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Introduction


Joan Leigh Fermor’s life encompassed much of the twentieth century and the very beginning of the twenty-first. Born Joan Eyres Monsell in London in 1912 she was brought up on her family’s estate in Dumbleton in Gloucestershire. She died aged ninety-one in 2003 in a house which she and her husband Patrick – ‘Paddy’ – Leigh Fermor built outside the village of Kardamyli in the southern Peloponnese. Joan’s mother was an heiress and her father, who was of Anglo-Irish descent, was a highly successful politician during the inter-war years. Whatever assumptions her parents had about the life their daughter might lead – or thought she ought to lead – Joan’s life turned out to be very different.


Joan’s formal education was slight: such matters were thought unimportant. All a girl of her class was obliged to do was find an eligible suitor. When Joan’s first lover, a young would-be writer called Alan Pryce-Jones, was found to have little money and doubtful prospects, he was soon sent packing. Pryce-Jones, though, was an incurably sociable young man and he moved in literary and bohemian circles; however brief their relationship, it changed her life. Through Alan, Joan met fashionable figures of the 1930s: the likes of John Betjeman, Cyril Connolly, Maurice Bowra, Brian Howard, Evelyn Waugh and Osbert Lancaster. They became her friends and Joan, who was beautiful, witty and fun, proved herself equal to their company. Throughout the 1930s Joan featured in the society pages of newspapers and magazines because of her clothes, because she went to the opera or the ballet or dined at the Ritz, or because she travelled to Russia with Robert Byron, or with Tom Driberg to New York.


In the 1930s Joan became interested in photography, which was a respectable means of earning a small income independent from her family allowance. She started to take pictures of her young intellectual friends. Betjeman was one, and it was he who suggested that she specialize in photographing architecture, an enthusiasm shared by them both. After the outbreak of World War II, she also took photographs of buildings destroyed by the bombing. In 1939 Joan married her first husband, John Rayner. Brought up in Dulwich, Rayner was a journalist. As features editor of the Daily Express and an influential figure in the world of newspapers, he had redesigned its layout when the Express was the biggest-selling newspaper in the country. However his marriage to Joan did not last: they had different ideas about the importance of marital fidelity.


In order to escape from the marriage Joan trained as a cryptographer and in 1942 she went to work abroad. In Cairo in late 1944 she met a young war hero called Paddy Leigh Fermor. They fell in love. Although Paddy and Joan were a couple for the rest of their lives they were frequently apart. Joan often stayed by herself in London or Gloucestershire and continued a highly sociable existence while Paddy went away to write – usually abroad. They loved Greece and everything Greek. In the 1960s they were at last in a position to buy a plot of land in Greece and at Kardamyli they built a house on the very edge of the Mediterranean. Joan taught herself the language by reading Greek translations of Agatha Christie novels.


Joan made it possible for Paddy to write, the only thing he ever seriously wanted to do. Although Paddy became famous for his military adventures, these were, in a sense, achieved by accident: he was the right man in the right place at the right time. But as one of his close friends said of him, a man who was forever losing his mackintosh was not suited to be a regular soldier. Joan supported Paddy both emotionally and financially, enabling him to become one of the finest travel writers of the twentieth century. That said, Joan is scarcely mentioned in any of his books. In The Traveller’s Tree, Paddy’s first, he makes a few references, including a description of her taking three films of photographs in a cemetery on the island of Guadeloupe. Some of Joan’s pictures of monasteries in Anatolia are used to illustrate A Time to Keep Silence; and Mani (which is dedicated to Joan) and Roumeli, both of which are about Greece, include more of her work. The letters in Three Letters from the Andes were originally written to Joan. And this is all. Yet although diffident about her achievements, and deeply private, Joan was very far from being an anonymous figure.


In 1990 the academic and university administrator Noel Annan published a book called Our Age: Portrait of a Generation. Some four hundred and fifty pages long, Our Age is a tour de force, a sweeping history of British intellectual and political life during the course of the twentieth century. Annan begins by imagining who Maurice Bowra, the most famous Oxford don of the day, would claim to have made the times significant: ‘to be a genuine member of Our Age it was not enough to be well-born, or well-known, or pleasure-loving. Nor was it enough to be a scholar. He liked people to be quick, intelligent and to delight in general ideas.’ Among them he would have included Joan: she was, Annan wrote, a ‘life-enhancer’.1 Joan, who was perhaps surprised to find herself mentioned at all, wrote to Lord Annan to thank him. ‘Dearest Joan,’ he replied, ‘how sweet of you to write about the book. I was so determined that you should feature on the first page.’2


This is a book about someone who enhanced many lives.


Paddy Leigh Fermor died in June 2011, eight years after Joan. I am an archivist, and was asked by the executors of the Leigh Fermor estate if I would go to Greece to sort out Paddy’s papers before they were returned to England. A month later, I flew out to Kardamyli. What I remember most vividly about my arrival at the house where Paddy and Joan had lived for forty years was the scent of the jasmine that grew within the interior courtyard. That first evening I went down to the beach below the house to take my first swim; the sea was warm – I swam a lot that summer. Paddy’s archive was substantial and quite chaotic; I spent two months sorting, listing and packing the papers, and by the time I finished I had filled nineteen large cardboard cartons with Paddy’s records. I also filled nine black plastic sacks with rubbish – broken pens, bits of cardboard, newspapers, half a pornographic novel without a cover (I never found the other half), and all manner of general detritus. Eventually, after I had left, the archives were shipped back to the UK. In 2012 the archive was purchased by the National Library of Scotland in Edinburgh with a grant from the John R. Murray Charitable Trust.


If Paddy was a hoarder, Joan was the very opposite. Although the Dumbleton estate records still exist (in Gloucestershire Records Office), there are few Eyres Monsell family papers among them. In 1959, during the sale of Dumbleton Hall, Joan wrote to Paddy about her mother who was ‘getting desperately ill just in the middle of moving, refusing to give up, rushing up and downstairs sorting out 80 years of rubbish.’3 It is likely that this ‘rubbish’ included any family archives – which is all the more disappointing, since Joan had interesting and significant ancestors. Joan’s personal archive was also very small. Only two or three paper items survive from before the 1940s: a couple of letters from John and Penelope Betjeman; a typed account by Joan of a tour by horse and trap around Ireland; and a 1936 pocket diary. Even these probably survived as much by accident as intention. Later, Joan kept other items, including Paddy’s letters to her, but far more ended up in the waste paper basket or the fire-grate. Fortunately for a biographer, some of Joan’s friends did keep her letters, and there are references to Joan in the biographies, autobiographies and published letters and diaries of her contemporaries, including those of John Betjeman, Maurice Bowra, Robert Byron, Cyril Connolly, James Lees-Milne, Nancy Mitford, Frances Partridge, Evelyn Waugh and, of course, Paddy. Also, importantly but untidily, there are about 3,000 photographs in Joan’s collection; these too are now in the National Library of Scotland.


Although so much has been written about Paddy Leigh Fermor’s life, no one had ever researched Joan’s own history and so little had been written about her long relationship with Paddy. And so it was suggested that Joan too might be a worthwhile subject for a book. In writing this book, I would like to thank Paddy’s god-daughter Olivia Stewart for her help at the start of the project, and the Paddy and Joan Leigh Fermor Arts Fund for making funds available for the original research.


In addition I am grateful to the following for their help in many and varying ways: Professor Stuart Ball; Elpida Beloyannis; Nick Casey; the late Susan Casey; Ian Collins; David Fenwick; Rev Dr John Fenwick; Diana FitzGeorge-Balfour; Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy; Philippa Jellicoe; James Kenward; Robert and Bridget Kenward; Lord Kinross; Martin Mitchell; Richard and Ruth Olney; Michael O’Sullivan; Mitch Owens; Professor James Pettifer; Antonia Phillips; David Pryce-Jones; Jonathan Reeves; Hamish Robinson; Father Julian Shurgold; Julianne Simpson; Sam Trounson; Jochen Voigt; Rita Walker; Alix Waterhouse; Chris White.


I have received hospitality from many people, but I must mention in particular Janetta Parladé and the late Jaime Parladé and Heulyn Rayner in Spain, Olivia Stewart in Italy, and Catriona and Mark Wilson in Edinburgh – all of whom I stayed with during the course of my researches.


I am indebted to Charles Arnold for his initial enthusiasm. He introduced me to my agent Michael Alcock of Johnson and Alcock, to whom I wish to express my gratitude for his patience and equanimity; I also thank my editor at Macmillan, Georgina Morley.


David McClay, Graham Stewart and Helen Symington at the National Library of Scotland were always immensely helpful, enthusiastic and remarkably forbearing in my all-too-many requests for their assistance. I am grateful too for access and archival help from James Cox at Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge; Judith Curthoys at Christ Church, Oxford; Cliff Davies at Wadham College, Oxford; Adrian Glew at Tate Archives, London; Eleanor Hoare at Eton College; Julian Reid at Merton College, Oxford; Mary Ellen Budney at the Beinecke Rare Books and Manuscript Library, Yale University; John Frederick at Special Collections, University of Victoria, British Columbia; Pam Hackbart-Dean at the Lawrence Durrell papers, Special Collections Research Center, Morris Library, Southern Illinois University, Carbondale; Gayle Richardson at the Huntington Library, California. This book also owes much to the staff and resources of the London Library.


I am grateful to the Literary Executors of the Sir Patrick Leigh Fermor Estate for permission to quote from his papers; and to the Executors of the Joan Leigh Fermor Estate for permission to use both her photographs and archives. The research papers of the late Michael Casey were kindly made available by his family.


Most of all I have to thank Joey Casey who has been a constant support and frequent companion in London, Gloucestershire, Scotland and Transylvania. Without her encouragement and friendship, and the many meals and bottles of wine enjoyed together, this book would have been much less of a pleasure to write. Both she and Ian Collins have read this book in draft form, but any errors I have failed to spot are of course my own fault.


This book is dedicated to my late parents. It is because of the encouragement I received from them during my childhood and youth that I have wanted to read books and tell stories.


London, June 2017




1


The Eyres and the Monsells


Every year Joan Leigh Fermor came back to England from her home in Greece three times – for Christmas, in the summer and in the spring, when the Dumbleton woods were thick with bluebells and the sound of cuckoos. A village of whitewashed cottages and red-brick houses on the border of Gloucestershire and Worcestershire, Dumbleton was always a home to Joan. ‘One sunny walk in the woods was perfection, the trees all different greens & pale browns, their skeletons still showing, & carpets & carpets of bluebells & white garlic.’1 It was May 1962 and Joan was writing to Paddy, her lover and partner although not yet her husband. Her childhood and early life had been spent in Dumbleton Hall, a large, rather ungainly mansion built in 1830 for the agriculturalist Henry Holland and sold by his descendants to Joan’s family, the Eyres, fifty years later. The Eyres had considerably extended the Hall, and its great wealth of bedrooms made it the perfect place for childhood games of hide and seek. When Joan was born, in 1912, her family, the Eyres Monsells, owned most of Dumbleton and its surrounding land. The hedgerows were full of partridges. In 1928, when Joan was sixteen, the Great Western Railway began the construction of a steam train called Dumbleton Hall in its workshops in Swindon.* Hymns composed by Joan’s great-grandfather are still sung in the parish church of St Peter’s. Her family monuments remain within the walls of the church and their family graves are in the churchyard. After the Hall was sold, Joan’s brother Graham moved to a house on the edge of the village, so Dumbleton remained Joan’s home in England.


Shortly after Joan first arrived in Athens in September 1945, to work at the embassy, she decided that – if she could get some land somewhere – she wanted to live in Greece. She felt guilty over the break-up of her first marriage and Greece suddenly seemed to represent a freedom from her past. Paddy, whom she had met less than a year earlier, already knew and loved the country and was more than willing to agree. England of course had its hold but, as Paddy said, a damp, green, summer’s day in Dumbleton was much like living in a lettuce.2 The attractions of a dry country were somewhat greater, particularly one where the cicadas whirred in the olive trees all summer long, where the people settled the world’s problems over endless cups of Turkish coffee in cafes and enjoyed a passion for sitting up late eating and drinking and singing whenever the slightest excuse cropped up.3 As it turned out, it was some years before Paddy found that piece of land for a house near Kardamyli, a remote village by the sea in the southern Peloponnese. It was Joan who paid for the house by selling her personal jewellery and using her family inheritance. But it seemed a price worth paying for a house that enabled Joan and Paddy to divide their lives across two countries and two cultures.


The money – of which there was a great deal – came from Joan’s mother’s side. Sybil Eyres Monsell was an heiress. Sybil’s great-grandfather, Samuel Eyres, was a mill owner from Armley, on the outskirts of Leeds. He made his fortune from manufacturing worsted, the hard-wearing woollen cloth that was a staple of Victorian wardrobes. On his death in 1868, his obituary in the Leeds Times read:




A Leeds Millionaire has departed this life during the past week. Mr. Samuel Eyres had for a number of years been the principal member of the well known firm of William Eyres and Sons, woollen manufacturers of Leeds and Armley, and the career of his house has been almost exceptionally successful. This was partly owing to the business application of the deceased, and partly to the extreme penuriousness which marked his personal expenditure, and which characterized all his business transactions in which he was engaged . . . We do not find that he ever took an active share in either politics or social questions, his peculiar bent and disposition being to acquire wealth, which he succeeded in accumulating to the extent, it is rumoured, of above a million and a half.4





Not only, as the notice suggests, was Samuel Eyres both a skinflint and a miser, but he was famous for it. Asked why, when he travelled by train, he always sat on the wooden benches of the third-class carriages when he could easily afford the cushioned seats in first class, he retorted: ‘Because there’s no fourth class!’ As a result of his hard work and his miserliness Sam Eyres died, in twenty-first-century terms, a multimillionaire. In his will Eyres left £1,000 a year for his daughter Anne and £500 to Anne’s husband, the Reverend Samuel Kettlewell, vicar of Woodhouse in Leeds. The greater part of the fortune was left in trust to Anne’s two children by Kettlewell, eleven-year-old Henry and nine-year-old Charles.


Anne died only a few months after her father. Her widower promptly left Woodhouse, claiming that it was a rough area and that the vicarage was damp. Furthermore, he was unwell and the boys were delicate, and it was not appropriate that they should ‘meet with associates other than such I should like them to have’.5 Kettlewell resigned his incumbency, moved south, married again and devoted the rest of his life to writing about Thomas à Kempis from his new home at 26 Lancaster Gate in London. Meanwhile, the income from the wealth was accumulating at a rate of some £50,000 a year, which was invested by the trustees in a mixture of land and property, including the Grand Hotel, Scarborough. The first part of the Dumbleton estate, including the Hall, was bought at auction by the trustees in 1875. According to the sale particulars, the estate was ‘one of the most compact and remarkable freehold properties in England’:




It comprises a substantial, stone-built mansion containing accommodation for a Family of Distinction, seated on rising ground, surrounded by charming pleasure grounds, ornamental plantations and a well-timbered park, in addition [there] are several first-class farms, with superior residences and good homesteads, corn mill, brickyard, numerous small occupations and cottages, including the whole of the village of Dumbleton and the well-arranged schools, with teacher’s residence embracing altogether an area of 2,182 acres, 0 roods and 35 perches.





The purchaser of the estate also became Lord of the Manors of Dumbleton and Didcot and had the right to appoint the rector of Dumbleton.


At the age of twenty-one, Henry and Charles each came into their considerable fortunes. Henry, who had attended Harrow and Trinity College, Cambridge, from which he graduated with a poor third as a Bachelor of Law, had changed his name by Royal Licence from Kettlewell to Eyres. In October 1880 he married his second cousin Caroline Sharp, the daughter of a wealthy Yorkshire landowner, at St Bartholomew’s Church, Armley, ‘in the presence of a large and fashionable company’.6 In gratitude Henry presented the church with an enormous Schulze organ at a cost of £20,000. He had already given his fiancée a diamond tiara, which she wore in her hair with real flowers, and a pearl necklace; afterwards the bride left for her ill-starred honeymoon on the continent in a travelling dress of ruby satin, trimmed with plush, with bonnet to match. In their absence, additions and improvements were being made to their new house in Upper Grosvenor Street. By the spring of the following year Henry and Caroline – always known as ‘Carrie’ – had reached Rome, but during their stay at the Hotel Constanzi they fell ill with malaria. Instead of being ordered to return north, the local medical attendant suggested they convalesce in Naples. Unfortunately, both went down with typhoid fever. Carrie, who was now pregnant, recovered, but Henry died on 6 April at the age of only twenty-three.


Charles Kettlewell was tall and good-looking, but he was also weak-willed and suggestible. Because he was still a minor when his grandfather died – and presumably because of the amount of money involved – the courts appointed a guardian; his mother was dead but rather than appoint his father for some reason they chose a certain Captain F. Bowyer Bowyer-Lane. Captain Bowyer-Lane lost no time in taking young Charles off to ‘see life’, which meant the captain travelling around Europe while obtaining large sums of money from his ward. In Vienna, Bowyer-Lane was already the lover of a Hungarian woman called Lina Stern – a former mistress of the emperor’s son, Crown Prince Rudolf – whom he subsequently married. At the age of nineteen, Kettlewell was soon introduced to Lina’s sister Ernestine. Ernestine herself was only about seventeen when Bowyer-Lane induced them to marry. In later court actions she was described as a ‘High Class Viennese Prostitute’, and in the decades to come there were to be many complicated court proceedings relating to Charles’s activities.


After coming into his inheritance in 1880 Charles commissioned a 420-foot schooner, the Marchesa, from a shipyard on the Clyde. He wished to make a voyage which would be more than a pleasure trip – it would have a serious anthropological, biological and geological purpose, and to that end he invited Francis Guillemard, a twenty-nine-year-old doctor and naturalist, on board with him. Guillemard, who wrote an account of the voyage in his unpublished autobiography, had already travelled extensively and worked in South Africa during the First Boer War after taking his MD. He also knew that he had to get Kettlewell away from Bowyer-Lane, a man he called ‘one of the most finished scoundrels [he] ever came across’. Now that Bowyer-Lane was Charles’s brother-in-law he had access to Charles’s £40,000 a year. Charles, however, seemed afraid of his former guardian and anxious to get away from him; Bowyer-Lane was a very bad sailor, and indeed hated the sea.


The Marchesa was very well appointed within and without, having curtains, brass lamps and fringed cloths on the tables. At last, in January 1882, she set sail from Cowes with thirty people on board. Kettlewell, who was accompanied by his wife Ernestine, was captain, but in name only; Lt Richmond ffolliott Powell and Guillemard were, in effect, the only officers on board. After a voyage through the Mediterranean via Sicily and a stop in Ismailia, Egypt, for a spot of quail shooting, they docked in Socotra and the Maldives before the Marchesa reached Colombo in Ceylon in April. In Ceylon, Charles immediately bought a half interest in a tea plantation. From Ceylon, the schooner proceeded via Singapore to Formosa and the Liu-kiu Islands, 250 miles east-north-east of Formosa, which Guillemard found ‘approaching one’s ideas of a terrestrial paradise’. They left ‘laden with the mingled memories of ruined castles and the waving of innumerable fans’, with a south-west breeze wafting them to Japan. The stop there was brief; the Marchesa left Yokohama for Kamchatka at the end of July. Guillemard was enraptured:




Ah! Those mornings of the far north! Does not the current of our blood, thickened by the fogs of a London November, or languidly pulsating under the sweltering heat of a tropic sun, quicken at the very thought of them? Do we not all feel young again as we recall the sound of our footsteps ringing on the frozen ground, and picture the wondrous beauty of the combination of pine-tree, sunlight and snow.7





Charles, ‘who had little in the way of camp lore and backwoodmanship’, managed to get lost just as night was falling and had to be rescued by some of the crew, who climbed up the almost perpendicular cliff of a fjord in the dark with lanterns to get at him.


They stayed two months in Kamchatka and did not return to Japan until the beginning of October. Four months’ travel on a return trip to Japan was followed by six weeks cruising in Chinese waters. Leaving Hong Kong at the end of March 1883, some weeks were devoted to exploring the islands of the Sulu Archipelago in the Philippines, during which time Charles bought, or thought he had bought, one of the islands. After the Philippines, they proceeded to North Borneo, which was at the time still the territory of the North Borneo Company. The Marchesa started its homeward voyage, returning to Singapore to take in stores. On another visit to Ceylon, Charles spent £20,000 on a second tea plantation at Deltota in the centre of the island, eighteen months after he had bought his first.


Although many of the zoological specimens – including the gem of the collection, the Twelve-Wired Bird of Paradise – were to die on the journey, the schooner was always full of wildlife:




In the early morning our Dorei Bay cassowary [. . .] was as playful as a puppy. His favourite diversion was to get up a sham-fight with a ventilator, dancing around it in the approved pugilistic style, now feinting, now getting in a right and left. The blows were delivered by kicking out in front, and appeared to be almost ineffective, and quite unlike the really formidable method of attack adopted by the ostrich. The decorum of our service on Sundays was often considerably disturbed by his appearance among the congregation, engaged in a lively skirmish with a kangaroo – an amusement which invariably drew a select gathering of our dingo ‘Banguey’, various dogs, and a tame pig to see fair play.8





The schooner docked in Southampton on Easter Monday, 14 April 1884. The voyage had taken just over two years. Those animals and birds which survived were handed over to the Zoological Society of London, and the skins of those which had died and been preserved by Guillemard were presented to the Cambridge Zoological Museum. At the end of the voyage, Guillemard, despite all the problems of making notes on board ship when surrounded by bird cages, spent two more years writing The Cruise of the Marchesa to Kamschatka & New Guinea: with notices of Formosa, Liu-Kiu and the Malay Archipelago, which was eventually published in 1886 and dedicated to Charles for ‘one of the pleasantest of many pleasant cruises’.


The Cruise of the Marchesa is a fascinating account of a late-nineteenth-century voyage of scientific discovery, but Guillemard’s references to the ship’s human inhabitants are very discreet. He must have been aware, though, of much else that was happening. In August 1884, only four months after their return home, a deed of separation was drawn up between Charles and Ernestine. Two law cases subsequently ensued: Kettlewell v Kettlewell and Lane, and Kettlewell v Kettlewell. Charles petitioned against Ernestine on account of her adultery with Captain Bowyer-Lane. Ernestine and Captain Lane counter-filed, naming countless adulteries with prostitutes and blaming Charles for her venereal disease, which Charles himself had contracted in Japan. In October 1882, on landing at Yokohama, Ernestine claimed Charles had gone up country for several weeks: ‘After his return she had reason to complain of legal cruelty. They lived together for some time in Bryanston Square, where he neglected her very much, and absented himself from their house for days and nights. There was no truth in her husband’s charges against her and Bowyer-Lane. Corroborative evidence of the legal cruelty was then given.’ Charles Kettlewell’s petition was dismissed in favour of Mrs Kettlewell and Bowyer-Lane, and on Ernestine’s petitions the judge pronounced a decree nisi with costs and awarded a £3000 annuity.


In 1885, as if intent on using his money to buy his way into respectable society, Kettlewell became a governor of St Bartholomew’s Hospital. In July that year, the Prince of Wales and three princesses went down by special train to Swanley in Kent in order to open the Kettlewell Convalescent Home. The home had been erected by Charles as a memorial to his brother Henry, and was for the use of the patients of St Bartholomew’s. The brothers’ father, the Rev. Samuel Kettlewell, said a short prayer at the opening.


Charles died in Aachen in Germany in February 1909, at the age of forty-nine. The will he had made took five years to discover, but in any event there were no assets. Over the previous twenty-eight years he had run through the whole of his vast fortune and was technically bankrupt. His financial and legal affairs were totally chaotic and his funeral expenses were paid by family trustees. Carrie bought her brother-in-law’s great collection of stuffed birds and presented them to Leeds Museum. Years later, Guillemard was asked to identify the birds but all his careful numberings and identification notes had been lost. In 1910, a hunt started for the property on ‘the Island of Sooloo’ which Charles had bought during the cruise of the Marchesa. It was never found. The Ceylon plantations were finally sold by the trustees in 1932 for enough profit to pay off his borrowings from the estate and the sums due to Charles’s last wife, Mabel. Within Joan’s family, Charles Kettlewell was always known as ‘the Wicked Uncle’.


Henry’s early death meant that he was never able to squander the Eyres family inheritance in the manner of his brother although his widow Carrie was willing to make her own, more modest, financial speculations. Carrie returned to Dumbleton and her late husband’s posthumous daughter was born on 21 August 1881. Caroline Mary Sybil Eyres was christened at St Peter’s Church, where her grieving mother, Carrie, had installed a new east window in the chancel, ‘To the Glory of God and in loving memory of Henry William Eyres’. The infant Sybil appears as an angel at the feet of Christ in the bottom of the central light. Over the next few years, Carrie oversaw the remodelling of Dumbleton Hall. The north wing of the house was very much enlarged – out of all proportion to the original building – in order to provide staff accommodation and service bedrooms. A porte-cochère, the very height of fashion in the 1890s, especially for railway stations and grand hotels, was added at the front door and a new conservatory adjoined the southern side of the house and extended into the garden. The original three-storey house was built by George Stanley Repton, the son of the landscape gardener Humphry Repton. It was sizeable if undistinguished; Repton’s buildings invariably looked better in the imagination than they do in reality. The trustees had had a lake dug in the grounds and a boathouse built beside it. Dumbleton village was improved, too, with a new village hall, a new dairy and a laundry, as well as a group of four cottages which, after Sybil said that they looked more like palaces than estate workers’ houses, became known as ‘The Palaces’.


The Hall was home not only to Carrie and Sybil, but also to Carrie’s mother Maria Sharp, her thirty-nine-year-old brother Arthur Henry ‘Harry’ Sharp and Harry’s seven-year-old daughter Maud. Harry, although only in his thirties, was a widower and a retired barrister. Carrie also invited her nephew Eddie Watt and his best friend Ewart Grogan to stay. Both had been Cambridge undergraduates until Grogan was sent down for rowdiness. Grogan’s own mother was dead so ‘Aunt Carrie’ took him under her wing and he became part of the family. When a revolt broke out in Matabeleland, which had recently been invaded by Cecil Rhodes, Grogan set out for southern Africa and signed up as a trooper in the Matabele Mounted Police. Inevitably, the Ndebeles’ spears were no match for the Maxim machine gun, and thousands of the natives were killed, after which Grogan became part of Rhodes’s personal bodyguard for a time. Grogan drifted into Portuguese East Africa in search of game, where he nearly died of blackwater fever and a burst liver abscess. After accidentally killing a Portuguese man in a brawl in a bar over a girl, he left Africa in a hurry and returned to Dumbleton Hall.


Carrie decided that Grogan needed to marry and saw Eddie’s sister, her niece Gertrude Watt, as the ideal wife. Having recovered his strength, Grogan went out to New Zealand with Eddie to meet his family, who were some of the wealthiest landowners and sheep ranchers in the country. As Carrie had hoped, Ewart Grogan and Gertrude were taken with one another and more than willing to marry, but Gertrude’s stepfather considered Grogan a charming fortune hunter and told him he had to ‘prove himself’ first. On his return to England he went to stay again at Dumbleton. Aware of Cecil Rhodes’s vision of a railway and telegraph stretching the length of Africa – an Africa preferably under British rule – Grogan decided that he would be the first man to trek from Cape Town to Cairo, despite his friends in the Foreign Office warning him that to strike due north for the Nile from Lake Tanganyika would be suicidal. Carrie not only offered to finance the whole expedition, but encouraged her brother Harry Sharp to join it. Harry was, as Grogan put it, ‘bored with the dismal day to day life of the ultra rich’.9


Together they ordered mountains of supplies and equipment, including rifles and ammunition and Worcestershire sauce, ‘without which life, or rather native cooking, is intolerable’. They read all available books and went to see ‘old Africa hands’;10 they underwent a crash course in map-making from Mr Coles, the Map Curator of the Royal Geographical Society. Finally, at the end of January 1898, Grogan and Harry set sail for Beira in Mozambique; Grogan reckoned that he had already completed the Cape Town to Beira leg on his first trip to the continent. In order to acclimatize themselves on arrival, Harry and Grogan went on a hunting expedition to the extremities of the Gorongoza plain, where they encountered blue wildebeest and buffalo, one of which charged Harry. He stood his ground as if receiving a cavalry charge, and shot it dead at three yards. After three months of acclimatization they returned to Beira, with the trophies they collected helping to defray the costs of the expedition. They had also completed a rite of passage; big-game hunters were idolized in Europe and America as ‘real men’.


Grogan and Harry Sharp made their way separately to Lake Tanganyika, where they met at M’towa, the principal station on the Congolese side of the lake. Sharp had pressed on in an attempt to escape the fevers which had afflicted him even more than Grogan. At the start of the journey he had been portly, but had become skeletal by the time Grogan met him at M’towa. His life had been saved by an itinerant doctor, who had nursed him back to relative health before himself succumbing to the fever and dying within days. When Sharp could be moved, the expedition crossed the lake to Ujiji on the German side of the lake – the meeting place of Stanley and Livingstone. At dawn on 12 April 1899, Sharp, Grogan, five Watongas bearing the Union Jack, ten armed Asiskas and 150 porters marched out of Ujiji, accompanied by an escort of German soldiers, each carrying on average a load of sixty pounds. They headed northwest into the Rift Valley lakes, through areas not previously visited by white men, carrying out mapping and survey work and shooting game on the way. As was the custom of explorers, they gave names to the mountains they encountered, and the first of the volcanic mountains of Rwanda they called Mount Sybil, after the daughter of their benefactress. An enormous flat-topped volcano became Mount Sharp and a peak to the east, of an estimated height of 13,000 feet, was named Mount Eyres, after Carrie herself. Here, in the foothills of the volcanoes, they survived attacks by cannibals as they passed along a trail lined not only with bodies but with grinning skulls, skeletons and pools of dried blood. Many of the porters deserted, and there were thefts by natives, encounters with lions and hyenas and yet more bouts of fever.


At Fort Portal in Uganda, Harry decided to go home. He was ten years older than Grogan and over the past months his health had suffered considerably. He had also received an urgent telegraph message saying that there were pressing family affairs at home. He set off with a hundred bearers carrying the unwanted stores and crates of trophies for England. On his return, the drawing room at Dumbleton Hall became adorned with lion skins, huge elephant tusks were hung on either side of the tall double doors leading from the outer to the inner hall and the staircase walls were covered in buffalo and antelope heads.


Grogan achieved his goal of reaching Cairo. By the time he got back to England in March 1900 he was a celebrity, and was met by a barrage of newspaper correspondents. Britain was by now in the midst of the Second Boer War; this great journey was a patriotic good-news story from a continent that was providing very few of them at the time. The Royal Geographical Society invited Grogan to address them; at twenty-five he was the youngest man ever to do so. Carrie Eyres invited him back to Dumbleton Hall to write From the Cape to Cairo, his account of his adventure. On its publication, the book met with considerable success. Queen Victoria summoned Grogan to Balmoral, where he presented her with one of the Union Jacks he had carried with him across the length of Africa.


In October 1900, Grogan finally married Gertrude, three years after they had last seen one another. Most of the rest of Grogan’s life was spent in Kenya, where he accumulated about half a million acres of land. He was also politically active and, after his election as first President of the Colonialists’ Association, became a thorn in the flesh of government authority. Ewart Grogan died in 1967 at the age of ninety-two, having outlived Harry Sharp by more than sixty years. Harry had died aged forty-six in 1905, never having recovered his health after his African adventure.


In May 1900, at the age of eighteen, Sybil Eyres was presented at court by her mother, and just over two years later she came of age. She was slight and very short-sighted, but she was now also very rich. In thanks, she paid for work to be completed on the tower of St Bartholomew’s Church in Armley. A local newspaper reported Sybil’s visit to see the work in progress:




What a ‘fine bonny lass’ she looked. There were some on that day who thought it wasn’t safe for ‘Miss Sybil’ to go climbing about in the new tower. But ‘Nay’ said the others, ‘she’s going to marry a sailor and it’ll be a bit of practice for her.’11





The sailor was Lieutenant Bolton Meredith Monsell, the only surviving son of five children. His four younger sisters all adored and spoilt him. Known to family and friends as ‘Bobby’, he was tall, immensely good-looking and sociable, as well as charming and amusing. (‘We didn’t see much of that side of him,’12 Joan commented.) In December 1904, he and Sybil were married by the Rector of Dumbleton at St Paul’s Church, Knightsbridge. Her Uncle Harry Sharp gave her away. The reception was held at the couple’s new London home in Belgrave Square, and afterwards the bride and groom left for a honeymoon in the New Forest. They joined their names together and henceforth would be known as Eyres Monsell.*


The Eyres brought money to the marriage but the Monsells brought an ancient heritage. A Philip Maunsell served under William the Conqueror and received confiscated English lands as a reward. In the sixteenth century, John Mounsell was a merchant of Weymouth and Melcombe Regis in Dorset and his second son, John, became a prominent London merchant. In a bid to join the gentry, John purchased land in County Limerick in 1612 and the family eventually became prominent members of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy.


Bolton’s grandfather, J. S. B. Monsell, was a clergyman and a prolific hymn-writer – his three hundred hymns include ‘Fight the Good Fight’ and ‘Oh Worship the Lord in the Beauty of Holiness’. His son, Bolton James Monsell, was an army officer who joined the police service in 1886 and became Chief Constable of the Metropolitan Police. In turn, this Bolton’s son – Bolton – was a very socially aware and highly ambitious young man. From leaving Stubbington House, his preparatory school in Fareham, he had spent nearly all his early life at sea. In 1894, he entered HMS Britannia as a cadet, went to sea as a midshipman two years later and from 1903 he specialized as a Torpedo Lieutenant. Sybil was a very considerable catch for such a lowly officer – albeit one with a name – and his marriage to an heiress enabled him to buy himself out of the navy and embark upon a political career.


Graham, Bolton and Sybil’s only son, was born in November 1905, and Diana, their first daughter, in 1907. In January 1910 Bolton was elected Conservative MP for the constituency of Evesham and the following year, at the suggestion of Bonar Law, he was appointed a whip. On 5 February 1912, his second daughter was born in London and christened Joan Elizabeth. Joan’s younger sister, Patricia, was born in 1918. All resembled one another physically and temperamentally: the Eyres Monsell children were tall and slim and shared the same high cheek bones; all seemed reserved, and all in varying degrees were private and apparently aloof. Sybil was so painfully stiff and shy that she used to invite the wife of her husband’s political agent, Bertram Cartland, to her own house parties in order to break the ice.* From their mother the children inherited both their shyness and the short-sightedness for which Sybil carried a lorgnette. Physically however they took after the Monsells.


As an adult, Joan never spoke about her family, saying only, vaguely, that she had nothing in common with them (her adored brother Graham was the exception). This was not quite true. Her father was a sailor and on both sides there were travellers, explorers and writers. It is understandable why she might have wanted to share her life with someone who shared these longings.




2


Growing Up


According to the census return of 2 and 3 April 1911, Dumbleton Hall had fifty rooms including kitchens (sculleries, closets and bathrooms were not counted). Bolton and Sybil were at home that weekend, along with ten indoor members of staff – one of whom was designated the ‘electric light assistant’. Their two children, Graham and Diana, were at the family’s London home in Belgrave Square, which was next door to the Austro-Hungarian embassy. To look after them in London they had a children’s nurse, a nursery maid and a Swiss governess, Mlle Fanny Gree. In London there were also eight other members of staff. Graham was five, Diana three.


At Dumbleton, the young Eyres Monsells were brought up in the nurseries on the attic floor above the main bedrooms, which was where the staff also lived. When she was young, Joan spent more time with the maids and the nursery staff than with her parents, and later said she really only loved her nanny. The children’s mother and father were not seen until teatime, when, after having been spruced up and made presentable, Joan and the others were taken down into the drawing room. Bolton’s sisters, who lived in London, also had children; there were eleven cousins in all and the Eyres Monsell, Watkins, Christian and Daniell children spent much of their time together. There is a photograph of eight of the cousins taken at Sandbanks in Dorset, where all the children used to stay in the summer with the Watkins grandmother. The children are arranged in descending order of height, from Diana on the left. Joan is the fifth along, aged about six. Her gaze at the camera is suspicious and resentful – even at so young an age she never liked having her picture taken.


Dumbleton was ideal for the young; there were all those bedrooms full of toys, there was a rocking horse in the conservatory, a fourteen-acre garden, a swimming pool (which was invariably covered in green weed), woods, and a lake with a boat and an island on which the older children could maroon the younger ones. Graham and Diana had a game they called ‘The Charge’. The main herbaceous borders at Dumbleton were on a steep hill, and the aim was to descend as fast as possible using every mode of transport, with or without brakes, to propel themselves and (willingly or not) their visitors and little sisters down the hill and over the path without crashing into the railings or falling into the lake. This game, needless to say, was a cause of many accidents, tears and much sticking plaster.


At Christmastime, the big rooms in the Hall were decorated with holly and mistletoe; there were great blazing logs in open fireplaces, and splendid meals at which the children sat down together at one table. At breakfast on Christmas morning the presents were all piled on each plate. There was also dancing, a village Christmas tree, church and carols and visits to the well-scrubbed dairy to drink cream. The Dumbleton Dixies gave a performance in the village hall and the cousins blackened their faces, danced and played what instruments they could find. Gino Watkins, a young cousin, and Smith, the genial chauffeur, sang ‘I’m Alabama Bound’ till the strings broke on Smith’s ukulele.


One day in August 1914, while Bolton was playing tennis on the lawn at Dumbleton during a house party, a footman approached with a telegram. The game stopped and the guests rapidly dispersed. Great Britain, its empire and colonies were at war. Bolton returned to active duty in the navy as a Lieutenant Commander. In 1915, he was in command of a monitor (a small battleship) at Gallipoli; afterwards he became a liaison officer between the army and navy in Egypt and was awarded the Order of the Nile for his service. His wife had her own wartime maritime drama on her way to meet him in Egypt: in December 1915, Sybil was on board a Japanese liner, the Yasaka Maru, in the Mediterranean, when the ship was hit by a torpedo. She wrote an account of the submarine attack from Shepheard’s Hotel in Cairo, which was later published in the Upton Times. Sybil, who always cared about what she wore, appeared to be as much concerned with clothes as anything else:




Now I will tell you about the shipwreck! It happened at about 2.45 in the afternoon. I was dressed in my old brown tweed and my little purple velvet hat as we did not expect to get in till after dinner and I was going to make myself respectable later. I had just gone down to my cabin and I was discussing one or two things with Cameron [her lady’s maid], when there came this violent bang which shook the whole ship. Cameron remarked, ‘There now, there’s that submarine’ and started putting things hastily into her bag! I got down the lifebelts and put one on and my big coat [. . .] Just when the bang came I don’t think I felt frightened; it was just a sort of hopeless feeling that everything one possessed must be lost.1





The lifeboat, which had about twenty-five people in it, was rescued the next day by a small French tug. Everyone was hauled over the sides by two men, arriving on board head first, and there were only old oil cans to sit on.




People of course were dressed anyhow, half of them hadn’t any hats on. One woman was changing her dress, so just had a fur coat on top of her petticoat, and there were several women with small babies and no nurse or anyone with them. It must have been awful for them.





At the end of the war, Sybil was awarded the CBE for her war work as a donor and administrator for King Edward VII’s Hospital for Officers in Grosvenor Crescent. Bolton and Sybil’s busy wartime lives meant that they were even more absent than they would otherwise have been from their children’s lives. There was just over six years between Joan and her brother and the young girl had become close to her sibling – perhaps she found in him a substitute masculine figure for her absent father. When Graham was absent at his preparatory school at Bexhill-on-Sea she must have felt it keenly. Joan meanwhile, like her sister Diana, was educated at home.


After leaving Bexhill-on-Sea, Graham entered Eton College in September 1919, two months before his fourteenth birthday. He was beginning to make his way in the world. On his first day and in the same house – Corner House – Graham found a new friend in Alan Pryce-Jones, the much-indulged son of a colonel in the Coldstream Guards. They were both young aesthetes in the making, and their friendship was intimate and life-long. Pryce-Jones later wrote how Graham had ‘early developed the art of rejecting unnecessary ties of thoughtless friendship and devoted himself whole-heartedly and generously to the very few chosen’.2 Corner House overlooked the rat-infested graveyard of Eton Chapel and had been in use as a boys’ boarding house since 1596. It was not a pleasant environment:




A narrow staircase with uneven wooden treads worn shiny, smooth and razor-edged by generations of boys led up to three boys’ passages. There was little uniformity about either the passage or the boys’ rooms. In parts the passages were so narrow that two people could pass only by turning sideways [. . .] the appearance of the boys’ side was mournful to a degree; in fact taken as a whole it was like a slum tenement, with two dingy bathrooms with concrete floors at the end of the middle passages for the use of forty-one boys.3





Pryce-Jones recalled Aymer Whitworth – their housemaster and Classics ‘beak’ – as a rather austere man, but to Alec Dunglass (who later became Alec Douglas-Home), Whitworth had a great understanding of human nature, and of the young male going through ‘the dark tunnel of adolescence’.


A generation of star pupils – Harold Acton, Cyril Connolly, Brian Howard, Eric Blair (George Orwell), Anthony Powell – had just left Eton, but among Graham’s contemporaries were Henry Yorke (Henry Green), A. J. Ayer, Ian Fleming, Peter Watson – who later funded Connolly’s Horizon – James Lees-Milne, Hamish Erskine – an early, fruitless obsession of Nancy Mitford – and Nancy’s brother, Tom Mitford. School days passed in a regular rhythm from divisions (lessons) at 7.30 a.m. until 5.45 p.m., followed by a long period of prep. Each day there was also compulsory chapel attendance and two periods of PE or military drill. The day ended at 9.15 p.m.


At Lent 1921, Graham was recorded as being in OTC (Officer Training Corps) No. 1 Squad. Aged fifteen, he was already five foot nine and physically robust. The free life he enjoyed on the Dumbleton estate had suited him. He had learnt to ski in Switzerland and he played tennis avidly. Graham’s school fellows Jim Lees-Milne and Tom Mitford were near neighbours, and – together with his sister Diana – regular opponents at tennis matches. Lees-Milne disliked Graham and found his behaviour terrifying.




At children’s tennis tournaments he used to bash his racquet over my head so that I looked like a clown peering through a broken drum, and once at Wickhamford* he let out my father’s parrot so that it flew away, and [he] drove the car out of the motor house into a ditch.4





Probably Graham, who never wavered in his sexual inclinations, was already active in other ways. A discreet homosexuality was as much a part of the Eton environment as arts and games. In this exclusively male atmosphere, love affairs flourished. The prettier young boys became a substitute for girls – prefects sent fags on bogus errands so that others could ogle them. Boys who did not excel at games retreated into femininity. ‘We were feminine,’ wrote Henry Yorke, ‘not from perversion [. . .] but from a lack of any other kind of self-expression [. . .] we screamed and shrieked rather than laughed and took a sly revenge rather than having it out with boxing gloves.’5 Peter Watson, ‘a slow-speaking, irresistibly beguiling young man’, enticed Alan Pryce-Jones up to his room. He led him to his bookcase, where he extracted a little bottle from behind the Latin dictionaries which he ‘unscrewed in ecstasy, murmuring, “Smell this: it is called Quelques Fleurs.”’6 And Jim Lees-Milne’s relationship with Tom Mitford went well beyond tennis:




On Sunday eves before Chapel at five, when the toll of the bell betokened that all boys must be in their pews, he and I would, standing on the last landing of the entrance steps, out of sight of the masters in the ante-chapel and all the boys inside, passionately embrace, lips to lips, body pressed to body, each feeling the opposite fibre of the other.7





Shortly after he had turned seventeen in November 1922, and without completing the school year, Graham left Eton. In August 1923 he entered the Royal Military College at Sandhurst and stayed until the end of 1924. With a service background of his own, Bolton doubtless considered that the army regime – of drill, physical training, lectures on leadership and strategy – would help make a man of his only son. He must already have been aware of Graham’s artistic interests and, quite possibly, his sexual preferences. How amenable Graham was to all this it is difficult to say, but it is unlikely that he would have been strong enough to resist his father’s wishes. In January 1925, Graham was commissioned into the Royal Dragoons where, ironically, there were aspects which might have appealed to him. A Guards officer was, first of all, a gentleman, and the life was not necessarily unsuited to an aesthete and a dandy. Graham was a tall and handsome young man and his expensive and close-fitting uniform would have suited him very well. Regiments like the Royal Dragoons were largely composed of men from the great public schools and great families, usually with large independent incomes. They considered themselves outside middle-class morality in matters of profligacy and sexuality, and still maintained a connection with the world of Beau Brummell.8 Homosexual encounters would also have been easily available on the fringes of this social circle. There were plentiful working-class rent boys and soldiers from the lower ranks of the Guards regiments who would be willing to provide sexual services, and could be paid to keep their silence.


Graham should have been happy in such a milieu, if he was to be happy anywhere. But by November, just ten months after his commission, his army career, for whatever reason, was finished.


Graham had spent the summer before he left Sandhurst in the French Alps with his cousin Gino Watkins. Gino was two years younger than Graham and was about to go to Cambridge. He had travelled out alone, sleeping quite happily on the wooden seat of a third-class carriage, and had met Graham at Chamonix. They spent their time together climbing in the mountains until Graham returned to England. Gino was fair-haired, blue-eyed, sleek and lithe; ‘an elegant and unserious young man, confident in his popularity among acquaintances or his charm of manners among strangers to ensure his enjoyment of the game of life’.9 Such an air of insouciance was something Graham could never possess.


The Watkins family were very much the poor relations of the Eyres Monsells. Unfortunately Gino’s father, Colonel Henry George Watkins of the Coldstream Guards, ‘possessed an uncanny ability to spot a dud investment from a long distance’. Finding himself embarrassed by his lack of money – for to do things in London was very expensive and not to do them was dull – he left his wife Jennie and went to live in Switzerland. When Gino was only twenty, his mother quietly said goodbye to her three children and their old nanny, then caught a train to Eastbourne, where she hired a taxi to take her to the cliff at Beachy Head. She was never seen again.


That same year Gino organized his first expedition to Spitsbergen, as a result of which he was made a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society even though he was officially under age. He was famous. His last expedition – undertaken in order to establish an air route between England and Winnipeg – was Gino’s crowning achievement. ‘If a man wants anything badly enough, he can get absolutely anything,’ he said. The RGS awarded him its Polar Medal, its first for sixty years. He was, however, diffident about these achievements, as Gino’s biographer and frequent companion on his expeditions recalled:




Gino was lent a small, simply furnished room on the second storey of the Royal Geographical Society – a room which was to become very intimately connected with him later on. There, during nearly two months, he and I sat at a trestle-table drawn up to the open window. One morning Gino brought a Japanese fan which he had looted from a dance the night before. He leaned back, fanning himself and gazing out of the window whenever he stopped to recall some incident of a journey of which the survey notes reminded him; and he always kept the fan beside him ‘so that,’ he said, ‘I can always give the right impression if anyone very tough and hearty comes to see me.’10





Unable because of the Great Depression to raise funds for an Antarctic expedition, he went back to Greenland to continue the British Air Route expedition. He spent the Christmas of 1931 at Dumbleton, where he read two or three books a day, helped with the village Christmas tree, and walked as far as the dairy to drink cream as he had done as a child; he also met Stanley Baldwin at a lunch party. He gave a polar-bear skin rug to the Eyres Monsells as his present. The following August, Gino went out alone in his kayak one day to hunt for seals to feed his party. Later two of his companions found his kayak floating upside down upon the water, the paddle floating about 150 yards away and his trousers on an ice floe. ‘He was always appropriate, and it was right that none should see him dead.’11


Joan’s extended family of aunts and uncles and cousins were close and spent a great deal of time with one another. In their company even Sybil felt at ease. There are a lot of photographs of family gatherings, both formal and informal. When anything happened, everyone cared. A memorial plaque was raised to Gino in Dumbleton church. In an odd coda to this story, some years after both his mother and Gino had drowned, Gino’s brother Tony shot himself in a swimming pool. There was a strain of eccentricity in that branch of the family.


Immediately on leaving the army Graham went on a scientific and big-game shooting expedition in central Africa with Major F. G. Jackson. In going to Africa, Graham would at least have avoided his father. Jackson, who was sixty-five at the outset of these travels, was an explorer and imperialist in the manner of Cecil Rhodes. He had made significant polar expeditions in the 1890s serving in both the Boer and First World Wars. His travels with Graham were motivated more by a love of adventure and the opportunities for big-game hunting they presented than any genuine scientific or imperial endeavour – and Graham’s parents were paying for them. Graham and Jackson began their journey at Beira in Mozambique and travelled westwards across the continent. At Nyansa in Rwanda, the king gave an exhibition of sports in their honour: spear throwing, archery and high jump. In Jackson’s published account of their travels, The Lure of Unknown Lands, there is a photograph showing a Watusi tribesman leaping over Graham – who was six foot three and wearing a double-crowned hat – with space to spare.


After seven months without news, at Stanleyville on the Congo they found letters from England and comparatively recent newspapers. They stayed ten days in Stanleyville before taking a paddle steamer to Kinshasa, and from there a train to Matadi and a steamer for Europe. They had walked nearly 1,700 miles from the Indian Ocean to the Atlantic.


The expedition over, Graham arrived in Oxford in October 1927 to study history at Merton College. If Bolton and Sybil had hoped the rigours of their son’s African adventure would curb his ‘artistic’ tendencies, they were to be disappointed. Although obliged to write essays and attend lectures, Graham was not the most assiduous of scholars. Indeed, after the disciplines of Eton and the Guards, it was probably at Oxford that Graham felt himself sufficiently liberated from his father to enjoy himself fully. Shortly after his arrival at Merton he celebrated his twenty-second birthday, and took the opportunity to be as eccentric and as uninhibited as he dared. Only a couple of weeks after the start of his first term, on 2 November, he was fined £1 for making a noise in his room. With his looks, Graham would have stood out anywhere, but he set a fashion for wearing black polo sweaters and minute bow ties. He held tea parties wearing fancy dress and gained a reputation for being ‘dashing’ – the ‘fastest’ man in the university – and it was alleged that he took drugs. This was jazz age Oxford. Osbert Lancaster, a new friend who was also a ‘figure’ at Oxford and who also dressed to be noticed, set the scene:




The student body as a whole formed an admirable chorus-line against which the principals could make their exits and their entrances. On the one hand were the hearties, grey-flannel trousers or elaborately plus-foured, draped in extravagantly long striped scarves indicative of athletic prowess; on the other the aesthetes, in high-necked pullovers or shantung ties in pastel shades from Messrs. Halls in The High, whose hair in those days passed for long and some of whom cultivated side-burns.12





Both Osbert and Graham were unquestionably aesthetes. Lancaster also recalled, with regard to his own lack of enthusiasm for Anglo-Saxon and Middle English studies, how his tutor ‘very soon, I fancy, came to realise that to arouse, let alone maintain, my interest in the insufferable Beowulf or Sir Gawain and the Green Knight was a task well beyond his powers, and it was seldom long before we had abandoned Grendel and his mother in their gloomy mere and gone on to discuss the latest performance of Les Biches* or the social implications of Graham Eyres Monsell’s party the previous Saturday’.13 In his favour, Graham was acknowledged as the most accomplished pianist – jazz and classical – in the university, as well as its finest skier.


Two Oxford dons were rivals for the attentions of the undergraduates: George Kolkhorst and Maurice Bowra. Kolkhorst was known as ‘the Colonel’, because he was so little like one; a young Spanish don at Exeter College, he was a natural eccentric. He wore white suits and an eye glass and carried an ear trumpet ‘to catch any clever remarks’. On Sunday afternoons, he held sherry and marsala parties in his gas-lit rooms in Beaumont Street, which he furnished with Japanese coats of armour and oriental figures under domes. The room smelled of dogs and chicken soup and of the mice living in the armour. Graham gravitated naturally to the Kolkhorst set, and was a regular visitor at Beaumont Street.


Maurice Bowra was the most influential don in Oxford. Although in some ways very much part of the Oxford establishment, Bowra was also an anti-institutional figure. In his autobiographical poem Summoned by Bells, John Betjeman remembered his ‘grand contempt for pedants, traitors and pretentiousness’. Bowra was not an eccentric like Kolkhorst, but the students who gathered in his rooms found themselves both dominated and stimulated by his overwhelming and life-enhancing personality. His circle of favoured undergraduates included students who were later to become celebrated in their own right: John Betjeman, Cyril Connolly, Evelyn Waugh, Hugh Gaitskell, John Sparrow, Isaiah Berlin, Harold Acton, A. J. Ayer, Kenneth Clark and very many others. Bowra also later became an intimate of Joan. Graham must have spoken of all this to his sister and she can only have envied him for his opportunities. Joan’s world at this time was still limited to the confines of school and the pony club.
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