


[image: 001]




Also by Anne Chisholm

Philosphers of the Earth 
Nancy Cunard: A Biography 
Faces of Hiroshima: A Report 
Beaverbrook: A Life (with Michael Davie)  
Rumer Godden: A Storyteller’s Life




 
 
 

 
Frances Partridge

 

 
ANNE CHISHOLM

 
 
Orion

www.orionbooks.co.uk




A Weidenfeld & Nicolson ebook

 
First published in Great Britain in 2009 
by Weidenfeld & Nicolson

 



 
1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

 
© Anne Chisholm 2009

 



 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in 
any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior 
permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher.

 



 
The right of Anne Chisholm to be identified as the author of 
this work has been asserted in accordance with the 
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book 
is available from the British Library.

 



eISBN : 978 0 2978 5771 6

 



 
Weidenfeld & Nicolson

 



 
An imprint of the Orion Publishing Group Ltd 
Orion House, 5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane, London, WC2H 9EA 
An Hachette Livre UK Company

 



 
www.orionbooks.co.uk


 
This ebook produced by Jouve, France




To Michael, 1924-2005 
and to 
Jesse, 1970-2002




Illustrations

All illustrations are taken from the albums in the Frances Partridge archive and are used with permission of the Literary Executor of the Frances Partridge Estate and the Provost and Fellows of King’s College, Cambridge, with the following exceptions:




Section One 

In the nursery with Nan (Richard Garnett album)

Will and Margaret Marshall (Richard Garnett album)

In the Lake District (Richard Garnett album)

David Garnett, by Lady Ottoline Morrell, 1920 (National Portrait Gallery, London)

Lady Ottoline Morrell, Ralph and Michael Llewelyn Davies, by Philip Edward Morrell, 1920 (National Portrait Gallery, London)

At Tidmarsh Mill, by Lady Ottoline Morrell, 1923 (National Portrait Gallery, London)




Section Three 

Nigel Nicolson and Frances, by Susan Fox

Frances in her bedroom, by Julia Hedgecoe, 1997 (National Portrait Gallery, London)

At the Bloomsbury Gallery, by Susan Fox

Frances at 90, by Snowdon (Camera Press, London)

 



 



While every effort has been made to trace copyright holders, if any have inadvertently been overlooked the publishers would be happy to acknowledge them in future editions.




Foreword

Not long before her ninety-ninth birthday, I went to call on Frances Partridge at her flat in West Halkin Street to talk about the possibility that I might write her biography. It was not the first time that we had met; that had been when she was in her eighties, when we had been at the same dinner table two or three times, and I had exchanged a few words with her at crowded literary gatherings. I remember wondering how someone so old and slight could face the noisy throng; she would stand slightly to one side, looking small and bird-like, observant and amused.

I knew little then about her early life, apart from the fact that she had been closely connected to the Bloomsbury group. My knowledge of her came from the diaries of her life in the 1960s and 1970s, which I had reviewed for The Times Literary Supplement when they were published during the 1990s, and which I, like many others, had greatly admired. Her connection with Bloomsbury interested me less, at that time, than her gift for friendship, her sharp eye for the vagaries of human behaviour and her ability to survive loss and grief. ‘Like all diaries,’ I had written in 1990 of Hanging On, in which she recounted her struggle to rebuild her life after the death of her husband in 1960, ‘this record . . . cannot be judged simply as a book. Character, behaviour and qualities of heart as well as mind make diaries worth reading quite as much as literary skill.’

Frances had liked my reviews, but another point in my favour was the fact that I was far from being what she called a Bloomsbury hound. By the time I came along, she had earned the right to be seen not as a minor character on the Bloomsbury stage but standing at the centre of her own. What became known during the 1920s as the Bloomsbury group, a loose collection of friends involved in intellectual, literary and artistic life, known for their progressive opinions and complicated love affairs, had only really begun when the Stephen sisters, later Vanessa Bell and Virginia Woolf, moved from Kensington to Gordon Square in 1904 when Frances was four. She was thus a generation younger than the people she herself called Old  Bloomsbury, whose careers as writers and artists and unconventional private lives were in full swing long before she grew up and came within their orbit. Then, as now, not everyone admired or liked Bloomsbury; but Frances had always acknowledged a great debt to them all, for helping her to think for herself. Long afterwards, she had been much involved in the process whereby Bloomsbury, after decades of obscurity, had been rediscovered and reevaluated. In writing about her, I hoped to find out what effect Bloomsbury attitudes and values had had on the life of one woman and to learn what it was like to live long enough to see the friends of your youth turned into material for biographers and film-makers. Above all, though, I was interested to discover how and why Frances Partridge’s private diary, her intimate record of living through the twentieth century, had, when published in her old age, brought her such recognition and acclaim.

 



Frances lived longer in Belgravia than in Bloomsbury. Arriving for the first time at her flat in West Halkin Street, on the first floor of a substantial white-pillared house between Belgrave Square and Sloane Street, I saw that she had settled in an opulent part of London very different in atmosphere and tradition from the grey Georgian squares in the shadow of the British Museum and London University. Her flat was not large, but it did not feel cramped; there was a wide hall, and the main room at the front had high ceilings, good proportions and two handsome French windows opening onto a balcony full of plants and small shrubs. This sitting room was painted a dull pink, with two walls hung with bookshelves picked out in mustard yellow. There were large painted ceramic plates on the top shelves, and some handsome Staffordshire figures. Over her desk hung a glowing portrait of Lytton Strachey reclining, painted by Dora Carrington in 1916, his long fingers holding his book up to his bearded face. The fireplace was filled in with a bright mosaic, made for her by the Russian artist Boris Anrep, showing a black cat staring into leaping flames; over it hung a tranquil picture of a classical head and flowers by Duncan Grant, while above her work table by the window was Grant’s large painting of a juggler and an acrobat. There was a framed black and white photograph of her husband, Ralph Partridge, in his thirties and wearing a sailor’s hat, and a portrait of her son Burgo as a small boy, his dark eyes bright and his black curls glossy. Her mantelpiece was thick with cards and invitations. The bedroom was a cool grey, with a large tapestry cat in a walnut frame over the bed, water-colours of flowers, more books, and family photographs of her granddaughter and great-granddaughters. In the bathroom was a drawing of a sprawling odalisque by Augustus John. The flat felt full of the past but not  at all shrine-like, calm and warm, with its well-used furniture, jugs of flowers and scattering of books and papers.

Frances, who still lived alone, would greet visitors over the intercom, her light, high voice lifting on the second syllable of ‘Hello’, and then be waiting at the open door of her flat. She always wore loose trousers, dark blue or sometimes plaid, a shirt, a jersey or two, and neat slippers. I never saw her without her heavy silver necklace with its dangling pointed beads, and her favourite bracelet, a wide, convex band of silver with a faint inlaid gold pattern, which would slip round her twig-like wrist like the antique rings on her tiny fingers.

Frances was considered a beauty in her youth, with a wide forehead, lustrous dark eyes and hair and smooth olive complexion. Now her hair was sparse and grey, her skin blotched with the brown marks and bruises of age and her face was deeply wrinkled; nevertheless, when she smiled or laughed, which she did often, her great charm made her beautiful again and her eyes shone with intelligence and humour. She had always been a small woman, with delicate wrists and ankles and a neat, athletic figure, and full of energy: a keen skater, a tennis-player, a great walker and swimmer and a famously good dancer. Now she was smaller than ever, but straight-backed and upright and still able to manage the stairs unaided; she sometimes used a stick, but was deeply resistant to wheelchairs. But to embrace her was to feel bone; it was not surprising to learn that she could be, and had been, blown over by a puff of wind. Physically insubstantial, she was still a considerable presence. Her mind and her memory were sharp, she was disconcertingly perceptive and she never uttered a dull sentence.

Our first appointment went easily. She had already decided that the time had come for her to co-operate with a biographer, and the fact that she knew me a little, and that I had the support of her agent and friend Gill Coleridge, and one of her oldest and closest male friends, Robert Kee, meant that she was already inclined to accept me. We discussed my previous books, especially Faces of Hiroshima, an account I had written of a group of girls injured when the Americans dropped the bomb in 1945. This interested her because she assumed, rightly, that I had wanted to remind readers of the human consequences of nuclear war. Herself a lifelong pacifist, she wondered where I stood; I said that I was on the fence, often drawn to pacifism while unable to see how Hitler could have been stopped without war. She said that in her opinion, war solved nothing and only led to more war. When I asked her what she thought a biography of her could add to what had already been written, and especially to what she had published about herself, she did not hesitate: ‘I would like you to get Ralph right,’ she  said at once. ‘No-one ever has.’ I knew from her diaries how deeply she had loved him and missed him; otherwise all I knew about Ralph Partridge came from Michael Holroyd’s biography of Lytton Strachey, which portrayed him as the somewhat surprising love object of Strachey and husband of his companion Dora Carrington. All I could do was to say that I would do my best to understand and present him afresh. We then talked a little about marriage; Frances considered a happy marriage not only the greatest blessing in life, but one of the most interesting of relationships. ‘People think marriage is dull,’ she said. ‘They are quite wrong.’

In the wake of this meeting, when I realised that as far as she was concerned the sooner we started work the better, I began to visit her regularly with my notebook and tape recorder. We began at the beginning, with her parents’ marriage and her early life, as even though she deplored biographies that start by plunging into genealogy - ‘Ancestors are hell, don’t you think?’ - and considered friends at least as important as family, she conceded that some account of her origins and background was required.

On that first visit, she had taken me into her bedroom and showed me the walnut cupboard in the corner by the window, told me it had been brought back from France in the 1920s by Lytton Strachey and that it now contained all her diaries, letters and papers. They were organised in large battered box files and looked in good order. In the drawers beneath were heaps of photograph albums, not just hers but those left by Lytton and Carrington. ‘You can have all this, of course,’ she said, adding she would instruct all her friends and family to help me. I could ask them, and her, anything I wanted. ‘You see,’ she said, ‘I have always believed in the truth.’




One

Bedford Square and Tweenways, 1900-1914

Frances was never greatly interested in her forebears, or the family legend that her father could trace his family back to John of Gaunt; but she liked to recall that both her parents had Irish connections, and that her mother had been born in New Zealand. She herself was born in London, on 15 March 1900, the sixth and last child and fourth daughter of William Cecil Marshall and his wife Margaret Anne, whose maiden name was Lloyd. Her mother was thirty-six when she had Frances, and her father fifty-one; looking back, Frances remembered him as elderly and remote and she would speak of him in a fond but detached way. Her mother, on the other hand, always known to her children as Mam (her initials after she married were M.A.M.), she remembered with emotion. ‘I was always much more interested in my mother than my father. She was a very good mother and as a child I loved her passionately.’

As it happens, Margaret Anne Marshall can speak for herself. She left a detailed account of the first half of her life, her marriage, the birth of all her children and their domestic and social life; ending in 1914, it provides an unusually intimate account of the building of a late-Victorian family. Written in her old age as a record for her family, it conveys the character of a positive, sweet-natured, humorous woman with a mind of her own, a woman of spirit with a social conscience who nevertheless was happy to build her life almost entirely around her husband and children. Thanks to her, it is possible to see in close-up the private world into which Frances arrived as the twentieth century began, and to learn about the values and characteristics of the family surrounding her as she grew up.

Mam’s own childhood was shadowed by loss and grief. With a striking lack of self-pity she describes in her memoir how by the time she was twelve, both her parents were dead. Her father was Anglo-Irish, the son of one Provost of Trinity College, Dublin, and the younger brother of another; a clergyman, he had been out in New Zealand some twelve years when he married Sarah Green, from County Armagh. Margaret Anne was their  fourth child, and she was born in the vicarage of St Paul’s, Auckland, in July 1863.

Frances enjoyed Mam’s tales of her ‘fearless’ grandfather’s adventurousness and courage, how he travelled through Spain in the 1830s and then in New Zealand became chaplain to the army during the Maori Wars. Later, he helped to nurse ‘the natives’ of Norfolk Island through a smallpox epidemic. Frances’ grandmother was impulsive, warm-hearted, impatient and musical, with a good singing voice. Like all the children of the Empire, Mam grew up thinking of England as home; unlike most of them, she was separated from her parents not by being sent back to school but by their early deaths. Her mother died in 1875 from heart disease, aged forty-seven. Mam recalled seeing her unconscious on her deathbed and hearing the death rattle in her throat; she wrote of her painful regret that ‘the undemonstrative habits of our family’ had made it impossible for her to express her feelings. Eight months later, her father was also dead. Of his seven children, the oldest was twenty-one, the youngest only four. It was soon decided that the four youngest, including Mam, would be adopted by their uncle Humphrey Lloyd, the Provost of Trinity College, Dublin, and his wife Dora, who was over fifty and childless.

Life at the Provost’s Lodgings in Dublin was secure but subdued; the orphaned children’s aunt and uncle, though kind, were strict, and brought in a detested German governess. ‘I remember vowing that if I had children they should not be handed over to governesses,’ wrote Mam. In adolescence she was found to have a curved spine, and made to spend several hours a day in bed; she describes herself at around this time as ‘exaggeratedly religious and morbidly sensitive’. She must also have been resilient, as she survived, it seems, without physical or emotional damage, and in 1881, after Humphrey Lloyd’s death, she and her sister Edith went back to England to live with yet another set of relations in Brighton. The Lloyds had a strong sense of family; Mam was especially fond of her bookish sister Alice, who went to Newnham College, Cambridge, and her slightly raffish soldier brother, Charlie. By this time a new life had opened up for her; her spinal problem was cured, she visited Paris and Italy, and had a romantic interlude with a violin teacher. Photographs show her to have been small, trim and dark-haired, not a beauty, but full of an attractive eagerness and vitality.

Then, in the winter of 1886, when she was twenty-three, Margaret Anne Lloyd met William Cecil Marshall, a tall, fair-haired, blue-eyed architect of thirty-eight. He seems to have swept her off her feet; after a rush of picnics, theatres, and dinners with his many friends, he proposed to her in a hansom cab on the way back from the theatre. Six weeks later they were married in  the small church at Shottermill, near Hindhead in Surrey, where Will had already worked on several houses. It was not a grand or formal wedding; Mam describes it as ‘very like a picnic’, with only a handful of friends and relations present. Her aunt Dora, who Mam felt was much relieved to see one of her adopted nieces so suitably wed, gave her away, and as the couple left for their honeymoon in a large and well-staffed house lent by a client of Will’s in nearby Liphook aunt Dora was heard to say, ‘I suppose I ought to cry, but I really don’t see why I should.’

Mam’s account of the man she married is admiring and affectionate. He was the youngest son of Henry Cooper Marshall of Derwent Island, Keswick, and belonged to a large and well-established Lake District clan. A Marshall forebear had made a small fortune out of cloth and linen manufacturing in the Yorkshire Dales and Leeds, and his descendants had moved out to the Lake District, where they built themselves several substantial High Victorian houses on the shores and islands of Derwentwater. Will’s grandfather was an MP for Yorkshire in the early nineteenth century, and an uncle had become Father of the House of Commons. Will Marshall’s mother had aristocratic connections: she was Catherine Spring Rice, daughter of an Irish peer. The Marshalls and the Spring Rices were linked by other marriages, and one of Will’s grandmothers was the daughter of an Earl of Limerick.

By the standards of the day Mam had done rather well for herself. Not only was her new husband’s family prosperous and well-connected, but he had already established himself as a successful architect, with a thriving practice. Educated at Rugby and Trinity College, Cambridge, he had at first wanted to be a painter, but was persuaded by his father that architecture was a more reliable profession; he drew so well, according to Mam, that some of the drawings he made in Italy were admired by Ruskin. He loved poetry, and could recite Swinburne, Browning and Tennyson at length. He also had a keen interest in natural history, and had come to know Charles Darwin towards the end of the great man’s life, when he had been commissioned to build a new study at Down House in Kent. Will Marshall collected moths and butterflies, and even made a contribution to Darwin’s study of the fertilisation of orchids.

He was also vigorous and athletic. He played real tennis for Cambridge and built several real tennis courts around England. Later he took up lawn tennis, and was runner-up in the first English championship at Wimbledon in 1877. Above all, he loved walking, swimming and skating in the Lake District, where he went as often as possible. ‘He would go any distance for good ice . . . and I have heard him speak with enthusiasm of skating on  Derwentwater by moonlight’. He even published a small handbook on figure skating. Good with children, he was a great favourite with his younger relations; and within a year of their marriage, Margaret and Will Marshall were expecting their first child.

Frances’ parents, as they embarked on creating the family into which she was to be born, sound both typical of their time and class and yet agreeably free of some of that time and class’s limitations. They were unpretentious but confident Late Victorians, reasonably well-off without being glaringly rich, securely upper-middle-class without being grand, interested in art and literature without being especially intellectual or creative. They were not narrow-minded, but neither were they consciously unconventional. They believed in social progress and in education, for girls as well as boys.

At first, the couple lived in Will’s bachelor studio in Torrington Place, off Gower Street, while they looked for a house together. On 15 January 1888 they moved into one of Bloomsbury’s most handsome and substantial houses in its most splendid square. No. 28 Bedford Square was a finely proportioned, solid and elegant five-storey Georgian house, with its grey stonework set off by black railings and white decorations. Mam in her memoir calls it a ‘palatial abode’, and admits that she was daunted at first by the responsibility of running such an establishment. The house had been in bad shape when they bought it; they put in new drains, a decent bathroom and a new kitchen at the back with a study over it. Will must have been doing well to afford all this, as well as raising some of the ceilings on the upper floors, furnishings, complete redecorations, including the delicate painting of the fine Adams mouldings in the main room in Wedgwood colours, and much fashionable William Morris wallpaper. It was Mam’s duty to deal with the eight servants they required, which she did not at first find at all easy. ‘I still remember’, she wrote, ‘how terror overcame me when I had to dismiss a cook, and I gave her notice through the speaking tube, not daring to face her.’

There was much entertaining in their impressive new home, with its twenty-six-foot drawing room and double doors through to a huge room at the back; their house-warming party included dancing and amateur theatricals, and they soon embarked on a round of dinners, dances and suppers. As a bride, Mam had to make and receive endless calls and wear her bridal dress to dinner. Formal dinners meant ten courses, but she and her husband both preferred more relaxed evenings, which would begin with an ‘At Home’, and proceed to a cold supper and dancing. ‘Sixty people came,’ she wrote in her diary after one such evening. ‘Turned into a dance.’

Many of their friends had artistic or intellectual leanings, like their  Bedford Square neighbours the Asquiths, the literary critic Walter Raleigh, the actor Johnston Forbes-Robertson. Mam became especially fond of the classical scholar Jane Harrison, already an academic star. And the young Marshalls soon came within the orbit of the founding families of what had not yet become the Bloomsbury group; the Stephen family were still firmly based in Kensington in the 1880s and 1890s. However, Will was already a member of Sir Leslie Stephen’s group of serious walkers, who would set off regularly for ‘Sunday tramps’ in the countryside near London, and Virginia and Vanessa Stephen’s half-brothers, George and Gerald Duckworth, were, Mam wrote, ‘great stand-byes at parties’.

Both the Marshalls had a social conscience, and although they loved to enjoy themselves they were not frivolous. Mam in particular felt it was her duty to improve the lives of the less fortunate. Early in their marriage, she records, she and her husband helped at a college for working men and women in Queen Square; Willie taught mathematics and she German, Jane Austen and music.

Will worked hard. He frequently had to go out of London to visit a site or meet clients, often to Cambridge, the Hindhead area or as far away as the Lake District. On Sundays he would take their dog Pan, a woolly poodle given to them as a wedding present, and set off to join Leslie Stephen’s walkers. Mam needed a day of rest, but even when she was pregnant and not feeling at all well she was expected to visit the Lake District with him. ‘I met so many new relations during these visits that I gave up as hopeless the attempt to disentangle them,’ she wrote, after mentioning six different sets of Marshalls, mostly amiable, some quite eccentric, all curious about the new bride.

The Marshalls’ first child, Horace, was born in early April 1888, at home in Bedford Square, like all their children. Mam stayed in bed for the customary three weeks; but by 1 June she was considered strong enough to go down to Hindhead, to stay with their friend Edward Nettleship, the distinguished ophthalmologist (he operated on Gladstone’s cataracts in 1894) in the house Will had built for him there. ‘I think it was during this visit,’ wrote Mam, ‘that we decided to buy a piece of land for ourselves.’ Will Marshall had long dreamed that one day he would be able to build a house for a family of his own.

In the late nineteenth century Hindhead, then a village on a hill beside the London-to-Portsmouth road, was sometimes referred to as Mindhead. The area had a reputation as a retreat for writers, scientists and other professionals, drawn there by the spectacular scenery around the Devil’s Punch Bowl, the bracing air, the fine walks through gorse and rough  woodland, the excellent golf course and the comparatively easy communications with London. Will already knew the area, and it was not long before he had found the perfect spot: about eleven acres of copse and heather near the top of the steep hill leading up from Haslemere towards Hindhead itself, at the junction of three roads - hence the sugary name he and Mam chose for the house, Tweenways, a source of embarrassment to Frances in later life. Mam always remembered how one day, when they were exploring the site, ‘Alfred Tennyson appeared in his cloak and soft felt hat. He told us he had nearly bought this piece himself but had decided in favour of a piece on Blackdown, further from main roads and traffic.’ He liked the look of their dog, ‘and stooped to pat him, saying in his deep growl “What! The great god Pan!”’

Several of the new residents around Hindhead were unconventional by Victorian standards; one or two, like George Bernard Shaw, were positively subversive. He once told a class of local schoolchildren that the first duty of a child is to disobey its parents. The Russells, an aristocratic family with strong intellectual characteristics and a tendency to reinvent the social rules, were already established in the area by the time the Marshalls arrived. It was Rollo Russell, a shy, humorous man interested in meteorology, epidemiology and drains, who introduced his nephew, the brilliant young philosopher Bertrand Russell, to the Pearsall Smiths, a family of rich Quakers from Philadelphia, who had settled not far away. In 1894, Bertrand Russell married his first wife, Alys Pearsall Smith.

Tweenways was ready for occupation in the spring of 1889. The Hindhead of those days, according to Mam, was a beautiful stretch of heather-and-gorse-covered common and deep valleys thick with trees. There were very few houses on their hillside. Just above them was an eccentric scientist, Professor Tyndall, a keen mountaineer who saw the area as the English Switzerland and erected an enormous brushwood fence to keep out the neighbours. More friendly locals included, as well as the Nettleships, the family of Sir Frederick Pollock, Professor of Jurisprudence at Oxford and another keen mountaineer. At first, life at Tweenways was refreshingly simple. There was no water supply and no drainage system; ‘we all sank our wells, and had earth closets, and were lit by oil lamps and candles’. The red-brick, red-tiled house the Marshalls called a cottage was in fact quite substantial, with a large drawing room overlooking the garden, gabled roof, four bedrooms, servants’ quarters and stables. They brought maids down from London to help, as well as an Irishwoman called Mary, ‘rescued’ according to Mam from an East End infirmary, to be resident caretaker. Soon they had to buy a pony and trap to transport them all the two and a  half miles from the station; ‘Mary-pony’, a small grey, half Arab and half New Forest, always remembered with amused affection by Frances, was bought from the Tennysons. Apart from planting bulbs during the winter before they moved in, the Marshalls did little to the garden at first; in due course they acquired a skilful and devoted, if completely illiterate, gardener, George, who later married one of the housemaids. There was a fine old oak in the middle of what later became the lawn.

Before long, Aunt Dora had moved nearby, to a house built for her by Will. ‘By degrees, the colony grew,’ wrote Mam. Will joined the golf club, and golf, along with bridge and tennis, became one of his passions. She made a conscious effort to keep their life at Hindhead less formal than in London; the Marshalls and their circle made a point of never wearing ‘real evening clothes’, and Mam recalled Christy Minstrel parties ‘to soften up grand newcomers’, when she would appear in short trousers, a little red coat and cap, and black make-up. ‘It used to be said that no-one was quite accepted at Tweenways till their faces had been blackened.’ In 1893, Mam acted ‘The Coming Woman’ to a large audience in Hindhead, ‘wearing checked bloomers and trying to puff a cigarette’.

Mam was on the side of the Coming Woman, and it was around this time that she encountered two of the most formidable pioneers of votes for women, Miss Garrett and Mrs Fawcett, who lived round the corner from the Marshalls’ London house. Through them, she was drawn into being an active worker for women’s suffrage. Up till then neither she nor her husband had paid much attention to politics. Will was, and remained, a Liberal Unionist, but was really more interested in the Eugenics Society, which sounds sinister today but then was regarded as a progressive cause, and also with the Society for Psychical Research, to which he had been introduced by his cousin from Cambridge, Frederic Myers. Unlike many Victorian husbands he did not at all mind his wife becoming involved in the suffrage campaign. Mam loved and admired Mrs Fawcett, a small, dynamic woman of great energy and humour, and attended meetings and rallies as often as she could, although, as she writes, ‘It did not come easy to me to walk in processions through crowded streets or to face jeering or hostile audiences

. . . The tendency at that time was to consider the whole thing slightly ridiculous, and questions as to who was minding the baby or cooking the dinner were considered highly humorous and always raised a laugh.’ It was not until her family was complete and her children growing up that Mam became seriously involved with the suffrage campaign, both in London and as secretary and later chair of the Haslemere Branch of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies.

Mam was no feminist, but she was undoubtedly a woman with her own opinions and a disinclination to follow the social rules if she felt them inhumane. While discussing the plight of an unmarried friend one day, ‘I shocked Willy’, she wrote cheerfully, ‘by declaring that single women who wished to have children should do so without any sort of stigma. Willy said that for a British Mother . . . I was the most immoral woman he knew! I was quite serious about this, and I don’t suppose very many people would disagree with me nowadays.’ This was certainly an advanced view in the 1890s, and not all that prevalent in the 1930s, when she was writing, either.

Although the Marshalls spent as much time as possible at Tweenways, for twenty years it remained their weekend and holiday retreat. The big house in Bedford Square was the centre of their busy family and social life during the last decade of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth. Mam led what she calls, wryly, ‘a fairly strenuous existence’; running two establishments and entertaining in both, she also produced five children in nine years: Horace in 1888, Julia (Judy) in 1890, Rachel (Ray) in 1891, Thomas (Tom) in 1893 and Eleanor in 1897. Perhaps because of her own family history, she was an unusually attentive and careful mother; when any of her children fell ill, she took pride in nursing them herself. Of course she had help; soon after Horace’s birth the household was joined by Elizabeth Croucher, always known as Nan, who took charge of each baby in turn and remained a central presence in Marshall family life for nearly fifty years.

Mam was lucky to find Nan, and she knew it. Nan was a Londoner with a strong cockney accent, a small, thin woman who had been looking after children since she was twelve. Mam regarded her as ‘a born nurse, devoted to children, ready to give up her afternoon out if they seemed to need her, endlessly ingenious at keeping them occupied and amused, and at managing them without battles . . . her whole life was bound up in the nursery and in her home’.

Thanks in large part to Nan, Mam was able to enjoy her London life to the full while her children were young. Will played bridge, and though Mam did not she was happy to provide bridge suppers at Bedford Square. Although she loved music, and taught all her children to do so too, he did not enjoy concerts much; but they went often to the theatre, especially to see their friend and neighbour Johnston Forbes-Robertson, whose Hamlet Mam saw repeatedly and considered the best that could be imagined. They had several painter friends, too, and used to join in ‘Picture Sundays’, which involved a round of studios inspecting paintings due to be submitted to the Royal Academy’s summer show. She was also amused to visit Edward  Nettleship’s son-in-law Augustus John, married to Ida Nettleship and living in a studio not far from Bedford Square, even though she and Will found the bohemian squalor and lavish drinking of the John establishment unnerving.

In the last years of the nineteenth century, just before Frances was born, Will Marshall was at the peak of his career; in the late 1890s he won several big public commissions, including a new wing of the East London Hospital, the Botanical Laboratory at Cambridge and the Alexandra Hospital for Children with Hip Disease in Queen Square, opened in 1897 by the Prince of Wales. Mam attended the ceremony. ‘I am afraid I was not impressed. The Prince was not good to look at and he spoke like a foreigner.’ The Marshalls were a popular couple; as Mam put it, Will’s clients nearly always became his friends. They could afford to give parties, go regularly to the theatre - Will invested in a theatre company with Forbes-Robertson - take family holidays in the Lake District and in Ireland, and visit fashionable Biarritz in winter for the sea air. The Marshalls were doing well.

Early in 1900, when Mam was six months pregnant with Frances, her sixth and last child, she uncharacteristically took to her bed for a fortnight. She was exhausted by the recent visit to Bedford Square of her brother Fred and his family (making, as she noted, a total of seven children and four parents in the house); and she was still recovering from the strain of appearing in court before Christmas on behalf of one of her maids, who had begun proceedings against a man who had made her pregnant and then refused to marry her. According to the judge, who awarded the woman damages, Mam’s testimony had made all the difference. She was also much preoccupied with the Boer War; not only did she have relations in South Africa, but Will was working on a building for Tremayne Buller, brother of the war’s leading General, Sir Redvers Buller, VC, and brought home frequent news of the situation. As Mam recalled, everyone assumed that the Boers could never stand up to the British, and it was a shock when the news showed that indeed they could. In the weeks before Frances was born the whole family was longing for good news from South Africa. When Lady-smith was finally relieved, the Marshall children rushed to tell their mother. ‘Ray brought me the news,’ she wrote, ‘and Tom cried because she got to me first with it . . . People in the street began to cheer, flags were waved, and hung out from the houses, and at night windows were lighted up and cheering crowds filled the street.’

It was into this mood of imperial rejoicing, in the last days of the reign of Queen Victoria, that Frances Catherine Marshall was born, on 15 March 1900. She was not quite what her mother had expected; the Marshalls had hoped for a third son to balance their family evenly between the sexes. ‘I had  made up my mind that this child should be a small, dark, curly-haired boy, and be named Tony.’

Never, in recalling her childhood, did Frances convey any sense that she was a disappointment to her parents, because of her sex or for any other reason. On the contrary, she demonstrated, all her life, the benefits - a positive, optimistic outlook on life, emotional security, a certain basic social and intellectual confidence - of being the much loved youngest child of a large, busy, cheerful Victorian professional family. She and her sister Eleanor, the closest to her in age, were known as The Little Ones. By the time she was born, the older children were at school: Horace and Tom, to their mother’s sorrow (Mam was not a great believer in boarding schools), went away to prep school and then to Marlborough and Rugby respectively, while the girls were first taught at home and then moved on at five to Queen’s College, Harley Street, where they remained as day girls. At 28 Bedford Square the top two floors were the children’s territory; as the youngest, Frances shared a bedroom with Nan. In Mam’s view, it was good for children to be able to lead their own lives in their own part of the house when they were small, though she was relieved that Nan, unlike many of her profession, was never put out when she appeared. All the Marshall children had meals in the nursery (carried up four flights from the kitchen) until they could feed themselves, when they would sometimes go downstairs for lunch; but every evening, in their best clothes, they would visit their parents in the handsome drawing room on the first floor, for an hour of music and games before bed.

In the first years of Frances’ life, two dramas affected the family at 28 Bedford Square - one public, the other domestic. On 21 January 1901 Queen Victoria died; it was a great shock, wrote Mam, and yet she could not help thinking it was time for a new monarch. She and Will took the older children, wearing black, to a memorial service and also to join the thousands lining the streets to watch the funeral procession cross London. That winter, Frances developed scarlet fever, then a terrifyingly dangerous and infectious childhood disease. Mam coped splendidly: she sent the other children down to Tweenways, sealed off the top floors of the house and nursed her youngest daughter for six weeks. When a sanitary inspector called and told her that he had come to take the child away to an isolation ward, the family doctor supported her in refusing to allow him to do so. Frances survived, and was taken down to Tweenways to recover.

In the summer of 1902, the whole family - a group of eleven, including Nan, a cook and a parlourmaid, accompanied by two puppies, several pet rats and some caged birds - removed to the bracing seaside air of Sheringham  in Norfolk. Here, Mam records with some pride, ‘Baby bathed beautifully’. Swimming was to become a special passion of Frances’, and her earliest memory was of being lowered into the sea, and of her father’s bearded face in the water, waiting for her to swim to him.

When she came to write about her childhood, Frances described her father affectionately while not pretending that they had been close. She respected his enquiring mind, his commitment to ‘eugenics, agnosticism and the march of science’ while recognising that he was in many ways a conventional man, for whom the pattern of ‘class distinctions courteously observed’ was important. She fondly recalled his physical strength and vigour, his blue eyes and his ‘old-fashioned elegance’ - he would wear a strip of silk brocade pulled through an opal ring as a tie - but what she most appreciated in him, looking back, was his great love of landscape and natural beauty. From as early as she could remember, she had ‘very strong feelings for nature, woken by my father’ and she would describe with lyrical precision how she felt about the Lake District, where holidays with her father and many Marshall relations were one of her childhood landmarks. It was there that she ‘first discovered the intense pleasure which could be got from the natural world, and which is still one of my strongest emotions: it had its origins for me in that clean chilly light, the all-pervading greyish greenery, the steel surface of the lake, the hollow wooden sound of oars in rowlocks, and the pebbles seen through the clear water as I dangled my hand over the side of the boat’. Being, as a small child, ‘so fortunately close to the ground, I rapturously responded to the look of smooth grey rocks emerging from close cropped turf, or springs threading through mossy stones, the smell of earth and wet bracken, and the intricate details of ferns and fronds’.

Although Bedford Square garden, with its huge plane trees and dusty bushes, was not at all the same thing, and Frances much preferred the comparative wilderness of Hindhead, she retained equally precise memories of the London of her Edwardian childhood, the games in the Square, the sound of horses’ hooves, the strange shouts of the hansom cab drivers, the water-sprinkling carts trundling round the Square, the delicious smell of melted chocolate from a local shop. Above all she remembered Nan, and how she would lie snugly in bed watching her get dressed in the morning in long frilled drawers and flannel petticoats: ‘what reassurance her whole appearance gave me!’ Nan, she knew instinctively, was on the children’s side, whatever they did. Every evening when he was at home, she and Eleanor would go to visit their father in his study, where he would give them pencils, one red and one blue, to draw with while he read to them  from Dickens or Scott; but it was her mother who taught Frances to read, at about the age of four, from a book called Reading Without Tears, and she enjoyed the whole process so much that she longed to go to school, ‘avid for knowledge of the world as well as books’. Later came the magic moment when, in a white silk embroidered frock, she would be allowed into the drawing room for a game of cards or spillikins until her mother, by playing ‘Wee Willie Winkie’ on the piano, indicated that it was time to go up to bed. Frances for some years was afraid of the dark, and disliked the black shadows on the landings between the drawing-room floor and her bedroom; she recalled bursting into tears regularly when the time came to leave her mother, the glowing lamps and the brilliant chandelier and brave the darkness, even with Nan beside her.

Inexorably, the safe, magic circle of home began to let in other people and the outside world. The small Frances was sensitive, observant and precise; for her third birthday, she recalled, the cook by mistake decorated the birthday cake with an iced figure of eight; ‘I knew my numbers, and I thought that was wrong.’ However, it was at the same party that she first remembered being admired: ‘I was wearing a pink silk dress with white chiffon over it, and a small boy told me I was lovely.’ Her first day at school, when she was five, was less pleasing; off she went, her hair tied back in a tidy pigtail, to the Infants Department at Queen’s College, wearing a brown skirt and a scarlet jumper. At the end of the day, a group of older girls grabbed her new satchel and made her cry by telling her she looked like a mutton chop with blood running out of it. ‘I think this was the moment’, she wrote, some eighty years later, ‘when room had to be found in my scheme of the universe for the hostility of the outside world.’ Another strange and unfriendly remark lodged in her memory: Mam was determined that all her children should learn a musical instrument, in hopes of a family string quartet, and Ethel Nettleship, Augustus John’s sister-in-law, came to Bedford Square to teach Eleanor the cello and Frances the violin. One day, Frances overheard the adored music teacher praising Eleanor to Mama and then announcing ‘but Frances is just spoiled blackberry jam’. She was still wondering what this could have meant at the age of a hundred. She preferred another mysterious memory, of being embraced at a tender age by a tall man with a pink face who, she was later told, was Henry James, a friend of her aunt Alice, who had made friends with him in Rye.

In 1908, as he approached the age of sixty, Will Marshall decided that it was time to give up the London house and his architectural practice and retire with his family to Hindhead. He had already extended Tweenways once; now, intending to spend the rest of his life there and with six children  between the ages of nineteen and eight to accommodate, he did so again, adding an enormous new drawing room along the garden side. After two decades of regular and often prolonged stays in the area it was hardly a dramatic or unexpected move for the family, and Mam records no regrets at leaving Bedford Square; as for Frances, she felt nothing but delight that they were going to live full-time in the country. But Bedford Square was her first home, and London was always to be familiar territory.

With the move to Tweenways, the first part of Frances’ childhood was over. A certain simple, unquestioning happiness had by that time come to an end, symbolised for her by the withdrawal of physical affection by her mother. As a small child she had found her father, with his bristly beard, ‘un-nuzzleable against’; it was her mother’s warmth and softness she revelled in and missed when ‘the delightful hugs and snugglings on her lap of early childhood came to a sudden stop’. Just as Mam in her memoir deplored the emotional straitjacket of her upbringing, so Frances, looking back, described her mother as ‘rigorously undemonstrative’. She never doubted her mother’s love, but she came to deplore the way her parents, like the English Victorians that they were, believed in concealing their emotions. When she was still a child, her mother said to her one day: ‘You should never cheapen your feelings for people by letting them be seen.’ Frances came to believe that this stricture, which she never forgot, did her emotional development some damage; ‘Her shattering remark ate into me like rust, and I brooded for a long time over the possibility of accepting it as a formula for behaviour.’ Nevertheless, asked if she felt that she had been a fortunate child, that her early years were safe and happy, and that she grew up feeling loved and secure, she considered the matter and then agreed that this was so.

From 1908 until 1915, Tweenways and the sandy hills and heather of Hindhead were Frances’ childhood paradise. Later, she would call it, coolly, ‘our Surreyfied domain with its bracken-filled corners, its sloping lawns and conifers’ but also remembered ‘countless magical delights - the hot smell of ponies, or of being in the middle of a head-high forest of bracken’. She loved the secret corners of the garden where children could disappear for hours, the animals they all adored - rabbits, a hare, guineapigs, white mice, pet rats, canaries, dogs, cats, her mother’s chickens and the ponies. Will built the younger children a special hut where they could play and make a mess, and put in a tennis court for the older ones and their friends. As for the house itself, she remembered with particular nostalgia the riot of her mother’s favourite dark, glowing William Morris wallpapers, and with amazement the fact that there was only one family bathroom. She was less in favour of the enormous painted and moulded plaster scene from As You  Like It designed by her father to go above the large fireplace in the new drawing room.

Moving to the country meant a new school. Brackenhurst, at Hindhead, was a small girls’ school with about twenty pupils, both boarders and day girls; it was run by two women, Miss Gruner and Miss Gibbings, and was favoured by the neighbourhood’s more intellectual parents. Frances and Eleanor were driven there each morning in the pony and trap by one of the gardeners, and collected again each afternoon. Miss Gruner was German, fierce and beady-eyed; Miss Gibbings was soft-hearted, lame and, according to Frances, ‘one of the best teachers I ever came across’. Miss Gibbings even made her feel she loved geometry; above all, she realised, ‘I loved to learn’. And it was at Brackenhurst, where she spent the next seven years, that she first experienced the joy of friendship, when she met a girl just over a year younger than she was, Julia Strachey, who was to delight, puzzle and occasionally torment her for the rest of her life.

Because her mother had made the acquaintance in London of three of Julia’s aunts - Pippa, Marjorie and Elinor, all keen suffragists - Frances’ world had always contained Stracheys; and, as she later wrote, ‘one Strachey led to another’. A family with powerful Anglo-Indian connections, Julia’s father, Oliver, her suffragist aunts and her uncles Lytton and James were among the ten children of Sir Richard Strachey and his wife Jane, who had returned from India to live in Bayswater. Frances soon realised that they all, especially the women, tended to be unusual, strong-minded, opinionated people; she was astonished to overhear Elinor say to Will Marshall one day, ‘I don’t believe a SINGLE word you say’. She was also struck by the distinctive, swooping Strachey voice, characteristic of both sexes and very unlike the hearty booming tones of the Marshall men. Julia was not to be the only member of the clan to become part of Frances’ life, but she was the only one to become an intimate friend. Their backgrounds were socially similar, but in all other ways their childhoods could not have been more different; where Frances was part of a cheerful, ordinary family, Julia was a solitary child, neither of whose parents appeared to want her very much, passed from one relative to another in a way designed to create anxiety and insecurity in later life.

Julia’s father Oliver was the third of the five sons of Sir Richard and Lady Strachey. After Eton and Balliol he was sent round the world in an attempt to cure him of homosexual tendencies that he did not actually have; he then lived in Vienna, studying music and hoping to be a professional pianist. Later, like his brother Ralph, he followed family tradition and went out to India; there he married a pretty German-Swiss girl called Ruby Mayer,  whom his family suspected might be unsuitable. They turned out to be right; when Julia was five, her mother became pregnant by another man and Julia was sent back to her father’s family in England. Ruby effectively vanished from Julia’s life overnight, as did all the warmth and happiness of her Indian childhood; her clever, eccentric, womanising father was not inclined to give her a home. Julia never recovered from the shock of losing the people and the place she loved most. ‘I had been packed off to travel half across the globe,’ she wrote, ‘bundled away from my well-loved home in my parents’ bungalow, to be boarded out with an old English aunt, in order to be turned into a civilised, hardworking, dowdy English lady like all my other Strachey aunts.’ She lived, at first, with her aunt Elinor, now Lady Rendel, in a large house in Kensington, looked after by the family’s grim Scottish nanny; she was desperately unhappy, and could not understand why her parents did not come and rescue her. Her Rendel cousins were already young adults; they tried to be kind to her, but she was inconsolable. By the time she was eight, when her aunt told her in hushed tones that her parents had been divorced and that she would not see her mother again, she was resigned to her fate. ‘I had well and truly grasped that I had been deserted and betrayed by the two people I loved most, whom I had trusted absolutely.’

By the time Frances and Julia met, Oliver Strachey had returned from India and Julia’s life had changed again. He fell in love with Ray Costelloe, a close friend of his sister Elinor’s daughter Ellie; they decided to marry, and Julia was sent as a boarder to Brackenhurst. She would spend the holidays not with her father but with her stepmother Ray’s eccentric Quaker aunt Alys, known to Julia as Aunty Loo, who after the collapse of her marriage to Bertrand Russell set up house near Midhurst with her brother, the man of letters Logan Pearsall Smith.

Frances was unaware of her new friend’s difficult childhood until much later; all she knew was that she had found a soulmate. Mam, who had recommended Brackenhurst to Lady Rendel in the first place, promised to keep an eye on her, and soon Julia became part of the family, spending every weekend at Tweenways. For Julia, to have a close friend of her own and to become part of a family must have been a comfort. For Frances, who took the company of her brothers and sisters for granted, Julia was always special. All her life, friendship was to be one of her guiding stars, and ‘Julia’, she later wrote, ‘became my first real friend. She was tall for her age but slim as a reed . . . her face was a perfect oval, her wideset eyes of an unusual sea-blue colour, and her mouth so small that she used to complain she could only open it vertically when she laughed or smiled. I remember her trying  to expand it sideways with my mother’s glove-stretchers. We passed happy days, and hardly ever quarrelled.’

The two girls could hardly have looked more different. Frances was small and neat, dark-eyed, with a broad forehead, thick, glossy dark hair and a full mouth; she also had a decided chin, while Julia’s was small and slightly receding and her long fairish hair was scraped back from her oval face in two long plaits. Julia’s natural expression tended to be solemn, even melancholy; she was frequently urged by bustling, extrovert Aunty Loo to look more cheerful. Frances was described by her mother as a happy child, with her ‘dark eyes that seemed always ready to smile’.

During their school holidays Frances paid several visits to Julia at Ford Place, a romantic, rambling Elizabethan house with a walled garden where they were allowed to dress up in Aunty Loo’s old clothes and paint all over the attic walls. Eventually, she came to think that perhaps Julia had been a bit hard on Uncle Logan and Aunty Loo, who did their best to amuse their young charge and her friends; but there was no doubt that the Pearsall Smiths were a peculiar bunch. Frances recalled how she and Julia would lie for hours giggling on their beds imitating Aunty Loo’s peculiar Quaker speech (she used ‘Thee’ and ‘Thou’). At Tweenways, they would climb trees and spend happy hours in the hayloft above the stable, having ‘long secret conversations flavoured with the scent of hay and harness’. They only joined the grown-ups for meals; otherwise they were left alone, in accordance with Mam’s principles.

When she was ten or eleven Frances began, with Julia’s help, to think for herself about serious matters such as love, sex and the existence of God. Over breakfast one day at Ford Place she overheard a ‘rather ribald’ conversation about God between Adrian Stephen, the younger brother of Virginia Woolf and Vanessa Bell, and the girl he was soon to marry, Karin Costelloe, Ray Strachey’s sister. They discussed his character and appearance just as if he were a human being; but it was ‘the tone rather than the content of what they said that flashed its message into my mind like the beam of a lighthouse’. She understood in a flash that these two clever grown-ups simply did not believe in God; so why then should she? ‘I only had to ask myself the question to realise that I no longer did, and I was conscious of an immense sense of liberation which was purely pleasant, nor did I ever feel the least temptation to believe in God again.’ She knew instinctively, however, that while it was fine to analyse such matters in secret with Julia they were best not mentioned in public, even in the family circle. Her parents were not particularly fervent believers, but they went through the motions and rituals of Anglican observance, and had their children baptised  and confirmed. To the end of her days Frances would relate how, one night while staying in a house the family had taken for a holiday in the Isle of Wight, she announced to her sister Eleanor, as she jumped into bed, ‘Eleanor, you know I don’t believe in God.’ Her sister was deeply shocked, but Frances never recalled an attempt by her parents, or indeed anyone else, to get her to change her mind.

Then there was sex. Naturally, as they moved towards adolescence, Frances and Julia became curious, and Frances, an observant child, was surrounded by older brothers and sisters moving towards love and marriage. She recalled feeling annoyed at being excluded from the glamorous tennis parties, dances and flirtations going on around her; ‘in this scintillating atmosphere of gaiety and romance I was definitely out of things; looks were exchanged and words flew over my head’. She always maintained that her first love was the dashing young Dick Rendel, Julia’s cousin and Aunt Elinor’s eldest son, who was often at Tweenways in pursuit of her eldest sister, Judy. Their marriage, in 1911, formally linked the Strachey and the Marshall families, and took place at the same small church in Shottermill where Mam and Will had married. Far from being jealous, Frances was thrilled: ‘there would now be more opportunities for my doting contemplation’.

In time-honoured fashion, Mam did nothing to enlighten her youngest daughter about the facts of life except leave a book called How We Are Born  on a convenient bookshelf. This informed her about childbirth but left the act leading to pregnancy unexplained, as did the various dictionaries and medical books she and Julia consulted. They tried to imagine what married couples of their acquaintance might do to produce children; this did not get them very far, especially as one husband they considered turned out to be given to exposing himself, as his unfortunate wife one day confided to Mam. Frances, sitting reading on the window seat, overheard the conversation but found it unhelpful. Eventually, during the school holidays, she received a thrilling letter from Julia. ‘“I’ve found out how ladies are fertilised for babies. You simply won’t believe me when I tell you.” When next term came, she did tell me, and indeed I hardly could.’ Thus the mystery was resolved, but there was an awkward postscript to the story: Mam found Julia’s letter and felt it her duty to make sure that Frances had the facts straight. Neither she nor her daughter enjoyed the talk that ensued. In fact, Frances was left with the impression that sex was not all that much fun. ‘I felt Mam didn’t much care for it; you had to put up with it if you wanted children.’

What stayed with Frances all her life about the first years of her friendship  with Julia Strachey was the sheer delight of finding someone with whom she could argue, laugh and above all discuss topics, often abstract, of keen mutual interest. She always knew that Julia was the more imaginative, even fantastical, of the two of them; she saw herself, even at that age, as by nature realistic and sceptical. To have a companion outside the family was vital to her; it was not that she disliked any of them, although as the youngest she did sometimes feel a bit surrounded; but she discovered early on that she needed something more than her family could provide. In her old age, asked to describe her brothers and sisters as children, she did so succinctly and with no hint of family piety. Horace and Judy, she said, were so much older that she hardly knew them as people; Horace in particular she thought was probably always a rather conventional character. Ray was always her favourite sister; she was much the most original, and a talented artist who went to study at the Central School in 1912. Ray was also adventurous; in 1913, when she was twenty, she went on a trip to Russia with a woman friend, where she rode around the Caucasus and learned Russian songs and dances. Frances’ brother Tom was ‘obviously my mother’s favourite . . . he was the cleverest of us, and I was possibly the next’. As for Eleanor, they were not really close. Her main childhood memory of Eleanor was of furious arguments on the way home from school.

With the family settled at Tweenways, and all of them at school or university, Mam had more time and energy for her own interests, and soon began to stir up Hindhead and Haslemere society. Always keenly concerned about maternal and child welfare, she ran the Mothers’ Union, became a manager of a local school and started a Health Society in Shottermill. Will, in his retirement, also did his bit, becoming a leading light in the Golf Club, where he played regularly with his new friend and neighbour Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. He also started a Dental Clinic, served on the Parish Council and set up a local branch of the Eugenics Education Society. It turned out that Mam was too liberal-minded for the Mothers’ Union committee members, who asked her to organise a protest meeting against any liberalisation of the divorce laws in favour of women. This she refused to do, offering instead to hold a discussion at which they could all say what they thought. ‘As this did not satisfy the committee I resigned,’ she wrote, adding cheerfully, ‘I seem to have been a disturbing element on several committees.’ She also protested strongly when she discovered that the district nurse was not allowed to attend any unmarried woman having a baby. Her daughter noticed, and admired, her unconventional opinions.

Soon Mam was more and more caught up with campaigning for votes for women. As chair of the local suffrage association, she had to address  public meetings; at her first, ‘nearly all the family was in the hall, even Frances who had threatened to become an anti if she was not allowed to come’. Not everyone in the neighbourhood liked the idea of women having the vote; Mrs Beveridge, whose son was to play such a big part in the founding of the welfare state, actually started an anti-suffrage society. Mam and her supporters were undaunted. They rented space in the local newspaper, and filled it with facts and figures about the movement every week. All her life, Frances was proud of the way her mother stood up for her convictions. She enjoyed recalling that she had paraded with a ‘Votes for Women’ banner at the age of six.

Most of all, looking back, Frances acknowledged the importance of her mother’s passion for music, which was to be one of her own greatest pleasures. They were a musical family; Mam played the piano, Eleanor the cello, and Tom and Frances the violin, so that Mam’s dream of a family string quartet occasionally came true. They sang together, too; Frances remembered ‘slightly comic’ times when she and Tom sang ‘La’ ci darem la mano’ from Mozart’s Don Giovanni in the drawing room after tea. Eleanor had a good enough voice to consider becoming a professional singer, and Frances always thought Tom could have chosen a career in music. From the age of nine or ten, she would accompany Mam to the excellent concerts held in Haslemere; she remembered being greatly impressed by the beautiful d’Aranyi sisters, who played the Bach Double Violin Concerto together, and above all by the cellist Pablo Casals, whom she loved for his ‘bold attack, marvellous phrasing and even his gentle snoring’. She would imitate the sound he made with glee. ‘Musical masterpieces that have eaten their way into the soul at a tender age bite very deep.’

In 1914, Julia was moved from Brackenhurst to the most celebrated of progressive boarding schools: Bedales, at Steep outside Petersfield, a few miles from Tweenways. Frances missed her friend badly; ‘I pined for her; I mooned about; my mother laughed at me and tried to rally my spirits.’ She begged to be allowed to go to Bedales herself, and although her parents had never thought boarding school a good idea for girls, they went to see the school and eventually decided to let their youngest daughter have her way.

Mam’s memoir, which peters out during the war, shows very clearly how the Marshall family, like most of the nation, remained happily oblivious of the coming convulsion until virtually the last moment of peace. Frances’ childhood was coming to an end just as Western Europe slid into carnage and destruction. But 1914, for the Marshalls, opened cheerfully enough. Tweenways was full of young people, and they arranged a series of parties  and dances. By this time Horace, now twenty-five, had left Cambridge and joined an engineering firm based in Newcastle and was engaged to the daughter of some Hindhead neighbours; Julia Strachey was staying, as was Ray’s ebullient Russian friend and some young Lloyd cousins, the children of Mam’s soldier brother Charlie. There were three separate dances: one for the adults, one for the young people and one for the servants, which was attended by forty-seven guests.

As the last summer of peace approached, Mam was more preoccupied than ever with family matters. Will’s health had been causing concern; now in his mid-sixties, he was showing signs of arterial disease. In May the Marshalls, accompanied by their friend Jane Harrison and Horace’s fiancée Rachel, went over to Paris to consult a heart specialist who treated his patients with currents of electricity. While Will was submitting to this, Mam bought a smart dress and an umbrella for Rachel; she also, through mutual Hindhead friends, went to have tea with Gertrude Stein, whom she found to be ‘large and handsome and brown and cheerful’. That June, Horace and Rachel were married in Grayshott Church, with a reception held nearby. The two families were photographed together, looking oddly serious; Frances, in a white lace frock and a hat, is staring at her feet. Soon afterwards Mam organised a happy, busy musical weekend, with tea for some ninety-five people on the terrace overlooking the garden, followed by a concert in the big room with the As You Like It relief over the fireplace. Mam had a beautiful new Steinway grand piano, chosen for her by a musician friend, the pianist Louis Edgar. He, Tom and two of Tom’s Cambridge friends, Howard and Kennard Bliss (younger brothers of Arthur) played Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, Schumann and Chopin. The house was full, and in between the concerts there were charades and tennis parties. ‘I think of those few days of gaiety and enjoyment’, wrote Mam, looking back twenty years on, ‘as the last of the carefree gatherings of the old life that was soon to be a thing of the past. I remember vividly the impression made by that striking group of gifted young men.’ All of them were old enough to go to war.

And then, on 21 July 1914, Mam saw Tom off on a train to Germany without a qualm. The most academic as well as the most musical of the family, he had obtained a First in Part 1 of his History Tripos at Cambridge and was destined for the Foreign Office. He had spent part of the previous summer in Tours to improve his French; now, he went off to study German in Dresden.

By 27 July the rumours of war were so loud that Willie and Mam realised that Dresden was not the right place for Tom to be. For several days they  sent telegrams and pulled strings. Frances and Eleanor, meanwhile, went off to Sussex to spend the first part of the summer holidays with Uncle Charlie and their Lloyd cousins.

War was declared between England and Germany on 4 August; in the middle of that night a telegram arrived saying that Tom could not leave because the German army had mobilised. All the Marshalls knew was that Tom was in the hands of the German authorities. At Tweenways, ‘exhausted physically and mentally’, Mam waited for news. It was not until almost the end of the month that news came via Switzerland that Tom was safe. Interned with other civilian prisoners, he spent the next four years of war in a camp at Ruhleben, near Berlin, where he was able to send letters and postcards and receive parcels. It cannot have been long before Mam and Will realised how lucky they were. Horace, as an engineer, was in a reserved occupation. Not many families with two sons of an age to be called up got off so lightly. The impact of that terrible war was felt less intimately by the Marshall family than by many others, but for all of them, and perhaps especially for their youngest daughter, the years of safety and confidence were gone for ever.




Two

Bedales and Cambridge, 1915-1921

When Frances remembered the beginning of the First World War, what first came to her mind was a sense of embarrassment, even of shame, at the recollection of how she had been stirred, at the age of fourteen, by patriotic songs like ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ and the waving of flags. She found the memory valuable, as it taught her how easy it is to be moved by mass emotion. By the time she came to write about that war some sixty years later, her long-established pacifist views coloured her recollections; but she did not pretend that at the age of fourteen she understood what pacifism was. She could not recall arguments at home about pacifism, which suggests that it was not discussed, let alone supported, although one of her first cousins, Will Marshall’s energetic suffragist niece Catherine, took up the anti-war cause. Catherine Marshall was in fact a leading light in the pacifist movement, and helped to found the British section of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, which has been described as ‘the most solid achievement of the feminist pacifists to emerge from the war’. She ran the No Conscription Fellowship office in London, and worked closely with Bertrand Russell, one of the most distinguished and prominent of the peace campaigners; but she was never part of Frances’ life, then or later.

When the war began Frances was with her young Lloyd cousins, Winnie and Maurice, who were twins, at the aptly named Battle Farm, near Hastings. She recalled walking with Winnie across the Sussex fields under evening skies ominously tinged with red; Uncle Charlie had been a regular soldier, and he and his wife were ‘staunchly patriotic’ and sure that the war would soon be won. Frances had rather a crush on Maurice, who was not much older than she was and a naval cadet, and was taken aback when he was immediately recalled to his ship; she was also, she wrote, ‘almost shocked - probably quite unfairly’ by the apparent eagerness with which her aunt sent her only son to war. Maurice was to be killed at Zeebrugge in 1918.

Back at Tweenways, Frances found her mother frantic with anxiety over Tom, until the news of his internment set her mind at rest. From then on  her two brothers were safe, but all around the Marshall circle other young men, relations and friends, were going off to war. Her sister Judy’s husband Dick Rendel, so much admired by Frances, was soon with the British Expeditionary Force in France; their daughter Jill, the first Marshall grandchild, was just over a year old and Judy was pregnant with her second baby. Judy and her children were to spend much of the war at Tweenways, so Frances would have seen the anguish of a young woman with a husband in the front line. But despite the fact that the Marshalls’ world overlapped with Bloomsbury, which was overwhelmingly pacifist during the First World War, Frances’ immediate family was not that way inclined.

Before long, the Marshalls were doing what they could to help. First there were the Belgian refugees; Tweenways took in a number of them, including a charming Captain and his wife who stayed for some time; they also took on a refugee as a kitchenmaid. The initial wave of sympathy for the brave Belgians, fed by lurid atrocity stories, gave way before long to irritation; Mam describes one character who ‘grumbled about the food, tried to make love to his hosts’ housekeeper and went round the place looking for a house he would like to live in and boldly asking for it’.

By October 1914 Tweenways was entertaining ‘soldier parties’ from the camps set up among the gorse and pines nearby. All through the war waves of grateful officers and men, Scots, English and later Canadians, would escape the bleak and muddy conditions for a few hours to have tea, a hot bath and a sing-song with the friendly, hospitable Marshalls, who set aside ‘a room with a good fire, a piano, books and games and writing materials’. Sometimes the soldiers would arrive with a sackful of socks to be washed and mended; often, after tea Mam would play the piano for them in the big drawing room; the men would sing their favourite songs and the maids as well as the family would join in. Frances never forgot how the giant Cameron Highlanders, kilts swinging, reduced everyone to tears with their renditions of ‘My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean’ and ‘Will Ye No’ Come Back Again’. ‘When they left for the front,’ she wrote, ‘their Pipe Major gave us an earsplitting concert on the bagpipes, marching round and round our long drawing room as a gesture of farewell.’ She did not record, as her mother did, how the Belgian kitchenmaid, tears streaming down her face, watched them leave the house and called after them: ‘Kill! Kill much Germans!’>

Once the soldiers and the Belgian refugees were absorbed into life at Tweenways, Frances was surprised by how little difference the fact that the country was at war seemed to make. But she understood that all was not as it seemed, and she clearly remembered the underlying sense of strain. ‘We  carried on our normal existence among cross-currents of violently repressed emotion, but there was an almost complete failure to communicate between the young men returning on “weekend leave” from the unspeakable horror of the trenches, and those who remained undislodged from their comfortable peacetime furrows’. Many years later, Dick Rendel told her how he had been ‘physically incapable’ of telling his pregnant wife anything at all about what he was going through when he came home on leave; and she never forgot ‘the expression on the face of this returning ghost let out briefly from hell’ when a neighbour, getting up from the bridge table, said to him cheerfully that she supposed he must be longing to get back to the front. It was, wrote Frances, ‘an expression of agony, hastily twisting itself into a mask representing the reaction she expected’.

So everyone at Tweenways kept the flags flying, and put on a brave face; but perhaps, in fact, Mam understood more than Frances realised. The war years, she wrote towards the end of her memoir, ‘are merged in a sense of overwhelming horror, which never lifted. What was happening “out there” and in that German prison camp overshadowed everything. Even the weather was only important because of what it meant to those “out there”. At first one said “It cannot last” - and then later on “Will it ever end?”’

Meanwhile, Frances was getting used to her new school. Bedales, where she arrived in the autumn of 1915, was founded in 1893 and had been established outside the small village of Steep since 1900, the year she was born. John Haden Badley, the founder and headmaster, known as the Chief (or, according to Frances, as the Chump) was himself the product of an entirely conventional education, at Rugby and Cambridge; but, influenced by Ruskin, the Arts and Crafts movement and others with the urge to build high-minded communities, Badley turned against the public-school ethos and decided to set up a different kind of school. It would be co-educational, there was to be no compulsory chapel, and no corporal punishment. The emphasis was to be on simplicity, austerity and the outdoor life. ‘Jaws’ on Sundays replaced Chapel. Badley and his wife had a touching belief in ‘wholesomeness, cleanliness, naturalness’ and the innate innocence of adolescent boys and girls, who could, if properly handled, surely live together without the ‘silliness’ of sexual feelings. All these progressive notions appealed to the clever, progressive families of the early-twentieth-century intellectual aristocracy, the Darwins, Huxleys and Wedgwoods, the Stracheys and the Trevelyans. Old Bloomsbury had strong Bedales connections: Roger Fry sent his children there.

As it happened, the Marshalls and the Badleys already had a certain amount in common. He was married to a niece of Mam’s suffragist friend,  Millicent Fawcett; Mrs Badley herself was Secretary of the Petersfield Suffragists and so a natural ally of Mam’s. Both families had a passion for the Lake District. But although the Marshalls were evidently not put off by the unconventional aspects of Bedales, they did not decide to send their youngest daughter there for ideological reasons. Nor did Frances ever imply that it was a desire for a better or different kind of education that made her beg to go there. She simply wanted to be with her best friend Julia and, after all, the school was only a few miles down the road from home. Mam, busier than ever running Tweenways in wartime, was no doubt glad to have Frances nearby and safely looked after.

The Bedales Frances joined in 1915 was a cluster of red-brick, gabled, Arts and Crafts buildings set in a still unspoiled Hampshire valley, with a fine hall, an outdoor swimming pool, its own farm and a reputation for sandal-wearing earnestness. The school had grown impressively since 1900; by 1914 it contained 482 boys and 203 girls. For all its experimental side, Bedales provided a serious education for those who wanted to learn; the school had been recognised by the Board of Education since 1911. The collapse of Europe into war was felt as a particular blow, as the school had from the start prided itself on being ‘international in outlook and membership’, and was tolerant, if not encouraging, towards pacifism. When the war began, Badley ‘resisted’, according to the school’s historians, all requests to allow military training at Bedales. As it happened, several former pupils, and one teacher, were fighting on the German side. When Herr Hinne was killed, Badley wrote solemnly in the school Record that ‘although he died fighting in the ranks of our enemies, none will think of him as anything but a true Bedalian’. During Frances’ time there, boys leaving the school went straight into the army, reappearing in khaki to say goodbye on their way to the front. It was all dramatic, painful and confusing. Just before Frances arrived, one of Bedales’ outstanding old boys, Ferenc Be’ka’ssy, a Hungarian who had gone on to King’s College, Cambridge, to become an Apostle, a poet and a friend of Maynard Keynes and Rupert Brooke, was also killed fighting for the other side. He was twenty-two, and his younger sister Eva was still at Bedales, where the Badleys looked after her until the war was over.

Frances, when she came to write about her Bedales years, never presented her teenage self as preoccupied by the war. At the time, she had more selfish concerns. Having never been away from home for long, she was appalled by the ugliness and discomfort of institutional life: the cold, the primitive lavatories, the nasty food. ‘My heart sank. So boarding school was this bleak place of cold baths, unpleasant smells and above all no privacy . . . Oh for the warmth, the Morris wallpapers, chocolate cake for tea, and scrupulously  suppressed signs of parental love which I nevertheless knew to be there!’ She found her dormitory, with its six hard beds and sickly colour scheme, hideous and comfortless. She disliked the school’s idiom, the way the boys all called each other ‘you great lout’ and how any girl who bothered about her appearance was referred to as ‘being silly’. Above all, she did not care for the Chief, who always had a favourite among the girls and made a point of overseeing naked (though not mixed) swimming. She did not complain at the time, but she did not forget either. ‘An old hypocrite and a far from admirable character,’ was her final verdict on him.

But after this unpromising start, Frances soon found that Bedales was not all bad. Although the difference in their ages meant that she did not see as much of Julia as she had hoped, she quickly made another lasting friend, Margaret Leathes, a clever half-Russian girl from a distinguished medical family, and started to enjoy herself. A few letters to her favourite sister Ray from the start of her time at Bedales have survived; they are brisk and cheerful, and while hardly showing signs of writing talent, indicate that Frances, by the age of fifteen, had a positive attitude to life and a capacity for enjoyment. ‘I like the people here, most of them, immensely,’ she wrote. ‘This afternoon, being Saturday, is free except for singing which I like very much, we are doing the Elijah with great brilliance and are going to perform it soon.’ She also, she informs her sister, does a lot of dancing, including ‘extraordinary country dances’, goes to cooking lessons (‘rather fun’) and learns how to prune apple trees; she has joined the lettering class with Julia, and even been to a lacrosse match; ‘we all watched and ate buns and shouted through megaphones’.

While Frances always maintained that she resisted all attempts to make her into a good Bedalian, she was better schoolgirl material than her friend Julia. Frances was never to be attracted to institutions, but she was never a deliberate rebel either; she may not have been impressed by Bedales’ rules and rituals, but she knew instinctively how to make the best of the place. She would recall that the teaching was ‘patchy’, but the fact remained that during her time there she was introduced to two subjects which were to fascinate and entertain her all her life: botany and philosophy. Not caring for chemistry or physics, she chose to study botany instead, along with ‘a host of other girls and one rather sheepish, red-faced boy’. They were well taught, and she loved learning about the anatomical structure and reproductive behaviour of plants. As for philosophy, she paid tribute always to one teacher in particular, Mr Heath, ‘a clever dwarf with a basso profundo voice and a furious temper when roused’. It was Mr Heath who introduced her to logic, and also to a book which made a lifelong impression on her:  Bertrand Russell’s The Problems of Philosophy. She was struck by ‘the lucid, straightforward style’ of the writing, and in particular the thrill of first being made to follow abstract arguments. Apparently she also met Russell around this time, on one of her visits to the Pearsall Smiths at Ford Place. He was, she recalled, ‘a slight figure who held himself erect and spoke in clipped tones. His head was large and his forehead sloping. He reminded me forcibly of the Hatter in Alice in Wonderland.’ Russell remained one of her heroes. Mr Heath went on to become Professor of Philosophy at Swansea.

She enjoyed these classes, and she also appreciated the freedom Bedales allowed. She and her friends were able to ride their bicycles around the countryside, and to go tobogganing and skating in the winter; they would talk about everything, ‘profane and serious’, hold debates on serious matters like censorship, and it was even ‘the done thing’ to walk around with your nose in a book. Before long, of course, the ‘great louts’ began to take an interest her; Frances was growing up to be a very pretty girl, with her neat figure, glossy dark hair, vitality and ready smile. For all the Badleys’ efforts to make flirtation seem silly, there was plenty of scope for romantic friendships between boys and girls, all, in Frances’ memory, innocent enough; her own score was one kiss in two years. ‘Our tentativeness may now be seen as a waste of time,’ she wrote, ‘but I don’t believe the muffled state of our passions made them less important to us.’

Inevitably, the war loomed over these early attachments, ‘like some pitiless guillotine waiting to fall’. The list of names inscribed in gold on the Roll of Honour steadily grew. ‘Oh when would it stop? . . . selfishly we thought of the war for the most part as a dark, threatening cloud overhanging the otherwise enchanted landscape of youth, and fervently longed for it to be over.’ Frances always felt that it was during her time at Bedales that the seeds of her pacifism were sown; but it was not only the horror of the war itself, from which she was still largely protected, that influenced her. She would also recall with disgust seeing two boys battering each other during a boxing match; it was not so much the thick blood as the ‘naked, murderous hatred’ in their eyes that upset her, and contributed to her growing conviction ‘that physical violence was indefensible - and indirectly that war was never justifiable’. She was also impressed by the ‘sanity’ of the Lansdowne Letter to The Daily Telegraph in 1917, which called for a truce to discuss peace terms. ‘I was immensely impressed by this brave move - which needless to say was received with howls of outrage, and it certainly influenced me to decide, after a good deal of thought, that I was a pacifist.’

Her friend Julia, meanwhile, found Bedales far less congenial. In fact, at Bedales certain fundamental differences in their natures emerged. Somehow,  Frances kept out of trouble; Julia found herself drawn to it. According to Margaret Leathes, who was also one of Julia’s close friends, ‘Poor Julia lived in an aura of disapproval from the staff.’ Always more interested in her own appearance and her effect on the opposite sex than Frances, Julia frequently demonstrated ‘silliness’; she was constantly the victim of ‘little talks’ on the subject from teachers or older pupils. She was particularly sensitive to cold; Frances remembered her as ‘spending most of her time wrapped in coats, rugs and scarves in one of the practising rooms, bouncing up and down over the piano keys as she miraculously poured forth a stream of improvised jazz’. Folk dancing and gardening were not for her; she loved dressing up and acting, and loathed all outdoor activities. But perhaps what divided her most seriously from both Frances and Margaret was that for all her quick wit she disliked lessons and showed little or no inclination to learn, and unlike them she had no interest in going to university. She remained a regular visitor to Tweenways; but Margaret Leathes’ parents disapproved of her - perhaps because she kept powder and rouge in her navy blue elasticated knickers.

Meanwhile at Tweenways Mam continued to hold open house for the soldiery, even though Will Marshall’s health was not good and they were always anxiously awaiting news from Tom in Ruhleben or Dick Rendel in France. The only one of their children to be directly under threat from the enemy was Ray, who found herself cowering under the glass roof of her art school during a Zeppelin raid on London. In 1916 Eleanor went up to Cambridge, to study Mathematics at Newnham; but after getting a Third in Part 1 in the summer of 1918 she left, her heart set on a musical career, perhaps as a singer. The three Marshall girls must have been a large part of the attraction at Tweenways gatherings, and other social events organised for the men stationed around Hindhead. Frances particularly enjoyed the dances, and realised later that after she had followed the latest fashion and bobbed her thick hair, she probably seemed older and more sophisticated than she really was. ‘Our escorts were mainly Canadians, and considerably less backward than the Bedales boys . . . I had quite a success, including a serious suitor who pursued me with appallingly dull letters and suggestions of visits when I went back to school.’ Her mother, wary of her daughter’s Canadian admirer, intercepted these letters and got rid of him. ‘I regret to say that I took an inquisitive but completely detached interest in the business of being courted, while not caring a pin for the Captain himself.’

In the spring of 1918 Frances took the entrance examinations for Newnham, one of the two women’s colleges at Cambridge. She had to write  an essay and do two three-hour papers on either Maths, Classics or History, two on Modern Languages, and one on Natural Sciences; there was also an interview, and ‘references satisfactory to the Principal’ were required. None of this presented a problem, and she left Bedales knowing that she would be going up to Cambridge in October 1918.

Not long before she left school, Frances experienced what she later described as ‘a moment of truth’. It had nothing to do with religion; she was walking along a nondescript stretch of road near Tweenways when she suddenly realised, ‘as if a flash of lightning had penetrated my brain’, that her mind and her thoughts were her own, and that ‘no-one and nothing could make me think against my own grain, or divert my beliefs from their chosen channel’. This revelation was intensely exciting to her; it remained with her for life.

That summer, she and her sister Eleanor went off together to do their bit for the war effort by working as land girls at Castle Howard in Yorkshire, an experience that left her with a strong distaste for ‘the intolerable boredom of land work’ and for the arrogant aristocracy. Her grand hostess-cum-employer was Rosalind, Countess of Carlisle, and she was there because two of the Countess’s granddaughters were Hindhead neighbours and friends of the Marshalls. They were staying in the palatial Castle Howard, while Eleanor and Frances were installed as lodgers with a farmer’s family, where they shared a four-poster bed and were served huge meals in silence. The work was gruelling; they sweated away hoeing turnips and ‘singling’ mangelwurzels, their faces covered with flies. But there were compensations; Frances rather enjoyed haymaking, especially riding on the horse rake, and helping with the harvest, gathering and arranging the sheaves of corn. Above all she relished the evenings when they met the Howard girls at the lake, tore off their clothes and plunged into the dark green water. She began, for the first time, to keep a diary, but after the farmer’s wife found it hidden on top of her best hat, it was abandoned and lost.

At weekends they would be graciously invited up to the Castle for a bath and dinner, followed by parlour games and charades. There Frances observed how the dumpy, irascible Countess, a fierce teetotaller, terrorised her family and guests, including her son-in-law, the gentle, scholarly Gilbert Murray, then Professor of Classics at Oxford. Frances remembered being impressed by his curiously successful mind-reading demonstrations.

 



When Frances went up to Cambridge in October 1918, the war was almost over. Cambridge was family territory; her father and both her brothers had been there, as well as her aunt Alice and her sister Eleanor. Moreover, both  the women in charge of Peile Hall at Newnham, where Frances spent the next three years, were known to the family. The Principal of the Hall was Pernel Strachey (later the college Principal), recalled by Frances as somewhat remote and resembling ‘a shy, faintly amused giraffe’, and her deputy was Mam’s friend Jane Harrison, whom Frances had known all her life.

To begin with, Frances found the college depressing. It was the first time she had been in an all-female environment, and she was not sure she cared for it; the war years had frozen the place into a bleak formality, so that it was only after asking each other ‘May I Prop?’ that the girls used each others’ Christian names, and friendships out of your own year were discouraged. The other ‘freshers’ seemed to her to scuttle around like ‘dowdy, frightened mice’. But, as with Bedales, it did not take her long to find her feet. Her Cambridge years, she told a younger friend sixty years afterwards, were ‘wildly happy’.

She was lucky, she reckoned, to be at Newnham, which was within walking distance of the Cam, the backs and all the most beautiful college buildings, rather than at Girton, which was a forbidding Victorian pile several miles out. She was also lucky to arrive when she did; the university, like the whole country, felt a surge of relief and hope when the war was finally over. According to the college magazine, Newnham held its own Armistice Day celebrations that November, the month after Frances arrived: ‘Trees, red buildings, Clough’s stiff windows lit up by a leaping bonfire; round it a swirl of dancing figures, cadets, Newnham in thinnest evening frocks, a wild medley made grotesque and beautiful by the blaze that leaped and faded.’ The ‘Present Students Letter’ in the College Roll for 1918 announced ‘a great quickening in Newnham. Not only is it full, but it is seething with intense vitality. The sap of youth and energy is running very strong.’ Change and renewal were in the air, and young women, especially, were beginning to appreciate the recognition, speeded up by the war, that they were entitled to more freedom. Frances was less politically inclined than her mother, and was not involved, either at Cambridge or later, in campaigns for women’s rights; but she was naturally inclined to take advantage of the postwar mood.

Not that change was imminent in Cambridge; in 1918 ‘duly qualified women’ were admitted to the University Parliamentary Franchise and given the vote but, as elsewhere in the country, only at the age of thirty; and in 1919, when Girton and Newnham women’s colleges asked whether, ‘at a time of general reconstruction’, it was not time for them to be recognised at last as full members of the University (Oxford had just done so), their request was turned down. ‘We must believe that this check is for a time  only,’ wrote the Newnham Principal, sadly. Frances always felt that it was hardly fair for women to be denied formal degrees when they had taken the same courses and exams as the men; but she was too busy enjoying herself to feel angry. The Cambridge Review’s comment indicated the general University view. ‘Not that we wish in any way to appear unchivalrous or to minimize the good work often done by women students; but “so long as the sun and moon endureth” Cambridge should remain a society for men.’ It was not until 1948 that Cambridge, the last university in England to hold out so long, gave women equal status.

The main event of her first year was the return to Cambridge of young men, many of them, Frances recalled, ‘anxious to make up for lost time, and more interested in dancing and taking girls out than in swotting for their degrees. Among those who appeared were some ex-Bedales boys, my brother Tom and a lot of naval officers on a course.’ The return of Tom Marshall from four years in the German prison camp was thrilling, but also disconcerting. His experiences had greatly changed him; Frances never forgot meeting him at the railway station, and realising that her favourite brother was no longer a high-spirited boy but a serious, rather withdrawn young man. He seemed afraid of emotion; this she regarded as not just the characteristic Marshall fear of showing feelings but something deeper. ‘He was very shaken by his time in Germany . . . when he came back he was embarrassed, a different person in a way. He had been debonair, flighty, cheerful; he came back rather grave and shy.’ Tom himself always felt that it was the reading and thinking he did to survive the boredom and passivity of camp life that led him to take life seriously and to turn away from comfortable middle-class values and expectations. But for all his new seriousness, it was agreeable for Frances to have a brother at Trinity. She was allowed to visit him in college, and a number of his friends soon became hers.

Soon Frances found a friend of her own at Newnham. Julia Strachey by this time was living with the Pearsall Smiths in London, studying Commercial Art at the Slade; inevitably they saw much less of each other. During her time at Cambridge Frances’ best friend was a lively, funny Scottish girl with fair hair and pink cheeks called Dot Mackay, also reading English, with whom she discussed free will and free love and whether it was right to inherit wealth (Frances had just had £2,000 - the equivalent of about £150,000 today - settled on her by her father and was supposed now to manage her own finances, which she was not finding easy). She did not take her work very seriously during her first two years, although she never forgot the impression of original thinking conveyed by the critic and literary  scholar I.A. Richards, who encouraged and inspired her. The musical life of Cambridge attracted her; she joined the Newnham Musical Society, the Bach choir and Boris Ord’s madrigal singers; she had a good voice, and was occasionally prevailed upon to sing solo, although she was ‘petrified with terror’. She preferred play-readings, where she met brilliant young men like the future Nobel Prize winner Patrick Blackett and the future English don and Shakespearean expert George Rylands, nicknamed Dadie, a handsome fair-haired charmer who became a friend for life. Frances was full of physical energy, and played lacrosse, tennis and went swimming, boating or walking whenever she could. She also discovered at Cambridge how much she loved dancing, and that she had a real talent for it.

In the wake of the war, as Frances observed, ‘all England had gone dancing mad and so had Cambridge’. As one of her fellow undergraduates wrote with some astonishment, in the autumn of 1918 something hitherto unheard of occurred: ‘For the first time on record Newnham is giving a Dance, a real dance in that men are being invited . . . this dance is important. It shows that Newnham is beginning to shake off prejudice and nervous convention and broaden its mind at last.’ Frances and her friend Dot were founder members of the Quinquaginta, a new club which organised weekly dances to an undergraduate jazz band, where the prettiest girls - another regular was the beautiful Rosamond Lehmann, who arrived at Girton in 1920 - and the most socially desirable young men would meet and dance together in a cheerful frenzy. Frances could recall seeing both the Prince of Wales and his brother Prince Albert there, and the Princes’ friend Dickie Mountbatten was one of her most frequent partners. Frances and Dot were among the star performers; their programmes were filled up a week ahead, and Frances, not boastful by nature, looked back with pleasure on her dancing prowess at Cambridge to the end of her life.

Of course these dancing marathons led to flirtations, but Frances was always quite clear that romance was not really the point. Nor was conversation; ‘all we cared about in our partners was their technical ability - they had to be first-rate performers - and such young men were often great bores to talk to’. Eventually she and Dot paired off with two ‘totally a-sexual dance partners’ who took them to May Balls when May Week, suspended during the war, resumed in 1920. Frances was surprised when her partner, with whom she could only recall the most superficial conversation, later became Lord Chief Justice Parker of Waddington.

In fact, though Frances had plenty of dancing partners and admirers at Cambridge, some of whom made ‘amorous advances’ to her, she did not take any of them seriously. She enjoyed male company, and admiration,  and she found Newnham’s rules about chaperones absurd; she solved the problem by inventing a suitable married woman, ‘Mrs Kenyon’, to chaperone her, as women undergraduates were not supposed to entertain a man in their room without one. She always felt that the Principal, Pernel Strachey, knew perfectly well what was going on when she asked Frances one day to tell her all about Mrs Kenyon. Slowly, the chaperones faded out; although women were still forbidden to visit any man except a brother in his college, by May 1919 they were permitted to meet a man in a teashop, and in 1920 to go punting on the river in mixed groups.

Despite her own disinclination to allow a man to do more than kiss her, which she felt was typical of her generation of Cambridge women (‘there was a lot of kissing, but absolutely no affairs’), Frances did leave Cambridge with at least one serious suitor. This was a very tall man called Geoffrey Sieveking, nicknamed the Mast. She felt, looking back, that she knew all along that she did not really want to marry him, but he pursued her for some time. She was also greatly admired by another man, Raisley Moorsom, who was nine years older than she was and had been at King’s before going into the army. Educated, like her, at Bedales, he was the more intellectual of the two, and a friend of an older King’s generation: E.M. Forster, Maynard Keynes and Francis Birrell.

In the summer of 1920, after getting a respectable Second in the first part of her degree (despite leaving one examination early in order to watch a tennis match), Frances realised that the thought of another year reading English bored her; she particularly disliked the idea of Beowulf and Anglo-Saxon. She decided instead that what really interested her was philosophy, and so changed to Moral Sciences, determined to accomplish the two-year course in one. For all her self-proclaimed frivolity and passion for dancing, she was intellectually curious and not afraid of hard work, and the year she spent reading Moral Sciences shaped her mind for life. She found she had a natural aptitude for philosophical debate, and that she greatly enjoyed abstract argument. She always recalled with great clarity and humour both the ideas and the personalities she encountered; they were her intellectual benchmarks.

In 1920, the Moral Science tripos consisted of four subjects: Philosophy, Psychology, Logic and Ethics. Her knowledge of philosophy and logic was confined to what she had learned at school and her reading of Russell’s  Problems of Philosophy; now she plunged eagerly into deeper waters. The great philosophical guru of an earlier generation of undergraduates, G.E. Moore, whose Principia Ethica, published in 1903, had been such a crucial and formative influence on Maynard Keynes, Lytton Strachey and their  circle, was still very much a presence in Cambridge although he no longer taught there; he did, however, sometimes attend the Moral Sciences Club, where Frances once observed him. The club met of an evening in one of the men’s colleges, where ‘undergraduates and their betters argued in blue clouds of pipe smoke’. Moore was no longer the slender, handsome man whose appearance and charm, as well as his liberating theories concerning the ethical primacy of ‘the pleasures of human intercourse and the enjoyment of beautiful objects’, had so overwhelmed his admirers. He had become ‘a middle-aged, middle-sized, greyish man, who sat on the hearthrug holding his ankles in both hands and tying himself in knots, while he endeavoured to explain “what one exactly meant when one said one was going to Madingley that afternoon”.’ She was amused at the way he and the other great men of philosophy made such minor matters appear significant; but she found she too had a taste for such ‘profitable mole-like tunnelling in all directions’. On the same occasion she noticed ‘a tall, cadaverous man with a noble forehead, goggle glasses and an inconspicuous nose’ who was not afraid to argue with Moore; this was Harry Norton, a brilliant, if neurotic, mathematician and close friend of Lytton Strachey and his younger brother James.

It was still obligatory to read Principia Ethica, and Frances duly did so, but found herself underwhelmed. ‘J.S. Mill and Bentham were among my heroes,’ she recalled, ‘and I didn’t find his attempt to demolish their theories convincing.’ J.M.E. McTaggart had been another target of Moore’s, but Frances, who attended his lectures on Hegel, considered him ‘an outstanding thinker’, if hard to follow. She found him personally both kindly and engaging and was amused by the way he reminded her of a barrage balloon as he floated into the lecture room, his big round head always tilted to one side. But her favourite among the philosophy dons was undoubtedly W.E. Johnson, known as Willy, the chief lecturer in Logic. A brilliant thinker, said to have greatly influenced Maynard Keynes, he was, she wrote, ‘a very shy but affectionate man and a born teacher’. He made a point of asking all his students to tea, but seems to have been particularly taken with Frances. He loved music, especially Mozart; when he realised Frances’ musical bent, he asked her to musical evenings and even prevailed upon her to sing to his accompaniment. ‘In my mental picture of Willy Johnson he is enthusiastically performing a Mozart piano sonata, his white head bending forward and peering at the music. Then, suddenly, leaning back, he raises his right hand high in the air and brings the little finger down with a triumphant ping on the highest note. I am turning over for him, and wondering which are the yellower - the piano keys or his false teeth,  and his tall gaunt sister Fanny stands listening with a plate of cucumber sandwiches in her hand.’ He took her work seriously, offered her extra tutorials and tried to help her sort out her thoughts on free will and determinism, with which she was much preoccupied at the time. She was drawn towards belief in causality, but at the same time felt sure that she was free to think whatever she wanted. He tried to convince her that freedom in fact depended on determinism - that an individual’s choices were both free and also ‘the product of a long causal chain forged from heredity and environment’. She continued to ponder the matter all her life, but she remained sure of one thing: ‘I really loved Willy Johnson’.

Among her fellow Moral Sciences students was a man who, like Dadie Rylands, was to become part of her life, though at the time she only observed him with interest. This was Sebastian Sprott, an undergraduate at King’s and a special favourite of Keynes. Frances noticed his elegant appearance, cameo ring and swirling cloak; she was also, despite her earlier exposure to it among her mother’s friends, greatly struck by his voice, which reminded her ‘of all the Stracheys I had ever known’ with its ascent from low and soft to ‘a faint scream’ and habit of emphasising words like ‘sublime’. In fact, she later realised, she encountered in Sprott, ‘without being able to diagnose them, some symptoms with which I was later to become very familiar . . . the disease he was suffering from was, of course, incipient Bloomsbury’. During her Cambridge years, Frances, directly or indirectly, was in touch with many of the people who were to affect her life the most. The world of the Apostles, the homoerotic atmosphere still surrounding Keynes at King’s, the influence of Lytton Strachey, her Principal’s brother, who would sometimes take tea at Newnham, all became part of her landscape.

Another of the Moral Sciences group was a girl whom Frances had known at Bedales, Lettice Baker. They had not really taken to each other there - Frances found her a bit hearty - but working together brought them closer, and when in due course Lettice married one of the cleverest of the younger Cambridge philosophers, Frank Ramsey, Frances made great friends with him too. It was to be through Frank that she got to know Wittgenstein. Thus she encountered several of the leading philosophers of the twentieth century, and their ideas, as well as their personalities, remained with her.

When Frances was in her last year at Cambridge, her father, whose health had been deteriorating for some time, died at the age of seventy-three. She always maintained that his death was neither unexpected nor especially upsetting; even so, it seems extraordinary that she did not, apparently, attend his funeral. His slow decline after a series of strokes had overshadowed life at Tweenways, where Mam looked after him with relays of nurses.

During his last year or two, his daughter Ray, who was beginning to make a name for herself as an artist and illustrator, brought to the house the young man she was to marry, David Garnett, nicknamed Bunny, who later described his visits to Tweenways in unflattering terms. He found the household gloomy and subdued, and ascribed the atmosphere not just to Will Marshall’s illness but to the Marshall family’s tendency ‘to what they very rightly called “mouldiness”’ - their word for melancholy and low spirits. He was always relieved when Dick Rendel was there; his humour and high spirits lightened the atmosphere. ‘They were not an effusive family,’ he wrote, ‘and I was grateful to Dick Rendel who woke them up.’ He had not yet met Frances, and Ray, the Marshall he had fallen in love with, was unusually quiet and shy; he described her himself as ‘the most silent woman I have ever known’. Bunny himself was as fair-haired and blue-eyed as she was dark, and although he too could be shy, had no inclination whatever to ‘mouldiness’.
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