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Note on Family Names


My family used nicknames usually as terms of affection, but sometimes the opposite. To spare the reader the irritation of ever-changing names, I have generally used those we were given at our christening. This seems strange to me because I never did so in real life but I hope it will make things plainer for my readers.


For the record, my parents were Muv and Farve – obvious enough. Muv had a string of other names including Aunt Sydney, because that is what our cousins called her, and Lady Redesdale, which strangers called her. Farve was Morgan to Jessica and Unity, for no particular reason. Nanny was Blor or m’Hinket; she did not like either but did not try to stop us. Because of her black hair, Muv and Farve called Nancy Koko after the Lord High Executioner in The Mikado. Pam and Diana called her Naunce and to me she was the Ancient Dame of France, the French Lady Writer or just Lady. Pam was Woman to us all, with variations thereof. Tom was Tuddemy to Unity and Jessica (‘Tom’ in Boudledidge, their private language) and this was taken up by the rest of us. Diana was Dayna to Muv and Farve, Deerling to Nancy, and Honks to me. I still have to think who I am talking about when she is ‘Diana’. Unity was Bobo, but Birdie or Bird to me. Jessica called her Boud (‘Bobo’ in Boudledidge). Jessica was Little D to Muv, Stea-ake to Pam and Hen or Henderson to me, but she was Decca universally – and remains so in this book. I have always been Debo to most, but Hen to Jessica, Swiny to Unity, and Nine, Miss and lots more to Nancy. I was Stubby to Muv and Farve, after my short fat legs which could not keep up (hence the title of this book). Our names changed with the wind but the ones none of us ever spoke were Nancy, Pamela, Thomas, Diana, Unity, Jessica and Deborah.


I always had nicknames for my husband, Andrew, which changed over time. For many years it was Claud, because when he was Lord Hartington he got letters addressed to ‘Claud Hartington’. My mother-in-law was Moucher to one and all (after the character in David Copperfield) – I never heard anyone call her Mary. My elder daughter, Emma, is Marlborough or Marl because of her Girl Guide uniform, which was smothered in badges like the much-decorated Mary, Duchess of Marlborough. My younger daughter, Sophy, is Moffa – goodness knows why. The only one of my children’s nicknames I have used throughout the book is Stoker, which for some reason he has never managed to throw off. He now signs himself ‘Stoker Devonshire’. I call him Sto.




1
We Are Seven


BLANK. THERE IS no entry in my mother’s engagement book for 31 March 1920, the day I was born. The next few days are also blank. The first entry in April, in large letters, is ‘KITCHEN CHIMNEY SWEPT’. My parents’ dearest wish was for a big family of boys; a sixth girl was not worth recording. ‘Nancy, Pam, Tom, Diana, Bobo, Decca, me’, intoned in a peculiar voice, was my answer to anyone who asked where I came in the family.


The sisters were at home and Tom was at boarding school for this deeply disappointing event, more like a funeral than a birth. Years later Mabel, our parlourmaid, told me, ‘I knew what it was by your father’s face.’ When the telegram arrived Nancy announced to the others, ‘We Are Seven’, and wrote to Muv at our London house, 49 Victoria Road, Kensington, where she was lying-in, ‘How disgusting of the poor darling to go and be a girl.’ Life went on as though nothing had happened and all agreed that no one, except Nanny, looked at me till I was three months old and then were not especially pleased by what they saw.


Grandfather Redesdale’s huge house and estate in Gloucestershire, Batsford Park near Moreton-in-Marsh, was inherited by my father in 1916. It was too expensive to keep up and was sold in 1919. My father looked for somewhere more modest near Swinbrook, a small village where he owned land, fifteen miles from Batsford. There was no house there suitable for a family of six children and a seventh on the way, so he bought Asthall Manor in the neighbouring village. I was born soon after the move and my earliest recollections are of the ancient house and its immediate surroundings. Asthall is a typical Cotswold manor, hard by the church, with a garden that descends to the River Windrush. It was loved by my sisters and Tom, and the seven years spent there were probably the happiest for parents and children, the proceeds of the sale of Batsford giving the family a feeling of security that was never repeated.


There was, and is, something profoundly satisfying in the scale of Asthall village. It was a perfect entity where every element was in proportion to the rest: the manor, the vicarage, the school and pub; the farmhouses with their conveniently placed cowsheds and barns; the cottages, whose occupants supplied the labour for the centuries-old jobs that still existed when we were children; and the pigsties, chicken runs and gardens that belonged to the cottages. Before cars and commuters, you lived close to where you worked and the shops came to you in horse-drawn vans. This was the calm background of a self-contained agricultural parish, regulated by the seasons, in an exceptionally beautiful part of England.


My father planted woods to hold game, as well as a short beech avenue leading up to the house, and his dark purple lilacs outside the garden wall are still growing there after nearly a hundred years. The house itself needed much restoration. My mother’s flair for decoration and her talent for home-making ensured that the French furniture and pictures from Batsford were shown at their best. My father installed water-powered electric light – just the sort of contraption he adored; drawing heavily on his umpteenth cigarette, he would lean over the engineer, itching to do the job better himself. He made sure he had a child-proof door to his study by putting the handle high up out of reach. Sometimes we heard the voice of Galli-Curci singing Farve’s favourite aria, coming loudly from the outsize horn of his gramophone – a twin of the one in advertisements for His Master’s Voice. In another mood he might put on ‘The Diver’ (‘He is now on the surface, he’s gasping for breath, so pale that he wants but the stillness of death’), sung by Signor Foli in a terrifying and unnaturally low bass voice.


With foresight, or perhaps by luck, Farve converted the barn a few yards from the house into one large room with four bedrooms above and added a covered passage, ‘the cloisters’, to connect the two buildings. Tom and the older sisters lived in the barn, untroubled by grown-ups or babies, and made the most of their freedom. My father, who was famous for having read only one book, White Fang, which he enjoyed so much he vowed never to read another, entrusted Tom, aged ten, with the task of choosing which books to keep from the Batsford library. Nancy and Diana later said that if they had any education, it was due to the unrestricted access they had had to Grandfather’s books at Asthall. Later, a grand piano arrived for Tom who showed great musical promise. Music and reading were his passions.


The First World War was not long over and life for the survivors was limping back to normal. There was little to record in our family in the first few years of my life. Nancy went to Hatherop Castle, a finishing school near by, and was taken to Paris with a group of friends where she first saw the architecture and works of art that inspired in her a lifelong love of that city. She wrote enthusiastic letters to our mother about the shops, the food and the days spent at the Louvre. Pam busied herself with her ponies, pigs and dogs. Tom was at Lockers Park prep school in Hemel Hempstead. His orderly mind was already preparing for a career in the Law and he paid Nancy to argue with him all day during the holidays. Diana was an unwilling Girl Guide and played the organ in church, putting into practice her theory that ‘Tea for Two’, if played slowly enough, did very well as a voluntary.


The years at Asthall passed in a haze of contentment from my point of view. I was aware of The Others but they were so old and seemed to Decca (Jessica, my daily companion) and me to be of another world. It was not until later that I got to know them. Unity, next up in age from Decca and not yet in the schoolroom, made her huge presence felt but, although always kind to me, she was not an intimate. Our life in the nursery consisted of the daily round, the common task, secure and regular as clockwork.


At the age of five we started lessons with Muv, who followed the admirable Parents’ National Education Union (PNEU) system with its emphasis on learning through direct contact with nature and good books, and its disapproval of marks, prizes, rewards and exams. She taught us reading, writing and sums, and read us tales from the famous children’s history book, Our Island Story. She was a natural teacher and never made anything seem too difficult. At the age of eight, I moved on to the schoolroom and a governess (trained at the PNEU’s Ambleside College) and never enjoyed lessons again.


Our nursery windows overlooked the churchyard with its graves of wool merchants long since dead, the beautiful tombs topped with fleeces carved in stone. We were fascinated by funerals, which we were not meant to watch but of course did. Decca and I once fell into a newly dug grave, to the delight of Nancy who pronounced fearful bad luck on us for ever. At that age, I was sure Farve would be buried by the path leading to our garden and even today I expect to see his big toe sticking up through the turf, which is what he warned me would happen if I misbehaved.


Beyond the churchyard to the left were stables, kennels and a garage. Early on at Asthall my father had a horrible accident in the stable yard: he was getting on to a young horse when it reared and fell backwards on to him, breaking his pelvis. The injury did not heal properly and, unable to throw his leg over a saddle, he never rode again. To the right of the churchyard was the vicarage. We adored the vicar’s wife and long after we had left Asthall, Pam and I used to ride over and trot briskly up the drive, shouting for ginger biscuits. Across the road was the kitchen garden with its glasshouses and glorious white peaches, reserved strictly for grown-ups. Unity and our cousin Chris Bailey committed the heinous crime of sneaking into the greenhouse and stealing some peaches. There was a stony silence throughout the house while they were reprimanded by my father, which made a big effect on the younger ones. Farve has gone down in history as a violent man, mainly because of Nancy’s portrayal of him as the irascible Uncle Matthew in her novels. While he could indeed get angry, he was never physically violent and his bark was far worse than his bite. We would tease him, goad him as far as we dared, until he turned and roared at us.


As soon as I could walk I shadowed Farve, struggling to keep up. He used to pick me up, throw me on to his shoulder and carry me over winter ditches and summer stinging nettles; the comforting feel of his velveteen waistcoat is inseparable from my memories of him. I must have been a great nuisance, but we saw eye to eye about everything. He took me fishing in the magic moment of the year when the mayfly were hatching and let me carry his net. As time went by, he showed me how to slide it under the hooked trout – no talking, no jerking – and land it on the bank. The sound of a reel when a line is cast on a trout rod equals early summer to me and the smell of newly cut grass, cow parsley, thrushes and ‘All the birds of Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire’ (Edward Thomas’s Adlestrop is not far from Asthall) take me back to our stretch of the Windrush. No health, no safety, no handrail on the single planks that were our bridges as we crossed and recrossed over the river. It was paradise and I knew it. The river water had its own smell that rose from the easily stirred-up mud, and many years later when swimming among the weeds and mud in a pond high above Chatsworth, in the company of moorhens and mallard, nostalgia for the river at Asthall was almost too much and I was six again.


My father loved the river, described in the estate agent’s brochure when Asthall was sold as ‘of the most attractive character to a fisherman, including rapids, gentle swims and pool’, but he was plagued by the idea of the coarse fish that competed with the trout. Like Uncle Matthew, he called on the services of a chubb fuddler who came and scattered magic seed on the water till hundreds of chubb rose to the surface, ‘flapping, swooning, fainting, choking, thoroughly and undoubtedly fuddled’. Nancy’s account of this annual event is one of the funniest passages in any of her books.


Farve made a pool in the river, even adding a diving board for the brave, where we learned to swim, held up by water-wings and wearing rubber bathing caps that cruelly pulled our hair. His own bathing costume was made of thin, harsh, dark-blue serge bound with braid. For the sake of modesty it had a skirt – ‘my crrinoleeene’ he called it in an exaggerated French accent. Unexpectedly, Farve and his brothers spoke perfect French, thanks to their tutor Monsieur Cuvelier, who lived at Batsford and taught them when they were boys. The old tutor came to stay at Asthall during the holidays and his presence always put Farve in the sunniest of moods; according to Diana, ‘He and our uncles became boys again before our astonished eyes.’ Walking back to the house after bathing, Farve used to pick up sticks and stones with his toes to amuse us. ‘Look what my prehensile extremities can do,’ he said, but however hard we tried our toes could not be as clever or useful.


In the name of culture, my sisters started the Outing Club. Farve’s brother, Uncle Tommy, drove the older children in his car, an envied open-tourer that had a roof like the hood of a pram – with as many finger-pinching hinges – and windows of yellowing celluloid that cracked easily and were striped with sticking plaster. Unity, Decca and I went in Farve’s car. I was the Club Bore as we had to keep stopping for me to get out and be sick; all I remember of these outings is the grass by the roadside. We visited Kenilworth Castle and Stratford-upon-Avon in pursuit of history and literature. Another uncle, my mother’s brother George Bowles, accompanied us in the role of visiting professor and told us about the past glories of which Farve and Uncle Tommy were blissfully ignorant. I was too young to go on the outing to Stratford that passed into family lore, when Farve, pressed by Muv, took the older children to see Romeo and Juliet. Uncle Matthew’s reaction in The Pursuit of Love is unmistakably that of Farve: ‘He cried copiously and went into a furious rage because it ended badly. “All the fault of that damned padre,” he kept saying on the way home, still wiping his eyes. “That blasted fella, what’s ’is name, Romeo, might have known a blasted papist would mess up the whole thing. Silly old fool of a nurse too, I bet she was an R.C., dismal old bitch.” ’


When I was four, my parents, Decca and I drove to Scotland in stages to stay with a friend of my father. An obvious stopping place  on the way was Redesdale Cottage in Northumberland where Farve’s mother lived. Grandmother Redesdale was fat, pink-cheeked and smiling, with wispy white hair tucked into a small black cap. She was always dressed in black, unlike widows of today, and was a wonderful storyteller. She kept a Berkshire pig instead of a dog, the double of Beatrix Potter’s Pig-Wig, which she took to church on a lead. No one thought it a bit odd – affection for animals was taken for granted – and she had a similar affection for my father whom she called ‘Poor Dowdie’, with an indulgent smile.


Christmas parties at Asthall were homemade and on Christmas Night we wore fancy dress – nothing grand, we picked up whatever was to hand. My father’s only concession was to put on a red wig, but he never appears in the photographs as he was always behind the camera. Pam dressed as Lady Rowena from Ivanhoe and wore the same outfit every year: a long, floppy, low-necked gown, embellished with a row of orange-red beads. The beads are on my dressing table now and remind me of her every time I see them. Nancy was a dab hand at disguise and her costume was always the best. She loved making a bit of trouble and went missing one year when the family photograph was about to be taken. We shouted and looked for her everywhere. Eventually there was a knock at the back door and a filthy, cold, wet tramp appeared. It was Nancy. When Asthall was for sale, it was the sister of Mrs Hardcastle, wife of the prospective buyer, who became Nancy’s inspiration. Mrs Hardcastle’s sister was no beauty: she had a thick black moustache and wore a cloche hat and mothy fur slung around her neck. Nancy used to appear quite often in this dreary disguise and once took in Mabel, who showed her into the drawing room.


My mother gave a Christmas tea party every year for the village schoolchildren between the ages of five and fourteen. Lists of names and ages were kept from one year to the next and each child was given a toy and a garment by Father Christmas, who was played by the vicar. He arrived to an atmosphere of tremendous excitement: the big drawing room was darkened except for a few candles, handbells were rung and in he came through the window carrying his sack on his back. ‘I come from the land of ice and snow,’ he intoned in a deep voice to the dumbstruck children. The magic never failed. After an enormous tea, the children trooped out clutching their parcels and an orange, a treat in itself in those days.


My father did not wish for a social life. Muv would have enjoyed one but seldom suggested anything he would not want – she was aware of the hazards. Lunch guests were rare, but a memorable exception was the Duchess of Marlborough, the American Gladys Marie Deacon, second wife of the Ninth Duke, who came over from Blenheim. She produced a paper handkerchief, the first any of us had seen, blew her nose and stuck it into a yew hedge. My father was outraged. At lunch she asked him if he had read Elinor Glyn’s Three Weeks (everyone was talking about the writer and her work at the time). Farve glared at her. ‘I haven’t read a book for three years,’ he barked. That was the end of that subject and of the Duchess of Marlborough. Years later, when Nancy invited some undergraduate friends from Oxford to lunch, my father waited for a pause in the conversation and said loudly to my mother at the other end of the table, ‘Have these people no homes of their own?’


But Muv was amused by Nancy’s friends. She once asked Henry Weymouth (later the Marquess of Bath, who opened a safari park at his Wiltshire family seat, Longleat) what his favourite way of spending the day was. ‘Ratting,’ he replied with conviction. There were even a few weekend parties where strangers were well diluted with aunts, uncles and cousins – relations were always first on the list. When Nancy was eighteen, Farve conceded that a dance must be given for her. Muv was unable to gather enough young men for the event and, according to Nancy, my father trawled the House of Lords and netted a few middle-aged fellows; they must have been surprised to be invited to a debutante dance. As the day drew near, Farve asked my mother what time the ‘on-rushing convives’ were expected. The poor fellow had to endure a repeat of this torture five more times as each daughter grew up.


My parents seldom had friends to stay. One exception was Violet Hammersley, who came on prolonged visits. ‘Mrs Ham’ was a near contemporary of Muv but seemed much older. She was born and had spent the first years of her life in Paris, where her father, Mr Freeman-Williams, was a diplomat. When he died, Mrs Freeman-Williams took her young family to live in London, where Muv remembered her as a friend of her own father. Mrs Ham was an unexpected friend of my mother: her circle was intellectual and artistic – from Somerset Maugham to Bloomsbury and beyond – while Muv was taken up with children and domestic affairs. According to Nancy she looked like El Greco’s mistress and, with her dark hair and sallow complexion, would certainly have made an ideal model for the painter. She always wore black and was draped in shawls from head to foot. We called her ‘the Widow’ or ‘Wid’, not to her face, but when it occasionally slipped out she put on the expression of resignation usually reserved for Nancy’s teases.


By the time I knew her her late husband’s bank, Cox & Co., had failed and Mrs Ham’s means were much reduced. Gone was the house on the river at Bourne End and with it the Venetian gondola and gondolier. She had retired to a small Regency house in Totland Bay on the Isle of Wight, where her garden shed, known as ‘The Mansion’, had been converted into two guest bedrooms. It was dreadfully damp but because it was Mrs Ham’s we loved it. We never tired of asking her how she had lost her money. Her face would take on a tragic look and, with exaggerated pronunciation of every syllable, she said, ‘and thien the biank fiailed’, which was met with howls of laughter from us all. She was a strict pessimist: according to her the past was black, the future blacker. It was a triumph when my sisters persuaded her to dance her version of the cancan to the tune of ‘Ta-ra-ra-boom-di-ay’. She lifted her layers of skirt, pointed her toe and was off. But just the once.


Mrs Ham was famously mean. One day, when told that some friends were coming to call on her, she asked me in a sepulchral voice, ‘Does that involve sherry?’ When she came to lunch with us in London, my father would stand waiting on the steps with half a crown in his hand to pay the taxi; he knew she would fumble in her purse and say she had no change. Her arrival in our house was marked by the strong antiseptic smell of TCP that filled the bathroom and the passage. Farve teased Mrs Ham mercilessly. She thrived on the attention but was never quite sure when he was joking – that was his way with many people and the pair of them were a regular turn.


In spite of the difference in generations, Mrs Ham became an intimate friend of my sisters and mine because of her deep interest in our doings. My mother kept a distance from our passions; she looked on them with amusement but did not get involved. Mrs Ham, on the other hand, seemed fascinated by whatever we told her, however exaggerated and dotty – chiefly about love and romance, of course – and we confided in her as in an agony aunt. To sit on the sofa next to her, her face close to mine, to have her listening with intense concentration to me and me alone, was something I had never experienced and found irresistible. It was thrilling when she said, ‘Child, are you in love?’ Naturally we always were and told her about it in lengthy detail. The idea of any grown-up being in the least bit interested amazed us; no wonder she was a welcome guest. I wrote hundreds of letters to her, as did we all, and we got lovely ones back, usually beginning, ‘Horror Child’, and admonishing us for not writing more frequently.


Many years after we left Asthall, I went back to see the house and found to my joy the old telephone, thin as a parasol handle, still on its cradle, the same plate rack above the sink in the pantry and the same lino still on the nursery floor. The feel of it underfoot and all that went with that room made me long for Nanny Blor, for the comfort of her lap, her hymn-singing and prayers at bedtime. Nanny’s real name was Laura Dicks. Her father was a blacksmith and she came from Egham in Surrey. How she got the nicknames ‘Blor’ or ‘m’Hinket’ I do not remember. In 1910, when my mother interviewed her, she was thirty-nine and not robust, and it seemed doubtful whether she could push the pram up the hill from Victoria Road to the park, laden with heavy toddlers in the shape of Pam, aged three, Tom, nearly two, and four-month-old Diana. My parents havered and then Nanny saw Diana. ‘Oh, what a lovely baby!’ and that was it. She arrived to stay for more than forty years.


Like my mother, Nanny was always there, unchanging, steady, dependable – the ideal background for a child – and, like my mother, she was always scrupulously fair. If Nanny did have a favourite it was Decca, an irresistibly attractive child, curly-haired, affectionate and funny. But I was unaware of this and loved her with all my heart, as we all did. She was the antidote to Nancy and a very present help in time of trouble, ‘the still small voice of calm’. She was neither tall nor short and you would not have picked her out in a crowd. Her clothes were those of her profession: grey coat and skirt, black hat and shoes and, in the summer, a quiet cotton dress with a white collar. On car drives, when I always felt sick, I used to cling to her gloved hand. The gloves were made of something called ‘fabric’, which must have covered a lot of possibilities. I never saw her lose her temper or even be really cross though she muttered at us sometimes. She must have been more sorely tried than any other Nanny, but we were always forgiven and treated to a bedtime hymn. Her favourites were ‘The Ninety and Nine’ (‘There were ninety and nine that safely lay / In the shelter of the fold,’ Nanny sang, ‘But one away on the hills had strayed / Far off from the gates of gold’), ‘Shall We Gather at the River?’, ‘Loving Shepherd of Thy Sheep’ and ‘Now the Day is Over’. She was deeply religious and must have suffered from not being able to attend her own Congregational church when we were at Asthall, or later Swinbrook, but she never said so.


She did not criticize us much, neither did she praise. ‘No, darling, I shouldn’t do that if I were you,’ or ‘Very nice, darling,’ was as far as it went, her eyes on her needle or the iron, the regular tools of the nursery. Signs of arrogance, conceit or vanity she called ‘parading about’ and discouraged them with a little sniff and cough. ‘It’s all right, darling, no one’s going to look at you,’ became her standard saying when we complained that our dresses were not smart enough for a party. She carried this dictum a bit far when Diana, eighteen years old and staggeringly beautiful in her wedding dress, said, ‘Oh Nanny, this hook and eye doesn’t work. It looks awful.’ ‘It’s all right, darling,’ Nanny soothed, ‘who’s going to look at you?’


I read now about the necessity of self-esteem in children. We would have become impossibly pleased with ourselves had we been indulged with such a thing. As it was, our ups and downs were high and low enough, and Nanny sat on any ups. Her own childhood had been strict no doubt, but she never imposed her parents’ rules on us. She accepted our governesses and their different ways without a murmur, as she did my mother’s unusual, not to say eccentric, rules about food and medicine. When the time came for us to leave the nursery for the schoolroom, she never questioned the authority of the governesses, though I am sure she must have suffered at losing the little ones and sometimes suspected, rightly, that the governesses were not all they should be. As soon as we could after lessons, we rushed back to talk to her. She was the one we loved.


We seldom went shopping or had new clothes. When I was eight, Diana married and her sister-in-law, Grania Guinness, was  the same age as me but taller. She had the most wonderful dresses from Wendy, the ultimate in children’s clothes for style and beauty, and when a parcel arrived with a dress she had outgrown, my excitement was intense. Otherwise, Fair Isle jerseys and a ‘smart’ coat for church were about it. Skating was an exception and I was allowed one of those lovely short full skirts that make whatever you do on the ice look better.


Our underclothes were woollen vests and knickers and an extraordinary, but apparently necessary, concoction called a liberty bodice, which had no freedom about it so how it got its name I cannot imagine. It was tight and made of some harsh stuff, with here and there straps and buttons that did nothing. The nursery fireguard with an extra brass rail was Nanny’s drying place; it answered perfectly and the faint smell of damp wool was part of childhood. Nanny did her best to make us self-reliant and tidy and to instil in us the other qualities she thought necessary. It was an uphill task. When I threw my underclothes into a heap on the floor, she said, ‘Put them the right way, they’re all inside out.’ ‘Well, m’Hinket,’ I replied, ‘tomorrow they won’t be inside out.’  ‘Now, darling,’ she said, ‘what if you had an accident and were taken to hospital? Think what a shock the nurses would have if they saw your vest inside out.’ Even when very young I thought nurses might have seen worse things, but I have not forgotten what she said.


One of the rare holidays we had as young children was going with Nanny to stay with her twin sister, whose husband kept a hardware shop in the main street of Hastings. They lived above the shop and we lodged with them. The smell of paraffin and polish, the brushes, brooms and besoms that hung from the ceiling, the freezing-cold grey sea with a ginger biscuit reward for going in – all were lovely in their way but as we could not take our ponies, goats, rats, mice, guinea pigs and dogs it seemed a waste of a fortnight to me. Nanny’s own holiday was the worst moment of the year. Diana told me that, aged three, I refused to eat, in spite of our Churchill cousins’ nanny coming to take Blor’s place for those fourteen ghastly days. It was Diana herself who persuaded me to swallow the shovelled-in food.


We never considered Blor’s own life. Like Mabel and Annie, the head housemaid, she was so much part of the family that she was not consulted about moves or anything else that might affect her. She just came with us. Long after her role in the nursery was over, she remained a vital part of the household, washing, ironing, sewing and darning; just her being there meant the world to me and my sisters. She accompanied Decca and me on our rare shopping trips to Oxford. We stopped for tea at the Cadena Café or, if we were feeling rich, at Fuller’s which meant walnut cake with a perfect icing, the acme of a good tea.


Being the youngest of a family had its advantages. Rules were stretched a bit and I was my father’s favourite – whether that was because I was the last or because I shared his interests I do not know. The disadvantage was being an object of The Others’ derision, ‘So stupid, you can’t keep up, you’re such a BORE.’ They made a circle round me, pointing and chanting, ‘Who’s the least important person in this room? YOU.’ But this was outweighed by the fun of being with the older ones, even though I could not keep up. We fought, of course, as well as baited and teased each other, but after tears came the laughter and I look back on my childhood as a happy time. I thought our upbringing was exactly like everyone else’s. Perhaps it was not.




2
Farve and Muv


NANCY WROTE ABOUT our childhood in her novels, which to her amazement, and ours, became best-sellers. People still ask me, ‘Was your father really like Uncle Matthew?’ In many ways he was. Nancy made him sound terrifying but there was nearly, though not always, a comic undercurrent not apparent to outsiders. I adored him. He was an original, with a total disregard of the banal or boring. He had a turn of phrase he made his own, delivered with a deadpan face and perfect timing. Strangers stared at him nonplussed but we knew just what he meant. ‘That feller whacked merry hell out of the piano,’ described an admired musician’s performance. Ordinary words were memorable when they came from him and two favourites were ‘mournful’ and ‘degraded’: ‘Take your degraded elbows off the table,’ he ordered Diana, aged fourteen. He was easily irritated by a non-favourite and encouraged them to ‘go to hell judging your own time’. An unloved was dismissed as ‘some mournful woman’ and whatever this anonymous female did was wrong. She (and other people’s babies) might also be ‘a meaningless piece of meat’ and that was that. A ‘putrid sort of feller’ could never aspire to anything better. In our family Farve was all-powerful: we appealed to him when we thought something was unfair and he could overturn any order given by a governess or anyone else in authority over us. Even my mother did not question his word.


Like others of his kind, David Mitford did not care a hang what people thought of him, take him or leave him, and it never occurred to him to toe the line or trim. He was honest and looked honest: tall and upstanding, blue-eyed and extraordinarily handsome, he had thick white hair and moustache by the time I remember him. He was unmistakably an English countryman. His prized possessions were his rod and gun, locked away and untouched by anyone except himself, and his car. After the financial crash of 1929, the Daimler and beloved chauffeur had to go and were replaced with a Morris that Farve drove himself. He had been friends with William Morris, later Lord Nuffield, since the motor magnate’s Oxford bicycle-shop days and we were brought up on the legend that Farve had been asked to invest in Morris’s business but decided against it – one of several unlucky financial decisions on his part. The car was treated as if it were alive, safely put away in the garage at night and never expected to go long distances without a rest. Propping up the bonnet, Farve would check the oil, wiping the dipstick on a clean rag to ensure accuracy, and top up the radiator water religiously. The petrol tank was replenished from cans, except when we went to Oxford and an adored attendant at the Clarendon Yard Garage, another William, was given the job of filling up while he talked to my father about engines. Farve was a good driver and enjoyed driving, but the sight of a female in charge of a vehicle was sometimes too much for him. If a car came too close or made the smallest mistake with the rules of the road he shouted, ‘Blasted woman driver’, to which my mother was often able to say, with truth, ‘Funny thing, she’s dressed as a man.’


‘My good clothes’ were cosseted like his car and gun. Mabel the parlourmaid was in charge and he was always well dressed. In the  country, his appearance was indistinguishable from that of a gamekeeper, an occupation that would have suited him down to the ground. He wore a brown velveteen waistcoat, alternating with moleskin; a gunmetal watch – no silver chain but a leather bootlace; gaiters with huge chunks of shoes that were made for him; and he carried a stout thumbstick that completed the illusion. As years went by, the gaiters gave way to trousers fashioned from an impenetrable material called Mount Everest cloth – ‘thorn proof, dear child’. In London he was conventionally dressed but for one garment: a black cloak inherited from his father (Farve would never have bought such a thing himself), which he wore when forced to go out in the evenings. In his mid-thirties he went to a dentist and asked him to take out all his teeth. The dentist refused, saying it was dangerous. ‘All right then,’ said Farve impatiently, ‘I’ll go to someone who will.’ An hour or so later there was not a tooth left in his head. Thereafter ‘my good dentures’ chewed up Muv’s excellent food.


Farve shopped only where he was known. His regular ports of call were the best, and certainly the most expensive: Solomon’s, a fruit shop in Piccadilly opposite the Ritz; Fortnum and Mason, where he was friends with the tail-coated assistants; Berry Bros, where he bought wine for our occasional guests (he drank only water); and Locke’s the hatter. All these were within a stone’s throw of each other and on the way to his club, the Marlborough in Pall Mall. His favourite shop, however, was the Army and Navy Stores, which stocked all the stuff of Empire: folding chairs with canvas seats and backs, enamel bowls with buttoned waterproof lids, a chronometer for his desk (so he could see if anyone was a quarter of a minute late), string and labels of lasting quality, the latest in camp beds, rust-proof filing cabinets, gritty Lifebuoy soap that smelt strongly of carbolic (his idea of complete cleanliness), thick woollen underclothes (stocked no doubt for Arctic explorers) and the precious Primus stove for his early-morning tea.


He walked to this holy of holies in Victoria Street with a lurcher and Labrador at heel – no leads. He put the dogs to sit in the entrance and waited with them for the doors to open at 9 a.m. My mother asked him why he had to be there so early. ‘If I am any later I am impeded by inconveniently shaped women,’ was the reply. He often brought back a little present for us, always beautifully packed, which gave it an air of importance. My mother was not sure of his taste in anything decorative and he told me that when buying something for her, he always said to the shop assistant, ‘A lady will be in to change these next week.’ And so she was.


Punctuality was drilled into us. If one of us dawdled before an outing Farve went without the laggard. Pam, daydreaming, was once left behind on a longed-for afternoon at the zoo – a lesson learned the hard way and cited again and again as a purple warning. Nancy’s portrayal of Uncle Matthew standing at the front door, watch in hand at 11.55 a.m., awaiting someone expected at midday, muttering to himself, ‘In six minutes the damn feller will be late,’ is Farve exactly. He also had a horror of anything sticky. I once asked him what his idea of hell was. ‘Honey on my bowler hat,’ was the answer. His all-seeing eyes spotted a spill anywhere down the long dining-room table. Honey, jam and marmalade were all high-risk, but the sight of Golden Syrup in its wonderful green and gold tin made him particularly nervous, and he insisted on it being ladled on to the suet pudding by a grown-up. This was a regular occurrence because suet pudding was a favourite with us all. Farve got up and hovered as Mabel went round the table and we were relieved when the last person had been served with no spillage. What a mercy that no modernizer at Tate & Lyle has tampered with the design of the Golden Syrup tin, with its picture of bees buzzing round a dead lion and the line from the Bible, ‘Out of the strong came forth sweetness’. I have always been fascinated by it and only wondered much later how it came to be associated with a pudding made of beef fat.


Two things annoyed Farve in my mother’s otherwise impeccably run house. If a housemaid was rash enough to remove the deepest ashes from the grate where a wood fire burned, she was in trouble. Farve was right: it is the ashes that hold the heat and ensure a quick start in the morning. He found a way of avoiding the second annoyance. After breakfast he refilled his coffee cup and took it to his study. He let it get cold and drank what he called his ‘suckments’ at intervals during the morning. A tidy, new-to-the-job maid took the cup back to the pantry, emptied and washed it. This enraged my father: ‘Some monkey’s orphan has taken my suckments.’ Thereafter he locked the cup in his safe.


Farve was impatient, intolerant, impulsive, loyal, courageous, loving, fastidious, unread and possessed of great charm, all underwritten with courtly good manners – to most. Every now and then his short fuse made him lash out. He was profoundly irritated by some of the young men Nancy invited to the house and more than once lost his temper with her friend James Lees-Milne, the future author and diarist. On one occasion Jim leant down to pick something up and a comb fell out of his pocket: ‘A man carrying a comb – well!’ On another famous occasion, Jim advocated friendship with Germany and Farve turned him out of the house. Poor Jim went to his motorbike but it was raining hard and it would not start. In despair he found the back door and was rescued by Mabel who hustled him upstairs. As he was creeping out of the house the next morning he met Farve. ‘Good morning,’ said Farve. He had forgotten the whole episode and offered Jim our usual generous breakfast.


Farve either liked you or he did not, there was no middle way. My mother sometimes tried to reason with him, but reason was not part of his makeup and, unlike her, he had favourites. This was unfair but he never tried to hide or moderate his feelings, it was part of his honesty. There was often a ‘Rat Week’ when he would pick on one of us for sometimes imaginary offences. Decca, who was able to twist him round her little finger and take liberties with him that none of the rest of us would have dared, fell out of favour for a while for no apparent reason. Unity became more silent and unresponsive in her teens because Farve was always watching her for some trifling misdemeanour.


It had been the same with his own brothers and sisters. He never liked his younger sister Joan but was fond of the man she married, Denis Farrer. ‘The very desiccated Old Dean’, he called him affectionately. Denis was not a dean, it was just a play on his name, but it was a spot-on description of that thin, sharp-featured fellow in middle age. Farve was once talking to an acquaintance about the Farrers and said, ‘The only trouble with the Old Dean is that he married a ghastly woman.’ ‘Oh?’ said the acquaintance, ‘I thought she was your sister?’ ‘Yes, she is. A poisonous creature.’ It was no wonder that people were surprised by him. Aunt Dorothy, wife of his adored brother, Uncle Tommy, was a nonfavourite. She was said to be ‘frightfully rich’ but we never saw any sign of this alleged wealth and she was ‘careful’, to put it mildly. My parents went to lunch with Uncle Tommy and Aunt Dorothy in their house at Westwell, near Burford. The fare was sheep’s hearts. ‘Still beating on the plate,’ my father told us afterwards. He did not go again.


Farve was the second son in a family of nine – five boys and four girls, none of whom inherited Grandfather Redesdale’s love of art and architecture or his passion for the Far East. The eldest son, Clement, was killed in action on the Western Front in 1915. Clem was a heroic figure to his siblings, and my father and his other brothers were brought up in his shadow. He was better at everything than any of them, an example to be emulated, and was his parents’ great hope for the future. Clem acted as guardian to his first cousins, the six Ogilvy children, after their father, the Sixth Earl of Airlie, was killed leading a cavalry charge against the Boers at the Battle of Diamond Hill in 1900. Their mother, Mabell, widowed at thirty-four, devoted the rest of her life to her children, the Cortachy estate in Angus and Queen Mary (whom she served as Lady of the Bedchamber for forty-three years).


Clem married one of his wards, Helen Ogilvy, in 1909. Helen had startling blue eyes and black hair, a rare combination, but she went completely white at the age of twenty-three. Their first daughter, Rosemary, was born in 1911 and their second, Clementine, shortly after Clem’s death. As Clem had no son, my father was next in line to inherit the Batsford and Swinbrook estates. Farve was very much a second son and his childhood had been blighted by unhappiness at school. He hated every moment of it and longed to be home, free from lessons and out of doors at all hours with the keepers. As a boy he had a terrible temper, which worried his parents and anyone in authority over him. Clem had gone to Eton but Grandfather decided that Farve should be sent to Radley. I believe Grandfather was afraid that one of Farve’s outbursts of temper would have damaging repercussions for Clem’s school career.


It was towards the end of his time at Radley that Farve first set eyes on Sydney Bowles. Grandfather Redesdale (before his peerage) was newly elected to Parliament and invited a fellow MP, Tommy Bowles, to speak at a meeting. As was his wont, Bowles brought his children with him. Sydney described her first sight of David as he stood with his back to the fire at Batsford, wearing an old brown velveteen coat: ‘A wonderful figure of a young man . . . He looked splendid to me, and he was indeed very handsome. So when I was fourteen and he was seventeen, I fell in love with him.’ No doubt Muv kept the picture of this beautiful young man in her mind but, as happens with teenage girls, it was superseded by other fancies.


After leaving Radley, Farve’s dearest wish was to join the Army but he could manage only 19 marks out of 2,000 for Latin, or so he told us, and he failed the entrance exam. Whether or not this unlikely score was the reason, history does not relate, but fail he certainly did and he often used to say to us, ‘What good would Latin have been to me in the Army?’ Grandfather Redesdale had a friend with tea estates in Ceylon and Farve was sent out there to work as a planter. When he arrived he was shocked by the hard drinking of his colleagues and decided then and there to be a teetotaller, a decision he kept for the rest of his life. ‘Sewer’ was Farve’s word for the worst of the bad, usually prefaced by ‘damned’, and it became part of the language of our family. In truth it was suar, Hindi for pig, ‘the accursed one’, picked up while he was in Ceylon; but it sounded better in English, especially when you pictured what he meant.


My father’s escape from Ceylon was the Boer War. His first home leave in four years coincided with the outbreak of hostilities and he seized the chance of joining the Army at last. Clement was already serving in the 10th Hussars and in January 1900 my father enlisted as a private in the Oxfordshire Yeomanry, and later transferred to the Northumberland Fusiliers. He was in his element, popular with men and officers alike, and was immediately given a commission. In 1902 he fought at the Battle of Tweebosch under Lieutenant General Lord Methuen and was lucky to survive a chest wound that destroyed one lung. (This did not stop him from being a chain-smoker. ‘Have a gasper,’ he would say when greeting any man he met, opening his neatly packed gunmetal cigarette case. A woman smoker was, of course, taboo, his daughters included. Only Decca broke the rule when she grew up.) After being wounded, Farve lay for three days, near death, on an ox cart, trundling over rutted roads to the field hospital at Bloemfontein. He was invalided home for a long convalescence. His strong constitution pulled him through, but it was a close-run thing.


My parents met again some ten years after they had first set eyes on each other, and this time it was David who fell for Sydney. Whatever and whoever had come between them since their last meeting, there must have been an immediate rapport. Farve went to Tommy Bowles to ask permission to marry his daughter. ‘How do you plan to support her?’ asked Bowles. ‘I’ve got £400 a year and these,’ said Farve, holding up his hands. The engagement was announced and they were married on 6 February 1904. Their honeymoon was spent on board Bowles’s schooner and nine months later Nancy was born. Farve wrote to his mother just before the birth, ‘I am sure I only wish that everyone could be so happy, there would be little left in life to complain of. I don’t deserve it, but I am grateful.’ Grandfather Bowles gave my father a job in the office of The Lady, the magazine he had founded in 1885. A more unsuitable occupation for the country-loving would-be gamekeeper is hard to imagine.


When they were first married, my mother was shocked to realize that my father had read only one book. She persuaded him to listen to her reading aloud some classics, starting with Thomas Hardy. She chose Tess of the d’Urbervilles with its descriptions of farm and heath land, which she thought he would enjoy. When she got to the sad part, my father started crying. ‘Oh, darling, don’t cry, it’s only a story.’ ‘WHAT,’ said my father, his sorrow turning to rage, ‘do you mean to say the damn feller made it up?’ I was born after the days of White Fang and never saw my father open a book.


Farve stuck at the office of The Lady for ten years until the outbreak of the First World War. As a result of his one lung, he was regarded as permanently unfit for active service but this did not deter him, aged thirty-seven, from joining his old regiment. He was sent to France in September 1914 as an officer reinforcement to the 1st Battalion of the Northumberland Fusiliers. Soon afterwards, his health broke down and he was invalided home. Determined to return to the front, he again succeeded in getting passed fit and rejoined his regiment’s 2nd Battalion in April 1915. He was appointed transports officer, in the belief that it would be less strenuous than the front line, but his arrival coincided with the opening of the Second Battle of Ypres. As Brigadier H. R. Sandilands wrote in Farve’s obituary:


Night after night (and sometimes twice nightly) he had to take up supplies to the battalion through the town of Ypres, which was under constant heavy bombardment. His method was to quicken the pace on approaching the town, and then to lead his wagons at full gallop through Ypres until clear of the Menin Gate. The men worked in two shifts, but David Mitford declined the offer of any relief, and accompanied every convoy. Thanks to his leadership, the battalion, throughout the Battle of St Julien, was never without its supplies: and, miraculously, he succeeded in delivering these without the loss of a man.


The strain of these days proved too much and Farve was once more invalided to England, where for the remainder of the war he trained the Special Reserve.


Grandfather Redesdale died in 1916, a year after his beloved Clem was killed. His finances had been hard hit by the enormous cost of rebuilding and maintaining Batsford. The place had been run on the extravagant lines of Edwardian England, with palatial stables for carriage horses, riding horses and Grandfather’s famous stud of Shires. My grandmother’s little book that records menus of many courses opposite the names of her guests (to ensure no repetition from one visit to the next) was usual in such a household, but my grandfather was also a gardener and I have never seen, except in this little book, a description of the flowers on the dinner table.


When my father inherited Batsford, it was obvious to him that his old home would have to be sold. Soon after the end of the war, a buyer was found in Gilbert Wills, later Lord Dulverton, chairman of the tobacco company W. D. & H. O. Wills, makers of the Virginian cigarettes Farve always smoked. Gilbert and my father became lifelong friends. Farve seldom stayed in other people’s houses but made an exception for Gilbert and joined him in Scotland to shoot grouse on a moor rented from Lord Cawdor. (After the Second World War, Nancy was asked by the film director Alexander Korda to work on a script. She was proud of this coup and told my father about it. ‘What?’ he said, incredulous. ‘I never knew old Jack Cawdor was interested in films.’) Farve did not care for Gilbert’s wife, Victoria, and, to irritate her, took his own apples and Keiller’s Dundee marmalade – ‘my anti-scorbutics’ – whenever he went to stay. When we asked him why he did it, he said he did not want to get scurvy and could not ‘rely on her housekeeping’.


Our own household added up to too many women; a wife, six daughters and a governess at every meal must have made Farve long for male company. This he found at the Marlborough Club and in the House of Lords. I am glad for his sake (and for theirs) that peeresses in their own right did not arrive in the House until after Farve died. Although he was a firm believer in the hereditary system, the idea of women making a nuisance of themselves in those hallowed surroundings would have ‘fair turned him up’, to put it in his own language. As for life peeresses, I can imagine his reaction to that ‘army of unkempt females’, all ‘lower than the belly  of a snake’. As it was he enjoyed his work, representing the needs of country people. He was thorough and served on several committees, chairing the one to do with drains. I expect it had a grander name but drains was its job. He brought a world of common sense, unknown to politicians today, to these deliberations. He came back from London with rich tales of his fellow peers, all told in his deadpan way, with the ancient titles of Black Rod and Sergeant-at-Arms trotted out as though they were next-door neighbours. According to him, Lord Someone-or-Other had ‘passed a motion on the floor of the House . . . (long pause) . . . and left it on the paper for weeks’. To us, used to cleaning up dogs’ messes on the floor of our house, this was screamingly funny.


In May 1934 Farve moved rejection of Lord Salisbury’s Private Member’s Bill to reform the House of Lords. Reform had been discussed for years and was to be mooted for another six decades before it was eventually passed. In his speech my father said, prophetically, that those who wished for reform did so because they were afraid that if a Socialist government came to power, it would want to abolish the House of Lords. If it found a reformed Upper Chamber, however, it might tolerate it. ‘But would they?’ asked my father. ‘Let their lordships make no mistake, they would not. Such a government would tolerate precisely nothing that interfered in any way with their plans and arrangements, and they would abolish anything that did. They would find no greater difficulty in  abolishing a Constitution made in 1934 than one of greater antiquity.’ (All but ninety-two hereditary peers were turned out of the House of Lords in 1999 by Prime Minister Blair, who had no plan with which to replace them; a stranger to common sense, he preferred the grand gesture and the big spin.)


In the same speech – he was known as ‘the peer of but a single speech’ – Farve reiterated his faith in the hereditary principle. He believed that a man who had spent all his life in politics or public affairs was more likely to have a son capable of following in his footsteps than a man who had never paid attention to either, ‘especially when that son had been brought up in the atmosphere of public work and in the knowledge that the day would come when he would have to bear his part in that work’. The idea of public service is so out of fashion now that to mention it is to court criticism, even ridicule. Jack Kennedy’s words, ‘Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country’, have been turned on their head. Yet you only have to think for a  moment to realize that there is much sense in what Farve believed.


When it came to business my father was easily tempted by romantic ideas of making a quick fortune. In 1912 he joined the gold rush to Canada but, unlucky as always, the ground he staked out was the only bit for miles around where there was no gold. He believed everyone to be as honest as he was and gullibility made him an easy target for charlatans. On a legendary occasion, one Andia (Marquis of) persuaded him to invest in a business that made tasteful cabinets for hiding wirelesses, which in those days were huge and hideous. It all ended in court with the ‘Marquis’ suing for slander. The case was dismissed and Andia unmasked. Randolph Churchill went to the court hearing with his sister Diana (their mother was Farve’s first cousin). ‘It’s so unfair,’ said Diana, ‘Cousin David was bound to win because he looks like God the Father.’


I never knew my mother in her full beauty. She was forty when I was born, sixteen years after Nancy. Like my father, she had blonde hair and blue eyes, and her fine, regular features were a softer version of his. Totally without vanity, she did not seem to care what she looked like in everyday life, but when dressed up for an occasion she outshone her contemporaries. She loved clothes but possessed few and must have worn the same ones for years. I remember individual coats, skirts and dresses and an occasional evening dress; they were always original and exactly right for her.  She was selfless to a rare degree and lived for her husband, children and other dependants. She belonged to a generation of women who were brought up to accept their husband’s decisions and to make the best of their circumstances. ‘For better, for worse, for richer, for poorer,’ were the widely accepted conditions of marriage then.


Muv has been written about in books and newspapers, not because she sought recognition but because of her daughters. She is usually portrayed as vague, undemonstrative and cold, but I do not recognize her from this description. Vague she may have seemed to strangers, but she noticed and always understood our worries, real or imagined, and carried out her role as mother, wife and housekeeper in a way that a vague woman could never have done. In the 1920s and 30s she was responsible for what now seems an enormous indoor staff, as well as her family. She must have been sorely tried by us and there was seldom a day when a meal went smoothly. She presided above the noise, pretending not to notice the quick exit, banged door and tears, or the uncontrolled laughter sparked off by the silliest remark. She would sometimes go into a kind of reverie, abstracting herself from the ceaseless banter but remaining still present, a much-needed influence for calm. Telling Muv something thrilling or frightening seldom evoked more than, ‘Orrnnhh, Stubby, fancy’; or ‘Did you really? I do hope not.’ She had heard it all before, of course, from each sister in turn. She rarely gave advice and when she did it was to underline what Nanny said, ‘Don’t draw attention to yourself.’ Muv tried to prevent what she called ‘announcements’ such as ‘I’m just going to wash my hands,’ ‘I’m going upstairs,’ or, a shade more worthy, ‘Help, I’ve forgotten to feed the guinea pigs.’ She said, oh-so-truly, ‘All that is not of interest to anyone.’ What none of us realized at the time was just how much she taught us by her own example – and I cannot imagine a better one. By the time we were old enough to be aware of this, it was too late to tell her.


I have never known anyone as fair as Muv. She had neither favourites nor victims. That alone must have been almost impossible with such a disparate lot of girls, with diverse personalities and interests. Whether her disappointment every time another girl was born had an effect on us, perhaps a psychiatrist could say; certainly I was never aware of it. Tom, being the only boy, was always the exception. Her insight into the characters of each of her daughters gave her an uncanny knowledge of what we were doing; she did not have to be told by a busybody friend, she knew by instinct. We (or certainly Unity, Decca and me – I was too young to know about the older ones) were aware of this and our feeling of guilt when overstepping the mark was a steadying influence. Long after it was all over Muv told me that each daughter had had two or three years of adolescent rebelliousness or just bad temper, which had made life difficult for everyone in the house. As there were six of us, she went through twelve years of this kind of tension and it is not surprising that she retreated into her own thoughts from time to time. Her deafness in old age increased the impression she gave of being miles away. Two naughty grandsons fighting each other almost to the death said with glee, ‘Granny Muv doesn’t mind, she’s so lovely and deaf.’


My sisters complained that she was strict. Perhaps after trying to make five girls stick to the rules she got tired of saying no and I was allowed a little more rope – but only a little as the tramlines of approved behaviour were still in force. It was not till the 1939 war that circumstances swept these away. One surprising indulgence was that I was allowed to go out hunting alone from the age of twelve. A friend of mine, an only child who longed to do the same, told her mother about this. ‘Oh, it’s all right for Lady Redesdale,’ said the mother, ‘she’s got five more girls so it doesn’t matter if anything happens to Debo.’ As ever, my mother’s reasoning was wise: out hunting someone is always around to look after you, but my friend was still forbidden.


My mother liked figures. She remembered our London telephone number, Kensington 6476, by saying ‘six for seven-and-six is one-and-three each’. Her household account books recorded every penny she spent: ‘Utensils 15s 9d, Cleaning Materials 1s 2d, Vegetables 2s 10d’. In 1933 the under parlourmaid was paid £18 a year, Nanny £74 (up from £45 when she first arrived) and Mr and Mrs Stobie, the cook and gardener, £116. We all knew that if Muv had been in charge of our family finances everything might have been different. As it was, she had to juggle with what she was given and somehow remain solvent; intuition took her in the right direction and she never overspent. She was the one who put down roots and became part of the place where she lived, and it was she who bore the brunt of my father’s extravagances and unlucky investments. It must have been hard for her each time we moved but I never heard her say so. I wonder now how much Farve told her when another crisis was building up. As children, none of us was privy to such discussions – if indeed they took place. Money was not spoken about as it is now, when it is often the sole subject of conversation, with a bit of illness thrown in.


Muv told me that had she had to earn her living she would have been happy as the woman at the caisse in a Paris restaurant, usually a formidable female dressed in black who sat enclosed in a raised glass cage above the tables and collected the cash from the diners’ bills. The nearest Muv got to her ambition was to be County Treasurer of the Oxfordshire Federation of Women’s Institutes. When she was totting up at the end of the year, a few pence out caused her major anxiety and we knew to keep out of her way. She was determined that we should all be as good managers as she was, and she started us off with a few pence a week pocket money. We graduated at the age of twelve to what was grandly called ‘an allowance’, eleven shillings a month, out of which we had to buy stockings, gloves, sweets, presents and any other extras we wanted. The amount was increased annually, bringing more responsibility, until we were seventeen and £100 a year had to cover most of our travelling as well as a complete wardrobe. When you compare our allowance with the wages of my parents’ indoor staff, the Great Unfairness of Life is brought home.


When I was about ten, Muv got us all together to test our future housekeeping skills for an as yet unknown husband. Under the headings ‘rent, rates, wages, heating, cleaning materials, food, clothes, travelling, and other necessities’, she instructed us to account for an income of £500 a year. We pored over our sheet of paper, trying our best to apportion the money. Nancy finished almost before the rest of us had started. We read out our proposals and when it came to her turn, she waved her paper and said, ‘Flowers: £499. Everything else: £1.’ Muv gave up.


Muv’s own childhood was unconventional, to say the least. Her mother, Jessica Bowles, née Evans-Gordon, died in 1887 when expecting her fifth child. Sydney was just seven years old. The family consisted of two brothers, George and Geoffrey, and Sydney and her younger sister Dorothy, known as Weenie all her life. A governess, Miss Henrietta Shell (Tello), joined them soon after their mother’s death.


Sydney’s father, Thomas Gibson Bowles, was illegitimate – a fact of no consequence now but in the second half of the nineteenth century the sins of the father were visited on the children and his origins carried a slur. His was an unusual case in that he was brought up by his father, Thomas Milner Gibson, a Radical MP, and little is known about his mother, a Miss Susan Bowles. When he was three years old Tommy Bowles was taken to live at his father’s house in Suffolk (Mrs Milner Gibson must have been a generous woman to include him in her own brood). No public school would accept an illegitimate boy, so from the age of twelve he was educated in France. After a brief stint as a junior clerk in the Succession Duty office at Somerset House, he became a freelance journalist and magazine publisher, and was elected to Parliament in 1892.


Tommy Bowles’ brains, forceful character and originality of thought made him a man to be reckoned with and he was a strong influence on his children. The sea was his passion. He held a master mariner’s certificate and spent as much time as possible on board ship. After the death of his wife, he sold Cleeve Lodge, the house near the Royal Albert Hall in Kensington where he and Jessica had lived since their marriage, and moved his family to the country. But he could not settle to life in England and in August 1888 set off in his schooner, the Nereid, to Egypt and the Holy Land, taking with him Miss Shell, his four children and a dog. My mother was eight and Weenie only three. The eight-month voyage made a deep impression on the children. A habit learned at sea stayed with Muv all her life: the fear of running out of fresh drinking-water meant she never filled a glass, even of tap water, more than one-third full.


The Nereid was nearly wrecked in a hurricane off the coast of Syria, Grandfather having left Alexandria against the advice of the port authorities. Muv’s account of the storm and their eventual safe landing enthralled us as children. Many years later she told me that they set sail in such dangerous conditions because Grandfather had discovered that while he was away exploring Upper Egypt, Tello was having an affair with a young naval officer. Muv remembered the man coming on board the Nereid and singing, ‘You Are the Queen of my Heart Tonight’. Grandfather, who was enamoured of Tello himself, was so angry he insisted on leaving immediately.


Tello went out of the children’s lives for some years after they returned to England. Then one day my mother was walking down Sloane Street when she saw, to her joy, Tello accompanied by four little boys in sailor suits. It transpired that the eldest was the son of the naval officer in Alexandria, but the next three were sired by Grandfather and were my mother’s half-brothers. He had forgiven Tello her peccadillo, set her up in a house in London and made her editor of The Lady, a position she held for many years. My mother always wondered why he had not married her but guessed it would have been because of the eldest boy. Tello and Muv took up their friendship where they had left off and after her marriage Muv often invited her old governess to stay at Asthall. Tello was an inspired storyteller and we delighted in her company.


Back from the voyage, Grandfather took his family to Wilbury House, in Wiltshire, belonging to Sir Henry Malet. Sir Henry was hard up and had welcomed Grandfather’s offer to share the household expenses. My mother was not fond of the daughter of the house, Vera, with whom she had to do lessons, but the beautiful Palladian house made a lasting impression on her at an age when sensitive children notice the details of their surroundings. Muv never again lived in a fine eighteenth-century house like Wilbury, her ideal, but her ability to make her succession of houses attractive and original on little money was one of her outstanding talents. Her stamp was unmistakable and I thought the results perfection. Junk shops drew her like a magnet and in the streets behind Marylebone Station she found bargains in furniture, china and anything that took her fancy. She never employed a decorator or sought advice; she knew what she wanted and got it done. When she was first married and living in a small house in Graham Street, Pimlico, she was amazed when a fashionable older woman asked her, ‘Is your drawing room green and white or white and green?’ To her chagrin Muv had to admit that it was indeed white and green. This must have been the nearest she ever came to following a trend.


Grandfather was MP for King’s Lynn from 1892 to 1906 and when the House was sitting the family lived at No. 25 Lowndes Square. When Muv was fourteen, her father gave her the job of running his household, which she performed to his entire satisfaction. Not only did he have a beautiful daughter but a dependable housekeeper too. Grandfather had other lady friends besides Tello, including Lady Sykes, whom my mother particularly disliked and whose visits she dreaded. She described her as ‘drinking and painting her face too much’ – both were habits Muv abhorred.
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