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Author’s Note


I appreciate that the world in 2024 is a different place from what it was in the twentieth century. Clarissa’s papers and diaries reflect and record what was said at the time, but the world of Churchill, Eden and Clarissa was one where the notions of gender and race were discussed in ways no longer considered acceptable. Some of the language used in this book when quoting from this source material is authentic to its time and, though potentially difficult to read now, it has been left in, as it is inextricable from Clarissa’s life, her social circles, her experiences and her conversations during this period. 










Introduction


Clarissa, Countess of Avon, was one of the most unusual women of the twentieth century. Well-connected as the niece of Winston Churchill, a quite extraordinary beauty, an intellectual and a bohemian, she was much loved by the great figures of her age. Yet she was remote and self-sufficient. If she had nothing of interest to say she said nothing. In 1952 she married Anthony Eden. Living at the heart of Britain’s political life as wife to the Foreign Secretary and then at 10 Downing Street, she was a far from insignificant political wife.


Ill health and the Suez crisis caused Eden to resign in 1957, and for the next twenty years Clarissa cared for him in beautiful Wiltshire houses, entertained his political friends and wintered with him on Bequia and later in Barbados. After his death in 1977, she returned to her haute-bohemian existence. She selected her friends with care. Had a bomb dropped on her ninetieth birthday party, it would have wiped out a cross-section of the intellectual, aristocratic and artistic world of Britain. She was sharp, discriminating and acerbic. The best of friends, she was dismissive to those who bored her. She lived to be 101.


I was lucky to know her well for more than forty years, and she bequeathed me her private papers with a message that I might publish them if I wished. Essentially private, she dropped her guard with me as she knew I had discovered many of her secrets when writing about Cecil Beaton. I first became aware of her at a young age. I saw the Avons regularly in newspapers, and in real life at St George’s Chapel, Windsor, where my interest in that particular world was ignited when I was twelve.


There was another connection. My grandfather, Cecil Vickers, had set up the stockbroking firm of Vickers, da Costa in 1917. Clarissa’s father, John (Jack) Spencer-Churchill, was one of his partners, and Sir Winston was a client of the firm. Clemmie Churchill had presented both my aunts at court in the 1920s, and when, in 1936, my elder aunt, Joan Vickers, had wanted to go into politics, she had gone to see Winston Churchill at Chartwell to ask his advice.FN1


When I embarked on my biography of Gladys Deacon in 1975, my aunt contacted Clarissa to see if she had known Gladys. Clarissa invited us over for a drink at Alvediston.FN2 So she who had been seen but distantly until then became real. I kept a note of the visit: ‘Drove to Alvediston – lovely manor house, Queen Anne, done up by the last owner, white gates. Lady Avon opened the door herself. She is pretty, firm chin, wisps of white hair, otherwise fair. Green cashmere jumper, mass of gold chains, lovely ring with light blue stone on right hand, simple wedding ring on the other hand. Plastic watch (strange), suede shoes, skirt . . .’


Lady Avon poured me a large gin and tonic.


‘Is it vodka?’


‘You asked for gin so that’s what you wanted.’ She said: ‘Anthony sends his apologies.’ They had had a lunch guest and he was tired due to treatment for cancer. ‘He doesn’t know anything about Gladys Deacon, but thinks he remembers meeting her in the twenties.’ She recalled Gladys on a train to Blenheim, her face a little too close to her mother’s. It was a ‘frightening face, ravaged by the operation.’FN3 When they arrived at Blenheim, the main hall was divided into coops, and each one had Blenheim spaniels and puppies in it. ‘The smell was quite horrible.’ It contrasted with the Duke who dined privately from gold plate, wearing his Garter riband and star.


She listened to what I had to say about Gladys in St Andrew’s Hospital, and then the conversation switched to politics. She asked my aunt how young Winston Churchill was getting on. She showed us the garden, dovecote and outhouses. There were two huge banquettes in the conservatory and I spotted some Ambre Solaire. We stayed about an hour.1


As we drove away, it did not occur to me, or to her, that I would go to her house again – let alone that in 2021, forty-six years later, I would give the eulogy at her funeral in the nearby church.


Lord Avon died on 14 January 1977, just before his eightieth birthday. Later that year I was part of a delegation invited to the Speaker’s House at the House of Commons when Sir Lincoln Hallinan, chairman of the Commemorative Collectors’ Society, presented a ceramic plate to a group of prime ministers, celebrating those who had served the Queen as such up to the year of the Silver Jubilee. It was a surreal experience to find myself in a room containing three former prime ministers and among them Clarissa and her stepson, Nicholas, 2nd Earl of Avon.FN4   2


No sooner had I finished my Gladys Deacon biography in January 1979 than Lord Weidenfeld asked me to a dinner for Dame Rebecca West. I came in to find I knew nobody but recognised everybody.FN5 After dinner Clarissa came on from the opera with some friends.FN6 Lord Weidenfeld said: ‘Clarissa tells me her father and your grandfather were partners. Go and say hello to her.’ I went over. I saw a different side to her from the chatelaine of Alvediston, or the Prime Minister’s widow at Westminster. She was frisky, like a skittish young girl. ‘Am I hungry enough to eat this?’ she asked, pushing the food across the table. She looked at the name card in front of her: Edna O’Brien. ‘How very appropriate,’ she said enigmatically.


Later that year I helped Laura, Duchess of Marlborough, with her memoirs, Laughter from a Cloud, and she filled me in about the characters who were appearing in my life, including Clarissa. It transpired that Lady Diana Cooper disliked her because they had both loved Raimund von Hofmannsthal, an Austrian of great charm, working with TimeLife in London. There was rivalry between Clarissa and Laura’s sister, Ann Fleming, over the powerful and substantially built lawyer, Lord Goodman. Laura had known Anthony Eden – there had been a fling at some point. Both Laura and Clarissa had had homes in Barbados in the 1960s, and while most people thought Clarissa took wonderful care of Anthony in his last years, Laura thought her over-protective.


There was another Weidenfeld dinner in July. When the designer John Stefanides introduced me to Clarissa, she replied: ‘I’ve known him since before he was born.’ John invited me to dinner the following night before a dance given by Mark and Arabella Lennox-Boyd. Clarissa was there, the dinner was memorable because, rather late, in walked Bianca Jagger, still wearing the same yellow jacket and black trousers from the front page of the Evening Standard that day: she had been attending a hearing relating to her divorce from Mick.


Clarissa wrote to me when the Gladys biography was published in September 1979. I am convinced she played a role in my being asked to write the biography of Cecil Beaton. When getting directions to Beaton’s home at Broadchalke in Wiltshire to see if I were to be approved as biographer, I had told his secretary, Eileen Hose, I knew my way to Alvediston. I had lunch with Cecil Beaton on Thursday, 13 December 1979, and at another Weidenfeld dinner the following Sunday, it sounded as though it was going to happen. Clarissa was at that dinner:


 


Harold Lever fell over which prompted Clarissa Avon to tell the story of how Lord Olivier was about to tell her why Amadeus was too long when he collapsed into some china and lay flat on the floor. Then he didn’t move an inch. There was a car downstairs so Lady Olivier & the chauffeur put him in it. She returned and the dinner went on. ‘And I never heard what he thought about Amadeus,’ grinned Clarissa.3


 


Later she said: ‘I hear you’re doing Cecil. I’m so pleased.’ She pronounced him ‘Sissel’. She also said she hoped that I wouldn’t make him too much the centre of it. Cecil Beaton died the following January, two days after I had started work. Clarissa was ashen-faced in the churchyard at Broadchalke as he was laid to rest in Wiltshire ground.


When I was working at Cecil Beaton’s house, Eileen Hose said: ‘Cecil wouldn’t have bothered with her if she hadn’t basically been nice.’ I found Clarissa’s letters, and in particular her startling description of the Profumo affair in 1963.FN7 I detected her antipathy towards Mary Soames and how she hated Randolph Churchill. Then one day she materialised at Reddish House and invited me for a drink.FN8


I drove over to Alvediston. Clarissa had lots of advice on how to approach the Cecil Beaton book and she spoke of Garbo’s 1951 visit, how captivating and mercurial she was.


She said: ‘I told George that after this you must do a heavyweight. All right, Cecil. But then you must get away from the Royal Family.’ We somehow got on to Mountbatten and she admitted she’d always had an allergy towards him. She said he was perverting the course of history by establishing his enormous, very expensive archive at Broadlands (entirely devoted to his career) because he was rich enough to do it. ‘I’ve somehow managed to avoid going to any of the twenty memorial services for him.’ She told me he had persuaded Anthony to go down to be part of the documentary series on his life – then later he asked him to write a letter, saying he congratulated him at London Airport on the work he’d done in India. Allan Noble, Eden’s parliamentary private secretary, was consulted and said that that was impossible as they were never at the airport at the same time. ‘So around came another Garter ceremony,’ said Clarissa, ‘and Anthony told Dickie he couldn’t do that. Dickie said, “Well, it must have been somewhere else. It doesn’t matter.” It shows the lengths he’ll go to.’ Clarissa couldn’t understand the way he’d hoodwinked the Queen and Prince Philip: ‘Yes, Prince Charles – the great hero figure’, but not the Queen, ‘who isn’t at all easy to convince’. But she said she’d watched the way that the Mountbattens, who were nowhere, suddenly became part of the royal procession. She said that Edwina was a good woman. ‘After her death, he went off the rails.’


She offered me space to work at Alvediston if that fitted and then, just as I was leaving, she said: ‘Would you like to go to Lucrezia Borgia on Tuesday?’4


In June Eileen Hose mentioned that Clarissa was looking for a house sitter when she went away in the summer. I said: ‘What about me?’ So Clarissa and I had lunch in London and it was decided that I would provide my own food and cater for myself and she would provide wine. My duty was to walk the dogs. This fascinated Lady Diana Cooper, who had become a friend. She asked me: ‘Are you going to live in open sin with her?’ In July she returned to this point: ‘But will you be all right?’


‘I shan’t want anything.’


‘But will she want something?’5 This seemed unlikely. She was then sixty. I was twenty-eight.


And so I arrived to stay at Alvediston. At the beginning we avoided each other by design. I had wondered how Clarissa spent her time. Mainly she listened to fine music and read books. She worked outside, her gardener coming into the library where I was working to say: ‘Good morning, sir. Her Ladyship asked me to ask you if you like globe artichokes.’


Clarissa had been meant to go away but actually she didn’t. We began to coincide our dinners, and I learnt more about her. It was helpful to have her guidance over Cecil. When I read his book, My Bolivian Aunt, I concluded that his exotic aunt was the most interesting of the three sisters. Clarissa said: ‘I always thought her a fearful bore’6 – one of her favourite condemnatory descriptions.


She discussed the problem of finding an official biographer for Lord Avon. Sir Philip Magnus suffered from cataracts and was too old. She wanted a historian who knew the period well, and was contemplating Professor Sir Jack Plumb. Alistair Horne was writing the life of Macmillan and was under Macmillan’s thumb with his subject breathing down his neck. She was noncommittal about whether or not she might one day write her own memoir.


She told me that her father was devoted to my aunt, who was spoken of as his girlfriend.FN9 She explained that she had fallen out with her brother Johnny over some remarks he had made about the British Empire when she was nineteen. That situation deteriorated later.


She said that in India, lately, she had smoked hashish with Teddy Millington-Drake. She told me how the Christies had had Margaret Thatcher to dinner at Glyndebourne. Edward Heath had been there the same evening, but they could not invite him: ‘He’d painted himself into a corner.’


Many of the characters that feature in this biography materialised or were discussed. She described how Ali Forbes,FN10 had overtaken a lorry and trailer at great speed on his way to Glyndebourne. As he was being breathalysed, he spluttered about being in a dinner jacket. ‘I should have kept a tweed jacket in the car!’ His combative manner led to him accompanying the police to the station and he didn’t get home until 6 a.m.7


Clarissa took me to a production of Der Rosenkavalier at Glyndebourne. She loved opera, though she hated Glyndebourne: the theatre was bad; it was full of businessmen entertaining their clients and, if anything remotely funny happened, they roared with laughter. More figures from her past appeared that night – Lord and Lady David Cecil: he had been at Oxford when she was there in 1939. We spotted Lord and Lady Hutchinson. Clarissa said that June Hutchinson (whom Cecil Beaton had tried to marry) did not speak to her as Jeremy had been her first great love, and as she said: ‘Ever since Anthony died, she has viewed me with suspicion.’ We ran into him in the interval, but not June. Clarissa had longed to tell her I was writing about Cecil and watch her reaction.8


At the end of my stay in Alvediston, Clarissa was going to Italy and I was going to France. I ventured: ‘What a pity that our paths don’t cross on this holiday.’


‘Well, perhaps they do . . .’


Hardly had I spoken than she had worked out that it was possible for me to meet her in Siena. She telephoned Lord Lambton and I was invited to accompany her to his villa, Cetinale. By then, following his resignation from politics in a sex scandal in 1973, he was living a kind of Brideshead Revisited Lord Marchmain exile with his mistress, Claire Ward. In preparation for the visit, she loaned me his unpublished (and unpublishable) novel with a ‘hero’ based on George Weidenfeld. She asked, ‘Are you tough? Yes, you are,’ before letting me have it. I read it, in considerable astonishment, with its evil depiction of the Baron. One scene had him about to marry into an aristocratic family. The family were in the garden and heard a sound. Looking up, they saw him testing the attic windows. He was conducting a private survey of the house to see how financially sound the family was; he tricked his authors out of their royalties, and worse. He held a girl’s hands in ‘a cold, sweaty paw’.


I caught up with Clarissa in Siena on 27 August. She had been travelling with the Salisburys.FN11 It was typical of her to say that they were her oldest friends, but she couldn’t have stood another day of them. After lunching with them, we drove to Cetinale.FN12


Tony Lambton was a great tease. He was intrigued by how much I knew about Clarissa. One evening I mentioned that I knew she found Mary Soames difficult at the breakfast hour. They all thought I knew more than I did and that nothing escaped me. Tony was relishing a row that had occurred between Ann Fleming and her granddaughter Mary, who had been staying in a house down the hill. Philip Ziegler was also there and wanted to see Cetinale. He tried to press Clarissa as to when Philip Magnus would be starting work on the Eden biography. She was dismissive. Ziegler was writing about Mountbatten. Clarissa told him how he cooked the books (in his archives). ‘I must be careful not to overreact against that, certainly,’ he said.9


When we left, Tony told Clarissa that I was ‘the most sinister character. He doesn’t forget a single thing you say. It’s all filed away in the recesses of his mind.’ Coming from him, I took this as a rare compliment. She was entertained that I had ‘rattled’ him.10


After house sitting and the Italy visit, Clarissa and I became great friends. I frequently stayed with her at Alvediston, she would come to dinner in my flat in Lexham Gardens, and we travelled together. Needless to say, mischievous figures such as Ali Forbes tried to insinuate that the relationship was more than that. At a book launch at the Ritz he dived in with ‘Not just house sitting, but also the Grand Tour . . .’ and later asked about Laura: ‘Or have you given her up in favour of Clarissa? Everyone is talking about it.’ Diana Cooper nodded. I was horrified.11


I was lucky to have known many of the protagonists in this story – in particular Lady Diana Cooper, Laura, Duchess of Marlborough, Ali Forbes, but also Lady Gladwyn, Valentine Lawford and others. Cecil Beaton was a key figure whose life ran parallel with Clarissa’s from 1940 to 1980. I got to know Sir Martin and Lady Charteris in the year of the Silver Jubilee (1977), Gay Charteris having been at Oxford with Clarissa in 1940.


In 1979 Laura had taken me to stay at Faringdon with Robert Heber Percy (‘Mad Boy’) who had inherited the house from Lord Berners. I had met Priscilla Bibesco in Paris, and her somewhat dodgy husband, Simon Hodgson. I had also met Clarissa’s brothers, Johnny and Peregrine, and Sir Winston Churchill’s daughter, Sarah. Winston and Minnie Churchill became friends as did Mary Soames, with whom I had worked on the International Year of the Child. Diana Cooper produced Harold Macmillan at lunch at Warwick Avenue.


Clarissa took me to the opera with Lord Goodman, followed by dinner at his table in the Savoy Grill. We visited the Metropolitan Museum in New York with Nin Ryan. Nin co-opted me onto her summer party list, invariably mustering three former prime ministers in the room. Thus many of the characters in this book are real to me.


My favourite stories centred around Clarissa’s take on life. In Patmos in 1983 the way she expressed her wish to go home at the end of a dinner party was to say to me: ‘We’ve rather exhausted the social possibilities of this meal, don’t you think?’12


Many years later I told her that James Fairfax, an Australian philanthropist we both knew, had heard that I was in Canberra and intending to fly to Sydney. He invited me to lunch and sent a car to collect me, bring me to Bowral where he lived, and then on to Sydney later, a journey of at least 175 miles. Did she say: ‘How nice of him’? Not at all. She said: ‘He must have been desperate for company.’


She possessed a quality of positive negativity. In March 1982 I gave a dinner for the Emanuels, who had designed Diana, Princess of Wales’s wedding dress the year before. Clarissa was older than the other guests but on top form. She arrived dressed in a black velvet suit with ecclesiastical gold on the shoulders and wonderful Elizabethan puff sleeves.


Clarissa told us she thought the Barbican centre unspeakably awful. Round pieces of wood for the floor, suspended lamps looking like steel poles with upturned goldfish bowls on the end, a ceiling made entirely of Meccano, and walls of sprayed rough concrete that tore your clothes – the only good thing about it was the acoustics. She made it sound deadly.


The conversation flitted over ballet, Brideshead Revisited, and found its most satisfactory outlet in Dallas. Clarissa said that in China she was always eating things ‘that looked like Sue Ellen’s lips’. She preferred shows like Dallas to Brideshead, which she thought less authentic.FN13


One of the guests was Nicholas ShakespeareFN14 in ‘smart mufti’, a scarf thrown round his neck. He dominated the evening, steering the conversation the way he wished. He fell for Clarissa. She said later that he thought her a relict from history, even Asquith’s widow. ‘I was in the nursery then,’ Clarissa said, more than once. Nicholas had worked on a BBC chat show that had required him to research statistics on the purchase of vibrators. He clearly dined out on this topic, telling us that a million were sold each year. If I was anxious about where this conversation was going, I need not have worried. Clarissa came out with: ‘You mean you can get circumcised ones and uncircumcised ones?’13










PART ONE










1. WINSTON, JACK AND GOONIE


Clarissa described her background as a mixture of ‘high aristocracy and bohemian’,1 by which she meant her mother’s family, the Berties. Her father’s family, the Churchills, descended from William Churchill in Devon at the time of Edward IV, and from the Spencers, originally from Wormington in Lancashire at the time of Henry VIII. Her father, Jack, more formally Major John Strange Spencer-Churchill DSO, was born at Phoenix Park, Dublin, on 4 February 1880, the younger son of Lady Randolph (Jennie) Churchill at a time when Lord Randolph was secretary to his father, the 7th Duke of Marlborough, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland from 1876 to 1880. The elder boy was Winston Churchill.


Jack went to Elstree School and Harrow, served in the Second Boer War, and the First World War, in which he was awarded his DSO. He went into the Stock Exchange, becoming a partner with Paul NelkeFN15 in Nelke, Phillips & Bendix in 1906. All those of German origin were drummed out of the Stock Exchange in 1917 due to anti-German feeling towards the end of a long war. My grandfather, Cecil Vickers, had also been a partner of Nelke, Phillips. He mustered backers (including Sir Ernest Cassel) and started his own firm, Vickers, da Costa, in 1917, taking Jack with him and making him one of the six partners in 1921. In 1938 a new partnership was formed, my grandfather holding 45.5 per cent of the shares, and Jack 12 per cent.


Clarissa said little about Jack, other than that he left for the office early and returned late, retreating into his study with the Evening Standard. She was allowed about fifteen minutes with him. She saw more of him on holiday. Her brother Johnny was more forthcoming: ‘Father . . . had elegance and charm. He was slightly better-looking than my uncle, with a more clearly cut mouth, blue eyes and the same distinctive cranium as all Churchills. People sought his company, but frankly he was not what I would call intelligent.’2 Father and son shared a passion for Wagner, and although Jack had a first-class library, he spent more time admiring the covers and bindings than reading the books. Johnny’s first wife, Angela Culme-Seymour, described Jack as ‘friendly, talkative, and mildly flirtatious . . .’3


Jack had a splendid moustache. Winston’s children used to call him ‘Uncle Well I Know But . . .’ due to his frequent use of that expression and they teased him for the number of ‘whats’ in his conversation. He dismissed things he did not like as ‘playing the ass’. When Johnny wanted to leave Vickers, da Costa to be an artist, Jack’s response was ‘Why slave for a few pence when for doing nothing except sign a few documents you can drink champagne and smoke cigars for the rest of your life?’4 Johnny thought his parents got on well enough, yet with ‘no intellectual communication between them’.5 They played mah-jong after dinner while scarcely speaking. They loved the opera, but more for social reasons than the music. His father closed windows; when he left for the office, his mother reopened them. Peregrine was closest to his father, admiring him and taking an interest.


Jack may have had a Churchillian cranium, but was he a Churchill? There was a long gap between the birth of Winston and Jack in 1874 and 1880. Some suggested that this was because Lord Randolph suffered from syphilis. That and the rumours as to Jack’s biological parentage found their way into books, and were fiercely and litigiously denied by his younger son, Peregrine. In 1975 Gladys, Duchess of Marlborough, married to Jack’s first cousin, told me that the reason Jack was so in awe of his brother Winston was because they had different fathers, and she had no reason to invent that.6


Jennie had many lovers. There were numerous candidates for Jack’s biological father. In 1940 James Pope-Hennessy was told that Jack had Austrian blood, his father being Prince Karl Kinsky.FN167 Other candidates were the Earl of Roden and Earl Cowley.FN17 Anita Leslie and the Leslie family (not always accurate) advanced Evelyn Boscawen, 7th Viscount Falmouth (1847–1918), known as ‘Star’. His father had been a keen racing man and won the Derby with Fred Archer in the saddle. Johnny told Chips Channon that it was him.8 The Leslie theory was supported by Anne Sebba in her 2007 biography of Jennie, and in 2023, DNA tests undertaken by Julian Schofield (now Spencer-Churchill) in Canada – he discovered he descended from Peregrine – added weight to this idea.9


* * * * *


There are numerous descriptions of Jack’s wife, Lady Gwendeline Bertie. Goonie, as she was known, came from a Catholic family. She was the daughter of the 7th Earl of Abingdon, and his second wife, Gwendoline Charlemagne-Dormer. As a child she lived with her parents at Wytham Abbey, three miles north-west of Oxford, originally a fifteenth-century abbey.


Goonie’s father had been the Earl since 1884. She descended from the Berties, of Bearsted, Kent, in 1501, later Dukes of Ancaster and Earls of Lindsey, and from the Norreys family, seated in Lancashire at


the time of Henry III. They owned Rycote in Oxfordshire, where Elizabeth I and Charles I had stayed, but the 3rd Earl pulled most of it down to enrich Wytham Abbey in the 1700s. Clarissa’s grandfather had to sell Rycote in 1913, and by 1920 he found Wytham Abbey too expensive, so he sold it and settled at Oakden Holt, near Oxford. He was an officer in the Oxfordshire Yeomanry, a magistrate, a convert to Roman Catholicism, and in retirement penned occasional letters to The Times, ‘marked by sound sense on current topics’.10 He lived to be ninety-one.


Goonie married Jack on 8 August 1908. In the early years of her marriage she was present at many society events at the highest level – the opera, being presented at court by her sister-in-law Clemmie in 1910, and at the Duke of Marlborough’s house party at Blenheim for King Manoel of Portugal in 1911. Winston invited her to launch the battleship Marlborough at Devonport in October 1912, and she dined with the Asquiths at 10 Downing Street.


In 1915 Goonie introduced Winston to painting when he was staying at a rented farm in Surrey, when he resigned from the Cabinet. He did not take to watercolours so she steered him to oils. He painted her after the First World War in what William Rees-Mogg described as ‘a study in that mild but chronic depression that some women suffer in middle life . . . One half sympathises with her and half regrets her mood of frustration.’11 She was also painted by Sir John Lavery and Ambrose McEvoy.


There are many tributes to Goonie’s other-worldliness, written in the style of the day. Margot Oxford wrote that she was ‘an example of all that was tender, affectionate and feminine. She had the dangerous quality of charm. But with her “charm” had no danger . . . She had a feeling mind . . .’12 Lady Cynthia Asquith was yet more lyrical: ‘Her alluring mermaid beauty has a strange translucent quality; her wide-opened eyes are like blue flowers.’13 Another friend described her as ‘a living poem . . . Her personality combined the greatest distinction and sweetness with a truly original, almost fastidious mind . . . She had a way of illuminating people by her sudden enchanting comments.’14 Lord David Cecil was a friend of long standing, who later tutored Clarissa at Oxford:


 


Lady Gwendeline Churchill’s extraordinary charm was implicit in her appearance, her subtle twilight beauty, the fastidious grace of her dress. But it disclosed its power fully only in intimate conversation . . . Pensive, dreamy, with an intense refinement of feeling and a delicate sensibility to the beautiful, she exhaled romance. But unexpectedly mingled with the romance was a touch of eighteenth century elegance, clear-eyed shrewdness, an amused scepticism, expressing itself in an enchanting mischievous irony which flickered over every phase of her talk . . . She was like the single final flower of a high civilisation, bred through generations to bloom once only, for the wonder and delight of mankind.15


 


Clarissa’s godmother, Anne, Lady Islington, thought Goonie ‘an enchanting spirit who seemed to belong partly to another and more romantic age and partly to a world above the one we live in – a blending of Mary Stuart and Botticelli’s Spring . . . The learned, the frivolous, the sad, the gay, the great, and the obscure were thus all the same to her. Though spiritually remote – the little intrigues and ambitions of men would bring a look of wondering pity to her calm blue eyes – she was also strengthening and comforting’.16 Angela Culme-Seymour found her ‘gracious and rather distant’.17


* * * * *


Jack and Goonie married in 1908. But it could all have been very different. The previous summer, Goonie was unmarried and unengaged. Winston Churchill was thirty-seven and already a well-known politician. He had dabbled in several love affairs, notably with Pamela Plowden, Muriel Wilson, and the American actress Ethel Barrymore. He had met Pamela in India in 1896, declaring her ‘the most beautiful girl I have ever seen’.18 He was still professing his love in 1898, though she had told him he was incapable of affection. In 1901 he told his mother: ‘There is no doubt in my mind that she is the only woman I could ever live happily with.’19 It seems that he proposed to her that year at Warwick Castle. She turned him down and in 1902 she married Victor, 2nd Earl of Lytton. She and Winston remained lifelong friends. The Winston-Pamela relationship floundered due to his – and her – lack of money, and his tunnel-vision devotion to politics.


None of the biographers is forthcoming about Muriel Wilson, a great Edwardian beauty, and the love of Winston’s cousin, Sunny, 9th Duke of Marlborough, before he was made to drop her in favour of Vanderbilt money. Winston seems to have proposed to her in 1904, but she did not consider he had a great future. Somewhere in this mix he proposed to Ethel Barrymore, who told his son Randolph that, like Pamela, she could not have coped with ‘the great world of politics’.20


There was unquestionably a flutter of romance with Goonie in August 1907. They met at Salisbury Hall, Lady Randolph Churchill’s 1668 manor house near St Albans, invited there by Jack. This was shortly before Winston set off on his ‘African journey’, later to be the subject of an entire book. This romance has not been entirely overlooked. Mary Soames accepted that Winston and Goonie took to each other: ‘and a flirtatious “jokey” relationship sparked between them at which – to judge from the three light-heartedly teasing letters extantFN18 she wrote to him in late August – Goonie set the pace’.21


Writing in Citadel of the Heart, a composite history of later Churchills, John Pearson took the line that Winston could not wait to score off his brother. He wrote that Jack ‘hero-worshipped Winston – but even Jack’s powers of hero-worship would have been severely tested had he realised that something more than innocent affection was developing between his brother and the girl he loved’. Pearson did not know ‘how far or how consciously Churchill encouraged Goonie.’22 Neither Mary Soames nor Pearson, nor any other Churchill biographer, saw Winston’s letters to her because Clarissa never released them. But in 2005 she told Anne Sebba, then researching Jennie: ‘It is quite clear that Winston was in love with Goonie when he was young.’23


After the first meeting, Winston sent Goonie a telegram, keen to know what penance she suffered as a result of her precipitous departure from Salisbury Hall. From Coombe Abbey, she wrote that she had left when ‘the early morning dew was still on the ground, shining like as many crystals, do you remember?’ She had endured a long day of travel, it being a bank holiday, and on her return had been rebuked by her mother. She told him:


 


I loved my Sunday at Salisbury Hall. It was a well organised day, by nature & by weather. It was lovely, it was interesting, it was enjoyable, to me at least. I do hope that it will be repeated again, but such heavenly days never are & why? It is a shame. It really is.24


On 11 August Winston replied from Tring Park, home of Lord Rothschild, teasing her for leaving them:


 


I enjoyed Sunday immensely. It must be repeated. But how? But where? These are questions to wh you must help & find an answer. I hope indeed I shall see you again before I start on my journeys. Do try to make a plan; for five months is an age – & you will have forgotten that I exist before I return.


Alas! Alas!


 


He launched into a long description of his field day at Tidworth on Sir Ian Hamilton’s staff, his stay at Tring, mentioned failing to visit his earlier love, Pamela Lytton, and his plans to attend the French manoeuvres:


 


I am so glad you were not bored on Sunday. You sit so silent & demure at table that no one can tell whether the conversation is indifferent to you; & I always get drawn into stupid arguments about politics & forget all the claims of others to have their own special interests talked about – nay more – to talk about their own special interests. So I was afraid afterwards that perhaps you had formed the poorest opinion of my manners.


 


He urged her to tell him her plans, ‘& also the plan wh will enable us to meet again, because I would like to see you so much before I go away.’25


Was that a love letter? Winston’s love letters were invariably about himself. His letters to Pamela Plowden were similar and he had been staggeringly unsympathetic to her in 1900 when her half-brother died aged four: ‘I am as full of sympathy as I can be. Poor Bird . . . Babies’ deaths are the least sad of all partings: but women feel them most. A strong man full of hope and enthusiasm seems to me a greater cause for sorrow when he is stricken down.’26


On 14 August Goonie wrote:


 


My dear Mr Winston,


Yes, we must meet again, before you leave us on your long long travels, but when, and how? That is what you ask me to answer, and that is what you want me to make a plan for, and that is what I cannot do without your help; how can I!?


 


She gave him a run-down of her plans and wondered if there was a chance he might be at Blenheim before the French manoeuvres. She was at Eaton Hall, home of the Grosvenors, listening to Lord Hugh Cecil’s conversation:


 


I love listening to good talkers, that is why I sit so demure & silent when you are there! I have just got a letter from Pamela, a very happy letter, but poor darling she complains that pillows give no news! Perhaps I might be going up to London for the day some time next week. May I let you know if I do, & perhaps you could come & lunch or something.27


 


He urged her to come to London to ‘see Parliament prorogued & dine with me. I will try & make a pleasant dinner with some of your friends, & somebody to look after you.’ He had been caught with all-night sittings in the House of Commons and was about to set off for the Transvaal, or so he thought: ‘So do come & dine on Wed & let us see each other to say goodbye like Christians. I expect before I return you will be married & I shall have converted to the faith of Islam. One never knows.’28


The reference to her being married implies some interest in that direction. But Goonie could not come to London, due to ‘a chain of impossibilities’. She had wanted to:


 


Dear Mr Winston,


It is positively cruel of Fate to determine that we should not say goodbye, not to allow us the opportunity of bidding each other a friendly farewell, for it is a long time to lose sight of someone, five months, it is five months that you will be away for, is it not, & that is a long time, & I really do think it might have been allowed us – I can not help rebelling against fate, for how utterly unreasonable it can be, considering what pleasure it would have given us, I made the assertion in the plural, why I can not think, but all the same you would have liked me to have come & dined & I would have liked to have done so . . .


She hoped he would not convert to Islam and was sure he would have a ‘wildly interesting’ trip.29 As it happened, Winston’s trip was postponed. He sent his next letter on the same day, 27 August, telling her he was going to stay with Lady Crewe at Crewe Hall and going to Paris on Sunday night, 1 September, but he resigned himself to not seeing her, thus:


 


A solitary scapegrace – or should it be scapegoat? – wanders out into the wilderness: And not even one feminine pocket handkerchief salutes his departure with a wave – let alone – a tear . . . Still it is nice of you to say you want to, & would like to see me again & I like you vy much. So don’t obliterate me from your mind because I am going away for a long time, but write me some [a line torn from the original letter] all beginning and no end – but with a ring of comradeship & understanding in them, such as has of late crept into my mind at least, so far as our correspondence is concerned.30


 


On 28 August Goonie told him she had hoped to come to London: ‘I wish I could go with you to Paris on Sunday . . .’31 – hardly in tune with the growing love she was meant to have for his brother. On 7 September she wrote again: ‘Where are you? Where have you been? Where are you going to? What are you going to do? I have lost you for a whole week. I want to find you again. You have effaced yourself from my horizon.’


She wanted to know about his forthcoming trip, and hoped he was not going to Uganda since it was ‘a country of fevers, man killing country, full of pestilentious insects and poisonous marshes, you really must not go there.’ She bade him farewell.32


Winston and Goonie did not meet again before he set off on his African journey. On 10 September Pamela Lytton told him that Goonie had been at Doncaster races – ‘ever more beautiful and nice. We talked about you.’33 In Venice he ran into his cousin, the Duke of Marlborough.FN19 As he sailed past Aden, to Camp Thika, near Nairobi, he continued to write to Goonie. Oblivious to developments back in England, he wrote on 15 October from HMS Venus, on the Red Sea, answering her last letter. He apologised if she had found him ‘an awful bore – always haranguing everyone on my own particular subjects, & always thinking about amusing my own mind & not unfolding others! . . . I confess it & am so sorry. I never feel at ease in conversation. Either I am silent or no one else can talk. These are great faults: but you cannot say I have not confessed them frankly. Now give your blessing.’34


Winston wrote again on 18 November, while at sea on the Great Lake, declaring himself envious that his private secretary, Eddie Marsh, had received a letter from her. He asked her: ‘And what are you doing all the time? & when are you going to write & tell me about it? I hope I shall find a nice long letter at Gondokoro when – if ever – we arrive there.’ He then returned to his more boastful persona: ‘You have no idea what a swell an Under-secretary is when he comes to visit these sorts of places. Imagine a combination of Napoleon & the Pope. That will give you some sort of faint idea. How respectful you will all have to be when I come home! & how kind – or I shall go away again & bury myself in the depths of illimitable space – forever’, ending his letter: ‘Now with best love, my dear, Yours ever, W.’35


That letter was written on 18 November. Four days earlier, Jack wrote to him to tell him that ‘a wonderful thing’ had happened, though Winston did not receive the letter until about 19 December:


 


Goonie loves me. I have loved her for a long time – but have always attempted to put thoughts of that kind out of my mind – because I felt that I had nothing to give her – and also chiefly because I never for one moment imagined that she would ever care for me.


About six months ago – I found that she loved me. We had long talks and spoke quite openly to each other. We agreed it was impossible for us to marry – and I promised always to remain a friend to her. Since you went away & until to-night I have not seen her – except on the race-course at Doncaster for a few moments (we were not in the same house). But my love for her was too strong – and at last I wrote and asked if she would wait for me.


She answered that she could not promise to do so. I accepted that. What else could I do? I have nothing in the world to offer her.


But a week afterwards she wrote again and told me her love for me was stronger than anything else. She said that she would sacrifice anything for her love; and that her ambition for riches and everything else had all vanished and that she would wait for me until I could come and fetch her.


I saw her tonight here in London – and we agreed that our love is too strong to fight against. I have promised to come for her as soon as I can and we are secretly engaged.


This is absolutely secret. Only my mother and George [Cornwallis-West – Lady Randolph’s second husband] know about it. Her parents know nothing, nor must they – until I can come up with some proposition.36


 


Jack balanced his joy against the practical issues of money, her being a Catholic, and the reaction of her angry parents. He pointed out to his brother: ‘You were in love really onceFN20 – and you know what that meant. But you had other things to think of. Your career and your future filled more than half of your life. I love the same way you did – But I have no other thoughts.’37


On 21 November Jack wrote again to inform his brother that Goonie had spoken to her mother, who was sympathetic though disapproving. He had approached Paul Nelke, hoping to realise a salary of £1,000 a year. He said: ‘I told you – I remember last summer – that I did not believe she would marry a poor man. But that was all wrong.’38 On the same day, Lady Randolph wrote to Winston: ‘I sometimes thought you had designs in that quarter – but not serious ones – & Goonie has always cared for Jack. They are both much in love but will have to wait a long time I’m afraid . . .’39


Goonie wrote to Winston on 26 November:


 


My dear Winston,


Winston ‘tout court’ I call you, in view of my becoming your sister in law in due time. That is what I am going to become to you. Tell me, do you like the prospect? Is it agreeable to you? I have fallen in love with Jack, and he with me, and we want to marry each other so much – but we have to wait, as we have no money at present – it will come, the money, some day, & that day must be soon, and it will be soon – & meanwhile we love each other – Winston – Jack is your brother and you are devoted to him, and of course you are interested in his welfare. I promise you I will be such a good wife to him, and always his slave. I will make him happy, and I will try my utmost to be worthy of him.


 


She thanked him for writing from the Red Sea: ‘It was so nice of you to write at all, to have remembered that I was existing even! Amongst all the pomp & ceremony of your state progress . . .’40 She wrote again on 16 December:


 


My dear Winston,


Letters take a long time to come from the Great Lake, you know, I have only just got yours written from there, today, it has taken nearly a whole month . . .


Jack & I are so happy; but, Winston, is it not cruel that I am not allowed to see him, & even writing has been forbidden, though I do write all the same! Don’t you think that it is positively cruel to impose this on us?


You see, this dreadful financial crisis has upset the City & it has upset Jack – & though Mother has been told that we want to marry, Father has not been yet, because nothing definite can be settled about money, and Jack does not know exactly how much he has got & how much he will have & all that, and as my Father is – well, rather difficult to ‘tackle’ we thought it wd be better to wait & tell him when everything is absolutely straight & square, which is sure to be very soon – and meanwhile my Mother does not allow me to see him; and we do love so! I know that you love a woman, Winston, very much and you know what it meansFN21 – you can imagine what I am going through not being able to visit Jack – I call it positively cruel.41


It must have been a considerable shock to Winston when these letters reached him in Uganda on about 19 December. There had been long delays and their messages had crossed. He had been flirting with Goonie, while she was committing herself to his brother. Winston sent Jack a telegram of congratulations and on 22 December he wrote to Goonie:


 


My dear Goonie,


I am glad to hear your great news. I am more fond of Jack than anybody else I can think of at present in the world. He is a dear – good, brave, honourable & trustworthy. You could not find anyone in whom you could put more confidence. He has not had vy much fun in life, for there has been so little money, & he has not been able to enjoy many of the pleasures, hunting, shooting, polo and other sports wh others in his position in life have had. He has had to deny himself many things, & to work vy hard indeed. I have often felt sad to think of his hard work & long lonely evenings, & wondered whether & how I could do anything to help him. But now that you love him & he loves you & you are going to be married – the whole proportion of things is changed & it is I who look at him with eyes of wistful envy and admiration, because of the great passion by which he is illumined & which he has been able to inspire in you. May you both ever be happy and prosperous is my most sincere and profound desire.


And of course be brave. Jack has high abilities – & I think the emergency & your influence will draw from him latent qualities of initiative & construction. You are good & beautiful & strong. Really if you two superior creatures – as creatures go – cannot do what the poorest people in the country do, & what all creation does, namely – create as you choose, what are we to think of the civilisation we asked to be so proud of? I am quite sure ways & means can be arranged on a modest but sufficient scale. In a few years Jack will be making a good income out of his business. Later will come £2,500 a year. There are only a few years of difficulty & struggle. But how well worth while. They will be gilded by your loves for each other; & afterwards they will be another bond between you. I am sure you will be perfectly happy, if only you do not worry about that silly, vain, chattering London, but lead a simple life with all its great joys and true dignity. Even if there was no money at all – & Jack had no prospects – I would urge you – loving each other as you do – to run all risks. For what is the use of living here below – if stupid social conventions and little petty sordid needs are to be held sufficient to rob men and women of the one golden joy that God meant them to have, and around which all creation plays?


Well God bless you my dear Goonie. I am indeed proud to have such a delightful & fascinating sister-in-law. I am sure you will always be kind to me – for sometimes I am down on my luck – now you are taking Jack – I shall be quite alone. I for my part will do everything in my power to further your wishes & plans, & to wear away any obstacles that may threaten delay. Don’t have a long engagement. Insist on having your way, & let the old world change its step to suit your resolves, or run askew. That is the way to win.


Always your friend


 Winston42


 


Jack wrote again on 19 December, telling Winston that Paul Nelke was promising a better arrangement for him. Lady Abingdon, Goonie’s mother, was in the picture. Lord Abingdon was still in the dark. Jack had managed to see Goonie for two minutes at a railway station: ‘Was there ever such a way of making love. She has been at Wytham – and she promised her mother not to see me. So I had to waylay her by accident at the station one day. We write pages to each other all day – but I never see her . . .’43


Winston returned from his African journey on 17 January 1908. Goonie, dressed in white crêpe-de-Chine, trimmed with orange blossom, married Jack at the Church of St Aloysius, Oxford, on 8 August. Winston was best man.


Winston and Clementine Hozier began to correspond on 16 April 1908. Three days after Jack’s wedding, Winston proposed to her at Blenheim. ‘It is done & done forever,’ wrote the groom to Jack and Goonie. ‘I am to marry Clemmie almost at once. I hope we shall be happy like you are, and always all four of us bound together by the most perfect faith & comradeship.’44 Winston and Clemmie were married rather more grandly, at St Margaret’s, Westminster, on 12 September.


What are we to deduce from this? Winston’s letters to Goonie were as near love letters as he was capable of writing. Churchill biographers dismiss the earlier women as mere preludes to his great and lasting love for Clemmie. Fair enough, but it could be that having failed to secure Lady Gwendeline, he simply settled on Clementine Hozier. He certainly wasted no time in so doing.










2. BORED AT BOARDING SCHOOL


1920–35


Jack and Goonie had two sons – John (or Johnny), born in 1909, and Peregrine (or Pebin) in 1913. Observing them in 1918, Clemmie Churchill judged them both charming: ‘Pebin has dropped his churlish manners & is most gracious keeping however a shy & dignified reserve. John is very happy at school & is a dear little boy.’1


There was a gap until Clarissa was born on 28 June 1920. She was named Anne after her godmother, Lady Islington, Clarissa from the novel Clarissa by Samuel Richardson (1748), and Nicolette from a famous poem.FN22 Her grandmother, Lady Abingdon, inspected her and predicted ‘a fine tall graceful woman’.2 Her birth prompted Winston to write to Goonie: ‘Beloved Goonie, I am so glad – & that it is a girl too. You wanted that in . . . general outfit. Perhaps it will be another Goonie! At any rate that is something to look forward to. With great love . . .’3 In his memoirs, Johnny dropped a sly hint about his sister’s parentage:


 


Among the eminent literary men and scholars who surrounded her [Goonie] at this address [Ebury Street] one stands out more clearly than the rest because of his brain and inscrutable face. He is the Rt Hon. Harold Baker, later the Warden of Winchester College and a lifelong friend of my mother. Even since my mother’s death he has remained on close terms with my sister Clarissa. My father once told me that ‘Bluey’ Baker, as he is known, regards Clarissa as one of the few women in this world with a first-class brain.4


 


So was Clarissa a Churchill? She was always close to her mother, but less so to her father; neither did she ever express a particular affinity with the Churchill family.


Her biological father was Harold ‘Bluey’ or ‘Bluetooth’ Baker, a Liberal politician and scholar. She had more in common with him in looks and in brains. An enigma in his schooldays at Winchester, he went on to New College, Oxford, and surpassed all others in promise and achievement, as a Craven Scholar, Hertford Scholar and Eldon Scholar. He devoted himself to classical scholarship, and became President of the Oxford Union. He was called to the bar, served as an MP in Asquith’s government from 1910 to 1918, and was sworn as a Privy Councillor in 1915 before he was forty. He opposed granting the vote to women.


Though destined for a great career, Baker’s political career ended in 1918. ‘Was it deafness, or private means, or some lack of ambition or of physical vigour which held him back?’ asked one of his later friends.5 The world’s loss was Winchester’s gain for he settled down as Warden of Winchester College from 1936 to 1946, also serving as bursar. Even when ill at the end of his life ‘this alert and courteous sage was still able to enchant the pilgrim to Crab Wood (his home near Winchester) with his acute yet gentle questions and comments and his unfailing sympathy, humour and charm’.6 That great muse to the Pre-Raphaelites, Lady Horner, loved to entertain him at Mells Manor in Somerset, just as she also entertained Clarissa and her mother:


 


Through the kaleidoscope of the past so many changing figures come and go, and friends I have known and loved claim a place in the pages of my life. None more so than Harold Baker, who has extended his close and early friendship with Raymond Asquith [her son-in-law] to me and mine, and who for many years has been a cherished guest in my home.7


 


Clarissa saw him throughout her life. She frequently stayed with him at Crab Wood, and even crossed the Channel to France with him when a teenager. He bequeathed her a wood and, at her request, all his books. Clarissa only became certain that he was her father when he died, and she saw the contents of his will. Like many children she could scarcely contemplate her parents having sex with each other, let alone her mother straying to a lover.


In Citadel of the Heart, John Pearson shirked writing much about Clarissa’s father, Jack, and avoided tackling her parentage. He was aware that Johnny suggested Winston might have cuckolded Jack as Bluey had done. Ali Forbes was categorical that Clarissa was not a Churchill, and as Pearson put it: ‘Peregrine alternated between anger at his Uncle over the way he treated his Papa, and a curious lack of knowledge over Pater when one asked him anything precise.’8


Johnny wrote that his mother had always longed for a daughter and lavished attention on her. Her brothers became ‘the boys’ but Clarissa was ‘everything to Mother; too much, perhaps, because as frequently happens in such situations, Mother was possessive to a degree’.9 The family lived at 41 Cromwell Road opposite the Natural History Museum, where at one time Winston and Clemmie had lived with them, family finances being low. Clarissa found it surprising that she acquired any visual taste as she gazed on the massive terracotta Romanesque façade of the enormous museum. However, she relished the proximity of the Victoria and Albert Museum, with its glorious treasures.


Clarissa described her parents as Liberals, though not especially political, and even said that Clemmie was a Liberal at heart, but could not admit it for obvious reasons. All the families Clarissa was brought up with were Liberals – the Asquiths, Sinclairs (later Thursos) and Bonham Carters.


Clarissa was largely raised in the nursery by nannies, but Goonie loved writing to her. Early letters were adorned with fine-coloured writing and beautifully executed drawings – the house where Uncle Winston was staying, or her four-poster bed. Clarissa responded in kind. From her grandparents’ house, she wrote: ‘I can-not think of anything to say. Here is a picture of me wondering what to say.’ She craved her mother’s support, but was afraid of being smothered. She had an unemotional Scottish nanny, who left when she was seven, and then two governesses, one of whom taught her cousin Mary. As Clarissa grew older, she found the family atmosphere increasingly oppressive.


For summer holidays her parents took Horsey Hall in Norfolk for a month. That was a smallish brick and flint house with a Georgian stucco front and Victorian bay windows. Not having a country house until 1936, they stayed with relations – the Marlboroughs at Blenheim Palace, or Chartwell in Kent with Uncle Winston.FN23 Clarissa was sometimes sent to stay with her aunt, Lady Betty Trafford (Goonie’s sister), at Wroxham Hall in Norfolk, an enormous Georgian house, built around 1790 (since demolished). And she stayed at Breccles Hall, a large Tudor E-plan manor house, enhanced by Detmar Blow and Lutyens. Edwin MontaguFN24 and his wife, the celebrated Venetia Stanley (loved by H. H. Asquith), had lived there since 1917, and in that house they entertained lavishly. One year the Stanleys loaned it to Clarissa’s parents. To this litany of houses can be added Rushbrooke in Norfolk, the home of her godmother, Anne, Lady Islington, Pixton Park in Devon, owned by Mrs Auberon Herbert, and Plas Newydd on the Isle of Anglesey, the home of the Marquess of Anglesey and his wife, Lady Marjorie Manners.


Clarissa stayed with her Abingdon grandparents at Oakden Holt, Oxford,FN25 and went to Mells with her mother. Goonie was friends with Sir Archibald and Lady Sinclair,FN26 and every year took Clarissa to Dalnawillan Lodge, Altnabreac, Caithness. They once went to Dieppe to stay with Aunt Clemmie’s mother, and another time to Annecy. In the early summers of 1927 and 1928, Clarissa stayed with her mother at the Royal Albion Hotel in Brighton, writing to her father: ‘It is terrible here, the whole place is one mass of flags and people. We stay on the balcony all day.’10


School Days


In April 1926 Clarissa was sent to Kensington High School, nearby at 25 Cromwell Road, founded in 1895 by Miss Edith Lloyd and Miss Maud Cornwell with three pupils to provide them with a sound if conventional education. By the time Clarissa attended, there were 230 pupils.FN27 Miss Cornwell thought Clarissa: ‘an intelligent, enthusiastic and capable little girl, always delightful to deal with’. She would have received a school honour had she stayed until twelve fifteen each day.


She loved the school, remembering the teachers as ‘wonderful’ and ‘strict’. She had to work hard, especially when the scholarship girls arrived. She played netball and exercised in the gym. Homework kept her up till bedtime. In 1932 she came third in the Children’s Challenge Shield in the Annual Swimming Competition at the Bath Club. But here, as in later schools, the teachers started the history syllabus with the reign of Charles I.


Neville LewisFN28 painted her at Chartwell. Mary Soames recalled how well behaved Clarissa was and how easy it was ‘getting her to sit still.’11 The picture was exhibited at the Goupil Gallery, though dismissed as not the strongest on display.


In 1929 Clarissa’s father accompanied his brother Winston and their respective sons, Johnny and Randolph, on a three-month tour of Canada and the USA, between 3 August and 30 October. My grandfather, Cecil Vickers, joined them in New York with my aunt Joan. On the way home Jack used to splash my aunt in the ship’s swimming pool. He frequently took her out in a boat at Horsey Mere when she stayed with them in Norfolk. When he died, my aunt wrote to Winston: ‘The holidays at Horsey, Steeple Aston, Catfield & Breccles, the many hours of riding in Windsor Forest and once the Downs, the loan of books will always remain precious memories.’12 All of this caused Clarissa to say of my aunt: ‘She was the bane of my childhood.’


Johnny


Uncertain of how to pursue his career, Clarissa’s brother, Johnny, joined Vickers, da Costa as a clerk in 1930. At first he loved it, heading off to the City in striped trousers and a black jacket, but by the end of 1931 he had decided that the City was not for him. He went to see my grandfather, who supported his choice, adding: ‘But you must be honest with yourself and if – only if – you fail, come to me here in this office and I will take you back.’FN29   13 Goonie was concerned that this decision would jeopardise his chance of marrying Penelope Chetwode. There had been a possibility that they might marry in 1931. Goonie told Clarissa: ‘I am afraid he will never marry Pen now – first because Pen I don’t think wants to marry him reallyFN30 – & then there is no money – & secondly Johnny seems so vague & tepid & apparently incapable of really working to make money . . . but somehow I never felt it wd come off – did you?’14


Johnny embarked on his career as an artist of some distinction, Clarissa loving the murals he painted at 41 Cromwell Road: ‘Johnny has done the most marvellous thing in the sort of hall place outside the drawing room, all with a thick brush & feather.’15 Mrs Auberon Herbert commissioned him to decorate the enormous hall of her villa, Alta Chiara, in Portofino. There he met Angela Culme-Seymour, who presently moved in with him. They married in Portofino, annoying the mayor by insisting on breaking a plate ‘to represent the religious side’,16 thus creating a pagan wedding. At that point Johnny informed his parents. Goonie was glad, and Jack sent him a cheque for £100. However, this was soon followed by demands from Johnny’s creditors. ‘All this is very tiresome & has put poor old Pups in a rage & no wonder I think,’ Goonie wrote to Clarissa. ‘Johnny is very tiresome.’17 Goonie worried, not without reason, that though Johnny and Angela were travelling happily around Europe together, they would not be able to live like that for ever.


* * * * *


As Clarissa continued her peregrinations through various Norfolk homes in 1930 and 1931, she became more pronounced in her taste. Of Somerleyton Hall she wrote: ‘the interior was appalling though rather homely’. There was a squirt fight and for the sports ‘the prize was a gaudy case, quite undescribable’.18 She was frequently a bridesmaid. On 15 July 1931 she was one of eleven, in white silk tulle with frilled skirts, to Lady Davina Lytton when she married the Earl of Erne in the Henry VII Chapel, Westminster Abbey.FN31 In the autumn Peregrine gave her records – ‘O for the Wings of a Dove’ and The Pirates of Penzance, and introduced her to The Gondoliers.


In January 1932 there was a ball at Wroxham Hall for which Clarissa stayed up till ten thirty, consuming everything on the menu – soup, salad and turkey, orange jelly, whipped cream and chocolate soufflé: ‘So I did not do badly.’19 She danced a polka, her feet hardly touching the floor. In April she went to Portugal, and on 12 December 1932, with her cousins, Mary and Sarah, she was a bridesmaid to Diana Churchill at St Margaret’s Westminster, when she married John Bailey, son of Sir Abe Bailey, the South African diamond tycoon.FN32


1933


Clarissa kept a youthful diary between January and the beginning of May. It is not so different from what other twelve-year-old girls would have written, though repeatedly she described her life as dull. On 1 February she speculated: ‘Cousin Gladys divorce?’, a reference to the failing marriage of the Marlboroughs.FN33 One day she asked her brother Johnny to read to her, but he refused. She decided she liked his friend Angela Culme-Seymour as much as she had Penelope Chetwode. On 2 April, the last entry was bland: ‘Antony Knebworth killed. Caroline dished.FN34’20


 


1933 included a visit to Mary Herbert’s villa in Portofino, stays with her grandmother, a three-week Mediterranean cruise with her parents in September and a final family Christmas at Chartwell, where the young cousins enjoyed the requisite ‘jollity, special friendships and in-fighting’21 that made family gatherings such fun.


Downham School


In May 1934 Goonie sent Clarissa to Downham School, Hatfield Heath, near Bishop’s Stortford, where she remained until the end of 1935. Goonie declared what she expected:
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