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Dancing with the Ballets Russes


A few days before Christmas 1919 a young English ballet dancer took the boat train to Paris to embark on the greatest adventure of her life. Her name was Katharine (known as Kit) Somervell, and in five years’ time she would be the mother of Elizabeth Jane Howard; but as she leaned over the deck rail with a cloche hat rammed over her hair, motherhood was the last thing on her mind. She had taken up dancing relatively late, in her mid-teens, but such was her passion and determination that she had secured an eight-month contract to dance in the corps de ballet of the most celebrated dance company in Europe, the Ballets Russes.


On the advice of her ballet teacher, Professor Enrico Cecchetti, she took a room at 25 Boulevard des Capucines in Paris: a boarding house on five floors filled with actors and dancers, just a few minutes’ walk from the Opéra de Paris where rehearsals took place. The theatre was vast, with rooms of breathtaking magnificence linked by miles of dim passages; but ‘there are only a few taps in the corridors for washing,’ she told her parents, ‘where one takes towels and soap.’1 Kit’s first rehearsal, for Prince Igor, was on 23 December. She was one of the dancers in Russian dress, and she hoped to be on stage within a few days. Kit was lucky to have Professor Cecchetti to guide her through the chaos of Russian and French dancers, set-makers, choreographers, trainers, designers and costume-makers; but then, it was he who had first brought her to the attention of Sergei Diaghilev.


At the end of his career as a solo dancer in St Petersburg Enrico Cecchetti had joined the Ballets Russes as a teacher and trainer, where his students had included Anna Pavlova, Tamara Karsavina and Vaslav Nijinsky – but the glory days of the company were over. The Russian Revolution of 1917 had impoverished the rich Russians on whom Diaghilev relied to fund the Ballets Russes. The company went on tour much more than it used to, and held regular seasons in London. Cecchetti, while maintaining his ties with Diaghilev, set up a ballet school in Shaftesbury Avenue towards the end of the Great War.


Kit was among his first students, along with Marie Rambert and Ninette de Valois. Most dancers begin their training before puberty, when the body is still soft and pliable. But Kit, starting in her mid-teens, had to force herself to maintain those unnatural twists of knee and ankle; and by the time she joined Cecchetti’s classes some five years later, she had developed that strength of character on which all dancers depend. Ballet demands a hyper-vigilant self-criticism awake to the slightest lapse, a formidable endurance and a willingness to push the body beyond pain. This goes especially for female dancers, for whom hours of practice on point leave the toes mashed, bruised and bleeding: few other arts require such a degree of self-punishment.


Kit had been studying with Cecchetti for about a year when Diaghilev appeared in the studio. He was looking for one young dancer to join the corps de ballet, and out of Cecchetti’s class of sixteen students, he chose Kit. She kept a copy of her contract, signed by Diaghilev, which engaged her to dance with the company from 22 December 1919 to August 1920. ‘I shall be able to live quite easily as we planned,’ she wrote, ‘with one good restaurant meal a day and breakfast and supper of my own making – it isn’t expensive just to buy eggs and bacon, and macaroni.’2


This would not be her first time on the stage: earlier in 1919 she had a small part as a nanny in a play called Home and Beauty by Somerset Maugham, starring Gladys Cooper and Charles Hawtrey, and she may have understudied or taken other bit parts as well.3 But while she had appeared on the London stage under her own name, in the Ballets Russes all names had to sound either Russian or French. Kit danced as Jane Forestier.


 


Kit Somervell had been born in 1898, the second daughter of the composer Arthur (later Sir Arthur) and Edith Somervell. The Somervells were from Windermere. In her memoir Jane described how her grandfather Arthur’s family were of such modest means that only one of the children had piano lessons – and that was not Arthur. But so keen was he to learn that he would hide in the room as the lesson was being given, and then practise what he had heard. Not all the family were badly off. One branch of the Somervells had founded a successful shoe-making business in Kendal, which became known nationwide as K Shoes.


Arthur Somervell gained a scholarship to the Royal School of Music, where he became a teacher; and he is now remembered for his five song cycles of poems by Tennyson, Housman and Browning. He might have risen further as a composer had he not been such a champion of musical education. He pioneered the establishment of music as a recognized subject in schools, and developed the system of grades in musical proficiency that is still in use today. In 1890 he married an aesthetic and egocentric beauty called Edith Collett, and they had four children. Antonia was the eldest, then came Kit, and she was followed by twin brothers, Hubert and Ronald.


At a time when women were defined by their marriageable qualities, Kit (unlike her elder sister) was neither sweet-tempered nor classically beautiful, although she did have the small, neat body of a dancer. Her abundant chestnut hair had been so long she could sit on it, until she had it bobbed; and there was a challenge in her dark eyes and heavy eyebrows. In this very musical family, everyone played the piano; but Kit was the most musically responsive of all the Somervell children, and clever with her hands too: she enjoyed sewing and knitting, dressmaking, embroidery and book-binding. For her mother she made a little manuscript volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets, on vellum with jewel-like decoration and capitals in gold leaf. Yet these were just pastimes: she had only one real passion, and that was ballet.


Her father had always encouraged her dancing, although her mother fretted that such single-minded dedication might affect her marriage prospects. After all, before the war it had been almost unthinkable for a well-brought-up girl to perform on a public stage. But Kit had worked very hard for this opportunity to dance with the Ballets Russes, and she was not going to miss it. However, she had also found a highly eligible suitor.


Every young woman who came of age just after the First World War knew that finding a husband was not going to be easy. Most of the hundreds of thousands of Englishmen who had died in the mud of Flanders had not had time to find a wife, and the attrition rate among young officers was far higher even than for private soldiers. Kit and her parents could hardly have escaped reading about the ‘Surplus Women Problem’, which had the press wringing its hands over the fate of all those middle-class spinsters who had been robbed by the war of husband, children, status and everything they had been brought up to expect. Yet despite the odds, Kit had caught the attention of a tall, good-looking man who had come back from the war not only alive, but with a rank and a medal his family could be proud of; and he was, at least superficially, undamaged.


David Liddon Howard, the second son of a prosperous timber merchant, had been seventeen when the war broke out. Excited by the prospect, he tried to join his older brother Alexander, always known as Geoff, who had been given a commission in the Coldstream Guards. The regiment turned David down for being a year too young so he approached the Machine Gun Corps, lied about his age and was accepted. Years later, he told his daughter that he had once saved a gun from overheating by peeing on it. Also that when he saw his brother Geoff for the first time in fourteen months, it was their horses who had recognized each other first, while they were still over a hundred yards apart.


By 1918 David Howard was a major with the Military Cross and bar, but he had not escaped the effects of war. His lungs had been weakened by living in gas-filled trenches, and of all the officers in his company he had been the only one to survive. For the rest of his life he kept a photograph of those dead friends on his dressing table; but, like almost everyone who had been through the horror of the Great War, he never talked about it.


His daughter Jane felt that he coped by refusing to grow up: ‘The schoolboy who went to France and did his best there for four years returned to England as if he were a schoolboy embarking on the holidays,’4 she wrote, and that sense of release touched everything. Survivor guilt is a well-known phenomenon, but David Howard displayed the other side of the coin – survivor celebration. He spent money lavishly; and when ordering champagne or buying huge boxes of chocolates on the spur of the moment, he would say, ‘It’s my birthday.’ He also had a spontaneous charm that beguiled everyone. ‘Commissionaires would eagerly hail taxis, waiters would escort him to the best tables . . . the barmen in theatres always seemed to serve him first . . . girls in restaurants always looked at him, looked away and then watched him covertly.’5


David Howard had no trouble attracting women and was spoilt for choice. But Kit’s sharp wits, her strength and humour and intelligence made other girls look vapid. Together she and David were like flints sparking off each other, and they both loved dancing, skiing, sailing, tennis and riding. In the infinitely subtle gradations of the English class system his family’s solid prosperity was matched by her cultural credentials, and he too had been brought up in a family that took music seriously. He played the violin, while his mother’s piano-playing was good enough for her to play duets with her friend, the celebrated pianist Myra Hess.


David and Kit must have met and fallen in love before she left for Paris, because he appears in the letters she wrote back to her parents. Her first mention of him is in a letter of 20 January 1920: ‘Give heaps of love to my dearest dearest David. I think so much of him and long to be with him, and I’m sure things will come right for us. I want to write to him so dreadfully sometimes – one can’t send long messages somehow can one – I use the lovely little pencil he gave me a dozen times a day and think of him whenever I see it.’6


Presumably what she wanted to ‘come right for us’ was that they would eventually marry, and from that it follows that they were not yet formally engaged. If they had been, there could be no reason for not writing to each other. But at a time when engagement carried serious obligations, David’s family might have urged him not to make such a commitment – at least not yet. Heaven knows what might happen to Kit in Paris, that dangerously seductive city; and when she left England in December 1919, her excitement at joining the Ballets Russes had clearly far outweighed the prospect of marrying David.


Decades later, Kit’s daughter explored that part of her mother’s life in an abandoned novel; and she too imagines that Kit’s feelings for David are more equivocal than those expressed in her letters to her parents.


 


She picked up the little gold pencil that had ‘Kit’ inscribed on it. Of course it reminded her of him, but since being in Paris, she had neither the time nor the energy to long to be with him. Once or twice she had longed to write to him, but the agreement was that they should neither meet nor communicate until she had finished her tour, and although she would never have admitted to him or to her family that this arrangement actually suited her, that was in fact the case. Being irrevocably in love with [David] carried with it a whole weight of implications that she was simply unwilling – possibly unable to face.7


There was certainly little room for anything but work, as she told her mother when she had been with the company for about a month.


 


There is an awful lot to learn of it and it’s frightfully hard to plunge in when everyone else knows it. This morning Thalmar which wasn’t so hard – I was lucky in having awfully nice men for partners . . . who weren’t cross and nasty as some can be at having a new person. The amount of toe-work in Boutique [La Boutique Fantasque] is appalling, though nothing really hard – just on and on for ages and never off the toes . . . I do hope I shall go on to Italy because as it is I never get a chance of dancing my best, learning everything in about an hour and a half for each ballet and then being supposed to go on in anyone’s place if they are ill!8


 


She still wasn’t dancing as much as she would have liked, because the person she was supposed to have replaced didn’t leave the company after all. But on stage or off, everyone in the corps de ballet had to attend rehearsals; and rather than sit in the stalls with nothing to do, Kit brought her knitting. She described one very stressful day when ‘Stravinsky lui-même attended the Rossignol rehearsal, and of course revolutionized all the tempi and banged about on the piano and sang and shouted and the ballet was a gorgeous mess by the time he’d done.’9 


That spring, Kit’s mother Edith joined her in Rome for the start of the Ballets Russes’s Italian tour. ‘Mind you see my dearest David again before you come [to Italy],’ Kit had written. ‘I do so long to write to him – I can’t send messages through other letters to him. That’s why I so seldom write about him, as there is nothing to say – I love to get all the news of him there is.’10 She learned The Three-Cornered Hat in a day, and danced it the next. She was also one of the nurses in Petrouchka, and her Russian was improving with help from the Russians in the company.


Mother and daughter were in Rome for about a month with the Ballets Russes, ‘having a ripping time together’;11 then Kit went on with the company to Milan, Florence and Monte Carlo. She was back in London with her family in June, a few weeks before her contract ran out. The adventure was over. She was twenty-two, and the time had come to settle down.


 


For six months she had been a part of a professional ballet company, but even had she continued it is unlikely that she would have ever been considered for the role of soloist or principal. David Howard was still waiting for her, but there was no question of her pursuing her career once they were married.


And if she had turned him down to go on dancing, what could she have expected? Ballet dancers usually retire in their thirties, so she would have had another ten years on stage at most, by which time every man she knew would be married to someone else. Her own family were not rich, and she would have had to support herself on the meagre earnings of a ballet teacher, while knowing that Mrs David Howard (whoever she might be by then) enjoyed the security of a well-to-do family and a fine social position. So unless Kit wanted to dash all her parents’ hopes as well as her own, giving up the ballet was inevitable and she did so with a good grace.


She and David were married on 12 May 1921; and it was only then that Kit discovered that while she had to give up some things, she was also expected to submit to others. The aesthetic sublimation of sex in ballet had left her quite unprepared for the real thing. She knew that refusing one’s husband led to trouble, so she did not resist David’s attentions; but her dislike for the sexual act meant that sooner or later he would look for more easy-going female companionship. In The Light Years, Jane described the parabola of her mother’s married life through the character of Viola Cazalet, who had given up her ballet career on marriage:


 


That this decision was the most momentous of her life had not struck her at the time; then, when she thought about it, it seemed that she was giving up not very much for everything. But over the years of pain and distaste for what her mother called ‘the horrid side of married life’, of lonely days filled with aimless pursuits or downright boredom, of pregnancies, nurses, servants and the ordering of endless meals, it had come to seem as though she had given up everything for not very much.12
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Family Life


The newly married Howards settled in Bedford Gardens, Kensington, where Kit’s parents also lived, and every morning David went to work in his chauffeur-driven Bentley to the offices of W.W. Howard Brothers in Trinity Square, overlooking the Tower of London. The firm had been founded in 1876 by his grandfather William Walters Howard, who came from Hunton Bridge in Hertfordshire. As the business grew he brought in two of his four brothers, of whom the youngest – Alexander, father of Geoff and David – succeeded him as chairman on William’s retirement in 1916. When Geoff and David came home from the war, they were made managing directors.


The firm, which was divided into Hardwoods, Softwoods and Veneers, employed about a hundred men who worked in two wharves with sawmills and drying-kilns on the River Lea in the East End of London. In the early 1900s Howard Brothers set up another wharf at Southampton. Here massive logs from the Far East, Africa, Australia and the Americas were unloaded, seasoned and cut; and then delivered, in pale blue Howard Brothers carts or lorries (until 1936, they were also using dray horses), to craftsmen and contractors all over the country. During the First World War, the staff of Howard Brothers worked day and night shifts to provide hutments, shell battens and boxwood implements for pushing the powder into shells for the army; while the Air Ministry established a depot at one of their London wharves to store Sitka spruce for aeroplane manufacture.


By 1918, the exhaustion of supplies of the most commonly used hardwoods paved the way for the introduction of many species new to the timber trade. Howard Brothers began to import jarrah and karri from Western Australia, and in 1920 the Secretary of State for India asked Alexander Howard to advise him on the best way to exploit the forests of India, Burma and the Andaman Islands. Howard Brothers had supplied the Australian jarrah wood for the pier at Worthing, and from the piles of the old Waterloo Bridge (salvaged in 1935) they made a beautiful panelling of silver-grey elm.1


Alexander Howard’s knowledge and love of his trade produced three books, including A Manual of the Timbers of the World (1920) which he continued to enlarge and update – the third edition was finished just before his death in 1946. Another of his books was on the identification of timbers, and his granddaughter Jane recalled the wood samples that covered her grandfather’s desk, ‘of every colour from the palest skin, to the darkest animal fur; they were striped, whorled and figured’.2


Within his family Alexander Howard was known as the Brig, because he had never had the experience of war; and by a similar feat of non-analogy, David’s mother was known as the Witch, or Witchy, because she was so beautiful and un-witchlike. Her real name was Florence, and she was one of the seven daughters of an eminent crystallographer called Christopher Barlow. The senior Howards lived in the rural folds of the Sussex Weald, at Home Place: a modestly comfortable house set amid woods and fields near the village of Whatlington, surrounded by orchards and paddocks, stables, a tennis court and plenty of servants. So far only two of their children have been mentioned, Geoff and David, but there were two more, John and Ruth. John was too young to have served in the war, and he did not want to join the family firm. To his parents’ dismay he became a painter, taught art at Oundle, and married an Irish-American wife called Kathleen. As for Ruth, she developed a close relationship with a violinist called Marjorie Gunn. Had she been born in a later age, perhaps Ruth and Marjorie might have lived together. As it was, Ruth took it for granted that she would look after her ageing parents.


David and Kit would often drive down to Home Place for weekends and holidays. Kit got on well with the Brig and the Witchy, with whom she played the piano; and she was also close to her brother-in-law Geoff and his American wife, Helen. Helen had been brought up a Quaker and like Kit she was a woman of austere tastes. The two became very close, particularly as their children were growing up, and their intimacy was perhaps too well established for them to fully welcome John’s wife Kathleen a few years later; although for the sake of family harmony they rubbed along well enough.


Kit seemed to need few friends outside the large circle afforded by the Howards and the Somervells. They admired her thriftiness and her iron self-discipline (although she was a heavy smoker), and she liked the Howards’ predilection for strong drink, plain food and cold houses: Jane said that the feeblest fire in any room had them rushing to hurl open the windows. Kit did not keep up her ballet: in fact, she seems to have locked the door on that part of herself, which is perhaps an indication of how much she missed it. Instead, she made a point of filling her day with piano practice, needlework, spinning, weaving and reading, though none of these things ever filled the void. She still enjoyed sailing and skiing, tennis and riding – all of which she did superbly well. But she had trained her mind to overcome the body and its weaknesses, and to tolerate nothing less than perfection – perhaps not the best preparation for domesticity and motherhood.


Kit’s first child was a girl, called Jane. She died soon after birth, but Kit loved the name – it reflected the part of her that was still Jane Forestier the dancer. She gave it to her second daughter who was born on 26 March 1923, and christened Elizabeth Jane Howard, though she would always be known as Jane. ‘She was a very neat little baby with distinct features and a great deal of mouse-coloured hair . . . She would give tiny little cries in her sleep without opening her mouth. She had rather long fingers, beautifully formed.’3


As was usual for well-off middle-class children, Jane spent most of her waking and sleeping hours in the nursery with Nanny Wilshire, who came as a maternity nurse when Jane was five weeks old and stayed for five years. Jane loved Nanny, but she adored her parents and especially her mother with a passionate anxiety. She became ill when they went abroad for three weeks in the summer of 1924, and her mother was shocked at the change in the child on her return. ‘All her merriness [was] gone,’ wrote Kit, ‘and she would sit silent with a little puckered forehead fiddling with small toys.’4


But with her mother home Jane soon returned to normal, and Kit was enchanted by her little daughter: ‘She sometimes had tea tête-a-tête with me, sat on her own little drawing room chair and eating very carefully toast and butter, frequently pausing to borrow my handkerchief to wipe her fingers and blow her nose, and making conversation such as “Fire there”, or “’ts nice, isn’t it?” ’5


It was nice. Jane had her mother’s undivided attention, and Kit made sporadic entries in the exercise book that she kept to record her child’s progress. Jane enjoyed music on the gramophone from an early age, and had a touching desire to share her pleasures with those around her: ‘Travelling with her this September [of 1924], she pressed gratuities from my purse on all her fellow travellers. A flower has to be carried round and smelt rapturously by everyone and a cake is also offered in turn.’6


On 12 August 1925, when she was two and a half, Jane’s brother Robin was born. From a difficult baby he grew into a cheerful and sturdy toddler, while Jane’s doings (she was now aged four) were still worth recording. In March 1927 Kit wrote: ‘Playing at going to bed in the drawing room she and David were discovered by the parlourmaid under a rug on the floor. Jane looked up and said, “I’m Mrs Cox in bed with Daddy!” ’7


That scene might have raised a modern mother’s eyebrow, but Kit was serenely unconcerned. ‘[Jane] can sew, skip a bit, write several letters, use a knife and fork . . . and improvise a tolerably plausible fairy tale without undue plagiarism. This is in the nature of a record, not a boast, for I do not think any of these are at all advanced for an eldest child, but it will be of interest to compare with Robin’s progress.’8


Not boasting was a virtue much prized in the Howard family, who thought that children should be praised as little as possible, and Jane felt that every little childhood triumph was put down. She comes back again and again to the fact that her mother was constantly criticizing and finding fault with everything she did. She was slow at learning to read, and to Kit’s irritation she seemed unwilling to practise. Early lessons with her mother began well, but Jane soon lost interest – or perhaps lost heart, for she needed frequent applause and reassurance while Robin was catching up with her on every front.


‘And what can I not say of my darling Robin who grows so steadily in strength of character and smiles the livelong day?’ wrote Kit. ‘About the middle of September, 1929 [when Jane was six and Robin four] he began having lessons with me four mornings a week, and learnt in about 6 weeks what Janie took 18 months to learn, and can now read slowly from a first primer.’9 Soon after that, Robin began writing a book. Jane thought that ‘writing a book’ meant taking one down from the shelf and copying it out in block capitals. This is what she did, and very tedious it was too; but she persevered, hoping it would earn her the encouragement she craved.


Robin’s book was called Percy Rainsbull Edwards, the Adventures of a Pig. Like all good novels it had been torture to write: Robin trembled with fear as he chronicled the ordeals of his hero. Once completed, his book was enthusiastically received, typed up, illustrated by the author, read aloud, and bound by their mother in soft red leather. Jane’s effort was, of course, forgotten. From her mother she was absorbing the fact that she was never going to be as good as Robin, who basked in his mother’s love and approval in a way that Jane felt she never could.


Given their mother’s feelings it is hardly surprising that Jane grew up increasingly unsure of herself, while Robin had total confidence and an innate grasp of how the world worked. Once, when they were discussing what they would most like to be, Jane assumed a saintly tone and said that she wanted to be kind and brave. Robin gave her a pitying look and said he would rather be rich and pretty.


Jane’s fear of being abandoned was as strong as ever; and when Kit did go on holiday one can hardly blame her for making a fast exit, rather than endure days of tearful pleading from her daughter before departure. Jane, aged six or seven, remembered her anguish when her parents had gone off skiing on Christmas Day. For Jane, the upheaval was completely unexpected. ‘She had left, quite suddenly, after Christmas lunch, and the whole day was ashes and despair – the presents were useless, and I was left trying to count the hours till her return.’10


Her growing lack of confidence expressed itself physically too. ‘Jane is rather lanky and untidy in her movements,’ wrote Kit, who had sent both children to a Swedish gym. Kit thought that ballet might improve her coordination, and tried to teach her. Jane remembered agonizing mornings holding on to the bath rail, while Kit hit her bare legs with a riding crop; but her mother soon gave up. ‘Her feet are too narrow,’ wrote Kit, ‘and she looks like being too tall for it to be worth undergoing the drudgery of dancing technique.’11


Kit had finished with ballet, but on one occasion it rose spontaneously to the surface. Jane and her mother were at home, and the waltz by Delibes from Coppélia was playing on the gramophone. Kit rose from her chair, kicked off her shoes and danced, while Jane watched in amazement; and the moment the music stopped she sat down, put on her shoes and resumed whatever she’d been doing. The incident was never mentioned again.12
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Lessons


Once Jane learned to read there was no stopping her. When she was about seven or eight the family moved from Bedford Gardens to Lansdowne Road in Notting Hill, and there – curled up in a large and ugly leather chair – she plunged into Andrew Lang’s Coloured Fairy Books. Another escape was a particular patterned square on the eiderdown of her bed, which became her very own desert island. It had a river running down to a sandy beach, and on it lived tigers and cheetahs and a small elephant who could all talk. She loved stories about animals and longed to have a dog – but since this was not allowed she had to make do with worms and caterpillars, or pocket-money pets like goldfish.


In London a Miss Kettle was engaged to oversee Jane’s basic education, and Robin joined her classes when he was five. They also had piano lessons, and here again Robin triumphed. To their mother’s delight, ‘he had the ear and could play [the piano] before he could read.’1 Jane’s feelings of inadequacy were expressed by a deep-rooted homesickness. This was not so much a yearning for home as a terror of being outside it, making even children’s parties an ordeal.


Yet she was not utterly consumed by anxiety. Active and gregarious, she loved the family holidays with her cousins in Sussex. The three Howard brothers eventually produced ten children between them, born between 1923 and 1934: Dana (a boy who was given his mother’s surname, pronounced Dayna), Geoff, Audrey and Penelope were Geoff’s children; Jane, Robin and Colin were David’s; and Rob, Judy and Bill were John’s. When Home Place became too small to accommodate them and their parents, Alexander Howard bought a large and rather spartan house three and a half miles away at Staplecross, called the Beacon. Here the children rode and played tennis and rambled over the countryside, gathered blackberries and cobnuts, swapped secrets and played games and put on plays. Alliances were made and fell apart, quarrels raged and then blew out. They took turns to drive the Very, Very Old Car which sat gently rusting in a field, and squealed with delight at the thought of a day by the sea at Bexhill or Hastings. All her life Jane enjoyed that sense of belonging that comes with being in a big family group, and the feeling of never being alone unless you wanted to be. When she wanted to be solitary there were window-seats and apple trees to curl up in, to read E. Nesbit and Captain Marryat and R.M. Ballantyne – she had a great desire to be shipwrecked.


When she was about eight or nine, her brother Robin was sent to prep school. He had been her closest friend, and when he went away Jane was left desolate. ‘We did everything together, so it was awful when he went . . . I spent about a year hoping I’d turn into a boy so that I could join him. I couldn’t bear to sleep in the room we’d shared.’ What made the separation even more painful was that when Robin came home for the holidays, he made it very clear that their childhood companionship was over. ‘He didn’t want to play with girls. That’s what happens when boys go away to school.’2


Yet despite the loss of Robin, those cousin-crowded days at the Beacon were among the happiest of her existence, and the ability to see with a child’s perception is something she never lost. Often in her novels it is a child who sees things as they really are, while the adults are lost and blinded by their own concerns.


In 1932, when Jane was nine years old, she was sent to Francis Holland School in Graham Terrace near Sloane Square. Miss Kettle had been a good teacher, which meant she was ahead of most of the girls in her form; but when Jane was moved up a year she was mercilessly bullied. The ringleaders would lock her in the lavatory to make her late for lessons, stole her textbooks, twisted her wrist so she couldn’t write, scattered salt over her lunch to make it inedible, and her tentative confidence was eroded by their mockery. Her only escape was in illness; and since she was prone to sore throats and often went without lunch, this was not hard to achieve.


It was decided that she should skip the summer term which was to be spent at the Beacon, where she arrived at the end of a sun-drenched afternoon. She immediately ran out into the meadow, filled with the flowers of early summer. ‘I lay down in it; the whole sensation of being in this richly embroidered place, with the minute buzzing and ticking and whirring of its many insect inhabitants, gave me intense feelings of pleasure . . . I can shut my eyes now, over seventy years later, and go back to it. It was then that I began to love the country.’3


That September (1933) she went back to Francis Holland, where her second year proved easier than the first. The school performed Gluck’s Orpheus, and she was chosen for the choir; she enjoyed the rehearsals, not least because they got her off games. She made a friend, a South African girl called Tony Imre who was two years older, and who stood up to the bullies who had been tormenting Jane the year before. Her grandfather Somervell came to examine the pianists in her form, and Jane came second. Everyone said it was favouritism: but Jane knew he had erred on the stern side in judging her performance, for he was as keen to avoid the slur as she was.


Jane became ill again that winter, and perhaps it wasn’t just school that was to blame: 1934 was a year of changes. Her mother Kit was pregnant again, and Jane and Robin’s nanny – to whom they were devoted – had left from one day to the next: Kit gave her no opportunity to say goodbye to the children for fear it would upset them, but of course it had the opposite effect and made Jane feel more frightened of life than ever. She had no one with whom she could share all her anxieties: Kit had little patience with her daughter’s fretfulness, and Jane’s only friend Tony Imre had gone home to South Africa.


 


Jane had made her mother promise that she would be the first in the family to see the new baby, and she was looking forward to that moment with great excitement. She was invited to spend the day and night of her eleventh birthday, 26 March, with her paternal grandparents who lived in Chester Terrace, Regent’s Park; and on the morning after, there was a telephone call. Glowing with smiles, Aunt Ruth told Jane that she now had another brother.


It was a moment of utter betrayal: how could Jane be the first to see him now? She recalled storming down the stairs, but her aunt caught her before she had torn open the front door. Jane worked herself up into such a paroxysm of tearful rage and despair that she was taken home at once in a taxi.


She loved Colin on sight and he was to become one of the most important people in her life; but he could not be her friend for a few years yet, and Robin was at prep school. Jane felt isolated and bereft. When she finally left Francis Holland after another unsatisfactory term she felt a complete failure, and was afraid of people her own age. Luckily, she was about to meet one of the best teachers she would ever have in her life.


Miss Eleanor Meredith Cobham had been governess to Kit, so she must have been in her fifties when she came to tutor Jane. Jane described her as ‘one of the ugliest women I have ever seen in my life – large, fat, almost blind but infinitely gentle’.4 She had a broad knowledge of literature, art, history, geography, science and mathematics, and gave Jane all the patience and encouragement she needed. Her pupil’s one regret was that Miss Cobham, incapable of being stern, did not make Jane apply herself to the subjects she found difficult. Instead they began working their way through the whole of Shakespeare, which inspired Jane’s early determination to become an actress.


After a year of having her lessons alone Jane was joined by two more pupils, Carol Beddington and Penelope Fletcher, and her enthusiasm for acting infected them too. Together they acted plays and pieces they wrote themselves knowing that they had, in Miss Cobham, a warm and appreciative audience. Jane also began to write a succession of short stories, cautionary tales, poetry and, eventually, plays. Her first story, inspired by Black Beauty, was an interminable tale about a horse at which she plugged away for months until even she was bored with it. At the age of fourteen she wrote her first play, Our Little Life – a domestic comedy which had Miss Cobham in stitches; and a later story recounted the events of the Nativity as seen through the eyes of the innkeeper. For once, Kit was so delighted with this effort of Jane’s that she sent it to Lady Somervell, known to her grandchildren as Grannia (Jane’s grandmother). Grannia wrote a wonderfully Edwardian letter back, describing how she had summoned the servants and read the story aloud to them. They were very amused, and left the drawing room ‘laughing and wondering at “how clever Miss Jane is” ’.5


Jane’s resolve to become an actress may have had some support from Miss Cobham, but her parents were discouraging and the only plays she was allowed to see were Christmas pantomimes or Shakespeare. She was mad about Gielgud, and had seen him playing Hamlet in 1934; and two years later, she saw him playing Romeo at the New Theatre (he was alternating the roles of Romeo and Mercutio with Laurence Olivier), with Peggy Ashcroft as Juliet. This was a role that Jane strongly identified with, and knew almost by heart. Kit maintained that her daughter had played Juliet to perfection, aged fourteen, and never acted so well again.


A succession of French governesses failed to teach Jane French. She had drawing lessons and riding lessons, and Great-Aunt May taught her needlework two afternoons a week: ‘She was always making something, and whenever she rose – with difficulty – out of her chair, she left a nest of little balls of wool or silk, which I came to believe she must have laid, like a chicken.’6 Jane enjoyed every form of needlework, and was still knitting and doing petit-point into her ninetieth year. In this department, at least, Kit was not disappointed – but music was more important, and Jane claimed that she was an indifferent piano player.


Her piano teacher, Miss Luker, was exasperated by her lack of progress: and to see if Jane’s playing might be improved, Kit sought the advice of a friend called Harold Craxton, who was one of the most celebrated piano teachers and accompanists of his day. Craxton saw immediately that Jane’s confidence had been shattered by Miss Luker’s harshness, and that she needed far gentler handling if she was ever to get any better. But why would such a celebrated teacher, most of whose pupils went on to become professional musicians, take on a schoolgirl? Perhaps he was swayed by his friendship for Kit, or the Somervell name, or perhaps by her emerging beauty – but the most likely reason was pure kindness. He wanted to give her back her pleasure in music and whether she played well or not, he wanted her to enjoy it. Craxton decided he could spare her half an hour a week: too short for a proper lesson, but enough time in which to dispense a little encouragement.


Like so many of Craxton’s students, Jane became a welcome guest at his house, Acomb Lodge in Grove End Road, St John’s Wood. Here Harold and Essie Craxton lived with their five sons, one daughter and a stream of students and visitors. For Jane, brought up with Edwardian standards of punctuality and order, the cheerful chaos of Acomb Lodge was a revelation. The hall was full of bicycles and the sound of piano practice was never far away. Meals were haphazard and irregular, and outside the kitchen stood a trolley bearing the remains of ancient puddings and jellies should anyone feel hungry. Clothes that needed washing or mending were left about in heaps, and on the upstairs landings Jane remembered pails of socks soaking in grey water, waiting for Essie to wash them.


Her closest contemporary among the Craxtons was John, fourth of the five Craxton boys and later a celebrated painter. Six months older than Jane, John joined the lessons with Miss Cobham at Lansdowne Road (possibly in exchange for the piano tuition), but all he wanted to do was draw and paint, and look for things that appealed to his eyes and imagination. Jane joined him for early morning shopping trips to the Caledonian Road market, where they would buy Turkish knives and bits of embroidery. Every Christmas the Craxtons put on a pantomime, and one year it was Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves. John made and painted all the scenery, and for weeks he – and Jane, who had begged to be included – went round in turbans, long robes and elaborate beards that were held on with spirit gum.


Yet it was not John but his father Harold whom Jane loved, ‘with that helpless, tearing love that can occur when you are fourteen and have never been in love before’. Craxton was then in his early fifties, and at the drop of a hat he would do his imitations of Dame Clara Butt (whose accompanist he was on several international tours), and play ‘Three Blind Mice’ in the style of any composer one cared to mention. His ascetic, scholarly looks reminded her of Holbein’s drawings of Erasmus. ‘He taught me something about how to learn,’ she went on, ‘how to take the trouble and go on taking it; and above all, how to listen to what I was doing.’7


Craxton dedicated Five Impromptus of his own composition to the Howard family, one each for Jane, Robin, Colin, David and Kit. And as he would never have dedicated a piece to Jane that she could not play, I hoped that the music would give me some idea of her proficiency. Not being a piano player, I asked the musician Julian Berkeley to play it for me. The tempo is allegretto leggero, fairly quick and light; but Julian observed that ‘if you were at Grade 3 or 4 and not quite up to that speed, the music would still make sense if you took it slower.’


Jane also liked to spend time at Acomb Lodge because of tensions at home. Her grandfather, Sir Arthur Somervell, died in May 1937. She missed his quavery voice, his gentleness, the way the tears streamed down his face as he laughed at his own jokes and the smell of sweet briar that clung about him. Kit was left desolate, for she too had not had much love from her mother. After her father’s death she became more withdrawn and brittle, and she and David seemed to be moving away from each other. Jane noticed her father’s effect on the women who came to dinner or bridge parties: how they flirted with him, how their eyes followed him round the room.


Kit displayed no interest in or sympathy with what Jane was feeling as her body matured, but that was hardly unusual. Many mothers of her generation would have thought such conversations best avoided, since they could only encourage an unhealthy self-absorption. Jane grew fast – she was bigger-boned than her mother, and Kit found her clumsiness exasperating. And she was not pleased when Jane burst into the drawing room one day when Kit had a visitor, to announce she was bleeding.


Kit, who didn’t waste money on sanitary towels, gave her some pins and rags from the linen cupboard and told her that it would happen every month. There was no further discussion; Kit believed in overcoming the body, not giving in to it. Or, as Jane saw it, ‘My mother made it plain that everything to do with bodies was disgusting.’8 It was sad that they were temperamentally such opposites. Kit was as hard on herself as she was on others, and despised every weakness. She could not understand Jane’s anxiety, her tendency to cling and her pleading eyes.


Things were much easier with her father, who never made her feel plain or clumsy or stupid the way her mother did. One weekend, as a special treat, he took her sailing on the thirty-foot yawl he kept on the River Hamble. As they sailed towards the Isle of Wight Jane became more and more queasy and miserable; when David asked her what was the matter, she burst into tears and admitted she hated sailing. David was instantly sympathetic and set about making things better. As soon as they put in to Cowes he took her on a shopping spree, followed (we assume she was no longer feeling sick) by a lavish tea.


For her fourteenth birthday he gave her a beautiful crimson velvet cloak, and when Kit had her Red Cross evenings they would dine ‘in state’ together with candles and wine (Jane was expected to take an interest in its name and vintage). When David took her to a musical there was dinner afterwards at the Ivy, and she glowed with pride at how splendid he looked in his dinner jacket, how he smiled at her with his easy confidence. She sparkled in the light of his attention, and felt deliciously grown-up and feminine.


And then, around her fifteenth birthday, her emotional stability was rocked when her father began to want more from Jane than a goodnight hug and a peck on the cheek. In his eyes she had become something different, something sexual – and he began making advances she found terrifying.


‘I can’t remember the exact circumstances of his first assault,’ she wrote in Slipstream. ‘We must have been alone and it was evening. Anyway, one moment he was remarking on how fast I was growing up and the next minute I was caught in his arms, one hand hurting my breast, and stifled by what I afterwards learned was a French kiss.’9 She pulled away and fled; but she had to endure his groping hands and lips a few more times before she learned never to be alone with him.


Jane had no context or language that could explain what happened, and she had neither read nor experienced anything that might make sense of it. And yet her feelings were probably more complicated than she could admit. Yes, the assault had been frightening and horrible; but she had also felt the dark undertow of her own attraction to a predatory male, and that was even more alarming. She felt scared, betrayed, and at the same time too ashamed to tell anyone about it.


Jane turned in on herself, became sullen and moody. One evening, when the family went to the Gargoyle Club for dinner and dancing, she refused point-blank to dance with her father. Kit was furious: how could she be so graceless, so ungrateful, so hurtful? And of course Jane could do nothing but stare at the ground in shame and misery. Her father’s pounces also explain why she fell so deeply for Harold Craxton, to whom she transferred all the love she no longer dared give her father.


 


The damage David had caused his daughter left deep scars, but Jane’s assessment of his behaviour is forgiving. Over time she understood ‘that he had suffered shocks [during the war] when he was not much older than I was then, and that as a consequence he had never, in some senses, grown up. He loved me, and when I ceased to be a little girl he simply added another dimension to his love. This was irresponsible and selfish, but it wasn’t wicked.’10


Kit knew or at least suspected that David was seeing other women, and her humiliation was matched by her disgust at his sexual appetite; but it is unlikely that she noticed any change in his attitude to Jane, and she certainly can’t be blamed for his conduct. Yet children who have been abused often find it harder to forgive the parent who ‘let it happen’, than the parent who assaulted them. Throughout her memoir, Jane often reiterates that she was never good enough for her over-critical mother. There is no doubt that she believed this to be true, and there is much in Kit’s character to bear it out. Kay Howard, who married into the family, recalled that Kit ‘had a look in her eye that made you feel that you’d never match up to her expectations’.11


And yet there is another testimony that casts Kit in rather a different light. Helen Howard, Kit’s sister-in-law, was very fond of her: they brought up their children together and remained close all their lives. Yet Helen told her daughter-in-law, Kay, that she never approved of the way that Kit and David lavished praise on Jane in front of the family, admiring her looks or clapping wildly as she acted in charades or played the piano. That is not to deny, however, that there was all too little of it in private.


 


In her mid to late teens it seems as if Jane’s emotional development got stuck, like a record going round and round, as she tried to make sense of her rage and shame, and her own awakening sexuality. She could no longer trust her father and could not confide in her mother, who didn’t love her or even like her very much – certainly far less than her brothers. She felt constantly on trial, and incapable of earning her mother’s approval.


This is why, like her father, a part of Jane ‘never grew up’ – another constant refrain in her memoir. She would grow into a beautiful and brilliant woman, who married and had a child and wrote books and made her own way in the world. New experiences overlaid the old grooves of the record; but on some emotional level she remained immature, unconfident, seeing herself as a victim because her mother had not loved and cherished her.










4


Ambitions, Courtship and War


While young Jane was grappling with her parental demons, the rest of the world was moving towards a Second World War. By the time she turned fifteen in March 1938, Austria had been annexed to the Third Reich. She did not follow the news very closely but she had read a book called Vain Glory, an anthology of soldiers’ experiences put together by Guy Chapman M.C. after the last global conflict. The book confirmed her worst fears that if there were another war, they would all be bombed or gassed to death.


The threat of imminent destruction was dispelled at the end of September 1938, when Neville Chamberlain returned from his meeting with Hitler in Munich to announce that he had secured ‘peace for our time’. Jane was profoundly relieved and tried to forget all about it, which was not very hard: the family had no wireless and newspapers were exclusively for the grown-ups.


 


Her fifteenth year was the last she spent with Miss Cobham; but Jane never forgot her, and years later she became Miss Milliment, one of the most poignant characters in the Cazalet Chronicle. Jane was now bent on becoming an actress. Her mother considered this a very selfish and frivolous aim for the sombre times ahead. But the idea that war might rob her of a brilliant career in the theatre filled Jane with such indignation, that it displaced her terror of gas and bombs and the threat of invasion.


Before she could think about acting school, she knew that she would have to get over her homesickness: an anxiety so intense that it could bring on stomach cramps, nausea and headaches. She made herself spend a couple of weekends in the country with Carol Beddington’s family, and survived the ordeal. Now, in May 1939, Carol was going to do a course in domestic science at Seer Green, near Beaconsfield in Buckinghamshire. With her parents’ blessing, Jane decided to join her. She had no particular interest in the course but with Carol there she might be able to reduce her homesickness to manageable levels.


Jane had always dreaded going to boarding school, which her parents had occasionally used as a threat; but there were no uniforms at Seer Green and its routines were hardly oppressive. The forty girls on the course took it in turns to be cooks, housemaids or laundresses, and Jane learned ‘how to turn out a room, goffer a surplice, make pastry, bread, pies, tarts and soufflés, how to order appropriate cuts of meat from the butcher, lay a table properly and interview a servant – beginning with, “What is your religion?” ’.1 The stress of homesickness was overwhelming at first and resulted in several broken pudding basins, but gradually it began to recede.


Her fellow students she found both dull and baffling – perhaps because most of them had been to boarding school and knew how to behave in a pack. To Jane they seemed very sophisticated, yet she was astonished by their lack of interest in music or art or the theatre. Their subjects of conversation were clothes, hair, make-up and men. ‘But what will you do?’ Jane would ask earnestly, thinking of the glittering career that awaited her on stage. The summit of achievement for most of these girls was a little travelling, followed by a season in London.


Jane admitted that she must have been an insufferable prig at the time. She pushed successfully for a party from Seer Green to go up to London to see John Gielgud play Hamlet at the Lyceum in June. The headmistress was enthusiastic, and asked Jane to give a résumé of the play before they went – which increased her reputation for brainy eccentricity among the girls.


Two weekends of that first term were spent at home; and when Jane returned to Lansdowne Road, she was surprised to find that a girl a year older than her had joined the family. Her name was Dosia Cropper, and she came from Westmorland where her family knew the Somervells. When Dosia won a place at the Royal School of Music in London, the Somervells suggested that she should lodge with David and Kit Howard. Kit thought that Jane would be jealous and difficult about the new arrival, which makes one wonder why she didn’t send her daughter a letter in advance to prepare her; but, in the event, Jane was delighted with Dosia. ‘She was funny, full of life, [and she] also played the piano extremely well . . . Not beautiful, she was intensely attractive, and she had a dashing personality that I very much wished I had myself.’2


Jane spent the last summer of peace in Sussex, where the growing children and the need to separate the sexes meant that the Beacon was no longer big enough to house them all. The overflow were accommodated in a converted barn and a small cottage with an outdoor privy. Jane played endless games of squash with her cousin Dana, and tennis with her aunts and uncles. She was too old for children’s games, but still enjoyed the expeditions to pick blackberries and mushrooms, and days on the beach. Harold and Essie Craxton came down on two separate occasions. Jane had started to knit Harold a jumper, and he made her play ‘The Arrival of the Queen of Sheba’ with him on the piano.


She now had an allowance of £42 a year for her clothes and she dined with the grown-ups, for which occasions she would change into an aquamarine housecoat made of furnishing brocade. Some of Seer Green’s preoccupations had rubbed off on her, for she worried about her hair and slept in huge uncomfortable rollers. She also experimented with Tangee lipstick – which was orange in the stick, but stained lips to ‘the perfect shade for you’ when applied.


 


After the invasion of Czechoslovakia in March and the declaration of the Nazi–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact in August, it became evident that Hitler was going to invade Poland sooner or later; and when that happened, Britain would be obliged to make a move. The Germans advanced into Poland on 1 September 1939; but Jane, recalling the reprieve of the previous year, confidently expected that Mr Chamberlain would pop over to Munich again and sort things out.


Others were not so hopeful. Her Aunt Ruth, who ran a charity for unwanted babies called the Babies’ Hotel with the help of student nurses who wanted to become nannies, prepared to move the whole establishment from Clapham to Sussex. Ruth’s father, the Brig, had suggested that the barn could house the babies, while the student nurses moved into the squash court. The Brig also bought a wireless, so that he and the adults of the family could hear the result of Britain’s ultimatum to Germany. It was broadcast at 11.15 a.m. on Sunday, 3 September. There was a long moment of silence after the prime minister had finished; and Jane remembered how her grandfather got to his feet and kissed all three of his sons, which had never happened before. Within the hour, the first air-raid warning sounded. All her fear of bombs and gas returned, made worse because her cat was in London. She knew cats weren’t going to be issued with gas masks.


 


The British Army was well under strength in both officers and men; but in the weeks following the declaration of war, 158,000 men were sent to northern France. The Howard brothers were too old for service at the front, but civilians were needed in military administration to release officers for active duty. It was decided that the two younger ones, David and John, would join the services while the eldest, Geoff, would be left to run the firm with the Brig, who was now almost completely blind. Jane’s father David joined the air force and was given the job of defending Hendon aerodrome, while her Uncle John joined the army.


At the end of that summer Jane returned to Seer Green, alone: Carol Beddington’s parents wanted her to do war work, for which she needed more than a qualification in domestic science. Jane stayed on at Seer Green during which time she became (briefly) very religious, inspired by a woman crippled with rheumatoid arthritis whom she would wheel to church. Back in Sussex for the Christmas holidays, she also helped her Aunt Ruth with the evacuated babies of the Babies’ Hotel, learning how to bathe and feed them. At the same time, she realized that she was not the stuff of which saints and nuns are made. Early in 1940, during her last term at Seer Green, she and several of the students caught measles. The worst part about those endless weeks was not being able to read, while her few letters home were baked in an oven before being sent so as not to spread the infection.


 


Following her recovery she rejoined her family in London, where the government had decreed that all theatres and concert halls should be closed for the duration of the war. After the first few weeks people began to complain about this ‘cultural blackout’, which the wireless was doing little to address. In between its news bulletins, the BBC broadcast a series of ‘interminable emergency programmes featuring Sandy McPherson at the theatre organ, alternating with monotonous sequences of gramophone recordings, interrupted by frequent notices about gas masks’.3


An even drearier spectacle, according to its director Kenneth Clark, was the National Gallery, now nothing more than a huge empty shell since all its treasures had been moved to safety. He was delighted when, in the autumn of 1939, the pianist Myra Hess suggested that the gallery should be used for a series of daily lunchtime concerts, which became hugely popular and ran for the whole of the war.


It was at one of these concerts in the spring of 1940 that Kit Howard, accompanied by Jane, renewed her acquaintance with Lady Kennet, in whose studio she had danced during the First World War. Lady Kennet was a celebrated sculptor, who had trained at the Slade School of Art and had known Auguste Rodin in Paris. Her first husband had been Captain Robert Falcon Scott, the explorer, who had died in the icy wastes of Antarctica in 1912. He had achieved his mission to reach the South Pole; but his Norwegian rival, Roald Amundsen, had reached it a month before.


Kathleen’s grief for her first husband was forged into a fierce exaltation of his heroic death. He would never be forgotten; and she would raise their son Peter, who was two when he lost his father, to be worthy of the Scott name and legend. A decade after Scott’s death she married the writer, politician and financier Edward Hilton Young, who became Lord Kennet on his retirement from politics in 1935.


The Kennets had one son, Wayland, who was then sixteen. According to him, the reason for meeting up with Kit Howard was that ‘my mother suddenly decided that it was time there should be a girl friend in my life’. Kathleen didn’t know any girls, but then remembered that Kit Howard had a daughter who ought to be about the right age. ‘Thus it came about that we all went to a concert at the National Gallery. I thought you were wonderfully beautiful, but how should I ever make out with someone who was taller than me?’4 


Undeterred by the girl’s height, Lady Kennet suggested that Jane should ‘come and play with Wayland’ during the Easter holidays, at their house in Norfolk. Jane resisted the idea hard. She did not know the Kennets and was too grown-up to ‘play’ with anybody. When the invitation came, she refused to go unless her brother Robin came too but that was easily arranged, so she had no choice but to accept.


She looked forward with far greater anticipation to her audition at the London Mask Theatre School. Her parents were not happy about this but Jane had completed the course at Seer Green, and had persuaded them to agree that if she were accepted at the theatre school, she could go. The school was housed in a studio in Ebury Street and run by John Fernald, an actor-teacher who eventually became principal of the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA). Applicants were told to prepare two pieces for their audition, one of which was to be a speech from Shakespeare. Jane decided to perform Juliet’s speech that begins ‘The clock struck nine when I did send the nurse’,5 and follow it with a comic sketch of a lady conducting a children’s dancing class. She was accepted.


This came as no surprise. With the absolute confidence of the untried, Jane knew she could act, and she knew she could make people laugh; in every other respect she was thoroughly dissatisfied with herself. Her hair was too straight, her nose too big, her forehead too low, her widow’s peak off-centre and her legs were not as shapely as fashion demanded. She was also clumsy, gawky and ill-educated. The prospect of ten days with the Kennets brought on sickening waves of apprehension.


After two weeks with their parents on the Norfolk Broads in early May, Robin and Jane were taken to Fritton Hithe: a long, heavily thatched house overlooking Fritton Lake. The Howards were ushered into a drawing room where Lady Kennet sat by the fire with some embroidery, while Wayland played the piano (his mother dreamed of him becoming a composer) and a stocky man dabbed at a canvas on an easel. He was introduced as ‘my older son Peter, who is on sick leave’. Lady Kennet insisted they should call her K (although she will be called Kathleen in this narrative, so as not to confuse her with Kit), while Lord Kennet was introduced as Bill. He had lost his right arm in the First World War, and Jane described him as ‘one of the most noble and completely civilized men I have ever met’.6


To her great surprise, Jane found herself enchanted by this family. ‘Whatever we all did – walks in the woods, sailing on the lake, silly word games at meals and charades after dinner – it took place in the sunny climate of mutual admiration. For one who had been brought up with the puritan ethic that nobody could be publicly acknowledged to be good at anything, this atmosphere of confidence and triumph was intoxicating.’7 She also noticed that Kathleen and Bill’s relationship held none of the dark, icy undertones she had felt between her parents at home. They seemed to be on first-name terms with the most illustrious authors, playwrights, politicians, actors and painters of the day, and knew they would leave their mark on the world. By comparison, the Howards’ ambitions seemed limited to keeping the family firm ticking over.


On the second day, Peter Scott asked if he could draw Jane, and she was deeply flattered. Peter was then thirty-one, and had lived up to most of his mother’s high expectations – even though he had dismayed her by scraping a degree at Cambridge, and dropping out of his course at the Royal Academy of Art. She had been particularly keen to honour Captain Scott’s wish that their son be brought up with a love of nature, and sure enough the boy had grown into a passionate naturalist. He was already an authority on the Anatidae family which includes ducks, geese and swans, and had bought a lighthouse at Sutton Bridge on the Wash where he lived and established a refuge for wildfowl. Painting wild birds was how he earned his living, and he had had seven successful exhibitions at the Ackermann Gallery in London before 1939. In addition, Peter was a championship-level skater, and an expert sailor in the small dinghy class who had twice won the Prince of Wales Cup. He had joined the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve as soon as he could, and in February 1940 he began his first spell of duty as a sub-lieutenant in the destroyer HMS Broke.


On board a destroyer at last he looked forward to some dangerous and exciting times, only to find himself stricken by seasickness. ‘It had never troubled him in small boats,’ wrote his biographer Elspeth Huxley, ‘but in rough Atlantic storms the destroyer pitched and rolled so savagely that he soon succumbed. The Captain ordered a bucket to be lashed to the gun-director on the bridge and Peter made frequent use of it, but got no better.’8 He became so ill and run-down that he developed jaundice, and was given a month’s sick leave – which was why he was recuperating at Fritton.


Jane was overawed that someone so glamorous and impressive should be paying her attention; ‘Lovely, lovely,’ he breathed as he drew her; but when she saw the finished drawing, she felt it looked embarrassingly idealized. They were still at Fritton on 10 May,9 when Hitler’s Panzer Divisions overwhelmed the Low Countries and plunged into France. Chamberlain resigned, exhausted and depressed, and Winston Churchill became prime minister.


For the last week of Peter’s leave, when Jane was back in London and spending her days at the Mask School, he took her out every night – to restaurants and theatres and dancing, where to her mortification she found he was a far better dancer than she was. Kathleen rang Jane’s mother and told her to warn her daughter that Peter ‘had broken many hearts’; but even after he had taken her down to the banks of the Serpentine and kissed her in the dark, Jane felt nothing but a kind of gratitude. Her head had been turned, she wrote, but her heart remained untouched.


This could be because she was also attracted to Peter’s half-brother. She had originally been invited as company for him, and she was closer to Wayland in more than just years: he shared her interest in books and the arts, while Jane never caught Peter’s enthusiasm for boats and birds. This bond between them was recognized to the extent that Peter sometimes found himself looking over his shoulder, hoping that his younger brother didn’t mind him paying court to Jane.


Ten days after their lightning invasion of France, the Germans had trapped the British Expeditionary Force and large numbers of French and Belgian troops in the area around Dunkirk. An operation was mounted to rescue as many men as possible, but it was painfully slow. The coastal waters around the port were so shallow that destroyers could not come in close, so soldiers had to wade out to the ships and wait for hours in the water – knowing that the troops defending the town would not be able to hold the Germans back for much longer. On 27 May the Ministry of Shipping put out a call for all shallow-draughted boats to join in the effort, and the response was so inspiring that ‘the spirit of Dunkirk’ became a rallying cry throughout the war. By 3 June when the evacuation was called off, over 300,000 men had been rescued.


The war was suddenly very close, not least for Jane’s friend Dosia who had left her music studies to become a nurse. Jane wrote to Peter that


 


Her hospital has had 250 men from Dunkirk, nearly all off their heads having had no attention for five days. Dosia is rather shaken I think, because she wrote to me at midnight after her first day in a very wild and miserable way. I have tried to make Mummy let me join her, because they are short-handed but she says they’d find out I wasn’t eighteen. It isn’t just a question of feeling I ought to now, I want to . . . it’s just grotesque to go on acting when people are needing nurses and there is such an agony of suffering.10


 


Peter took no part in the rescue operations at Dunkirk because his ship was undergoing repairs; and by the time she was back in service, the Germans had overrun northern France. The French government abandoned Paris to the enemy on 11 June, and all the roads to the south and west were clogged with cars, trucks, animals and thousands of refugees trying to escape the enemy.


On 9 June Peter was put in charge of an operation to evacuate eighty British wounded from the village of Saint-Valéry-en-Caux, north-east of Le Havre. The operation went smoothly. But while he was on shore he learned, from the chief of staff of the 51st Highland Division, that there were over 8,000 British troops close by, all of whom would be taken prisoner if they were not rescued within the next forty-eight hours. Peter promised that HMS Broke would return; and as soon as they had put in to Portsmouth with the wounded, he and his captain requested permission to go back to France and evacuate as many men as they could. To their dismay, the idea was turned down. Enemy air superiority round the French coast was now too strong to risk any more destroyers on rescue missions, and HMS Broke was told to await further orders.


Peter blamed himself bitterly for not having evacuated as many as he could of the 51st Division there and then, while he was in Saint-Valéry, without applying to a higher authority. ‘I missed a tremendous chance of doing great service by being too ordinary,’ he wrote to his mother. ‘With real initiative I could have saved 6,000 British troops . . . If I had . . . I should have been court-martialled. But what is a court-martial when an Expeditionary force is at stake?’11 Anyone in his position would have agonized over abandoning all those men to the enemy, even under orders; but the incident does reveal just how much Peter Scott wanted to be a hero, to the point of self-immolation.


A little later in the month he was able to prove his valour in Brittany. In the course of five separate landings near Brest, often under enemy fire, he and the shore party under his command rescued 250 people and blew up a great deal of industrial equipment, including a 150-ton crane.


‘Darling Peter,’ wrote Jane, ‘your mother rang up and told me about you. You couldn’t have done better Peter could you? It was marvellous.’12 Jane and Peter had only known each other a few weeks; but while the letters on both sides were becoming more passionate and intense, Peter often warned her of the dangers of a courtship based on letters. At the same time, writing to her took his mind off the harsh realities of his life at sea: terror as the ship bucked and rolled in seventy-foot waves; the discomfort of everything being wet; the lack of privacy; the anguish of pulling the living, dead and injured from torpedoed vessels; and always the leaden weight of knowing that, at any moment, he might be dead or appallingly injured himself.


His mother too was living on an emotional knife-edge for her first-born son, who had been her ambition and her life’s work. Kathleen had had several proposals in her youth; but her aim in looking for a husband was not money or status or even love, but to find the man who would give her the perfect child. She found him in Captain Robert Falcon Scott, and they married in 1908; yet until Peter was born the following year, she wrote, her husband had been ‘a probationer, a means to an end. Now my aim, my desire, had been abundantly accomplished. I worshipped the two of them as one, father and son.’13


Against all the odds, Peter had survived her messianic devotion with his common sense and easy-going charm intact. But Kathleen was acutely aware that he might not live long, and it was vital that the Scott genes be preserved. She had been steering and organizing Peter’s life ever since he was born, and now she (and Peter, of course) had to find a woman who could give him a son. Kathleen’s telephone call to the seventeen-year-old Jane implies that she was acquiring significance as a potential bride. She had hoped that her son would find someone a few years older and steadier, but for the moment Jane – originally earmarked as company for Wayland – would have to do.


 


By mid-July Hitler’s plan for the invasion of Britain was under way, and the battles in the skies above southern England had begun. The Brig declared that the Beacon should be camouflaged, although the only paints available were sky blue, salmon pink and pea green. The effect was dazzling, and ‘we must . . . have provided a most comforting landmark for the [German] bombers as they made their way to London’.14 At the same time, Peter was conducting some more effective experiments in camouflage, particularly of smaller destroyers and torpedo boats. To conceal them at night, when most of the hunting and being hunted took place, he suggested that they should be painted in very pale tones that were almost white; an idea so successful that he was awarded an MBE in the King’s Birthday Honours of 1942.15


 


Jane spent much of the summer at the Beacon writing her second play, called Outrageous Fortune. This was about a ballet dancer faced with the choice so many women have to make, between career and marriage. In the first act, the young dancer is on the brink of professional success, but she knows she will have to give it all up if she accepts her rich suitor’s proposal. In the second act she pursues her career, yet in renouncing love she loses hope and ends up killing herself. In the third act she makes the alternative choice, and abandons dancing for a husband and a family; but does this leave her fulfilled, or merely dull and diminished? The play leaves everything in balance, providing no answer. It was of course based on her mother; but Jane said that in writing the play she was more preoccupied with wrestling with the structure than exploring the theme.


She was also watching the dogfights in the sky, and regularly commuting to the Mask School in London. At one point her train was machine-gunned; and a few days after that she told Peter how ‘a German bomber very hard hit grazed our chimney pots, righted itself and crashed in a field further on. It then started burning and the bombs in it blew up – very noisy. There were about 100 planes above us and a lot of machine gunning, three other planes came down but none so near.’16


The bombing of London began towards the end of August; and a month later, during a night in which over 200 incendiaries were dropped, two of the Howard Brothers’ timber wharves were burned to the ground and the third partially destroyed. It was a devastating blow for the business; and although there were no casualties, the livelihoods of many of the firm’s employees went up in smoke with the wharves.17 To Peter she wrote that ‘The wharves are a terrible sight, but all the family seem to be very calm about them but very pessimistic. They all say things like only the beginning and thin end of the wedge, but apart from photographing them madly they don’t seem to do much. And we continue to live here in gentle squalor . . .’18


 


Jane had her first taste of acting in a real theatre, the Westminster, as Alice Dearth in J.M. Barrie’s Dear Brutus; but the directors of the London Mask School felt unable to continue, amid falling glass from the studio roof and the myriad difficulties thrown up by wartime London. When the school closed at the end of the summer, two of its staff decided to start a student repertory company in Devon to play at the Garden Theatre in Bideford. They were Eileen Thorndike, an actress like her more famous sister Sybil; and Herbert (Bertie) Scott, a singer from Northern Ireland who specialized in voice training. Jane had a difficult time persuading her parents to let her go. They wanted her to do a shorthand and typing course, so that she might make herself useful in the war effort. But Jane was one of the students to whom the Scott-Thorndike Repertory Company, as it was called, offered a scholarship, so her parents would not have to pay for her tuition. Grudgingly they gave in, and she left for Devon in mid-October 1940.


 


The students of the Scott-Thorndike Repertory Company were lodged in the village of Instow, at Instow House. This was a draughty and dilapidated Edwardian pile overlooking the estuary of the rivers Taw and Torridge, and in fine weather the grey shape of Lundy Island appeared on the horizon. Jane shared a freezing cold room with two of the four girl students, while Eileen Thorndike shared another big room with her three daughters who were then in their early to mid teens. There was also an elderly Romanian actress who was getting over a painful love affair, and a Canadian actress who must have been paying a good rent because her room had better furniture and a coal fire. Also in the house were two of the company’s three male actors: a young Paul Scofield and a strange young man with yellow hair called Seth Holt.


Every morning they would take the bus or, to save the pennies, hitch a lift into Bideford, which lay three and a half miles to the south on the west bank of the River Torridge. (Jane and her friends found that one of the best ways to bring a car to a stop was to lie down in the road, as if in a faint.) The Garden Theatre itself was glacial, smelled faintly of gas and had dressing rooms like prison cells. Much of Jane’s initial confidence was undermined by Bertie Scott, who could not understand why she found it so hard to locate her diaphragm; but he did teach her how to project her voice, how to use its lower registers without strain, and how to ‘follow-through’ after a line of speech. She far preferred rehearsals with the rest of the cast. Her first parts were Katherine in The Taming of the Shrew, and Anne of Bohemia in Richard of Bordeaux by Gordon Daviot (the psudonym of Elizabeth Mackintosh, who also wrote historical novels as Josephine Tey). As there were twice as many women to men in the company everyone had to take turns, while Paul Scofield and Seth Holt alternated as Petruchio and Richard.


They thought themselves terribly sophisticated. The girls wore slacks, the boys baggy trousers, patched jackets and brightly coloured scarves. They said ‘fuck’ a lot in loud voices and everyone smoked. Jane did not tell Peter that everyone at Instow was a proclaimed pacifist; nor that during one party she had won a prize for who could wear the least – using some bits of stamp edging and a powder puff: a daring piece of exhibitionism (later used in her novel Marking Time) which indicates that Jane wasn’t quite as shy as she sometimes made out. She did tell him that they were always hungry and cold, but by the time the company gathered for their evening meal round the kitchen table (a joint of mutton with potatoes and cabbage, and there was never a scrap left) the air was thick with ambitions. They talked endlessly about their favourite parts and who they wanted to play opposite, which made Jane feel ‘rather swamped and very helpless. Only about one of us will ever reach the top, and yet to see them all burning with excitement makes it very heartbreaking.’19
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