Through Sir Charles I got invited to Lady Mendl’s Sundays at her pavillon at Versailles. To get there they arranged that I would be picked up, so Hugo Baring, the banker, would arrive in his green Rolls-Royce at the house where I lodged in the boulevard Raspail.  He was polite though not very communicative and it must have been a huge bore for him.

Mendl had married Elsie de Wolfe, the interior decorator who preceded Syrie Maugham and the White Age of interior design. She specialised in Pompadour French, with the odd leopard-skin sofa and zebra rug. She received her guests in a gold-painted ante-room, standing very straight with her stick legs and simian face. It was much ritzier than other French salons to which I was sometimes invited and took place mainly in the garden. Much later, whenever my husband had not taken to one of my friends, he would say ‘Café Society’. He should have seen what appeared at the Mendl Sundays - Indian potentates, remnants of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, playboys and playgirls, writers, painters, musicians, the more bohemian aristocrats and, looming above them all, the amiable figure of Grand Duke Dmitri of Russia.8 A tall man with a melancholy face, he towered over every social engagement in Paris.

Being quite young, naturally I didn’t take all this in my stride. I was excited by appearances and a feeling of danger, because I had no idea what was going on, and was treated as a sort of trophy adolescent. This perhaps was what made my ‘coming out’ the following year seem bland and superficial - no dangerous undercurrents there - and why I would fall for someone who could give me a taste of another side of life.

Meanwhile my mother was bombarding me with admonitions: ‘You are moving around a rather loose crowd’, ‘Don’t make up and powder too much’, ‘Rest in the middle of the day’. She finally wrote rather sadly, ‘You have a trying mother and a not very congenial home.’ Full of beans, I replied, ‘I am blissfully happy - wish you could realise how much & how different to what I have been used to in London. I feel balanced, content & satisfied.’ Sometimes she parodied herself. This in 1938: ‘Please don’t ride - don’t do any recreation that you don’t really enjoy unless obliged to - ride if you have to cross the Alps on a horse, or go across a desert, or flee from the Turks - don’t fly in an aeroplane unless you are in such a frantic hurry that you have to or you want to because someone you like is going - and it will be fun.’

A cultural muse was the writer Princesse Marthe Bibesco, who took an interest in me at this time. She had great presence and a breadth of outlook. Here was the salon world - badinage, politics, conversational fencing and good breeding - a feeling of enamelled civilisation. She had languorous eyes with lowered lids, possibly due to short sight, and wonderful jewellery - sapphires and emeralds or emeralds and rubies, instead of the boring English diamond mixture - and a lovely apartment on the Ile St Louis, standing like the prow of a ship against the Seine, with walls painted by Edouard Vuillard. When war came she fled to England and went to Cornwall - and grew anemones, I think. I was with her after the war in the foyer at the Ritz in London when Count Grandi appeared. He was Mussolini’s former Ambassador to London and a leading Fascist; they greeted each other with open arms - ‘Ma chère, mon cher’ etc. Ah well . . .

All these activities were independent of my two friends, Catherine (Sinclair) and Anne (Powell), with whom I had been sent to Paris in the first place to study art. Most of the time we traipsed off to an atelier and painted. One day we decided we would like to go to the Folies Bergère, incredibly, and our poor old chaperone dutifully bought four tickets. There were very few women in the audience and certainly no sixteen-year-old girls. I had never before seen a naked female body. It was a very good example: Josephine Baker, the famous black dancer, wore nothing but a circlet of bananas. The only other time I saw her was thirty or forty years later when my husband  and I were driving down to the south of France and our embassy in Paris had quixotically booked us en route into Josephine Baker’s hotel in the Dordogne. It appeared by then to be very run-down and we were shown into a scruffy yellow satin bedroom. Josephine was there to greet us, a sad old woman. When she died Paris ground to a standstill with people in the streets and the coffin drowned in flowers.

I returned from Paris to face my ‘coming out’.




CHAPTER 3

‘THE SEASON’

Paris had been for me a liberation and revelation from which I learned to cherish my freedom, painting and everything French. This made the English upper-class process for a girl to ‘come out’ - dances and meeting eligible young men - an anticlimax I failed to surmount. My escape was to go with Jeremy Hutchinson, one of the Liberal set, to the music hall in Stratford East and dinner at the Prospect of Whitby by the Isle of Dogs. I also discovered the left-wing weekly  New Statesman and Nation, which I liked for its book reviews.

I was inclined to independent gestures. Marlene Dietrich had been appearing in all the newspapers dressed in a man’s suit. I was very taken by this and went off to Simpson’s in Piccadilly - then a men’s tailor. They were rather taken aback, and probably checked with my mother. However, they duly made me a lounge suit in lovat cloth. Arriving that summer at the Angleseys’ in North Wales my suit naturally astonished, and I like to think was admired by, all the Pagets. One of the young men staying there was particularly taken by it, to the extent that Marjorie Anglesey warned my mother against him.

In 1937, before I was going to any dances, there was a ball at Hatfield House.9 My mother took me, togged up in a white dress girdled by a wreath of green leaves. I had always known the Cecil boys at their other house at Cranborne in Dorset - Michael, who had died, was my exact contemporary and friend - but this party was for his elder brother Robert’s coming of age. Straight in at the deep end for me: the huge house all lit up, music blaring into the night and Robert, the birthday boy, seizing me round the waist to dance, and dance, and dance. After this particular event the social world unfolded rapidly, and Robert and I later gave a dance of our own for our friends in his grandparents’ house in Arlington Street.

The so-called ‘season’ is a blur. One dance was very like another. Each year there was the Liberal Ball. One partner - stiff in his white tie and tails - was Donald Maclean.10 He complained that I was not a proper Liberal girl like the Bonham-Carters and the Asquiths - I was too smart. It turned out that he wasn’t a proper Liberal boy either.

My new friends in Paris had been older and more sophisticated, and I had also met ‘Café Society’, so the boys I was now confronted by - as dinner guests or dancing partners, let alone possible romance - seemed immature. I made a few friends - Richard Cavendish (of the Devonshire clan) was one. Just as Charles Mendl’s wine excited me, so at Richard Cavendish’s family house in Lancashire (Holker Hall) I tasted the best food in England. Robert Cecil remained a close friend for life and Charlie Lansdowne11 seemed so sympathetic - a gentle, sensitive boy who, being unjudgemental and observant, could fit in with anyone - and was a particular friend. Charlie was killed in action in Italy in 1944. He had come to stay at the Moulin de Montreuil that summer - the mill belonging to Consuelo Balsan, a continuing friend of my mother’s. Lunches at her chateau nearby were always elegant and simple and cool and beautiful, and her husband, Jacques, wrinkled and clean and full of le sport. He had a small pad permanently by his side to write notes to his chef: ‘trop de sel ’ etc.

Back from Paris, I had immediately enrolled at the Slade School of Art and at a strange institution called the Monkey Club, where an inspiring young woman called Monica fired me with the discovery of English poetry. During ‘the season’ I also started going to lectures at the Institute of Philosophy in Gordon Square and others on art at the Courtauld Institute. I was discovering the lacunae in my education hitherto and eager to make up for lost time.

That summer I was asked by Trim to go on a walking tour across the Apennines with his mother Katharine and his sister Helen. The tour started at Siena. I don’t remember much walking - it was mainly wooden train journeys, third class. The mosaics at Ravenna were dazzling; the Piero della Francesca frescos at Arezzo were in their exquisite original colours, before being later ruined by restoration, and Piero’s Resurrection in San Sepolcro was still hung in dramatic gloom.

Ben Nicolson (Trim’s friend from Oxford and son of Harold Nicolson and Vita Sackville-West) had advised him on no account to miss Piero’s pregnant Virgin of Monterchi. He told us it was known only to a few of the cognoscenti and to see it was something of a coup. Trim and I set off on the considerable detour alone. On arrival one had to search out the caretaker, who unlocked the chapel with a flourish. As we contemplated the painting - dramatic, as it was only a few feet away in this tiny space - the caretaker piped up, ‘English lady here last week.’ ‘Oh really?’ we said. ‘Yes. A Lady Col . . . Colefax.’ Collapse on our part. (Lady Colefax was renowned only as a London society hostess with an interest in celebrity.) The next time  I saw the painting it had been whisked away to a building with white walls, spotlights, music playing - a nightmare.

Our tour ended in Venice. We had been living very simply for two weeks but thought nothing of taking up my mother’s friend Juliet Duff’s suggestion that we should call on Count Volpi12 in his palazzo in Venice. His daughter was the chatelaine of a villa at Maser decorated by Veronese in collaboration with Palladio, which I visited years later in smart company. Then, Italian women in a town like Venice wore silk dresses, pearls and high-heeled shoes. We arrived for tea in old clothes and dusty shoes, worn for two weeks, and unwashed hair. They were polite but presumably appalled.

Some years later, when Iris Origo13 came to see Isaiah and Aline Berlin in Paraggi when I was staying there, she appeared dressed like that after a steep climb in the blazing heat up a rough path to their house.

Another side trip from Venice was made to Asolo to see Freya Stark‡ - a friend of Trim’s - who lived in a simple house with a big view. She gave an impression of pure integrity. I saw her once more, driving up from Venice to her home, and was again struck by her intelligence and honesty. Trim encountered her in Syria in 1942 ‘wearing crushed strawberry coloured shorts and garters, having just returned from picnicking on a donkey in the desert’.

At another time in another part of Italy I saw a bit of the writer Muriel Spark. I loved her. She would arrive in an open-top sports car, full of enthusiasm and friendliness and determination to enjoy people. She was fun.

 
 
Back in London in September 1938, Clarissa continued her philosophy studies. It was a period of uncertainty and crisis as Europe gradually descended into war. Hitler had absorbed Austria in the Anschluss of March 1938. In September he threatened Czechoslovakia. At the Munich Conference, the British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, with the French and Italian leaders Daladier and Mussolini, conceded Hitler’s occupation of the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia. Chamberlain returned to Britain announcing he had averted war and achieved ‘peace with honour’. Duff Cooper, First Lord of the Admiralty, resigned at this appeasement of Hitler. Warning bells sounded, not least from Winston Churchill, then out of office and languishing on the sidelines. Britain was suddenly preparing for war.


Clarissa was at Holworth during the critical days at the end of September and was warned by friends not to return to this ‘nerve-racking Armageddon atmosphere’ in London. Friends were digging steel-propped trenches in their back gardens, trees were cut down on Primrose Hill to make way for anti-aircraft guns, the Victoria and Albert Museum was packing up paintings and families were removing their children and servants to the country.


James Pope-Hennessy14 wrote of his ‘terror of crouching under ground and the knowledge that St Paul’s Cathedral and the Wallace Collection will be a heap of smoking ruins’. He was working on a book, London Fabric, which describes his journey with a young companion - Clarissa, thinly disguised as ‘Perdita’ - round historic landmarks of London that were threatened with destruction. Perdita had sharp intelligence, directness and an original aesthetic sensibility. Pope-Hennessy warned Clarissa: ‘Do not think of Perdita as a portrait of you, for that would be fatal; she is not’, but it reflects his fascination with her: ‘It is just that combination of youth and swift steely intelligence and dignity and looks that makes you what you are, unique’, he wrote. Dedicated ‘To Clarissa’, the book was published on 27 September 1939 and won the Hawthornden Prize in 1940.


 
James attached himself to me from the word go. He was small, with very black hair and heavy eyelids, quick as a lizard and always immensely appreciative and sympathetic - though after my marriage to Anthony Eden the friendship was over.

John was James’s elder brother. Before the war he had seemed a pale, remote figure, engrossed in his work at the V&A and the British Museum. Later he went to the Metropolitan Museum in New York so whenever I went there I was welcomed warmly by an outgoing John, who gave me lovely dinners at his apartment - chiefly remembered for the constant attendance of Francis Steegmuller, whose books on Flaubert, Maupassant and La Grande Mademoiselle contrasted curiously with a huge one on Jean Cocteau. John had been transformed by America. Both the Pope-Hennessy boys had been moulded by their redoubtable mother, Dame Una. With her slightly oriental face and downright manner, she was the author of several books - when I knew her she was occupied in writing about the Victorian historian Agnes Strickland.

In the spring of 1939 I returned to Paris, mainly to pursue a rather hopeless friendship, but also to study medieval history and art. I stayed for almost four months, with only brief trips back to London. I wanted to immerse myself in French culture. I went to the Sorbonne dressed like a student in my mackintosh and with a leather case - to lectures by the poet Paul Valéry. And I managed to get a readership at the Bibliothèque Nationale, and was able to feed daily on the exquisite illuminated manuscripts and attend lectures on medieval philosophy. Paris in atmosphere was completely unmedieval. In the flush of discovery of the Middle Ages, I found I couldn’t look at anything from the Renaissance onwards with any pleasure. An artist friend sent me to the Inspecteur des Beaux Arts at the Louvre, and from then on twice a week a Moyen Age expert guided me round Romanesque architecture and I was able to work with her at the Louvre.

Paris in that last spring before war broke out was entrancing. I lodged in the rue de Rennes in a room with yellow organdie curtains and posters of Rodin. On sunny mornings I would wake up and see my line of books caught by the sun in the most dazzling and wonderful colours. I bought two Java sparrows, pearl-grey with coral beaks. However, quite quickly the poor birds maddened me, waking me up in the morning by making an infernal noise - which even the Brussels sprouts on their 5 a.m. journey past my window in loosely constructed tin lorries, on their way to Les Halles, hadn’t managed to do.

I was happy to be alone and went on long solitary walks. In Paris I was conscious of the sky, not as being a shell as in London but something infinite and freeing. However, I was feeling I was at a crossroads. I needed more direction to my life - I enjoyed studying, but I was weary of my useless dilettante academicism. What I really wanted was someone I could talk to three times a week who would inspire me and direct closely everything I read and did.

I was also anticipating with dread the possibility of war: I had such a sense of latent activity - I had so much to do before the world cracked that I thought it couldn’t be just yet. Meanwhile the heat was getting me down - it was silent and expectant and unnerving.

 
 
Clarissa did not expect to return to Paris - gloomily predicting, ‘In the autumn I shall be tossing hay with Vita Sackville-West in the Women’s Army instead of living here, I should think.’ It was a pessimism shared by her contemporaries - that Europe was drifting into a war that would change all their lives. Simon Asquith wrote of longing to go to Russia or Tibet or ‘anywhere where one could escape these hellish crises which excite in one no feeling but despair tinged with a great zest for life. . . . But the issue is quite simple. Which is best: German domination over the world, or the End - probably for a long time - of Civilisation in Europe? It’s idle to pretend a war wouldn’t bring about the second.’


Trim visited Turin on his way to holiday in Florence and found it ‘rather alarming’ - it was chock-a-block with people in uniform, preparing for a visit by Mussolini: ‘They were rehearsing - all ages down to little 6 year old boys with 7 year old boys looking after them and shouting out the step. Girls too - little Amazons in black capes who bore down on one if one tried to cross a street.’
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