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I have done the state some service, and they know’t;


No more of that. I pray you, in your letters,


When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,


Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,


Nor set down aught in malice: then, must you speak


Of one that loved not wisely but too well.


Shakespeare, Othello








Betty



She had a force, or magnetism, to a terrifying degree. It leapt like light from the whole of her, not just from her green eyes or wide smile. Many a man, I think, read this force as warmth; as a concentrated and passionate interest in himself. The trick of making a man feel he is her entire universe is an old feminine wile, but “Cynthia” had it to the nth degree. I felt the impact at once.


Harford Montgomery Hyde
(Former colleague at British Security Coordination New York, 1941)


It would be difficult to overemphasize the importance of her work. . . . Her security was irreproachable and her loyalty to her employers complete. She was not greedy for money but greedy only to serve a cause in which she believed. In fact she was paid a small salary which represented little more than her living expenses, although the value of her work to Britain could be assessed, if at all, in millions.


BSC Official History (p. 153)





Introduction



The legend of Betty Pack is simple enough. She was a beautiful American spy who worked for the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), and later for the American equivalent, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), during World War II. Her method of obtaining information from and about the enemy was equally basic. She singled out top men and seduced them. In only one instance did she mistake her quarry, and on that occasion she was able to use the influence of another man whom she had previously “turned” to mitigate the damage.


Recruited by British Secret Intelligence in Poland in 1938, she was active until 1944 when her cover was compromised. During that time she was able to acquire, consistently, information that her spymasters considered of great value to the war effort. Within days of the North African landings, Colonel Ellery Huntington—her former controller and subsequent commander of the OSS Detachment in North Africa—told her that information she had provided, which had been used during the landings, had “changed the whole course of the war.”1


There have been, inevitably, comparisons with Mata Hari. But Betty was not simply a beauty allowing her body to be used. She was, according to her brother, “highly intellectual,” and while this assessment may not be regarded as objective it is borne out by official SIS documents and her colleagues. Marion de Chastellaine of the British Security Coordination, Betty’s contact with HQ in 1941–42, also told me:




Of course Betty enjoyed the glamour of the thing. She had got herself involved in Poland and came into the service of her own volition. . . . I think she came across some information and then set about finding someone to pass it on to. . . 2





More often than not it was Betty, herself, who targeted her male subjects. She was intelligent enough to know what information they were likely to possess and she used all her skills, including sex, to extract it. To a certain extent she regarded her work in the bedroom as mere expediency. Asked by a friend if she ever felt any shame over her modus operandi, she replied:




Not in the least! My superiors told me that the results of my work saved thousands of British and American lives. Even one would have made it worthwhile . . . wars are not won by “respectable” methods. . . .





During the course of my research I learned variously that Betty was: a femme fatale; very sweet; a nymphomaniac; a romantic; extremely beautiful; rather ordinary; electrifying; and highly intelligent. A friend who knew her for thirty years said of her, “She was one of the most courageous women I ever knew.”3 Another said, “She was a delightful, intelligent companion, and there was a restlessness that gave the impression that there was something of the wild—untamed, I mean—animal about her. It was an irresistible combination.”4


Clearly this was a fascinating woman in every sense. Filled with restless energy, she was at her best when channelling its force into supporting her through situations that were fraught with physical danger and adventure. Her exploits extended beyond the bedroom: from burglary and safecracking to posing as the step-daughter of an interned senior official of the Vichy government whom she joined in captivity. From wandering around, alone, in Spain during the civil war searching for an imprisoned lover to running medical supplies across the border to Franco’s “insurgents,” contravening the direct orders of her ambassador. Her talents ranged from speaking several foreign languages with absolute fluency to an acknowledged ability as a journalist. In addition she was an accomplished hostess in the diplomatic world.


The ingredients alone would make a good novel, but there is nothing fictional about Betty Pack. This is her story.





Chapter 1



1910-1929


On a cold spring morning in March 1938 Betty Pack, wife of Arthur Pack, His Majesty’s Commercial Secretary in Warsaw, drove out to a country club on the outskirts of the city. Arthur had recently suffered a severe stroke and Betty had gone with him to England to arrange his convalescence at home. She then returned to Warsaw with the intention of collecting their three-year-old daughter and rejoining her husband.


Betty was a twenty-seven-year-old American. Physically she was beautiful: slightly over medium height and slim with amber blond hair, patrician features and large green eyes. There was a sweetness in her nature, and a sirenlike quality to her soft voice that instantly attracted people of both sexes. Women did not stay attracted very long. Most men stayed too long. Although she was enthusiastic in her passions, she was not naturally garrulous and the aura of calm, serious sympathy she exuded invited confidences; especially from men, who found themselves sharing their problems, hopes and disappointments.


One of these men was Edward Kulikowski, a young man in a senior position in the American Section of the Polish Foreign Office. On her return to Warsaw Betty met the Polish diplomat at a party at the Hotel Europejski and the two began an affair. It was casual and friendly, both using it to assuage the painful after effects of previous serious relationships which had failed. Most evenings Betty would join Kulikowski in his bachelor apartment furnished with fur rugs, a large comfortable divan and a grand piano. An accomplished pianist, he would play Chopin, and afterwards they would stretch out on a fur rug before the fire and sip vodka before making love.


Since Betty also moved in the narrow diplomatic community they had many mutual friends and concerns. Their discussions centred around these, and on the burning issue of the day—Hitler’s avarice and the threat of war it posed. On the evening before her drive to the country club, as they lay together before the fire, Kulikowski casually let slip a piece of information that Betty knew, intuitively, was important. Her husband’s previous posting had been Spain during the civil war, and she had had occasion to provide items of minor intelligence to British Military authorities. If they had been interested in details of rationing and the gossip of the worried citizens of Madrid, how much more interested would they be in what Edward had just said to her? Yet what was she to do with it?


One of her friends at the British embassy was the Passport Control Officer, Jack Shelley. She telephoned him the next morning and said she needed to discuss a matter of importance. He suggested they play a round of golf together that morning.


The Passport Control Office was a thinly disguised cover within British embassies for British Intelligence operatives, and though Betty was not aware of Shelley’s particular role in these operations she knew that he would be able to pass her information on if he considered it as valuable as she did.


Betty told Shelley what Kulikowski had confided to her on the previous night: Hitler’s next victim was to be Czechoslovakia and Poland’s foreign minister, Colonel Josef Beck, had agreed to condone this aggression in return for “a bite of the cherry.” Shelley, the senior officer of the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) in Poland, was probably already aware of Hitler’s designs on Czechoslovakia but he needed as much detail as he could obtain on Poland’s position. He told Betty of his connection with SIS and asked her to “Go back and get any more stuff on that that you can. . . .”


Soon she was providing Shelley with regular typed reports of her conversations with Kulikowski, which Shelley passed on to London. As a consequence, Shelley was instructed to recruit Betty as an agent. Apparently happy to abandon her plans for rejoining her husband, she agreed. Her assignment was to make as many friends as she could among senior officials of Polish diplomatic and political circles. To cover the costs of entertaining she was provided with a monthly sum from SIS funds.


There was an unspoken agreement between Betty and her controller that, if necessary, she would sleep with her contacts to gain information. Within weeks she had met one of the most important men in the Polish government and as part of her commitment to SIS goals, slipped naturally into the role of seductress. The role had a six-year run. In the end she may have been one of the most successful women spies of World War II.


Amy Elizabeth Thorpe was born on November 22, 1910, in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Her mother’s sister, Aimée, lived with the child’s parents from time to time, and it was perhaps to avoid confusion with Aunt Aimée that from her first days the baby was known as Elizabeth, and more often, Betty. Although she would be known by many names in her short and adventurous life, she generally called herself Betty until after World War II, when the diminutive came to be regarded, perhaps, as faintly undignified and she began calling herself Elizabeth.


Her father, George Cyrus Thorpe, was a captain in the United States Marines. The son of a farmer, he had joined the United States Marine Corps in 1898 at the age of twenty-two as a second lieutenant, serving on the USS Yale in the Santiago campaign during the Spanish-American War. He was present on the first Puerto Rican expedition.


With countless skirmishes occurring in various parts of the world, those were good times for an ambitious young officer. Within eighteen months his distinguished service and gallant conduct earned him a promotion to captain during the Philippine insurrection.1 Over the next ten years his service included a spell as Fleet Marine officer of the European Fleet, until he took part in the 1903 American expedition through Syria. In the following year he commanded a marine expedition through Abyssinia to make a treaty with Emperor Menelik II, by whom he was decorated with the Star of Ethiopia. By 1906 George was involved in the war of Cuban pacification, where he helped to quell the election troubles in the new republic. At the time of Betty’s birth Captain Thorpe had just finished an extended period of leave from military service, during which he had earned both a bachelor’s and a law degree from New York University.2


Cora Wells, Betty’s mother, was the daughter of State Senator Harry H. Wells. Despite her handsome looks and obvious intelligence she was regarded by some members of society as a bluestocking spinster. A haughty coldness in her manner, which she never lost, may have accounted for this. If Cora did indeed behave with a certain aloofness towards her upper Midwest neighbours, she may have seen herself as having just cause: she had been graduated with honours as a bachelor of arts from the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, and followed this with postgraduate work at Columbia University, New York, the Sorbonne in Paris, and the University of Munich. But if other suitors were intimidated by such a world-educated woman, the equally well travelled Captain Thorpe seems not to have been.


Cora’s family lived in a style far removed from that of the Thorpes. Not for them the huge farmhouse kitchen and a life tuned to the passing seasons. Her father, who left his native Canada to settle in Morris, Minnesota, as an eighteen-year-old clerk, was an ambitious entrepreneur. Within seven years he had married Clara Wolff, daughter of the owner, and was running the business. By the time he was thirty, he had bought out his father-in-law, set up numerous other business ventures, founded a bank and had been elected to the state legislature.


George Thorpe and Cora Wells were married on April 8, 1908. A few months before the birth of Betty, George returned to active service as commander of the naval prison at Portsmouth, Maine, an assignment coupled with promotion to the rank of major. The family lived in Maine until 1914, during which time two more children were born; a second daughter, Jane, in July 1912 and a son, George, in July 1914.


As an adult Betty wrote of her first memories, describing all as having been “built around aloneness.” The earliest went back to the age of four, when she would contrive to spend a part of each day in the pine woods that were some distance from her home. She recalled lying among the bluebells and listening to the wind that soughed among the tall trees and the faraway sound of motor boats on Maine’s Casco Bay. This search for solitude not unnaturally caused some anxiety in those charged with her care, for she often disappeared for long periods. Fortunately, the neighbourhood policeman soon came to know the child’s hiding places and would go and collect her in the evenings and take her home. However, the contentment she found by withdrawing into seclusion at that early age became a pattern; towards the end of her life she claimed that much of the satisfaction she had derived in her life came from this ability to be comfortable in her own company.


Throughout her childhood she never had what is called a “best friend” and apart from her diary she had no confidant.3 This does not suggest a happy relationship with her parents, or more particularly, since her father was often absent, with her mother. Cora was not a woman who could display love or emotion easily. Added to this was Betty’s own strong character, which even at an early age predicted inevitable personality clashes between the two. In those days when adults believed that “children should be seen and not heard,” Betty’s response to the stresses of her relationship with a highly directed mother took the form of escape into a private world.


Despite the fact that a world war was raging in Europe, Betty’s father continued his search for education; his biographical records show that he was graduated from the Navy War College at Annapolis in 1915 and the following year received his M.A. at Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island. During this period Cora and the three children lived in Newport, Rhode Island, moving to Washington, D.C., in 1916.


In 1917, George Thorpe, as chief of staff of the Second Marine Brigade, was posted to Cuba, where he earned praise for his work in capturing a notorious bandit despite having received a serious bullet wound. With his previous record this new achievement ultimately brought him to the rank of colonel. In the winter of 1917–18 Cora took her three children to Cuba, only to find that her peripatetic husband had been sent to South America. She remained on the island until early 1919, when she retreated to Florida to await the return of George, who had received a home posting. Young Betty had a natural facility for languages and in the interim period picked up the rudiments of Spanish. Years later she could recall from this time intricate memories of visits to plantations and the bright social life of off-duty service personnel. The family was reunited in Florida and shortly afterwards returned to Washington, D.C. George’s next posting was to the General Staff College.


Thus Betty was already well travelled when at the age of nine she started keeping a day-by-day diary in a large bound volume presented to her by her grandparents at Christmas. Daily she recorded the details of what seemed a remarkably crowded social life for a nine-year-old: “. . . it was a beautiful but sad play about Lincoln.” “Today after lunch we all went to our old dressmaker, Miss Mills. . . .” “Went to the Library of Congress, it is all marble and paintings. . . .” “Today Nana [her maternal grandmother] took me to see Pavlova . . . she danced wonderfully well.” On a visit to George Washington’s home at Mount Vernon she wrote a vivid description of the house, decorated with the child’s memory of the surrounding green hills, and the white sails of yachts against the blue of the Potomac viewed from the front lawns. She had developed a writer’s knack of observation, though at times one gets the impression that she is too much echoing the style and sentiments of her elders.


The society columns of the Washington Star indicate that her parents moved easily in top circles of the city’s political and diplomatic milieu. One diary entry engagingly describes a party given by her mother that day for Vice-President and Mrs. Coolidge. Another gives a special insight into the distorted sense of noblesse oblige Washington society tried to instil in its children, telling of a late-afternoon party in 1921 when she was taken with her smartly dressed companions onto a balcony where, in the gathering dusk, they “threw pennies to the darkie children.”4


As an adult she was to write, not altogether sympathetically, that her mother was a passionate believer in the discipline of good manners and the rituals of “society.” Betty might have been turned into the artificial, polished creature that her mother would have admired. Instead, as she became conscious of the hypocrisy of society, though she did not rebel openly she became instead a cynical observer noting that good manners were “actually rather useful to hide behind.” Tall, slender and blond, her gamine appearance as a pre-teenager now hid a “rather sombre and wild” personality which had already developed twin passions:




. . . one to be alone, the other for excitement. Any kind of excitement—even fear. Anything to assuage my terrible restlessness and the excruciating sense of pressure (that came from where or what I never knew) that was only released in action, in doing, in exhaustion. I remember when we were very young and running races I always ran past the finish line and ran and ran and ran until I dropped half strangled when my endurance ran out. I just couldn’t stop before that. There seemed no sense in running unless I ran myself practically to death. My brother George used to go mad. “You’re crazy, you’re crazy!” he’d shout as I raced by. “Why don’t you STOP?”5





When George Thorpe was given command of the marines at Pearl Harbor in 1921 the family left home on June 17 and travelled across country by train in easy stages, visiting relatives in Minnesota and Oregon. In late August, they sailed from San Francisco for Hawaii.


In Hawaii, Betty’s parents began writing articles for magazines. George wrote about legal matters and Cora specialized in European cities. Betty also began writing. She wrote an article about her family background called Days Bygone, which consisted mainly of a description of a ball given by the King and Queen at Buckingham Palace in 1903, attended by Betty’s father. This was followed by a small book entitled David, which was much admired within the family. For her next literary project, Fioretta, her father commissioned an illustrator and had the story privately printed.


It was a mature book for an eleven-year-old to have written. It must also have been well accepted by the public beyond family and friends, for when the first small run was sold, another edition was printed and distributed by the publisher.


An introduction was written by the governor of Hawaii, W. R. Farrington, in which he talks of the author’s hitherto “Vagabond existence” and his own acquaintanceship with her:




Betty is a “real little girl” just as her younger brother is a “real boy.” She plays with her puppy Eno-san with childish glee; rides her pony with the alarming abandon of confidence in a good seat, and dashes through the the surf of Waikiki with the easy grace of a Polynesian sea urchin . . .





The first chapter begins:




Little Fioretta sat at the large-paned window waiting for her father. The sun had not yet cast its sunset robe over Naples but it was sinking fast behind that ancient piece of beauty, Vesuvius which nature had so thoughtfully bestowed upon the earth. A faint pink blush trembled in the softly tinted opalescent sky over lilac mountains and the gorgeous sapphire harbour lay silently beneath the spell of its beauty. The only sound was the low moan of the waters as they met the shore and the soft song of the deep, blue Mediterranean. . . .6





It was a romantic tale of a girl slightly older than Betty, living alone with her blind father. She has a wonderful voice and when her father falls ill Fioretta takes to singing on the streets of Naples to earn enough to feed them. Heard by an impresario who provides voice training, she ends up as a famous soprano. The most telling theme about the story, the blazing love of the young girl for her father, clearly mirrors the author’s feelings for her own father.


In the autumn of 1922 George Thorpe began to experience some sort of physical problems, apparently resulting from an old injury. He retired from the USMC after twenty-four years of distinguished service.7 The family sailed for California on January 23, 1923, aboard the SS Cambra. They arrived in Washington in March and by late April had left for Europe on the grand tour.


Travelling slowly, from Paris through Avignon, Grasse, Nice and Monte Carlo, the party made their way to Italy, where after Rome Betty at last reached Naples and the setting for Fioretta. She was desperately anxious to see how accurate her descriptions, both imagined and those culled from travel books, had been. That evening she stood on the terrace “gazing across a bay so blue that the azure Hope Diamond is pale beside it. Vesuvius rising tall and stately in a robe of violet with the silver thread trailing gently into a soft sky of ambers and crimson, and Capri a line of mulberry in the twilight haze. . . .”8 It was far more beautiful than she had guessed.


After a short time in Germany, Betty spent three months studying French at the Institution des Essarts, housed in a gaunt chateau perched above Lake Geneva,




its garden ringing with the sound of children’s voices, and at other times — before they take possession—silent as a deserted world. With its tiny winding stone steps moss-grown and the tall black cypresses rising against the stormy skies. The songs of wood thrushes or larks, and the little wood birds fluttering in the sighing elms as they rock to and fro with the soft sad lullaby of a lake wind hushing the silence brings out a joyous thrilling note into the gardens, loneliness.9





By October, Betty’s French was almost flawless. With her quick intelligence, she readily absorbed new ideas and concepts. There was never any need for tutors to repeat things to her, and she became easily bored when her classmates could not think at her own rapid pace. She found the rigorous routine of the école over-strict and was in several scrapes with the principal before she and Jane left “joyously” at Christmas to rejoin her mother and brother in Paris en route to the United States. Back in Washington in the New Year she slipped easily into the old routine of school and visits to the ballet and opera. Her descriptions of what she saw are now more adult and discerning, but the overriding theme is that she misses Europe.


While at various private schools over the next few years her diary constantly echoes this keening for Europe. Her special intelligence, along with the enormous breadth of experiences already crowded into her short life, served to isolate her from her school fellows. She was never a sharer of secrets, and her preference for solitude, for her own company over that of her school friends, was alien to the other girls of her age. She excelled in her studies without ever having to exert herself, and though her companions respected her, even admired her in a shocked sort of way when she flouted rules, they recognized that she was not really one of them. Despite the veneer of exquisite manners, the loner and unconventional young animal she had become did not invite close friendship, and her friends responded in kind. “She was always trying to prove that she could tackle almost anything we funked doing, and that usually meant getting into some kind of mischief. We always felt it was a reaction against her mother who was terribly conventional,” said a school friend.10 But now the picture of that perfect porcelain child that she had always presented to the doting adults around her began to show its flaws. She was asked to leave at least one school for flouting rules and setting a bad example.


Each summer the Thorpes took a house in Newport, Rhode Island, for the season. Colonel Thorpe raced a chartered sailboat and the family’s social life centred around the exclusive yacht clubs. Cora had her own reason for enjoying Newport; a good part of Washington and New York “high society” gathered there in the summer months. Busy in the role of hostess in which she both revelled and excelled, she relaxed her chaperonage of Betty, who quickly caught the eye of a young man, “as lonely and desperate” as herself. Betty never revealed the name of the man except to say that he was of an Irish family. “[He] was 21, and belonged to a well-known family whose names often appear in the Social Register. I imagined myself in love with him, for at that age you cannot go to bed with anyone without feeling love. We were both lonely and we met only twice before the love affair’ was over. . . .” Betty was fourteen.


Betty claims she was seduced on that first occasion, but a school friend, interviewed years later, thought it unlikely. “If anyone did the seducing it would have been Betty.”11 Awakened to the joys of sex, sophisticated and mature beyond her years, Betty delighted in her power to attract men, particularly older men.


That summer of 1925 Betty’s diary was untouched from March 28 until November 18, when she confided in perfect French:




. . . so many things have happened to me since March 28th. So many affairs of the heart, so many thoughts, ideas and changes in me that I have sometimes thought I was a different person and have not always been in charge of my emotions. I have not written every day because I know I can never relive the feelings and experiences . . .


. . . My looks are better than I hoped, God was kind in that at least, and I have strong emotions [though I fear] I have too much love. I love and love with all my heart, only I have to appear cool. The men are the ones who change . . . I know that if I love too much at the start I risk losing their respect and admiration for they only seek the joy of telling of a conquest.


Life is but a stage on which to play. One’s role is to pretend, and always to hide one’s true feelings. Plus tard!12





After their European tour the family moved to Washington, where George established a law practice specializing in maritime cases. He and Cora were prominent members of the capital’s society. Betty found herself a minor celebrity in certain circles. Her book Fioretta had somehow found its way to the Italian embassy and the ambassador, Martino Nobile, and his diplomats made a pet of her.


The Italian naval attaché, Commander Alberto Lais, then in his early forties, was particularly charmed by the sophisticated teenager. When he was working in Boston, and Betty was at boarding school in Wellesley studying music, the two would often meet for tea.13 He called her his “little golden girl” and though it may be that nothing untoward happened between the diplomat and the teenager, Betty’s outré behaviour in entertaining the handsome Italian was the basis for much gossip and speculation among Betty’s classmates.


Lais was not the only diplomat to take more than a passing look at Betty. Her youthful, tanned body stretched out, Lolita-like, beside the pool at a Washington country club transfixed Arthur Joseph Pack, a Commercial Secretary at the British embassy. Years later he confided that he never forgot that first sight of her. And there was an erotic moment with a young Spanish aristocrat, not much more in reality than a few burning glances exchanged during a tennis match at the same club where Betty was spending the last day of her Easter vacation before going back to boarding school. The Spaniard was with a group of lively people, all members of the young diplomatic set, and by smiling seductively and fixing him with a special look Betty tried hard, but in vain she thought, to entice him to approach, for he departed with his large party of friends without doing so. But before leaving he stopped before her and saluted her with a graceful bow. The mysterious stranger with classically beautiful features came to embody all Betty’s teenage romantic and sexual fantasies. Eventually he, too, was destined to play a role in her adult life.


Cora could hardly have failed to notice the effect her daughter had on men. Still, Betty was a daughter to be proud of. Slim and poised, she had developed into a beauty with superb colouring—a light, glowing complexion, amber blond hair, green eyes, and particularly long eyelashes. There was nothing to give the impression that she was fast; indeed, there was something almost “above it all” in the cool way she often seemed to be standing quietly apart from everyone, simply observing them thoughtfully.


It seems odd that coming from parents who had placed such a high priority on their own college careers Betty appears not to have been pressed to complete her education. There is no question that she had the ability.


In November 1929, a day before her nineteenth birthday, Betty was presented to Washington society. Cora hosted a tea dance for a number of prominent Washington hostesses and a flock of “sister debutantes,” whom the society correspondents referred to as “buds.”14 Unquestionably, she expected Betty to attend the right parties, behave well and simper to prospective husbands. It was what Betty had been educated for: to achieve the right sort of marriage. What else was there for a well-brought-up girl at that time? This was what the gifted Cora, a product of her time and upbringing, almost despite her educational success, had done with her own life. One must suppose she was satisfied with such an end for a talented woman with drive and energy, for she was clearly attempting to impose it on her daughter.


Betty’s resentment of this is apparent in her memoirs:




She was mad about society. Good society, I must admit, but to a degree I thought silly and slavish, and she also loved money and titles and labels for things. It was a superficial life she lived, with an energy and discipline that could have run a government. . . . She disapproved of me and I disapproved of her.





According to a former British diplomat Betty was both emotionally and mentally ahead of all this;




she was an exceptionally adult girl with a mind of her own . . . there was always about her that look of challenge, something that seemed to be permanently daring one to do something with her whether it was to play polo, go on a midnight picnic or just leap into bed with her. . . .15





She was passionate, polished, shrewd and sensitive; and she possessed that indefineable questioning confidence that is perhaps peculiar to well-educated American women.


Over Christmas Betty was involved heavily with an unnamed man to whom she wrote a short poem in her diary on January 4:




I think I cannot quite understand


The depth of wanting unfulfilled desire,


And hating you to touch my hand


When embers die where once there was a fire.





This man might have been Arthur Pack, for Betty had known him throughout November, and he had been a guest to a small tea party at her parents’ home in Woodley Road on November 18.16 Whoever he was he seems to have been the father of Betty’s child born on October 2, 1930, nine months to the week after the date of this diary entry.





Chapter 2



1930-1935


Arthur Joseph Pack and Betty were fellow house guests at a weekend party in November 1929, and when Arthur retired to his room on the second night of their stay he discovered Betty, naked, in his bed waiting for him.1


Arthur was a large man, over six feet in height and broad-shouldered; he had a beautiful baritone voice with which he readily entertained his companions when invited to do so. He appears to have been as drawn to younger women as Betty was to older men and indeed had recently proposed to a woman only slightly older than Betty, and been rejected on the grounds that their age difference was too great. At thirty-eight, he was almost twice as old as Betty.


Betty had had an eye on Arthur as well. He went about with a set of rich embassy colleagues and wealthy Americans,2 a glittering circle of eligible men and beautiful women who belonged to the right clubs, dined in the best restaurants and were personae gratae with the top hostesses.


To all external appearances Arthur was a comfortably off, successful diplomat with a good future ahead of him. But in reality he spent far beyond his means on outward appearances, to disguise his modest origins and to help further his diplomatic career.


Arthur was born in 1891 into a family of limited means and had worked very hard to reach his present position as Commercial Secretary at the British embassy. After attending grammar school he joined the Civil Service by passing a highly competitive examination. He chose a difficult path for an ambitious man with modest beginnings. In those days virtually the only way to gain promotion to senior levels in the British Civil Service was through the influence of some highly placed connection. Without that influence, the only route open to him was sheer hard work. One year after his appointment as a clerk to the General Post Office his diligence and exemplary behaviour earned him his first promotion; he became an officer of His Majesty’s Customs and Excise.


There is a clue to Arthur’s character in that all this career planning and hard work was merely a safety net. His first ambition was to become, ultimately, an opera singer, and any money he could save after helping his family went for music lessons, though there was little to spare. With war brewing he joined the Civil Service Rifles, and went to France in the first weeks of the war in 1914. In January 1915 he was commissioned, and shortly thereafter, having been in the trenches for over a year, granted home leave.


As it turned out his leave was compulsory medical leave, for he caught a chill and this turned to double pneumonia.3 He was seriously ill and was lucky to survive, but the illness put an end to his hopes for a career as a singer. Although his voice remained beautiful, rich and rounded, his lungs were permanently damaged and no longer capable of providing the stamina required of an opera singer.


While he convalesced in England he was commissioned captain in the Machine Gun Corps. The United States had entered the war by this time and Captain Pack was sent to America, seconded to the U.S. Infantry as a machine gun instructor. He accompanied this regiment to France in the last months of the war and was fortunate enough to escape injury or further illness.


After the war, Arthur went first to the Government Laboratory and then passed an examination for entry into the Foreign Service in 1920. Once again his diligence and determination paid off, though it irked him to see younger men who worked less hard than he promoted over his head purely because of some influential connection. This became a source of bitterness that stayed with him throughout his life. Despite his apprehensions, in 1925 he did receive an overseas posting as acting Commercial Secretary in Washington. In the Foreign Service this is regarded as a junior position, but to Arthur it represented a significant leap. He was delighted, and perhaps his only regret was that it meant leaving his friend Eleanor with whom he was somewhat smitten.


Eleanor was sixteen and they had met at a country house party which she attended with three school friends. She recalled that she was surprised that Arthur should pay her any attention.




He was asked to sing, as he always was, and he sang the Victorian ballad Eleanor at me, positively at me. I was a bit embarrassed but he meant it as a compliment. He did it several times after that and I got used to it. To my surprise he seemed to take me seriously despite the age difference between us. At first I thought him a bit stiff—not withdrawn, perhaps it was shyness or reticence. But he was great fun with a nice sense of humour and he could be very jolly.4





Over the following years, Arthur often used leave time to visit Eleanor at her family’s home in Cheshire. In 1928 he learned that she was in Italy and somehow contrived to get himself sent to Rome to deliver a special diplomatic message so that he could spend a few days with her. When he visited her at Oxford a year later and proposed to her, Eleanor considered the proposal seriously. She ultimately refused, pointing out that as an undergraduate she could not marry anyone. “But my main concern,” she recalled in the summer of 1990, “was that he was so much older than me.”5


A few months afterwards Arthur formally met Betty in November 1929. They were horseback riding together in a Washington park when he proposed to her only weeks later. She accepted.


It has been suggested that the proposal, or at least the acceptance, was occasioned by the fact that Betty was pregnant. However, at the time that the engagement was announced on February 8, probably days after the proposal itself, Betty was barely a month into her pregnancy and it does not seem likely that she could have been aware of her condition so early.


But why Arthur? Even if Betty thought herself ready for marriage, there was for her no shortage of beaux of her own age. Whatever she sought in bed with adult men was part of a search for something she had not found in her relationship with her parents. There seems to have been little loving affection exchanged with her mother. Betty was scathing in her denunciation of Cora’s slavish concern for “society” and its values. As for her father, Betty adored him, but he was always too busy with his own career. Betty’s preference for older men may have been rooted in this neglect. The teenage Betty was an emotionally lonely person with parents who, well-intentioned or not, failed to provide her with the kind and level of love she needed.


Yet it may be too facile to say simply that she accepted Arthur because she was looking for a Captain Thorpe to call her very own. If so, if she was looking for a man already formed in his ways, able to cope with her own headstrong and impulsive nature, why one such as Arthur? It may be simply that she saw him and wanted him, and that being a person who wanted what she wanted when she wanted it, she was not going to agonize over the pros and cons of this life-altering decision before going ahead and saying yes. Once she decided she wanted him, why not seduce him? And once he proposed, why not say yes? Marrying a man twice her age, one whose work would very likely take her back abroad, in a wedding that would likely be the high point of the Washington social scene, must have seemed exciting enough adventure for the moment.


But why Betty for Arthur? If he did not know she was pregnant, why did he propose? Here surely was a man able to plan for his future. Whether or not Arthur was the child’s father will always remain a mystery; and he was certainly to have his own doubts in later years. But he must surely have known that in Betty he was not getting a conformist to match his own respect for convention, and that he would have on his hands a bit more than a typical young debutante who had sown a few wild oats. Speaking many years later of his first encounter with Betty, Arthur asked his sister, “. . . there she was in my bed. What could I do?”6


From Betty’s own words we can guess that to persuade the convention-bound Arthur to make love to her she had to do more than simply make herself available, that she had to assure him she was not a virgin. She later told a friend that Arthur once protested that “If it hadn’t been for that boy in Newport I never would have touched you. . . .”7


Still, it appears that at the time Arthur saw this intelligent, talented and beautiful young woman of fine family as a matrimonial “catch,” and he wrote with pride about his fiancée to his family in England. Nor could he resist writing to Eleanor that he had become “engaged to an American girl,” pointedly adding “my fiancée is even younger than you,” though the difference was only a year. As a wife for an ambitious diplomat in Arthur’s circumstances Betty had everything, including those society connections he had long lacked. Her Protestant religion was a minor drawback; Arthur was a Roman Catholic, as was his ambassador, Sir Esme Howard, who later interviewed Betty and persuaded her to take instruction from a Catholic priest. She promised that she would carefully consider embracing the Catholic faith.


And so Arthur was beside himself that this lovely, glowing girl who had connections, intelligence and personality had agreed to become his wife. If in her search for excitement she tended to stretch the rules a bit more than made him comfortable, well, that seemed a small enough price to pay for all that he was getting.


“Washington Debutante to Wed British Diplomat” the headlines trumpeted on the society pages of the Washington Post, while a more restrained report appeared in the New York Times.8 Arthur had just been advised of promotion to a senior grade and seemed destined for higher office in his chosen service. As a measure of what Cora wished for her daughter, it should be noted that when the couple broke the news to her she was delighted. Betty was the first of the season’s crop of “buds” to marry and the fact that Cora’s future son-in-law was of her own generation apparently created no problem.


In Arthur, Cora saw a man who was socially acceptable and who intended to go places. Refreshingly, the fact that Arthur did not come from a family of established wealth meant less to Betty’s parents than his clear ambition. One wonders what Cora would have thought had she been aware of precisely what it meant to be in Arthur’s circumstances—that he not only had no money of his own but that he lived on an annual salary of £1,000 plus £1,200 a year rent allowance.


Years later, Betty would accuse Cora of pushing her into the marriage, but there is no contemporary evidence that Betty was, or could have been, pushed into such a marriage.


At the start the couple planned an early summer wedding but within a few weeks Betty was aware of her condition and the matter became one of more urgency. At what point Betty confided in her mother is not known, but she told Arthur in March. He was horrified. Many years later she wrote that Arthur had panicked and encouraged her to try to provoke a miscarriage by horseback riding at a disunited trot for long periods, jumping off walls, skipping rope and running hard. She co-operated with his suggestions, to no avail; she took baths so hot that she almost fainted. At length she made herself ill and her mother forced her to consult a doctor, who not only confirmed her condition but told her that she must take things easy if she were not to endanger her life.


Arthur was a Catholic; doctrinally, the soul of the unborn child should have been important to him. Many years later when Betty’s recollection of his response to the news of her pregnancy was revealed, his family was shocked by, and would not believe, the accusation that Arthur had tried to provoke a miscarriage. A previous writer also had doubts, commenting that “it is hard to think of [Betty] . . . strong, vivid [Betty] submitting to this bullying.”9


But then again, that writer further ventured, she may have been made vulnerable by pregnancy, leading her to fear Arthur, whom she was already beginning to perceive as “cold, complex and a little cruel.”10 According to Arthur’s many friends this characterization of him is unfair; he found it difficult to display emotion, certainly, but he was unfailingly kind, and cruelty would have been totally uncharacteristic.


In any event, Arthur had no wish to lose Betty, though he would have been only too aware that a child born within five months of their wedding, to a woman so much younger than himself, would reflect very badly on him. Within that narrowly circumscribed world of the Foreign Service, it would almost certainly affect his career prospects if indeed it did not result in a direct request for his resignation. It is not implausible, given his ambition, that he might have been sorely tempted to encourage Betty to try what she claimed he did. Clinical abortion, a difficult matter to arrange, was seen as sinful as well as illegal under most circumstances. Better an encouraged accident that required a little help from fate, the rationalization might have gone, than a deliberate and sinister act allowing only one outcome.


The wedding date was moved forward to April 29, 1930, by which time Betty was almost four months pregnant. Fortunately her condition was not yet visible.


Arthur gave Betty a fur coat as a wedding present. She thanked him nicely but privately described the coat as rather inexpensive and not up to her own standards.11


Heralded by Washington papers as “the first International Wedding of the year,” the ceremony was performed at the Church of the Epiphany, which had been lavishly decorated with palms and lilies, and British and American flags. The large number of guests, described by journalists as a brilliant company, included a clutch of foreign ambassadors, numerous senior diplomats representing fifteen countries, the attorney general, the sister of the vice-president, six senators, senior State Department officials, several titled persons and many noted personalities. In short, anyone who was anyone in Washington.12


Arthur was supported by his best man, Captain J. T. Godfrey, naval attaché at the embassy, and half a dozen fellow diplomats. None of Arthur’s family were present, but Cora had no difficulty in filling the groom’s side of the church, and the whole affair went off with great aplomb. Betty, who never smiled in photographs, looks pensive even after the ceremony, but she undoubtedly made a lovely bride in her high-waisted gown with train of ivory silk taffeta and her long rose-point veil held in place by a circlet of orange blossoms.




Mr. Pack and his bride will spend their honeymoon in Europe. They will be abroad for about five months, returning to Washington in October after making visits to England, Scotland and on the continent. For her travelling costume Mrs. Pack wore a smart ensemble of chartreuse green trimmed in mole, with a blouse of gold metal cloth. Her hat was a close-fitting turban of chartreuse and mole ribbon.13





Arthur’s plan was to have the child placed in foster care for a few years and not tell anyone of its existence. He must have reasoned that a career posting would inevitably take them overseas at some point when it would be possible to fudge dates. This was not such a cruelly outlandish plan as it seems today. In those days the personal columns of the London Times were littered with advertisements offering fostering for small children; parents posted to the British colonies did not always wish to subject their offspring to the rigours of travel nor the risks of foreign diseases. Betty went along with this plan, though she privately thought Arthur exaggerated the risks to his career prospects. However, Arthur knew Sir Esme as a very stern moralist, and was probably correct in his judgment.


The couple visited mainland Europe for a month in June, then travelled to Scotland for a few weeks before taking a rented house in Bignor, a small village near Petworth in Sussex. Here an abiding memory for both was long walks on beautiful Bignor Hill and the tranquillity of the little churchyard with its birdsong and great yews, from where they would sit and look through summer haze towards the South Downs and the English Channel. In late September they went to London for Betty’s confinement and on October 1, two weeks earlier than expected, she went into labour and was rushed into Wellbeck Street Clinic where her son was born with a minimum amount of fuss in the early hours of October 2. They called the child Anthony George.


No announcement of the child’s birth was made and in the statutory notification to the Registrar, Arthur was economical with the details of his occupation and address. Arthur Joseph Pack, Economist, residing at Westminster, is all one can glean from the birth certificate. At some point, however, Arthur had placed a discreet advertisement in the personal columns of a national daily newspaper asking for applications for the post of foster-mother for a baby whose parents were posted abroad.


The advertisement was seen by Mrs. M. B. Cassell, a doctor’s wife who lived in the Shropshire village of Dorrington, a few miles from Shrewsbury. The arrangement was intended as a purely temporary one and she answered it thinking she could earn a little pin money. Dr. and Mrs. Cassell had a child of their own, Margaret; but she was fifteen years old by that time. Mrs. Cassell seemed to be everything Arthur hoped for; well mannered, well educated, but unlikely to know anyone even remotely connected with diplomatic circles. When Anthony, or Tony as he became known, was ten days old Mrs. Cassell took the train to London and collected the baby from Wellbeck Clinic.14


In her memoirs Betty recalled being passionately upset about the loss of her baby, but this was not apparent to those who saw her in the week after her discharge from the hospital. Eleanor (now Lady Campbell-Orde), Arthur’s former girl friend, was one of these and called on Arthur and Betty at their rented flat in Queen Anne’s Gate. It was her first meeting with Betty and she was interested in meeting the girl who, despite being younger than Eleanor herself, had married Arthur.




They were over here on honeymoon and Betty told me that she had just been in hospital but it was not until many years later that I found out it had been to have a baby. She was a ravishingly lovely creature, very tall and slim and fair. I could easily see why he fell for her. Her colouring was superb and she was quite extra-ordinarily pretty. She had great charm and poise and a slight American accent.15





That week Arthur also took his nineteen-year-old bride to see his family in Forest Gate before returning to the United States. The Pack family had met Betty briefly in the first weeks after they arrived in England and just as they were immensely proud of Arthur’s achievements so they welcomed Betty and were proud of her too. Arthur’s sister, Rosina, had niggling reservations about the suitability of the marriage but she kept these to herself for a long time. Years later she would reveal that though she loved her brother and was immensely proud of him, she “felt sorry for Betty who was so lively and passionate, married to Arthur who found it difficult to show emotion.” It wasn’t the age difference, she said, “but there were large sexual and emotional differences.”16 No mention of the baby was made to Rosina, or indeed to any other family members.


“We were all bowled over by Betty,” Arthur’s niece recalled. “I remember very little of her personality—I just remember her exquisite beauty and great elegance, and perhaps a romantic seriousness in her manner.”17


When they returned to America, Arthur was temporarily posted to New York, where he had taken charge of the Commercial Secretariat for eighteen months prior to meeting Betty. According to Betty’s memoir they returned to Washington in April 1931, just after Arthur had been told he was to be transferred to Santiago, Chile. The couple do not appear in the society pages or city directories during 1931. It may be that during that year they were dividing their time between New York and the nation’s capital. In August the London Times announced Arthur’s promotion and in September he was pictured on the front page of its “Imperial and Foreign Supplement,” featured as an up-and-coming young diplomat.18


According to Betty’s recollections they lived well, always in good houses and with servants. As a wedding gift Betty’s parents had given her a dowry which she said later was £2,000 (worth approximately $80,000 in current values). This was Betty and Arthur’s sole savings and they dipped into it whenever an emergency arose. Betty was a good manager, however, and ran their home with a flair belying her youth, usually managing to make ends meet.19 She was a little shocked to learn how much Arthur spent on outward appearances compared with how little money he actually had. But he convinced her that his entertaining and show of casual comfort was necessary to support his career prospects, and she went along with it. Indeed, before long it was she who comforted him when he had occasional depressions about what would become of them if they were faced by a real emergency, “a rainy day,” as Arthur phrased it.


Still, the marriage seemed successful. If, as she states in her memoirs, Betty no longer pretended to herself that she loved Arthur, she liked him, respected him and was comforted by his maturity. She was touched by the story of his early struggles and supported his ambitions by subtly working to promote his interests. Through his previous postings he seemed to know many people in the international set wherever they travelled, and she enjoyed this and the position that her marriage to him provided. In September of 1931 they sailed from New York for Valparaiso, and from there travelled to Santiago, Chile’s capital, by train.


Those were the days of elegant travel for those who could afford it. No woman could travel light when she was expected to dress for dinner every night, and the Packs were accompanied by an enormous amount of luggage. However, Arthur’s diplomatic status assured them of courtesy and service at each port of entry, where there were waivers of customs formalities, all pre-arranged by embassy administrative processes. So the boat journey was fun and interesting, providing a relaxing opportunity to meet new, perhaps influential friends over cocktails or a game of bridge; and the train ride through the foothills of the majestic Andes was an unforgettable experience for Betty.


Soon after they arrived and settled in Chile Arthur gave a birthday party for Betty. She was twenty-one that November and it seemed a good excuse for a party and an opportunity to meet new people. As usual, they both made friends quickly and soon were an active part of the social set. Both already had rudimentary Spanish, and with Betty’s facility for languages within a year she spoke Spanish as she spoke French, without an accent. Arthur’s Spanish was less pure than Betty’s, but he was virtually fluent and could discuss business easily with local leaders in their own language. In Santiago he headed the small Commercial Office, and was able to run it in his own way. Two months after their arrival the London Times noted in an article headed “British Trade with Chile”:




The Commercial Secretary to the British Embassy, Mr Arthur Pack, gave a luncheon today to a large number of local businessmen and representatives of the press and made a speech pointing out the necessity of confidence in the future and drawing attention to the fact that the services of the Commercial Secretariat at the Embassy were at the disposal of those in any way concerned in commerce with Great Britain. . . . Mr Pack has only recently been appointed to Chile and his undoubted initiative in thus making himself acquainted with the business interests of the country has won very favourable comment.20





Arthur was in his element, but for Betty, left alone for the most part of each day and often during the evening too, with little to do but join the other embassy wives in the endless round of coffee mornings, teas and cocktail parties, the time was not as satisfying. Surrounded by much older embassy wives, full of restless energy, she was bored and lonely. The only available physical outlet was riding.


She was a superb horsewoman. Before long, encouraged by male friends at the Santiago polo club, she could be seen playing in club chukkas. Not many women played polo in Chile—few were good enough riders and even fewer possessed the necessary coordination of hand and eye—but Betty quickly became a popular member of the practice teams. When she was not off riding in the hills she was inevitably to be seen practicing stick and ball at the polo ground. This was somewhat frowned upon by the Chileans, whose women were not encouraged to ride hard lest it should affect their child-bearing capabilities. The English were less critical; in the African and Indian colonies it was not unusual to see women making up settlers’ teams.


It was at the polo club that Betty met a wealthy industrialist whom she calls, in her memoirs, Alfredo. He had made his money in nitrates and owned a large ranch where, among his many activities, he bred polo ponies. He was much older than she, attentive, generous and kind. It was almost inevitable that before long the vivacious Betty would become infatuated by this charming and powerful man, and that they would become lovers. Betty was soon convinced that she was in love and later recorded in her memoirs that she poured into this new relationship all the thwarted passion she had been unable to express in her marriage to Arthur. It was as well a time of great loneliness. Deprived of her child, she was made even more vulnerable. She basked in Alfredo’s adoration of her, the joy spoiled only by a niggling guilt at her first marital infidelity.


The affair lasted a few months, until at a party Betty ran into her lover accompanied by a beautiful Chilean woman. When her enquiries revealed that she had been his mistress for some years, Betty was devastated. When she next saw Alfredo she tore into him. Though he swore that it was Betty he loved, she felt angry, cheapened and rejected; she immediately ended the affair.


Hurt and somewhat wiser after the affair with Alfredo, she threw herself into helping Arthur’s career; despite her youth she could hardly have been a better hostess. Encouraged by his wife’s enthusiasm Arthur blossomed as a host and invitations to dinner at the Packs’ charming terraced apartment were much sought after. It is not unreasonable to assume that Betty’s contribution helped Arthur earn the Order of the British Empire in the next New Year’s Honours. If so, her efforts were rewarded, for Arthur was granted home leave and the pair sailed to England in the spring. In London Arthur received his O.B.E. from the hands of King George V and Betty made her curtsy when she was presented at a court levee. The photograph taken of her on this occasion in her formal gown and headdress shows a beautiful young woman. She is not smiling and there is a wistful light in the large eyes and a generosity of spirit in the set of her full lips.


While they were in England, Arthur and Betty paid their first visit to Dorrington to see Tony. By then the little boy was two and a half and Betty had apparently set her heart on taking the child out for the day with Arthur. Though she had been looking forward to this meeting, she clearly had little experience with children. The Cassells had done their best to explain to the little boy that his mummy and daddy were coming to take him out in a car, but it was not clear to him precisely who these strangers were. Almost as soon as they arrived they picked him up and walked out to their car without giving Tony any time to get to know them. Mrs. Cassell’s daughter, Margaret, recalled the moment: “He was terrified and immediately started screaming and screaming. It took ages to calm him down. After that he developed a stammer which I always thought stemmed from that incident. . . .”21


Despite her later assertions that she missed her son so much that it had made her deeply unhappy during the previous two and a half years, this would remain the only visit Betty paid to the boy until he was almost five years old. Betty and Arthur were in England for sixteen weeks in 1933, yet they made no further attempt to see him during that time. It might be argued that she worried about further upsetting the child, but a week or so spent at Dorrington with Tony might have been all that was required to establish a trusting relationship.


To Mrs. Cassell Tony had already become the son she and Dr. Cassell had long wanted and never had, so she was relieved that the Packs showed no inclination to remove their son from her care. There was little practical reason why they could not have done so. They could have taken him back to Chile and prevaricated about his precise birth date, had they wished to have him with them. Or at any time during their stay abroad they could have introduced the fact that they had a son in England, so that at some time in the future he could have joined them without exciting comment. But they continued to keep his existence a close secret.


The Packs returned to Chile at the end of October, stopping en route in the United States for a week,22 and paid a brief visit to Betty’s parents in Washington. It was while she was there that she told them about Tony, impressing upon her mother that nobody outside the family must know about the child. This conversation indicates that Cora was not aware of her daughter’s condition at the time of the marriage.


Back in Santiago the trip seemed to have brought the Packs closer together, and no one was surprised when Betty became pregnant in the following spring. Her daughter, Denise Beresford, was born on New Year’s Eve, 1934.23


It was an exciting time for them, for Arthur had just been told he was to be transferred to Spain, his first senior appointment, and Betty looked forward immensely to living in Europe. She wrote:




It was a big thrill when . . . my husband was appointed to the British Embassy in Madrid. It seemed to me to be “going home” [for Spain] had an almost mystic attraction. I had learned the language well (the Chilean variation of the mother tongue) and felt prepared for this realisation of a long held dream.24





Because Denise was so young the couple made their way to Europe in easy stages. Accompanied by a children’s nurse they sailed to Havana in early March, spending a few days there before flying on to Miami, Florida, where they took the train to Washington to introduce the baby to her grandparents.25 After a week in Washington they travelled to New York and sailed for Spain.





Chapter 3



1935-1936


Arthur was at work in his new post within days, while Betty looked for a suitable apartment and wandered, charmed, around the old city. For the moment they made the best hotel in town their home, but Betty quickly found an apartment in a pleasant residential quarter of the city near the Prado. It was within a short walk of the city’s centre, railway station and huge park. The rooms in Castellana 63 were high-ceilinged and the walls so thick that with the windows thrown open to catch the slightest breeze it was deliciously cool. Arthur approved of the place and Betty gave it white walls, white carpet and white soft furnishings, and relieved it of starkness by adding antique oak dressers and wine-coloured curtains and cushions.


In the first months they seemed happy together. Arthur was proud of his baby daughter and loved to show her off, as he loved to show off his beautiful wife. Their circle of friends was composed for the most part of embassy colleagues and wives, and young Spanish diplomats with whom they played golf at country clubs, picnicked in the Guadarrama mountains, played bridge and shared “unforgettable intimate evenings, which usually ended up at Meyer’s, a tiny night-club with a pocket-handkerchief dance floor.”1 The pianist, a Scotsman named Jimmy Campbell, had a good repertoire of modern romantic dance tunes that he was happy to play until dawn and the club became known as “Jimmy’s Place.”


But just as she had in Chile, Betty quickly became bored with the life of an embassy wife; she found relief from an unexpected source. One day, she drove to the exclusive Puerta de Hierro country club to pick up Arthur where he was playing golf with an old acquaintance from his days in Washington. The golf partner, a handsome auburn-haired man, had a certain familiar arrogance to his graceful movements. When she tried, at first, to recall who he was she found him “hidden in my yesterdays,” but after a moment or two, she realized to her astonishment that it was the young Spaniard she had once flirted with from afar at her father’s Washington country club, the man of the dramatic bow and around whom she had subsequently spun so many teenage fantasies. Señor Carlos Sartorious remembered Betty, too, and was charmed and flattered that she should have remembered him from that brief moment.


They laughingly explained their earlier meeting to Arthur, and Carlos related how, on the following day, he had returned and inquired about her. Before he could track her down, he explained, he was recalled to Spain. He now introduced his wife, Carmencita, and for some months the two couples made a regular foursome. Betty expressed a wish to learn about the “real” Spain, not the Spain known to visitors and tourists, and Carlos willingly brought the Packs into his exclusive circle of friends, taking them bull-fighting and shooting.


Betty was now almost twenty-five years old and probably close to the height of her dazzling beauty, but concealed beneath the outward allure and gaiety was an internal wariness. She and Carlos initially adopted a light flirtatious attitude towards each other, apparently not resented or even acknowledged by their respective partners. Almost as a natural fulfillment of her girlish dreams, Betty found herself physically drawn to Carlos, very strongly so. For all his Latin temperament, it took Carlos a while longer to recognize what was happening, or to admit what he would be risking and make the jump. The passion, when it was finally unleashed, both his for her and the level of emotion he evoked in her, came as a revelation for Betty; she had never before known lovemaking like this. Betty would probably say she was genuinely in love on two occasions during her life; the affair with Carlos was the first.


Arthur had never been a passionate lover and though he was not a cold man it is almost certain that his sex drive was not strong. This is not to say that the couple were unhappy in their marriage but their needs were so very much different, and this unreconcilable difference led, almost inexorably, towards unfaithfulness on Betty’s part. Without any wish on her part to injure Arthur emotionally she was physically unsuited to exist within a marital relationship that fell so far short of her emotional needs. She could not resist what Carlos had to offer her, but for Arthur’s sake she resolved to be discreet.


Betty embarked upon her love affair in the full knowledge that it could never amount to anything more than a transient relationship. Carlos was a scion of an aristocratic Roman Catholic family and there could never have been any question of divorce on his side. Nor is it likely that Betty had ever considered it, for divorce would destroy Arthur’s career, which had become almost as important to her as to her husband. So, by taking the attitude that if they behaved discreetly no one would be hurt, Carlos and Betty were able to enjoy a relationship that lasted almost a year.


Handsome, well educated and rich, Carlos had attended public school in England and was a senior officer in the Spanish air force. His upbringing gave him a confident air that intoxicated Betty—a far cry from Arthur’s private agonies of insecurity, at times amounting almost to paranoia, as when promotions were granted to colleagues for reasons of obvious favour.


Carlos introduced Betty to a world of culture and nobility to which she took with ease, absorbing new information and ideas without effort. He also lived with the intensity that Betty had always found natural, making her former existence in the United States, and even Chile, seem tame. In Spain she found the elements of splendid romance: a tempestuous people with a proud history, a magnificently harsh landscape accented by the lonely sweep of a hawk against a flawless Murillo sky, set in contrast to the exquisite tinkle of a fountain in a quiet courtyard in a gracious old hacienda. The untamed soul of the country appealed to the wild streak in her nature, a streak that she always ascribed to the Irish in her ancestry.


Betty’s excellent Spanish became faultless and her increasing absorption of Spanish culture served to give a sense that this had always been intended, that she had been drawn to Spain as a sort of spiritual home. She and Carlos were too handsome a couple, however, and despite their discretion it was only a matter of time before their relationship became the subject of speculation in the narrow diplomatic community, though their respective partners seem to have remained unaware of the extent of their involvement with each other.


After a few months Carlos borrowed a penthouse apartment of a friend. Situated on the outskirts of the city it was quiet and secluded with its back to Madrid, overlooking the mountains. The couple met there several afternoons a week to make love. In January 1936 Betty made a trip to London to undergo a minor unspecified operation recommended by her gynaecologist. She took Denise with her, arranging in advance with Mrs. Cassell to leave the baby at Dorrington while she was in the hospital, an arrangement that would give her an opportunity to see Tony. She travelled in company with a group of embassy staff returning on leave and altogether it was a gay interlude during which she dined often with Lord Castlerosse at Quaglino’s. She had met the aristocratic journalist on the journey and he had been attracted to her and her lively ways, even to the extent of using one of her amusing asides, about the strikes in Spain, in his daily newspaper column. In turn she enjoyed his company and the circle to which he introduced her, which included Lord Beaverbrook.2


At Dorrington the Cassells were surprised that Betty did not wish to have her son with her permanently now that she was in any case bringing up a daughter, but they kept it to themselves. Margaret had her own ideas: “Nothing was ever said to me but I always suspected that Tony was not Arthur’s son. . . .”3


Loving the little boy as they did, Dr. and Mrs. Cassell did not ask too many questions. Tony was a well-made little boy, tall for his age, slim and fair-haired with his mother’s aquiline features, large, deep-set green eyes and long, thick eyelashes. Like his mother when young he was “crazy about horses.” Betty’s own descriptions of him at this time are full of loving admiration, yet it must be observed that she seemed quite content to leave the boy with his foster-parents. He did seem by then, it might also be noted, to be more of their family than hers.


Before leaving Dorrington, Betty promised to send Tony a toy gun. All Tony’s little friends had guns and he eagerly awaited his. But even here Betty was forced to disappoint him. After she returned to Spain, Mrs. Cassell received a note from Betty saying that Arthur disapproved of giving children weapons to play with and had forbidden her to send the gun.


Back in Spain Betty decided to adopt the Catholic religion. It was a decision she had long considered, dating back to her promise to Arthur and his ambassador, Sir Esme Howard, at the time of her marriage. It was not altogether an inexplicable decision, for she had now lived for five years in Chile and Spain, both Catholic countries, and a large number of their friends were Catholic. But how she accommodated this decision to commit herself to such a demanding faith with her continuing affair with Carlos she never revealed. It may be that her passion for him had palled slightly by this time, despite her later claims that he remained the centre of her existence until they were forced apart.


Her religious instruction coincided with Carlos’s absence for some weeks on military manoeuvres. The political situation in Spain was extremely volatile in those early months of 1936 and the Air Ministry intensified training programmes. Meanwhile one of Arthur’s senior colleagues, George Ogilvie-Forbes, the embassy counsellor and a leading Catholic in England, offered to help Betty in her preparations and act as godfather at her baptism.


It was on one of these evenings, as he was escorting her down to her car, that the lift came to an abrupt halt as the result of one of the many strikes prevalent in the city. The lift was tiny and Ogilvie-Forbes a very large man. Working out that no one would come to look for him until he failed to turn up at the Chancery on Monday morning, and that in all probability the strike would last at least that long, he settled down to wait in the extremely cramped conditions for what promised to be a long wait. Arthur was away from home and her servants would not look for her, but Betty was not at all resigned to the prospect of remaining in the lift for over twenty-four hours and at her companion’s suggestion knelt down and prayed for deliverance from her plight while he said a few rosaries.


In the event, it was Arthur who came to their rescue (though Betty’s companion thought it a fast answer to the new convert’s prayers). Arriving home earlier than expected, Arthur became worried when Betty failed to return by 1:00 A.M. On reaching Ogilvie-Forbes’s apartments he found the lift unserviceable and a short investigation revealed his wife’s plight. He called the fire brigade, who helped Betty climb through a hatch in the roof of the lift. Ogilvie-Forbes, however, could not get through the escape hatch and had to be supplied with various comforts until he could be released on the following morning.


After her baptism Ogilvie-Forbes secured the services of a young local priest who agreed to visit Betty every day for an hour in her apartment to help her spiritual growth.


In 1936, the battle lines for the Spanish civil war were being drawn in domestic terms, between what were called the Popular Front and the Nationalist Front. The latter, headed by Franco, comprised defenders of the old order, represented by the Roman Catholic Church, money, aristocracy, diehard monarchists, and the party of Spanish fascism, the Falange. In the Popular Front (also known as the Loyalists and the Republicans) were parties of widely diverse political credos, ranging from middle-class liberal reformers, to socialists with their strong labour-union backing, to the Soviet-dominated Spanish Communist party.


The electoral victory of the Popular Front earlier in the year brought to power a government with a strong communist influence, but it proved unable to govern. In the first half of the year there were over 200 political murders and 160 churches were burned to the ground. When church leaders denounced the new government, those in religious orders (there were over a hundred thousand monks, priests and nuns in Spain) were publicly vilified as agents of the reactionary forces being organized under Francisco Franco. There was growing anger at the clergy, and priests began disappearing into prisons.


In this divided world, Betty chose not merely to side with the Church but to join it as an active communicant. On the other hand it was not unnatural for Betty to place her strong loyalties with those Spaniards who, as the wife of a diplomat, she would have regarded as her friends.


Priests were in a particularly precarious position, and so it came as no surprise to Betty when her priest asked her one day to meet him at another address. It was an apartment in a part of town she did not know but had heard of as an area “where wealthy Spaniards were in the habit of taking their girl-friends for an hour or two’s love-making in the afternoon.”4


Once there Betty found her priest not only in civilian clothes, but in the guise of something other than spiritual advisor. “Somehow,” she wrote in her memoirs, “we found ourselves in each others arms,” and he confessed that he had fallen in love with her.




. . . it was more than the flame of religion that was kept alive in my breast. The priest was a good looking young man . . . and [there] followed a series of secret meetings once or twice a week at the apartment . . . as he was poor and the cost of the rooms high I was always happy to help him out with the bill.


One day he failed to turn up and I went round to his church to enquire what happened to him and was told that he had been arrested the night before and thrown into prison, following the stepping up of the Republican Governments anti-clerical policy and the burning of many churches in Madrid. With the help of Sir George [George Ogilvie-Forbes was knighted in 1937] I found out which prison he was in and with the help [of the papal nuncio] secured his release. . . .


[Due to the political situation] we judged it best for him to go underground and this he did. I visited him from time to time in his hiding place. He said he wanted to give up the priesthood and marry me but I told him this was impossible. Subsequently he decided to try to make his way to the north-east of the country where Nationalist forces were massing in an underground movement and where he felt he could forget about me and pursue his vocation. . . . Of course I did not allow this relationship to interfere with my affair with Carlos which continued right up until the moment when the Ambassador and his staff and their families were evacuated from Madrid.5





This is not the only occasion when Betty would enjoy an extra-curricular affair outside her main emotional relationship. The fact that this particular one was with a Catholic priest does add a certain novelty, to be sure, but perhaps its importance is in the indication that here was a woman who would not allow her life to be constrained by the trappings of a dying Victorian morality.


This is not to imply that she entered into her physical relationships in a calculating manner, merely as a means of satisfying sexual urges. Her memoirs show that in each affair she ran through the entire mating ritual: the flirting; the chase; the professions of deep, undying love; the secret meetings; the insecurities; the jealousies. She possessed the same attitude towards love and personal relationships that—formerly, anyway—only male heroes were permitted. In this instance of her affair with her priest Betty does not even bother to condone or attempt to explain her affair set against her professed “great love” for Carlos. Nobody, and certainly no social constraints, would hitherto be allowed to dictate to Betty who, how and when she should love, be loved or make love.


By this time civil war was imminent. Every day brought new hardships and “the vortex of chaos that was leading to catastrophe,” Betty wrote. “Communist infiltration abetted the very poor masses and there were endless strikes and towards the end the enormous, awful spectacle of burning churches spread across night skies.”6


The climax was triggered by two assassinations, of an army officer on July 12, and of a right-wing politician on the following day. Within days army rebellion had spread throughout Spain and the government issued orders which armed the civilian population to fight the military insurrectionists.


On July 13, three days before war broke out, Arthur and Betty left Madrid to travel north to Biarritz, just over the border in southern France. The British ambassador, Sir Henry Chilton, had considered it expedient to move virtually his entire staff to the “summer Embassy” at San Sebastián in the north of Spain just a few miles from the French border, leaving only George Ogilvie-Forbes and the consul in the embassy at Madrid. The Packs were among the last to leave and their apartment was shuttered and locked. The studded timber entrance door was affixed with the impressive Embassy Seal, upon which hung a message to the effect that the contents of the apartment were under the protection of His Britannic Majesty’s Government. On the previous night Betty had taken a passionate and concerned farewell of Carlos. He had tried to make light of their parting, promising to fly up to Biarritz to visit her, but she had a premonition of bad times to come. Now, Arthur, Betty, and Denise, accompanied by a children’s nurse, Juanquita (whose own daughter was a month or two older than Denise), set out to drive to their rented villa at Biarritz.
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