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Introduction to the 1989 Edition


Looking back over three decades to the publication in 1960 of my first book, I can still recapture the feeling of intense excitement when I learned it had been accepted by Victor Gollancz, whom I had long admired from afar as founder of the pre-war Left Book Club. The book was published simultaneously by Houghton Mifflin in America.


I am grateful to Liz Knights, Editorial Director of Gollancz, for reprinting Hons and Rebels, and for the opportunity to comment here on some aspects of the original publication: differences between the English and American editions; reactions of my family; and the surprising intervention of my mother, hitherto unknown to me, about the question of a title for the book.


Publishers on both sides of the Atlantic tend to pride themselves on their freedom from the sort of censorship, stemming from fear of persons in high places, routinely exercised by the daily press. Yet looking over the two editions of my book, English and American, do I detect a certain deference to the powerful in the respective countries?


Victor Gollancz and Houghton Mifflin had been sent identical manuscripts. In the HM edition, following the account of my disastrous indoctrination of the dancing-class children into the facts of life, occurs the sentence: ‘“And – even the King and Queen do it!” I added impressively.’ VG, apparently, thought this possibly offensive to the Palace so omitted it from his version.


Conversely, the Gollancz edition carried a quotation from Claud Cockburn’s amazingly influential mimeographed sheet The Week, in which Cockburn, writing shortly before World War II, pinpointed US Ambassador Joseph Kennedy as the major conduit between German military circles and Britain’s then-dominant Tory appeasement forces. (See page 220.) Houghton Mifflin excised this entire passage – evidently fearing repercussions should Ambassador Kennedy’s son John F. Kennedy become President of the United States, which indeed did happen shortly thereafter.


For me, the saddest omission was made by Gollancz – not for political reasons but, as they explained at the time, for purely financial considerations. For mystifying reasons known only to the publishing trade, a few extra pages can increase the cost of production and so throw the whole pricing scheme out of kilter. Hence they arbitrarily removed the episode of Steve Donahue’s brother, mercifully replaced herewith as Chapter 25.


As to the family, by the time this book was in the works I had long since made up my quarrel with Nancy over her disloyal (as I saw it) siding with the parents over my running-away. I had also made my peace with my mother, whose unswerving efforts at reconciliation over the years had won me over; towards the end of her life, we became great friends.


But – as Voltaire once said – ‘Qui plume a guerre a’. Having put pen to paper on the subject of my family, I was expecting a bit of a war with some of them.


I was staying with my mother at Inch Kenneth, her remote Hebridean island, in the summer of 1959. The contracts with Gollancz and HM had been signed; what remained was for me to finish writing the book. Though wary of family sensibility, I couldn’t help showing chunks of it to Muv as I wrote. She made two notes in the margin. I had said the governesses’ wages were £100 a year. She changed that to £150. In another passage, I had written that the bathroom in Rutland Gate Mews was ‘dominated by a big, round, evil-smelling water heater called the Potterton’. ‘Libellous,’ Muv wrote in the margin, so I dutifully changed that to the Amberley. Aside from these corrections, she made no further comment; I had no idea until much later whether she did or didn’t approve of my effort.


At my request, Mr Gollancz had sent advance copies to all my sisters. ‘I am rather batedly breathing to see what they think of it,’ I wrote to him. ‘I figured that’d be the only way I would ever find out, as now they’ll have to write, to thank.’


But none of them did write, except Nancy. Actually hers was the one opinion I really craved. Day after day I rushed for the post looking for her letter. I began to think she had decided not to comment; finally her letter came, postmarked six weeks earlier, having been sent by surface mail. (As she later explained, she thought it non-U to send letters by airmail: ‘It’s very middle-class to be seen to be in a hurry.’) She wrote: ‘Many thanks for sending your book which I have read with great attention. I think it’s awfully good – easy to read, very funny in parts. All the reviews have been spiffing, not one adverse note.’ Her usual dagger was planted in the PS: ‘Esmond was the original Teddy Boy, wasn’t he.’


I heard nothing directly from my other sisters. But Diana had her say in a letter to the Times Literary Supplement, whose reviewer had written: ‘Does Jessica Mitford realize how supremely unpleasant her father and mother appear? If she does, she is too wise and loyal to stress these points.’


Diana wrote to the TLS in rebuttal:




Doubtless the author realizes how ‘supremely unpleasant’ she makes her family appear. Perhaps the object of the exercise was to demonstrate her good fortune in escaping from them and their way of life. The portraits of my parents are grotesque . . .





(Incidentally, the TLS review was the only one to draw this inference about my parents from what I had written about them. Various other reviewers recorded contrary impressions: ‘. . . an English couple with some splendid upper-class eccentricities . . .’, ‘Somewhat lovable, if expletive, father . . .’, ‘. . . charmingly eccentric mother . . .’.)


Lastly, a word about the title. I had long forgotten this once-contentious matter until Liz Knights recently unearthed some correspondence between my mother and Victor Gollancz dated December, 1959.


From the beginning, my title had been Red Sheep, an obvious allusion, I thought, to the black sheep of a family but in my case Red. Victor Gollancz disliked this title because of a possible ambiguity; it might be construed in the sense of ‘sheep’ as submissive follower of the ‘Red’ CP line. Alternatives were discussed; eventually Mr Gollancz proposed Hons and Rebels to which, sheepishly, I concurred. (To add to the confusion, Houghton Mifflin changed theirs to Daughters and Rebels on the ground that nobody in America would know what ‘Hons’ are.)


At this point, my mother unexpectedly entered the lists. She wrote to Mr Gollancz registering strong objection to the new title:




I am much hoping the title of the book may be altered back to the original of ‘Red Sheep’, instead of ‘Hons and Rebels’.


I think you will agree with me that ‘Hon’ has been quite over done, and everyone is sick of it, also it is too reminiscent of my other daughter’s books. I think the mere sight of it revived by another author would prevent many people from buying the book.





VG replied tartly: ‘Dear Lady Redesdale, Apart from the fact that we and our salesmen think Hons and Rebels a brilliant title, and Red Sheep a very bad one, it is quite impossible to make any change at this stage . . .’


My mother to VG: ‘I quite see that it is now too late to make any change. As to the brilliance or otherwise of the two titles, we should not agree. There is therefore no more to say, but to wish the book well.’


Emphasis added, as reporters say. It did give me great pleasure to read these words, thirty years on.


J.M., March 1989




HONS
and REBELS




Prologue


Family souvenirs have an almost universal fascination. In most homes there exist, put away in attics or on top shelves, a row of Baby’s first shoes, Brother’s prize-winning essay in the school paper, Sister’s wedding-veil, fading telegrams of congratulations on this, that and the other. Most houses, too, bear scars imprinted by those who have lived in them – the still-visible bee-bee gunshots fired by an unsteady childish hand, the hole in the fireplace rug suffered when a party got too gay.


After the onset of middle age these trophies begin to hold considerable interest, for it is then that they bring back in startling relief forgotten events, memories completely buried under a mountain of thousands upon thousands of days gone by. When I first re-visited my mother’s house in 1955, at the age of thirty-eight, after an absence of nineteen years, I too fell under the spell of the past. The tangible evidences of this past are, it is true, somewhat different from those found in the average English home.


In the windows, still to be seen, are swastikas carved into the glass with a diamond ring, and for every swastika a carefully delineated hammer and sickle. They were put there by my sister Unity and myself when we were children. Hanging on the wall are framed pictures and poems done by Unity when she was quite small – queer, imaginative, interesting work, some on a tiny scale of microscopic detail, some huge and magnificent. The Hons’ Cupboard, where Debo and I spent much of our time, still has the same distinctive, stuffy smell and enchanting promise of complete privacy from the grown-ups.


There are shelves of family books in the drawing-room: Memories by Lord Redesdale, Grandfather’s depressingly huge autobiography; Writings of a Rebel, a privately printed volume of letters to The Times by Uncle Geoff; Esmond Romilly’s Out of Bounds and Boadilla; a couple of books by Sir Oswald Mosley; an impressive shelf of Nancy’s books, both in English and in translation.


The most fascinating of all are my mother’s voluminous scrapbooks, dozens of them, huge tomes, each arranged carefully in some sort of order either of subject matter or of period. One is devoted entirely to newspaper cuttings about the family. ‘Whenever I see the words “Peer’s Daughter” in a headline,’ she once commented rather sadly, ‘I know it’s going to be something about one of you children.’ Another is a collection of her children’s wedding photographs. Diana’s wedding to Bryan Guinness, by far the grandest, takes up most of the book, and the sepia photos themselves are so huge that they hardly fit the immense pages. There is pose after pose, Diana close-up, Diana standing by the fireplace, Diana full face, Diana three-quarter face, all with the same pure, bridal expression. Then comes Nancy’s wedding, with ten little page boys in white satin, some of them bundled up against the cold in cashmere shawls. Pam and Debo seem to have been shortchanged, for there are many fewer photos of their weddings, Pam’s having taken place in a registry office and Debo’s in the middle of the war. Somewhere buried in this wedding scrapbook is a rather fuzzy snapshot, labelled ‘Decca’s Wedding’, of my husband and myself, sitting together looking self-consciously defiant on the edge of an unmade bed in a hotel bedroom. ‘I’m sorry about it, Little D, but it’s the only one there was, you know,’ my mother said gently.


Looking backward is not much in my nature, but, once having looked, I decided to set down what I saw. I suppose this is the place to mention that inaccuracies and distortions there are bound to be, as always when relying entirely on recollection; yet for an account such as this there are no other sources but one’s own, sometimes unreliable, memory.




Chapter One


The Cotswold country, old and quaint, ridden with ghosts and legends, is today very much on the tourist route. After ‘doing’ Oxford, it seems a shame not to travel on another twenty miles or so to see some of the historic villages with the picturesque names – Stow-on-the-World, Chipping Norton, Minster Lovell, Burford. The villages themselves have responded prettily to all this attention. Burford has, indeed, become a sort of minor Stratford-on-Avon, its ancient inns carefully made up to combine modern comfort with a Tudor air. You can even get Coca-Cola there, though it may be served at room temperature, and the little shops are full of Souvenirs of Historic Burford, bearing the unobtrusive legend Made in Japan.


For some reason Swinbrook, only three miles away, seems to have escaped the tourist trade, and has remained as I remember it more than thirty years ago. In the tiny village post office the same four kinds of sweets – toffee, acid drops, Edinburgh Rock and butterscotch – are still displayed in the same four large cut-glass jars ranged in the window. Hanging in the back of the shop, as they have hung for two generations, are bright framed prints of contrasting Victorian beauties, one a golden-haired, delicate young lady with luminous blue eyes, her soft white shoulders draped in a Pre-Raphaelite something, the other a roguishly pretty gypsy maiden whose incredibly thick black hair falls in great round curls. As a child, I always thought them amazingly like Nancy and Diana, my older sisters. Next to these, the unnaturally pink-and-white faces of King George V and Queen Mary still gaze benignly at the world.


The only other public buildings are a one-room school-house and the church. Around these a dozen grey stone cottages lie huddled like Cotswold sheep, quiet and timeless. Inside the church, the rows of varnished oak pews – contributed by my father after the First World War, out of the proceeds of a successful bet on the Grand National – still seem to strike a too modern note in contrast to the mediaeval flagstones, buttresses, pillars and arches. The Redesdale coat of arms, bearing its blandly self-assured motto, ‘God Careth for Us’, which hangs above the family pews, still looks a little too shiny and contemporary beside the crumbling grey stone memorials to an earlier Swinbrook family, whose statues have lain stiffly in place for four hundred years.


Two miles up the hill from Swinbrook village stands a large rectangular grey structure of three stories. Its style is neither ‘modern’ nor ‘traditional’ nor simulated antique; it bears rather the utilitarian look of frankly institutional architecture. It could be a small barracks, a girls’ boarding school, a private lunatic asylum, or, in America, a country club. There has been more than a suspicion of all these functions in its short history. It is actually Swinbrook House, built by my father to satisfy the needs, as then seen, of a family with seven children. We moved there in 1926, when I was nine years old.


Swinbrook had many aspects of a fortress or citadel of mediaeval times. From the point of view of the inmates it was self-contained in the sense that it was neither necessary nor, generally, possible to leave the premises for any of the normal human pursuits. Schoolroom with governess for education, riding stables and tennis court for exercise, seven of us children for mutual human companionship, the village church for spiritual consolation, our bedrooms for hospital wards even when operations were necessary – all were provided, either in the house itself or within easy walking distance. From the point of view of outsiders, entry, in the rather unlikely event that they might seek it, was an impossibility. According to my father, outsiders included not only Huns, Frogs, Americans, blacks and all other foreigners, but also other people’s children, the majority of my older sisters’ acquaintances, almost all young men – in fact, the whole teeming population of the earth’s surface, except for some, though not all, of our relations and a very few tweeded, red-faced country neighbours to whom my father had for some reason taken a liking. In a way, he was not ‘prejudiced’ in the modern sense. Since the ’thirties, this term has come to mean the focusing of passionate hatred against a selected race or creed, Negro, Oriental, or Jew; the word ‘discrimination’ has even become almost synonymous with prejudice. My father did not ‘discriminate’; in fact, he was in general unaware of distinctions between different kinds of foreigners. When one of our cousins married an Argentinian of pure Spanish descent, he commented, ‘I hear that Robin’s married a black.’


Unceasing tug of war was waged with Farve by Nancy, Pam and Diana, the three grown-up daughters, to be allowed to have their friends to stay. Since my mother rather enjoyed having visitors she was often an ally, and these battles were frequently won. My brother Tom’s friends – portly, and young men known by Nancy as ‘the Fat Fairs’ – were an exception; they were always allowed.


For the three younger children, Unity, Debo and me, the company of one another was thought to be amply sufficient. Except for rare visits from cousins, the three of us were brought up in complete isolation from our contemporaries. My mother thought the company of other children unnecessary and over-stimulating. Nevertheless, there had been a time when we had been taken on rare occasions to birthday parties or Easter egg hunts at the homes of neighbouring county families.


Even this limited social life came to an abrupt halt, never to be renewed, when I was nine – and I inadvertently caused its cessation. I was enrolled in a dancing class which met weekly, rotating among various neighbours’ houses. Little girls in organdie dresses and cashmere shawls, accompanied by starched nannies, were delivered by their chauffeurs at the appointed place to await the teacher, who came out from Oxford by bus. One fateful afternoon the teacher was an hour late, and I took the opportunity to lead the other children up to the roof, there to impart some delightful information that had just come my way concerning the conception and birth of babies. The telling was a great success, particularly as I couldn’t help making up a few embellishments as I went along. They begged to hear more, and swore solemnly on the Bible never to repeat a word to a living soul. Several weeks later my mother sent for me. Her face was like thunder; one look, and I knew what must have happened. In the dreadful scolding that followed, I learned that one of the little girls had wakened night after night with screaming nightmares. She had grown pale and thin, and seemed on the verge of a mental crisis. Finally, her governess had prised the truth out of her, and had found out about the horrifying session on the roof. Just retribution quickly followed. My participation in the dancing class was abruptly terminated; it was clear to everyone, even to me, that I couldn’t be considered fit company for nice children after that. The enormity of my ill-advised act, the scope and enduring quality of its impact, was such that years later, when I was a debutante of seventeen, I learned from an older cousin that two young men of the neighbourhood were still forbidden to associate with me.


Unity, Debo and I were thrown much on our own resources. As a lost tribe, separated from its fellow men, gradually develops distinctive characteristics of language, behaviour, outlook, so we developed idiosyncrasies that would no doubt have made us seem a little eccentric to other children our age. Even for England, in those far-off days of the middle ’twenties, ours was not exactly a conventional upbringing. Our accomplishments, hobbies and amusements took distinctly unusual forms. Thus, at an age when other children would be occupied with dolls, group sports, piano lessons or ballet, Debo spent silent hours in the chicken house learning to do an exact imitation of the look of pained concentration that comes over a hen’s face when it is laying an egg, and each morning she methodically checked over and listed in a notebook the stillbirths reported in the vital statistics columns of The Times. I amused myself by giving my father daily Palsy Practice, which consisted of gently shaking his hand while he was drinking his tea: ‘In a few years, when you’re really old, you’ll probably have palsy. I must give you a little practice now, before you actually get it, so that you won’t be dropping things all the time.’


Unity and I made up a complete language called Boudledidge, unintelligible to any but ourselves, into which we translated various dirty songs (for safe singing in front of the grown-ups) and large chunks of the Oxford Book of English Verse. Debo and I organized the Society of Hons, of which she and I were the officers and only members. Proceedings were conducted in Honnish, the official language of the society, a sort of mixture of North of England and American accents. Contrary to a recent historian’s account of the origin of the Hons, the name derived, not from the fact that Debo and I were Honourables, but from the Hens which played so large a part in our lives. These hens were in fact the mainspring of our personal economy. We kept dozens of them, my mother supplying their food and in turn buying the eggs from us – a sort of benevolent variation of the share-cropping system. (The H of Hon, of course, is pronounced, as in Hen.)


The main activity of the Hons was to plan the outwitting and defeat of the Horrible Counter-Hons, of which Tom was the chief representative. ‘Death to the Horrible Counter-Hons!’ was our slogan as we chased him all over the house with home-made spears. We developed and played endlessly a Honnish game called ‘Hure, Hare, Hure, Commencement’ (of unbearable pain), a contest to see who could best stand being pinched really hard. ‘Hure, Hare, Hure’ was a refinement on an earlier sport known as ‘slowly working away’. Slowly working consisted of unobtrusively taking the hand of an elder, usually Tom, when he was reading a book. Very gently at first, and with infinite patience, one would scratch away at one spot. The goal was to draw blood before the victim noticed what was happening. ‘Hure, Hare, Hure’, on the other hand, required the active co-operation of two players. The first player pinched the arm of the second, increasing the pressure while slowly and rhythmically chanting, ‘Hure, Hare, Hure, Commencement’ four times. The player who could endure in silence till the fourth time was the winner. We thought it a marvellous game, and were constantly begging Tom, who was reading law, to look into the possibilities of copyrighting it so that we could exploit it commercially – a royalty to be paid to the Hons’ Treasury each time it was played.


Tom, our only brother, occupied a rather special place in family life. We called him Tuddemy, partly because it was the Boudledidge translation of Tom, partly because we thought it rhymed with ‘adultery’. ‘Only one brother and six sisters! How you must love him. How spoilt he must be,’ strangers would say. ‘Love him! You mean loathe him,’ was the standard Honnish answer. Debo, asked by a census-taker what her family consisted of, replied furiously, ‘Three Giants, three Dwarfs and one Brute.’ The Giants were Nancy, Diana and Unity, all exceptionally tall; the Dwarfs Pam, Debo and me; the Brute, poor Tuddemy. My mother has to this day a cardboard badge on which is carefully lettered: ‘League against Tom. Head: Nancy.’


In fact, the anti-Tuddemy campaign, which raged throughout childhood, was merely the curious Honnish mirror-world expression of our devotion to him. For years, he was the only member of the family to be ‘on speakers’ with all the others. In spite of frequent alliances of brief duration for Boudledidge or Honnish pursuits, or for the purpose of defeating some common enemy – generally a governess – relations between Unity, Debo and me were uneasy, tinged with mutual resentment. We were like ill-assorted animals tied to a common tethering post.


Occasionally Unity and I joined in the forbidden sport of ‘teasing Debo’. The teasing had to be done well out of earshot of my father, as Debo was his prime favourite, and fearful consequences could follow if we made her cry. She was an extraordinarily softhearted child, and it was easy to make her huge blue eyes brim with tears – known as ‘welling’ in family circles.


Unity invented a tragic story involving a Pekingese puppy. ‘The telephone bell rang,’ it went. ‘Grandpa got up from his seat and went to answer it. “Lill ill!” he cried . . .’ Lill was on her deathbed, a victim of consumption. Her dying request was that Grandpa should care for her poor little Pekingese. However, in all the excitement of the funeral, the Peke was forgotten, and was found several days later beside his mistress’s grave, dead of starvation and a broken heart.


This story never failed to send Debo into paroxysms of grief, no matter how often it was retold. Naturally, we were severely punished for telling it. Months of allowance would be confiscated, and often we were sent to bed as well. A more borderline case would be merely to say, in tones fraught with tragedy, ‘THE TELEPHONE BELL RANG,’ in which case Debo howled as loudly as if we had told the story to its bitter end.


Odd pursuits, indeed, and little wonder that my mother’s continual refrain was, ‘You’re very silly children.’


My mother personally arranged and supervised our education, and taught us our lessons herself until we reached the age of eight or nine. Thereafter we entered the schoolroom, presided over by a fast-moving series of governesses. No doubt, educators all over the world were at that time debating the theories of John Dewey versus those of the traditionalists; no doubt, thousands were somewhere flocking to lectures on the new ‘Child Psychology’. If the fight for equal education for women raged somewhere as a part of the twentieth-century struggle for equal rights, no hint of these controversies reached us at Swinbrook. Tom, of course, had been sent away to school at the age of eight, and thence to Eton; but my mother felt that school for girls was unnecessary, probably harmful, and certainly too expensive. She prided herself that she was able to finance our entire education out of the proceeds of her chicken farm, which, after paying all expenses, including the wages of the chicken man, whose name was appropriately ‘Lay’, netted something like £120 a year, about the right amount for a governess’s annual wage in those days.


Lessons with Muv in the drawing-room still stand out for me far more clearly than anything I learned later from the governesses. (The name Muv, set down in black and white, may convey the image of a petite, cosier-than-Mummy mother surrounded by children whom she refers to as ‘my brood’. The name Farve may likewise conjure up the picture of a pallier-than-Daddy father. Not to me. In my earliest memory of them Muv and Farve were actually as tall as the sky and as large as the Marble Arch, and were somewhat more powerful than King and Parliament rolled into one.)


Muv taught English history from a large illustrated book called Our Island Story, with a beautiful picture of Queen Victoria as its frontispiece. ‘See, England and all our Empire possessions are a lovely pink on the map,’ she explained. ‘Germany is a hideous, mud-coloured brown.’ The illustrations, the text, and Muv’s interpretative comments created a series of vivid scenes: Queen Boadicea, fearlessly riding at the head of her army . . . the poor little Princes in the Tower . . . Charlemagne, claimed by Grandfather as our ancestor . . . hateful, drab Cromwell . . . Charles I, Martyred King . . . the heroic Empire-builders, bravely quelling the black hordes of Africa for the glory of England . . . the wicked Indians of the Black Hole of Calcutta . . . the Americans, who had been expelled from the Empire for causing trouble, and who no longer had the right to be a pretty pink on the map . . . the Filthy Huns, who killed Uncle Clem in the war . . . the Russian Bolshies, who shot down the Czar’s dogs in cold blood (and, as a matter of fact, the little Czarevitch and Czarevnas, only their fate didn’t seem quite so sad as that of the poor, innocent dogs) . . . the good so good, and the bad so bad, history as taught by Muv was on the whole very clear to me.


Muv had invented a method of teaching which obviated the necessity for examinations. We simply read the passage to be mastered, then closed the book and related whatever portion of the text we happened to retain. ‘I always think a child only needs to remember the part that seems important to her,’ she would explain vaguely. Sometimes it didn’t work very well. ‘Now, Little D, I’ve read you a whole chapter. Tell me what you remember of it.’ ‘I’m afraid I don’t remember anything.’ ‘Come now, Little D, can’t you remember a single word?’ ‘Very well then – THE.’ Fatal sentence! For years after I could be reduced to tears by sisters and cousins teasing in chorus, ‘Very well, then – THE.’


I graduated to the schoolroom when I was nine. Our schoolroom at Swinbrook, big and airy, with bay windows, a small coal fireplace and chintz-covered furniture, was on the second floor, next to the governess’s bedroom. It was separated from the visitors’ rooms and my parents’ rooms by a green-baize door. Here we spent most of our time. We had lunch, and sometimes dinner, downstairs with the grown-ups except when there were visitors, in which case meals were sent up and we ate in the unenthralling company of the governess, fretfully wondering what delicious thing they were having downstairs.


Unity – Bobo to the rest of the family, but Boud to me – was the only other schoolroom-age child; Debo was only six, still having lessons with Muv, and otherwise in the nursery under the jurisdiction of Nanny. Nancy and Pam were long since grown up, Tom had gone to live abroad for a bit, and Diana was in Paris, restlessly poised between schoolroom and first London season.


Boud was a huge, outsize child of twelve. She reminded me of the expression ‘great girl’ in Victorian children’s books. ‘Oh dear, poor Boud, she is rather enormous,’ Muv complained when the semi-annual boxes of children’s clothes arrived on approval from Daniel Neal’s in London, to be tried on and invariably, in Boud’s case, sent back for a larger size. Nancy gave her the blunt nickname of Hideous, but Boud wasn’t really hideous. Her immense, baleful blue eyes, large, clumsy limbs, dead straight tow-coloured hair, sometimes in neat pig-tails but more often flowing loose, gave her the appearance of a shaggy Viking or Little John. She was the bane of governesses; few of whom could stand up for long to her relentless misbehaviour, and as a result we never had the same one for any length of time. They came and left in bewildering succession, and each replacement brought with her a new slant on the sum total of human knowledge.


Miss Whitey taught us to repeat, ‘A-squared-minus-B-squared-equals-A-squared-minus-2-AB-plus-B-squared,’ but she did not stay long enough to explain why that should be. Boud found out that she had a deadly fear of snakes, and left Enid, her pet grass snake, neatly wrapped around the WC chain one morning. We breathlessly awaited the result, which was not long in coming. Miss Whitey locked herself in, there was shortly an ear-splitting shriek followed by a thud. The unconscious woman was ultimately released with the aid of crowbars, and Boud was duly scolded and told to keep Enid in her box thereafter. Miss Whitey was succeeded by Miss Broadmoor, who taught us to say Mensa, Mensa, Mensam all the way through. Nancy, even in those early days preoccupied with U and Non-U usage, made up a poem illustrative of the main ‘refainments’ of Miss Broadmoor’s speech: ‘Ay huff a löft, and öft, as ay lay on may ayderdown so söft (tossing from sade to sade with may nasty cöff) ay ayther think of the loft, or of the w-h-h-h-h-eat in the tröff of the loft.’ We couldn’t resist reciting it each morning as lesson time drew near.


Latin lessons came to an end after Miss Broadmoor left. Miss McMurray grew beans on bits of wet flannel and taught the names of different parts of these growing beans – Plumule, Radical, Embryo.


She was soon followed by Miss Bunting, whose main contribution to our education was to teach a little mild shop-lifting. Miss Bunting was a dear little round giggly woman, shaped like a Toby jug, with a carefree and unorthodox approach to life that we found most attractive. Boud towered over her, and sometimes scooped her up and put her, squealing, on the schoolroom piano.


We made occasional trips to Oxford. ‘Like to try a little jiggery-pokery, children?’ Miss Bunting suggested. There were two main methods: the shopping-bag method, in which an accomplice was needed, was used for the larger items. The accomplice undertook to distract the shop-lady while the lifter, or Jiggery-poker in Miss Bunting’s idiom, stuffed her bag with books, underclothes or boxes of chocolates, depending on the wares of the particular store. The dropped-hanky method was suitable for lipsticks or small pieces of jewellery. Miss Bunting in her governessy beige coat and gloves, Boud and I in matching panama straw hats, would strut haughtily past the deferential sales-people to seek the safety of Fuller’s Tea Room, where we would gleefully take stock of the day’s haul over cups of steaming hot chocolate.


Miss Bunting was very relaxed about lessons. Only when we heard my mother’s distinctive tread approaching the schoolroom did she signal us to buckle down to work. She knew nothing and cared less about algebra, Latin or the parts of the bean, and needless to say we liked her much better than any of her predecessors. We did all we could to make life tolerably attractive for her, with the result that she stayed on for some years.




Chapter Two


Participation in public life at Swinbrook revolved around the church, the Conservative Party and the House of Lords. My parents took a benevolent if erratic interest in all three, and they tried from time to time to involve us children in such civic responsibilities as might be suitable to our age.


My mother was a staunch supporter of Conservative Party activities. Although she was never particularly enthusiastic about our local Member of Parliament (‘such a dull little creature,’ she would say sadly), Muv campaigned faithfully at each election. Crowds of placid villagers were assembled on the lawn at Swinbrook House to be harangued by our uncles on the merits of the Conservative Party, and later to be fed thick meat sandwiches, pound cake, and cups of nice strong tea. Our family always had its booth at the annual Oxfordshire Conservative Fête, where we sold eggs, vegetables from the kitchen garden, and quantities of cut flowers. Debo and I, dressed in our expensive Wendy frocks, were allowed to parade around selling bouquets. Debo hated these occasions because the grown-ups always cooed over her: ‘Oh, doesn’t Debo look sweet!’ ‘Well, Decca’s sweet too,’ was her furious rejoinder.


At election time, sporting blue rosettes, symbol of the Party, we often accompanied Muv to do canvassing. Our car was decorated with Tory blue ribbons, and if we should pass a car flaunting the red badge of Socialism, we were allowed to lean out of the window and shout at the occupants: ‘Down with the horrible Counter-Honnish Labour Party!’


The canvassing consisted of visiting the villagers in Swinbrook and neighbouring communities, and, after exacting a promise from each one to vote Conservative, arranging to have them driven to the polls by our chauffeur. Labour Party supporters were virtually unknown in Swinbrook. Only once was a red rosette seen in the village. It was worn by our gamekeeper’s son – to the bitter shame and humiliation of his family, who banished him from their house for this act of disloyalty. It was rumoured that he went to work in a factory in Glasgow, and there became mixed up with the trade unions.


The General Strike of 1926 provided enormous excitement. There was a thrilling feeling of crisis in the air. The grown-ups, unnaturally grave, pored over the daily national bulletin that replaced the newspapers, I managed to smuggle my pet lamb, Miranda, into my bedroom at night to prevent her from being shot down by the Bolshies. Everyone was pressed into service for the emergency. Nancy and Pam, then in their early twenties, established a canteen in an old barn on the highway, about two miles from our house, in which they took alternate shifts serving tea, hot soup and sandwiches to the scabbing lorry-drivers. After lessons, Boud and I with our governess and Debo with Nanny would toil up the hill to help, Miranda strictly at heel in case a Bolshie should jump out of the hedge.


Since lorries keep going all night (a fact none of us had realized before), it was necessary to start the first shift very early in the morning, before sunrise. Pam was detailed for this first shift; she was easily the best at running the canteen, as she was interested in home economics and knew how to make the tea and sandwiches and how to wash the cups. Nancy was known to be hopeless at this sort of thing, and moaned sadly when called on for anything more than handing round the sandwiches: ‘Oh darling, you know I don’t know how to take things out of ovens, one’s poor hands . . . besides, I do so hate getting up early.’


One morning, about five o’clock, Pam was alone at the canteen as usual, when a filthy tramp lurched in from the eerie, pre-dawn darkness. Dressed in a ragged suit and worker’s cap, his face grimy and hideously scarred, he was a terrifying sight. ‘Can I’ave a cup o’ tea, miss?’ he leered at Pam, thrusting his dreadful face close to hers, winking with his horribly bright green eyes. Pam nervously started to pour the tea, but he nimbly stepped round the counter. ‘Can I ’ave a kiss, miss?’ and he put his arm round her waist. Pam, thoroughly terrified, let out a fearful shriek, and in her mad haste to get away from him fell and sprained her ankle. The tramp turned out to be Nancy in disguise. All in all, we were rather sad when the General Strike came to an end and life returned to dull normalcy.


Rather to my mother’s disappointment, Farve’s interest in politics was much more sporadic than her own. On very rare occasions he lumbered into his London clothes and with much heavy breathing prepared for the trip – always considered a tremendously arduous journey, although it was actually only eighty miles – to sit in the House of Lords. But he only went if the matter being debated presented really burning issues, such as whether peeresses in their own right should be granted permission to sit as equals with Their Lordships. On this occasion Farve roused himself to go and vote against their being admitted; Nancy maintained that the real reason for his opposition to seating the peeresses was that there is only one WC in the House of Lords, and he was afraid they might get in the habit of using it.


Farve’s deepest ire, however, was reserved for a proposal to reform the House of Lords by limiting its powers. The Lords who sponsored this measure did so out of a fear that, unless such a course was taken, a future Labour Government might abolish the House altogether. Farve angrily opposed this tricky political manoeuvre. His speech was widely quoted in the Press: ‘May I remind your Lordships that denial of the hereditary principle is a direct blow at the Crown? Such a denial is, indeed, a blow at the very foundation of the Christian faith.’ To Farve’s annoyance, even the Conservative Press poked fun at this concept, and the Labour Press had a field day with it. ‘What did you mean to say?’ we asked, and he patiently explained that just as Jesus became God because He was the Son of God, so the oldest son of a Lord should inherit his father’s title and prerogatives. Nancy pretended to be surprised at this explanation: ‘Oh, I thought you meant it would be a blow at the Christian faith because the Lord’s son would lose the right to choose the clergyman.’


The right to hire and fire the clergy was one which my father would have been loath to relinquish. He had the ‘living’ at Swinbrook, which meant that if the incumbent vicar died or left the parish it became Farve’s responsibility to interview and choose among prospective replacements. Shortly after we moved to Swinbrook such choice was made necessary by the death of the Reverend Foster, the parish clergyman. Debo and I managed to eavesdrop on at least one of the interviews that followed. A pallid young man in regulation dog-collar was admitted by the parlourmaid. ‘Would you come this way, sir? His Lordship’s in the Closing Room,’ she explained. My father’s study had once been known by the more usual terms for such rooms – library, business room, smoking room – but I pointed out to Farve that since he spent virtually his entire life within its walls one day, inevitably, his old eyes would close there, never to open again. Thus it came to be called the Closing Room, even by the servants. The Closing Room was a pleasant enough place to spend time in if one was not there under duress; it was lined from floor to ceiling with thousands of books amassed by Grandfather, and there was a lot of comfortable leather-covered furniture and a huge gramophone – but the idea of being summoned for an interview with Farve filled us with vicarious terror.


‘Oh, poor thing! There he goes. He’s for it,’ Debo whispered from our hiding-place under the stairs. We heard Farve explaining that he would personally choose the hymns to be sung at Sunday service. ‘None of those damn’ complicated foreign tunes. I’ll give you a list of what’s wanted: “Holy, Holy, Holy”, “Rock of Ages”, “All Things Bright and Beautiful”, and the like.’ He went on to say that the sermon must never take longer than ten minutes. There was little danger of running over time, as Farve made a practice of setting his stop-watch and signalling two minutes before the allotted time was up.


‘Do you go in for smells and lace?’ he suddenly roared at the astonished applicant. ‘Er?’ Questioning sounds could be heard through the wall of the Closing Room. ‘Incense, choir robes and all that Popish nonsense! You know what I’m driving at!’ Debo and I squirmed in sympathy.


The poor vicar who was finally selected must often have wished for a softer berth. For one thing, church attendance was an inflexible rule for the whole Mitford family. Every Sunday morning, rain or shine, we stumped off down the hill with Nanny, governess, Miranda, several dogs, Boud’s goat, Enid, her pet snake, and my pet dove. Some of the graves in Swinbrook churchyard were conveniently surrounded by high railings for better preservation and privacy. These made good cages for the assorted animals, whose loud yelps, cooing and baaing blended nicely with the lusty voices of the village choir and effectively drowned out most of the ten-minute sermon. If Tom was at home, Debo, Boud and I amused ourselves during the service by trying to ‘make him blither’ – a Honnish expression for an unwilling or suppressed giggle. The best moment for this occurred during the reading of the Ten Commandments. Ranged in the family pew, prayer-books open, we’d wait for the signal: ‘Thou shalt not commit adultery’, then nudge all down the row to where poor Tom was sitting, desperately trying to suffocate the giggles. We were sure he led a glamorous life of sin abroad and in his London flat, and needed emphasis on this particular Commandment.


My mother was hard to pin down in theological discussions. ‘Do you believe in Heaven and Hell?’ I asked. ‘Well, one always hopes there’ll be some sort of after-life. I’d like to see Uncle Clem again one day, and Cicely, she was such a good friend of mine . . .’ She seemed to envisage the after-life as a pleasant afternoon gathering where anyone might drop in. ‘But if you don’t believe in the miracles and things, what’s the point of having to go to church every Sunday?’ ‘Well, Little D, after all it is the Church of England, we have to support it, don’t you see?’


The support took various forms. When Muv remembered she invited the vicar and his wife for Sunday luncheon: ‘Poor things, they always look so hungry, I rather wonder if they get quite enough to eat?’ Her vagueness about Church procedure must have caused the vicar some uneasy moments. Once he came to the house to ask her if she would contribute some money to help purchase the bier. ‘Certainly, how much is needed?’ Muv asked. The vicar opined that five pounds would do nicely. ‘Five pounds? But who on earth is going to drink all that beer?’


Muv often took me with her to visit the village women in Swinbrook with small gifts of charity. Their poverty worried me and filled me with uneasiness. They lived in ancient, tiny cottages, pathetically decorated with pictures of the Royal Family and little china ornaments. The smell of centuries of overcooked cabbage and strong tea lurked in the very walls. The women were old, and usually toothless, at thirty. Many had goitres, wens, crooked backs and other deformities associated with generations of poverty. Could these poor creatures be people, like us? What did they think about, what sort of jokes did they think funny, what did they talk about at meals? How did they fill their days? Why were they so poor?


On the long walk home after one such visit, a brilliant thought suddenly occurred to me.


‘I say, wouldn’t it be a good idea if all the money in England could be divided up equally among everybody? Then there wouldn’t be any really poor people.’


‘Well, that’s what the Socialists want to do,’ Muv explained. I was abashed to learn that the counter-Honnish Socialists had already thought of my good idea, but pursued the subject nevertheless.


‘Why couldn’t it be done?’


‘Because it wouldn’t be fair, darling. You wouldn’t like it if you saved up all your pocket-money and Debo spent hers, and I made you give up half your savings to Debo, would you?’ I immediately saw the point. My idea was pretty hopeless after all.


Shortly after this I was taken to a Conservative Party campaign meeting in the village. Uncle Geoff made the speech. ‘The trouble with the Labour Party is that they want everyone to be poor,’ he said, ‘but we want everyone to be rich.’ I had never heard this ancient cliché before, and it struck me as a penetratingly original thought of enduring significance. It was several years before I gave any more thought to Socialist ideas.




Chapter Three


Growing up in the English countryside seemed an interminable process. Freezing winter gave way to frosty spring, which in turn merged into chilly summer – but nothing ever, ever happened. The lyrical, soft beauty of changing seasons in the Cotswolds literally left us cold. ‘Oh, to be in England, Now that April’s there!’ or, ‘Fair daffodils, we weep to see you haste away so soon . . .’ The words were evocative enough, but I was not much of an April-noticer or daffodil-fancier. It never occurred to me to be happy with my lot. Knowing few children of my age with whom to compare notes, I envied the children of literature to whom interesting things were always happening: ‘Oliver Twist was so lucky to live in a fascinating orphanage!’


Nevertheless, there were occasional diversions. Sometimes we went up to London to stay at our mews in Rutland Gate for Christmas shopping (or shoplifting, depending on whether we were accompanied by Nanny or by Miss Bunting), and sometimes, when Swinbrook was let for a few months, a full-scale migration, Nanny, governess, maids, dogs, Enid, Miranda, dove and all of us, went to my mother’s house on the outskirts of High Wycombe. But these small excursions only served to emphasize the dullness of life at Swinbrook.
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