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Preface



Since her death in 1970, Vera Brittain’s standing as a writer, pacifist and feminist has reached heights unequalled in her lifetime. She herself had always put her trust in the judgement of posterity, and once compared her work for peace to a small voice, speaking against the tide of its time, which comes to prominence later.


She had anticipated that her posthumous reputation would be based on a new generation’s discovery of Testament of Youth, but she would have been surprised by the extent of its renewed success. A bestseller on its original appearance in 1933, it quickly became one again after its republication in 1978. In the late Seventies, Virago Press had begun to reprint a series of classic books by women writers which had fallen undeservedly into neglect. Carmen Callil, one of the company’s founders, had been given a copy of Testament of Youth by Rosalind Delmar, a member of Virago’s advisory group, and had taken it with her to read while on holiday in her native Australia. Sitting on Elvood Beach in blazing sunshine, she was moved to tears by the powerful story, and returned to Britain determined to republish it. First, though, she had to overcome the objections of Vera Brittain’s widower, Sir George Catlin, an eighty-year-old in failing health, living in retirement in the New Forest. He had always resented his inclusion in the book as the shadowy figure of ‘G’, and had no wish to be paraded again as ‘Vera Brittain’s husband’, forty-five years on. He was equally unwilling to allow his late wife’s name to be associated with any company trading under the ‘deplorable title’ of Virago. ‘I have no interest in Viragos’, he announced majestically, adding that the name carried ‘very misleading and damaging’ implications. The precise nature of these damaging implications became clearer a little later in a further salvo. ‘I think it an extremely bad title (!!Lesbian)’, he exclaimed in a note in his illegible handwriting which, as Vera Brittain herself once said, you need a combination of strong reading spectacles and a magnifying glass to decipher.


However, after extracting the assurance that his name would be kept out of any publicity connected with the book, Sir George was pacified. Testament of Youth was republished and went on to become one of Virago’s bestselling titles. In sixteen years it has been reprinted fifteen times, selling more than 130,000 copies, which together with the 250,000 sold in a Fontana mass market paperback, and the 350,000 sold by Gollancz in numerous impressions of the original edition, amounts to sales in Britain alone of close to three-quarters of a million. To complete Vera Brittain’s trilogy, Virago reissued her other Testaments, of Friendship and Experience, and also two late works of fiction, Account Rendered and Born 1925.


In the United States, where the book was a bestseller in the Thirties, a new Penguin edition has also enjoyed strong sales, with Testament of Youth taking its place on numerous Women’s Studies courses at universities across North America.


BBC Television’s widely acclaimed five-part dramatization of Testament of Youth played a crucial role in the book’s renaissance. Originally broadcast on BBC2 in October and November 1979 and repeated the following summer, the programme was eventually sold to more than twenty countries throughout the world, and was shown again most recently, in the autumn of 1992, as part of a BBC ‘War and Peace’ season. The success of the series was founded on Elaine Morgan’s adaptation which brilliantly captured the essence of the original, and on Cheryl Campbell’s sensitive and intelligent performance as Vera Brittain. In 1980 Kenneth MacMillan’s ballet, Gloria, took its theme from the book, offering a tribute to the millions who died in the First World War, and to the women who mourned them. Since then Vera Brittain’s autobiography has spawned both a one-woman show and a touring adaptation.


What is it then about this one book, of the twenty-nine that Vera Brittain published in her fifty-year career as a professional writer, that holds so many in its thrall? Primarily, of course, its power stems from the moving and passionate appeal of the tragic story. As Winifred Holtby recognized, in a description that remains as true today as it was in 1933 when she wrote it, ‘Others have borne witness to the wastage, the pity and the heroism of modern war; none has yet so convincingly conveyed its grief.’ Testament of Youth has taken its place on the shelf alongside Blunden’s Undertones of War, Sassoon’s Memoirs of an Infantry Officer, and Graves’s Goodbye to All That; and its acceptance as part of the canon of First World War literature has confirmed the 1964 assessment of the Times editor, Sir William Haley, that Testament of Youth was ‘the war book of the Women of England’.


The re-emergence of Vera Brittain as a figure of literary and historical significance is in part a product of the growing recognition, from the mid-Seventies onwards, of a female dimension to the memory of the Great War. From a broader perspective, her rediscovery must also be viewed as a result of the enormous impact which the feminist critical revolution of the past twenty years has made on the study of literature and history, uncovering a female literary tradition, and rescuing from oblivion the voices of generations of women writers. Today, in spite of recent attempts to dislodge it – by arguing, for instance, that the book merely dramatizes the conventional role of women instead of challenging it – Testament of Youth is firmly established as a feminist classic.


This revival of interest in Vera Brittain’s First World War experiences has been followed by consideration of other aspects of her life and work. Her advocacy of equal rights for women, attacking conventional notions of the role of women within the family and in society, has an especial resonance in the late twentieth century where the problems for women of combining marriage, motherhood and a career are as much of a dilemma as they ever were.


The friendship of Vera Brittain and Winifred Holtby has excited a good deal of largely ill-founded speculation as to its exact nature, while the selection of their journalism, published by Virago in 1985, served as a reminder that both women were influential journalists in the period between the wars. Vera Brittain’s articles in particular have been recognized for the cogency of their expression, their invigorating approach, and for the relevance to contemporary problems of much of what she had to say.


Above all, Vera Brittain’s pacifism, to which she devoted the last thirty years of her life, has earned her widespread respect, often from those who, while they cannot share her pacifist faith, are impressed nonetheless by the steadfastness and courage with which she remained true to her convictions. Her humanitarian concern for the suffering inflicted by war was highlighted by the public outcry in 1992 against the unveiling of a statue of Sir Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris, reviving memories of the campaign waged by Vera Brittain and a handful of others against the excesses of the saturation bombing of German cities during some of the darkest days of the Second World War.


In the closing months of 1993 two events, on different sides of the Atlantic, took place to mark the centenary of Vera Brittain’s birth. At McMaster University in Hamilton, Ontario, where her archive is held, a two-day conference in mid-October attracted speakers from Britain, Canada, the United States, and Germany; while at the church of St Martin-in-the-Fields in London at the beginning of December, a packed congregation listened to the commemorative address given by the Reverend Lord Soper, the last of the original Sponsors of the Peace Pledge Union, at a service of thanksgiving.


The level of continuing interest in Vera Brittain will, we hope, be sufficient justification for the appearance of this first full-length biography. Attempting to write the life of a woman who is still most famous for her autobiography has been an enormously challenging task, and yet while Testament of Youth was a remarkably frank book for its period, especially in its depiction of personal relationships, there were nonetheless limits to its frankness. Perhaps not surprisingly, Vera Brittain was reluctant to probe too deeply her own ambivalent and often confused responses to the First World War. She was unwilling, for instance, to reveal just how conventionally patriotic – and even jingoistic – she was in August 1914, and she often seems more comfortable when portraying the gradual slide from idealism into disillusionment of the four men in her story than in confronting her own changing attitudes to the war. We have been able to publish a wider range of letters from this period than were available to Vera Brittain in 1933, and have also been able to reveal for the first time the terrible circumstances of her brother Edward’s death on the Asiago Plateau in 1918.


Testament of Experience, her autobiography covering the years 1925 to 1950, suffers from reticence, understandably, since many of its major protagonists were still alive. The portrait of her marriage is overly discreet and sanitized to the point of dullness, while the account she gives of her relationship with Winifred Holtby is unconvincing and more than a little defensive. As for the two stormy friendships of her middle years, with the writers Phyllis Bentley and Storm Jameson, they are almost entirely absent from that book.


Of course, in both Testament of Youth and Experience, Vera Brittain saw herself as writing history in terms of her own personal experience. Our overriding aim, by contrast, has been to reclaim that experience from the social and political context in which she frequently envelops it, and to see her less as the representative of a generation, and rather more in terms of an individual life.


Letters, diaries and other literary memorabilia must be the lifeblood of any writer’s biography, and we have been fortunate in having access to a seemingly inexhaustible wealth of unpublished material in private and public collections both in this country and abroad. From the mid-Fifties, Vera Brittain was making plans for the dispersal of her papers. Somerville College, Oxford, the Imperial War Museum, and Newcastle-under-Lyme, her birthplace, were all considered as eventual destinations for parts of her archive. However, in November 1971, more than eighteen months after her death, the entire collection was sold to McMaster University Library in Canada. Today the Vera Brittain Archive, housed in the William Ready Collections at McMaster, extends to over 150 linear feet, and contains not only literary materials but also personal memorabilia (including the violets once sent to her by Roland Leighton, now faded and pressed between the pages of a letter, locks of family hair, and even the pen with which she wrote Testament of Youth). While in one sense it is regrettable that such a rich resource for the study of both Vera Brittain and various aspects of twentieth-century British life should have gone overseas, it is also true that the archive receives the kind of expert care and attention at McMaster which few libraries in Britain could afford. The correspondence files alone contain 23,000 letters addressed to Vera Brittain and carbon copies of 14,000 typewritten letters, written or dictated by her, as well as hundreds of handwritten personal letters.


We have greatly appreciated the generous cooperation of Vera Brittain’s daughter, Shirley Williams (now Baroness Williams of Crosby), in writing about her mother. At every step of the way, sometimes through very difficult territory, she has been a source of support, encouragement, and criticism. Her filial devotion is impressive, but so too is her commitment to the truth, however unpalatable. While she may not always share our views, she has never questioned our right to express them. We owe her an enormous debt of gratitude.


Our collaboration on this biography has been an unusual one. Paul Berry, who appears in the final chapters, is distantly related to Winifred Holtby and first met Vera Brittain at a Food Relief demonstration in July 1942. He remained a close friend for twenty-eight years, and it was Vera Brittain’s wish that he should complete her final volume of autobiography, ‘Testament of Faith’ or ‘The Citadel of Time’, which she left unfinished at her death. While this has proved impossible, drafts of the incomplete manuscript have been used, where appropriate, at various points in the narrative. Mark Bostridge is a member of a younger generation whose interest in the Great War coincided with the reissue of Testament of Youth in the late Seventies. It has been a stimulating and complementary writing partnership.


This book would have been much more difficult to write without the friendship and guidance of Alan Bishop, Professor of English at McMaster University, and editor of three volumes of Vera Brittain’s diaries, the essential vade mecum for Vera Brittain studies. He has patiently answered innumerable enquiries and has often acted as an uncomplaining (and unpaid) research assistant in the Vera Brittain Archive on our behalf. Marion Shaw, who is writing a biography of Winifred Holtby, has fulfilled a similar role at the Holtby Collection in Hull, and we are deeply indebted to her for her perceptive comments about the Brittain–Holtby friendship.


The late Clare Leighton was an invaluable source of information about her family, and both David and Sophie Leighton, Roland Leighton’s nephew and great-niece, have generously provided us with copies of family letters, and their insights have deepened our understanding of Vera Brittain’s relationship with Roland Leighton. We were very grateful to the late Maurice Richardson who, shortly before his death in 1993, read and commented on the sections dealing with his brother, Victor. Hugh Brittain kindly provided details of Vera Brittain’s father’s extensive family.


Miles Hudson merits a special word of thanks for having permitted us to read his father’s memoirs, and for having discussed, and clarified, a number of important points relating to Edward Brittain’s last days on the Asiago Plateau.


We owe debts of gratitude to the following individuals who have taken the trouble to provide us with information, advice or support:


William Anthony; Betty Archdale; Jennifer, Lady Balfour of Burleigh; Margaret Ballard (née de Coundouroff); Lady Bateman; Richard Bates; Graham Bebbington; Malcolm Bendon (who, as a schoolboy in 1916, met Edward Brittain and Geoffrey Thurlow when they were billeted on his family); Sarah Berry; Catherine Bindman; Olwyn Bradbury; Eileen and Carolyn Brock; the late Lord Brockway; the late Amy and Charles Burnett; Mary Campbell; Sarah Caney; Barbara Cannings; Lady Catlin; Martin Ceadel; Hugh Cecil; Marian Clark; Winifred Cummings; the late Major A.C.E. Daniels; Morris Davis; Christopher Dowling; Ruth Dudley Edwards; Winifred Eden-Green; Jean Elford; Jonathan Elliman; Rosemary Fitzgerald (for information about her aunt, Faith Moulson); Sheila Fowler; Victoria Glendinning; Livia Gollancz; Geoffrey Handley-Taylor; Brian Harrison; Dennis Henshaw; the late Anne Hewitt; Sir Edmund Hillary; Sheila Hodges; Robert Holtby; Mary Horrell; Margaret Howatson; Ian Keill; the late Charles Kett; Pat Kulisheck; Margaret Lewis; Lord Longford; Don McWilliams; James Mallory; Hugh Maw; Lucasta Miller; Sara and Alick Miskin; Naomi Mitchison; Elaine Morgan; the late Sybil Morrison; Richard Neustadt; Herbert Noble; the late Lady Ogilvie; Munro Price; Martin Pugh; Canon William Purcell; Marian Walton Putnam; Diana Raymond; the late Hilda Reid; Lady Richardson of Duntisbourne; Gillian Riley (for memories of her mother, Stella Sharp); Robert Robinson; Elizabeth Rokeby; Derek Savage; Philip H.K. Seymour; Sir William Shakespeare; Gary Sheffield; Lord Skidelsky; Edi Smockum; Lily Snook; Lord Soper; John and Eileen Spencer; Christopher Storm Clark; Peggy Tignor; Margaret Tims; Gillian Tindall; Malcolm Tozer; the late Ailsa Trickett; Sue Upfold; the late Dame Janet Vaughan; Betty Vernon; the late Rosalind Wade; the late Margaret Waley; Bernard Williams; the late Cicely Williams; Betty Willingale; Caroline Zilboorg.


Aleksandra Bennett of Carleton University in Ottawa generously made available her work on Vera Brittain’s involvement in the campaign for Food Relief in the Second World War on which we have relied heavily in chapter 14, and has made a number of helpful suggestions concerning our treatment of Vera Brittain’s pacifism. We have also benefited from the articles and lectures of Deborah Gorham, the author of a forthcoming study of Vera Brittain as a feminist.


Robert Milner kindly allowed us to read his research into the Brittain paper-mills, and also investigated parish registers in North Staffordshire for us. Miranda Goodby, Curator of the Borough Museum at Newcastle-under-Lyme, made exhaustive searches in the local rate books to identify Vera Brittain’s birthplace in Sidmouth Avenue.


The Averisses welcomed us to Vera Brittain’s former home at Glen Bank, Macclesfield, while Katie and Steve Doyle-Davidson and Florence Hutber were kind and hospitable at Melrose in Buxton.


Special thanks are due to Charlotte Stewart, Renu Barrett, Kathy Garay, and Carl Spadoni for the kindness and efficiency with which they have assisted our researches in the Vera Brittain Archive in the William Ready Division of Archives and Research Collections at McMaster University Library.


We are grateful to the librarians, archivists and staff of the many other libraries and institutions which have allowed us to consult material in their possession: Pauline Adams at Somerville College, Oxford; the Bodleian Library, Oxford; Bridlington Library, East Yorkshire; the British Library of Political and Economic Science; Sally Brown, Curator of Modern Manuscripts at the British Library, who arranged access to the Macmillan Archive before it was catalogued; Joanne Cayford at the BBC Written Archives, Caversham Park; Jill Crowther at Hull Central Library; Mrs Delfgou at Chigwell School, Essex; David Doughan at the Fawcett Library; the Department of Documents and the Department of Printed Books at the Imperial War Museum; Brian Dyson at the Brynmor Jones Library, University of Hull; Peter Foden at Oxford University Press; William Hetherington at the Peace Pledge Union; Public Information Office, House of Commons Library; Jean Kennedy at the Norfolk Record Office; the London Library; Midhurst Library, West Sussex; New College, Oxford; the Reference Library, Newcastle-under-Lyme; Helen Pugh and Margaret Poulter at the British Red Cross Archive; the Public Record Office, Kew; Jerry Rudman at Uppingham School; Mr Sherratt at Brittains Ltd; St John’s College, Oxford; Secrétariat d’État Chargé des Anciens Combattants et des Victimes de Guerre, Paris; Richard Storey at the Modern Records Centre, University of Warwick; Graham W. Swift at Newcastle-under-Lyme School; Heather Tucker at Cheltenham Ladies’ College.


While John Harding of the Ministry of Defence’s Army Historical Branch made courteous responses to our enquiries about Edward Brittain’s war service, we have been frustrated by the obstructive MOD policy which denies serious researchers access to certain First World War records that, under the 75-year rule, should already have been released into the public domain. The Ministry’s archives are fast acquiring a reputation as a monument to the absurd British mania for secrecy.


Many friends have sustained us and we would like especially to thank Christopher Honey for locating the site of the 1st London General in Camberwell, and Adam Jolly for showing us around his old school, Uppingham, and former house, The Lodge. Peter Parker gave encouragement at times when it was most needed. Jeanne Szego made several trips to St Catherine’s House to research births and deaths on our behalf. William Brittain-Catlin was marvellously supportive during the final six months of writing, while his brother Daniel’s lack of faith in the book ever being completed has always been a strong motivating factor in getting it finished. Eric Leazell and Sarah Howell have read and criticized drafts, and have been incredibly long-suffering. We have appreciated the advice and encouragement of a distinguished biographer, Lyndall Gordon.


Paulyne Bostridge has given much practical support while, in their different ways, Charles Bostridge and Thomas Miskin have been sources of inspiration. We would also like to offer a tribute to the memory of Adrianna Bernard, who was tragically killed shortly after this book was completed.


Martin Taylor’s efforts on our behalf have far exceeded his official duties at the Imperial War Museum’s Department of Printed Books, and we are particularly indebted to him for the faultless arrangements he made for a visit to Asiago in Northern Italy in the summer of 1994.


At Chatto we must thank Carmen Callil for commissioning the book, and Pamela Norris for copyediting and commenting on it with such rare intelligence and skill. Anna Pinter cast a careful eye over the notes. Our editor, Alison Samuel, has shown enthusiasm, dedication and exemplary patience well beyond the call of duty.


Finally, this book could not have been written without the friendship, spanning almost twenty years, of two of Vera Brittain’s grandchildren, Timothy Brittain–Catlin and Rebecea Williams.


Unpublished and copyright material is quoted by kind permission of the following:


William Anthony (Roy Anthony); Lady Catlin (Sir George Catlin); David Leighton (Robert, Marie, Roland and Clare Leighton); Alexander Murray (Gilbert Murray); the Peters Fraser & Dunlop Group Ltd (for the Estate of Phyllis Bentley; for the Estate of Storm Jameson); Lady Richardson of Duntisbourne (H.R.L. Sheppard); Gillian Riley (Stella Sharp); Society of Authors (as the literary representative of the Estate of St John Ervine); Nigel Spafford (Bertram Spafford).


We have made strenuous efforts to contact the copyright holders of all the material and illustrations that have been used, but there are a few whom we have been unable to trace. The authors and publisher will be pleased to hear from anyone whose permission to use copyright material has not been obtained.


PB


MAB


1 January 1995
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ONE



‘A Bad History of Inheritance and Environment’


‘. . . In my heart I know that I am merely the scion of my father’s Staffordshire family – which is old enough, but respectable with the terrible respectability of the middle-classes, & [which] has slowly through the years grown rich from the profits of a paper-mill.’


Vera Brittain to George Catlin, 10 February 1924


‘Yes, basically she was very conventional and I think one of her troubles was that she was ashamed of this.’


Clare Leighton, 1976


I


In old age Vera Brittain looked back with a certain pride on her North Staffordshire origins. She had left the region before her second birthday and her subsequent visits had been sporadic, but she had often returned there in her imagination. As a girl she had sometimes accompanied her father to the Brittain paper mill at Cheddleton, and picnicked on the banks of the Churnet, or fished for minnows in the stream at Trentham where two of her aunts ran a small school. In later life distance lent enchantment to her ‘ugly old Staffordshire’, and memories of the semi-rural, semi-industrial landscape, and tales of some of her more colourful ancestors left their imprint on the three longest of her autobiographical novels, Honourable Estate (1936), Account Rendered (1945), and Born 1925 (1948). ‘The old Staffordshire ghosts will always dominate’, she told an interviewer four years before her death, admitting that her recollections of the county were so deeply rooted that they obstinately displaced later experiences whenever she started writing a novel. Hers was the Staffordshire of Arnold Bennett’s ‘Five Towns’, the air heavy with smoke, the countryside densely clustered with the huge bottle-kilns of the Potteries. In one passage, strikingly reminiscent of Bennett, from an article entitled ‘Memories of a Staffordshire Londoner’, she recalled the view from her youth across the Potteries Ridge:


A pall of smoky mist perpetually dimmed this vast industrial slope, with its pithead and potbank chimneys . . . I can still picture the setting sun on summer evenings, a huge, empyreal reflection of the furnaces, like an angry ball of flame descending upon a smouldering world.


As a child Vera’s imagination had often been stirred by her father’s stories of the Meighs of Ash Hall, relations on his mother’s side, ‘some of whom possessed a strong vein of eccentricity’. Job Meigh, Vera’s great-great-grandfather, was a cobalt manufacturer with the Hanley firm of Hicks, Meigh and Johnson, and a deputy lieutenant of Staffordshire. In 1837, the year of Queen Victoria’s accession, he began to build Ash Hall, a mock Elizabethan mansion on a hill overlooking the village of Bucknall, just outside Hanley. Completed in 1841, its ornate black and gold gates stood at the entrance to a red gravelled drive and were flanked on either side by monkey puzzle trees. Pinnacles, turrets, mullioned windows, and the Meigh family crest, granted to Job Meigh in 1840, dominated the red sandstone façade. Ash Hall still stands today, an entertaining monstrosity amidst a sprawling mass of postwar housing, its red sandstone long since darkened by the smoke that once blew across the fields from Hanley.


Meigh himself was every bit as picturesque as his grandiose ancestral home. According to family legend he was a tyrannical ogre who terrorized his wife, family, and large retinue of servants with violent swings of mood. When he was returning home with his wife one day, a furious quarrel arose, and in a fit of uncontrollable temper he pitched her out of the dog-cart he was driving and on to the frozen road, causing her injuries from which she never recovered. It is presumably with unconscious irony then that Job Meigh is commemorated on a plaque in Bucknall Parish Church as ‘a devoted husband’. In old age he attempted to halt the ravages of time by dyeing his hair with a substance which turned it bright green when washed. The Meighs were litigious as well as eccentric. Their association with Bucknall Church ended in a bitter and protracted dispute with the church authorities when they claimed exclusive right to the pew which they had used for many years. Job Meigh’s grandson, William, Vera’s great-uncle, spent nearly a thousand pounds in the mid-1880s in an unsuccessful legal action after the churchwarden allowed several other parishioners to occupy the Meigh pew during a crowded harvest festival service. For many years afterwards, a church inscription triumphantly recorded ‘the democratic victory of the church authorities over the Meighs’. After their defeat the family never attended Bucknall Church again.


In marked contrast to the Meighs, Vera’s Brittain forebears were ‘staid Midland yeomen’, who had been living on the borders of the Pottery towns since at least 1538 when records begin. References to branches of the family, then usually spelt ‘Bretton’, are to be found in the parish registers of the villages to the south and west of Newcastle-under-Lyme, like Betley and Chapel Chorlton, throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Early in the eighteenth century the name begins to appear in the registers of Newcastle itself. These distant ancestors were, for the most part, small bankers, land agents or manufacturers on a modest scale, chiefly hatters and nailers. One of them, Richard Brittain, a hatter, achieved local prominence in 1741 as Mayor of Newcastle.


The foundations of the family’s fortunes were laid in the second half of the nineteenth century by Thomas Brittain Senior, Vera’s great-grandfather. He had started his business career at the age of twenty-one in 1824, working at the Kinnersley Bank, a private bank in Newcastle, of which he eventually became manager. In 1854 he assumed control of the Ivy House Paper Mill in Hanley when its owner, George Henry Foudrinier, was declared bankrupt. The following year, on the death of Mr Kinnersley, Thomas Brittain negotiated the bank’s takeover by the National Provincial Bank, and purchased the Ivy House Mill.


The purchase of the paper mill was a shrewd investment. The pottery industry had been interested in paper-making since the 1780s when tissue paper first began to be used in the process of transfer printing from designs on copper plates on to earthenware. Although initially frowned upon by Staffordshire potteries, who preferred traditional hand-painted work, transfer printing had gradually made itself indispensable to the industry, and the Foudriniers, an inventive and industrious family of Huguenot origin, had played a decisive role in making it popular. Acquiring a derelict corn mill on the north bank of the Caldon Canal at Ivy House, Hanley, they had set about developing a high grade tissue paper for transfer printing which was widely employed throughout the ceramic industry.


Thomas Brittain was a cautious man who over the years developed a sound financial acumen. When he died in 1894, he had amassed a personal fortune of £131,000 (making him in modern terms a millionaire several times over). For more than thirty years, Mill 630 at Hanley, the trade mark which the Ivy House Mill continues to use to this day, remained an exclusively family business. Thomas took his son, Thomas Brittain Junior, into partnership, and a few years later, in 1870, a nephew, Frederick Haigh, ‘a man of indefatigable energy and resourcefulness’, was brought into the firm.


In 1863 Thomas Brittain Junior, reportedly a man of ‘noble character’, married Elizabeth Charlotte Meigh, the granddaughter of the eccentric cobalt manufacturer. They lived at Park Fields, an attractive white-fronted house overlooking sloping green fields, at Tittensor near Barlaston, the village about four miles south of Stoke-on-Trent, famous for its associations with the Wedgwood family. It was here that Vera’s father, Thomas Arthur Brittain, the oldest of eleven children, all but one of whom survived infancy, was born on 6 April 1864. Arthur, as he was known in the family, was a difficult, obstinate child, frankly declared to be unmanageable by his mother. On account of this and the rapidly expanding family of young Brittains at Park Fields, he was brought up from an early age by his father’s parents at their home, Field House (also known as The Cloughs), ‘a three-storied house of sulphur-coloured brick flanked by a Spanish fir’, on a hill top between Keele and Newcastle. He spent just one unhappy term at Malvern School in the summer of 1878, where he rebelled against the rigours of the school’s discipline, before being sent to the High School at Newcastle, a short journey from his grandparents’ home. It was to be the young Vera’s proud boast that while her father had been at the High School, Arnold Bennett had been a pupil nearby at the Middle School; at best a tenuous link, but in a family largely devoid of literary or artistic connections, one that she valued highly.


In the autumn of 1882, at the age of eighteen, Arthur Brittain started work at the Ivy House Mill. Three years later his father, Thomas Brittain Junior, was dead at forty-six. His sudden death came as a serious blow to the now thriving business. Old Mr Brittain was in his eighties and had allowed his son to assume control of the company. In order to retain the business in family hands, he turned to his son-in-law, Joseph Cecil Clay, a Shrewsbury banker, who had married his daughter Emily, and persuaded him to join the firm. With Clay’s ‘sound wisdom and financial experience’, production at the mill continued to expand. When it became clear that additional premises were required, Frederick Haigh negotiated a partnership with Jeremiah Steele, the proprietor of a small paper mill at Cheddleton, near Leek on the banks of the river Churnet. In 1889 the Ivy House and Cheddleton mills combined, and in the following year they were incorporated as a limited liability company known as Brittains Limited, with Arthur Brittain, at twenty-six, the youngest of the four founding directors.


Brittains’ ‘exquisite fine papers’ had earned them an international reputation by the early years of this century. ‘Duplex’ paper, introduced in 1895, enabled potters to enrich the decoration of china and earthenware with multi-coloured designs, a process that would eventually prove the basis for the bulk of pottery decoration throughout the world. Brittains were in the vanguard too of the manufacture of gauze tissue for typewriter carbons, and also produced speciality papers. In the 1870s, Oxford University Press had difficulty in obtaining paper of the thin, tough, opaque quality which they needed for their small Oxford Bible, and applied to Brittains, who were able to develop the paper at the Press’s Wolvercote Mill. Over the years this Oxford India Paper won the Press many Grands Prix, and added significantly to Brittains’ prestige.


Within fifty years of entering the paper business, the Brittains had established themselves locally as a family of some standing and influence. They were undoubtedly ‘dowdy and stolid’, but combined with this a strong conviction of their own superiority, and an unshakeable belief in the power of money. Elizabeth, Arthur Brittain’s widowed mother, whom Vera could dimly recall in her large mob cap and black knitted shawl, was an especially forbidding and uncompromising woman. On one occasion she had discovered her unwedded cook in labour and had turned her out of Park Fields at midnight, leaving the hapless servant to give birth in a hansom cab on the way to the workhouse. She had never been close to her eldest son, but had expected him nonetheless to further her own dynastic ambitions by marrying an heiress of county rank. It was, therefore, with a mixture of considerable disapproval and disappointment that she and other members of the family viewed Arthur Brittain’s decision in 1890 to marry Edith Bervon, the daughter of a local musician, ‘without money or pedigree’.


The origins of the Bervons are obscure and Vera herself was never able to come to any definite conclusions about them. Their dark hair and olive skin lent some credence to the theory that there had been French or Spanish blood in the family at some time, and this colouring together with their hooded eyelids encouraged the notion that they might also have inherited some Jewish blood, though Vera invariably denied this. Vera’s maternal grandfather, John Bladder Inglis Bervon (as a professional singer he quickly dropped his second name), was a gifted though impoverished musician. Born in Birmingham in 1837, he had married Emma Jane Hampson of Narborough in Norfolk while in his mid-twenties. He possessed a fine baritone and, as the review cuttings in his scrapbook indicate, was a considerable singer in his early career. He gave many concerts, sometimes with his wife, a mezzo-soprano, and took operatic roles as Count di Luna in Il Trovatore and Count Arnhem in The Bohemian Girl with the English Opera Company in Belfast in 1860. The Bervons lived for a time in Scarborough, but by the late 1860s had settled in the North Wales seaside resort of Aberystwyth where Inglis Bervon was employed as organist at the newly consecrated parish church of St Michael. Edith Mary Bervon, the third of six children – two boys, four girls – was born in Aberystwyth on 19 November 1868.


Inglis Bervon was charming but feckless, a generous-hearted man whose life centred on his music. At Aberystwyth during the summer months he instituted a series of concerts at which the ‘elite of the musical world’ performed to the delight of large and ‘fashionable’ audiences. He had a casual disregard for money and undertook such activities free of charge, despite the difficulty of supporting a large family on his meagre church salary. During Edith’s childhood the family moved several times in order that her father might find more lucrative work. In 1871 they left Aberystwyth for Forden in Montgomeryshire. A few years later they were uprooted again, this time to Stafford where Inglis Bervon took up an appointment as organist and choirmaster at St Mary’s Church. Here he supplemented his salary by composing psalm and hymn tunes and organ voluntaries which he later published, and, more profitably, by giving singing lessons. Evidently he made a success of teaching for in 1884 he left Stafford to set up a practice as ‘Professor of Music’ in Hanley. He was recognized ‘as one of the best voice trainers in this part of the country’, the Staffordshire Sentinel reported in a glowing tribute after his death, ‘and many of our best local amateur artistes have benefited from his tuition.’


Among his pupils was Arthur Brittain, who on meeting Edith, ‘a graceful and exceptionally gentle girl of twenty-one’, was immediately attracted to her. He set his heart on making her his wife, despite the unwavering opposition from his family, and according to information which Vera later managed to prise from her mother, ‘moved heaven & earth to get her’. Edith, by all accounts the prettiest of the Bervon sisters, seems to have been less certain that this impatient and headstrong young man was the husband she wanted. But the prospect of escaping ‘from the poverty & sordidness which surrounded her for a life of steadily increasing comforts’ was an undeniably attractive one, and when Inglis Bervon died suddenly of a heart attack at the age of just fifty-three, a week before Christmas 1890, leaving an estate valued at little more than £250, the necessity of making a good marriage must have appeared even more imperative. With her mother and sisters pressing her to accept him, Edith Bervon agreed to become Arthur Brittain’s wife.


They were married in April 1891 in a service at Christ Church, Southport, witnessed by only the bride’s mother and a friend of the bridegroom’s. The bride suffered a bad attack of pre-wedding nerves. ‘Please don’t excite yourself . . . as I am afraid you will make yourself ill . . .’, Arthur Brittain scribbled in a note to her, while waiting for the buttons on his morning-coat to be altered. To cheer her he wrote that he was arranging for the bell-ringers ‘to give us a merry little peal as we come out of the church . . .’.


The conspicuous absence of any Brittains from the ceremony coupled with the fact that it took place in Lancashire, well beyond Staffordshire’s borders, leads to speculation that like the marriage of Stephen and Jessie Alleyndene, Arthur and Edith’s fictional counterparts in Honourable Estate, this wedding may have taken place in secret. A secret marriage would certainly account for the unrelenting hostility of the Brittains towards Edith and her family. After one formal visit from Elizabeth Brittain to the widowed Mrs Bervon, the Brittains ostracized the Bervons completely, and more or less cold-shouldered Edith too. The insult cut deep and in later years Edith Brittain seldom spoke of her early life.


The young couple’s first home was at Atherstone House in Sidmouth Avenue, Newcastle-under-Lyme (now 9 Sidmouth Avenue), a three-storeyed, semi-detached villa with an attractive black and white frontage which overlooked the extensive private grounds of Pitfield House. A shady, tree-lined street, Sidmouth Avenue had been built in the 1870s on land which had formerly belonged to Viscount Sidmouth. Situated at the smarter end of Newcastle, it was occupied by the professional class and well-to-do businessmen. To enforce privacy and emphasize its splendid isolation a gate stood at the entrance to the avenue, cordoning it off from social inferiors.


Arthur and Edith Brittain’s early years of marriage were blighted by misfortune. In May 1892 their first child, a boy, was stillborn. Shortly afterwards, Arthur Brittain developed appendicitis. A bungled operation, and a lifelong inclination to malinger, left him as a semi-invalid for nearly a year. However, a baby girl born at Atherstone House on 29 December 1893, during her father’s absence at a Christmas pantomime in Hanley, was robust and healthy, which must have more than compensated for any initial disappointment about the child’s sex. A month after her birth, at St George’s Church in neighbouring Queen Street, she was christened Vera Mary.


II


In the summer of 1895 Vera, at little more than eighteen months, moved with her parents to Glen Bank, a large white-painted semi-detached house set back from the Chester Road in the silk manufacturing town of Macclesfield in Cheshire. Dating from the middle of the century, the property’s one and a half acres included an orchard, paddock, gardener’s cottage, and coach house. At sufficient distance from her in-laws for Edith Brittain to be free of their snubs, Macclesfield was also close enough to the Cheddleton Mill to allow Arthur Brittain to make his daily journey to work there.


Vera was almost two when her brother, Edward Harold Brittain, was born on 30 November 1895. For the next nine years, until they were sent to day schools, the two children led an isolated existence circumscribed by a governess, servants (a housekeeper-cook, two maids and a gardener), and well-intentioned parents who possessed an inherent belief in the prerogatives of class and money. In this claustrophobic environment, Vera and Edward formed a close and intimate dependence upon one another. From an early age this dependence was founded upon the compatibility of their almost diametrically opposed temperaments. ‘I often picture the little scene as I first saw him & his dear little sister’, their governess recalled almost twenty years later, after Edward’s death, ‘– two sweet little mites in white silk frocks at Mrs Archer Smith’s party! & I was so struck at the time by their devotion to each other.’


In looks they were alike. With her dark hair, which in youth had an auburn tinge, hazel eyes, and diminutive stature – she grew to five foot three inches – Vera physically resembled her Brittain ancestors. Edward, with his dark brown hair and brown eyes, also inherited a strong likeness to his father’s family, but as a well-built young man of over six feet he had the physique and height of his taller Bervon relations. He had their less intense and more easygoing manner, too, which provided the foil and counterbalance to his sister’s more volatile and confrontational personality. For in disposition as well as appearance Vera acknowledged that she had inherited many Brittain characteristics.


Harsh and intolerant of each other as well as outsiders – ‘a hard, undemonstrative, quarrelsome family, united only by weddings and funerals’ – her father’s younger brothers and sisters were habitually referred to by Vera as ‘my unaltruistic collection of relatives’. Feuding perpetually among themselves, constantly removing and reinstating one another in their wills, they were fascinated by money for its own sake. Despite their wealth they lived in spartan, comfortless surroundings, and their austere clothes and Staffordshire accents made them alarming and uncongenial figures to Vera as a child. Few of them were welcome at Glen Bank. While Norman, later a director of the paper mill, and Edith, Arthur Brittain’s two oldest siblings, remained on good terms with their brother, William, a solicitor eight years Mr Brittain’s junior, fell out with him in youth and never spoke to him again (it was William’s proud boast that he never forgave anyone with whom he had a disagreement). Tom, the youngest brother, considered the fool of the family, was shipped off to Canada as a lumberjack. When this and a brief foray into sheep-farming in Australia failed, he turned to diamond-mining in South Africa, and to his family’s amazement and envy, returned to England a rich man.


Frank, Mr Brittain’s second brother, was also in South Africa, farming and big-game shooting, when war broke out at the end of 1899. Enlisting with the Natal Carabineers, he was involved in the fighting for the defence of Ladysmith, but died of enteric fever, half an hour before the relief of the town in February 1900. Among Vera’s first conscious memories was the sight of the banners and streamers hanging from Macclesfield’s windows to celebrate the relief of Ladysmith, and of waiting for Uncle Frank who never returned. He remained no more than a name to her until in Durban on a lecture-tour, sixty years later, she received a letter from an old woman whose father, a farmer, had befriended the young British immigrant. Over tea at Vera’s hotel she told her how her father had insisted on towing Frank Brittain’s self-made cabin to their farm, and had invited him to live with them as one of the family. She gave Vera a photograph of him with other patients in hospital, ‘looking very ill and very sad’.


As she grew older Vera was often to reflect on the apparent indifference and neglect of the older generation of Brittains towards each other. Only for Muriel, the baby of the family, did Mr Brittain retain any real affection, and even they were destined to quarrel in the Twenties after her marriage to Henry Leigh Groves, heir to a wealthy brewing family, over an episode mysteriously alluded to in the family as the ‘Cat’s Tongue’ incident. From the early Twenties the Groves lived at Holehird, near Windermere in the Lake District, a neo-Gothic house with a 552-acre estate, including an alpine garden and orchid houses. One of the few Brittains to possess a sense of fun, Muriel was a consummate practical joker, and as a girl Vera offered easy and rewarding prey. ‘Ghosts’ made out of broom-handles and melon rind smeared with phosphorus to make them glow were among the tricks with which she terrorized her young niece.


Aside from their mutual antagonism, many of the Brittains also shared a tendency to nervous instability and severe depression. The Meighs were assumed to be the source of this ‘insane, suicidal element’. Her great-great-grandfather, Job Meigh, Vera told Winifred Holtby in 1933, ‘was certainly mad by modern standards for the latter half of his life, & would probably have been certified today.’ Aunt Lily, one of her father’s sisters, was ‘a mental defective’, and spent most of her life confined under restraint. So great was the stigma attaching to mental disturbance that her nephews and nieces were forbidden even to mention her name.


Both Arthur Brittain and his sister Edith were to end their lives by suicide. Nor did the next generation escape affliction. Among her cousins Vera could number several instances of mental illness. The most tragic of these was the only child of Edith Brittain’s marriage to Will Hole, Philippa, who suffered periodically from mental instability after her mother killed herself in 1925 by jumping from a mountain in Wales. A selection of her rather sentimental verse was printed privately in the Twenties, and during her more serious bouts of insanity, she would sometimes issue invitations to tea under the name of Mrs T.S. Eliot. She was also responsible for sending a series of poison-pen letters to Vera after the publication of Testament of Youth, denouncing Vera’s mother for refusing to acknowledge her ‘Welsh-Jewish blood’, and ‘attributing monstrous sex irregularities’ to Vera’s parents and other relatives.


In later years, Philippa Hole was saved from long spells in psychiatric institutions by Muriel Groves, who hid her at Holehird. Sometimes members of the family staying in the house would catch a glimpse of a woman wandering, Mrs Rochester-like, along the corridors of an upper floor. On one occasion in the Forties, Vera’s daughter Shirley pointed her out to Muriel, who looked straight through the solid retreating figure of Philippa Hole and retorted, ‘Nonsense, it’s your imagination. There’s nobody there.’


Vera acknowledged that she had inherited ‘the melancholy pessimistic strain’ in the Brittain family and sometimes spoke in dramatic terms of the curse of hereditary insanity hanging over her head. She was ‘only too aware’, she wrote in her late thirties, ‘of a bad, bad nervous inheritance’ which occasionally resulted in ‘childish and ridiculous’ outbursts when she was ill or overwrought. Her experiences in the First World War compounded this tendency and for much of her life she was conscious of a conflict within herself between spontaneity and self-preservation. She always had to fight hard for what little confidence she achieved, and even in old age the predominant impression she created among those meeting her for the first time was of a woman who seemed to be in a state of almost perpetual worry.


Vera depicted her childhood as outwardly serene and uneventful, as indeed it appears to have been. But her inner imaginative life was a more turbulent world, full of unexplained fears waiting to torment her. Fear of thunder, of sunsets, of the dark, and of the full moon were among the ‘strange medley of irrational fears’ which she later mentioned. In an autobiographical incident from an unfinished novel written in the Twenties, Vera portrays herself at four years old, cowering in fright from the ‘tremendous & glittering moon’:


The little girl in the big arm-chair had gazed at it, tense with fear, till at last it grew into a face with two wicked eyes & an evilly grinning mouth. Unable to bear it any longer, she hid her face in the cushions, but only for a few moments; the moon had a dreadful fascination which impelled her, quite against her will, to look up at it again. This time the grin was wider than ever & one great eye, leering obscenely at her, suddenly closed in a tremendous & unmistakable wink. Four-year-old Virginia was not at any time remarkable for her courage . . . Flinging herself back into the chair, she burst into prolonged & piercing screams.


Vera may have borne the indelible character of her father’s family, but it was her mother’s sisters and younger brother whom she saw more often as she was growing up, and whom she found infinitely more sympathetic. Her Bervon aunts, in contrast to the cold, forbidding women of the Brittain family, dressed attractively and fashionably, and spoke quickly in pleasant, lilting Welsh voices. All three of them, in their different ways, were resourceful and despite their impecunious beginnings ended their days in comfortable affluence. After studying at the South Kensington College of Art, Lillie, like her older sister Edith, made a good marriage to Arthur Bentley-Carr, a stockbroker cousin of the Duchess of Windsor’s second husband, Ernest Simpson. Marrying comparatively late in life (the twelve-year-old Vera was her bridesmaid) she was said to have ‘snared’ her husband by subtracting several years from her true age. Florence and Isabel (Belle), the oldest and youngest sisters, remained unmarried, and both were forced to earn their own livings to support themselves and their widowed mother.


Florence, Vera’s godmother and later her headmistress, had been employed in various unspecified ‘practical capacities’ (possibly as a lady’s companion) for some years before meeting Louise Heath-Jones at the turn of the century. Their ‘remarkable friendship’ – a business partnership as well as an intimate companionship – lasted for more than thirty years in the course of which they established and ran a private girls’ school, St Monica’s, at Kingswood in Surrey. When Florence Bervon died in 1936, Vera eulogized her as ‘one of the pioneer women who achieved economic independence long before careers for both sexes became a matter of course.’


Aunt Florence may have earned Vera’s respect, but it was Aunt Belle, more happy-go-lucky and adventurous than her sisters, who won her affection. Belle had been a governess to an English family in India before returning to England shortly before the outbreak of war, brimful of stories of suttee and other native customs, to live with her mother in Purley in south London. In the Twenties, after her mother’s death, she opened a tea-shop named The Golden Hind on the sea-front at Deal in Kent.


Completing the Bervon family were Vera’s two uncles, though Vera knew only William, the younger son, as the older, Charlie, had emigrated to New York some time before her birth. With Uncle Bill, who was just thirteen years her senior, Vera formed a close attachment and he proved a loyal ally in her adolescent rows with her parents. During the war when his ‘indispensable’ work at the National Provincial Bank in the City prevented him from enlisting despite his repeated attempts to do so, his ‘gallant letters’ cheered Vera’s nursing in Malta and France. When he died suddenly at the age of forty-five in 1926, weakened by his years of wartime overwork, she mourned him as yet another personal casualty of the war ‘which cost my uncle his life as surely as if he had been in the trenches . . .’.


Dominating Vera’s childhood was her irascible but loving father. Neurotic and temperamental, the slightest departure from routine could set his nerves jangling and the house reverberating to the sound of his unpredictable outbursts. ‘Fancy him going off in a rage like that’, the four-year-old Edward remarked to his mother at breakfast one morning as his father pushed him aside and stormed off to the office because his coffee was cold. He could be heard on occasion taking out his frustration on the drawing-room piano, playing ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ at fortissimo. Despite his sudden swings in mood, he could also be an attentive parent, taking pride in his children and fond of petting and spoiling Vera whom he nicknamed ‘John’ ‘or ‘Jack’, suggesting the disappointment he had felt that she had not been a boy.


A deeply ingrained conservatism was the hallmark of Arthur Brittain’s character. The processes and profits of paper-making provided the focus of his life, and he was impervious to anything that lay outside the boundaries of his family and business. At Brittains, like his father and grandfather before him, he exerted a strongly paternalistic style of management, and hoped one day to hand down the business to his own son. ‘Never a Trade Union man near the place’, was his proud boast, though he maintained good relations with his workforce, was generally solicitous of their welfare, and regarded himself as an enlightened employer.


‘We knew him as “Arthur Band Box” ’, remembered one nephew, ‘since he was so fussy about his dress and presentation.’ With his crisp moustache and well-cut clothes, he bore ‘the imprint of suave prosperity’. He rated his suits methodically – ‘Best’, ‘Second Best’, ‘Third Best’, and so on – and extended the same precision to his financial affairs, keeping meticulous accounts, and secreting large sums about the house to protect himself and his family against unexpected contingencies. The one adventurous streak in his nature was reserved for his driving. A keen motorist, he was among the first Staffordshire businessmen at the beginning of this century to travel to work by car. He owned a Wolseley Eight and then a two-seater De Dion Bouton which was kept in a specially designed garage with a wood-block floor and hot pipes to keep it dry. His reckless driving must have sometimes given his wife qualms. A letter from the ten-year-old Vera to her mother gives an excited account of one afternoon’s drive to Buxton, the spa town ten miles to the east of Macclesfield:


Yesterday we went to Buxton in the motor . . . and it was all misty as soon as we began to mount the hills and soon it got so misty that we could scarcely see three yards in front of us . . . We had a sugary bun in Buxton, and it was the nicest ride we ever had. Coming back the mist had quite cleared away, except on the horizon, and we tore down those hills in one place as though we were in the fifth speed instead of the third so you’ll be glad to hear that we are all alive and kicking. Yesterday also we took little Titoos for a ride . . . Titoos said it was like being in an open train on the sea, and she simply loved it.


The hazards of motoring caught up with Mr Brittain a few years later when he was involved in an accident in the bleak countryside between Staffordshire and Derbyshire. He was pinned in a ditch under his car and for several days lay in a critical condition in a tiny moorland inn on the Staffordshire side of the county boundary.


Edith Brittain possessed ‘incredible energy & a charming face’, but retained an aura of disappointment about her, as if life had not quite lived up to her expectations. Her ‘fatalistic pessimism’ left her always ready ‘to distrust the best and believe the worst.’ A nervous woman, prone to what she called ‘the horrors’ (the result, so it was said, of having been locked in a dark cupboard as a child), she was of a gentler, more equable temperament than her husband. Her early married life had been fraught with tensions. The genteel poverty of her upbringing had not prepared her for the task of adapting to the highly ritualized conventions of prosperous middle-class life in a provincial community. A middle-class wife of the late Victorian and Edwardian era was expected to organize her household in such a way as to advertise and demonstrate to the neighbours and the world at large the social standing of the family. She ignored the complex and subtle gradations of the social code at her peril. It was bad enough for Edith Brittain to be criticized by her mother- and sisters-in-law, who told her that with a full-time nursemaid to look after her children it was inappropriate for her to be seen pushing her own perambulator; but even more humiliating was the experience of the first dinner party she gave in Macclesfield when she was severely taken to task by the bank manager’s wife for having ‘mixed her sets’ in her selection of guests.


In time Edith Brittain became as practised as any at maintaining the façade of crushing respectability, and a stickler for the observation of social niceties. But it was achieved at the expense of considerable effort and the loss of some spontaneity and warmth. Her finely chiselled features stare out uneasily from a carefully posed studio portrait, taken towards the end of the 1890s by the Manchester firm of Lafayette, ‘Photographers to the Queen’. There is an air of discomfort about the way in which she wears her dress of fine lace over floral silk with its complicated frills and accompanying feather fan. The daughter of one of her friends remembered her from about this time as being ‘a very pretty woman’ who ‘always seemed . . . to wear pretty clothes’. To this friend Mrs Brittain admitted that she sometimes ‘felt overdressed but that Mr Brittain liked her to be well turned out’.


In these early years Edith Brittain sought consolation from the petty snobberies of her surroundings in the love of music which she had inherited from her father. She was a competent pianist with a strong soprano voice, and musical evenings were a regular feature of family life at Macclesfield. Mrs Brittain would run through her repertoire of lachrymose ballads while Vera and Edward, from about the ages of seven and five, would sometimes be allowed to stay up to play piano duets to their parents’ guests. Vera was an able accompanist, though her hands were always too small to stretch an octave easily. Edward on the piano and later the violin was considered to be the promising musician.


Although by the standards of the time Mr and Mrs Brittain were comparatively accessible parents, much of Vera and Edward’s childhood was spent in the charge of a succession of nursemaids, and later a governess, in the nursery at the top of the house. They were especially fortunate in their governess, Miss A.M. Newby, a plump, rubicund woman in her thirties who joined the household when Vera was five and remained for the next six years. Vera refers to her as being ‘adored’ and ‘devoted and intelligent’, and the examination papers set by Miss Newby show her to have been a capable and conscientious teacher who taught reading and writing and then moved on to provide her pupils with a basic grounding in history, geography, French, drawing and painting.


The letters dutifully written by Vera to her mother whenever Mrs Brittain was away from Glen Bank visiting friends or relatives, give an impression of a secluded and stultifying routine, relieved only by occasional excursions into the outside world, including seaside holidays with Edward and Miss Newby at Colwyn Bay. The arrival of a travelling circus in Macclesfield elicited special pleading from Vera in a letter to her mother of 1903:


We want to go to the Italian circus very much, please do let us go. It is a shilling each admission and Towby has plenty of money left over from the house-keeping. It is quite clean and there is nothing objectional [sic] about it, a gentleman told us . . . Please send a post-card as soon as you get this saying whether we may go or not . . . There is nothing nasty about it, no freaks or menageries . . . only acting dogs, ponys, goats, etc.


Another of Vera’s letters from the previous year describes the rumpus that ensued when a mouse was discovered in the nursery. ‘I saw a mouse in the place & Edward saw it in the nursery . . . and Spot came running . . . and he caught it and killed it.’ A postscript by Miss Newby emphasized the part played by the intrepid younger brother in protecting his sister and governess. ‘We had a great fright over the poor little mouse this morning’, she reported to Mrs Brittain. ‘Vera shrieked, I picked up my dress and rushed away, and Edward was very bold and took the poker and tried to kill it.’


Edward was his sister’s sole companion and confidant and their lack of contact with other children fostered Vera’s natural introspection. Looking back at the end of her life she commented ruefully upon ‘the pitiful verbosity of my lonely youth’. Most evenings when they were supposed to be asleep, Vera would regale Edward with stories of ‘a semi-ornithological community known to us both as “The Dicks”.’ While Edward was absorbed in early attempts at making music on his small violin, Vera was developing her talent for story-telling by writing short literary epics. Between the ages of seven and eleven she produced five ‘novels’, written in special notebooks, patiently constructed for her by Miss Newby out of off-cuts from the paper mill (sadly Miss Newby did not live to see her charge’s subsequent literary fame; she died in April 1933, four months before the publication of Testament of Youth). As soon as she had been able to hold a pen Vera had been quite clear about where her ambitions lay. ‘I cannot remember a time when I did not consciously intend to become a writer; my mind began to invent stories from the moment that it was capable of formulating a coherent idea.’


The Brittains, to Vera’s everlasting regret, were not a bookish family. While Mrs Brittain’s reading extended to a love of Dickens and the latest work of popular fiction from Boots’ library, her husband rarely ventured any further than the newspaper, and the local paper at that. In later years Vera would often dwell on the misfortune of having been brought up in a household which, she once claimed, contained ‘precisely nine books’: six yellow-back novels, including Wilkie Collins’s Poor Miss Finch (‘a sensation novel for Sunday reading’) and several of Mrs Henry Wood’s romances, Longfellow’s Complete Poems, Matthew Arnold’s ‘Sohrab and Rustum’, and a copy of Household Medicine. To satisfy her hunger for books Vera had desperate recourse to her parents’ limited library, supplementing her reading with a few of L.T. Meade’s children’s stories, and classics like Uncle Tom’s Cabin and The Wide, Wide World, which she received as presents for Christmas and birthdays. By the age of ten she had devoured the romantic novels and the poetry and had turned as a last resort to Household Medicine. Despite her close perusal of the volume, however, she could not remember that ‘it provoked in me any troubled meditations, or even led to my asking uncomfortable questions.’


Vera’s childhood ‘novels’ – in the order in which they were written, ‘The Five Schoolgirls’, ‘Edith’s Trial’, ‘The Feud of the Cousins’, ‘A Mistaken Identity’, and ‘The Breaking-in of Dorothy’ – are, like the sensational romances which evidently inspired them, ‘full of misunderstandings and catastrophes, of early deaths, agonized soliloquies and death-bed scenes and repentances’. The dramatis personae of these juvenile productions were all taken ‘frankly and rapturously from real life’. In Macclesfield lived a family with five daughters whose ages ranged from about fifteen to twenty-six, and it was around the imaginary lives of these five young women that Vera ‘wove my dreams and built my stories’. The family were not among the Brittains’ calling acquaintances, and Vera never spoke to any of the girls, but she often persuaded Miss Newby to take her for walks through the section of the town where they lived in the hope of meeting them.


The stories are copiously illustrated with the longest running to some 45,000 words. The characters are well-defined and the plots, with their obvious borrowings from the conventions of Victorian melodrama, sweep along at a great pace. An obsession with death, especially violent death, is a common theme and her heroines are usually portrayed as noble and self-sacrificing. The most surprising element in all five ‘novels’ is the intensely religious sentiment which permeates them. In the account of her childhood in Testament of Youth, Vera chose not to emphasize any strong religious influence. She mentions in passing that at Macclesfield the family and servants assembled for prayers before breakfast, but implies that this was merely following the example set by her father’s family, rather than the expression of a devout conviction. More telling perhaps is her admission that when at the age of five or six she called Edward ‘a little fool’, her nursemaid terrified her with a vision of the devil waiting to catch her round the corner by prophesying, ‘Now you’ll go to hell’. The nursemaid was applying with literal logic Christ’s injunction in Matthew 5, ‘That whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause . . . and . . . shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger of hell fire’, and it seems likely that she may have subjected Vera and Edward to similar stern doses of biblical doctrine.


Certainly Vera’s juvenilia make liberal use of quotations from hymns, including her favourite ‘Abide with me’, the Anglican Prayer Book, and Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. The latter obviously exerted a powerful hold on the child’s burgeoning imagination, though strangely Vera omitted it from the list of books she had read when young. In ‘The Breaking-in of Dorothy’, the last of her five stories, written at the age of eleven, many of the chapter headings like ‘The Pilgrim’s Progress’, ‘The Valley of the Shadow of Death’, and ‘The Celestial City’ are direct derivatives. Like Bunyan’s pilgrim, Dorothy’s path to her salvation leads her through Vanity Fair, and after her friend Edith’s death, Dorothy’s ‘weak mind was not strong enough to bear her up for despair, Giant Despair had taken hold of her.’


Her parents looked indulgently upon these early efforts as ‘an example of amusing if quite unimportant precocity’. But they may also have considered that like Vera’s heroine, Ruth Alleyndene in Honourable Estate, who is given to histrionic recitations from the Bible alone in the schoolroom, their daughter was ‘inclined to be fanciful and a good deal too introspective’, and that she needed the company of other girls of her age. In 1905, therefore, when the family left Macclesfield for the fashionable Peak District resort of Buxton, it was in order that eleven-year-old Vera and nine-year-old Edward could attend private day schools as a preliminary to being sent away to boarding schools.



III


In social terms, the move to Buxton in Derbyshire signified a step up in the world for the Brittains. At the beginning of the twentieth century Buxton was still enjoying its heyday as a spa town. In the 1780s, the fifth Duke of Devonshire, taking advantage of Buxton’s natural spring waters, had developed it as a rival to Bath, with its own colonnaded Crescent and Assembly Room. But it had been the arrival of the London and North Western and the Midland Railways in 1863, bringing in their wake a period of renewed building activity, which had established Buxton as an exclusive retreat of leisured society on a modest though prosperous scale. Thousands came each year to receive the benefit of hydropathic treatments at the Thermal and Natural Baths and to take the waters from St Ann’s Well in the Pump Room. In the afternoons they promenaded, or were wheeled in their bath chairs around the Pavilion Gardens and listened to the band in Milner’s glass and iron pavilion, built in the style of the Crystal Palace. Buxton was continuing to add to its attractions at the time of the Brittains’ arrival. Frank Matcham’s sumptuous Opera House, with its Baroque-style interior, had been erected at the east end of the pavilion in 1903, while the vast Empire Hotel was slowly rising to accommodate the heavy influx of summer visitors.


Lying in a shallow basin at an altitude of one thousand feet, which makes it the highest as well as one of the coldest market towns in Britain, Buxton is surrounded by scenery of impressive beauty and grandeur. On fine days Vera and Edward would escape from the cultivated prettiness of the town’s parks and gardens to walk with their pug dog, Koko, among the wild-growing rhododendrons on the hillsides of the Goyt Valley; or to bicycle over the moors to Corbar Woods. During the freezing winters, which some years lingered on until May, tobogganing was a popular pastime among Buxtonians, and the long straight descent down Manchester Road from Corbar Hill was closed annually for this purpose.


It was in Manchester Road that Arthur Brittain took the lease of the family’s first Buxton home, High Leigh. The family remained there for almost two years before moving in 1907 to Melrose, a larger ‘tall grey stone house’, dating from the 1880s, close to the Empire Hotel, in the more select residential area known as The Park.


With the departure of Miss Newby on their move to Buxton, brother and sister were separated for the first time in their lives. Edward was sent to Holm Leigh, a small preparatory school, while for two years, until she was thirteen, Vera attended Buxton’s Grange School, which advertised itself as ‘a high-class school for the daughters of gentlemen’. Under Alice Aldom, Vera’s first headmistress at the Grange, the school’s academic aspirations were as low as its social pretensions were high (Vera’s untidy handwriting was stigmatized as being ‘exactly like a cook’s’). But Miss Aldom’s successor, Lena Dodd, a graduate of Cheltenham Ladies’ College, appears to have raised the school’s sights. Vera was described on her first report card as ‘a very intelligent pupil’ and she soon made her mark as something of a prodigy. At the end of her first term Vera emerged successfully from the University of Cambridge’s Preliminary Local Examination with passes in Dictation, English Grammar and Composition, Arithmetic, History, Geography, French, Freehand Drawing, and Religious Knowledge. Her proud parents had her certificate framed and hung on the wall of their High Leigh dining-room.


Edward started at Uppingham School in Rutland in the spring of 1908. Although Mr Brittain had rebelled against the discipline of his own public-school education, he was keen for his son to enjoy its advantages, and Uppingham, where a considerable proportion of boys were drawn from the families of prosperous industrialists, must have appeared particularly suitable. Transformed from an obscure country grammar into a major public school by its pioneering Victorian headmaster, Edward Thring, Uppingham had become the model of a ‘muscular Christian school’. Since Thring’s day, however, there had been a marked decline in standards. According to Uppingham’s historian, the last years of the old century and the first years of the new had seen ‘all that was worst in public school athleticism, militarism, and morality come to Uppingham’. Games, especially cricket for which the school was nationally renowned, seemed to the artist, C.R.W. Nevinson, who was there in the first years of the century, to be ‘the main object of the school’. Nevinson also recalled Uppingham’s mood of ‘appalling jingoism’ during the South African War. The large and enthusiastically run Officers’ Training Corps had placed Uppingham in the forefront of public-school militarism, and regardless of whether a boy belonged to the Corps or not, the atmosphere of militarism was pervasive. No one was allowed to take part in any inter-house athletic or sporting contest, or win a school prize, without having first passed a shooting test.


In spite of these excesses, the school’s basic strength derived from its adherence to Thring’s dictum that every boy should learn to do something well, and for Edward this meant an opportunity to develop his musical gifts. Uppingham’s music department, led by the youthful Robert Sterndale Bennett, grandson of the distinguished composer, was among the finest in the country. By Edward’s time there were six or seven music teachers, but it was under the inspiring direction of Sterndale Bennett himself that Edward took up the viola and organ, in addition to piano and violin, and began to compose songs and short concertos. From the Lower School in the autumn of 1909 he moved to The Lodge where he was one of thirty boys. He was ‘a good and desirable boy’, the headmaster wrote at Christmas 1910 when Edward was fifteen.


Vera was to regard her brother’s life at Uppingham with unconcealed envy. ‘For girls – as yet – there is nothing equivalent to public schools for boys’, she wrote several years later without a trace of irony, ‘these fine traditions & unwritten laws that turn out so many splendid characters have been withheld from them – to their detriment.’ The nearest equivalent among girls’ schools would have been Cheltenham or Roedean. For Vera to have been sent to either of these, however, would have been looked upon by her father as a needless extravagance. Instead in 1907 she had been sent away to St Monica’s, the ‘select’ girls’ school at Kingswood in Surrey where her aunt, Florence Bervon, was Co-Principal. Given the haphazard nature of girls’ education at this time, it was to prove a fortunate choice.


It was also, as Vera later admitted, a safe one. St Monica’s had been founded in 1902 by Louise Heath-Jones. Florence, the eldest and most formidable of Edith Brittain’s sisters, had joined her two years later, and Lillie Bervon, one of Vera’s younger aunts, had taught drawing and dancing there for a time before her marriage. Responsibility for the administrative running of the school and for the girls’ welfare fell to Miss Bervon, who possessed neither academic qualifications nor training, while Miss Heath-Jones, educated at Cheltenham and Newnham College, Cambridge, took charge of the curriculum and supervised the teaching.


‘The Ladies’ were both about forty and complemented each other perfectly. Miss Heath-Jones, tall, gaunt and restless, with pebble spectacles and large hands, was nervously brilliant and an idealistic Anglican. Miss Bervon, shorter and plump, while at the same time statuesque (‘she reminded me of a public building’, said Clare Leighton, who knew her after the war), was more practical and down-to-earth. Although it was still in its infancy, St Monica’s was already highly esteemed and boasted an impressive list of patrons, including the Bishop of Gibraltar and Canon Scott-Holland of St Paul’s. The main school building was an imposing red-brick mansion, magnificently set in six acres of grounds, with views overlooking the Chipstead Valley from a south-facing terrace. The ‘bracing, sunny and dry climate’ around Kingswood, potential parents were informed, ‘is strongly recommended by medical men for growing and delicate girls’. Even more bracing, in the stuffy and restrictive world of much of girls’ education at this time, were St Monica’s objectives: to provide ‘a many-sided education, to inculcate habits of thought and appreciative study, healthy pleasure in outdoor pursuits and to provide the regular discipline of school games, to develop the power to use leisure well, and to take an intelligent interest in the current topics of the day.’


The school roll numbered between ninety and a hundred pupils, but the character of St Monica’s was homelike rather than institutional. What remained in Vera’s memory were ‘its tasteful decorations and gracious gardens, its appetizing meals and large staff of servants . . .’. Pictures of famous women adorned the walls of the dining hall, while the bedrooms, occupied by up to eight girls, were simply and attractively furnished. Not that the girls were pampered. Fires were not allowed in the bedrooms and ‘sometimes in the depth of winter’, recalled Lady Bateman who was at St Monica’s a decade later, ‘the water froze and we had to break the ice before washing.’


A large number of Vera’s school contemporaries came from wealthy upper-middle-class families and were destined for London or Edinburgh society. Their parents’ primary concern was that they should return home after four years, equipped with all the accomplishments of ladylike refinement that would help them to make a good marriage. Training in suitably feminine pursuits and skills featured prominently in the curriculum. ‘Special courses are given to the elder girls in Cooking, Dressmaking, and Hygiene’, the prospectus disclosed. ‘All learn to use their needle and to knit.’ Each evening Florence Bervon, stately and well-corseted, ‘rather like Queen Mary in appearance’, summoned one or two girls individually to her drawing-room. Ostensibly the interview was to discuss the girl’s progress, but it also provided a useful opportunity for an impromptu lesson in deportment. Mary Campbell, a pupil in the Twenties, remembered knocking nervously on Miss Bervon’s door one evening, and entering hesitantly, pausing to get her bearings. ‘That’s certainly not the way to enter a room’, came Florence Bervon’s brisk reprimand from her armchair by the window. ‘Go out and come in again properly.’


On more traditional lines, there were drawing, handwork and elocution lessons, together with theatricals and Miss Heath-Jones’s special innovation, ‘The Drawing-Room’ where, before a school audience, the girls played piano, violin, or cello solos, recited or sang. At one of these performances Vera played the first movement of the ‘Waldstein’ Sonata: ‘Miss H-J said in report today that it was a pleasure to hear me . . . I also had to sing solos which come in the various part songs we had.’


In moments of self-deception, Miss Heath-Jones would declare that she ‘did not turn out the fashionable girl’; but the reality of the situation, given the social expectations of parents for their daughters and the school’s dependence, at least in its early years, on such a wealthy clientele, was that she had no alternative but to do precisely that. As Vera would later recognize, Miss Heath-Jones ‘was far in advance of the teaching standards of the day and the pre-war type of school she had elected to control.’ Forced to steer an uneasy course between academic and social priorities, she nonetheless gave the academic side of the curriculum a strikingly enlightened stamp. The school motto of ‘Service and Sanctification’, emblazoned on a blue and white badge, suggests that the ultimate aim of the Principals for pupils who showed potential was to provide an education that would prepare them for lives of public service and duty. ‘To us women comes the cry for larger opportunity for wider freedom’, reads a signed notice by both women in the school magazine, ‘but it is foolish to demand these good things if we have not educated ourselves in character and brain to use them.’


Four resident staff taught English, mathematics, science (even in its most rudimentary form still a comparative novelty in girls’ schools), nature study, history and, for more advanced pupils, a little elementary Latin. Lessons in conversational and written French and German were given by qualified nationals. Religious instruction was ‘under the care of the Principals’.


Miss Heath-Jones’s own lessons in history and scripture left a lasting impression on Vera. In an autobiographical sketch of 1935 she recalled how ‘the barriers which then rigidly divided history, literature, economics, politics and religion into watertight compartments tumbled down before me for ever . . .’. As preparation for public examinations, the classes, deviating wildly from the syllabus, were to prove scrappy and inadequate, giving Vera cause to complain that while she had been given ‘a very great amount of useless information’, the ‘simple and important things’ had been left to her imagination. Later, though, she would come to appreciate Miss Heath-Jones’s lessons as ‘teaching in the real sense of the word – the creation in immature minds of the power to think . . .’. In one conspicuous departure from the teaching practice of the day the girls were encouraged to read newspapers – though in the form of carefully selected cuttings – and debate current affairs.


The competition from her classmates was more exacting than she had encountered at the Grange School, but Vera was nonetheless consistently at the top of her form. ‘We had report today’, runs a letter to her mother when she was sixteen. ‘I had a very good one. Among other things I had 89 for piano, 82 for French, 80 for German, and I was top of everything except that I was bracketed with Magda Salvesan for Sewing.’


Vera felt at some disadvantage in the company of girls with imposing social connections. This was to some extent counterbalanced by a confidence in her intellectual superiority, but her position as Miss Bervon’s niece (and her goddaughter) added to her discomfiture, and it did not help that she was ‘one of those unhappy children whose lives are made a torment by being constantly held up as an example to their fellows’. While she aroused some violent crushes at St Monica’s, other girls actively disliked her, and ‘there was very little of that halfway house of ordinary popularity’. Denied the company of other children from an early age, she experienced difficulty in forging lasting friendships. She was respected for her intelligence and admired for her prettiness, but some found her lack of easy-going humour and her caustic tongue formidable stumbling blocks. Although not malicious, she gave short shrift to the foolish, and possessed a disconcerting habit of analysing faults and failings – her own as well as those of others – with unvarnished honesty.


Vera’s closest friends were Stella Sharp, the good-natured, fair-haired daughter of a vintner from Chelmsford, and Cora Stoop, a small, dark, half-Dutch girl from a wealthy Byfleet family (‘Betty’ and ‘Mina’ in Testament of Youth). Her relationships with them and other members of her year were passionate, but also at times painful and confusing. In the hothouse atmosphere of boarding-school life, emotions among adolescent schoolgirls frequently ran high. Their intense friendships, ‘GPs’ or ‘Grand Passions’ as they were known in St Monica’s slang, were accepted as an important part of the pattern of growing up. Indeed, schoolmistresses of the time regarded a romantic friendship, more commonly the admiration of a young girl for an older prefect or teacher, as a useful means of instilling both loyalty to the school and the virtues of discipline and self-control. However, if a strong emotional attachment threatened to disrupt the school routine and a girl’s progress, a headmistress might decide to intervene.


Stella Sharp had arrived at St Monica’s in the summer term of 1910 and, as Vera recorded in her diary summary of the ‘Chief Events of the Year’, ‘for some reason or other interested me very much’. They shared the same dormitory, ‘a ripping one’, were both in the tennis and cricket teams, and Vera soon discovered that to know Stella was ‘to trust her & to trust to love’. Unfortunately, after a few months, Stella’s untidiness and slapdash ways brought her and her highly charged friendship with Vera to the attention of Miss Heath-Jones. In front of the whole school Stella was severely berated ‘for slackness, unsteadying & lack of responsibility.’ Stella ‘tried to control herself . . .’, Vera dramatically reported in her diary, ‘but the expression on her face & the way in which she said “Present” gave me a queer feeling in my throat.’ After telling Stella that ‘the best friendships always began with the two people being very wrapped up in each other’, Miss Heath-Jones sent for Vera to talk about ‘friendship and Stella’s weaknesses’. In the course of their interview Vera’s ‘self-control gave way all of a sudden’,


& I cried for all I was worth, & then told her . . . of all my hopes & ideals, all the thoughts that had weighed upon my mind, kept me awake at night & unbalanced my brain. I told her of all the shadows of the greater things of life & my wish to write about them. I told her that Stella was necessary to me not only because I loved her but because she understood these things. Miss Bervon came in in the middle & to my great joy they understood as I never hoped they could do . . . They realised about Stella & saw that she was necessary to me, & I went up into their bedroom, & afterwards had tea alone with them in the drawing room. They . . . said I could go into the garden for half-an-hour & have Stella. So the dear girl & I talked over everything. My sense of relief was too great for words.


This need for Stella as someone to whom Vera could turn for emotional support and understanding established a pattern that was to repeat itself in Vera’s adult friendships with women. While the quaintness of the idiom and the frenzied emotional pitch conspire to make this episode appear more than a little ridiculous, underlying it is an expression of serious intent. Vera’s four years at St Monica’s were to strengthen her growing perception of herself as a writer.


Shortly after arriving at St Monica’s, Vera had dashed off another novel – ‘a tale of those I knew at school, a few of whom I loved’ – but it was her reading at sixteen of Shelley’s stanzas on the death of Keats, Adonais, which finally determined her ‘to become the writer I had dreamed of being since I was seven years old’. The poem’s ‘exquisite grief’, its mixture of polemic and elegy, fed her morbid streak, and inspired her to try her hand at writing verse of her own. ‘Vera should write some day’ was the verdict of her midsummer report for 1911, and later that term Miss Heath-Jones appointed her Editor of the school magazine. Throughout the holidays she compensated for the usual shortage of contributions by writing practically the whole of the magazine herself, substituting a ‘passionate four-page editorial’ for the single column of earlier years. Reports of the term’s cricket matches – Vera had been Vice-Captain of the cricket XI that baking hot summer – and of picnics on the Epsom Downs, mingled with pieces on the current industrial unrest and the Parliament Bill debates while Miss Heath-Jones looked benignly on the mounting printer’s bill.


Another mistress, Edith Fry, hired by Miss Heath-Jones on a part-time basis in 1910 to take over the teaching of her history and literature lessons, was to exercise a strong influence on Vera as she reached late adolescence. A tiny, sparrow-like woman in her late twenties, Miss Fry was a graduate of Royal Holloway College. ‘I never met anyone who so attracted me, both intellectually & otherwise’, Vera recorded in her diary. ‘She . . . has one of the most fascinating, clever and sympathetic faces that I ever saw, & searching deep blue eyes.’ Vera’s friendship with Stella Sharp might be frowned upon as unhealthy and verging on the obsessive, but a crush on a teacher was tacitly accepted as bearing all the hallmarks of ‘disciplined love’, leading, it was hoped, to greater emotional and intellectual maturity on the part of the pupil. Vera herself attributed a major role in her transition to adulthood to Edith Fry’s stimulating tutelage. Miss Fry encouraged her to read more widely and critically than before. Carlyle, Ruskin, Dostoevsky, and H.G. Wells’s A Modern Utopia (‘which opened for me a new world of experience’) were all eagerly consumed:


My . . . writing tends towards a purpose now – I want to write, but I will not reveal what until the time shall come. I believe that this is greatly due to Miss Fry’s teaching, and her understanding of Carlyle and Ruskin, about whom she taught us, so differently to the dull, hackneyed type of ‘literature’ that so many English mistresses make use of today.


A more controversial addition to the reading list was William Morris’s Utopian News from Nowhere. An embryonic Fabian, Miss Fry was strongly sympathetic to Morris’s social and political ideas, ideas which Vera decidedly did not share. Her essays on Morris show her to have had no time for his challenge to Edwardian bourgeois orthodoxy, and reveal her unquestioning acceptance of conventional social and political beliefs. She attacks his socialism (‘When competition ceases, most of a country’s energy ceases with it’), and rejects his thesis that the cause of crime is to be found in class distinctions, arguing that its roots are to be found in original sin.


Rather less conventional were her remarks on feminism in an essay on Thomas More’s Utopia:


[Women’s] rights are a burning question not only in their own, but in male minds, and not infrequently their voices are heard in our streets demanding of the age a speedy reparation for the injuries done to them by the ‘centuries that are gone’.


In the summer of 1911, a few months before Vera wrote these lines, Miss Heath-Jones had lent her a copy of Woman and Labour, the recently published, pioneering feminist work by the South African writer, Olive Schreiner. Its impact on Vera was at once profound and far-reaching; writing in 1926, she would liken her introduction to Schreiner’s ideas to a conversion experience. Woman and Labour, she wrote, ‘sounded with a note that had the authentic ring of a new gospel.’ If, as Deborah Gorham has argued, Vera was ‘born feminist’, in the sense that she ‘responded with a spontaneous sense of outrage’ whenever she was confronted by the limitations placed on women’s role in society, then Woman and Labour allowed her to articulate that outrage and gave expression to her feminism.


It is impossible to know precisely at what age Vera first became aware of the differences in treatment meted out to men and women. One of her most insistent childhood memories was of her feelings of anger at being made to travel in a second-class carriage with her mother and Edward while her father ensconced himself in a first-class compartment on the same train. Undoubtedly she must have realized from her earliest consciousness that the care and attention lavished on Edward’s upbringing and education was far in excess of that given to her own. ‘Girls did not mean so much to their parents in those days . . .’, was her blunt comment many years later.


Her four years at St Monica’s had coincided with the Women’s Social and Political Union’s increasingly violent campaign for women’s suffrage under the charismatic leadership of Emmeline Pankhurst. ‘The name of Mrs Pankhurst was a familiar echo in my school days’, Vera wrote in a commemorative article after Pankhurst’s death, ‘an echo that grew louder as her exploits gathered publicity.’ At her mother’s tea parties during the school holidays, Vera listened in critical silence to the sweeping indictments of Mrs Pankhurst and her ‘screaming sisterhood’ as news of window-smashings, church-burnings, imprisonments, hunger strikes and forcible feedings reached Buxton. Over their teacups Buxton matrons attacked the detested ‘suffs’ in a ‘vocal variety of witch-burning’.


Louise Heath-Jones was ‘an ardent if discreet feminist’. From the girls’ parents she was careful to conceal her feminist leanings, but to a few senior pupils, including Vera, she talked freely about the pioneers of women’s education, of Emily Davies, the founder of Girton, and of Dorothea Beale, her own Principal at Cheltenham. She occasionally took older girls to suffrage meetings of the more moderate kind, and in the summer before she left the school, Vera accompanied her to a constitutional suffrage meeting in Tadworth. It was, however, a comparatively mild affair and left little impression.


Woman and Labour, Vera was to write later, ‘supplied the theory that linked my personal resentments with the public activities of the suffragettes.’ Appearing just as the militant campaign was reaching a new crescendo of violence, and dedicated to Constance Lytton, one of its most committed participants, the book examines the relationship of women to work, war and, in a penultimate chapter on ‘Sex Differences’, to men. What seized Vera’s attention, however, were not Schreiner’s musings on sexuality, nor her impassioned argument for women as natural peacemakers, one day to provide an important reference point in Vera’s own pacifism. Rather it was Schreiner’s championing of a woman’s right to work which spoke directly to her, and which would continue to speak to her in adult life when she took up the cause of a feminism of equal rights. Condemning the middle-class woman’s parasitical dependency on men in modern industrial society, in which she exists through the ‘passive performance of sex functions only’ with a consequent impairment of her intelligence and vitality, Schreiner stakes the claim of women everywhere to ‘take all labour for our province’. ‘Give us labour and the training which fits us for labour!’ is the theme reiterated throughout. ‘We demand this, not for ourselves alone, but for the race.’


However, the direct relevance of Schreiner’s ringing rhetoric to Vera’s own situation in her final school year cannot have been immediately apparent. For while Vera wrote of her longing for ‘independence’ and a ‘wider life’ – and while she had certaintly been encouraged by her teachers to think in these terms – the future offered little hope of attaining them. She may indeed, as she later claimed, have been fired with the ambition to go to university from the moment she discovered ‘that such places existed’, but it was not a realistic prospect for a young woman in Vera’s position. Higher education for women in the years leading up to the First World War was still most commonly thought of as a form of teacher training for middle-class women who were unlikely to marry, and who faced the necessity of supporting themselves.


Clearly Vera did not fit into this category. She was pretty, from an affluent background, and likely to make a good marriage. Moreover, with fees at an Oxford women’s college – and Vera never seems to have shown the slightest inclination to go anywhere but Oxford – running to as much as £35 a term, Mr Brittain may have baulked at what he saw as an unnecessary additional expense. As far as he was concerned her formal education was complete. Nor would he agree to Vera joining Stella Sharp at a finishing school in Brussels, from which Stella would return in 1912 to be presented at court. He was an overprotective father – his recurrent fear whenever Vera visited London in the years before the war was that she might be abducted by White Slave Traders – and worried about Vera travelling abroad without parental supervision.


Instead a compromise was agreed upon which postponed the inevitable homecoming by allowing Vera an extra term at St Monica’s in the winter of 1911. That December, a few weeks short of her eighteenth birthday, Vera returned to Buxton and to ‘provincial young ladyhood’.


IV


For the time being all thought of Oxford remained no more than a distant dream, and Vera had no alternative but to return home to ‘come out’ in provincial society. Throughout much of 1912 and 1913 she would be occupied in undergoing this strange form of social baptism which marked the end of her childhood and advertised her marriageable status. Initially at any rate, she entered with enthusiasm into the whirl of the Buxton season, making her debut at the High Peak Hunt Ball on 9 January 1912.


During the interminable winter months there were carefully chaperoned dances at the Peak Hydro, in local halls and private houses, with pink and silver programmes and pencils dangling on coloured cords, supper intervals, and a succession of young men. For Vera, with her hair ‘up’ and looking demure and pretty in the regulation white satin and pearls, it was gratifying never, for want of a male partner, to have to sit out or dance with other girls. ‘I am really beginning to love dancing for dancing’s sake’, she wrote in her diary after staying up until two at the Cottage Hospital Ball, five days after her nineteenth birthday. ‘I danced every one, including three extras, and could have gone on for hours.’ She acted in amateur theatricals and played bridge, naively enthusing about one ‘most thrilling afternoon’ when her mother gave ‘a truly fashionable bridge party’. She tobogganed, played tennis and joined the Buxton Golf Club. She had music lessons for which her father bought her a new piano; and she paid calls and took part in the Sunday church parades in the Pavilion Gardens. ‘I put on my new white serge and the Paris hat with the white tulle bows, white shoes & stockings & a low necked blouse, and looked quite a dream’, she recounted after one such parade in May 1913. ‘The people in the Gardens after Church stared like billy-oh.’


The impression this gives of a high-spirited, fun-loving girl suggests that Vera was not quite as she depicted herself twenty years later in Testament of Youth, a young woman singlemindedly in revolt against the mores of her own society. Yet, as the diary, which she began to keep in voluminous detail in 1913, makes clear, beneath the gregarious, carefree surface a deeper compulsive force was driving her ‘to get seriously to thought and work, and leave behind me for a time that other side of myself, the frivolity so dear to me.’ At the end of her debutante year, she was ashamed to reflect on how little she had read or written. The endless round of social engagements was settling into a monotonous routine. And she was beginning to feel stifled by the snobbery and narrowmindedness of Buxton itself.


For the rest of her life Vera would be especially outspoken in her condemnation of Buxton and the values she believed it stood for. To her it epitomized ‘the mean, fault-finding spirit’ of the British provincial town, and she showed it no mercy. In two novels, Not Without Honour where it appears as Torborough, and Honourable Estate where it is disguised as Sterndale Spa, she subjected it to a critical exposé; and in Testament of Youth, without cover of fictional guise, she continued to lambast it for its ‘carping pettiness’. ‘My picture of Buxton is not in the least exaggerated’, she told the noted suffragist and internationalist, Helena Swanwick, in 1933, defending the portrayal of the town in her autobiography. ‘If anything it was more snobbish, more obscurantist, than I have shown it. ‘It was not simply the rigid lines of social demarcation that Vera found difficult to bear (Mrs Harrison, for instance, with whom Vera was friendly, had been blackballed from the tennis club because it was considered that in marrying a hotel proprietor she had married beneath herself); it was also the collective lack of any spirit of enquiry, the closed minds which rejected, with automatic suspicion and contempt, any independence of thought or initiative. When the idea of moving south was mooted, Vera could only


cry with relief at the bare thought of leaving this hateful artificial place, & these cold, emotionless, unimaginative people, for a softer climate, warm bright country & people who love & understand . . . Even as a child, when I heard we were coming here I shrank from the thought & knew then that we should never like Buxton with its cold austerity & its provincial narrow inhabitants.


Even today, eighty years on, it is still possible to catch a hint of the kind of hostility which the Brittains themselves aroused among some Buxtonians. An elderly resident whose parents knew Arthur and Edith Brittain (‘they had a mill or something’) dismissed them as social climbers who had tried to break into the ‘inner circle’.


At home at Melrose, as 1913 wore on, Vera found herself increasingly at odds with her parents’ expectations. Arthur and Edith Brittain were disturbed and genuinely bewildered by their daughter’s expressions of wilful independence, her refusal to give up the idea of going to Oxford, and her lack of inclination to settle down and marry. Vera had left St Monica’s, her head filled with Olive Schreiner’s feminist arguments, and Miss Heath-Jones’s discussions of the ‘Woman Question’, and she had no intention of resigning herself to the life of the dutiful, stay-at-home daughter, dependent on her father, and content to wait for the first suitable man to present himself as a prospective husband. To her music master, who was horrified when she announced her intention of earning her own living, Vera retorted ‘very heatedly’ that she had more brains than her brother and she intended to use them. After all, she confided to her diary in January 1914, in terms that were distinctly Schreineresque, ‘I may leave no more impression behind than the most abject parasite that ever lived on someone in this country – but I am determined anyhow to have a good attempt . . .’.


Her father’s response to such notions was to patronize her, often provoking stormy altercations. ‘He is such a very Early Victorian person’, she complained. He regarded her as a plaything or toy to be spoiled and petted, ‘not as a sensible human being who counts’, she wrote angrily after one row in which he had told her that it was ridiculous for ‘a little slip of a girl’ to argue with him about matters she did not understand. ‘. . . He has nothing but contempt for me & my knowledge’, she continued, ‘just as he has at heart for all women because he believes them for some unknown reason to be inferior to him . . .’.


Vera’s relationship with her mother was often close and yet overlaid by strains produced by differences of temperament and fundamentally opposed outlooks. Vera’s ambivalent feelings towards her mother stemmed from the fact that she was struggling both to acknowledge the parts of herself that were like her mother while at the same time separating herself from what she saw as her mother’s limitations.


Temperamentally Vera was her father’s child and Edith Brittain was often at a loss as to how to deal with her impatient and headstrong daughter. Nor, as a product of a conventional Victorian upbringing, did she find it easy to empathize with Vera’s desire to be independent. ‘She was brought up in an age which taught that a wife was always subservient to a husband’, Vera recognized, ‘& must never disobey him even though he were in the wrong.’ Mrs Brittain could only sigh and declare that she would much rather have ‘an ordinary daughter’, someone to help her with the house ‘and be like other girls’. Despite St Monica’s best efforts, however, Vera showed little aptitude and even less inclination for cooking or household duties (at twenty-one, embarking on her wartime nursing career, she would attempt to boil an egg by bringing a saucepan of water to the boil, turning off the gas, and leaving the egg in cooling water for three minutes). Try as she might, Vera could never match her mother’s exacting standards of household management. Economy and punctuality were the watchwords of Edith’s domestic regime. Nothing was allowed to go to waste: eggshells were scrupulously saved for clearing soup, and the waste cuts from the mill served as a fairly rudimentary supply of lavatory paper. Even the servants lived in fear of the annual spring-clean. It was too much for Mr Brittain’s nerves and he would depart to Brighton for a holiday until it was over.


In crueller moments Vera might lament her mother’s lack of intellect (‘we certainly don’t get our brains from her’), and resist her over-solicitous concern for her welfare. But she remained acutely aware of Edith’s dissatisfaction with her as a daughter. In a letter to her own daughter, Shirley, forty years later, Vera spoke of the burden of parental expectations which can weigh a child down. She herself had been


conscious all my life that I had disappointed my mother, because, as she once told me what she really wanted was the kind of daughter who was happy just to stick around the house and do the flowers – and if you had turned out to be the flower-doing kind I didn’t want you to feel that you had disappointed me.


For her part Vera was sometimes exasperated by her mother’s social ambitions and her preoccupation with domestic trivia. Initiated by her into the afternoon routine of paying calls and leaving cards, in later life she could still recall with a shudder her mother’s feelings of humiliation whenever the silver salver in the hall remained unadorned by visiting cards from the ladies of Buxton’s ‘self-appointed elite’.


Into this stuffy environment, Edward’s arrival home at the beginning of his school holidays, with his ‘bright sane personality’, brought his sister a welcome breath of fresh air: ‘No tongue can tell the difference it makes to me when he is not here’. At eighteen he was in his final year at Uppingham, where his charm and ‘power of making himself agreeable to anyone’ had made him universally popular. More placid than his sister, and with a keen dislike of confrontation and argument, he frequently counselled Vera to adopt a less defiant stance in her clashes with her parents. Three years later, during the war, when Edward was on extended leave from his battalion and living alone with his parents in their London flat, Vera recalled with wry amusement the advice that he had once so freely dispensed:


Yes I know what it is like in the flat; now perhaps you will realise what I had to put up with for two years, & not even in London, but in Buxton. Mother used to tell you I was ‘difficult’ or ‘discontented’ & ‘trying’ & you really used to think there was a good deal in what they said, but now – do you wonder? The only variation of the present life was that Father instead of going to Harrods, used to sit in front of a blazing fire & smoke till the room became unendurable, & instead of talking about the War used to talk about the weather!


Edward was unwavering in his devotion to Vera, as she was to him, though at times she found him a bit priggish, and said that he reminded her strongly of Tom Tulliver in George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss, who thought himself unable to do anything but what was right.


Although he admitted to feeling sometimes very ambitious, Edward lacked his sister’s drive and determination. He once told her that he had never fully used his talent and ability, and believed that it was his ‘special prerogative to be 2nd or 3rd in everything I do’; and his mother agreed that while Vera would be successful in anything she undertook, Edward would ‘always just miss’. Music remained his motive force and he appeared to have fulfilled his early promise. One evening, at their friends and neighbours, the Ellingers’, Vera provided the accompaniment on the piano as Edward played the first two movements of a Beethoven sonata, and Mrs Ellinger, Vera reported, ‘said great things about Edward’s violin playing’. At another ‘At Home’ he played a composition of his own which Vera praised for its ‘modernness’. Music, she wrote in her diary, provided a relief for her ‘often overburdened feelings’, but she also believed that maintaining her proficiency as a pianist was the best means of staying intimate with Edward.


Edward’s desire to please extended to his plans for the future. He had hopes of entering the Indian Civil Service, but was prepared to acquiesce in his father’s wish that his only son should join him at the paper mill, which would also please his mother by keeping him at home. To Vera’s consternation, it was the automatic assumption that Edward, despite being younger and less academically gifted, would in any case go on to university after leaving Uppingham. She bore him no personal animosity because of this, but had to admit that it reinforced her feminist convictions. As she was later to tell Roland Leighton, ‘I have been impressed in this home of mine with the disadvantages of being born a woman until they have eaten like iron into my soul . . .’.



V


Religion and sex were the ‘vague, inchoate problems’ which troubled these last years of Vera’s adolescence, as they must have done for so many of her generation. Overstimulated at home and at school with regard to religious observance and belief, she had been left in almost total ignorance about even the most elementary aspects of sexual behaviour.


Warnings about not going ‘too far with men’, of not being seen talking to her brother’s friends, and of not travelling alone with strange men in railway carriages, had instilled in Vera by the age of eighteen a state of half-knowledge and prudish suspicion of the opposite sex. The role of the Madonna in Alice Buckton’s mystery play, Eager Heart, which she had played in her final Christmas at St Monica’s – carrying a small torch inside her shawl to make a halo on the ‘baby’s’ face – had aroused her maternal instincts, but no man had ever played a part in the ‘ardent, impersonal dreams’ of her schooldays. When at nineteen she prevailed upon her mother ‘to disclose a few points on sexual matters which I thought I ought to know’, she found the information ‘intensely distasteful’ and ‘most distressing’.


In Buxton she had quickly discovered that men found her attractive. Petite, with large limpid eyes, she looked young for her years and outwardly, at least, gave the appearance of fetching vulnerability. With a generous dress allowance from her father of £30 a year, she could afford to indulge her love of clothes, though she sometimes felt that in Buxton society it required more than a little courage to look really chic.


She flirted, and there were plenty of young men eager to press their suit, even if most of them proved to be conversationally inept on closer acquaintance. After one dance at the Palace Hotel in early 1913, Maurice Ellinger, the son of their neighbours and one of Edward’s schoolfriends, ‘murmured something that sounded like darling, and tried to put his arms round my neck.’ With mock-seriousness Vera protested in her diary that ‘they have no right to behave so to a girl much weaker and smaller than themselves!’ The theatre correspondent of the Buxton Advertiser admired her from more of a distance. Of her performance as Lady Ethel in an amateur production of Raffles, he wrote that she looked so bewitching in her white frock that it was a wonder that all the male members of the cast had not succumbed to her charm.


The proposal of marriage which Vera received in September 1913 from ‘a large, athletic young man with limited brains and evangelical principles’ is a depressing reminder of how many a young woman of this period must have found herself married to the first man who decided, on the most cursory acquaintance, that she would make a suitable wife. The Spaffords were a Buxton family with textile interests in Manchester. They also lived in The Park and the Brittains met them fairly regularly at dances, musical evenings, and the progressive bridge table. Bertram Spafford was nine years older than Vera and, a keen tennis player, he sometimes partnered her in club matches. He told her that he had often watched her in church when she was a child, and had always liked her. Vera found his bumbling attentions an amusing diversion, though she later confessed that she had been a ‘hardhearted little brute’ for leading him on. Throughout the summer he had been following her about and pretending to meet her accidentally in town. Then on 22 September she received the following letter:


My Dear Vera


The night I took you down to dinner at your house 16 months ago, I first knew I loved you – and since then you have been everything in the whole world to me. I was intending to wait until I could afford to ask you to be my wife, before I told you this; but I realised last time you went away the awful risk I was running of losing you and I can’t face this possibility.


Is there the faintest chance of you caring for me even a little – and will you give me a chance of winning you, by waiting for me for a year, because by that time I shall be able to come forward and ask your father to let us be engaged openly.


Sincerely yours


Bertram Spafford


You are of course free to show this to your parents.


Vera’s ‘immediate and only reaction’, she later remembered, ‘was a sense of intolerable humiliation and disgust’. That same day she gave him her forthright and unequivocal refusal:


Dear Mr Spafford


Your letter came as a great surprise to me and I was very sorry to receive it.


I cannot for a moment entertain the idea of accepting your proposal, and I must beg you to consider this as final, as I have no doubt whatsoever of my feelings on the subject. I do, and always have, regarded you merely as an acquaintance, and to the best of my knowledge have always treated you as such.


I regret the necessity of hurting your feelings in this matter and trust that you will forget about it as soon as possible.


Believe me,


Yours sincerely


Vera M. Brittain


‘Dear Mrs Vera Spafford’, Edward teased, ‘. . . Don’t be too hard on the wretched man.’ Mr Brittain, however, considered the manner of Spafford’s proposal to be presumptuous, and the next time Vera met him at a bridge evening she mischievously went out of her way to be as alluring as possible; but later, after she had seen him leaning mournfully over his garden gate, she wondered whether his feeling for her might not have run deeper than she realized.


Insofar as any man was the focus of Vera’s attention at this time, it was the Reverend Joseph Ward, the young curate of St Peter’s in the neighbouring town of Fairfield. Every Sunday, from the late autumn of 1913 to the summer of the following year, Vera, sometimes accompanied by her mother or Edward, would walk the three miles into Fairfield, and be spellbound and uplifted by the fiery rhetoric of Mr Ward’s rationalistic sermons.


Towards the end of her time at St Monica’s, Vera had been assailed by religious doubt and speculation. She had suffered ‘sleepless nights for weeks on end’ after reading Mrs Humphry Ward’s controversial bestseller of 1888, Robert Elsmere, the story of a clergyman in the Oxford of Newman and the Tractarians, who rejects the superstition and dogma of the Anglican Church for a life of social service in the East End of London. The book had aroused doubts in her mind about orthodox Anglican observance. She did not know what label to attach to herself – agnostic, deist, or even heretic – but she had arrived at a repudiation of the miraculous elements underpinning the Bible. Christ was possibly the greatest man who had ever lived, but his divinity, ‘though greater in degree & realization’, was fundamentally the same as the rest of mankind’s.


Mr Ward was a real-life Robert Elsmere. He had been schooled in the ‘Higher Criticism’, and confessed that he had thrown much of the old theology overboard. His sermons, which emphasized the social relevance of Christ’s teaching, had won him an enthusiastic following among the members of his working-men’s Bible Class – leading Mr Brittain to denounce him as ‘a pleb talking to plebs’ – and his services were packed with the poor of Fairfield to whom, Vera observed, he appeared as a spiritual leader. His superiors, threatened by his radical views, regarded him as dangerous and subversive, and mounted a campaign which eventually hounded him into resignation.


Mr Ward’s story, which unfolds in Vera’s diary with all the immediacy and in-built suspense of fiction, was in fact to provide the basis, a decade later, of her second novel, Not Without Honour. By the time she portrayed him as its hero, Albert Clark, she had come to recognize ‘this brilliant man’ for the ‘part-charlatan, part-exhibitionist’ that he was. Nevertheless, ‘a nucleus of very real influence remained.’ When he preached on overcoming the world by faith, for instance, his words took on a heightened significance for her, as he spoke of breaking away from convention, and forming one’s own personal Utopia.


Away from the pulpit, Mr Ward was no less a source of interest for Vera. Her intense, almost reverential, absorption in him reflects her later response to two other men whose spiritual qualities strongly influenced her, Dick Sheppard, founder of the Peace Pledge Union, and the Quaker, Corder Catchpool. Her relationship with Mr Ward, though, undoubtedly contained elements of a discreetly flirtatious character. For once deliberately courting her husband’s disapproval – ‘. . . it would be a good thing if he were tumbled out’, Arthur Brittain had shouted after attending one of Mr Ward’s services – Mrs Brittain encouraged Vera’s preoccupation with the Fairfield controversy. She invited Mr Ward and his wife to tea, and although Vera was at first ‘hot & shy’, Mr Ward’s charm and sense of humour soon made her feel ‘strangely happy & content all the time he was near me’. Flattered by Vera’s attention, Mr Ward attended both nights of the production of Raffles in which she appeared. He also supported her ambition to go to Oxford, and told her how he had walked seven miles to obtain the Euclid lessons which enabled him to begin his theological training at Cambridge.


By late 1913 a combination of circumstances had at last set in motion the events that would take Vera to Oxford. Vera later wrote that her mother’s growing sympathy for the idea, coupled with the opinions of an old family lawyer, favourably inclined towards higher education for women, had succeeded in wearing down her father’s resistance to the idea. But it was John Marriott, visiting Buxton for a series of Oxford University Extension lectures at the Town Hall in the spring of 1913, who confirmed her in her determination to go to Oxford and showed her how she might set about achieving that goal.


Marriott, the bluff, hearty lecturer in Modern History at Worcester College, Oxford, had been lecturing for the extension delegacy for fifteen years and had been its secretary since 1895. He was one of the most popular of its speakers, lucid, ‘careful not to soar too far above the heads of his audience’, and possessed of a dramatic manner of delivery. His Buxton talks on the ‘Problems of Wealth and Poverty’ had not been well attended. ‘Unintellectual Buxton all over’, Vera had scoffed in her diary, though she herself had been absent from the first of the series, having been otherwise engaged at a dance. At subsequent lectures, though, she was the outstanding contributor. Complimented by Marriott on the standard of her weekly essays, she was soon reflecting on how ‘the smallest intellectual success always brings me back to the longing for the harder, less comfortable but more idealistic life that I would choose . . .’. When Marriott required a bed for the night after one lecture, Vera persuaded her mother to allow him to stay at Melrose.


In Testament of Youth when Vera paid tribute to John Marriott as the ‘deus ex machina of my unsophisticated youth’, responsible for her final victory over her family’s opposition to her attending university, she may have been overstating his influence on her parents for dramatic effect. Marriott himself wrote, with a defensive air, in his own memoirs that ‘. . . The Testament of Youth [sic] contains so many references to me that my friends declare themselves frankly bored by them.’ Nonetheless, his ‘genial matter-of-factness’ undoubtedly made an impression on Mr Brittain. Taken off-guard by his discovery that ‘a professor’ carried his golf clubs with him, Arthur Brittain was content to bask in the reflected glory of Marriott’s praise of his daughter.


Encouraged by Marriott to compete for an essay prize in connection with that year’s Oxford Summer School, Vera entered and won. For two weeks that August she attended the Summer School itself. Chaperoned by Miss Heath-Jones and Miss Bervon, she lodged at St Hilda’s, attended lectures in the university’s Examination Schools, and dined with Marriott at his North Oxford home. Marriott encouraged her to try for Lady Margaret Hall, the most ‘ladylike’ of the four women’s colleges, but it was Somerville which attracted Vera most. Famous for its academic excellence, Somerville possessed the virtues in Vera’s eyes of being both non-denominational and of actually looking like a college. The other women’s colleges, she thought, looked ‘like recently erected hotels or high-class boarding-houses.’


Her preliminary interview with Somerville’s intimidating Principal, Miss Penrose, was far from auspicious. As Vera flitted across the lawn of the Fellows’ Garden on a warm summer’s evening, dressed in inappropriately ‘gay attire’, Miss Penrose’s eyes widened in disapproval, ‘and disbelief in my intellect’. She advised Vera to apply to read English, and on no account to take the Scholarship. As it was, Vera would have to take two examinations: the college entrance examination in March and the Oxford Senior Local, for university entry, the following July. It was only later, after returning to Buxton, that Vera decided, with some persuasion from Edward, to sit the Scholarship anyway. If she was going to accept the challenge she might as well aim for the highest stakes.


Back home, Vera finally received her father’s permission and he agreed to pay for the coaching in mathematics and Latin that she would need for the Oxford Senior. Reluctant to ask him to meet the additional expense of tuition in English literature, Vera planned to prepare herself for the Somerville exam. ‘Violent in speech though always generous in action when once convinced of its necessity’, Mr Brittain was proud of Vera, though more than a little bemused by his daughter’s academic ambitions. He remained fixed in the view that all women dons were dried-up and cold-blooded, and worried about the possible effects of such influences upon Vera’s marriage prospects. Ultimately, though, he could never forgo an opportunity to play the indulgent father.


‘In a small narrow place like this, one half thinks me too go-ahead for words, & the other absolutely mad & a perfect fool’, Vera wrote in October, summing up the mixture of bewilderment and disapproval with which her mother’s Buxton acquaintances had greeted the news of her exam. She had quickly embarked on the intense regimen of study that was to occupy her for the next few months. From six in the morning until lunchtime each day she worked on the Augustans and the Romantics for the Somerville Scholarship in a small, chilly sewing-room at the back of the house. Then after lunch and a game of tennis or golf, she returned less eagerly to grapple with a few mathematics problems or a Latin unseen, supplemented by an hour’s tuition at Mr Lace’s, a local crammer.


Her first paper during four days of exams and interviews at Somerville in March was almost her last. Horrified to discover that she had prepared herself for the literature essays along entirely the wrong lines – having read too much criticism and too little of the prescribed texts – she sat petrified for half-an-hour, intending to admit defeat and to ask Miss Penrose to send her home that afternoon. But once her initial panic had subsided, she decided to remain and answer the questions as best she could.


She had only a week to wait to discover that her persistence had paid off. On 25 March she received a letter from Miss Penrose, congratulating her on having been awarded a College Exhibition of £20 a year for three years, one of only two awards made that year in English.


She had, of course, still to overcome the hurdle of the Oxford Senior that summer before the place at Somerville was definitely hers, but even that daunting prospect could not detract from her feelings of triumph and justifiable pride. Whatever the shortcomings of her performance, she could only assume that some traces of native intelligence had managed to shine through. ‘The more I think about it the more amazed I feel’. Her mother had become ‘quite flustered in her delight’, and to her surprise her father ‘seemed quite overjoyed’. Adding to her own joy was the fact that Edward too would be going up to Oxford that coming Michaelmas term of 1914. ‘Oxford is heaven on earth except for the climate which gave me this cold . . .’, he had written to her the previous December, after winning a place at New College. ‘I drink to next year when I expect we shall enjoy ourselves there.’


Her confidence boosted, Vera resumed her work for the Oxford Senior with fresh enthusiasm. Intermittently, though, in the next few months, thoughts of a very different nature were often to be uppermost in her mind.


At Christmas 1913, after enduring an evening in the company of some superficial and dull-witted men, Vera had written of her longing to meet ‘a good strong splendid man, full of force & enthusiasm, & in earnest about his life!’ Only one man would ever live up to these exalted expectations. On 16 April, three weeks after the result of her exam, she came in purposely late for dinner. At the table was a schoolfriend of Edward’s, the recent winner of the Senior Open Classical Postmastership at Merton, Oxford, who had been invited to stay a few days over the Easter holidays. His name was Roland Leighton.





TWO



Roland


‘I want to love! I want something great and pure to lift me to itself! . . . I am so cold, so hard, so hard; will no one help me?’


‘There is another love, that blots out wisdom, that is sweet with the sweetness of life and bitter with the bitterness of death, lasting for an hour; but it is worth having lived a whole life for that hour.’


Olive Schreiner, The Story of an African Farm (1883)


I


Roland Aubrey Leighton was one of life’s Principal Players. At Uppingham he had blazed a meteoric trail. In his final year there he combined the responsibilities of Captain of his school house, The Lodge, Captain in Classics, Praepositor, Editor of the school magazine, President of the Union Society, as well as Colour-Sergeant of Uppingham’s Officers’ Training Corps, the institution that so largely determined the school’s ethos. A brilliant post-Oxford career was envisaged for him by family, schoolmasters and contemporaries as a poet and diplomat, or perhaps as Editor of The Times. ‘I know I haven’t got the stuff in me of which Bystanders are made’, he wrote home from France in 1915 when war had indefinitely postponed the fulfilment of that promise. ‘I must be the Principal Player or nothing.’


His self-assurance and assumption of pre-eminence derived in no small part from his mother’s love for him which stopped just short of idolatry. Born on 27 March 1895, Roland was the oldest surviving child of Robert Leighton, a writer of boys’ adventure stories and an authority on dog-breeding, and Marie Connor Leighton, a prolific romantic novelist and author of sensational melodramas for the Northcliffe Press. Marie had married at seventeen after a brief, disenchanting debut as an actress on a provincial tour. Her first baby had been accidentally smothered by a nurse, and, overcome with grief and remorse, Marie had vowed when Roland was born that she would atone for her ‘many sins of selfishness’ by devoting herself to him. She dressed him expensively in velvet suits and silk blouses, letting his yellow curls grow long, and spoiling him wildly. He alone of her children, she believed, had inherited something of the colour of her Celtic and Cornish ancestry rather than the fusty Scottish puritanism of the Leightons. He was her shining knight, her Lochinvar, and only he, she claimed, understood her incurably romantic mind ‘that always has what you may call the apple blossom feeling in it.’ As he grew older, Roland began to respond with extravagant gestures of his own. At the age of ten he gave his mother some scarlet silk stockings for her birthday and thereafter habitually lavished gifts on her, indulging her passion for Parma violets and pink carnations, and sending her hot-house flowers throughout the winter. ‘My letters to her are always love-letters really’, he was to tell Vera. ‘It is because we understand each other so well I suppose: there is a much deeper affection between us than you would expect in mother and son.’


The special closeness of this bond led Mrs Leighton to neglect her daughter, Clare, and younger son, Evelyn, Roland’s junior by three and six years respectively. Both adored and worshipped their elder brother too much to hold this against him, though Clare’s suppressed resentment surfaced years later when she came to write her candid portrait of her mother under the suitably flamboyant tide, Tempestuous Petticoat. It had taken several drafts, she admitted in old age, to write out her feelings of bitterness at her mother’s blatant favouritism. Evelyn broke decisively with his parents. A naval cadet at Osborne in 1914, he took the navy ‘in loco parentis from the age of sixteen’ and in adult life could rarely be persuaded to talk of his family.


Marie Leighton was like a character straight from the pages of one of her own novels and every inch the figure of a romantic novelist. ‘Our mother lived upon romance’, wrote Clare, ‘and wove it into her most prosaic daily duties.’ Swathed in sables and ermine regardless of the season, with petticoats protruding from under her dress, Marie had wispy straw-coloured hair invariably surmounted by an elaborate hat which looked as if some exotic bird had escaped and landed on her head. Irrepressibly vital, capricious, and extravagant, she was courted by a band of ageing male admirers (‘Mother’s Old Men’ as Roland unflatteringly called them) whose regular visits her long-suffering and faithful husband patiently endured. Robert Leighton, some years older than his wife, with red hair and moustache, possessed ‘the kindest manner in the world’, but tended to be cut off from the rest of his family by deafness. Descended from a family with strong literary credentials – his father was the Scottish poet Robert Leighton, author of such vernacular poems as ‘The Bapteesement o’the Bairn’ – he had been responsible for accepting Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island (then called ‘The Sea Cook’) for serialization in the children’s magazine, Young Folks. As Editor of the magazine, he had published poems in 1885 by the teenage Marie Connor. So impressed had he been by their quality that, against the rules of the firm, he had invited her to visit him at his office. He had lost his job as a consequence, but had fallen in love with his young contributor, and they had eloped to Scotland.


Bound by ties of work from the beginning, the Leightons’ literary output was enormous. In all Robert Leighton would publish some fifty books, Marie eighty. They collaborated on twelve more, including Michael Dred, Detective, the earliest story in which a detective is unmasked as the murderer, and Convict 99, their greatest success, which ran for nearly a year as a serial and went into several editions when published in book form in 1898. Alfred Harmsworth, later Lord Northcliffe, was the guiding hand on both their early careers. In 1896 Robert became the first Literary Editor of the Daily Mail, the foundation stone of the Harmsworth newspaper empire; and Marie’s serial stories appeared for many years in the Mail as well as in Answers, the striking, orange-coloured weekly paper which she helped to inaugurate, and which at its height recorded net sales of more than a million copies. Harmsworth personally supervised each episode of the stories, sometimes arriving by hansom at the Leighton house late at night, to demand a more exciting cliffhanger to a story.


The Leighton household in St John’s Wood, and later at Heather Cliff on the coast at Lowestoft, the house to which the family moved in the summer of 1913, was dominated by books and writing. All three children had been practically born in the inkwell as Mrs Leighton struggled to finish her latest serial, rushing to marry off her heroine to the hero as her first labour pains began. While at one end of the long study table, Clare remembered, her mother would be painstakingly plotting murders and arson, at the other her father’s imagination would be roaming the prairies of Canada in search of Indians for adventure stories like Kiddie of the Camp. Everything revolved around Mrs Leighton’s work, as her writing earned far more than her husband’s, and largely supported the household: this fact alone, Roland liked to claim, had made him a feminist. Roland too was a writer of sorts. The wreck of a toy typewriter bore testimony to his childhood literary ambitions. In adolescence he had turned to poetry, and the few poems which he allowed to survive, transcribed in his small, precise handwriting into a pocket notebook, reveal the influence of W.E. Henley, and of Henry Newbolt, whose jingoistic doggerel he apparently knew by heart.


After the sterile propriety of the Brittains’ Buxton existence, the Leighton family’s Bohemianism was to prove an intoxicating revelation for Vera. It was also to provide her with a window on a world which she had as yet only dreamed about, of publishers and their deadlines, of tales of famous writers like George Meredith, whom Marie Leighton had befriended in his last years, and Hall Caine, who had first brought her story-telling talents to Harmsworth’s attention. Even the Leightons’ carefree way with money and their constant state of ‘literary poverty’ seemed at first to have a certain glamour attached to them.


In 1913 Marie Leighton’s long series of writing contracts with the Harmsworths’ Amalgamated Press had been abruptly terminated. ‘The Serial, which is now running in Answers, is, in my opinion very poor stuff’, a disgruntled reader wrote about one of her final contributions. ‘Every instalment has at least three remarkable coincidences, and the authoress seems to be covering very much the same ground as in her last effort.’ Forced to depend on less remunerative book contracts, Mrs Leighton was concerned that the family’s depleted finances might prevent Roland from going to Oxford and realizing ‘his really remarkable abilities’. In some desperation she turned to her old employer, now Lord Northcliffe, writing him an ‘audacious letter’ to plead for her son’s future.


I wanted mainly to ask you whether there would be any promising opening in the business for our Roland. He is the boy, who at three years old, one day when you were at Abbey Road, asked you on his own account to have a cigarette, and he is now eighteen and a half and without exaggeration singularly brilliant . . . He is now trying for an Oxford scholarship, but even if he gains one, the cost of his going to Oxford could not be less than two hundred and fifty a year over and above the help of the scholarship – and, as things are at present, we could not manage that . . . I am wondering if there might be any opening for him. He would make an exceedingly good secretary. He has personal style, distinction, culture and taste.


Northcliffe’s reply has not survived. But in any case all discussion of Roland’s future was postponed by the outbreak of war, little more than a year later.


Vera had first met Roland Leighton the summer before his visit to the Brittains. She and her mother had spent a few days at the end of June 1913 attending Uppingham ‘Old Boys’ week, and Edward had brought Roland into dinner with them. ‘I like him immensely’, Vera had written in her diary, ‘he seems so clever and amusing and hardly shy at all.’ Over the next few months Vera heard Edward talk a good deal about his new friend, whom he regarded with not a little awe and whose friendship was a source of pride to him. For as well as being Captain of their house and Uppingham’s most brilliant scholar, Roland also had a reputation for aloofness. Roland, Vera was to write when she had come to know him better, possessed the kind of ‘reserved conceit – or conceited reserve – which never boasts, but subtly reveals itself in those attributes which make the boys call him “The Lord” . . .’. He was of stocky build, his dark-brown eyes and dark, well-defined eyebrows providing a striking contrast to the pallor of his skin and his thick and bristly fair hair which he brilliantined down. Although he was fifteen months younger than Vera, she was never to think of him as such for he had the carriage and confidence of someone older. ‘At nineteen’, she wrote in her mature account, ‘Roland looked twenty-four and behaved with the assurance of thirty.’ He was impressive, she admitted, rather than handsome.


She had seen little of him the evening of his arrival at Melrose in April 1914. He had sat beside her at dinner without uttering a word, and after the meal she had rushed off into town to review a one-act play for the Buxton Advertiser. It was only the next morning, after she had hurriedly copied out her piece with Roland standing at her elbow, dictating what she had written, that they had time to talk and discuss ‘various matters such as literature and religion’. By the evening of the following day, after ‘a most interesting conversation, a good deal of which was about our ideas of immortality’, Vera decided that ‘he is interested in me now, though I can’t make out whether he likes me very much or dislikes me very much.’ On a ten-mile walk across the moors to Goyt Valley on Sunday afternoon, with Vera’s young neighbour Maurice Ellinger tagging along, she was unable to resist mocking him for his conceit, and for his condescending remarks expressed in the superior tones of the ‘Quiet Voice’. He became depressed and remained silent for half the walk. Later they returned to their speculations about religion and immortality.


While Edward was at organ practice on the Monday morning, Vera and Roland talked away more hours, sitting on a tree stump in Corbar Woods. When Vera left the next day for a short holiday in the Lake District with her aunt and uncle, the Groves, Roland found it difficult to hide his disappointment that he would be spending his last days in Buxton without her. A parcel from him quickly followed Vera to Windermere. Inside was a copy of the novel which he had often talked about in the course of his stay, Olive Schreiner’s The Story of an African Farm. Inscribed on the flyleaf were the words, ‘V.M.B. In gratitude for much. R.A.L.’ The accompanying letter read:


Dear Vera


– Edward has commanded me to address you in this way. I hope you do not object – Here is The Story of an African Farm . . . When you have read it let me know what you think of it, and whether you agree with me that Lyndall is rather like you – only sadder perhaps and not so charmingly controversial.


I am so very sorry that you had to go away just as I was learning to renounce the Quiet Voice and had begun to feel less shy. It sounds very selfish of me to say this; but I have enjoyed my visit to you (as you put it) immensely. Now that the greater attraction has taken herself off I shall be free to devote myself to the neglected Edward. Not that he seems to mind very much.


He had made her promise that he would see her again at the Uppingham Speech Day in July. Despite its proximity to her Oxford Senior exam, Vera had resolved to attend ‘at all costs’.


In the intervals between more bouts of Latin and mathematics, The Story of an African Farm enthralled Vera. ‘It is a great book’, she wrote in her diary, ‘and it has made my head almost ache with thinking.’ Writing to Roland to thank him warmly for his gift, she admitted that it had impressed her ‘very much’, adding that ‘it is the kind of book that makes an incident in the story of our “soul’s years” . . .’. For the present, Olive Schreiner displaced George Eliot as Vera’s literary mentor and idol; and African Farm took the place of Woman and Labour as Vera’s personal ‘Bible’.


The source of African Farm’s appeal is not difficult to trace. Schreiner had begun writing it when she was barely twenty, and as one critic has pointed out, ‘Its power is fuelled by the idealism, the vague but intense yearning, the urgent questioning, the obsession with romantic love and loneliness and suffering and death, which characterize the sensitive and intelligent adolescent’s dealings with life.’ The novel centres on the lives of three children, growing up on a Karoo farm in the 1860s against a background of religious bigotry. More than anything else the book is about dreams, specifically children’s dreams, and those of the orphan Lyndall and of Waldo, the son of the overseer of the farm, take the reader right to the heart of the novel. Waldo dreams of studying the rocks and fossils as a scientist in a search for absolute truth. Lyndall, ‘the first wholly serious feminist heroine in the English novel’, has a vision of an independent life and free choice for women. Here for Vera was the later theorizing of Woman and Labour presented within the framework of an alluring fiction. In African Farm she also found the flavour of real life. ‘Nothing is nicely wound up’, she explained to Roland, ‘and everything left in the unsatisfactory state things are always left in this world.’


In later years Vera would shy away from associating herself too closely with The Story of an African Farm: it represented an absorption in herself and an obsession with her own suffering that she had long since outgrown. Yet for both Vera and Roland the novel was to become the leitmotif of their relationship, and in a way the lives of its characters were to stand in for the shared experience of which subsequent events would so cruelly deprive them. Its tragic conclusion would foreshadow their own doomed love affair.


Vera was alive, too, to the resemblance that Roland saw between herself and the heroine of his – and his mother’s – favourite novel. Apart from their shared outlook, there were other obvious similarities. Lyndall is very small with beautiful eyes. She is the focus of male attention: her lover rides one hundred miles to see her, and Gregory Rose leaves everything to follow her, dressing in women’s clothes so that he may nurse her on her deathbed. ‘I think I am a little like Lyndall’, Vera confessed to Roland, ‘and would probably be more so in her circumstances, uncovered by the thin veneer of polite social intercourse.’ ‘But’, she continued a trifle disingenuously, ‘how you should think me like her, and why you see any resemblance, I cannot imagine.’ For Marie Leighton, conscious of what she called her son’s ‘Lyndallesque Romanticism’, Roland’s gift could mean only one thing. If he had sent Vera The Story of an African Farm, Marie would later say,


then she can’t be the ordinary sort of girl . . . She can’t be of the great army of those who play games and are always taking bodily exercise, and yet never by any chance do anything more useful than arrange cut flowers . . . She must be a personality – one of the few girls who can think and are not afraid to do it; one of the few who know what real romance is . . . And if she is this – then he is not wholly mine as he was a few weeks ago. He will never be wholly mine any more.


Lyndall, and by association Roland Leighton, were never far from Vera’s thoughts as the July Speech Day approached. One sultry July evening, she gazed out of her bedroom window and, in a conscious echo of Lyndall, longed for something to worship. ‘I spend much time wondering’, she recorded in her diary, ‘whether I, who so desire to stand alone, shall ever find something or someone the reverence of which is not dependence.’ In a conversation with Bertram Spafford, her unsuccessful suitor of the previous autumn, with whom she had been indulging in a ‘heartless, retrospective flirtation’ for most of the summer, her identification with Schreiner’s heroine was stronger still. She could only marvel at Spafford’s perseverance in pressing his suit, and despise her own callous indifference to his feelings. She also perceived, though, that his notion of a wife was as a cushion, or a hot-water bottle, something for a husband to soothe himself with at home. Informing him that she no longer wished to be the object of worship, she wrote in her diary that ‘. . . I know that until I have loved someone purely, passionately and selflessly, my character-building will lack something always.’


‘I am coming to Speech Day right enough’, Vera had assured Roland on 24 May; ‘in fact if I can summon up enough courage to face your confessedly merciless criticism of feminine attire, I may even wear a new frock for the occasion!’ On 10 July she and her mother travelled to Uppingham where they were to stay in the cramped quarters of the school’s Waterworks Cottage. It was Edward’s farewell Speech Day, but it was on Roland’s account even more than her brother’s that Vera had come: ‘. . . My interest in him seems to have increased without seeing him, and there is nothing strange in my being attracted by so marvellous an intellect and a not-easily-understandable personality.’ Vera and Roland talked briefly in the quad that evening. As soon as she saw ‘his plain intelligent face and dark expressive eyes again, I knew I had not overrated their attraction for me . . .’. He had broken the Uppingham record for school prizes and was the next day to receive the seven main ones, including those for Greek and Latin prose, and the English essay. She would look out for any atom of conceit at the prizegiving, she warned him, and squash it immediately.


‘Of the functions which mark the social life of a public School during the year’, the Uppingham magazine reported, ‘Speech Day lays claim to the first place, and nowhere, we venture to think, is the occasion more enthusiastically and pleasurably honoured than is the case at Uppingham.’ The weather that July was sunny and cloudless and ‘a large and notable’ gathering of parents were present for Speech Day. A service in the chapel opened the proceedings, followed by the Corps review. Close to 350 boys mustered on the school’s Middle Field to take part, among them Roland, Edward, and their mutual friend, Victor Richardson, dubbed by Marie Leighton ‘The Three Musketeers’. Vera admired the ‘fine sight’ of the Corps as they stood to attention for inspection. At midday, school and guests filed into the Memorial Hall for the presentation of the prizes, presided over by the Headmaster, the Reverend Mackenzie. The climax of his speech epitomized ‘the confusion of patriotism and religion’ so characteristic of Uppingham. Quoting the words of a distinguished Japanese General, Count Nogi, the Headmaster asked the assembled school to pay particular attention to his final precept, ‘Be a man – useful to your country; whoever cannot be that is better dead.’ Within just a few weeks his words would assume a fatally prophetic quality.


Roland received only ‘a very average amount of applause’ as he went up to collect his prizes. According to Edward, few understood him and most thought him arrogant and incapable of expressing emotion; but Vera empathized with his rejection of popularity as commonplace. Major A.C.E. Daniels, one of Roland’s younger house contemporaries, recalled nearly seventy years later that when the prizegiving was over, Roland collected together all his book prizes in their distinctive Uppingham binding, and trundled them back to his dormitory in a wheelbarrow.


Wearing a rose-trimmed hat and a pink dress, Vera claimed all Roland’s attention at the Headmaster’s garden party, and quite managed to pierce his reserve. She pressed him to say ‘if he really thought me like Lyndall and why he did. He replied, in spite of my saying that the Lyndalls of this world are few and far between, that he hoped and really thought I was . . .’. Disappointed not to meet Mrs Leighton, about whom she had heard so much, Vera learnt that she had been unable to witness her son’s triumph as she was finishing a book. Roland, along with Edward and Victor, and like thousands of other public school boys, would shortly be leaving for the OTC Summer Camp at Mychett’s Farm near Aldershot. ‘I said goodbye to him with more indifference than I felt’, Vera wrote of their parting at The Lodge gates the next day. ‘I could not help wondering whether and when I shall see him again. He seems even in a short acquaintance to share both my faults and my talents and my ideas in a way that I have never found anyone else to yet.’


She wondered too, as she left Uppingham with her mother on 13 July, whether she would ever see ‘its long straggling street and romance-tinged quads’ again. But she never was to return. ‘Somehow I have never felt able to go back there’, she told Maurice Richardson, Victor’s younger brother, over forty years later, ‘. . . there are too many ghosts for me . . .’. Instead in her writing through the years, she was to invest the place and that final Speech Day before the war with an almost mythical quality. In her last essay of any significance, written for a book commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the Armistice in 1968, she invoked the memory of Uppingham as a symbol of a vanished world of prewar innocence. ‘The echo of a boy’s laughing voice on a school playing field in that golden summer’ gradually becomes one of many voices:


. . . the sound of the Uppingham School choir marching up the chapel for the Speech Day service in July 1914, and singing the Commemoration hymn . . . There was a thrilling, a poignant quality in those boys’ voices, as though they were singing their own requiem – as indeed many of them were.


No portent of impending disaster had reached Buxton on Vera’s return, though she was immediately cast into a depression by the realization of how easy it would be for her to fail her exam. The prospect of Oxford was beginning to look even more attractive with the added enticement of Roland Leighton’s presence there. Already on 20 July, however, as her father drove her over to Leek to sit her Oxford Senior, the world of Vera’s upbringing was beginning to fall apart. A fortnight later, at midnight on 4 August, Britain was at war with Germany.


II


Like most people that summer, Vera had remained oblivious to the rumblings of war until comparatively late. She had barely even noticed the newspaper columns devoted to the worsening diplomatic situation. On 25 July the first mention in her diary of the ‘European crisis’ caused by Austria’s ultimatum to Serbia takes second place to a discussion of that day’s tennis match and a description of the weather. However, by the first week of August the tone of the entries has changed to mounting excitement mixed with incredulity and bewilderment. ‘Armageddon in Europe’, she declares on 3 August, commenting on the swift passage of events which are too ‘thrilling’ for her to sleep. Soon the diary swells with all the bombastic rhetoric of a Times leader: ‘The great fear now is that our bungling Government will declare England’s neutrality. If we at this critical juncture were to refuse to help our friend France, we should be guilty of the grossest treachery . . . Germany has broken treaty after treaty and disregarded every honourable tie with other nations.’ Her diary is also awash with rumour, the inevitable by-product of war. She reports at various times that the Emperor of Austria-Hungary is dead, that German Zeppelins are massing to destroy Paris, and that 100,000 Russians have passed through Stoke on their way to the front.


Buxton had immediately succumbed to war fever. Pandemonium had broken loose on Bank Holiday Monday, the 3rd, with panic-buying of food and newspapers. It was still in a state of uproar on the evening of the 4th when a restless Vera persuaded her parents to accompany her into town for word of the latest developments. Large crowds gathered in front of the Town Hall and Post Office where mobilization orders had been posted; Territorials and reservists, already in uniform, were taking leave of their wives and families and preparing to depart; ‘suppressed excitement was everywhere in the air’. News was circulating, which the following morning’s papers would confirm, that Germany, acting in defiance of Britain’s ultimatum, due officially to expire at midnight, had invaded Belgium. ‘Nothing like it, they say, has been known since the time of Napoleon, and even Napoleon did not make war on his neighbours at so mad a rate.’


War swiftly disrupted the normal pattern of life at Melrose. For a short while Vera abandoned her books to undertake ‘the only work it seems possible as yet for women to do’, knitting bedsocks and sleeping-helmets for soldiers. There was domestic upset. Mrs Kay, the cook, continually dissolved into tears at the thought of the imminent departure of her four reservist sons, and was unable to prepare meals. Mr and Mrs Brittain were full of pessimistic forebodings for the safety of Miss Heath-Jones and Miss Bervon who had been travelling on the Continent that summer, and Edward’s early arrival home from the hurriedly disbanded camp at Aldershot increased their worry. He was already expressing his eagerness to volunteer, urged on by his sister. On 5 August Vera had shown him an appeal in the papers for young unmarried men between the ages of eighteen and thirty to join the army. ‘He suddenly got very keen’, she reported later, and rushed into Buxton with Maurice Ellinger in an unsuccessful attempt to enlist. The vague rumour of a temporary commission in the Notts and Derby Regiment encouraged him to send a letter of application to their Territorial Headquarters at Chesterfield. They had no more vacancies for recruits, but were sufficiently impressed with Edward’s qualifications to forward his letter to the War Office. At eighteen, though, he still required his father’s consent before he could take the matter any further, and this Arthur Brittain at first angrily withheld. Their father, Edward rather priggishly explained to Vera, ‘not being a public school man or having any training, could not possibly understand the impossibility of his remaining in inglorious safety while others, scarcely older than he, were offering their all’. ‘. . . I would not have his decision back or keep him here’, Vera wrote in her diary that evening.


A month later the row still raged, with Vera and her mother siding more openly with Edward against Mr Brittain. ‘After dinner we all discussed again Daddy’s refusal to let Edward go into the Army, and the unmanliness of it, especially after we read in The Times of a mother who said to her hesitating son “My boy I don’t want you to go, but if I were you I should!” ’ It was a question of honour, Vera maintained, and if her father was unwilling then it would be left to Edward and herself to live up to the name of ‘Brittain’. She viewed with contempt what she saw as the contrasting response to the call of duty on the part of Bertram Spafford. He had told Vera that he was concerned about the effect that enlisting might have upon his business. Watching him push his mother in her bath chair through the Pavilion Gardens she contemplated ‘his obvious strength and suitability for military work’, and branded him a ‘shirker’.


The shallow patriotism and jingoistic euphoria of Vera’s initial response to the war may appear distasteful now, but in view of her class, background, and education such reactions are scarcely surprising, and are indeed representative. For all her developing feminist consciousness and her forcefully expressed desire to escape from the provincial society in which she had been raised, she remained entrammelled by that society’s conventional ideas of class, politics and nationalism. She revered the custom and tradition of her brother’s public school education, and implicitly accepted the values of militarism and ‘appropriate’ gentlemanly behaviour which Uppingham stood for. She paid lip-service to ideals of duty and heroism, of the kind to be found in classics of the Edwardian schoolroom like Charles Kingsley’s Heroes. And above all she failed to appreciate the effect that the public world could have upon the personal lives of individuals. ‘Current events’, she reminisced twenty years later, after the lesson had been painfully learned, ‘. . . represented something that must be followed rather reluctantly in the newspapers, but would never, conceivably, have to be lived’. ‘Unsophisticated’, ‘idealistic’, and ‘pathetically unaware’ were the words which Vera later used to explain her generation’s susceptibility to war propaganda; a generation for whom the experience of war before 1914 was, like Vera’s, no more than the haziest childhood recollection of the South African campaigns.


What is therefore surprising, and in a sense regrettable, is that in Testament of Youth Vera is unwilling to explore the roots of her own idealism in 1914 in anything more than a superficial manner. She recoils from probing too deeply her own motivation. ‘Women are just as liable as men to be carried away by the war-time emotion and deceived by the shining figure of patriotism’, she admitted in 1934. Yet one searches in vain in Testament of Youth for any indication of the role played by Vera in spurring Edward on to enlist. ‘Kitchener’s finger pointing from numerous hoardings left me quite unmoved by its hysterical monotony’, she wrote of the Great War’s most famous image of propaganda, two years before her death. Behind that denial, one assumes, lay the burden of a legacy of guilt.


Where the prevailing militancy of the diary is offset in these early months of war is in Vera’s compassion for its victims and her horror at the cost in human lives. ‘I am incapable of feeling glad at such a wholesale slaughter of the Germans . . .’, she wrote on 8 August after reading reports of 25,000 Germans killed in the attack on Liège. Three weeks after the outbreak of war she can write:


It was very hard to believe that not far away men were being slain ruthlessly, and their poor disfigured bodies heaped together and crowded in ghastly indiscrimination into quickly provided, common graves, as though they were piles of mindless vermin, and had not each a personality and a soul . . . The destruction of men, as though beasts, whether they be English, French, German, or anything else, seems a crime to the whole march of civilization . . .


This compassion for war’s victims would deepen when as a VAD she began to nurse the wounded and dying. But even then her attitude to the war would continue to be dominated by her allegiance to the men she knew at the front. Her need to go on rekindling the belief that they were fighting for a noble and worthwhile end would inevitably blur her perceptions, and not for many years would she be able to discriminate between her respect and admiration for their courage, and her idealism about the war itself.


Preoccupied with bandaging classes and practising for the First Aid exam, along with her mother and other Buxton ladies, Vera had given little thought to the result of her Oxford Senior. Indeed her hopes of going to Oxford had receded slightly during these stirring days, and at one point she seems to have accepted quite philosophically that in wartime the strain on the family finances might be too great to send both her and Edward to university. But when on 27 August she heard at last that she had reached the required standard in the Oxford Senior, it was a bitter blow to be immediately informed by her father, ‘fulminating furiously against the Government, the Germans, the financial situation at the mills’, that it was now out of the question that she should go. Edward spoke up in her support and announced that in that case he would not go either, and even her mother agreed that her father’s behaviour had been ‘abominable’. As usual, though, Mr Brittain’s anger quickly showed signs of abating and, confident of the outcome, Vera wrote that same day to Roland Leighton to tell him that he could expect to see something of her at Oxford in October.
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