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  FOREWORD TO THE ORIGINAL EDITION




   




   




   




   




  When my mother, Vita Sackville-West, died in 1962, it was my duty as her executor to go through her personal papers. She was careful about such things, and had filed everything

  of importance, including all her letters to and from Harold Nicolson during the fifty years of their engagement and marriage, and all her own diaries and the diaries of her mother, Lady Sackville.

  In the forty pinewood drawers of a large Italian cupboard I found hundreds of letters from the friends who had meant most to her since her childhood. At the time I read very little, making a mental

  note that while all the material existed for a full record of her life, it should be allowed to simmer.




  I took a final look round her sitting-room in the tower at Sissinghurst (a room which I had entered only half a dozen times in the previous thirty years), and came upon a locked Gladstone bag

  lying in the corner of the little turret-room which opens off it. The bag contained something – a tiara in its case, for all I knew. Having no key, I cut the leather from around its lock to

  open it. Inside was a large notebook in a flexible cover, page after page filled by her neat pencilled manuscript. I carried it to her writing-table and began to read. The first few pages were

  abortive drafts of a couple of short stories. The sixth page was headed ‘23 July 1920’, followed by a narrative in the first person which continued for eighty more. I read it through to

  the end without stirring from her table. It was an autobiography written when she was aged twenty-eight, a confession, an attempt to purge her mind and heart of a love which had possessed her, a

  love for another woman, Violet Trefusis.




  The simplicity of it, its candour, the extraordinary sequence of events which it unfolded, her implicit plea for forgiveness and compassion, for the strength to resist further temptation,

  stirred me deeply. I had long known the barest outlines of the story (but not from her) and here was every detail of it, written with scarcely an erasure or correction at a moment when the wound

  was still fresh and painful. Although her narrative began uncertainly with a rambling account of her childhood, when she came to the heart of her problem it grew in power and intensity, sharpened

  by a novelist’s instinctive variation of mood and speed, almost as if it were not her own experience that she was describing but another’s.




  I never showed it to my father, although in the first paragraph she wrote that he was the only person whom she could then trust to read it with understanding. My mother’s death had shaken

  him so dreadfully that this reminder of the crisis of their marriage might have increased his misery intolerably, and I feared that he might destroy it, or it him. When I quoted in the Introduction

  to his published Diaries a few innocuous passages from the autobiography describing her childhood at Knole and their early married life, he never asked to see the rest of it. Now I think that I

  should have shown it to him when the agony of her loss had been transmuted into numb acceptance of it. He might well have agreed with me that this was a document unique in the vast literature of

  love, and among the most moving pieces that she ever wrote; that far from tarnishing the memory of her, it burnished it; and that one day, perhaps, it should be published.




  Let not the reader condemn in ten minutes a decision which I have pondered for ten years. In Harold Nicolson’s lifetime, and in Violet’s, no question of publication could arise. He

  died in 1968; Violet in 1972. I consulted several people, above all my brother Benedict, and Violet’s close friend and literary executor, John N. Phillips, to whom I acknowledge my debt for

  his sympathetic attitude and for copies of certain letters. Both agreed to publication in the form which I suggested. A few of my parents’ friends expressed misgivings, but most confirmed my

  growing conviction that in the 1970s an experience of this kind need no longer be regarded as shameful or unmentionable, for the autobiography was written with profound emotion, and has an

  integrity and validity of universal significance.




  It is the story of two people who married for love and whose love deepened with every passing year, although each was constantly and by mutual consent unfaithful to the other. Both loved people

  of their own sex, but not exclusively. Their marriage not only survived infidelity, sexual incompatibilty and long absences, but became stronger and finer as a result. Each came to give the other

  full liberty without enquiry or reproach. Honour was rooted in dishonour. Their marriage succeeded because each found permanent and undiluted happiness only in the company of the other. If their

  marriage is seen as a harbour, their love-affairs were mere ports-of-call. It was to the harbour that each returned; it was there that both were based.




  This book is therefore a panegyric of marriage, although it describes a marriage which was superficially a failure because it was incomplete. They achieved their ideal companionship only after a

  long struggle which was still not ended when Vita Sackville-West wrote the last words of her confession, but once achieved it was unalterable and life-long, and they made of it (as I wrote in the

  Introduction to my father’s Diaries, without revealing the extent of their difficulties) one of the strangest and most successful unions that two gifted people have ever enjoyed.




  Although Vita Sackville-West left no instructions about her autobiography, and as far as I know had never shown it to anybody, I believe that she wrote it with eventual publication in mind. It

  assumed an audience. She knew that I would find it after her death, but did not destroy it. She wrote it as a conscious work of art, in such a way that it would be intelligible to an outsider, and

  her use of pseudonyms is itself an indication that she expected, even hoped, that other eyes might one day read it, by this device safeguarding the reputation of her friends while risking her own.

  There are passages in the manuscript which suggest that the writing of it was for her much more than an act of catharis. She refers to ‘possible readers’ of it. She believes that

  ‘the psychology of people like myself will be a matter of interest’ when hypocrisy gives place to ‘a spirit of candour which one hopes will spread with the progress of the

  world’. That time has come now, more than fifty years after she wrote those prophetic words, and I do not believe that she would deplore the revelation of her secret, knowing that it could

  help and encourage those similarly placed today.




  However, to present the autobiography unexplained and without its sequel would do my parents less than justice, for it was written in the eighth year of a marriage which lasted forty-nine. I

  came to two conclusions: that it should be published as the first, though main, section of the complete story; and that because it is a story so exceptional, it needed confirmation and

  amplification, for which all material existed in the Italian cupboard and the files. The events which V. Sackville-West recounted could be retold as they appeared to other main actors in the drama

  – Harold Nicolson, Violet Trefusis, Lady Sackville – and to secondary characters like Rosamund Grosvenor, Denys Trefusis and Orazio Pucci, and in retrospect to myself, her son, who was

  only three years old when the climax was reached in a hotel at Amiens in February 1920. The contemporary letters and diaries throw a new light upon certain incidents and reveal others of which she

  was ignorant, but they utterly substantiate the truth of what she wrote. Her memory of these cataclysmic events was exact.




  The story is told in five parts, two by her, three by myself. Parts 1 and 3 are her autobiography verbatim, altered only by its division into two separated sections (for reasons of balance and

  intelligibility), and by the substitution of real names for pseudonyms, which are given only when they first occur. Parts 2 and 4 are my commentaries upon it, to which I add essential new facts and

  quotations from letters and diaries. Part 5 is the justification of the whole book and of its title, for it summarizes the remaining years of her marriage, and shows, particularly in the context of

  my mother’s brief love-affairs with Geoffrey Scott and Virginia Woolf, how my parents’ love for each other survived all further threats to it, and made out of a non-marriage a marriage

  which succeeded beyond their dreams. If it does not show that, the book is a betrayal.




  Nigel Nicolson




  Sissinghurst Castle, Kent




  April 1973




  





   




   




   




   




  
INTRODUCTION TO THE 1992 EDITION





   




   




   




   




  Portrait of a Marriage is a story of how love triumphed over infatuation. That was how I saw it when in 1962 I first read my mother’s astonishing autobiography,

  and that was why, after ten years of self-questioning and questioning a few others, I decided to publish it. It is a love story, not the love between Vita Sackville-West and Violet Trefusis, as

  many people assumed, but between Vita and my father Harold. Her affair with Violet occupied three years, 1918–20, her marriage nearly fifty. The affair was the test of the marriage, and Vita,

  in writing about it when she was only twenty-eight, was celebrating the triumph that her marriage had survived the test. Harold, for his part, never exulted in it, because he never considered it a

  triumph. It was inevitable, like a young person’s recovery from a dose of ’flu.




  The story seemed to me noble in its conclusion, but I was well aware in 1973 that others might think its publication a new form of matricide. One reviewer, an American academic, criticized me

  for not confessing more openly how much I hated my mother: clearly the book was written in revenge. Let the reader assess the truth of that accusation from the pages that follow. That was not my

  problem. It was whether Vita would have wanted it published. In the Foreword I gave some of my reasons for deciding that she would have wanted it and since 1973 I have heard from one of her closest

  friends that she talked about her manuscript shortly before her death, saying that I would find it in her cupboard and she would trust my judgement about publication. I was comforted by this

  information, but did not trust it absolutely. More convincing to me was a closer examination of the text. She explains things that she would not need to explain to herself, her

  family or intimates: like ‘We bought a country cottage where we spent the summer and Harold went up to London every day’; or, ‘Edward, who was my cousin ten years younger than

  I’. Why tell us this, unless total strangers were expected to read it? Besides, I considered, it was probable that biographies would one day be written of Vita or Harold, or both, and both

  were. Victoria Glendinning and James Lees-Milne would know from many other sources, particularly Vita’s and Harold’s letters to each other, that the crisis of their marriage had

  culminated in Vita’s elopement with Violet. It had been common gossip at the time, and had been rumoured many times since. The biographers could hardly ignore it. How much better, then, that

  they should learn the truth from Vita’s own confession, her De Profundis, than from the speculations of other people, and that I should put the affair into the context of their whole

  marriage. It is not a salacious story. It bares the human heart but not the human body. But it is undeniably shocking.




  There were critics who wrote that I should have suppressed it. The Daily Express declared that my treachery to my mother was repulsive, and Rebecca West that I should have stuffed her

  manuscript back into its Gladstone bag. Bernard Levin went further. He called the story ‘ludicrous’; to him Vita’s confession was ‘the mooning of a schoolgirl who has a

  crush on the hockey mistress’. I should have burned it, he wrote. One remembers hostile criticism more vividly than praise. Looking through the reviews twenty years later, I find to my

  surprise that most were favourable, but I will quote only one, because it expresses exactly what I had intended, the verdict of Desmond Shawe-Taylor who knew Vita and Harold well: ‘Let others

  mock’, he wrote. ‘The wild passion on the one side, the infinite patience on the other, coupled with the long, loving, creative union that ensued, seems to me moving and

  wonderful.’ In the United States the book received an accolade from every critic except one, John Richardson, an Englishman. Distance, and unfamiliarity with the social scene in England

  seventy years ago, gave the book the quality of a novel. This couldn’t be the story of real people. But it was.




  When it was fictionalized by the BBC in 1990 as a four-part dramatization for television, I was not invited to draft the screenplay, rightly, as I had no experience of script-writing. The task

  was given to an elderly novelist, Penelope Mortimer, the mother-in-law of one of the producers. She had little sympathy with the main characters. To her, Vita, who won several major literary prizes

  and created the most famous garden in England, and Harold, who in his youth was the confidant of world statesmen, the author of forty books and the leading literary critic of his day, were

  ‘silly people’. When I implored her to give the public some idea of their happiness before and after the brief Violet affair (which was the whole point and moral of the book), she

  thought it irrelevant. It should end, she thought, except for a misleading tailpiece, with Amiens. Her version was not so much the portrait of a marriage as the portrait of an affair. There was

  nothing in the film to indicate Vita’s contrition, how she spent the rest of her life making up to Harold for the cruelty of those three years. Frank Kermode was right to sum it up as

  ‘an ugly story with a happy ending’. Without the ending it was simply ugly.




  I have never denied that Vita was cruel to my father, and it is no excuse that Violet was even crueller. There was nothing in Vita’s behaviour to equal Violet’s contemptuous

  treatment of her husband Denys, nor Violet’s cynical attempt to destroy the marriage of her most intimate friend. Vita’s ruthlessness was always qualified by guilt: Violet’s never

  was. But what worried some readers more than their savagery was the two women’s snobbishness. At their very first meeting, aged thirteen and eleven, they talked of nothing but their ancestry,

  a contest that Vita was bound to win as the daughter of Knole and the Sackvilles’ only child. As she grew older, her indifference to people of humbler birth turned to tolerance, and tolerance

  to a slightly shamefaced awareness of her own advantages. All through her life Vita clung to her belief in a social hierarchy that shouldn’t be disturbed. So liberated a woman could be very

  conservative. But in judging her snobbishness during the Violet period, one must avoid anachronism. What today would be regarded as insufferable (like the Sackville term

  ‘bedint’ for middle-class people, or stepping over a pail of soapy water without a word of greeting to the poor girl scrubbing the pavement) was then unremarkable. Vita and Violet were

  by upbringing class-conscious, but audacity, recklessness, improvidence and selfishness, their dominant traits during those years, were not exclusively upper-class. They acted out of perversity and

  unquenchable zest and lust, not from any assumption of caste superiority. One indication is that they were often desperately short of money. During the first of their Monte Carlo escapades they

  were reduced to fifty centimes between them.




  I firmly believe that Vita wanted to be rescued from her infatuation, and that its climax in the hotel at Amiens came to her as a relief. As Victoria Glendinning has commented, it simultaneously

  saved her marriage and her face. It gave her the excuse to abandon Violet and return to Harold. Nothing could ever again be so great a threat to their married happiness, and having survived it,

  they could both experiment with love-affairs, leaving their love intact. My father advised me when I was about to be married, that ‘to sleep with only one person throughout your life would be

  like saying, “Wuthering Heights is the greatest novel in the English language, therefore I shall never read another”.’ Infidelity, he thought, and so did Vita, need never

  break up a marriage unless there were other, weightier, causes too. Often it will enrich it. This was not quite so novel a doctrine in the 1920s as one might imagine. It was practised, but never

  preached. In the 1970s Portrait of a Marriage preached it. It argued that mutual support in times of trouble, common tastes and interests, and a shared desire occasionally to be apart,

  were stronger bonds than sexual compatibility. One has heard of sex between people without love: here was love without sex.




  The book, moreover, pleaded the legitimacy of homosexual love between couples who desired it. While by no means the first statement of these doctrines nor the most persuasive, it did propose

  them, and illustrate their pitfalls. It suggested that in the twenty-first century we may come to accept that most marriages require the stimulus of emotional, and probably sexual, relationships

  outside them, without weakening the marriage itself. This is the justification for publishing this book, and constantly reissuing it. It represents an increase in human

  understanding, not a decline in delicacy. I agree with Michael Ratcliffe, whose review in The Times was the first I read, with enormous gratitude, that ‘Vita wrote with posterity in

  mind. Publication can only honour the memory of her honesty and passion.’




  Nigel Nicolson
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  23 JULY 1920




  [image: ] OF COURSE I have no right whatsoever to write down the truth

  about my life, involving as it naturally does the lives of so many other people, but I do so urged by a necessity of truth-telling, because there is no living soul who knows the complete truth;

  here, may be one who knows a section; and there, one who knows another section: but to the whole picture not one is initiated. Having written it down I shall be able to trust no one to read it;

  there is only one person in whom I have such utter confidence that I would give every line of this confession into his hands, knowing that after wading through this morass – for it is a

  morass, my life, a bog, a swamp, a deceitful country, with one bright patch in the middle, the patch that is unalterably his – I know that after wading through it all he would emerge holding

  his estimate of me steadfast. This would be the test of my confidence, from which I would not shrink. I would not give it to her – perilous touchstone!, who even in these first score

  of lines should teach me where truth lies. I do know where it lies, but have no strength to grasp it; here am I already in the middle of my infirmities.




  I start writing, having spent no consideration upon this task. Shall I ever complete it? and under what circumstances?, begun as it is, in the margin between a wood and a ripe cornfield, with

  the faint shadows of grasses and ears of corn falling across my page. Unkernelled nuts hang behind me, along the fringe of the wood; I lie on green bracken, amongst little

  yellow and magenta wild-flowers whose names I don’t know. I lie so close to the ground that my only view is of tall corn, so crisp that in the breeze it stirs with a noise like the rustle of

  silk. All day I have been in a black temper, but that is soothed away. There is no place, out here, for temper or personality. There is only one personality present: Demeter.




  Yesterday I was on the sea in a sailing-boat; it was very rough, and at moments I was extremely frightened, but I wished I wasn’t frightened, because theoretically I enjoyed seeing the

  ship put her nose down into the waves, seeing the spray break over the deck, and then feeling my face all wet and tasting the salt water on my lips. The world of the sea is quite a different world.

  There is a whole different set of noises – the wash of the waves, the wind in the rigging, the banging of the blocks, the shouts of the crew – and one has a whole different set of

  wishes and preoccupations – the wish that the boat would keep still, if only for five minutes, as a rest from the perpetual balancing, the preoccupation as to whether the wind will get up, or

  go down, whichever it is; the immense, the overwhelming importance of weather, both as regards one’s comfort and one’s progress.




  I realize that this confession, autobiography, whatever I may call it, must necessarily have for its outstanding fault a lack of all proportion. I have got to trust to a very uncertain memory,

  and whereas the present bulks enormous, the past is misty. I can’t remember much about my childhood, except that I had very long legs and very straight hair, over which Mother used to hurt my

  feelings and say she couldn’t bear to look at me because I was so ugly. I know that I wasn’t a physical coward in those days, because I can remember doing dangerous things on a bicycle

  and climbing high trees – and yet, stop, I do believe I must have been a coward already, because I can remember thinking a great deal about whether I should be brave the next day when I went

  out riding, and I was too much fascinated by seeing other people do things which I knew I shouldn’t dare to do myself. I never realized this until this moment. Anyway, I wasn’t so much

  of a coward, and I kept my nerves under control, and made a great ideal of being hardy, and as like a boy as possible. I know I was cruel to other children, because I remember

  stuffing their nostrils with putty and beating a little boy with stinging-nettles, and I lost nearly all my friends in that kind of way, until none of the local children would come to tea with me

  except those who had acted as my allies and lieutenants.




  I don’t remember much more about myself as a child than that. I remember more about outside things. I don’t remember either my father or mother very vividly at that time, except that

  Dada used to take me for terribly long walks and talk to me about science, principally Darwin, and I liked him a great deal better than Mother, of whose quick temper I was frightened. I don’t

  even remember thinking her pretty, which she must have been – lovely, even. My impression of her was that I couldn’t be rough when she was there, or naughty, and so it was really a

  great relief when she went away. I remember very vividly terrible scenes between her and Dada – at least, she made the scene, he usually said nothing at all, or very mildly, ‘Oh, come,

  dear, is that quite accurate?’ Her statements rarely were accurate; I realized this, very, very slowly, but was incredibly obtuse over it; in fact I didn’t really grasp it

  until a comparatively short time ago. (Evening is coming on, and I shall soon have to stop writing; thank God I am alone tonight.)




  When she and Dada went away, I was left alone with Grandpapa. He was very old, and queer, and silent. He hated people, and never spoke to the people who came to the house [Knole]; in fact, if he

  got the chance he used to go to London for the day when he knew people were coming, and I used to be left alone to entertain them. It amused me later on, when sometimes I was had downstairs to make

  fourteen, to see him sitting quite mute between two wretched women who were trying to make conversation to him, or else crushing them into silence: ‘You have lovely gardens here, Lord

  Northwood [Sackville].’ ‘What do you know about gardens?’, he would snap at them. But at the same time he was always shrewd in his estimate of people, and never liked those who

  were not worthy of liking, or disliked those that were. Mother used to get furious when in about six words he demolished her friends, but Dada used to laugh, and then she

  turned on him. But I suppose she was really very devoted to Grandpapa, in her own way, because underneath everything her ideas of duty are sound, and although the most incomprehensible,

  she is certainly the most charming, person upon earth, whom I adore.




  Grandpapa liked children and believed in fairies. Every night after dinner he used to fill a plate with fruit and put it ready for me to fetch early next morning; he used to put it in a drawer

  in his sitting-room, labelled Diana’s [Vita’s] Drawer, in very elaborate lettering in coloured chalks that he had done himself. He always amused himself in shy, secret ways like that;

  he used to spend hours whittling little bits of wood into queer shapes, and polishing them with sandpaper till the surface was like velvet, and he had a set of little remarks that he invariably

  made when the occasion turned up: ‘Nice fresh taste’, he used to say over the first asparagus; and ‘Poor old Cox’, whenever anything went wrong with anybody; but I never

  discovered the origin of that. To go back to the fruit, it was a regular ritual, which nothing would have induced him to forgo, and which I never knew him to forget, even, poor old man, at the

  beginning of his last illness, while he was still downstairs; even if there were twenty people to dinner he heaped the plate for me just the same and carried it to the drawer, and if ever I forgot

  to fetch it in the morning he would make a grievance that lasted until it turned into a joke, and so became mellow instead of bitter.




  In the same way he minded very much if I didn’t go down to his room after tea and play draughts with him. It upset his habits, and also I think he must have been fond of me; he liked

  having children in the house, and later on he liked Charles [Edward Sackville-West], who was my cousin ten years younger than I, and was a genius, and could play Wagner when he was four. (He was

  very delicate, always passing from critical illness to critical illness, so that he was always brought downstairs wrapped in an enormous white Shetland shawl, in which he sat at the piano, with his

  puny little legs dangling, as unable to touch the pedals as his tiny hands were to span an octave.) Grandpapa liked children and he liked flowers, but he didn’t care a

  rap about the house, and when people asked him questions about it, or about the pictures or silver or furniture, he used to refer them to Mother.




  Mother made all the capital she could out of the house; to hear her talk about it you would have thought she had built it, but she had no real sense of its dignity, as Dada had, who worshipped

  it in his bones, but would sooner die than say so. I think it must have been very hard for him then, living in the house as Grandpapa’s heir, but being only the nephew, not the son, and

  having no word to say in the management either of the house, the gardens, or the estate, and hearing Mother make up legends about the place, quite unwarrantable and unnecessary – the place

  was quite good enough to stand without legends, heaven knows! – and hearing her get all the credit for everything, because she was the kind of person who always came in for a lot of flattery

  from everyone. That was what came of her being ruthless and completely unanalytical, and having a charm that exacted flattery; and of his being so sensitive and modest. There certainly was

  something ruthless about Mother, and one of the things that has left the strongest and cruellest impression upon me was a horrible little dialogue I overheard once in London, as I lay in bed in the

  dark next door. She was alone with Grandpapa, and was evidently very much annoyed over something, for I heard her telling him how much in the way he was, with that sort of flick in her

  voice that to this day makes me shudder; and he was moved to protest – he, who never said a word! – and I heard his old voice saying piteously, ‘But what do I do? I never even

  ring a bell.’ I wish I could forget that little dialogue, but I can’t; it burnt. Mother didn’t soften, any more than she would soften towards me when I cried; yet she can soften

  marvellously if you only touch the right chord – I have noticed this in other people. It is really a sort of sentimentality that is moved emotionally, whether by something real or something

  unreal – usually the latter.




  That was Grandpapa, with his odd little tricks, of always flinging his cap down with extreme violence in exactly the same place, of balancing himself endlessly and maddeningly from one foot to

  the other; with his dislike of people, his shyness of servants (he spoke the truth when he said he never rang a bell!), his funny jerks and phrases, that sometimes made him

  seem rather like an old goblin – that, at any rate, was Grandpapa on the surface, though what he was like underneath heaven alone knows. Of all human beings, he was surely the most

  inscrutable. I lived with him for sixteen years, and had I lived with him for yet another sixteen I have no doubt that he would have remained just as much of an enigma. One might have ended by

  putting him down as truly insensible, but in contradiction of that theory comes the most surprising fact about him, which I have kept for the end: during his middle youth he lived illicitly with a

  very beautiful Spanish dancer, by whom he had seven children in, I think, as many years.




  This old story, this ‘Romance of the Peerage’ (vide Daily Mail), is so well known that in talking about it I feel as though I were talking about something which happened to

  some other family than my own. The ‘Romance of the Peerage’ label is enough to make me feel that. ‘Who’s who in the story’, and then the personages: Asuncion Ramon

  [Pepita], a beautiful Spanish gipsy, living with Lord Sackville, then Lionel Strangways [Sackville-West], as his wife, calling herself Countess West (poor thing, isn’t it pitiful, that

  title?), Gloria [Victoria] (my mother), their beautiful daughter, now married to the present Lord Sackville, Baptiste [Henry], their son, now claiming the title of Sackville and estates of Knole,

  and then the leading article on Knole, concluding in triumphant journalese, ‘Too homely to be called a palace, too palatial to be called a home’. (Oh my lovely Knole, how right he was,

  that nameless journalist in his horrible jargon! I stand at the corner of the wall, and look down on you in the hollow, your grey walls and red-brown roofs, and hear myself saying the well-worn

  phrase, ‘You get rather a good view of the house from here. . . .’)




  The only time I remember Grandpapa breaking out through his reserve was one morning when I followed Mother into his sitting-room holding on to the end of her long, long plait. I can remember him

  jumping up and saying, ‘Never let me see that child doing that again, Victoria.’ It sounds an improbably melodramatic phrase, written down like that, but that was

  precisely what he said. It appears that Mother was in the habit, when a little girl, of walking about holding on to her mother’s hair in such a fashion. I have got two photographs of my

  grandmother, which show clearly how beautiful she must have been; truly beautiful of feature and expression, not merely pretty, although they are ugly faded photographs taken at Arcachon about

  1870. She was the illegitimate daughter of a gipsy and a Spanish duke; the gipsy, her mother, had been a circus acrobat, and was no doubt descended from a line of such, and the duke descended from

  Lucrezia Borgia. I think my maternal ancestry is hard to beat for sheer picturesqueness. It accounts for much in Mother, who at times is pure undiluted peasant.




  But Grandpapa! Qu’allait-il faire dans cette galère? How did he, the man of silence, set about absconding with the dancer, who was at that time quite respectably married to

  someone else? I would give my very soul for a fly-on-the-wall peep backwards into one of the scenes between them. And think of their establishment – singing, happy-go-lucky, in the midst of a

  puddle of tiny children, he, an English diplomat, scion of the most correct old English family, heir to Knole, and given his own elusive character! Of course I knew nothing about this when I was

  small. My first inkling of anything wrong in my mother’s birth was one whose snobbishness I am ashamed to record: some people used to address her letters as the Honble. Mrs Sackville-West,

  and others didn’t; I, from some obscure instinct that resented any aspersions being cast upon my mother, always did.




  Pepita died when my mother was nine, leaving Grandpapa with five small children (two of the others had mercifully died), three girls and two boys. He stuck the girls into a convent [in Paris]; I

  don’t know what happened to the boys; I suppose they went to school. My mother was heartbroken, and to this day can hardly talk about her mother’s death without tears; also from being

  the spoilt favourite, she now led a harsh convent life, seeing her father two or three times a year, and spending even her holidays in the convent. Here she remained until she was seventeen,

  when she was sent to another convent in England to learn English. When she was eighteen a great family clamour arose: should she and her sisters be sent out to join their

  father, who was now British Minister in Washington? (Washington having since then been made into an Embassy, Mother now always speaks of him as British Ambassador, as she thinks that sounds more

  impressive.) It was finally decided that they should go, so Mother – eighteen, a vision of loveliness, imperious, capricious, and speaking broken English with a strong French accent –

  was sent over to America with her two younger sisters.




  I reconstruct all this from the unvarying evidence of eyewitnesses. Released from convent rule, she seems to have bounded upright at once like a sapling that had been bent down, to have taken

  Washington by storm, and left her sisters nowhere in the background. I expect strong seeds of resentment were sown in their minds, that sprouted later in the succession case.




  I am getting tired, and all this does not really concern my own lamentable muddle. But it was all there for me, in the background, and as a child I realized dimly that a vinegary spinster aunt

  [Amalia] lived with us for some years at Knole, and annoyed Mother by giving me preserved cherries when Mother asked her not to, also that there was a person called Henry who from time to time came

  to the entrance and demanded to see Grandpapa, but was not allowed to. I suppose I overheard servants’ gossip. It is a little difficult to disentangle what I actually knew at the time from

  what I have learnt since. But there certainly was always something, some mystery in the background.




  Evening has nearly fallen; sunset-light on the hill opposite has turned the yellow corn-fields rose-pink. I have dined out on the terrace, writing this all the while on my knee. I do love the

  summer and always dread Midsummer Day as the watershed of the year. Midsummer Day used to be one of Grandpapa’s jokes; after it was past he used to say regularly, ‘Days drawing in

  now’, and now it has for me yet another significance. I have heard from Robin [Harold Nicolson] this evening that he will not return from Paris for another five days; I had expected him

  tomorrow. Shall I, by then, have brought this recital up to the lamentable present, I wonder? I am dreadfully tired. Everything is so hushed, and I feel secluded and serene

  – not melancholy tonight. The country is too lovely for that. How lucky for me that I live in this fruitful and tender country: it soaks its serenity into one. Moors and crags would

  kill me, I think. The Weald is an antidote – alkali on acid, or whatever it is. I must go to bed.




  LATER




  I have had a bath, and am in bed, and feel less tired. My head swirls with this writing. (I am an incredible egoist, that’s the long and short of it.) I keep on thinking

  of tales, and personages, and places: my old Nannie, whom my Mother sent away after fifteen years because she took it into her head that Nannie had eaten the quails; Lilian [Rosamund Grosvenor],

  four years older than I, who was brought over to Knole for three days to console me when Dada went to the South African war, and who even in those early days (I was six and she was ten) was always

  clean and neat whereas I was always grubby and in tatters; my dogs, absorbingly adored; my rabbits, who used to ‘course’ in secret with my dogs, and whose offspring I used to throw over

  the garden wall when they became too numerous; the trenches I dug in the garden during the war; the ‘army’ I raised and commanded amongst the terrorized children of the neighbourhood;

  my khaki suit, and the tears of rage I shed because I was not allowed to have it made with trousers – no, not so much as a proper kilt; my first play, whose rehearsal was remorselessly

  scattered by Mother after all my pocket-money had gone in art-muslin: all these, I suppose, made my childhood very much like that of other children, but to me it stands out now, so vivid, that I

  see myself in the garden, feel the familiar cut of my pocket-knife into the wooden table in the summer-house where I did my lessons, see the little cart into which I used to harness three

  ill-assorted dogs, see myself, plain, lean, dark, unsociable, unattractive – horribly unattractive! – rough, and secret. Secrecy was my passion; I dare say that was why I hated

  companions. Anyhow, it’s a trait I inherit from my family. So I won’t blame myself excessively for it. I forgot to say that two or three times I tried to run away,

  but was always brought back, and once Mother made me kneel down while she prayed over me.
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  I was happy last night. I lay awake thinking about this writing, and watching the patterns that the moonlight, shining through branches and lattices, made upon my bed. This

  morning I woke up to wonder whether it was worth while going on with a bald egotistical statement; it keeps me from Soap [The Dragon in Shallow Waters] which I ought to finish. I

  got a rather sad letter from Harold this morning. As a rule he does not allow me to see when he is depressed. His sadness never fails to touch me to the quick. He is the only person of whom I think

  with consistent tenderness. I can say with truth that I have never, never cherished a harsh thought about him; at the most I have been irritated, but then he has always known it. I would not allow

  myself to be irritated against him while he remained unconscious, or when he was not there. I can say this with absolute truth. He has complete power over my heart, though not over my spirit. It is

  real tenderness I feel for him, it is a constant sense of ‘Tread gently, for you tread upon my dreams’. I think with tenderness of Dan [Benedict] sometimes, of Basil [Nigel] very

  rarely, of Chloe [Violet Trefusis] never. I am so harsh to her that I could put almost any strain of suffering upon her without feeling a qualm of pity – could, and have. All this makes the

  whole thing so agonizing and so puzzling.




  I had got to where Mother went out to Washington and captivated everybody in the place, including a Red Indian chief and the President of the United States. She was more or less the queen of

  Washington, I gather, and it must have been a gratifying alternative for a girl who had been destined to be a governess. (She had got her diploma as a qualified governess from the convent, but I

  can’t believe that she would have remained a governess long! I have seen the diploma. It describes her as José Sackville-West, by which name she had up till then been known, but now

  that she figured as the Minister’s daughter it was changed to her first name of Gloria [Victoria] – a name which suits her so admirably well. Glorious Gloria

  [Victorious Victoria] as somebody named her.) She didn’t marry in America. When Grandpapa succeeded to Knole and, simultaneously, got turned out of the diplomatic service for indiscretion,

  she and her two sisters came back with him and lived at Knole. The second sister didn’t stay there long; she married a Frenchman, and later got divorced and went on the music-hall stage as a

  dancer. They were very poor at Knole, but Mother, although wildly extravagant in bouts (fairly continuous bouts, I must say), is a good manager in everyday life. I don’t know how long she

  lived there unmarried, but sooner or later she met Grandpapa’s nephew, the heir, and married him, and I was born two years later [1892]. She says she would have drowned herself sooner than

  have another child, so I suppose her love of self-indulgence was rampant already.




  She loved me when I was a baby, but I don’t think she cared much for me as a child, nor do I blame her. My principal recollection of her then is that I used to be taken to her room to be

  ‘passed’ before going down to luncheon on party days, when I had had my hair crimped; and I was always wrong and miserable, so that parties used to blacken my summer. Our common hatred

  of them was a great link between me and Grandpapa, and we used to have secret jokes about the people while luncheon was going on. I don’t mean to imply that Mother neglected me, or

  wasn’t good to me, but simply that she figured more as a restraint than anything else in my existence.




  I believe she and Dada were very happy at first, especially after the spinster aunt had finally departed in hostility, but I know nothing of their relations except what she herself has told me,

  and that isn’t in the least reliable. She says he began to flirt with other women, and I know that she herself imported a new personage into Knole when I was six or seven; this was a person

  we all called Seery, a nickname invented by me in early stages. Seery [Sir John Murray Scott] stood six-foot-four, and weighed twenty-five stone. Once I measured him round where his waist ought to

  have been, and it was five feet. He had a round pink face like a baby, and white mutton-chop whiskers, and soft fluffy grey-white hair which Mother used to rumple. He was the

  best humoured, most lovable, genial and generous man imaginable; everybody loved him, even Grandpapa, who behind his back would say, ‘Good fellow, Johnny’, although they never called

  each other anything but ‘Sir John’ and ‘Lord Sackville’ most punctiliously. Seery was always laughing, when he wasn’t asleep – laughing, and saying ‘Shoo!

  pshoo!’ to the swarm of flies that was for ever buzzing round his fat face in summer, and at which he used to flick perpetually with an enormous silk pocket-handkerchief. He prided himself on

  being a very good organizer, and very methodical, but as a matter of fact he muddled every arrangement, and mislaid all his possessions, in spite of the innumerable drawers and leather cases in

  which he used to put things away. When I think of Seery I see him sitting before an immense writing-table, rattling a bunch of keys and trying every key in every lock in turn, with his spectacles

  pushed up on to his forehead, and stopping to say ‘shoo’ to the flies. Then when he had got a drawer open, Mother would come and make a pounce at his stamps, and he would cry, ‘Go

  away, you little beggar’, or ‘you little Spanish beggar’, but of course he worshipped her and let her have whatever she wanted. (At times she wanted a good deal.) I see him like

  that, or else I see him dropping asleep in his chair after lunch, till the lighted tip of his cigar touched the tablecloth and Mother woke him up crying, ‘Voyons, voyons,

  Seery!’, when he always started up and said, ‘I wasn’t asleep – I was thinking.’ He used to go to sleep too on his shooting-stick out in the turnip-fields, while

  the birds streamed over his head, for he was very gallant about being so fat, and would always go out shooting or fishing with Dada and the younger men, sometimes riding a pony like a young

  carthorse that ended by having a permanent curve in its back.




  Mother became absolutely the light and air of his life. She bullied and charmed him, fought with him, bewitched him, until he simply could not exist without her. If he had lost her, I really

  believe he would have pined away and died – or at any rate got thin, which seems even more difficult to believe. I don’t know whether one ought to call that being in love. Somehow it

  seems too grotesque, the idea of anyone so fat being in love in the ordinary sense of the word. She was just life to him, that’s all. She used to tell me that he was in

  love with her, and came whenever possible to importune her at her bedroom door at night; and she arranged with me that, in the event of his falling into a fit outside her bedroom, which might be

  compromising, she would come to wake me and between us we would bump him downstairs to his own bedroom, she would take his shoulders and I his feet, and she thought that by slipping him from step

  to step we would manage to shift that enormous mass without waking anybody. I was so accustomed to Mother that it never occurred to me that there was anything odd about this arrangement – on

  the contrary, I thought she was very clever to have so much foresight. She used to tell me this, I say, but I rather doubt whether there was much truth in it, as during all the years I spent with

  them (and during the later years I wasn’t particularly unobservant, although not particularly sharp either) I never saw anything to corroborate it.




  Poor Seery! she did lead him a life. But at least it wasn’t the deadly stagnation of the life he had led up to then, between two old sisters and a crew of harpy brothers, one more

  middle-class than the other. Seery wasn’t middle-class by nature, although he was by birth. I never knew anyone so grand, or so openhanded. He was very rich. He had been the secretary and

  adopted son of a famous collector [Sir Richard Wallace], who had died leaving him his whole fortune, much of his collection, and quite a lot of houses. Two of these houses were in Paris. We used to

  stay with him there every year after I was eight. Most of the house [2 rue Lafitte] was let, and we lived in an apartment on the first floor; it was lovely, in its own way as lovely as Knole, so

  that I never knew what it was to live in ugly rooms. One could stand at one end of the apartment and look down a long vista of rooms opening into one another, with an unbroken stretch of shining

  parquet floor, and all the rooms were panelled with cream-white and gilt Louis xv boiserie, or else with faded old green silk. All the furniture was French, with rich ormolu mounts, and

  there were hanging chandeliers in every room, and sconces on the walls, and, in the big gallery, priceless Boucher tapestries. The big gallery was in a hopeless confusion when we first went there,

  but Mother soon rearranged that. All the servants were very old and very magnificent; the butler had long white whiskers, and there were about six other old footmen, who all

  wore white gloves. There were endless fat horses and carriages, all equally antediluvian; there were no women, except the cook, who was the butler’s old wife and a regular cordon

  bleu, and the lingère, who did nothing but look after the linen, and very necessary she must have been, for every sheet was like the finest cambric pocket-handkerchief. Seery

  kept up a tremendous train de maison there; every flower, fruit and vegetable seemed to be out of season, and larger than they would have been anywhere else in season. But it

  wasn’t in the least ostentatious; it all seemed perfectly fitting and natural. I loved being there; that is to say, I loved the apartment, where I could wheel myself from room to room in an

  invalid’s chair that I had discovered in a corner of the gallery, but I didn’t enjoy the shops much, where I had to sit on a high stool for hours while Mother bought fiddling things

  that didn’t seem to me to matter.




  In the evenings they sometimes went to plays, and I was left alone, unless Grandpapa was there, and then he and I used to play a game at the window, of who could see the funniest sight down on

  the boulevard. When Grandpapa wasn’t there I used to light all the candles in all the rooms and prowl about by myself; I liked that. Sometimes I used to go into the big gallery and cry

  bitterly over a stuffed spaniel in a glass case that I imagined was like a spaniel of mine that had died. I had orgies of sorrow over that spaniel. When Mother rearranged the gallery she did away

  with it, and I hid it in a cupboard where I could get at it whenever I wanted an excuse for tears, and I remember writing out my prayers and putting them under the spaniel. I must have been very

  sentimental, but, as I never let anybody know, it didn’t matter.




  Seery had another place near Paris [Bagatelle], in the Bois. That was a gem of a place, built for Marie Antoinette, and standing in a big garden of the jardin anglais sort. The house

  was empty, but we went there for picnics. There was the statue of a nymph in a grotto, bathing her foot in the water, and I used to deck her with leaves. Years later Seery sold this statue, and one

  day when I was with Mother in a big dealer’s shop in London I saw it there, and not being very old burst into floods of tears; they hadn’t dared tell me it had been

  sold. This episode and the spaniel sound as though I was always crying then, but as a matter of fact I wasn’t. I was really rather defiant; only I had loved the nymph so much. I wish Seery

  could have left her to me in his Will instead of the diamond necklace he did leave me.




  Besides going to Paris we went to Scotland with Seery every year. He was nearly always with us, or we with him, which his family didn’t relish at all. We had a place in Aberdeenshire, and

  I have a diary which I was made to keep there in French as a punishment for wrestling with the hall-boy. Next year we had a nicer, wilder place [Sluie], where I ran wild for three months; it was on

  the Dee, among lovely heather hills and little trout-lochs. I knew really every inch of the hills, and was exactly like the Scotch farm-children with whom I used to play. I was eleven then. The

  farmer’s son was a year older than me, and in the course of long days spent by the river or on the moors he told me a great many things he oughtn’t to have told me; but I honestly

  hadn’t got a mind like some children, and as I had always lived in the country I took most things for granted, and was neither excited nor interested by them. I practically lived at the farm,

  where I built myself a shanty. I was happy there. Mother was sensible about me. I was always out, either with the guns, or with the farmer’s boys, or by myself with the dogs (I had an Irish

  terrier then who could jump like a greyhound). Oh God, oh God, I wish I was back there – those lovely, lovely hills, those blazing sunsets, those runnels of icy water where I used to make

  water-wheels, those lovely summer evenings fishing on the loch, those long days when I often walked fifteen miles or more with the guns and gillies, I was young, I was healthy, I

  was simple, my eyes smart with tears to remember it. I had a kilt and a blue jersey, and I don’t suppose I was ever tidy once, even on Sundays. Mother was happy too; she used to

  pound up and down the same level bit of road, singing to herself, and she started an open-air craze which has never abated since, but which has provided every door in every room at Knole with a

  door-stopper.




  I said I was eleven then. We went there every autumn until I was fifteen or sixteen, from early August till late October. When I was about twelve I started to write. (It was

  Cyrano de Bergerac that first initiated me to the possibilities of literature!) I never stopped writing after that – historical novels, pretentious, quite uninteresting, pedantic,

  and all written at unflagging speed: the day after one was finished another would be begun. I think that between the ages of thirteen and nineteen I must have been quite dreadful. I was plain,

  priggish, studious (oh, very!), totally uninspired, unmanageably and lankily tall, in fact the only good thing that could be said of me was that I wouldn’t have anything to do with my kind.

  Seeing that I was unpopular (and small wonder, for a saturnine prig), I wouldn’t court popularity. I minded rather, and used to cry when I went to bed after coming home from a party, but I

  made myself defiant about it. I don’t mean this to sound in the least pathetic; I wasn’t unhappy, only solitary, but I don’t pretend that I minded solitude, I rather chose it.

  (Looking back, I think I maligned myself rather by calling myself totally uninspired: I had flaring days, oh yes, I did!, when I thought I was going to electrify the world; it was like being drunk,

  and I can find traces of it now in the margins of all those ponderous, interminable books I wrote – two little letters, V.E., which stood for ‘very easy’,

  and I look at them now, and re-read the leaden stuff which they are supposed to qualify, and take upon trust that I found those now forgotten moments full of splendour.)




  These years are tedious to write about – tedious, and very uncertain. I mean the years from thirteen to nineteen. Things happened, of course, things that made an impression and changed me

  – not that I changed much, or grew any more sophisticated. What happened? Let me try to remember: there is writing, always writing, and moroseness, and periods of real hard work and

  proficiency at the daily school to which I went every autumn and winter term in London. I set myself to triumph at that school, and I did triumph – I beat everybody there, sooner or later,

  and at the end-of-term exams I thought I had done badly if I didn’t carry off at least six out of eight first prizes. I think I was quite self-conscious over this: if I couldn’t be

  popular, I would be clever; and I did succeed in getting a reputation of being clever, which was quite unmerited, for I am distinctly not clever, but which like all

  reputations has died hard. I don’t believe it is quite dead yet – people say, ‘Oh yes, she writes doesn’t she?’, implying that one must be clever in order to write. I

  wasn’t hated at that school, at least I don’t think so; I think they quite, liked me. But I really cared not a scrap whether they liked me or not. Those were my most savage years! I

  worked very hard, and became more pedantic than ever. I’ve got a scholarly turn of mind, let me face that damning truth.




  Other things happened too. I acquired a friend – I, who was the worst person in the world at making friends, closed instantaneously in friendship, or almost instantaneously (to be exact,

  the second time we saw each other), with Violet [Keppel, later Trefusis]. I was thirteen, she was two years younger, but in every instinct she might have been six years my senior. It seems to me so

  significant now that I should remember with such distinctness my first sight of her; we met at a tea-party by the bedside of a mutual friend with a broken leg, and she made to me some little remark

  about the flowers in the room. I wasn’t listening; and so didn’t answer. This piqued her – she was already spoilt. She got her mother to ask mine to send me to tea. I went. We sat

  in a darkened room, and talked – about our ancestors, of all strange topics – and in the hall as I left she kissed me. I made up a little song that evening, ‘I’ve got a

  friend!’. I remember so well. I sang it in my bath.




  I long to stop over Violet – to tell how much I secretly admired her, and how proud I was of the friendship of this brilliant, this extraordinary, this almost unearthly creature, but how I

  treated her with unvarying scorn, my one piece of really able handling; which kept her to me as no proof of devotion would have kept her – but I am going to tell other things first, because

  all the present is filled with Violet, and during the past she appears constantly too. I will stop only to say that from the beginning I was utterly sure of her; she might be elusive, she might be

  baffling, she might even be faithless, but under everything I had the rather insolent (but justified) certainty of her keeping to me. I listened to stories about her with a superior and proprietary

  smile. I would have remained for ten years without hearing a word from her, and at the end of those ten years I would have held the same undamaged confidence that we must

  inevitably re-unite. There isn’t a word of exaggeration in these statements – nothing, for that matter, in the whole of this writing is to be exaggerated or ‘arranged’; its

  only merit will be truth, but truth as bleak as I can make it.




  (My writing has been broken here by Violet telephoning to me; I scarcely knew whether it was the Violet of fifteen years ago, or my passionate, stormy Violet of today, speaking to me in that

  same lovely voice.)




  There were other happenings in those years. I went to Italy, to Florence. Violet was there, in fact I went to join her. (See how she comes in again immediately!) That was the first time I had

  been anywhere except to Paris, and it opened my eyes thoroughly. And Violet – how well did I know her then? My dates are so uncertain and I have no papers to guide me. I must have known her

  very well – it is coming back to me by degrees – for I had learnt Italian with her in London, and we had been together in Paris, and had acted part of a play I wrote in French in five

  Alexandrine acts, about the Man in the Iron Mask, and in those days we rather ostentatiously talked to one another in French in order to tutoyer one another and so show what great friends

  we were. It all comes back to me. Her mother [Alice Keppel] was the King’s mistress (which added a touch of romance to Violet), and often when I went to their house I used to see a discreet

  little one-horse brougham waiting outside and the butler would slip me into a dark corner of the hall with a murmured, ‘One minute, miss, a gentleman is coming downstairs’, so that I

  might take my choice whether it was the King or the doctor. Often Violet would be sent for to come down to the drawing-room, when we said, ‘Oh bother!’, much as we did when I was sent

  for in my own house to see Seery. I took one as much for granted as the other.




  Before she went away to Florence, she told me she loved me, and I, finding myself expected to rise to the occasion, stumbled out an unfamiliar ‘darling’. Oh God, to remember that

  first avowal, that first endearment! Then we didn’t meet till Florence, and she gave me a ring there – I have it now, of course I have it, just as I have

  her, and I should bury my face in my hands with shame to remember our childish passion for each other (which was too fierce, even then, to be sentimental), were it not for the

  justification of the present.




  I feel I am doing all this part very badly, very confusedly; it is very difficult to do, because I am afraid of taking too seriously what would, normally, have begun and ended as the kind of

  rather hysterical friendship one conceives in adolescence, but which had in it, I protest, far stronger elements than mere unwholesome hysteria. There is a bond which unites me to Violet,

  Violet to me; it united us no less than it unites us now, but what that bond is God alone knows; sometimes I feel it is as something legendary. Violet is mine, she always has been, it is

  inescapable. I knew it then, albeit only through my obscurely but quite obstinantly proprietary attitude; she knew it too, less obscurely, and took all the active measures to make me realize it.

  That I left them unseconded, yet without any fear of losing her, proud and mettlesome as she was, only goes to prove how certain I was of my hold upon her. She was mine – I

  can’t express it more emphatically or more accurately than that, nor do I want to dress up an elemental fact in any circumlocution of words.




  That autumn [1908] I stayed with her in Scotland. I was sent to Scotland to stay with Seery and his sisters because Grandpapa was ill, and I suppose Mother and Dada knew he would die and wanted

  me out of the way. My parting with him makes me sad to remember now. He got me into his little sitting-room and asked me to kiss him. I said I hoped he would be better when I came back, but he only

  shook his head. He died while I was staying with Seery. One of Seery’s sisters – the big one, whom her family called the Duchess – came to my room before breakfast with the

  telegram; she had on a pink flannelette dressing-gown, and no false hair, and I remember noticing how odd she looked. She kissed me in a conscientious sort of way, but I wasn’t very much

  moved over Grandpapa’s death just then; it only sank in afterwards. I changed my red tie for a grey one, and tried to pray for Grandpapa, but couldn’t think what to say. Then I went

  downstairs to Seery’s room, and never to my last moment shall I forget me sight he presented, sitting at his dressing-table perfectly oblivious, the twenty-five stone of

  him, dressed only in skin-tight Jaegar combinations, and, dear warm-hearted old Seery, crying quite openly over the telegram. I felt I ought to be crying too, if Seery, who was about sixty to my

  sixteen, could cry, but I was too much overwhelmed by Seery’s appearance.
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