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‘Whenever I hear the word culture, I reach for my pistol.’
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For a writer to have gone to university with an international terrorist is a mixed blessing. On the one hand, he feels pressure from both his publishers and himself to provide his unique slant on the story, on the other, a reluctance to reopen old wounds. So much nonsense has been printed about Felicity Benthall that I would dearly like to set the record straight. And yet a fear of what my investigations might uncover has so far restrained me. What if a chain of complicity reaches back to the chance remark of a college contemporary’s – or, worse, of mine? What if an old acquaintance reveals Cambridge to have been as fertile a breeding-ground of fanaticism in the 1970s as it had been forty years before? I am caught between conflicting abstractions. Commitment to the truth contends with the determination to spare my friends – and, indeed, my whole generation – from further attacks. 

The facts of the matter are plain. In October 1977, Felicity Benthall, a twenty-three-year-old English actress, attempted to blow up the diplomatic representatives of most of the United Nations at a service to commemorate the eleven Israeli athletes murdered at the Munich Olympics five years before. She succeeded only in killing herself, her uncle the British Ambassador, his deputy, two secret servicemen and the Polish chargé d’affaires. Immediately after her death, a statement was issued in Beirut by the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine claiming her as a martyr to its cause. Meanwhile, in Stuttgart, the Red Army Faction (otherwise known as the Baader-Meinhof group), the small band of revolutionary Marxists whose campaign of terror over the previous decade had plunged West Germany into its greatest political crisis since the end of the Second World War, also claimed that she was acting on its behalf.

Nowhere was the shock of the atrocity more deeply felt than among those who had known – or who thought that they had known – Felicity best. Try as we might, it was impossible to square the cynic who had drawled that all ideology was a bore with the fanatic who died for a principle that was, in every sense, foreign to her. Like any other observer – but with an added sense of frustration – we were left to wonder whether her behaviour had been driven by idealism or nihilism: whether she had been malevolent or mad. Moreover, by a coincidence which I decline to call an irony, she had been playing the role of Unity Mitford, the English aristocrat whose extremist views led her to fall in love with Hitler. The film, by Germany’s foremost post-war director, Wolfram Meier, was then abandoned. Like Sternberg’s I Claudius and Welles’s Don Quixote, Meier’s Unity has become one of cinema’s most celebrated might-have-beens. The untimely deaths of many of the leading players have contributed to its legendary status, creating the cinematic equivalent of the curse of Macbeth. 

That was clearly the opinion of the film’s writer, Luke Dent, who, in the immediate aftermath of the attack, declared: ‘I know now that a writer must take full responsibility for his ideas, like a scientist with the H-bomb. There is certain research that is too dangerous to publish. It should be left in the study or the lab.’1 My own reluctance to engage too closely with Felicity’s story stemmed from a similar unease. But, with the discovery of Geraldine Mortimer’s diaries and Luke’s subsequent – or, indeed, consequent – suicide, it became a task that I could no longer shirk. To which end, I have gathered together the varying – and often conflicting – records of events surrounding the film, in the hope of casting light on both Felicity’s actions and the social, political and metaphysical issues that these raise. 





 



 

i. Credo


I should say from the start that I have never believed in evil. I take an innocent until proven guilty attitude to the human race. Even in guilt, there are mitigating factors. At prep school, I was taught that ‘evil is good gone wrong’. And, although I soon came to realise that that left much unanswered, the loss of credulity did not lead to a loss of faith. I have been sustained all my life by the figure of Christ and the knowledge that God’s love was embodied in a man – and, by extension, in every man. This, together with my fervent conviction, often held in the face of all the evidence, that people are fundamentally decent led me, first instinctively, and then intellectually, to reject the concept of Original Sin. Later, Marx and Freud, two philosophers who in both appearance and stature came to resemble the prophets they had displaced, added secular authority to my belief that what was commonly called evil was simply the behaviour of people in the grip of social and psychological forces that they could not control.

‘What? Even Hitler?’ is the automatic response of my critics. Hitler is, after all, a byword for evil (and a not inconsiderable presence in the account that follows). ‘Yes, even Hitler,’ is my reply. The nature of the forces that shaped him may be open to dispute – and was, indeed, the subject of several on the set of Unity – but that is hardly surprising when it is impossible to reach agreement on something as uncontroversial as his favourite film.2 I am convinced, however, that such an interpretation is possible (in my amateur way, I made the attempt at Cambridge). Explanation is extenuation. After all, what is the alternative? Are we going to make him such a symbol of evil that he moves beyond the realm of human responsibility? In demonising Hitler, we are employing the same imagery that he did of the Jews. 

A comparable danger awaits those who try to draw parallels between Unity and Felicity. I admit that the idea has its attractions. They were both young Englishwomen (Unity was twenty when she first met Hitler; Felicity twenty-one when she first met Wolfram Meier), who sprang from a similar upper-class background. Both loved to shock: Unity took her pet snake to deb dances and gave the Nazi salute at the British Embassy; Felicity played a record of Spirit in the Sky from the belfry of her college chapel and claimed that her family motto was ‘Spit, don’t swallow’. Both were seduced by a cause of which they knew only the trappings. But there the comparisons end. To suggest that history was repeating itself is almost as crass as to suggest that Unity’s spirit had entered Felicity. There is no store of primal evil working itself out down the generations, nor was Felicity the victim of diabolic possession. 

Such lurid speculation3 was much in evidence in the months following Felicity’s death. Talk of the over-identification of actor and role has become a staple of newspaper arts pages, fostered by actors themselves in an attempt to authenticate their performances by reference to their psychic pain. But, unless we are to believe that the profession is made up of intrinsically unstable people – a view which, admittedly, the ensuing pages do little to refute – we would do well to search for our explanations elsewhere. Or is every Othello a potential wife-murderer, Faust a necromancer and Dr No a menace to the world? 

My resistance to writing about Felicity stemmed from practical as well as psychological causes. I am a novelist, not a journalist or a historian, and yet any attempt to fictionalise her story would be bound to provoke accusations that, far from trying to establish the truth, I had something to hide. Added to which, the more I reflected on events, the more I grew convinced that it was in the sheer incompatibility of the different interpretations that the truth lay. This distinction would be lost if I tried to tell the story in my own voice. Moreover, I myself was present only at the beginning of Unity’s life and, although I was the recipient of a first-hand account, my experience of the filming was one of distance, which I cannot believe is of interest to anyone other than myself. 

Gradually, my doubts were whittled away. After completing my third novel, I resolved to take a break from fiction. Instead of giving interviews, I would conduct them. By tracking down the remaining participants, I would make up for my own absence from the set. I am grateful to Thomas Bücher, Liesl Martins, Manfred Stückl and Carole Medhurst for submitting so graciously to my questions. My thanks are due to the trustees of the British Film Institute and to the executors of the late Lady Mortimer for allowing me to reproduce Geraldine Mortimer’s Munich diaries.4 It was Lady Mortimer’s bequest of her husband’s and stepdaughter’s papers to the BFI that sparked off this inquiry, and I am obliged to my friend, Ralph Waller, for alerting me to the material. I am likewise indebted to Renate Fischer for allowing me to quote from her monograph on Wolfram Meier, which, for reasons that will be touched on later, has yet to find a publisher in her native land. 

My literary priorities have changed to a greater degree than my writing practice. I may not have invented the narrative but I am still shaping it, not least in the arrangement of the various contributions. There is no reason for my placing Luke Dent’s letters before Geraldine Mortimer’s diary other than my desire to give them pre-eminence: to make them the template for all that follows. They were my own introduction to the story. Those who prefer to read the book in the order in which it came into being should read Geraldine Mortimer’s account first. Those who prefer to read it in chronological order should read Renate Fischer’s. Before reading any of the others, however, I hope that they will read mine. 


 



 

ii. Cambridge


Although it later became a cause of contention and now seems a dubious honour, I still claim credit for conceiving the Unity play. Its genesis was at Cambridge, which Felicity, Luke and I all attended between 1973 and 1976. It was a golden age. When I was asked at a recent reading to define the purpose of a university education, my instant reply was ‘the pursuit of knowledge in the company of friends’. The students looked blank. Their overriding purpose was the pursuit of qualifications with a view to a job. There could be no clearer indication of the passage of time. Twenty-five years ago, we had invested all our efforts in college entrance … it would not be too fanciful to see our passion for the 1920s as a reflection of our own sense of miraculous survival and licence to have fun. In any case, we gave no thought to the future. We had passed the test (which was something far subtler than the examination). We waltzed through the portals of privilege with our destinies assured. 

After a first term still imbued with the ethos of school, I focused more on friends than on knowledge. The two who came rapidly to dominate my life – indeed, to define it – were Felicity and Luke. We met at an audition and our subsequent relationship was, in varying measure, tinged with the theatrical. I was the only one to be cast, which immediately set me apart. The real distinction, however, came later that evening when Felicity stayed in Luke’s room. ‘Placing Girton so far out of town, what do they expect?’ she asked, in defiance of the college’s founders who believed that distance would be a safeguard of virtue. I met them for lunch the next day. I had not yet alerted them to my sexual preferences (I had not yet articulated them to myself), but Felicity’s casual assumption conveyed instant approval, while Luke’s grammar school background left him with no residue of guilt for which to atone. 

Such a tight-knit trio inevitably gave rise to gossip, but our relationship was far more conventional than it appeared. Felicity slept with Luke and I slept with no one. When Felicity joked that I should be called a homosexless, I laughed because I thought it was funny. At least I think that I did. Felicity and I slept together once – with Luke’s bruised blessing – but it was more of a biology lesson than a romantic tryst. At the time, my heart was still set on acting. Stanislavski was king and Felicity insisted that I required a heterosexual experience to store in my emotional memory. Needless to say, I never slept with Luke. I sunbathed with him in Naxos, showered with him in Scotland and rubbed make-up on his back in ancient Rome. But I never slept with him. I am, however, the one who wrote the inscription on his grave. 

The attractions of the arrangement for Felicity and myself were clear. I was able to cast my adulthood in the mould of my childhood, while she was able to swathe herself in an aura of mystery as thick as the fug produced by her trademark Black Russian
cigarettes. Too fastidious for orgies and too indolent to sleep around, she looked to us to save her from the bourgeois (the dirtiest word in her dictionary). We brought a touch of Truffaut into a world of E. M. Forster, even if the triangle were less elegantly balanced than that of Jules et Jim. Above all, she feared commitment. Just as her chronic procrastination derived less from inefficiency than from a sense that something more exciting must be about to happen elsewhere, so she loathed being tied down. A third person provided the prospect of release even if, in my case, it was more symbolic than real. 

For Luke, the attractions were both less obvious and the subject of constant speculation on my part, as I attempted to reassure myself of his commitment to the trio. I was convinced – wrongly, as it turned out – that any rupture would be brought about by him. My self-lacerating conclusion was that Luke was a liberal who saw me as a potential cause. He pictured himself defending me from the repercussions of a scandal, waiving private distaste for the sake of a general principle. At times of greater self-confidence, I cast myself as his soul-mate … the friend for whom he used to yearn when he was growing up in Africa and forbidden to mix with the local boys: the friend for whom he used to yearn when he returned to England and found that all the significant allegiances had already been formed. His primary motivation, however, was the desire to please Felicity, his first proper girlfriend, to whose personal volatility was added all the enigma of her sex. 


 



 

iii. Felicity Benthall & Luke Dent


Contrary to my method with fiction, I find myself needing to describe Felicity and Luke. In no other area is a novelist so despotic as in his allocation of physical traits. Conscious of my power to dye a brunette blonde, make a hook-nose snub and pluck beetle brows at the stroke of a pen, I prefer to leave such details to the reader’s imagination and concentrate, instead, on my characters’ inner lives. In this case, however, the protagonists exist not only in my mind but in my memory. My task is not so much to make them well-rounded as to make sure that they are clearly defined.

Felicity was a large girl – nothing in comparison with Unity, who was six foot with enormous hands and feet – but tall and big-boned. Height was neither an encumbrance nor an embarrassment and she had long since dispatched her mother’s attempts at camouflage to the Oxfam Shop. Her hair was the colour of Harvest Festivals. Her pale eyes stared straight from an Arthur Rackham edition of an Arthurian Romance, while her creamy complexion evoked a world of cowslips and Cornwall and antique lace. 

Luke matched her in both stature and presence. He was broad-shouldered and so lean that, when he sat down, his skin did not even crease. He had a mass of sandy curls with surprisingly dark roots that, when Felicity and I ganged together, we would suggest were in need of attention (his utter lack of vanity prevented his taking offence). His long lashes gave him a hint of ambivalence, but his expression was far too guileless to be gay. His high cheekbones were prone to flush at the first sign of either a compliment or a rebuke. His smile would make sense of suicide pacts. 

A unique blend of good looks and good nature made him as attractive to men as to women. His own warmth was reflected in a universal welcome which, Felicity and I were agreed, gave him an unrealistically rosy view of the world. He had a childlike openness which, according to circumstance, I regarded either as admirable or naive. A perfect example occurred when he interpreted his German supervisor’s departure on ‘a busman’s holiday’ to Greece as a coded confession of a taste for rough trade. He expressed his support with a theory, largely culled from me, that gay men needed differences of caste to make up for their sameness of sex, only to face the full fury of a closeted don who was leaving for a United Nations conference on developing literacy. It is fair to say that even Luke’s hyperactive cheekbones had never flushed so fast. 

They could not have come from more dissimilar backgrounds. Felicity was the granddaughter of a baronet – and the daughter of a younger brother, as her mother never let her father forget. They lived in the dower-house on her uncle’s estate. As a young man, her father had raced cars, now, he drank. Her mother bred roses – her daughter maintained that she preferred not to think of anything higher up the reproductive chain than a flower. She had a brother in the city and two sisters ‘at stud’. She was the youngest by ten years (‘not so much an afterthought as a reproach’). For all the obvious precedents, her affair with Luke was not meant as an act of rebellion, since one of the banes of her life – and, I feel sure, a primary cause of the disaster that ended it – was that she had nothing against which to rebel. Her father showed himself a democrat in that he spread his contempt evenly across society. Her mother showed herself an aristocrat in that she modified her morality to suit her own needs. Far from wishing to shock her parents, she had long ceased trying to attract their attention. I have no doubt that, within the limitations of her egoism, she genuinely loved Luke. 

In its very different way, Luke’s upbringing seemed to exude the same glamour as Felicity’s – at least from my privet-hedged perspective. His father’s post-war disillusion prompted him to leave England for the Sudan where he worked in the embryonic oil industry. He met Luke’s mother, a nurse, when she flew out on a year’s contract. Luke and his brothers grew up in one of the most volatile regions of Africa. As children, they picked bullets out of the sofas at the airport after it had been used by a firing squad. On another occasion, the violence edged even closer when a gang of rebels murdered a security guard in the European compound. The following day, his colleagues randomly rounded up a group of Africans, chopping them into pieces which they then placed, as a warning, on the compound walls. When the eight-year-old Luke cried at the sight, his father told him to be a man.

In the late sixties, the family lost everything, having been forced to flee the country overnight after Luke’s father found himself on the wrong side of a coup. They moved to Hastings, from where his father sold encyclopaedias for an old army friend. His parents never addressed a further word to each other from the moment that they boarded the plane. Luke dated his interest in theatre to that day. 

It is unnecessary to say anything about myself. I am merely the Prologue. It falls to me to set the scene for the action that follows. I have published three novels and a collection of stories. Anyone interested can look up the biographical details in a stack of interviews, although I would not vouch for their unalloyed truth. As regards my appearance, I shall no doubt succumb to the traditional authorial vanity of a photograph on the cover. I trust that more dispassionate observers will not share my difficulty in chipping out the fresh-faced undergraduate from the granite-faced middle-aged man. 


 



 

iv. Unity in Cambridge


Unity was born out of pique. In spite of her startling performances at several Smokers5 (I still chuckle at her impersonation of a suburban matron whose ‘husband has never been a handful in the underwear department’), Felicity failed to be cast in the annual Footlights revue. She fell victim to internal politics – specifically, one of her rivals bedding the professional director first. Her fury erupted in a flurry of sanctimonious slurs. All her dreams of glory – and, more pressingly, an answer to the question of what to do come June – had collapsed. Luke, in a valiant attempt at consolation, offered to write her a play that we would put on ourselves. It was pointless her tackling Millament or the Shrew (‘or Cleopatra,’ Felicity interjected), who would simply be drowned out in the usual classical clamour but, if we could choose the right – that is, controversial – theme, the Footlights would be put in the shade. 

The primary requirement was a peach of a part for Felicity … ‘One that will showcase all your many facets’, I fawned. ‘Not possible!’ she retorted. My rudimentary knowledge of marketing – I was on the theatre-hiring committee – combined with Luke’s literary tastes to favour the historical. Our collective self-image narrowed the field to the 20s and 30s. The choice fell on Nancy Cunard, the tempestuous heiress whose drift from Belgravia to Bohemia seemed to be the perfect fit for Felicity, but we found ourselves unable to do justice to her advocacy of black power from the ranks of our Cambridge friends. It was then that I – or, possibly, Luke (as in so many relationships, paternity only became an issue after the split) – hit on Unity. 

The timing was perfect. A brilliant account of her life had appeared the previous year.6 The Mitfords were beginning to establish a hold on the national consciousness as a madcap sorority who stood, as one of the Edinburgh reviewers neatly put it, midway between the Brontes and the Beverleys.7 Moreover, the subject tapped deep into Luke’s rich and hitherto unexposed vein of social unease. This stretched all the way from Felicity’s Leicestershire home where, he confessed, confusion over the phrase ‘gun-broken’ had caused him more anxiety than the knottiest French or German translation, to Cambridge itself. I had failed to grasp how alien he felt from the dominant undergraduate ethos: the effortless assumption of superiority with which I, ever the chameleon, contrived to blend. It was as if he identified, in the gilded immaturity, a moral vacuum that could so easily be filled, like Unity’s, with salutes to the ‘divine Storms!’8



 



 

v. Unity Mitford


Unity, the fourth of Lord and Lady Redesdale’s seven children, was born in 1914, having been conceived when her parents were prospecting for gold at a place called Swastika in Canada, thereby providing conclusive evidence for those who view geography as fate. After an unconventional upbringing, overtly fictionalised in her older sister Nancy’s novels and covertly fictionalised in her younger sister Jessica’s memoirs, she attended finishing school in Munich in 1934, where she honed her fascist sympathies. A year later, she attained the pinnacle of her desire when Hitler summoned her to join him in the restaurant where she sat, day after day, hoping to catch a stray glance. During the four years that followed, she was to enjoy a further one hundred and forty such meetings, mainly for lunch and tea and mainly in Munich, although he also invited her to his mountain-retreat at Berchtesgaden and to the Chancery in Berlin. 

So close was their friendship that, on one occasion, Lord Redesdale was obliged to place an announcement in the Sunday
Pictorial denying that they had plans to marry. It was a friendship that exposed her to equal suspicion from both British diplomats and the Führer’s own staff, many of whom were convinced that she must be a spy. Her political influence was nil, although she may have confirmed Hitler in his belief that England saw Germany as a kindred spirit and would not oppose its territorial ambitions. After the Anschluss, he declared: ‘They said England would be there to stop me but the only English person I saw was on my side.’ That person was Unity, who had rushed to Vienna in order to hail her hero at his moment of triumph. 

At the outbreak of war, Unity shot herself – in another geographical quirk, the place that she chose was Munich’s English Garden. The bullet lodged in her head and she was taken to a nearby hospital, where Hitler visited her for the last time. As soon as she had sufficiently recovered, he arranged for her to be transported

to Switzerland, where she was collected by her mother and brought back to England. She lived on until 1948, incapacitated and incontinent and, according to her nephew, with a mental age of around eleven.9


Felicity’s portrait of Unity was based on sibling rivalry. Strongly influenced by a supervisor who had achieved broadsheet fame with her monograph, Shakespeare on the Couch, she saw the key to Unity’s malaise as ‘middle child syndrome’, exacerbated by membership of such a competitive family. She was a bundle of negatives: neither as witty as Nancy, as beautiful as Diana, as clever as Jessica nor as cosseted as Deborah. She was a romantic without a cause – until she found one in Hitler. Her intellectual flirtation with Mosley had been compromised by his marriage to Diana. Through her friendship with Hitler she became, for the first time, the dominant sister, putting Diana’s parochial conquest to shame. 

To Hitler, Unity’s attraction seems to have been that she was the one person who spoke to him freely. The same lack of imagination that rendered her insensitive to the horrors of Nazism blinded her to the character of its leader. To some extent, we were guilty of a similar misjudgement. For all our awareness of the Holocaust, our approach remained studiedly superficial. Not only did we fail to look seriously at Unity’s politics, we cited her as proof that we did not need to take politics itself seriously. In our hands, extremism became eccentricity: glamour conquered all. Now, I see her as the perfect representative of a nation that prefers its fascists dressed in frou-frou and tulle than in greatcoats and jackboots. At the time, I saw her as the heroine of a real-life Beauty and the Beast. The fact that Luke later wrote me such a detailed account of his months in Munich attested, I believe, to  his own desire to redress the balance. Unity was not the only one deserving of blame. 


 



 

vi. The Author as Hitler


I played Hitler, although I trust it is superfluous to state that, unlike Felicity, I was not typecast. Physically, I was hardly ideal, although it is surprising how much can be achieved with a well-judged moustache. My claim to the role was assured when I not only gave up the part of Cyrano de Bergerac, but persuaded Cambridge’s leading director, Brian Sterkin,10 to scrap his whole production and take on ours. As one whose school syllabus stopped short at the Glorious Revolution, I date my interest in twentieth century history to that summer. Had I put the same effort into reading my set texts as I had into researching my character, I might have emerged with a better degree. 

It is my deep conviction, reinforced by thirty-five years of theatre-going, that no actor can play pure evil. I call it the Edmund syndrome, in which Shakespeare’s most gratuitously malevolent character is endowed with a boyish swagger or a winningly self-aware smile. An actor needs a motive as much as he needs an audience. So Richard III is driven by his disability, Macbeth by his lack of an heir and Edmund by the stigma of illegitimacy. Indeed, I suspect the reason that actors in previous eras were excluded from society (all those dead-of-night burials that fired my childhood imagination) lay less in their sexual laxity than in the fact that their artistic practice refuted the simple pieties of the Church. 

I was no exception, my dramatic instincts and philosophical insights leading me to the same place. I played Hitler as a frustrated  painter, the key to whose character could be found in his failure to be accepted into the Vienna Art Academy and his subsequent discovery that four out of the seven members of the Jury who rejected him were Jews. He wrote a letter to the Director which ended with the threat ‘For this, the Jews will pay.’ And, if nothing else, he proved true to his word. I still stand by the basic interpretation. As Chancellor, Hitler liked to surround himself with artists and, indeed, to be regarded as one himself. When Eva Braun pointed out that he was whistling an operatic air out of tune, he replied ‘I am not out of tune; the composer made a mistake here.’ He took an active role in the infamous 1937 Exhibition of German Art. Even holed up in the bunker, when Allied bombers were effecting his squalid Götterdämmerung, he sat for hours staring at a model for the rebuilding of his home town of Linz. 

This was the aspect of the man with which I found it easy to identify. I too was fired with the desire to become an artist: an actor, working in the one medium that would perfectly combine my need for self-expression with the ineluctable fact that I had nothing to say. Since my schooldays, I had spent every spare hour projecting myself into the personae of people more passionate, articulate, clear-cut and, paradoxically, more alive than myself. But I was increasingly aware that a serviceable talent was too flimsy a foundation on which to build a career. As I sat, in mid-performance, listening to the voices of actors who effortlessly scaled the heights up which I sweated and strained, the name green room took on a new meaning. With my dreams of a world in which every theatre would be closed down by a regime more rigorous than the Puritans, I was able to relate to the whole ‘Is Paris Burning?’ side of Hitler: the impulse to destroy, which no one but a thwarted artist can fully comprehend. 





 



 

vi. Unity in Edinburgh


Even as I was coming to terms with my lack of talent, Luke had revealed a new one. His play, originally a token of love from a latter-day troubadour, rapidly took on a life of its own. The result was a sell-out success. We added a special midnight matinee for which, at Felicity’s insistence, the audience was required to wear evening dress. Among them – by the sort of twist that makes a family tree resemble the London tube map – was one of her distant cousins, who offered to underwrite our appearance on the Edinburgh Fringe. Fears of not finding a suitable space turned out to be unfounded when we sublet a building from a group of Texans, who were performing the Agamemnon in Greek. Despite its being only two doors down from the Film Festival, we expected little passing trade. In the seventies, cultural demarcation-lines were heavily policed. And we observed them as slavishly as anyone. Although we had tracked down the smallest one-man show at the most way-out venue, we had no idea what films were being shown a hundred yards away until Luke, idly flicking through the programme, discovered a Wolfram Meier retrospective. 

Meier was an exception to the theatre-cinema divide. He had started in the theatre, and his films, while totally cinematic, employed a host of stage devices and non-naturalistic effects. No other contemporary director had a vision so framed by the proscenium arch. What’s more, he broke the cardinal Cahiers du Cinema rule and gave as much weight to words as to pictures. It was an emphasis of which I heartily approved, even though the long voice-overs and trademark ‘chapter headings’ put a severe strain on my subtitle-weary eyes when Luke introduced me to a late-night season of his work. In spite of Felicity’s carping at the Teutonic lack of humour (her preference was Coward with everything), I was immensely moved by The Passion of Albrecht Dürer, its historical intensity the equal of Bergman’s Seventh Seal. At the same time, I relished the ironies in his portrayal of Rosa Luxemburg as a gutsy Hollywood heroine, as determined to nab her revolution as Joan Crawford her man. 

Insisting that it would be the perfect antidote to three years of Cambridge German (and lying to Felicity about its length), Luke bought tickets for the British premiere of Meier’s Faust which was, fortuitously, playing on the one night that we weren’t. This was a sumptuously irreverent version in which Faust was tempted not by Mephisto but by Christ; Helen of Troy was replaced by the Virgin Mary; and Gretchen’s love proved to be the greatest snare of all. It came as no surprise to learn that it had offended both literary purists and the Catholic Church. 

When he took to the stage at the end, Meier turned out to be an identikit iconoclast in a leather cap and waistcoat, soiled white T-shirt, jeans and boots. The one anomaly was the pair of spectacles dangling oldmaidishly around his neck. It was, however, his speech that struck me most. Although it was filtered through an interpreter, it had the same squeezebox stridency that I had noted in recordings of Hitler. He deflected praise with a show of modesty and dissent with a play of failing to understand the question. To the interpreter’s mounting irritation, ‘It is not so in German,’ became the constant refrain. As I recall, his single forthright reply came when he was urged to explain the rationale behind his approach. ‘You English,’ he declared, a presumption that drew an audible hiss, ‘can produce faithful versions of the classics, with your Oxford accents and your “Britons never will be slaves”. But how can we, when we see where they lead?’ 

Two nights later, Meier repaid our compliment by attending a performance of Unity. Even now, it seems barely credible that a world-famous film director should have visited a student company – although no less so, I suppose, than that a twenty-year-old Englishwoman should have penetrated the Nazi elite. One of the cast said that he had come because he was planning a film on Hitler. If so, he could have chosen any of the half-dozen versions of his life which were playing that – as every – year on the Fringe. Another said that it was because he was dodging a persistent journalist; yet another that he was sheltering from the rain. Brian Sterkin claimed that, having spotted Luke at the screening, he had been so smitten that he had dispatched an aide to seek him out. If that is the explanation I favour, it is because, like my ‘frustrated artist’ theory of Hitler, it is the one to which I can most easily relate. 

At the end of the show, he appeared, unheralded, in the communal dressing-room, cast a lazy eye over a couple of half-dressed SS men and congratulated us on our performance in broken English which, I later learnt from Luke, was a weapon he wielded like broken glass. Then, with a shrug of apology, he declared that the language barrier made it impossible for him to talk to more than two people at once, and promptly invited Felicity and Luke to dinner. Sterkin and I were so chilled by our exclusion that we went straight back to our digs and, to our mutual disgust, slept together for the first and last time. The next day, Luke and Felicity burst in with the news that Meier wanted to film Unity. I tried to attribute my scepticism more to bitter experience than to sour grapes. Either way, it proved to be unwarranted, since further conversations with members of Meier’s entourage, the precise nature of whose functions remained as obscure to Luke as they did to me, resulted in a contract for him to fly out to Munich to work on the script. 

Meier, whose impulsiveness struck Felicity as the mark of a true artist, confided, at that first dinner, that he planned to use both English and German actors. She immediately extracted a promise from Luke to make her casting a non-negotiable part of the deal. Nervous of his bargaining-power, he tentatively intimated that he might have more success with one of the supporting sisters: a proposal that she dismissed out of hand. I knew full well that I would hardly be in line to play Hitler and, to my eternal chagrin, I lacked Felicity’s hold over Luke. Nevertheless, I felt that my contribution to the script – both in conception and performance – might be acknowledged in the offer of some lesser role: an attendant aristocrat or fascist. So I was quite nonplussed by the violence of Felicity’s response when I suggested it. 

‘Can’t you just be glad for Luke? It’s always the same with success: all the little people crawling out of the woodwork, claiming to be the brains behind Eleanor Rigby or Citizen Kane.’ 

Two days later, we left for London on separate trains. With no asset but my degree, I made my way to the Gabbitas Thring agency11 and to a job in a prep school so minor that they employed me on the strength of a single phone call and the promise to be with them by the end of the week. My classroom responsibilities covered the entire curriculum, with the exception of Latin and Scripture, which were entrusted to more seasoned hands. My extra-curricular duties ranged from Wolf Cubs to chiropody. At first, I was as disorientated by my change in status as a priest who swaps titles with his father, but I swiftly negotiated the transition from surname to Sir. My world was reduced to a few crusty bachelors and a matron whose moustache made a mockery of her maternal role. No hungry boy looked more keenly to parcels from home to sustain him than I looked to letters from abroad. 

Reading them again over twenty years later, I can’t but wonder whether, had Meier been sufficiently impressed – that is to say, attracted – by my performance to invite me to Munich, I might have exerted some influence on the course of events. Would my presence have acted as a restraint on Felicity: another voice to counter the chorus of the fanatics? Or would I have been too awed by the actors, too dismissive of the radicals and, as ever, too bound up with Luke? 






1 Letter to the Author, 6 November 1977; page 157. 




2 Historians have proposed Snow White, Cavalcade, The Lives of a Bengal Lancer, King Kong, and Fritz Lang’s The Nibelung. 




3 Blonde Bombshells, Daily Mail, 2 November 1977; The Deadly Debutantes, Sunday Times, 13 November 1977; Britain’s Bloodline, Vanity Fair, March 1978, etc. 




4 A cursory reading of the Hollywood, London and Paris diaries suggests that future historians will find comparable riches. 




5 Informal concerts presented by the Footlights, a Cambridge club that has nurtured the careers of many of Britain’s most popular comic talents. 




6
Unity Mitford,
A Quest by David Pryce-Jones, Weidenfeld & Nicolson 1976. 

7 A musical trio popular in the 50s and 60s who made the classic progression from schmaltz to camp when they were taken up, twenty years later, by gay men. 

8 Her pet name for the Nazi Storm Troopers. 




9 Jonathan Guinness, The House of Mitford, Hutchinson 1984, page 437. 




10 Currently Head of Drama at the University of Santa Fé. 




11 A long-established English educational agency, satirised as ‘Church and Gargoyle’ by Evelyn Waugh in Decline and Fall. 
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My career as a teacher lasted for six years, although in a bid to remind myself that the position was only temporary, I avoided the more authoritative schoolmaster. While, to my surprise, I enjoyed considerable popularity with the boys, I never felt a comparable welcome from my colleagues. In retrospect, I admit that the fault may have been mine. My drive to succeed must have rankled with men for whom the school gates marked the boundaries of their ambition. As I gazed around the common room, my greatest fear was that I too would succumb to the fatal lure of the valedictory dinner. 


Luke’s letters offered me a glimpse of a world from which I felt that I must remain forever excluded. Having basked in his reflected glamour at Cambridge, I now did so at one remove, demanding location reports ‘for the boys’ like an ageing pop fan requesting an autograph ‘for his daughter’. He responded with characteristic generosity, the very length of his letters attesting to the depth of my need. Re-reading them for the first time in years, I am struck by their exuberance, their candour, their delight in words. He failed to keep my replies, which, I suspect, is a sign of the relative weight that we attached to our friendship – although it may simply denote my greater commitment to preserving the past. 


Needless to say, Felicity was not such an assiduous correspondent. I received a single postcard from her during the entire shoot. Depicting a group of bronzed Berliners performing handstands by a lake, it presented more of a challenge than a greeting. The letter which, according to Luke she had promised me in Cannes, never arrived. Even so, as soon as her casting was assured, our Edinburgh estrangement was set aside. In the autumn of 1976, when Luke was away in Munich, she rang me regularly at the school, although her ever more unlikely guises (my sister, my mother, Barbara Castle, Margot Fonteyn) tried the authorities’ already limited patience. On one memorable occasion she drove down for a visit, boosting my credibility with the boys while exhausting my credit with the Headmaster. 


The truth was that she had lost interest in me. Returning to school, in whatever capacity, offended her never-look-back ethos. At Cambridge, I had been puzzled by her failure to maintain contact with a single one of her Benenden12 contemporaries. I long presumed that her schooldays must have been miserable until, much later, one of her classmates informed me that, on the contrary, she had been among the most popular girls in her year. A clean slate was essential to the pursuit of fresh experience, for which she possessed a voracious appetite. In any case, I was no longer of use to her. At university, I provided a necessary balance – even ballast – in her relationship with Luke. Once she met Wolfram Meier, she preferred to cast that role elsewhere. 


Reading Luke’s letters alongside Geraldine Mortimer’s journal, I am conscious of a marked difference in perspective. What is less clear is how much this is a function of their individual temperaments and how much of a genuine ambiguity in the incidents that they record. Luke, as he freely concedes, had little time for politics whereas Geraldine was not just a political animal but a political predator – hence the far greater space that she devotes to the hostage crisis engulfing Germany. Felicity’s own interest in that crisis is self-evident. What remains at issue is whether she was driven by a genuine commitment or whether it was simply her latest – and, in the event, last – pose. 


To my mind, an equally vexed issue is what could have led her to abandon Luke, although I am aware that my concern cannot be 
divorced from the Derby and Derby fantasies to which, against all logic, I continue to cling. To have jilted Luke, once the pinnacle of my desire, now the lost hope of my youth, strikes me as doubly perverse. Nothing in his letters pains – or, indeed, shames – me more than his assumption that I will share his disgust at her attempt to thrust him on Meier, unless it is his related assumption that I shared his outrage at her attempt to thrust him on me. It is one of the greatest ironies in a narrative crammed with them that, while Unity pimped boys for her friend Brian Howard, forty years on it was the actor playing Brian whom the actress playing Unity pimped for her friend.


In the absence of any direct testimony, we can only speculate on Felicity’s feelings for Wolfram Meier. Luke’s report of her declaration of love for him is at odds with Geraldine Mortimer’s picture of professional gratitude. It is telling that Luke should have placed less emphasis than Geraldine on Felicity’s relationship with Ahmet Samif, whose heterosexuality would seem to make him a more dangerous rival. But then he may have subscribed to my own belief that Felicity would regard Meier’s homosexuality as a goad rather than a deterrent. Such a relationship would hold particular appeal for a woman whose reading of ‘The course of true love never did run smooth’ had left her with a preference for the bumpy. My personal opinion, which I offer as an addendum to those printed below, is that, contrary to usual practice, her sexuality was the product of her bohemianism rather than the other way round. She displayed an exaggerated respect for artists not because of an aesthetic sensibility but because art supplied the one alternative to her parents’ world that they could not dismiss out of hand. Nevertheless, in another irony, the first casualty of her action was the film.


*

 

I have reproduced Luke’s ten letters in their entirety, retaining all personal allusions (several of which still elude me), private jokes and, on occasion even, errors, altering only punctuation and, where absolutely necessary, grammar. My criterion for the use of footnotes, here as elsewhere, has been comprehension rather than consistency. The letters were extremely long and, in some cases, legibility deteriorates with length. For such a resolute man, his handwriting was surprisingly formless. From the letter of 23 September 1977 onwards, when he bowed to my request that he should type, clarity was assured. 



 







  





8 München 40,

Giselastrasse 23,

West Germany.


 



 

14th Oct 1976

Lieber!

Well, when in Rome … After three weeks, I’m beginning to find my feet – no easy task in a city so overrun with bicycles. The cyclists must be the direct descendants of Rommel’s Panzer-Division. Sorry, cheap joke. 

I swear there are more bicycles per head than in any other city in the world, including Cambridge. Perhaps you could do a comparative survey with your geography class? I’m living near the university. One girl with whom I had a near miss told me that her bike was as much a part of her as her shoes. The analogy was lost on me. Do you see your shoes as a part of you? Well, perhaps those whiffy old brogues … Only kidding. I can picture your pained expression already. The district is called Schwabing. It’s supposed to be the Munich Left Bank (as in J-P. S. and S. de B.), awash with poets, artists and bohemians various. All I ever come across are tight-lipped old ladies walking their dogs. And no, no dachshunds. Before you ask, I haven’t seen a single one since I arrived in Germany … but then I’ve never seen a British bulldog either.

I’m sorry not to have written before but I’ve been busy finding my feet … see footnote.13 The address at the top is the one where all letters should be sent (hint!) not to mention spontaneous, unsolicited gifts such as Fortnum’s hampers. Aren’t they the traditional remedy for homesick Englishmen? Joking apart, should you ever find yourself near a jar of Marmite … I know that you consider it an abomination on a par with Birmingham but it’s the one thing (present correspondent excepted) that I miss. Anyway a jar sent to me here, care of von Hirsten (very Almanach de Gotha) will guarantee you a friend for life. 

Almost directly in front of us is the house where Thomas Mann wrote Buddenbrooks. It may not mean a lot to you with your Shakespeare über alles prejudices, but that was the novel that made me want to study German. I waltz down the road, to the consternation of afore-mentioned old ladies, like Freddy Eynsford-Hill singing On the Street Where You Live. 

The house – ours not his – is the perfect illustration that a German man’s home is his bank: solid, impenetrable with a hint of hidden opulence in the classical frieze on the facade. Wolfram gave me a quick who’s who but, frankly, when you’ve seen one languishing maiden, you’ve seen them all. I can’t even remember whether it’s art deco or art nouveau. But, before you choke on your collected Aubrey Beardsley, just remember where I grew up.

I have never lived anywhere with so much space: two bedrooms (so, should you need a refuge from Dotheboys Hall14 …); a drawing-room (which, in deference to the Mitford15 connection, not to mention Fliss, I shall never again call a lounge); a panelled hall which cries out for a buxom maid with a feather duster (the tenant wouldn’t say no either); an old-fashioned bathroom straight out of a murder mystery. The corridors are hung with prints of Old Masters. My favourites are a Filippo Lippi Annunciation with a peacock-plumed Gabriel; a Rembrandt bathing-beauty Bathsheba; and the most incongruously serene Holy Family by Il Sodoma. Fliss said that it makes her think of you – for the serenity, of course. 

We had the best time when she was out here last week. She seems so much more relaxed now she’s finished with Cambridge. Anonymity suits her – not necessarily the most reassuring thing to say about someone preparing to star in a film. She’s jealous of my prior involvement. I told her that it’d be the other way round come June. Like one of those night-shift marriages, I’ll be finishing work just as she starts. She promised to ring you when she got back to London. Did she? Is it allowed? I envisage Old Wackford (I hope I’ve got that right. The trouble with being away from home is that you can’t cite with confidence) standing over you with a stopwatch. ‘We’re not running a charity, Mr Arditti. You must be sure to make up the time.’ On second thoughts, I’ll stick to the post. 

You were right to tell me to hold out for my own flat. No, don’t worry: no ‘number threes’. I can’t decide whether to feel flattered that you believe that everyone is after my body or humiliated that you consider me incapable of looking after myself. No means nein in anyone’s language. The truth is that Wolfram’s place is such a sty that I’d have been driven mad within the hour. I know; I know. I’m sure that you and Fliss are right and it says something deeply sinister about my character (though I still don’t see why arranging my LPs alphabetically is such a crime), but I need order. Perhaps it’s because I’m an artist. Maybe the more reckless you are in your imagination, the more regular you have to be in your routines?

Well, that’s my theory and I’m sticking to it. Though I admit it falls apart with Wolfram. He has a vast, five-storey house (also in the bunker/banker style). Lord knows how he can afford it. He appears to be on his uppers – financially as well as pharmaceutically (I’ll dish the dirt later). When they bought it ten years ago, the group was, at least nominally, a commune. According to Dorit, one of the founders (do you remember that advert where a woman metamorphosed into a tiger? Think Dorit), it was the sort of commune that the French aristocracy lived in at Versailles. No prizes for guessing who played Louis. He still holds court today, although to a largely new selection of favourites. Marriage, betrayal and exile have taken their toll. The current maîtresse
en
titre is Mohammed, whose antagonism towards me seems to stem from a suspicion that I have designs on the king. I want to tell him to lighten up. My intentions are entirely literary. But, when I talked it over with Renate, she told me not to waste my breath. All Arabs believe that all Englishmen are gay. Do you suppose it’s a hangover from T. E. Lawrence? 

You must have met Renate in Edinburgh, the evening we all went for drinks at the Caledonian. She certainly remembers a very charming, good-looking Englishman (I rest my case) … although it’s true that her description could equally fit Brian. She lives at the top of the house, in a former maid’s room, where she nurses a hopeless passion for Wolfram. That’s not just my opinion. She admits it freely to everyone. I expect she did to you – that is if it was you and not Brian. I tried to commiserate (fatal!), but Fliss was fierce. For one terrifying moment she turned into her mother as she compared her to a housemaid hauling up her skirts to show you her scars. Ouch! Renate, convinced that she has found a sympathetic audience, treats me to a description of all the humiliations she has endured in order to raise cash for Wolfram. It’s so insulting. Does she suppose me incapable of spotting a fantasist? Her most pathetic fantasy is that Wolfram means to marry her. They slept together a few times (it seems that he plays for both City and United). Ever since, she has stalked him like a character in a French tragedy … one of those spurned mistresses who burst in on the action without ever having to knock on a door. 

Other residents include Dieter, whom I like a lot, a quiet, sensitive actor who is, understandably, preoccupied since he’s playing Hans Castorp in The Magic Mountain, and Kurt, who has composed the music for all of Wolfram’s films, apart from The  Great Beast, which was made at a time when they were deadly rivals in lust. Deadly is the word, since, according to Renate – admittedly, not always the most impartial of witnesses – Kurt took out a contract on Wolfram’s life. Fortunately, she found out about it and was able to warn Wolfram who, after confronting his would-be assassin, cast him as a bandit in the film. He also – amazingly – recovered his respect for Kurt … Do you know of any technical term – perhaps coined by a Hollywood analyst – for filmmakers who are unable to distinguish between the world on and off the screen? 

Somehow – don’t ask me how – the films get made. Deals are done, not always in the best of faith. Werner, one of the producers, told me that he had sold 150% of the distribution rights to The Magic Mountain. I only hope that Unity is more legit. I foresee the reels gathering dust in a vault while lawyers wrangle and I am robbed of the chance to deliver my Oscar-acceptance speech. OK. I confess I do have a few words up my sleeve. But, be honest now, wouldn’t you? Let me paint the scene. As my name is announced, the commentator’s rayon tones – synthetic silk, geddit? – rise above the roar of applause that indicates the near – no, let’s not mince words here, totally – unanimous approval of the hall. Exuding an air of bemused detachment (patented in Stratford), I make my way to the podium, pausing only to shake hands with Marlon and Jack, and fall straight into Sophia’s arms (or whatever). Then, before an audience of billions, I pay tribute to my best friend, Michael. Our minds are so in sync that we can’t even remember which one of us thought of telling the Mitford story first. ‘Here’s to you, Michael’, I say as I hold up the statuette. Cue music; an adoring Sophia; more applause. 

I digress … I dream … I digress. The Serpent’s Nest – that’s what they call the house, but it’s a bluff on so many levels that it might as well be Chez Nous – is a throwback to an age when art was a collective endeavour. It reminds me of one of those Renaissance studios, the schools of Raphael and Titian whose paintings fill Felicity’s uncle’s house, or else one of those medieval workshops that her father wants to revive. Not being in love with his daughter, you may have escaped his lecture on the last hope for England’s salvation. From what I can make out, it lies in a return to a pre-industrial society, complete with Lords of the Manor and maypoles, master-craftsmen and guilds. Although I found a lot of it distinctly dubious, and a lot more, incoherent (an occupational hazard when dealing with Papa), the part about restoring the dignity of labour made a good deal of sense. 

Dignity is not the first word that springs to mind when you think of Wolfram – especially after watching him throw a tantrum (and I’m talking the full carpet-chewing works) the moment his will is crossed. To an outsider it’s deeply disconcerting, but to his friends it’s almost routine. There’s no doubt that it’s being surrounded by a team he can trust that has enabled him to be so prolific. Why, this month alone he’s doing publicity for The Judge, which is about to open in Berlin (Guess who’ll be squeezing into a rented tux for the premiere!), shooting The Magic Mountain twelve hours a day and then working on Unity every evening with me. After which – wait for it – he storyboards the next day’s scenes. When does he sleep? You may well ask. Remember what I said about pharmaceuticals. It’s not just the set that’s covered in snow. He keeps going on a lorry-load of coke. In case any customs officer opens this letter or Mr Squeers is reading it over your shoulder, I should like to make it clear that I’m talking about the drink that makes the whole world sing and not the drug that makes it sniff. 

The Mann should be stunning. The entire action takes place in the Alps (‘No, really?’ I hear you say, ‘and I thought it would be under water.’). Heike, the designer has covered the set in a white tarpaulin, which, close-up, looks as tatty as anything we ever hung at the ADC,16 but, under the lights, truly glows. The film is a co-production with German television, which surprised me since Wolfram recently described TV (there’s nothing like biting the hand that’s interviewing you) as a medium that ‘tells lies twenty-five times a second’. He gave the questioner the waggy-tail look of one who has brought off a successful allusion, but she failed to respond.17 I find it strange that he should have embarked on a literary adaptation at all given his professed aversion to reading. He asks (rhetorically) who has the time to read these days and dismisses it as though it were a solitary vice, akin to masturbation – and equally damaging to the eyes. 

Talking of which, can you confirm the rumour about Charlie Thynne? Fliss said that he’d gone to work for the Tories. Can this be true? Don’t they vet their employees? Did no one ask why someone tone-deaf should be so passionate about English choral music? Find out more.18


I’ve been given my own (tiny) office. It doesn’t have my name on the door – this is Bavaria not MGM – but I’m thinking of smuggling in the letters and gluing them on, one by one, until Herr Dent becomes a permanent fixture. Do you have a study? I imagine it as oak-panelled, hung with yellowing Punch cartoons, and dwarfed by an ancient roll-top desk besides which a sprat of a boy stands quaking (see Charlie Thynne above)19. Mine is all glass and chrome with a huge (locked) filing cabinet, which I’m convinced must be crammed with unmade scripts by untried Englishmen, a bright orange carpet, and a life-sized poster of Liza Minnelli in Cabaret (did you know that it was shot here?). Although it could never sell itself on its view (it looks out on a row of sound-stages), it boasts the most amazing acoustic. It’s directly above the cutting-rooms and, with the windows open, I can hear the editors at work on post-production. Every day, I’m greeted by a weird cacophony: snatches of music and dialogue, bursts of storms and gunfire and traffic, played at, alternately, Brand’s Hatch and State Funeral speed. 

The studios are about twenty minutes away from home by car and forty by tram (it’s not all chauffeurs and champagne). Every time I walk through the gates, I hear the blast of a fanfare in my head.20 I stroll to my office by way of one of the sound-stages, drinking in the romance of the dismantled, Dresden-like sets. After a morning at my desk, I try to escape into the surrounding woods for lunch (with no Fliss to complain, I can freely indulge my ‘fetish for fresh air’), although it’s become something of a running gag since I fell for Wolfram’s line that it was the Black Forest. Now everyone – right down to the security guards – thinks that they have carte blanche to suggest a different type of black food for my picnic. And, believe me, there’s a depressingly large choice. I’m subjected to constant digs along the lines of Renate’s ‘You can say it till you’re black in the face’ (their black is our blue). My glazed smile is wearing thin. It’s not true that the Germans lack a sense of humour. What’s missing is a sense of proportion. The moment that they find a joke, they bludgeon it to death. 

Still, I wouldn’t want you to think that I sit here, planning meals and speculating on cultural differences, every so often offering a sop to work as I substitute ‘cut’ for ‘curtain’. Wolfram wants hundreds of changes. And the more I research, the more I realise how lucky we were to get away with as much as we did. The angels who fear to tread must have been watching over us … I’ve spent hours in the screening-room looking at newsreels of Hitler. Count yourself lucky that you just had to listen to the tapes. The problem is that, in an age that values subtlety over sweat, I find it hard to take him seriously. It’s like the Forbes-Robertson Hamlet.21 I keep reminding myself that performance styles have changed and his original audiences wouldn’t have seen him as such a ham. And did you know that he also made home-movies (I mean, would you Adolf and Eva it?)? I don’t know which are the more sickening, his displays in public or in private. Seeing his bashful smiles and exaggerated chivalry towards his women guests, I am more convinced than ever by the feminist equation of courtesy and contempt. 

Wolfram wants so many changes that I sometimes wonder why he didn’t simply hire someone new to provide a fresh perspective. As you know better than anyone, I’m not one of those writers who is as wounded by cuts as a haemophiliac. But I still bruise. I’m beginning to suspect that some of those callous things you said about his motives may have been true. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not blaming you. I’m sure I’d have said them myself in similar circumstances. I’d like to think that I wouldn’t, but I expect that I would. When challenged, he claimed to find me indispensable. It was my story – my soul. He then went on to locate said soul squarely in the Home Counties, as he launched into his vision of an opening scene set at a hunt. It was the perfect image of blood-lust: a galumphing girl galloping after the fox, surrounded by a pack of snarling hounds. 

This immediately posed several questions: 


a) Do we know that Unity ever hunted? There’s no mention of it in Pryce-Jones or any of the memoirs. We don’t want to give the keep-to-the-facts brigade a stick to beat us with in the very first scene.

b) Does he suppose that all Englishmen are born in the saddle? I’ve never been anywhere near a hunt. Nor do I intend to. Thank goodness Fliss was around to explain ‘blooded’. She’ll have to feed me appropriate dialogue. I can fake it as long as we’re working on the outline. But the only hunting term I know is Tally-ho!

c) There was a c but I’ve forgotten it. If it comes back to me, I’ll add a p.s.



I’m learning to keep my own counsel. He picks up on the most casual remark. Last week, I happened to let slip that Unity’s second name was Valkyrie. At two in the morning, he rang with instructions to write a dream sequence in which the six Mitford sisters dressed as Valkyries (don’t ask), soar through the night sky and hover over the Nuremberg Rally. A few days later, that was, thankfully, forgotten when he became even more excited by my mentioning that Hitler’s favourite film was Snow White. Suddenly he began planning an animated sequence in which Snow Unity is rescued by Prince Hitler from the clutches of an as yet unidentified Wicked Stepmother, the principal candidates being Neville Chamberlain and Queen Mary. 

On which note I’d better end. If Wolfram is right and no one has time to read any more, then I expect you feel intimidated by anything longer than a postcard. Besides, we’re off on a works outing to the Oktoberfest – that’s Munich’s annual beer festival. Did you know that half the world’s breweries were based in Germany? Perhaps that could be another project for your geography class? Or perhaps not. Do they have ‘moral turpitude’ in prep schools? It’s a mixture of circus acts (human and flea), fairground attractions, ox-roasting and beer halls. What’s more, it’s been taking place every year since the early nineteenth century. How often do I have the chance to get smashed in the name of culture? 

If I die of alcohol poisoning, I bequeath you my second-best bed (the first, naturally, goes to Fliss). If I survive, I promise to write again soon.

Yours, till the beer freezes over,

Luke.
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