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  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  Of her correspondence with the scholar Theodore Bestermann when she was working on her biography Voltaire in Love, Nancy Mitford wrote: ‘If you want to bore your

  reader, tell them everything.’ This book is, or aims to be, the biography of a love affair. It is not a ‘Mitford’ book, nor a history of Général de Gaulle’s

  role in the Second World War, though inevitably it is coloured by aspects of both narratives. It attempts to reconfigure the role of Gaston Palewski in Nancy Mitford’s life, and to present

  Gaston to English-speaking readers, who might know him best as Fabrice de Sauveterre, as the significant politician he was. For a fuller account of Nancy’s life, readers might wish to consult

  the excellent biographies by Selina Hastings and Laura Thompson, while for the Mitford sisters, Mary S. Lovell’s account is the most comprehensive. For the progress of the Free French, Jean

  Lacouture and Jonathan Fenby give more thorough histories than are presented here.




  





  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  ‘A well born man knows in advance all the procedures he should follow and encounter in the various phases of gallant love; it often

                  displays more refinement than true love since nothing about it calls for passion or spontaneity, and it is always very witty.’
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  PROLOGUE




  In the summer of 1941, two Englishmen, a Welsh Guards officer named Peter Rodd and his brother Francis, met a Frenchman in Addis Ababa to talk about a railway. Colonel

  Palewski, the commander of the Free French forces in East Africa, needed to ascertain the British position with regard to the French concession in the Addis–Djibouti railway line. A year

  later, Colonel Palewski arranged a meeting on a bright evening in the garden of the Allies Club on Park Lane with Rodd’s wife, who he thought would be glad to hear news of her husband. In her

  most famous novel, The Pursuit of Love, Nancy Mitford described the effect of this ‘short, stocky, very dark’ Frenchman: ‘Linda was feeling, what she had never so far felt

  for any man, an overwhelming physical attraction. It made her quite giddy, it terrified her. She could see that Fabrice was perfectly certain of the outcome, so was she perfectly certain, and that

  was what frightened her . . .’




  Some days later, Nancy invited Gaston Palewski to dinner at her home in Blomfield Road. She waited for him in the dining room of her small, elegant house with its swagged pink moiré

  wallpaper, until she heard that sound, ‘a sound more intimately connected with the urban love affair than any except the telephone bell, that of a stopping taxicab. Sun, silence and

  happiness’ (The Pursuit of Love).




  Gaston Palewski was no one’s dream of an ideal French lover, yet in his alter ego Fabrice de Sauveterre Nancy established an ideal of the type which even the stuffy Daily Telegraph

  was obliged to concede dominated the English mind for twenty years. Gaston had acne-pitted skin, ‘a face like an unpeeled King Edward’,1 receding hair and, according to some

  of his mystified contemporaries, halitosis that could stop traffic. ‘Oh, Gaston,’ recalled Anka Muhlstein, a family friend, ‘how ugly he

  was.’ But women adored him, perhaps because he so thoroughly adored them. Gaston’s ‘pretty ladies’ were the despair and the scandal of Général de

  Gaulle’s suite. Gaston operated on a principle of maximum returns, making passes at practically every woman he came across, enjoying an astonishing (and to his peers quite infuriating) degree

  of success.




  At a meeting in the Café de Flore, Paris in 2009, a group of ladies of considerably more than a certain age agreed to be interviewed in strict anonymity about Gaston. All tiny dogs and

  Dior, it took no more than a kir à la pêche for these women to begin reminiscing, with much giggling, about the friends, sisters, cousins who had fallen for the Colonel.




  ‘But did she give in, then?’




  ‘No, that was the summer he dumped her at Cannes and went to Switzerland with her sister.’




  ‘It can’t be, because that was the year I was with him at Biarritz . . .’




  Perhaps, given their relative youth, these ladies were rather inclined to exaggerate their personal involvement with the legendary Beast of the Rue Bonaparte, but they agreed on two things.

  Gaston (giggles) was ‘doué pour faire plaisir aux femmes’ (the best translation of this would be ‘built for love’) and the Englishmen of their youth were

  absolutely hopeless. By the third year of marriage, they claimed, Englishmen barely look at their wives at all. The stereotype of the Englishman as a diffident and incompetent lover is firmly

  entrenched in the psyches of both nations. Edith Cresson, the French prime minister, was attacked for her airy assertion that ‘the Anglo-Saxons are not interested in women as women . . . It

  is a problem of upbringing and I consider it a sort of disease,’2 but no one really disagreed with her. Nancy Mitford was firmly in Mme Cresson’s camp. In her 1951 novel

  The Blessing, the worldly Mme Rocher wonders at the mystery of English marriage: ‘English husbands? They go to their clubs, their Boat Race, their Royal

  Academy – they don’t care for making love a bit.’




  Nancy’s portrait of Fabrice, Duc de Sauveterre in The Pursuit of Love seduced a generation of Englishwomen with its blissful depiction of l’amour à la

  Française. The real Fabrice, Gaston Palewski, was for thirty years one of France’s most distinguished politicians and diplomats, a connoisseur and patron of the arts and a

  significant influence in the post-war project for European federalism, yet none of his contemporaries is in any doubt that it was Nancy who really made him famous. The reality of Nancy’s

  twenty-nine-year relationship with her pompous, pockmarked colonel was far from the bliss she imagined for Linda Radlett and Fabrice, but the coup de foudre of that third summer of the war

  provided them both with the most significant personal and emotional attachment of their lives. Gaston’s story has, in English at least, been told very much as an accessory to Nancy’s

  life, which has been extensively documented as part of the myth of her beautiful, fanatical, compelling family. Yet that story, which encompasses one of the most passionately exciting periods of

  French history, illuminates not only the life of an extraordinary man, but the work of one of the most popular and influential writers of the twentieth century.




  Nancy Mitford’s popular reputation diminishes her in something of the same manner as does Jane Austen’s. Bonnets and bosoms in Jane’s case, diamonds and darlings in

  Nancy’s. Film and television representations of their work have tended to focus on what Austen herself termed the ‘light, bright and sparkling’. Nancy’s name is also

  inevitably associated with the ‘U and non-U’ essay which she wrote simply as a joke to tease her friend Evelyn Waugh but which nevertheless has seen her branded ever after as a

  horrendous snob. Yet there is a toughness, a darkness even, to Nancy’s writing which can be traced through her early novels to the late and celebrated biographies, a vision of love which

  could not be further removed from the chick-lit happy endings of Bridget Jones and Mr Darcy. Nancy poked fun at the romantic fantasies of dizzy debutantes, but, through both her own experiences and those of her family, no one could have been more bitterly exposed to the disastrous consequences of blindly romantic love than she.




  Nancy’s first two post-war bestsellers deal respectively with a serial adulteress who dies in childbirth and a sexually molested child who marries her abuser and destroys her family in the

  process. They might be read as the last of the attenuated tradition of the English Gothic novel. Her later novels, The Blessing and Don’t Tell Alfred, take a more

  ‘Enlightenment’ approach, essays in Gallic didacticism whose pragmatism contrasts with the wilder, romantically violent loves which lurk beneath the glittering surface of The Pursuit

  of Love and Love in a Cold Climate. As her relationship with Gaston continued, Nancy’s perspective on love became progressively more ‘French’, or perhaps rather more

  eighteenth century. The keystones of her romantic philosophy become civilization and adulthood. The Blessing provides an unsentimental education for its English heroine, Grace, who is

  gradually brought to accept, even to endorse, her French husband’s infidelity; Don’t Tell Alfred is an exploration of and a warning against the imported American worship of

  youth.




  Nancy’s correspondence also touches repeatedly on these themes throughout her life. Gaston was her great love, and he dominated her beliefs about art, politics, about the way life should

  be approached and lived. Nancy might have been madly in love with the colonel, but she was quite aware of his imperfections. She was always conscious that in person he was far less than the ideal

  she would have him embody, but that ideal eventually became her ideology, in her relationships and her books. To be a civilized adult seems a spare ambition, but for Nancy it was the end of art and

  of life.




  Many writers have argued that Nancy’s philosophy was achieved by default, that she was merely, in her own words, ‘putting on a good shop-front’, making a virtue of necessity.

  Several of her biographers have portrayed her as a victim of her hopeless passion for Gaston, her life with him as a wasted one of humiliation and denial. Her letters are often raw with the

  pain Gaston caused her, yet they also reveal the potential of an intimacy based upon ideas which contemporary women would find frankly appalling. Fidelity is not the

  point of marriage, though it may well be the end; adultery, if properly managed, may be a highly civilized pursuit (despite the tiresomeness of always having to go to bed in the afternoon), the one

  essential for happiness is not self-exposure or mutual dependency but great good manners. None of these points is necessarily revolutionary, but a glance around a bookshop or any women’s

  magazine shows that we are still bewildered, enthralled and terrified by our failure to achieve what feminism has taught us we deserve. Nancy and Gaston were two middle-aged, not particularly

  attractive people. He was a selfish, career-obsessed philanderer; she was febrile, needy and given to ‘shrieking’, yet the discipline, tenderness and gentillesse of their

  relationship exposes the limitations of many modern sexual mores.




  Nancy was constitutionally incapable of bathos. Sadness and loss she knew very well, and she handles them in her novels so dexterously that the lightness of her touch initially disguises her

  very real capacity to convey pain and hopeless longing. Yet her great funniness, remarked on by all who knew her, whether or not they cared for it, meant that she could never play the tragic

  heroine for long, even to herself, as this exchange with Gaston demonstrates: ‘“I’ve given up everything”, I said, “My friends, my family, my country,” and he

  simply roared with laughter and then of course so did I.’
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  All his life, Gaston Palewski’s father, Moise, sought to recreate the elements of a family which, in his own words, had been ‘brutally

  dispersed’.1 The Palewskis were Polish Jews: on the paternal side they had their origins in Vilno, in Russian Poland, on the maternal they came from Galicie in southern Russia,

  near the Romanian border. The family were linked by trade and marital alliances to a large Jewish community in the Grodno area, with many relatives in the small cities of Antopol, Pinsk and Kobryn.

  Educated members of the lesser middle class, many of the men trained to be rabbis while accommodating the concessions demanded of a devout, insular community in its negotiations with the commercial

  world. In a memoir written after the First World War, Gaston’s brother, Jean-Paul, observed a certain quiet humility in his relatives, an ability to combine remarkable intellectual talent

  with ‘the legitimate contentment of duty done, a bottomless instinct of charity and an often mystical devotion to the nicest forms of ideas’. He also remarked on the laws of segregation

  which caused the ‘unhappy Jewish nation in Russia’2 to live in a tightly closed circle, never aspiring to worldly success beyond the most unassuming of trades. Gaston

  Palewski had an uneasy relationship with these origins all his life. No one could have been more eager than he to shake off the heavy garments of the shtetl, to recreate himself as the

  sophisticated mondain he so brilliantly became, yet the qualities identified by his brother – duty, kindness and the capacity for a certain mystic idealism – shaped his life as surely as his more explicit rejection of his family’s past.




  Moise’s father, Peisach Abramovich, was born in 1840 in Kobryn. A cultivated, emotional man with a fondness for poetry, he was employed as a manager for a Polish landowner and well

  respected in the city. He married Rachel Notkowa, a devout, intelligent woman five years his junior who spoke four languages and raised her six children with scrupulous respect for Jewish

  tradition. Moise was born in 1867, and as a small boy showed a rebellious streak. He recalled being reprimanded by his father for sneaking off to the theatre or displays of military exercises when

  he ought to have been at his studies. The family lived a quietly comfortable life until Peisach developed cancer of the mouth at the age of thirty-three. According to Jean-Paul’s memoir, it

  was not the disease that killed him, but the poisonous concoctions of a local chemist. Whatever the case, Rachel found herself a widow at thirty. Without her husband’s wages, her prospects

  looked extremely bleak. Her brother-in-law, a doctor named Michel Israel Rabbinowicz, offered to take the Palewski children with him to Paris, where he would oversee their education, and Rachel

  agreed to make the sacrifice, though she was unable to part with her youngest boy, two-year-old Paul. The others, Moise, Albert, Leon, Frieda and Judith, aged between twelve and four, set off with

  their uncle for France.




  The Palewskis later liked to claim that one of their family had been active in the anti-Russian insurrection of 1863 which saw many liberally inclined Polish aristocrats looking to France in a

  diaspora known as the ‘Grande Emigration’. Michel Rabbinowicz belonged to a less grand category of emigrants, a group of doctors, lawyers, artists and intellectuals, many of them

  Jewish, seeking refuge from Russian persecution. Michel lived in the unfashionable Faubourg-Poissonière district, in what is now the tenth arrondissement of Paris. His nephews attended the

  College Rollin and subsequently the Springer Institute, where Moise passed his baccalauréat in 1887. Although Michel had so conscientiously provided them with a home, there was

  little money, and Moise’s experiences of Paris during the flowering of the Belle Epoque were far from gay. He remembered weary miles walked to save the price

  of an omnibus ticket, sandwiches carefully divided on chilly park benches, an upbringing which while not actually deprived was nevertheless shabby and pinched.




  There remained also a disturbing current of anti-Semitism in French society, which created an atmosphere of danger, a sense of a precarious existence lived permanently on the brink of poverty

  and persecution. France was still recovering from the bitter divisions provoked by the Dreyfus Affair, in which a young Jewish army captain, Alfred Dreyfus, had been falsely accused of passing

  military secrets to the German Embassy in Paris. The inflammable conflict between Dreyfusards and anti-Dreyfusards had exposed anti-Jewish prejudice in the most exalted echelons of French society,

  creating an enduring legacy of hostility and suspicion. Moise was troubled by the visits of an elderly relative, a refugee of the pogroms, who was to die in penury in London, and he grew up with a

  sense of uncertainty which propelled him to seek a secure place in a threatening world.




  Moise was a talented and driven student who won a place at the competitive Ecole Centrale des Arts et Manufactures, achieving his engineer’s qualification in 1892. For the next few years

  he held a series of engineering jobs, none of them lucrative, but his ambition can be discerned in the metamorphosis that had taken place in the year of his marriage. By 1895, the Polish immigrant

  Moise had become the ingénieur diplomé Maurice. He did not, however, marry ‘out’. His twenty-six-year-old bride, Rose Diamant-Berger, came from a similar

  Eastern-European Jewish background, with roots in Russia, Moldavia and Bucharest. Rose’s father, Yvan-Joseph, had brought his family from Romania to Paris in 1882 and was granted French

  citizenship a decade later. He had some success in business, as evinced by the fact that in the declaration of means required for French civil marriages, his daughter was provided with a dowry of

  25,000 francs, as compared with the groom’s meagre savings of 1,000.




  Rose might have been something of an heiress by the standards of the Faubourg-Poissonière, but the young couple were by no means well off. Their first

  home was an apartment at 51 Rue Rochechouart, a similarly unfashionable address, where their second boy, Gaston, was born on 20 March 1901. (The desire of the Palewskis to become thoroughly

  integrated is discernible in their choice of the Frenchest possible names for their sons.) Soon afterwards, the family moved to the nearby Square Petrelle in the ninth arrondissement, a quadrangle

  of severe post-Haussmann-style buildings around a small courtyard. The third-floor flat featured a salon with an orange velvet sofa and a dining room overlooking the court. Gaston later claimed

  (with perhaps something of the Mitford capacity to reinvent history along more charming lines) that he and his brother spent much of their time in a large cupboard opening off their shared

  bedroom.




  The Palewskis lived a tranquil life of modest routines, but Maurice clearly tried to give his boys a more joyful upbringing than he had known. Gaston recalled rollerskating in the square

  downstairs, violin lessons, trips to the Coliseum cinema in the Rue Rochechouart and weekly visits to museums to hear tour guides explaining the exhibits. Gaston and Jean-Paul would wriggle beneath

  gilded tables to reach the front of the audience. Both boys shared a greedy delight in beautiful things and the histories behind them. Gaston recalled vividly the feeling of holding his

  father’s hand as they walked through the immense salons of the Louvre and the Petit Palais, and at home the boys turned the drawing room into their own ‘museum’. Jean-Paul, too,

  retained a vivid physical memory of traversing the city on huge exploratory walks, from the peaks of Montmartre to the château of St Germain-en-Laye. From the first, Paris belonged to Gaston

  as profoundly as did the Cotswold uplands of her own childhood to Nancy Mitford. It was in his blood and in his bones, and its poetry called to him all his life.




  During the excursions with his father, Gaston was particularly struck by the nineteenth-century Escalier Daru, which houses the Victory of Samothrace in the department of antiquities at

  the Louvre. The staircase is disarmingly plain, monumental in both the grandeur of its scale and the austerity of its lines, drawing the eye upwards to the perfect

  classical female torso of the sculpture. ‘One day,’ Gaston said, ‘I’ll live in a house with a staircase like that.’




  French literature of the nineteenth century abounds with adventurous young men on the social make: Julien Sorel, Lucien de Rubempre, Eugene de Rastignac. Gaston was often compared by

  contemporaries to Rastignac, the charming, unscrupulous society mountaineer of Balzac’s Comédie Humaine, whose talent, and particularly his attraction for women, propel him to

  the zenith of the Parisian world, the gratin of the old aristocracy who inhabit the Faubourg Saint-Germain. There could be no more apt correlative for the trajectory of Gaston’s

  ambition than the Escalier Daru. He always knew where he wanted to be, there at the top with Paris at his feet and a beautiful woman in his arms. His arriviste tendencies were not among his most

  endearing qualities and his snobbery was often figured as risible, but his desire to move amid les gens du monde – society people – formed part of his concept of the best way of

  life. As Fabrice explains to Linda early in their relationship:




  

    

      

        Les gens du monde are the only possible ones for friends. You see, they have made a fine art of personal relationships, and of all that pertains to them –

        manners, clothes, beautiful houses, good food, everything that makes life agreeable. It would be silly not to take advantage of that. Friendship is something to be built up carefully, by

        people with leisure, it is an art . . . You should never despise social life – de la haute société – I mean, it can be a very satisfying one, entirely

        artificial of course, but absorbing. Apart from the life of the intellect and the contemplative religious life, which few people are qualified to enjoy, what else is there to distinguish man

        from the animals except his social life? And who understands it so well and who can make it so smooth and so amusing as les gens du monde? (The Pursuit of Love)


      


    


  




  This was entirely Nancy’s view, and one that she spent much of her early years trying frustratedly to live out. Yet there was another

  aspect of Gaston’s personality which, according to his nephew Dominique Palewski, informed his relationship with France on a more profound level. At the end of the war, Gaston presented

  Dominique with an illustrated book on the Hôtel des Invalides, in which he inscribed: ‘To my nephew Dominique, that he also might be accorded the honour of bearing arms in the service

  of a great cause.’3 Dominique believed that, as an immigrant family, the Palewskis were intent on becoming enracinés in France (in French, as well as meaning

  ‘rooted’ it has implications of national identity) and that their love and respect for their new country, which had allowed them to flourish, was manifest in a deeply emotional loyalty.

  This was one of the sources of the absolute commitment to the service of France, which, above all else, dominated Gaston’s life.




  The Palewskis were also typical immigrants in that they wanted the best possible education for their children. Both Jean-Paul and Gaston were to prove superlative students, though Gaston

  experienced more struggles than his older brother. Until 1911, Gaston attended the College Rollin, as his father had done, after which he entered the Lycée Michelet. At first he seemed a

  promising pupil, even brilliant, but in adolescence something went wrong. Maurice and Rose grew concerned that their lively, intelligent son was growing lazy and lumpen, complaining of headaches

  and seemingly incapable of applying himself to work. A doctor prescribed a change of air, and in 1915 the Palewskis decided to send Gaston for a year to England, where he would study the language

  at Brighton College. He mastered English perfectly and though he always spoke it with a comically thick accent, his fluency would prove to be one of his most defining accomplishments. When he

  returned to Paris, it was to the family’s new home on the Left Bank at 162 Rue de Grenelle. It was hardly the Faubourg Saint-Germain, but the Faubourg-Poissonière lay safely on the

  other side of the Seine. The Palewskis were definitely on the up.




  In 1901, Maurice had entered a partnership to set up a machine-tool company. At first the rewards were ‘very mediocre’, but by 1913 he and his

  partner Morin had premises of their own in the Rue Vivienne and Maurice was developing his interest in the exciting new business of aeronautics, in which he became a pioneer. The company was now

  directed to manufacturing protective coverings for planes, and the First World War made Maurice a wealthy man. Gaston was just too young to fight, but Jean-Paul enrolled at the military academy of

  St Cyr and spent two years at the front. Rose and Maurice were doubly blessed. Unlike so many, many parents, both of their sons survived. One writer has attributed Gaston’s ‘powerful

  taste for all forms of existence . . . gardens, books, paintings, pretty girls’4 to this sense of having escaped, of having been spared conscription at the last moment. This does

  not mean that he was unaffected by what a recent French critic has called ‘the unprecedented moral crisis’5 of the war.




  Young people of Nancy’s and Gaston’s era, the ‘Bright Young Things’ who danced their way through les Années Folles, were beset by both a feeling that they

  had been betrayed by the older generation and a powerful guilt that they had avoided sacrifice. ‘It is a queer world which the old men have left them . . . they will not be a happy

  generation,’ observed Evelyn Waugh in an essay for his school magazine. Rejection of everything the ‘old men’ stood for, contempt for the nineteenth-century faith in the infinite

  march of progress, produced a sense of futility that many attempted to subdue in frenetic hedonism. Every generation of teenagers believes itself to be unique, but the phenomenon of the Bright

  Young People contained a self-consciousness of their status as a ‘lost generation’, who, as Linda complains to Fanny in The Pursuit of Love, were doomed to be sandwiched together

  between two world wars, obliterated, forgotten.




  Jean-Paul Palewski, who had served at the front, criticized his brother for what he saw as his ‘girlish’6 need for physical affection and reassurance. One of Nancy’s

  complaints about her own mother was that she was physically undemonstrative; Rose Palewski, by contrast, was warm and gentle, holding her youngest son for hours on

  her knee, kissing and caressing him whenever he was unhappy. Jean-Paul saw Gaston as ‘soft’, unable, as a student, to choose a path and stick to it. One of the notable features of the

  Twenties generation was their infantilism, their urge to recreate a happy childhood with nursery parties and nursery pranks, as though the world beyond the schoolroom was too terrifying to cope

  with. Dressing up as babies, albeit with gin in their bottles, was obviously a way of rejecting the ‘adult’ values that had almost destroyed Europe, but in a culture which had sent

  teenage boys to die in their thousands in the trenches, why would any of them have wanted to grow up?




  Brighton at least appeared to have cured Gaston of his academic lassitude. In July 1921 he graduated from the prestigious Sorbonne university with a diploma in foreign languages and literature,

  specializing in English, then for the academic years 1921–3 attended the ‘grande école’ of political science (affectionately known as Sciences Po and effectively the French

  equivalent of Oxbridge). He studied in the ‘private finance’ department, founded by Emile Boutmy in 1872, which had a reputation for innovative courses with a strong international

  slant. Simultaneously, Gaston developed his early taste for paintings and objets d’art by attending classes at the Ecole du Louvre, acquiring a rigorous background in art history. He

  joked later that in many ways he had had a ‘young girl’s education’. Perhaps the most significant part of his intellectual formation, though, came from the months he spent at

  Worcester College, Oxford during the Trinity term of 1922.




  Gaston was accepted as a ‘research student’, which entitled him to wear the long scholar’s gown in which he is depicted, complete with mortarboard and co-ordinating spats and

  gloves, in a contemporary photograph. He ‘adored’ his time at Worcester, which he described in his memoirs as ‘one of the oldest colleges in the university, with its Gothic

  buildings surrounded by a famous garden, whose lawns stretched to a lake bordered by trees, a ravishing backdrop to the setting sun’. For Gaston, many of

  Nancy Mitford’s friends who emerged from the university largely unencumbered by academic laurels, scholarly life was not the point. He began a thesis on Thackeray, but cheerfully admitted not

  having taken it very seriously. Nor did he show an interest in sport or in the then-influential politicking of the Union Society. What he did acquire was style, the ineffable Oxford manner that

  even today has the capacity to dominate and infuriate in equal measure. Maurice Druon remarked of the differences between the French and the English methods of instruction:




  

    

      

        The teaching in the French supérieurs produces an elite . . . inclined to bear constant witness to the profundity of their knowledge or the weight of their

        responsibilities, or at least to allow this to be guessed. The ancient English universities produce an elite of politicians, scholars and scientists who affect not to take what they do very

        seriously . . . one asks oneself when they work, they who bring to their labour the modesty in which others wrap their leisure.7


      


    


  




  It took a war, Druon adds, to show the French that the English were quite capable of earnestness. There is an excellent word in Italian for this overlaying of effort with

  seeming diffidence: sprezzatura, the art of doing that which is difficult while appearing to do nothing at all, and it suited Gaston’s temperament perfectly. Although this brilliant

  diffidence was to prove extremely effective in his understanding of English methods of conducting politics, it nevertheless provoked dislike and mistrust among his French (and later American)

  colleagues, who were bewildered by the ‘false lightness of his comportment’. No one could be more French than Gaston, as was illustrated by his rather mournful recollection of the lack

  of girls at Oxford (‘some misogynist dons arranged for them to read the most indecent authors of the Restoration, which caused them to flee’), but the ability to slip on the well-cut

  mantle of the English gentleman when required gave him great pleasure. Oxford also provided him with a network of acquaintances which formed another step on the

  staircase of ambition which climbed away from the Faubourg-Poissonière.




  The conversation of dons and the mysterious rites of High Table gave a richer polish to Gaston’s already impressive intellect, while the company of men like Ivor Spencer-Churchill, cousin

  to the future prime minister, who took him to visit the family house at Blenheim, introduced him as a guest to the world he was so determined to inhabit. No more paying for a ticket and wriggling

  under a table to get a good view: at Blenheim Gaston could stroll beneath the Thornhill ceilings or the oaks in Capability Brown’s park as an invited equal. Gaston’s memories of

  Blenheim make their way into The Blessing, where Charles-Edouard de Valhubert installs a bust of the Duke of Marlborough in Grace’s bedroom and goes about humming, ‘Marlbrou

  s’en va-t-en guerre.’ (One of Gaston’s most distinctive traits, remembered by everyone who knew him, was his habit of inserting snatches of song into his speech. The Duchess of

  Devonshire, Nancy’s sister Deborah, was astonished that he even knew English nursery rhymes, and one critic of Nancy’s novels found it a ridiculous exaggeration. It was, however, quite

  true.) In November 1944, when he organized a victory luncheon for Churchill in Paris, Gaston dug out a bust of the prime minister’s ancestor, the scourge of Louis XIV, to display at the

  table. ‘It’s too much,’ remarked Churchill, but he was rather touched.




  A good deal has been made of Nancy Mitford’s enduring romance with France, but Gaston had a similar tendresse for many aspects of Englishness. Picturing him wandering at Blenheim,

  it is irresistible not to see him as an (admittedly spottier) Charles Ryder, the artistic middle-class boy intoxicated by the splendours of the old aristocracy in Waugh’s Brideshead

  Revisited. Perceptions of Oxford have been coloured for good or ill for half a century by Waugh’s great elegy at the opening of the novel, and Gaston was not immune to the lure of the

  aquatint. ‘I lodged in one of the ancient monastic buildings of the sixteenth century,’ he recalled. ‘How young we were, and how those times seem far away!’ His brother Jean-Paul describes Gaston’s experience in terms that echo his praise of their Polish ancestors: ‘He took no vanity [from Oxford] except in so much

  as to clarify his vision of society and the world, which directed him to the pursuit of what there is of the most refined and the most elegant, the most distinguished and without doubt the best of

  our humanity, blending from this culture the type of a truly superior man.’8




  At Oxford, Gaston discovered the cavalier poet Richard Lovelace, the adherent of Charles II who was wounded fighting under Grand Condé at Dunkirk and died in alluringly romantic poverty.

  He later wrote of his affection for a particular poem, ‘To Lucasta, Going to the Wars’, which perfectly summed up the relationships with Mars and Venus that coloured his life:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Tell me not, sweet, I am unkind




                That from the nunnery




                Of thy chaste breast and quiet mind




                To war and arms I fly.




                

                  True, a new mistress now I chase,


                




                The first foe in the field,




                And with a stronger faith embrace




                A sword, a horse, a shield.




                

                  Yet this inconstancy is such


                




                As you too shall adore;




                I could not love thee, dear, so much,




                Loved I not honour more.
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  NANCY
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  In 1956, Nancy wrote to Gaston about a new edition of the peerage which ‘makes everyone out to be utter nouveaux-riches’. Her

  own family origins had been downgraded from the tenth to the fourteenth century, but they were still a great deal grander than the Palewskis’. As Evelyn Waugh relished pointing out, the

  ‘Honourable’ prefix attached to Nancy’s name was not appended until 1916, when she was twelve and her father succeeded as 2nd Baron Redesdale, but Nancy’s perception of

  herself was entirely and unapologetically aristocratic. Not that the Mitfords were particularly rich by the standards of their class (one reason Nancy claimed she could never get on with Americans

  was that they seemed to believe class was in some way related to money), but everything about her upbringing reinforced the notion that she was a member of that tiny elite of the sensible and ample

  of means who were born to rule wherever the map was coloured red.




  Nancy was only just Honourable, true, but her family connections were deeply entwined in the mesh of the British aristocracy. Her great-grandmother Henrietta was the daughter of the 2nd Baron

  Stanley of Alderley, and married David Ogilvy, 10th Earl of Airlie. Henrietta’s eldest daughter, Blanche, ‘Aunt Natty’, was the mother of Clementine Hozier, who married Winston

  Churchill. Her second daughter, Clementine, was the wife of Algernon Bertram Mitford, the 1st Baron Redesdale. Through the Stanleys, Nancy was distantly connected to the Earls of Derby and Rosebery

  and the Duke of Manchester. There was also a connection with the Dillon family, which meant that, to Nancy’s delight, she could claim kinship with Madame de

  la Tour du Pin, the celebrated memoirist of the French Revolution. Unlike Gaston, Nancy was possessed of an unshakeable confidence in her own roots, a sense of security derived from centuries of

  belonging.




  As well as a sense of entitlement, writing ran in the family. Nancy’s paternal grandfather, Bertram, known as Bertie (pronounced ‘Barty’ to confound the Non-U), the

  great-grandson of William Mitford, a distinguished though now-forgotten historian of Greece, drew on a long career in the Diplomatic Service to produce a translation of Japanese legends, Tales

  of Old Japan, as well as two volumes of memoirs considered to be among the most authoritative accounts of Japanese culture as it was first exposed to the West. He was inevitably credited, to

  the glee of his grandchildren, with having also produced two children by a ‘geisha lady’. Lady Redesdale’s origins were not quite so distinguished. On her mother’s side,

  Nancy was descended from Thomas ‘Tap’ Bowles, the illegitimate son of a Mr Milner Gibson and, according to Cynthia Gladwyn, a cook or a midwife. Tap had covered the 1870 siege of Paris

  as correspondent to the Morning Post and founded the magazines Vanity Fair and The Lady. Both grandfathers became Conservative MPs in 1892, and in 1894 Bertie invited Tap to

  speak at a meeting near his home at Batsford in Gloucestershire. Here Tap’s fourteen-year-old daughter Sydney met the seventeen-year-old David Freeman-Mitford. As the beauty of their children

  would attest, both David and Sydney were extremely good-looking. David, tall, blond and blue-eyed, was described by Nancy’s friend James Lees-Milne as the best-looking man of his generation.

  The images conveyed by Edwardian photographs do not resonate with modern ideas of attractiveness, but Sydney, darker, also tall and with huge, dreamy eyes, was considered one of the most beautiful

  debutantes of her year.




  Sydney’s own upbringing was very unconventional. Tap was widowed with four children and though the boys, Geoffrey and George, were sent away to school,

  their father preferred that Sydney and her sister Dorothy (Nancy’s Aunt Weenie) remain with him. Dressed in stiff, ugly sailor suits specially tailored at Gieves, the girls spent much of

  their childhood on Tap’s boats, the Nereid and the Hoyden, making a year-long trip to the Middle East and frequent voyages to France. When they returned to live in Lowndes

  Square, Sydney acted as housekeeper to her father, and though she developed an early dislike of drunken, disobedient male servants and hired only women for her own indoor staff, she became an

  impressive manager and hostess. She developed a distracted air which puzzled and frustrated her daughters, gliding through life with a seemingly imperturbable serenity that David Mitford, whose own

  life had been marred by uncontrollable fits of temper, clearly found very appealing. Unlike his favoured elder brother Clement, David had not been sent to Eton, but to Radley, lest his tantrums

  compromise Clement’s career. He was not nearly so illiterate as his daughters liked to make out, but he was uninterested in much except country sports, so the hearty, games-oriented life of

  Radley was a torment to him. He did not go on to university, but spent four years as a tea-planter in Ceylon (where he picked up his favourite and most famous term of abuse), joining the Royal

  Northumberland Fusiliers when the Boer War broke out during his first home leave in 1898.




  David was much happier in the army, serving as orderly to the commanding officer Lord Brabazon. He was wounded three times, the last a chest wound which put him in a field hospital for four days

  after which he was hauled back to camp in a bullock wagon. His children relished the description of this journey, particularly the detail of the writhing nest of maggots in his lung. While David

  was in hospital he dictated a love letter to Sydney to be given to her should he die, and two years after he was invalided home from Africa they were married at St Margaret’s, Westminster.

  They honeymooned on the Hoyden and in Paris, which they both loved. David spoke French perfectly, as the Mitford boys did all their lessons in the language with a French tutor, while Sydney had known France all her life, and through her father had many French acquaintances, including the painter Paul-Cesar Helleu. Helleu painted Sydney several times,

  as he was to do with her even more beautiful daughter Diana. In 1964 Gaston Palewski gave Nancy a Helleu as a birthday gift.




  Sydney and David’s first home was 1 Graham Street, off Eaton Terrace in Belgravia. David had been given a job by his father-in- law as office manager of The Lady, and for ten years

  he went to the magazine’s offices in Covent Garden every day. His boss was his brother-in-law George, general manager and co-owner. Although the work was not congenial, George, an

  ex-president of the Cambridge Union and editor of Granta, found him competent enough. By way of distraction, he hunted a mongoose through the rat-riddled eighteenth-century building. David

  and Sydney were never society types. David actively loathed company beyond the family and a very few friends and though Sydney was more gregarious, the birth of her first child, Nancy, nine months

  after her marriage and their relative lack of money (their income of £1,000 per year allowed them to employ five servants, but was not sufficient for serious entertaining), made her content

  to follow her husband’s preferences.




  Nancy was followed by Pamela in 1907, Tom in 1909 and Diana in 1910 before the family moved to 49 Victoria Road in Kensington. One of Nancy’s first letters, dated 1912, is to her mother at

  the new house:




  

    

      Dear Muv,




      

        It has been hot and sunny it is now cold and wet. Please tell Farve—




        There was an old Farve of Victoria Road which was a




        Very nice abode. Four children and a wife who lived a




        Happy life such a jolly old Farve of Victoria Road.


      


    


  




  Until 1914, Nancy’s life was bounded by the orderly, predictable routine of the Edwardian nursery. The children were cared for by Laura Dicks, ‘Nanny Blor’, who stayed with the

  Mitfords for thirty years. In her old-fashioned black bonnet and cloak, she walked them to Kensington Gardens and the museums on the Cromwell Road, washed and

  brushed them for tea in the drawing room and supervised occasional trips to the pantomime or a magic show. Contrary from the first, the Mitfords despised anything they recognized as patronizing

  sentimentality. When Peter Pan asked plaintively if all the children in the theatre believed in fairies, they delighted in roaring out ‘No!’. Despite Nancy’s protestations that

  she never went to school, she attended the Francis Holland school in Belgravia for a few years, and all the girls were well taught at home, first by Sydney (who expected them to be capable of

  reading the leader in The Times by the age of six, which is more than would be demanded of most modern children) and later by a series of more or less persecuted governesses who followed the

  PNEU system, an accredited method of home education. After lessons there was a small menagerie of ‘creatures’ to be cared for and played with: the mongoose, three dogs, birds, mice and

  a pony called Brownie that David had brought home in a cab. He lived in a first-floor boxroom until he could be taken down by train to the cottage Sydney had rented at High Wycombe. Ponies were not

  allowed to travel first class, so the family bundled into a third-class carriage, with Pamela stuffed in the luggage rack.




  Like any sensible child, ten-year-old Nancy longed for war. As Sydney awaited the birth of her fifth baby at Victoria Road, the children were sent to stay at their grandfather’s house

  overlooking Kensington High Street. Kensington Gardens became a camp, and from Grandfather Redesdale’s balcony the children could watch the troops marching past, working at peculiar knitted

  garments meant for the War Effort. Nancy ‘a miniature tricoteuse’1 made an endless scarf in an unpleasant shade of puce. David Mitford talked the doctors into permitting him

  to rejoin his regiment and left for the front a month after Unity was born, in September 1914. His health was unable to withstand a winter in the field and he was again invalided home in January

  1915. Seven-year-old Pamela remembered being astonished a few months later to see her father weeping. His brother Clement had been killed, leaving his wife three

  months pregnant with their second child.




  David was passed fit to return to France in April. During the second battle of Ypres he served as a transport officer, riding once or twice every evening across the town with the

  battalion’s ammunition supplies. He accompanied every delivery personally, and with his strategy of bringing the wagon horses up to a gallop and then storming flat out through the town

  through the Menin Gate, he never lost a man. In October he learned that Clement’s widow had produced another daughter, Clementine, which left him heir to the title and the estates. Sydney let

  Victoria Road and the cottage and moved into a house on the Batsford estate to economize, but just a year later, Bertie Redesdale, too, was dead, crushed by the death of his beloved elder son.

  David was invalided home once more in 1917, to be stationed at Oxford, travelling once a week to visit the family in their new home at Batsford Park, where Sydney gave birth to their sixth child,

  Jessica.




  Batsford was the Mitfords’ first real experience of country life. While Deborah (born in 1920) always loved the countryside and Jessica always loathed it, the views of the other sisters

  were more equivocal. In her memoir Hons and Rebels, Jessica described how, during the ‘interminable’ time it took her to grow up, she became conscious of how monotonous country

  life was, how distant from ‘anything exciting’. In her second novel, Christmas Pudding, Nancy’s heroine Philadelphia Bobbin is cast into dreariness when her smart London

  friends depart: ‘Philadelphia found herself once more without any occupations or interests . . . assailed by the deadly boredom only known to those who live in the country but have no love

  for country pursuits . . . And in the clutches of that boredom, too boring even to describe, she remained . . .’




  In her own memoirs, Diana recalled playing a game which made its way into The Pursuit of Love.


  

  

  



 

  

    ‘What’s the time, darling?’


      ‘Guess.’


      ‘A quarter to six?’


      ‘Better than that.’


      ‘Six!’


      ‘Not quite so good.’


      ‘Five to?’


      ‘Yes.’


    


  





  

  

  

    Yet all the sisters except Jessica were countrywomen at heart. One of Nancy’s nephews remembered her showing him how to lead a pony, grasping the reins coolly in her Dior-gloved hands,

    and reminding him that she had, actually, grown up in the countryside. When she was dying, Nancy said that what she longed for was just one more day’s hunting. Even when she became the

    ‘French lady writer’, she frequently wrote to her mother of her desire to live in the country. Eccentric rural touches, like the pretty white hen that was saved from becoming the

    colonel’s dinner and lived ever after in Nancy’s elegant Parisian flat, or the wild flower lawn (or seedy hayfield) of her last home at Versailles, which she refused to mow, were

    always part of her character. Her friends agreed that despite her beautiful French and impeccable couture wardrobe, Nancy remained English to her perfectly straight backbone. She was to write

    with intense lyricism about the English countryside. The rhythm of her love for its beauty sings through the exhausted jog trot of a pony on a high Cotswold road, in the shrill, jarring whine of

    a dying rabbit, in the often startling palette from which she conjures its landscape. Nancy was no Romantic: she was aware of the cruelty of nature and the poverty beneath the picturesque, yet it

    was those very chiaroscuro qualities which for her made the countryside so entrancing. She felt that people of her class had a unique, atavistic relationship with their land, and she

    mourned its passing even as she despised the boorish, philistine squires among whom she claimed, rather disingenuously, to have grown up.


  




  The new Lord Redesdale had inherited a considerable fortune but most of it was tied up in land in Gloucestershire, Oxfordshire and Northumberland, and it was

  considered impossible for the growing family to remain at the vast Victorian mansion with which Grandfather Redesdale had replaced his pretty Georgian house in 1880. Batsford was sold in 1919 and

  the family moved to Asthall, a beautiful sixteenth-century manor house near the village of Swinbrook, where the new Lord Redesdale intended to build a family house. Nancy was already a bookworm

  – she was reading Walter Scott at six – and she was saddened when David also sold off much of her grandfather’s impressive library. Entering her teens and no longer so enchanted

  with ‘creatures’ or playing hide-and-seek in the endless, dust-sheeted rooms of Batsford, she had begun there the programme of serious reading she kept up all her life. David was famous

  in the family for only ever having read one book, White Fang, which he considered so fine he never bothered with another. Sydney tried reading Tess of the D’Urbervilles aloud,

  but when David, in floods of tears at the hanging scene, learned it was fiction, he was outraged. ‘D’you mean the damn fella made it up?’ Despite this trauma he built his children

  a new library at Asthall, converting a barn and adding a covered walkway they named the Cloisters.




  The library was the children’s territory. Tom played the piano when he was home from school and they all read and read. For a woman who always lamented her lack of a thorough education,

  Nancy was impressively versed in the English canon and was later more than able to hold her own among some of the most brilliant literary minds of her day. Country life was not quite so grim as

  Jessica later made it sound. The children were sometimes allowed to follow Lord Redesdale when he went shooting, fishing or coursing, they hunted when they were old enough – Nancy on a smart

  little mare called Rachel – there were expeditions to the skating rink in Oxford and shopping trips to Moreton-in-Marsh. Nancy founded a family journal, The Boiler, featuring stories

  by the editor under the pen name of W.R. Grue. Sydney encouraged her children to farm, ‘renting’ land from their father to keep goats, pigs, and chickens. She herself set an example

  with beehives and eggs, which were sent to London to be sold. With the profits, she paid the governess’s salary. Only Pam was really passionate about her

  smallholding, insisting on her right to attend the tenants’ dinner, but the others participated too, if only as a means to earn pocket money. Nancy boasted later that there was nothing she

  didn’t know about chickens.




  It was not Debrett’s that was the source of the Mitfords’ much-derided Society of Hons. The children developed several private languages, including Boudledidge, spoken by

  Jessica and Unity and understood by the others, and Honnish, the language of the society (members: Jessica and Deborah). In Honnish, ‘hen’ was pronounced ‘hon’, with an

  aspirated ‘h’, so the club was inspired by chickens, not honourables, as is still assumed by many journalists, although the mistake has been corrected by all of Nancy’s

  biographers. Tom’s nickname, Tuddemy, was the Boudledidge translation of his name, thought immensely funny as it rhymed, sort of, with ‘adultery’, a subject of intense

  fascination. It was bestowed on him after he once asked: ‘Grandfather, you know adultery . . .’




  It was not until she reached adulthood that Nancy could see the charm in any of this. Despite ‘Farve’s’ explosive rages and ‘Muv’s’ irritating vagueness, the

  Mitfords, so clever, so lucky, so beautiful, lived a life most children could only imagine. Once Nancy got the point and reproduced them as the Radletts in The Pursuit of Love, the world was

  fascinated, enchanted and disgusted in equal measure with the Mitford childhood, and remained so for fifty years, but to Nancy, ‘longing to be grown-up and live with grown-up

  people’,2 it seemed terribly tedious. By her own account, she was quite horrid to her siblings. She informed Jessica, Unity and Deborah that the middle letters of their names

  spelled out ‘sic’, ‘nit’ and ‘bore’. She dressed up as a tramp, going to highly convincing trouble, to frighten her sister Pamela with a demand for a kiss. She

  forced Pamela and Diana to become girl guides, which she hated as much as they did, just to have the chance to boss them around. She told Deborah that everybody cried when she was born, another

  unwanted girl. The weight given to Nancy’s teasing has perhaps been exaggerated – anyone who has spent time with groups of siblings will note their

  capacity to be astonishingly foul to one another. What made it so memorable in Nancy’s case was that she was so good at it. The reverse of her genius for spite was her funniness. When she and

  Lord Redesdale teased one another at table, Deborah remembered that it was better than a play, while Jessica recalled that the wildness of the Mitford imagination – the complicated jokes, the

  passionate rivalries, the insistence that, above all, it was one’s duty to amuse and never to bore – ‘sprang full-blown from Nancy’.




  All the Mitford girls claimed to be jealous of Tom’s education. School was tried for Unity, but it didn’t last long (‘not expelled’, Lady Redesdale would insist,

  ‘asked to leave’), and later for Deborah, who hated it so much it made her physically ill. The Redesdales conceded to Nancy’s agitating in 1921, permitting her to attend Hatherop

  Castle for a year. Hatherop, run by a Mrs Cadogan, was more of a pension-cum-finishing school than a serious intellectual establishment – she took in a few ‘nice’ girls to educate

  along with her own daughters, with whom Nancy continued the French that, apart from a little piano and gracious deportment, Lord Redesdale considered the only real essential for girls, had her

  bottom pinched in her netball skirt by Commander Cadogan and worked on her sketching and dancing. Nancy enjoyed Hatherop as, at least, a change from home and was even more thrilled the next year

  when, with four other girls, she was sent on a cultural tour of Paris, Venice and Florence under the chaperonage of a Miss Spalding, the headmistress of a London girls’ school.
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