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    ‘A wonderful slice of social history, and Anne de Courcy is a skilled interviewer with a sure eye for the telling quotation or the stand-out detail . . . Reading

    Debs at War means plunging into a world so rich and strange that it comes as a shock to remember it is a mere generation away from our own’


  



  Kathryn Hughes, Mail on Sunday




  ‘A glorious yarn, a mixture of derring-do, make-do and eye-popping innocence’ Edwina Currie, New Statesman




  ‘Debs at War is happy, sad, intermittently very funny and consistently engaging’ Matthew Dennison, Spectator




  ‘Produces some memorable cameos. Among the most memorable are those of a young girl delivering local post from her grandmother’s Scottish estate with a 410 rifle

  slung over her shoulder, ready to fire at German planes . . . oddest of all, perhaps, is an account from one of Lord Rothermere’s daughters, of tea being served on the terrace by a butler in

  white gloves while a dogfight raged overhead’




  Miranda Seymour, Sunday Times




  ‘It was a good idea of Anne de Courcy’s to round up forty-seven well-bred women who were debutantes (in the social sense) when war broke out in 1939, and get them

  to remember their wartime experiences. She captures within one book a vivid impression of those years, a short history of the Women’s Services, a closely focused view of an exotic corner of

  social history, and a lot of human interest. It all makes riveting reading . . . The above outline fails to do justice to this book. It is in the detail that you will find its interest and charm,

  and both are considerable’ Diana Athill, Literary Review




  ‘Debs at War is funny, moving and inspiring and it will be a valuable addition to the many social histories already published about the Second World War’

  Irish Examiner




  ‘Debutantes and war seem about as ill-fitting a combination as silk and serge, but Anne de Courcy’s book draws them together . . . engrossing and informative . . .

  a thoroughly engaging read’




  The Field




  ‘This book records the extraordinary diversity of challenges, shocks and responsibilities they faced – as chauffeurs, couriers, ambulance-drivers, nurses, pilots,

  spies, decoders, factory workers, farmers, land girls, as well as in the Women’s Services’




  History Today




  ‘Fascinating . . . how [the debutantes] adapted to a very different life makes for a ripping yarn’ Image
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  Preface




   




   




   




   




  History is made all the time, not just by the noisy clash of politics, economic currents or overpowering personalities but by the everyday texture and attitudes of contemporary

  life – things impossible to judge accurately from the standpoint of hindsight. It is generally accepted that the words and writings of those who actually lived through a period are an

  invaluable historical contribution and help to bring it truly to life.




  Within a decade or two, the era before the Second World War, and a little later the war itself, will become what is known as ‘history’ – that is, there will be no one alive who

  can actually remember these years, and how radically different they were from life as it is now lived. Stoicism is only one of the national qualities that seems to have disappeared.




  The women I spoke to for this book described a society quite unlike the Britain of today. For them, the contrast between their peacetime lives and the war was sharper than for any other section

  of British society. They had been brought up largely in isolation from anyone not of their particular background, in conditions of material privilege yet often at a physical and emotional distance

  from their parents unknown in any other stratum of society and with a code that regarded ‘making a fuss’ (which included making oneself conspicuous as well as complaints) as something

  not to be tolerated.




  All of them had been debutantes in the years before the war; they had made their curtsey before the King and Queen and become fully-fledged members of the social class in which they had been

  brought up. Until they emerged into this adult world, they had been protected, cocooned and kept in chaste ignorance under their parents’ sway, conditions that often lasted until their

  expected destiny, marriage.




  When war broke out, with or without parental approval they rushed to join up rather than wait for call-up papers. Indeed, many had begun what became their wartime work or service as soon as

  their age permitted, well before hostilities began. The realities of war and the accompanying culture shock liberated many from the straitjacket of their upbringing, giving the confidence that

  comes from successfully coping with challenges and responsibility on one’s own. Their voices are the experiences of a minority which, though small, was a not insignificant element of the

  complex social history that has produced the country we are today. As such they deserve to be heard.




  Anne de Courcy




  London and Gloucestershire




  January 2005
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Chapter 1





  Childhoods




  ‘. . . taken down to say


  good morning to our mothers’




   




   




   




   




  All over England, the daughters of the upper classes were growing up in similar fashion. Although it was received wisdom in the

  Twenties and Thirties that the 1914–18 war – the Great War, as it was known – had changed everything, shattering the rigid social hierarchy and formal etiquette of pre-war

  Edwardian days, in practice very little had altered.




  There were superficial changes: the parents of these girls now drank cocktails, danced in smart restaurants, wore shorter, less constricting clothes, went to the cinema, and visited the French

  Riviera in the summer, all unheard of in that distant, golden, pre-war era. But underlying these activities, the customs and practices of their world remained very much the same. The demands of the

  social calendar, with its emphasis on sporting activities, dominated many of their lives. As one contemporary source points out: ‘When people in high society in those days spoke of

  “economising” it usually meant making do with one footman instead of two or giving up the under-gardener.’ And most still lived in anything from stately homes or

  ‘places’ (the next down) to halls, manors or pleasant country houses.




  Some lived permanently in the country, renting a London house (or availing themselves of the hospitality of a London-based relation) only for the Season when a daughter was being ‘brought out’ – that is, making the transition from schoolroom to grown-up world via presentation at Court and attendance at as many balls, dances and social events as

  possible.




  Grander families had their own town houses, opened only for a few months each summer, some palatial, all big enough to hold a dance. For many years, as a child, Lady Margaret (‘Meg’)

  Egerton did not dare explore the whole of Bridgewater House (in St James’s), the immense London mansion of her parents, Lord and Lady Ellesmere. ‘I was far too frightened of getting

  lost to go into the back premises or the remoter rooms.’




  Such houses were of course staffed by servants who carried out all the work of the household, a fact that was still taken for granted (in 1939, the number of domestic servants stood at around

  1.25 million) both by the very rich and by those who described themselves as ‘not having much money’. Mary Pollock’s doctor father, a distinguished paediatrician, kept a butler,

  cook, housemaid, nanny and nurserymaid at the family house in Evelyn Gardens, although Mary described her family as being not particularly well off. In Scotland, the Ellesmeres had around thirty

  servants, including a house carpenter and grooms, taking some of them to Bridgewater House from May to the end of July when they came to London for the Season. At one stage, when the six Egerton

  girls were growing up, the Bridgewater staff included three ladies’ maids.




  ‘I was four when I first went to Bridgewater House,’ recalled Meg Egerton. ‘A whole carriage in the train was hired and we came down with Nanny. The butler, the cook and the

  footmen came but the housemaids stayed at Mertoun. There was already a housekeeper and resident staff at Bridgewater House, with a hall porter who would double as a footman. We brought our

  chauffeur down as well but we also had another one in London because there was so much going on.’




  At Warwick House, in St James’s, the London home of the Honourable Esmond Harmsworth,1 there was a butler, three footmen, an

  under-butler, a housekeeper and a number of maids. ‘One didn’t know them except for their surnames,’ said his daughter, Lorna. ‘The kitchen had a cook and kitchen maids and

  my father had three chauffeurs – one who worked for the family, my father’s personal one and one of the staff, who took things down to our house in the country or brought things back

  from the greenhouses.’




  Other houses were like little villages. At Wentworth in south Yorkshire, the largest house in England, surrounded by lawns black with coal dust from the adjacent mines, the corridors were so

  long and the turnings so complicated that the footman who showed guests to their rooms would unwind a ball of string to enable them to find their way back to the drawing room. Sheila Parish’s

  mother was the favourite granddaughter of the great Prime Minister, William Ewart Gladstone; and her rich Gladstone uncle and his wife, who had no children, lived at the old family home, Hawarden

  Castle in Flintshire. ‘We were treated as their children and went there for all our holidays. We had ponies and a swimming pool in the garden and when we grew out of that he made a lake for

  us.




  ‘In London we had a reasonable-sized staff – cook, kitchen maid, parlour maid, housemaid, batman (my father had been in the Army), nanny, nursery maid and daily. But at Hawarden the

  staff was enormous – two butlers, four in the kitchen, four housemaids, twenty in the garden and lots out in the park and farms.




  ‘At Christmas all the staff families came in and there was an enormous tea, after which we and the village children acted in a nativity play. Then we stood round a vast Christmas tree,

  with gardeners holding sponges on sticks to douse the candles when they got too low, while we gave out presents to the children – there must have been 150 of them. Then we all sang

  carols.’




  ‘We had nine servants inside, two pantry, three kitchen, two upstairs,’ said Cynthia Denison-Pender. ‘But I never had any feeling of belonging to a

  privileged class – our staff were my friends. They didn’t tell my parents if I’d done something wrong and for my twenty-first they all gave me something special.’




  Aristocratic households, especially those of the older generation, often maintained the formality of an earlier era. When Lady Barbara Legge and her sisters and brother stayed with their

  grandparents, the Earl and Countess of Dartmouth, they went out for picnics in a brougham2 driven by a coachman, with a small boy, wearing a top hat, standing

  at the back ready to spring down and open gates.




  Most housework in the 1930s was done by hand, chiefly by housemaids in their cotton print uniforms; vacuum cleaners had been invented but many employers thought them new-fangled. Servants could

  be dismissed without notice for such crimes as immorality – maids were quite often found in bed with footmen, unsurprisingly, as the latter were frequently chosen for their looks –

  dishonesty, or drunkenness. This last was a particular hazard for butlers, who had charge of the wine cellar. ‘Our first butler was dismissed after shutting himself in the cellar when my

  parents were away and systematically drinking one bottle of wine after another while filling the empties with his urine,’ recalled Esme Harmsworth, sister of Lorna.




  Cold was a routine fact of life. No cars (let alone aeroplanes) were heated; few houses had central heating; draught exclusion was a phrase as yet unknown, and year-round open windows were

  considered healthy. ‘Nobody would come and stay with us in winter,’ said Barbara Legge, ‘as our house, Godmersham Park [between Canterbury and Ashford], was the coldest house

  imaginable.’




  Society, in the sense of ‘Society’, was much smaller and almost entirely class-based: that is, the people written about by the gossip columnists of the day were a

  smallish network of the rich, titled and influential, sometimes infiltrated by the famous or the very determined.




  Column inches filled today by ‘celebrities’ then featured elegant or titled members of the upper classes as icons of success or glamour. Young and beautiful peeresses were used to

  advertise the virtues of cold cream or, if socially prominent – that is, figuring in magazines like the Tatler, Sketch or Bystander that chronicled the doings of

  this small group in gushing prose – were lent clothes by the grandest couturiers to wear in the London Season or at country house parties, in the same way that Hollywood designers today dress

  actresses for the Oscar awards ceremony.




  Pictures of the aristocracy at play – Lord’s, a polo match, Ascot – were a spectacle for the public. Debutantes learned this early when crowds lined the Mall on Presentation

  Court days, peering in at car windows as the procession of chauffeur-driven cars inched its way towards the gates of Buckingham Palace, and gave their verdict on the occupants.




  For this small, exclusive and self-recognising set, social ostracism was a form of death. Divorce, for example, carried such a stigma that no divorced person was allowed into that holy of

  holies, the Royal Enclosure at Ascot, where all their friends were meeting and greeting. When Betty Shaughnessy, then Lady Grenfell, was divorced from her first husband shortly before the Second

  World War, her stepfather, the courtier Joey Legh, asked her to go and tell the King and Queen herself at Windsor.




  ‘I remember this awful thing, going up by myself to their part of the Castle. Luckily the King, who was terribly sweet, was at a meeting. I went in to the Queen in her boudoir. “This

  is all very sad,” she said. “Sit down, Betty. I just hope that you will be happy and the dear children won’t be too upset. These awful rules . . . you

  won’t be able to come to official parties now, you know, but of course privately you still will.”




  ‘Then she sighed and continued: “I know you love racing . . .” I said: “Yes, Ma’am, I know I won’t be allowed in the Royal Enclosure.”’




  [image: ]




  Within the home, children led a life almost completely separate from their parents. For younger children, this took place mainly in their day and night nurseries (or, in larger

  houses, the nursery wing), with formal visits to their mother and father after tea. Primped, starched, brushed and combed by Nanny, they would enter the drawing room to greet the two adults who had

  given birth to them.




  ‘You didn’t really want to go downstairs to see them after tea,’ said Meg Egerton. ‘They didn’t play with us children. We sat in the drawing room, seven of us on

  the sofa, then shot out of the room like scalded cats, back to the red landing. Once through the glass door at our end you were in heaven, you were in the nursery wing.’




  Even as they grew older many children led such separate lives from adults that for hours no one might know where they were. Lady Margaret, who spent nine months of the year in Mertoun, the Adam

  house on the banks of the Tweed bought by her father in 1913, ran wild most of the time. ‘Nobody bothered where you went. We climbed enormous pine trees and couldn’t get down and made

  omelettes out of birds’ eggs. The river was actually quite dangerous. If one had slipped down that bank . . .’




  Yet even in the remoter parts of Scotland or rural England, there was one great link with other children: the weekly, or monthly, dancing class in the local county or market town. ‘We

  lived in tweed kilts, jerseys and Burberries,’ said Jean Falkner of her Galloway childhood. ‘We had nothing much else except the velvet party dresses and bronze

  shoes which we wore to dancing class every month.’




  In London the favoured dancing teacher was Miss Vacani. ‘She was very small and wore enormous high heels,’ said Barbara Legge, taken to classes with her younger sister by their

  nanny. The fascinated children also noted the teacher’s unusual underwear. ‘When she demonstrated to us how to twirl when waltzing, her skirt used to fly out and we could see that she

  was wearing silver knickers decorated with red roses!’




  Children’s clothes, though, were utilitarian rather than decorative, conforming to a social ideal rather than to personal taste. Little dresses were smocked by Nanny or a mother’s

  lady’s maid, sailor suits were popular for little boys; in winter, jerseys and skirts hid Chilprufe vests and pants. ‘We weren’t allowed to wear shoes until we were about

  ten,’ Barbara recalled. ‘Out of doors in the winter we wore gaiters with buttons, and boots – wearing boots was supposed to make your ankles strong.’




  Betty Shaughnessy was another who saw little of her parents as a child. ‘We went down to the drawing room, changed, after tea for about half an hour – about half past five to six.

  Sometimes Mummy had people to tea. Then we were fetched up to the nursery again. Also they were away nearly every weekend in the summer and in the winter too, shooting.’




  Many children learned everything, from the daily routine to behaviour, from what would nowadays be called the hired help. ‘As a child one was of course brought up by the servants, not our

  parents,’ said Esme Harmsworth. ‘We knew the domestic staff better than anyone else. We had Nanny, an under-nurse and nursemaid looking after us three children. The nurseries themselves

  were on the wrong side of the green baize door – the twilight zone between the staff and the parents. We didn’t have thick carpet like our mother and father; we had linoleum and the

  bits of carpet we did have were pretty threadbare but we were waited on hand and foot – there was a nursery footman.




  ‘In the morning, when our parents were at home – which wasn’t that often – we were taken down to say good morning to our mother for ten minutes and

  then in the evening – if they were in – there was the children’s hour. We went down, all dressed up – oh! those nasty prickly organdie sleeves – and hair brushed and

  Nanny had to shove us through the drawing-room door as we didn’t really want to go in at all. Once there, we had to be seen but not heard. They were usually either playing bridge or mah-jong.

  When they had visitors I was terrified.’




  The gulf between even loving parents and their children was enormous. ‘My childhood was very happy and I was close to my parents, particularly my mother,’ said Barbara Legge.

  ‘Did my parents ever cuddle me? Certainly not my father. Twice a year, at Christmas and on birthdays, he used to play with us and that was wonderful. My mother always came and said good night

  to us and heard our prayers.’




  Fortune Smith, ‘very close’ to her parents, was one of many who only began to have lunch ‘downstairs’ (in the dining room with her parents as opposed to the nursery or

  schoolroom) at the age of ten. ‘I’d just gone to my first day school and I was so proud of my uniform I kept my blazer on all day.




  ‘We had supper in the nursery and then the schoolroom until quite an old age – I didn’t really have dinner downstairs until I was about fifteen. We had a bed time all through

  our lives at home and I went to bed at ten really almost until I came out.’




  Fortune and her brothers saw more of their parents than many. They were taken to France by their mother and father every Easter holidays to look at the chateaux on the Loire and in the summer,

  with another family, to a deer forest in Invernessshire.




  The concept of ‘teenager’, with its specific needs, desires, vocabulary and cultish, independent life had not been invented. Children did what their parents told them and never, ever

  answered back. ‘I wasn’t really close to my parents,’ said Jean Falkner, who on their Galloway sheep farm saw more of hers than most children. ‘I was terrified of my father.

  He hardly ever spoke and when he did he was very noncommittal and brusque – although he could suddenly make the funniest remark. My mother was a matriarch and very bossy.

  I was in awe of her. What she said went. Her rules were rules. I wouldn’t have dared answer her back.’




  Other children found contact with their parents anything from difficult to unhappy. ‘When we became old enough to have dining-room lunch we used to rehearse in the hall what we would say

  to our father, as otherwise he wouldn’t understand,’ said the Hon. Val Canning, the daughter of Lord Garvagh and granddaughter of the seventh Earl Fitzwilliam. ‘We were also

  allowed downstairs at tea-time and we used to have to play those awful board games which I’ve always hated since. The thing is my mother doted on my father and hadn’t really got a lot

  of time for us.’




  Parents could be distant to a degree that seems almost sadistic now. ‘My mother never once came to say good night to us,’ said Meg Egerton. ‘And I only remember two occasions

  when my father came upstairs to our rooms – once when I had appendicitis at fifteen and again when I was ill in London. I don’t resent the strictness of our upbringing but I do resent

  the lack of affection.’




  Anne Reid was another who suffered, both from fear of her parents and from their remoteness. ‘Until I came out, I only ever had meals in the dining room with my mother and father on

  Christmas Day and Easter Day.




  ‘These dining-room meals were torture. My father never used physical violence but mentally he could be very cruel – tremendously sarcastic. My mother was frightened of him and so

  were the servants.




  ‘He was a great stickler for punctuality. If he said: “Be ready in the hall at eleven o’clock” I jolly well had to be there at five to, as eleven was considered late. If

  we left a light on at bedtime, outside my bedroom, there was a frightful scene and I had to pay a shilling.




  ‘The one good thing is that after him nothing was terrifying, so I’ve never been frightened of anybody since.’




  Christian Grant, the daughter of Sir Arthur Grant of Monymusk, was equally terrified. Growing up in a huge, icy, Scottish castle, often hungry, she was beaten by her father with a cane for real

  or imagined misdemeanours from time to time – once, for hovering outside the dining-room door to eat the scraps that came out from a grown-up dinner party.




  Such parents occupied their time in ways that have since changed out of all recognition. For many men, sport of some kind served as a work-substitute, at least as far as absorbing the drive,

  energy, intelligence and time that would today have been poured into a career: building up a shoot, a pack of foxhounds or a racing stables was a lifetime’s occupation. In any case, much

  social life was based around horses, with hunting prints adorning the walls of country houses and the bookshelves packed with hunting memoirs and the complete works of Surtees and Nimrod. (Shooting

  replaced hunting in counties like Norfolk.)




  The fathers of others were heavily involved in local government or looked after family estates. Rosemary Wynn’s father, Arthur Wynn, ran the Rhug estate in Denbighshire that belonged to

  his father, Lord Newborough (though as a second son he would inherit neither it nor the family money needed to maintain it).




  Some soldiered, in peacetime an altogether more leisurely affair, with plenty of leave for hunting or polo. ‘During the winter there was no question of doing any soldiering,’ wrote

  General Sir Cecil (‘Monkey’) Blacker, then a subaltern in the 5th Iniskilling Dragoon Guards, in his memoir Monkey Business. ‘It was understood that every officer would

  depart for two months to hunt, taking with him his two chargers plus one or two troop horses and as many soldier grooms as were needed to look after them.’ For those who worked in the City

  the rewards were good, thanks to the ‘old boy’ network, while today’s frenetic pace and exhausting hours were unknown.




  The mothers of these children also had to fill their days. A number worked hard at different charities and, in the country, ran anything from the village Girl Guide troop – often handed on

  to a daughter – to the Mothers’ Union and Moral Welfare Association. Elizabeth Lowry-Corry’s mother did exquisite embroidery.




  For the smart set in London, life could be relentlessly frivolous – appointments at hairdressers’, fittings at dressmakers’ (most had their clothes made, though ready-made was

  gradually creeping in), perhaps cocktails at the Ritz followed by a luncheon there, a visit to an exhibition or to a jeweller’s to buy a wedding present, tennis, golf, bridge and a charity

  tea or committee. Then it was home, often complaining of exhaustion, to change for dinner – always a long dress and black tie even when à deux – followed by the theatre,

  with supper and dancing afterwards. Betty Shaughnessy’s mother, Sarah Legh, who all her life employed a lady’s maid, rested on or in her bed every day for at least an hour before facing

  the rigours of the evening.
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  For the children of these elegant couples, tucked away on the nursery floor, Nanny was, unsurprisingly, the focus of their lives. Most grew up with Nanny wisdom and Nanny dicta

  – ‘There’s no such word as can’t,’ ‘Two wrongs don’t make a right,’ ‘No cake till you’ve had your bread and butter’ –

  entering the subconscious of future generations. ‘We adored our Nanny and she was very insistent on good manners,’ said Sarah Norton, the daughter of Lord Grantley. ‘If there was

  naughty behaviour at the tea table it was: “We did not ask Mr Rude to tea.” Questions like “Nanny, where are we going?” drew the reply, “There and back to see how far

  it is and don’t scuff your new shoes.” If we asked, “Nanny, how old are you?” she would smile and say: “As old as my tongue and a little older

  than my teeth.”’




  The pre-war Nanny was a quite different figure from the child carer of today. The massive slaughter of fighting men in the 1914–18 war had resulted in a whole generation of single women

  – the maiden aunts trumpeting through the pages of P. G. Wodehouse were as much a reflection of real life as an inspired creation – and the profession of nanny attracted many who would

  otherwise have been mothers themselves. With, of course, a few exceptions, this pre-war nanny was a loved, unchanging figure who regarded her employer’s children as her own and often remained

  with the same family all her life, perhaps moving on to look after the children of one of the daughters when the last of her charges went to boarding school. Betty Shaughnessy was not the only one

  to claim: ‘Our nanny was like a mother to us. We confided in her but not in our parents. They were strangers. We were also very fond of our nursery maid. We would go to Hyde Park with two

  prams, Nanny always pushing the one with the baby in it.’




  Girl children were often lonely. Unlike their brothers, sent away to school, they were frequently governess-educated, the lucky ones in a schoolroom with the daughters of their parents’

  friends of the same age. ‘I longed to go to school,’ said Meg Egerton. ‘I loved games and I wanted to meet other people.’




  Those living in the country tended to have few friends, owing to the distances between similar families, although some had parents with time to spare for them. Others were left to their own

  devices until, with luck, they were sent to school at the age of between twelve and fourteen. Suzanne Irwin was one of these. ‘As a child, I saw a lot of my parents. I saw nobody else really.

  I had my governess, Ruthie, our nanny, my pony and the dogs and that was my life. There were no children of my sort of age near by. I did very much miss young people.’




  Some children were sent off for months, even years, at a stretch. Diana Quilter was despatched to Paris at the age of twelve, with her older sister and a governess. ‘We stayed off the

  Avenue Victor Hugo and I went to a lycée. They worked very hard, those French children, and I didn’t know much French. For a whole term I wasn’t able to do

  any work and sat reading Dumas on a bench outside. When I came home I did lessons with the daughter of a friend and her governess for a year and then I was sent off to Florence. And at seventeen to

  Bavaria, to one of the old Gräfins who were desperate for some hard currency. I was there three terms then I was dragged back, protesting violently, to do the Season.’




  Parents who sent their offspring abroad were not always aware if a child was frightened or mistreated. Val Canning had a governess whom she and all her siblings loathed. ‘She particularly

  hated me and used to report me to my mother for all sorts of things I hadn’t done. So I was always being punished, which wasn’t pleasant. When I got to school I was amazed how nice

  everybody else’s parents were.’




  It was a life when not being looked after by others would have seemed unimaginable. Anne Reid described her life, as ‘living in the lap of luxury. There were twelve living-in

  staff and my mother (who was French) had a personal maid brought over from France.




  ‘While I was growing up, Nanny looked after all my clothes. She took them away, washed and pressed them or took them to the cleaners – I left everything on the floor. I didn’t

  know how to make a bed, sweep a floor or boil an egg. Other people did everything for me.’




  Parental wealth, however, was no guarantee of a cosseted life. For Meg Egerton, life was spartan rather than luxurious. ‘We had the same iron bedsteads the housemaids had, with the same

  distemper instead of paint on the walls. Our upbringing was very strict – we weren’t allowed cake and jam on the same day and if you forgot something you were banished to the attics.

  You were told what to do and told to get on with things. If you were ill there was no sympathy but “What a tiresome child you are” and you were sent up to the attics.’




  It was made perfectly clear from an early age that boys were the superior sex. They, rather than girls, were the recipients of tips – gold sovereigns if they were

  lucky. ‘One only rode in term-time as in the holidays the ponies were kept for my brother, who was made a god,’ said Meg Egerton. ‘In the same way, one could only fish on the

  Tweed, which ran below our house, when nobody else wanted to.’




  Riding was very much a part of life for those living in the country. At the family house in Sussex, with its staff of ten, Fortune Smith and her three younger brothers all rode. ‘We

  didn’t absolutely have to but it was expected that we would. We had a groom who brought the ponies to the door and when we rode, as we did most days, we just chatted to him – he’d

  been a prisoner of war in the First War and he taught us elementary German as we trotted along. I was rather a nervous rider – I didn’t grow up to be a horsy person.’




  Female education focused on those accomplishments thought to be fitting to a gentlewoman: notably, a fluency in foreign languages and a knowledge of the arts, rather than the acquisition of

  learning. There was an emphasis on letter-writing. Telephones, for which calls had to go through an operator, were not the casual means of communication, open to the entire family, that they are

  today. ‘My parents never talked on the telephone – that is to say, they never chatted,’ said Elizabeth Lowry-Corry. ‘It was used for emergencies. Before I came out, I never

  once received a telephone call at home.’ If situated in the hall, the telephone was usually answered by the butler, while grander houses sometimes had a ‘telephone room’ which

  afforded some privacy.




  Tuition was frequently given by governesses rather than in a school, and often these governesses were from abroad. Daphne Brock was one child who was educated entirely by governesses. ‘I

  learned French before English and spoke to my parents entirely in French, although my father [an Admiral of the Fleet and an academic] read to me in English. I saw my mother largely in her bedroom when she was getting ready to go out and being helped by her French maid, Jeanne, so again we always talked French. Then, from the age of five to eleven, I had a

  French nursery governess.




  ‘When I was eleven my parents decided I should learn another language, so along came a penniless Austrian countess whom my parents had met in Austria as my next governess. The result was

  that as well as learning German I learned more about the Hapsburgs than about the House of Windsor.’




  At Althorp, Lady Anne Spencer (the aunt of Princess Diana) lived a nursery and schoolroom life, although seeing plenty of her parents. ‘I had a wonderful nanny until I was eleven and then

  two French governesses – I never went to boarding school, which is why later life was so difficult.




  ‘Lessons were with girl friends, who came to us as weekly boarders. My second French governess was wonderful – I learned a lot about life from her, including how to wear clothes. We

  learned history, geography, grammar but not maths which proved to be a bore later when measuring up carpets. I did German with another governess. My parents wanted me to become a well-rounded

  woman, fluent in languages and cultured.’




  Sarah Norton was another who learned from French and Spanish governesses. ‘My mother thought it useless for me to be taught maths – there would always be somebody to do that for me

  – so she had me taught Latin and Greek by a tutor, which she thought much more important.’




  Sarah was the exception: most upper-class girls learned nothing of the classical languages, a mainstay of their brothers’ education. When Cynthia Denison-Pender went to the well-known

  boarding school, Downham, near Bishop’s Stortford, at the age of thirteen, she found there was little emphasis on education. ‘It was a very social school – our parents sent us

  there because we met the right girls. We weren’t highly educated and we didn’t extend our intelligence – it wasn’t asked of us.’




  Fortune Smith went to a similar school, Southover, in Lewes, when the eldest of her three younger brothers was sent to prep school. ‘My father used to say that it was

  so rare for anyone to pass the School Certificate that if they did we were given a day’s holiday.’




  Most went to finishing schools or their equivalent: visits of several months to the house of some impoverished French, German or Italian noblewoman who would take in up to half a dozen girls,

  teaching them the language of the country and as much as possible of its art, music and culture. They were taken to museums, cathedrals and concerts, always as heavily chaperoned as if they were

  the inmates of a harem belonging to a hyper-proprietorial sultan. Nothing considered the least bit ‘racy’ was allowed to assault eyes, ears or, heaven forfend, the person.




  ‘The cinema was out of bounds because of the white slave trade – someone might inject you with a needle and you’d wake up in South America and if you went to the hairdresser,

  someone sat there to make sure you weren’t assaulted,’ said one girl. ‘We had to leave the opera before the last act of Faust because the ending was not considered

  “suitable”.’




  





   




   




   




   




  
Chapter 2





  A Question of Upbringing




  ‘You won’t need exams’




   




   




   




   




  Upper-class women grew up expected to ‘do’ – in the sense of gainful employment or physical tasks involved in

  looking after themselves or others – very little. The process began in the nursery, when Nanny or a nursery maid picked up fallen clothes, washed and ironed them and tidied up generally. When

  the young woman was old enough to have a lady’s maid this invaluable creature would put out her mistress’s clothes, run her bath, mend – often for the household – wash,

  iron, pack her suitcase, accompany her on weekend visits and even put her jewels away in the safe when she arrived home late from a party. In many households with a number of servants, the bell was

  rung for even the smallest task – putting logs on a fire, for instance.




  For the mothers of these debutantes, life had a pattern equally serviced by others. After talking to Cook in the morning and writing letters, thank-you notes for the night before and invitations

  for the future, there were visits to the hairdresser, lunches with friends, wedding presents to choose for others, and endless fittings at the dressmaker’s. All these occupations were fitted

  round the implacable demands of the social or, in the country, sporting calendar.




  Honesty was still the norm among all social classes. ‘My father was Chairman of Rolls-Royce and used to work in London every day,’ said Fortune Smith. ‘He

  used to leave the car, unlocked, at Haywards Heath Station – one thought nothing of it. And we never locked the front door – that was unheard of.’




  England seemed a much safer place then. From the age of twelve Fortune was allowed to bicycle, alone or with a friend, wherever she wanted in the countryside around her Sussex home. ‘We

  used to go for miles. There was very little traffic and no one thought of risks of any other kind.’




  Punctuality was another virtue instilled from birth. Lateness, as children were taught, meant that you disrupted other people’s lives, in particular those of the servants whose tasks were

  made much more difficult if the family did not keep to a regular routine. ‘Being late for meals simply wasn’t countenanced,’ said Jean Falkner. ‘My father had an absolute

  rule that everybody had to be down for breakfast at eight o’clock and all my life I’ve been simply terrible in the morning. He used to get very angry if one was late – even in the

  war when I’d come home on leave exhausted.’




  Meals were regular, and much more formal, with – during the day – everyone going for a wash-and-brush-up five minutes beforehand, while parents invariably changed for dinner in the

  evening.




  It is difficult for anyone living today to realise how much the idea of class, in the sense of unchanging social order, underlay everyday life. Of course there were exceptions to the ‘us

  and them’ rule, in the sense that all barriers fell before the exceptionally successful, talented – Noël Coward and Cecil Beaton spring to mind – or the very wealthy, such as

  the society hostess Mrs Ronald Greville.3 But for all practical purposes, the boundaries of class defined ordinary life for much of the country.




  ‘There was a total demarcation between the servants and us,’ said Jean Falkner. ‘It makes me go hot and cold now.




  ‘I was completely conscious of it while growing up. Where we were living in Scotland we were totally isolated and the only people we had to play with – unless relations came to stay

  – were the children of the shepherds.




  ‘I had a great friend of my age, a shepherd’s son called Jim, whom I adored. He taught me how to tickle trout, corner a sheep and catch it with the handle of a crook, skin rabbits

  and salt and cure moleskins. Suddenly one day when I was about eleven my mother called me into the drawing room and said I couldn’t have Jim to play with me in the house any more.




  ‘Actually it was more brutal than that. She made me realise that there was a reason Jim could no longer play with me in the house and come to meals and do everything with me, though I

  could still go out and play with him. I didn’t question this – one didn’t question decisions then – but I was very puzzled and terribly upset and miserable. My mother just

  had these rules that she seemed able to impress on me without my actually knowing what they were. Soon afterwards Jim was given jobs and began to work.




  ‘If I’d got seriously involved with anyone like that later I can’t think what they’d have done. I can’t imagine. They’d have been horrified. When I

  was fifteen, I fell in love with the bootboy, who was later sacked by my father.




  ‘When we were sent down to stay with my grandmother it was rather the same but in reverse. She told the butler’s wife to bring up their baby for me and my younger sisters to play

  with – I mean, play with like a doll. We also had children from the village summoned up for us. We used to dress them and undress them and wash them, like living dolls.’
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  Class differences appeared in the most unlikely of situations. Nudism had been imported from the Weimar Republic in the early thirties (entry to nudist

  camps was strictly controlled to avoid charges of immorality; prospective members had to obtain the written consent of husband, wife or fiancé(e)). At the superior nudist camps the butlers

  and maids who brought along refreshments had to wear loincloths and aprons respectively to denote their lower social status.




  A prejudice that seldom percolated down to nursery or schoolroom was a certain low-level anti-Semitism. Parents who would never have dreamed of any physical manifestation of this still tended to

  believe that there was, if not an international conspiracy of Jewish bankers, at least a very powerful network. Even Sir John Simon, Foreign Secretary in the National Government of the 1930s, found

  it necessary to explain that he was really a Welshman who happened to have a Jewish-sounding surname.




  Implicit in the upbringing of the upper classes was the belief that emotion, if allowed at all, should be severely restrained – particularly if it involved misery or complaint of any kind.

  Feelings, unless agreeable, were expected to be kept under wraps.




  Pamela Joyce, taken to the funeral of a family friend when she was quite young, was given a warning about self-control by her father. ‘“Now, darling,” he said to me, “we

  don’t want any tears. You just keep yourself in hand – control yourself.” There was no question of showing any sort of emotion. It was very British – self-discipline, I

  suppose.’




  In Fortune Smith’s family, emotions were never discussed. ‘We were expected not to cry if we hurt ourselves, and to be good losers – the stiff upper lip and being a good loser

  was very much the thing. The boys went to school when they were eight and a half and that was it – nobody showed emotion about it. In fact I don’t ever remember seeing my mother

  cry.’




  For both sexes, this early training in stoicism would be tested to the full in the difficult and often dangerous situations of the war, while the unacknowledged miseries of

  homesickness at boarding school and the strategies evolved for coping with life among a crowd of unrelated boys or girls of the same age was a useful preparation for existence in a barrack room of

  strangers.




  Fear could certainly never be acknowledged. Lady Margaret Egerton, brought up to ride, was terrified most of the time. ‘We all rode. I was scared stiff but you didn’t ever say so

  – one could never tell anyone what had happened or how frightened you were. We had no ponies suitable for children – one kicked you off and the other ran away but that didn’t stop

  my parents putting us on them. When I was a bit older my horse would run away out hunting and crash into furious old colonels.




  ‘And if we got cut when we were climbing trees we were expected not to cry when iodine was poured into our wounds.’




  In part this was due to the fact that obedience to parental dictates was a given. Fortune Smith was one of many who said: ‘You very much did what your parents told you then. I would never

  seriously have considered flouting their wishes.’




  Along with this tamping down of emotional expression was a concomitant hatred of disclosure that went far beyond a simple distaste for self-revelation. Affairs might rage but outside the charmed

  circle no one knew about them; the idea that a ‘leak’ might trickle from Government circles to the general public would have been unimaginable; and publicity was anathema. Except for

  the columns of the Times’s Court and Social page – the bulletin board of the upper classes – and the glossy magazines (well, one could not very well stop a photographer

  snapping one in a particularly fetching outfit, could one?), which were considered harmless and indeed amusing, publicity was to be avoided at all costs as the acme of vulgarity. After the 1939

  Pytchley Hunt Ball, Jean Falkner received a letter from the makers of Ponds. ‘It offered what seemed like a goldmine to me if I would let myself be photographed for an advertisement for their

  cold cream. When I told my father he blew his top. “People like us don’t do such things!” he said furiously. I was bitterly disappointed.’




  Almost the greatest difference between then and now was in the position of women. It was only a decade since the mothers of the girls growing up before the war had received the franchise on

  equal terms with men (in 1928) but this advance did nothing to dispel the received wisdom of generations that boys were the superior sex. Boys had much better educations, went to universities,

  chose professions, earned money or inherited it – in short, had command over their lives, while their sisters passed smoothly from the care of a father to that of a husband.




  For the young women of the thirties, marriage was both goal and destiny. ‘One just assumed one would marry,’ said Ursie Barclay, daughter of a substantial Norfolk family.

  ‘Looking back, I suppose that in those days before the war my parents would have wanted one to marry well – I mean, if I’d come home with one of the farm labourers and said:

  “He’s coming to dinner” that would not have gone down. If I’d fallen in love with a sergeant during the war neither of my parents would have liked it although Mummy, I

  think, would have tolerated it.’




  ‘Of course we all hoped to get married,’ said Frances Grenfell. ‘There was no question of us getting a job. I remember my mother saying: “There are a million unemployed,

  and most of them are starving. You cannot take their jobs.” So one wasn’t trained and had no prospects. It was marriage or nothing.’




  ‘I never expected to earn money,’ said Lady Barbara Legge. ‘It would have shocked my parents very much if I’d said I wanted a job. I didn’t need one and there was a

  lot of unemployment so they would have been horrified at the thought of me working.’
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  Education, therefore (apart from languages), for these daughters of the upper classes who had no need to ‘better’ themselves, was considered at

  best a waste of time, at worst something likely to put off a potential suitor, whose masculine dignity might be offended by a wife cleverer and more knowledgeable than himself. ‘I was quite

  ambitious,’ said Fanny Gore Browne, whose father was Chairman of Southern Railways. ‘But I wasn’t allowed to go to university. My brothers – who both went to Cambridge

  – said to my mother: “Don’t let her go to Oxford, she’ll turn into a bluestocking.”’




  As Mary Pakenham wrote of her Season a few years earlier:4 ‘I acquired the unsavoury reputation of being “intelligent”. No harder word

  was used. No harder word was needed.’




  Some, like Lady Barbara Stuart-Wortley (the daughter of the third Earl of Wharncliffe), met active opposition on the question of education. ‘Men don’t like educated women,’

  said her mother firmly. ‘But it’s very important to know how to ride.’ So the children were given a pony each and went hunting once a week during the winter.




  ‘My sister Josceline and I lived for riding,’ said Barbara Legge. ‘We were desperate to ride – it was the one thing we really loved doing. Otherwise we were totally

  uneducated.’ Other parents, like those of Diana Quilter, might not have forbidden a daughter to go to university but the idea – as in her case – simply would not have crossed

  their minds.




  A few girls wanted their futures to include more than marriage. ‘I did have ideas about doing something,’ said Lavinia Holland-Hibbert. ‘I planned to be a political secretary

  before I married. I belonged to something called the House of Citizenship and went visiting Borstals. I spent much of my leisure writing notes about foreign affairs in my room.




  ‘If Mummy came in I hid them because I was shy about it. She wouldn’t have disapproved but she would have thought I should have been out playing tennis – being indoors was not

  exactly a sin, but rather an indulgence. It didn’t matter what the weather was like – you went out and did something.’




  Cynthia Keppel, granddaughter of the Earl of Albemarle, also had what she called ‘aspirations’ but the culture in which she grew up was too powerful. ‘I enjoyed school, the

  lessons, actually learning. But when I grew up there was no idea of girls having a career or going to university. I had a wonderful aunt and if I had wanted to go to university, she

  certainly would have helped me. But somehow I felt, because of my upbringing, that marriage was the ultimate aim of any girl and this was a kind of invisible obstacle to my even considering a

  university.’




  Suspicion of the well-educated woman was widespread. Mathematics, science and the classics were considered among the subjects too ‘hard’ for the female mind.




  Sometimes active impediments were placed in the way of those attempting to help themselves. When Barbara Stuart-Wortley, deeply worried about her lack of education at the hands of an incompetent

  French governess, went to her father’s library to look up the meaning of a list of words she did not understand in one of his dictionaries, she was found there by her father who assumed, even

  in the face of her denials, that she was looking up profanities and ‘improper’ words. From then on, the library was banned to her.




  Val Canning was not allowed to take exams, so unnecessary for girls did her parents think any form of education. ‘When I wanted to take exams my mother said: “You won’t need

  to, you’ll get married straight away.” I longed for education but I got very little. The result was that I wasn’t capable of doing a job – I was offered one or two but my

  parents didn’t think it suitable for me to take one.’




  For those who did go to school, the reality was sometimes unpleasant. Parental visits were few and far between – many parents saw boarding school as a handy way of ridding themselves of

  their children for three months at a stretch – and, in any case, visits were generally rationed to two or three a term.




  The atmosphere at school was often cheerless. At one of the smartest girls’ schools, Heathfield (in Berkshire), though the food was good and the pupils were waited on

  by uniformed maids, silence at meals was absolute, with talking penalised in much of the building. Nobody was allowed a soft toy or favourite book, photographs were limited to two from home, and

  the universal rule of strict propriety required that curtains had to be drawn round each cubicle when its occupant dressed or undressed.




  ‘Our whole education was about getting to know people,’ said Lavinia Holland-Hibbert. ‘At school you went to stay with girl friends who had house parties.’




  A few had other ideas. ‘I wanted to do a job – I wanted to learn about pictures and how to clean them,’ said Cynthia Denison-Pender. ‘My particular friends were quite

  ambitious. We’d met enough people with titles not to be impressed by that or to feel it was the be-all and end-all of life to marry one. And I certainly didn’t want to marry early

  on.’




  All through childhood and adolescence, discipline was inculcated in girls no less than in boys, with both drilled in the way they were expected to behave. Choice was a luxury, unknown to many

  until they were officially adult. There was an insistence on good manners, especially to older people, for whom respect was fundamental.




  Children – and girls were considered to be children until the moment they ‘came out’ – were supposed to keep their elbows off the table, eat what they were given (to the

  last crumb; sometimes to be sent upstairs to finish off the gradually cooling mutton chop or rice pudding they had been served with), never answer back and sit up straight. ‘For

  goodness’ sake, hold up!’ Lady Elizabeth Montagu Douglas Scott’s mother would say to her.




  Despite the ‘seen but not heard’ rule, the art of conversation was equally important. ‘One day when I was about fifteen there were thirteen to lunch – considered an

  unlucky number – and I was made to be the fourteenth,’ said Lady Elizabeth Scott, daughter of the Duke of Buccleuch. ‘I sat there getting on with my lunch and

  I felt my mother’s eyes on me. She mouthed “Talk!” and I went scarlet.’




  Elizabeth’s mother also chose her clothes, taking her daughter to the dressmaker (‘Even with my trousseau she took me to the dressmaker and the hatmaker – one had to have a

  brown overcoat, a blue overcoat and a black overcoat and everything else went with that’).




  Even when girls were technically grown-up, the parental sway was not over. ‘I was invited to go to the cinema by a very attractive man, ten years older than me,’ recalled Suzanne

  Irwin. ‘When we got back and I came upstairs my mother called me into her bedroom where she was sitting up in bed. “I heard Russell’s car pulling up outside,” she said,

  adding reprovingly: “You were a very long time coming in.” I told her that of course we were just talking.’




  Lady Elizabeth remembers going to a party with her mother and being given a glass of sherry. ‘My mother came across and said: “What are you drinking?” I said: “A glass of

  sherry.” To which she said: “At your age! Why?” And by then I was twenty-three.’




  Alcohol was so seldom drunk by young upper-class girls that it was often a source of suspicion to them. ‘When my sister and I went to FANY [First Aid Nursing Yeomanry] camp in Strelsall we

  were asked out to a bath and meal by some friends who lived the other side of York,’ said Barbara Legge. ‘They gave us each a drink, the first time we’d ever drunk alcohol.

  Driving back through York I suddenly saw a goat on the road. I was so convinced it was a drink-induced hallucination that I looked at Josceline and said: “Did you see that?” Only when

  she said “Yes” did we realise it was a real goat and not the drink.’




  Outward expressions of love, as a public manifestation of the dreaded emotionalism, were kept severely at bay; so much so that in most of these upper-class families such feelings were never

  expressed. ‘My mother played the piano beautifully and my father would sing,’ said one girl. ‘I think that was their only outlet for deep feelings, which were

  never displayed, or discussed.’




  Sometimes this meant that physical contact between parents and children was virtually non-existent. One pair of sisters, sent to a convent at the ages of ten and eleven because their mother

  believed a Catholic education was not only the cheapest but also the best, reeled with surprise when greeted on arrival with a kiss from the nuns (‘We were never kissed by either of our

  parents’).
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  Nowhere was this lack of intimacy more unequivocally demonstrated than in the matter of imparting sexual knowledge. Despite the upheavals of the 1914–18 war, the freedoms

  of the dance-mad twenties and the advent of the cinema with its constant emphasis on love and romance, sex was still the Great Unmentionable.




  ‘My mother avoided the subject like mad,’ said Jean Falkner. ‘Once when we were driving past our hens and one was being ridden by a cock, I said: “Oh, look! What are they

  doing?” and I was brushed off. When we got home I went back to the question again and still my mother didn’t tell me.’




  Yet parents who brought up their daughters in a state of profound sexual ignorance were often themselves indulging in more or less flagrant love affairs. Sarah Norton’s mother, the

  beautiful Jean, was the long-term mistress of Lord Beaverbrook, a fact well known to everyone in her circle – except for her son and daughter. ‘We were completely unaware of her affair

  with Lord Beaverbrook,’ said Sarah. ‘I hated him although I didn’t know why.’




  Many girls went into puberty ignorant of bodily changes. ‘I was scared stiff when I found I was growing pubic hair,’ said one. ‘I thought something monstrous had happened to

  me.’ ‘No one told me about getting the curse,’ said another. ‘I suppose I was a bit early – eleven or twelve. I thought I was bleeding from some

  wound and for three days I didn’t tell anyone. I wore bits of cotton wool until one day Nanny discovered what had happened. I wouldn’t even have discussed it with my sister –

  we’d been brought up not to talk about our bodies.’




  ‘When my period arrived I was a bit puzzled,’ said another. ‘We had a marvellous old nanny and all she said was “Oh, stay in your bed, I’ll get your mother.”

  She wasn’t going to take any responsibility. So my mother came and explained it to me in such convoluted terms that I simply didn’t understand at all. I just about got that for some

  reason this was going to happen every month. I remember saying to my mother: “Oh dear, it sounds much easier to be a bird”.’




  Another girl, who was equally ignorant, first menstruated at a smart Newmarket race meeting where she had been taken with her mother and the Aly Khan to see one of his horses run. On first

  discovery she thought it was a disease, probably fatal, until her mother said solemnly: ‘You have become a woman!’




  The silence about menstruation, as about anything else to do with sex, pervaded even girls’ schools. ‘I was told not to let out the fact that I’d started in case some of the

  others hadn’t,’ said one girl. ‘So when I got the curse I had to hide an ST [sanitary towel] up my knicker leg and disappear to the loo.’




  One mother brought the subject up while hacking home from hunting with her daughter, who remembered: ‘I was frightfully embarrassed – I remember running my hunting crop down my

  horse’s neck so that I didn’t have to look at her. It was the only time she ever spoke about anything to do with the human reproductive system.’




  This obfuscation was nothing, however, to the impenetrable fog that shrouded anything to do with copulation.




  ‘My mother never told us the facts of life,’ said Lady Barbara Legge. ‘I think she tried once or twice but, really, we didn’t want to hear. There was a tremendous

  embarrassment in talking about sex – it was simply never mentioned. We did know a bit because Godmersham was a farm and we used to see the sheep having lambs. But you

  don’t always connect animal behaviour with human.’




  The mother of Virginia Forbes Adam was one of the few – the very few – who spoke openly to her daughter. ‘She was extremely extrovert and told me everything about life. She

  told me all about my periods and drew pictures of my youngest brother inside the womb so that when I began to go to dances I didn’t feel a complete innocent – though later on, when I

  became engaged, an erection was quite a shock.




  ‘I also heard about lesbianism when I stayed for one term in 1939 with a Swiss governess who took English girls in Paris. When I got back I talked to my parents about it and they said:

  “And who told you that?” I’d bought a paperback book in France on the subject.’




  Much more the norm was the experience of another woman who, totally ignorant of sexual matters when she became a nurse at the beginning of the war, remained so until her marriage two years

  later. ‘My mother never spoke to me about sex. Even on my wedding night I didn’t know what was going to happen.’ When asked by the present writer if she was horrified when she

  found out, she reflected for a moment before saying: ‘No – but I was surprised.’




  She was not the only one who found the truth difficult to grasp. The actress Joyce Grenfell, who married Frances’ half-brother Reggie, was another never given the slightest information

  during adolescence. ‘The morning she was being married her mother thought she had better tell her,’ recounted one of her cousins. ‘Joyce said: “Oh Ma, do shut up. I simply

  don’t believe you – that means being upside down.”’




  Country girls, in theory, had a better chance of learning about the mechanics of sex through watching animals but few connected the activities of bulls or boars with human reproduction. When

  Lady Barbara Stuart-Wortley and her sister Anne asked their mother about the facts of life she refused to tell them. ‘She’d start talking vaguely about the birds

  and the bees, which meant nothing to us. I think my sister must have learned somehow, because one day when we were out riding with the groom and going through a farm we saw a sow being mounted by a

  boar and Anne said to me: “One day a man will do that to you.” I just looked at her and said: “Don’t be so disgusting.”’




  The fear of pregnancy outside marriage was, as one girl put it, ‘held like a flaming sword over our heads’. Although the ideal for most parents was their daughter’s marriage to

  a ‘suitable’ young man whom she loved, preferably at an early age, sometimes their dire warnings were couched in terms so mysterious that they were counter-productive.




  ‘My older sister was very pretty and attractive. My mother put the fear of death into her over misbehaviour leading to pregnancy before marriage but never explained what this was, so my

  sister thought that if you were kissed you had a baby,’ said one. ‘The result was that she was terrified of young men, put them all off in case they tried to kiss her and didn’t

  marry until she was nearly thirty.’




  Kissing as the highroad to pregnancy was a common misconception. Coming back alone in a taxi with a young man who had taken her to a nightclub (both of which were strictly forbidden), the

  eighteen-year-old Lady Elizabeth Montagu Douglas Scott sat on the edge of the taxi seat with her arms folded repressively across her chest. ‘I knew that if he kissed me I might have

  a baby.’
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