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  Old airman, the ‘Skew-Leader’, Squadron Leader Brian Nixon, in retirement.








  Preface




  This book started, quite unashamedly, as a great big thank-you to the US of A. It was the bread-and-butter letter that I had been meaning to write for many years. In July 1940,

  following my father’s unilateral decision, I, together with hundreds of other British schoolchildren (later they were amicably nicknamed ‘Bundles from Britain’), was shipped off,

  protesting, to America. The aim was to preserve us, for posterity, from the clutches of Adolf Hitler. For the next three years I was imposed upon an incredibly warm-hearted – and agreeably

  eccentric – American family. Those three years remain more vividly etched in my memory than any other part of my life. They, the Breese–Cutler family, and the friends I made at school

  changed my life and launched me upon an open-ended love-affair with the United States – and Americans.




  Originally A Bundle from Britain (the only book of mine, incidentally, where I have ever hit on the title before a word was written) was to be published to coincide with the fiftieth

  anniversary of that red-lettered month of July 1940, when I first touched down on American soil. Then it was rescheduled for Pearl Harbor day; and finally for the date of my return to Britain. In

  the jargon of my exasperated publishers, the date had slipped a bit.




  The reason for this slippage was that, as with almost every one of my books (some fifteen now), the end-product turned out to be very different from what had originally been intended. On

  thinking through the idea, I concluded that the American adventure would make little sense to readers in the 1990s unless I could help out with some comparative pictures of my British upbringing

  and background. For reasons that will emerge later, but notably because both my mother and father died when I was still young, and with only one of their contemporaries who could help me still

  alive, I found myself engaged in a major detective work of reconstruction – almost a book in itself. Like other family biographers from Osbert Sitwell to Germaine Greer, the idiosyncracies of

  my own parents began to intrigue me. Out of it all I deduced that my real English (or, rather, Scottish) family – a faraway clan of whom I knew almost nothing – were infinitely more

  eccentric (as well as being a great deal unhappier) than that unusual one on which I fell like a bomb from a Stuka in America.




  There was a further problem. Talking about his engaging autobiography, The Ragman’s Son, Kirk Douglas remarked on the wonderful ‘catharsis’ of writing about oneself. I

  found quite the reverse – it was constipation that seemed to be my trouble. Until I could fool myself into pretending that I was writing about a totally other, external set of people –

  like, say, the Macmillans or the Kennedys – there were days and weeks of complete seize-up. Sometimes, too, it was depressingly like being dead, writing one’s own obituary.




  The material for these earlier chapters came largely from some thirty scrapbooks that survived my mother’s death back in 1930, as well as several steel boxes of her writings. She threw

  nothing away (not even the rejection slips from the multitude of London newspapers for which she wrote). She must have been a kind of squirrel, but perhaps people of her era were. There were albums

  of faded postcards and photographs of people and faraway places; albums full of signatures of weekend party guests, of invitations and race-cards – and even dance-cards. There were boxes full

  of unpublished short stories, novels, poems and plays – and even songs. There were books of cuttings of her press articles, which were published, and even letters of rejection. And there were

  two macabre cuttings-books, prepared by unknown hands, of her sudden death. It is largely from this material that I set about the detective work of reconstructing an unknown family past.




  I had never properly sifted through these archives, and in the course of it I found what seemed to me an intriguing picture of an era – not only of my own forebears. By chance I also came

  upon press-cuttings of Violet Greville, my mother’s grandmother – compiled at the turn of the century, a time when ‘ladies’ did not write columns in the tabloids. From this

  untapped treasure-trove, I learned a little more about an unusual, and somewhat wayward, clan. My friend, Jan Morris and others, chided me gently for bringing in ‘too many toffs and eccentric

  aunts’; but those unknown Scottish ancestors, over whose choice of course I had no say (any more than I had about being sent to America in 1940) did seem to help counter-point the differences

  between worlds rather vividly.




  For the American sections, I was able to rely on a couple of chapters from a travel book, my second, called The Land Is Bright (Max Parrish, 1958) written only a short time after the

  events it described, and while both my memory and those of the principals were still fresh. This was reinforced by letters from my father and other members of my family that had survived the war;

  some partial diaries and letters of my own; contemporary issues of the Millbrook School journal, the Silo – most kindly provided by our old headmaster, Edward Pulling; nostalgic,

  juvenile photographs (some reprinted here); conversations with, and letters from, many protagonists over the years; as well as a multiplicity of cuttings I had kept from journals such as

  Time magazine. On top of all this was the constant refuelling of repeated trips back to the US over the years. There was another unanticipated source, through the bizarre turns of almost

  extra-sensory coincidence which fate so kindly provides at regular intervals: a letter from the daughter of my old Squadron Leader in the RAF, with whom I had lost touch these past forty-odd years,

  arrived out of the blue while I was working on the chapter devoted to that very period. In this way I came upon a valuable trove of wartime correspondence. For this I owe warm gratitude to Mrs

  Gerald Aylmer, wife of the former Master of St Peter’s College, Oxford.




  Human memory is a curiously irrational faculty. That Winston Churchill, in his dotage, could recall vividly events from the First World War, but not from the more recent conflict in which he had

  played so central a role, points to a well-known phenomenon. When I read the first volume of Patrick Leigh-Fermor’s marvellous memoirs, A Time of Gifts, I was ungratefully suspicious

  of his recollection in extraordinary detail of events in his extreme youth – despite his having lost his diaries. Yet, when I started delving into my schooldays of over fifty years ago, I

  amazed myself by being able to recall not only the names of contemporaries, but also exactly what they looked like. It was as if data, long submerged under a mass of more recent files, had emerged

  from the computer, having been unknowingly ‘saved’ on the hard disk all those years.




  Of course, at the same time there lurks the dread tiger-trap of the false memory, epitomized by that immortal duet between the two old lovers, Hermione Gingold and Maurice Chevalier, in

  Gigi (‘We met at nine, No, we met at eight; I was on time, No, you were late; Yes, I remember it well . . .’). For instance, my old wartime room-mate at Millbrook School, NY,

  William F. Buckley Jr, equipped (as an essential part of his stock-in-trade) with a phenomenally good memory, had gone through life convinced that he had heard the cataclysmic news of Pearl Harbor

  on his mother’s car radio, while returning from a concert performed by the great Rachmaninov. But, on reading through the old copies of the Silo, I discovered that he had (aged

  sixteen) in fact reviewed that same concert the previous month! He was astounded and dismayed. I was made doubly cautious about the insidious dangers lying in wait.




  Any errors of this order, and incidental distress caused to friends, is of course my fault alone, and I apologize in advance.




  But, I promise, I have done my best and have tried to be scrupulously honest. Bar a few minor liberties taken with direct speech, I would like to think I could claim this to be – in the

  legal phrase – ‘a true and accurate record’. Though I have revisited old wartime haunts in America, seen old friends again, many times, I have assiduously tried to write only of

  what I remember of the period, to see things only through the eyes of a teenager in the early 1940s, with minimum resort to ex post facto clairvoyance.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  Britannic to America




  It was War, with a capital W, that had me on Cunard’s SS Britannic in July 1940, scuttling off somewhat unwillingly, bound for neutral New York. And it was War

  that brought me back, a little less unwillingly, as Aircraftman Second Class, aboard the SS Mauretania, some three years later. Like those bright-hued minerals, encrusted in rock under some

  enormous pressure, or – less romantically – that favourite dish of British boarding schools of the day, toad-in-the-hole, sausage set in its indigestible wadge of dough, we of my

  generation grew up, as it were, encrusted in war.




  Born just seven years after the Armistice of 1918, I lived out my childhood constantly under the influence of the Great War, perpetually reminded of it, and, much later, found it return to

  invade my life as a writer. What were the symbols one can immediately recall? I remember the youngish bachelors who used to come to stay, with the staring eyes and black skullcaps (‘Caught

  with his head up above the parapet,’ volunteered Cousin Cecil, Captain, MC, of the Middlesex Regiment, ‘commonest of all wounds on the Western Front’).




  But what impinged itself much more intimately on my childish life was the ‘German’ toyshop in our market town of Winchester. (I say ‘German’, though for all I know the

  proprietor may just have been one of those Jewish refugees who were already beginning to flow into England; he just happened to have a guttural accent and a square head, and traded with der

  Vaterland.) In Winchester there was Batchellor’s Olde Sweetshoppe, which sold quite the best rock (rose, pineapple, peppermint and lemon – fourpence a quarter); but, next in

  importance there was that toyshop. It sold motion-picture projectors that really worked and – best of all – remarkable models of field guns, miniature howitzers that actually lobbed

  leaden shells, and U–boats that rose and submerged with superb realism in the bath. Regrettably, they bore the fatal imprint ‘Made in Germany’, and, therefore, they and the

  ‘German’ remained forever out of bounds to me.




  I cannot recall all that much of that trip on SS Britannic. I did not keep a diary, but then, who – at the tender age of fourteen – did? Yet I do seem able still to scent in

  my nostrils the aroma of excited expectation. There were, amid all the chaos of post-Dunkirk Britain, the tearful scenes, bravely terrible, of parting at Euston Station, that Britain had

  experienced the previous September during the short-lived mass evacuations. A chronic sufferer from train fever, my poor father had got me to the station one and a half hours ahead of time, which

  increased, rather than lessened, the tension. There were the last-minute exhortations: ‘Don’t forget to write,’ ‘Do remember you’re English,’ ‘Don’t

  drink the water out of the taps,’ ‘Do see that Gladys keeps wrapped up on the boat.’ The teenagers among us, with all emotion stifled by years of British boarding school already

  behind us, stood looking embarrassed. Together with a number of other children ‘evacuees’ (shameful collective tag), I was entrusted to the surveillance of a sad-eyed German refugee,

  Frau Fleischmann. We barely saw her again: for reasons that, to us, were not quite comprehensible, she kept a mournful vigil in her cabin for the whole voyage. I remember shaking hands gravely with

  my father, then turning away as he put his arm around my shoulder. Swiftly, he was gone among the crowds – and away we went.




  Once the initial gloom of homesickness had dissipated (rather rapidly), we brutal children were filled with amorally high spirits. Did any of us have an inkling of just how much anguish those

  hundreds of adults were going through that day? The evacuation of children the previous September to the remote countryside had looked likely to be for a matter of months only. But now – at

  least to the parents – the worsening war news made it quite clear that separation would be for much, much longer. We children, were we a little like victims of an incurable illness, where it

  is always so much worse for those who survive? We, like them, had no more than a walk-on (or, rather, walk-off) part.




  Somewhere between Euston and sailing from Liverpool, we handed over those cumbersome, silly little cardboard boxes containing our still virgin gas-masks. All that remained of England at war was

  thereby taken from us. At Liverpool docks, already battered by Göring’s bombers, I half expected to board something like P & O’s SS Orion, the luxury cruise liner on

  which my father had taken me off to the Baltic the previous summer – the only other big ship I’d ever seen – for the best and happiest holiday we’d ever had together, a

  reward for passing Common Entrance. The Britannic still seemed anything but warlike, her paintwork, evocative of joyous Caribbean cruises, still unsullied by naval camouflage. (Was it

  perhaps a way of informing attendant U-boats that she was carrying a cargo of precious British schoolchildren?) The swimming pools, alas, were empty of water, filled instead with cargo – or

  was it extra passengers? Every inch of deck space was filled with children, and their duennas. Portholes were sealed by blackout precautions, which in the summer heat made for a stifling night-time

  atmosphere. There were three of us teenagers all cramped together in our cabin. One – was he called Viney? – had deplorably smelly feet; he was larger, so we never quite dared tell him.

  The third boy eventually solved his nocturnal problems by falling in love with another fourteen-year-old, and thereby finding an excuse to spend much of the remaining nights on deck. I was amazed

  and rather envious at his precocity.




  We slipped out of the Mersey at night (the record reveals that it was a Sunday, 21 July 1940). The following morning we awoke, with a couple of destroyers for company, an RAF Sunderland

  flying-boat circling lazily above, and the smoke of a distant convoy on the far horizon. The next day, our comforting escort had disappeared. We were alone in a vast ocean, zigzagging frantically

  to evade any torpedo that might be loosed at us. We must have made tremendous speed: despite all the changes of course, the log shows that we reached New York the following Sunday – that is

  in seven days, compared with the five days then taken by the Queen Mary in peacetime.) None of us showed it, but some of us older boys at least must have had secret anxieties, that second

  day, half-expecting the terrible crunch of a U-boat torpedo – most likely at night. But, if we did have those anxieties, they were very soon submerged in very British certainties. We were

  unassailable optimists: we were not going to be torpedoed, we were not going to be killed – Britain was not going to lose the war. These last two credos, were – I

  swear it – to remain with most of us all through the next few years of menace. (The good Britannic, though rumoured sunk six months later, in fact survived to be scrapped at Barrow in

  1961.)




  Whenever the sleek, grey shape of a warship came into sight, we knew instinctively that it was British, and not one of those Nazi pocket battleships on the prowl. Soon, inevitably, anxiety gave

  way to boredom. I began to half hope that a rash U-boat would suddenly appear, only to be sunk by some invisible guardian escort. Among the adults on board was an eminent French lady journalist,

  with dyed red hair. (I later discovered she was Geneviève Tabouis, a star writer of the Third and Fourth Republics, who lived to a ripe old age after the war.) Every evening after dinner she

  would sit silently in the lounge and, on the least provocation, sing out in a cracked voice a bar or two of the ‘Marseillaise’, then subside into uncontrollable tears that left streaks

  of vermilion on her cheeks. We adolescents looked upon her misery with a mixture of pity, amusement and national superiority – ‘Poor old Frog!’ We were as insensitive to the

  reasons for the lachrymose Frenchwoman’s woe as we were to those for Frau Fleischmann’s sadness. Apart from the sorrowful-eyed Frau Fleischmann and Madame Tabouis, weeping her pink

  tears for fallen France, did any of us child evacuees consider our wider condition? Did we try to evaluate what we were leaving, and what we were heading for? Did we resemble those huddled,

  apprehensive emigrants in Ford Madox Brown’s ‘The Last of England’? I doubt it, we were far too self-confident, assured of British destiny. There were the occasional exhortations

  on board: we must not treat the Americans as ‘colonials’, the United States was not a British dominion. But it all bounced off us. We were, after all, British and profoundly

  superior.




  It would be agreeably congruent to be able to write that, gazing out over the stern across the Britannic’s bubbling and bilious wake, swinging first right, then left, one had

  profound philosophic thoughts, as the days passed and home receded ever further, about the nature of what one was leaving – and about what we were going to find at the end of the journey. But

  it was not like that, and to pretend that it was would hardly be honest. In so far as we thought about it at all, I suspect we all regarded the future with some equanimity: our thoughts were all of

  the excitement of the adventure about to begin. It was all going to be a jolly summer holiday, lasting a few months, maybe, in a glamorous land of cowboys, gangsters and Red Indians, where the

  fountains flowed with ice-cream sodas, but otherwise populated by fairly unenlightened people, an escape from the tedium of the blackout, the privations of rationing (and, especially, the

  iniquities of sweet-rationing) – and maybe, in my own case, even an escape from the rough-housing and unpleasantness of Stowe, from which I still nursed an injured arm. Certainly, we all

  expected to be back within the year – Germany starved out by the British blockade (as the Illustrated London News assured us was already happening), Hitler banished to St Helena, and

  the war over. Of course, I’m sure I suppressed a tear or two for life at home in Ropley Manor, for the dogs, for my father, for Aunt Ethel and Cousin Eve (probably in that order), but I doubt

  if any of us seriously assessed whether, in America, we were going to be happier or less happy than we had been in Britain. To most children, happiness is surely an ephemeral, daily or at most

  hebdomadal, affair. What child can look back on his childhood and judge whether it was happy or unhappy? What yardsticks can he possibly apply?




  To modify those immortal opening words of Anna Karenina, all happy childhoods are more or less like one another, but an unhappy one is unhappy in its own particular way. I don’t

  suppose I ever considered that I had had a particularly unhappy childhood – until people told me so, much later on. But certainly, after a week in America, I was to realize just how

  different it was. There is little point in moaning, whining, wailing or complaining about it, but, if one is to try to set down the American experience now, from a fifty-year vantage point,

  then the British past could be worth exploring, just to counterpoint the difference, even strangeness, of it all. In explaining his investigation of his parents’ somewhat eccentric lives,

  Nigel Nicolson quotes:




  

    

      Life appears to me such a curious and wonderful thing that it almost seems a pity that even such a humble and uneventful life as mine should pass altogether away without some

      record; and I think the record may amuse and interest some who come after me.


    


  




  One of the few things we have in common with dogs and cats, and lesser animals, is that we cannot choose ancestry, any more than I had any say in my dispatch to America in 1940. In contrast to

  Nigel Nicolson, I have a particular disability: For reasons that the reader will soon discover, I never knew my mother and had barely begun to know my father before he died. Almost all those few

  relatives of earlier generations had disappeared before I seriously attempted the work of reconstruction. But they were meticulous folk, my parents – particularly my mother. Afflicted with a

  kind of pessimism that all was going to go up in fire, some time after my departure in 1940, my father set about ‘reducing his administrative tail’, as he liked to put it –

  selling, or giving away, all but a few of his most precious belongings, and destroying papers and letters wholesale. Yet, for some motive of sentimentality, he kept all my deceased mother’s

  papers, several steel boxes of them.




  Both my paternal and maternal families were Scots. The Hornes were lowlanders of modest bourgeois extraction, originating from Edinburgh. In fairly sharp contrast, my

  mother’s clan, the Hays, were accurately described by one of the few surviving members as ‘decadent Scottish aristocracy’. Some of them were decadent indeed. One of them, the

  mishapped 22nd Earl of Erroll, ‘Jos’ to his friends, went through the lucky ladies of Kenya’s ‘Happy Valley’ set like the proverbial dose of salts, gave rise to one of

  the best, though marginally libellous, headlines ever – ‘BELTED EARL BUMPED BY BART’ – shortly after I reached America, and provided a hero (or

  villain, depending how you view it) for a book and much hyped film, White Mischief. My mother’s family abounded in Scottish peers, the Errolls, the Grevilles, the Atholls (my

  godmother, Kitty, was unkindly known as the ‘Red Duchess’ for her rather left-of-centre views as Scotland’s first woman MP), the Beauforts, the Montroses and the Kinnouls. Despite

  the blot of the 22nd Earl, the Errolls it seems were so grand that the title passed down through the female line, carrying with it the hereditary title of Lord High Constable of Scotland; while the

  grandfather of my mother, Auriol Blanche Camilla Hay, was no lesser grandee than the 12th Earl of Kinnoul. The Kinnoul Hays, so Burke’s Peerage informs me, could trace their ancestry

  back to 29 April 1251.




  By the end of the nineteenth century, however, the blood may have been running a bit thin.




  In the introduction to his massive and marvellous autobiography, Left Hand, Right Hand, Osbert Sitwell – with whom the Kinnouls appear to share a Duke of Beaufort (the 7th, to be

  precise) in their lineage – speaks of ancestors stretching behind one ‘at a gathering speed; two parents, four grandparents, eight great-grandparents, sixteen great-great-grandparents,

  until already in the tenth generation, a man possesses one thousand and twenty-four of them . . .’ They form a ‘cloud of witnesses in us . . . testifying to our physical and mental

  heredity’, though beyond the stratum of great-grandparents they have become, simply, ‘ancestors’. I don’t recall meeting any of my grandparents and grew up knowing next to

  nothing about my ancestry – and probably caring rather less. Nor did I really ever intend writing about them. But, as Sitwell suggests, suddenly they are there, ganging up on one; curiosity

  mounts about those funny little genes, and, bit by bit, as research gathers pace, so pieces of information pop up from time to time, fascinating to the author – and possibly to an occasional

  reader.




  From an old picture frame, dated 1895 and suitably embossed with coronets, my Kinnoul great-grandmother, Lady Blanche Charlotte Somerset, daughter of Henry, 7th Duke of

  Beaufort, and a dotty duchess, gazes at me with a beady eye and down a Hay nose of aristocratic proportions and of exceptional length and sharpness. She is wearing a white lace collar over a

  tight-waisted black dress – an austere-looking woman, the only concession to extravagance a narrow fur trimming to the skirt. In one photograph she is leaning on a conventional Victorian

  parasol, with a bizarre sprig of feathers in her hair that makes her seem faintly squaw-like; in another, she is stiffly arranging a bowl of flowers carefully posed on a polygonal inlaid Indian

  stool, with what looks like a trompe-l’oeil of a rather sumptuous conservatory. And that is about all I know of her. She strikes one as being rather a fierce old bat. I can imagine her

  taking a hyper-Scottish interest in whether the domestics at Balhousie Castle were overspending on the housekeeping, or whether they had been cleaning the silver properly. Already in her lineage

  there seems to have been a decided streak of eccentricity. According to Osbert Sitwell, her mother (his great-grandmother), the 7th Duchess of Beaufort, became ‘rather vague mentally’

  in her latter years, taking her parrot for daily drives in the New Forest:




  

    

      she always wished to go for a new drive, but the coachman invariably took her the same way; she was too old to be aware of the deception. The parrot, too, had long been dead

      and stuffed, so as to give an illusion of life. . . . She was also too old, fortunately, to tell the difference between the animate and the inanimate!


    


  




  The old Duchess’s eccentricity seems to have been well matched on the maternal, Greville side of my mother’s ancestry. My mother’s great-grandmother was yet another duchess,

  Caroline, wife of the 4th Duke of Montrose (descendant of the Montrose hanged, drawn and quartered after his revolt on behalf of Charles II in 1650), who was born in 1818, married three husbands

  and died in 1894, the year after my mother was born. Her particular eccentricty seems to have been a passion for racehorses, a field in which she was astonishingly successful.




  Since it was considered ‘unsuitable’ for Victorian ladies to own a stable, she assumed the name of ‘Mr Manton’, which became quite famous in the racing world. She was

  reckoned to have owned and trained some of the best horses of the century, selling at least one of them for over 3000 guineas, and she won the Oaks – but never quite the Derby. An obituary

  published just after her death (when she still had seventeen horses in training) notes that Mr Manton’s winnings over the previous five years had been ‘not inconsiderable’. In

  fact, in 1889 alone, just five years before she died, when she was seventy-one, she won a total of £21,545 – a fantastic sum in those days, which must have gone far to help

  restore the coffers of a fairly impoverished Scottish dukedom. Such was her dedication to the sport that she even built a special chapel for use of jockeys and stable maids.




  Mr Manton’s daughter, the Lady Violet, married in 1863 an Irish peer, Algernon William Fulke Greville, the 2nd Baron Greville, a relative of the famous diarist. A groom-in-waiting to Queen

  Victoria, Lord of the Treasury and former captain of the Life Guards, but otherwise of no great distinction, my greatgrandfather Algie gazes solemnly out of my mother’s scrapbooks in old age,

  complete with the conventional and emulative Edwardian paint-brush beard. Violet, his wife, was anything but conventional. A contemporary journal in the year of Queen Victoria’s Golden

  Jubilee, 1897, describes her as being ‘the only titled woman journalist in Great Britain’. In those days, that was no mean distinction. As a girl she had written curtain-raisers for

  amateur theatricals, and remained a talented actress; on marriage (perhaps out of boredom with the worthy Algernon) she took to writing – with considerable success – plays and novels.

  But it was her journalism that gave her fame, writing as she did a regular, highly controversial and widely read column in the tabloid Graphic, something virtually unheard of, even in the

  more liberated times of Edward VII.




  I do not know what contemporary feminists would have made of Violet Greville. Her life, in many ways, bears a resemblance to that of the remarkable Daisy Warwick, for nine years reigning

  mistress of Edward VIII (when he was Prince of Wales). Like her contemporary Daisy, Violet was a tremendous personality with a dull husband. She had Daisy’s zest, energy, radicalism –

  and some of her urgency for social reform. Less indiscreet and lacking in control, she was just as compassionate, and passionate. Certainly in her time, Violet was regarded alternately as a

  progressive iconoclast and as a Victorian reactionary – yet, well hidden from the public eye, as with the other unhappy women of the late-Victorian era, lay another reality . . .




  Described by her contemporaries as ‘tall and stately-looking’, she must have been striking, rather than beautiful, with a very long face and an amazingly long nose, deeply indented

  upper lip, quizzical, twentieth-century eyes and a hairdo in the style of Queen Alexandra. One of the first women to ride a bicycle, she was praised by the journal Home Notes because she

  ‘always rode gracefully, her pretty tall figure shown to great advantage’. Barely a week went by without her Graphic column, syndicated across the country, being quoted elsewhere

  by her competitors in the press: ‘Lady Violet Greville says . . .’, often accompanied by an ironical cartoon. ‘A woman does not wear the gifts of a man she dislikes,’ she

  declared with a passion that said something about her own, unhappy private life; ‘Women are too independent now to need or appreciate a man’s arm . . .’; ‘The fact of

  dressing for dinner, differentiates men from animals . . .’; ‘Women prefer men without beards . . .’ This last must have annoyed both the monarch and Algernon, the 2nd Baron

  Greville.




  There was no topic she would not tackle. To a certain amount of residual, conservative noblesse oblige as a daughter of her age and of a duke, she brought a passionate and very

  modern-minded concern for the lot of women – plus a good deal of sharp irony. By Edwardian standards, she would have been rated as an out-and-out feminist, fighting fearlessly for any

  women’s cause – though often fiercely critical of the foibles of her own sex. She was bitterly opposed to the suffragettes, who were queering the pitch politically, she thought, with

  their raucous unfemininity. The ‘true woman’, according to her, ‘is never unfeminine’.




  Like those sturdy Swiss women of the latter part of the twentieth century, Great-granny Violet opposed universal suffrage. She wrote in that heady general election year of 1906,

  ‘Electioneering with women becomes an obsession, and intoxication which far surpasses that of men. One trembles to think of the state of enthusiasm and excitement society would fall into had

  women the vote. . . .’ (They did not in fact get the vote until 1919.) Women, she felt (a little like Lysistrata), had better and more effective ways of changing the world. ‘The secret

  of a woman’s power is sympathy’ was very much her war-cry. On the other hand, she was strongly in favour of women jurors, especially in breach-of-promise cases (although she

  regarded that particular law as a nonsense in modern life, arguing, with perhaps just a touch of tongue-in-cheek, that a change in the law ‘would certainly benefit the men, as they would at

  once see through the wiles of their own sex . . .’. She spoke up passionately for equality in the divorce courts (again, very probably with more than a suspicion of self-interest involved),

  while suggesting that women should be cautious, about how much scent they wore in the witness box, lest the judge be overcome and give a prejudiced decision.




  For all her pronounced feminist sympathies, she was fierce in castigating the foibles and follies of women. ‘I know no one,’ declared the Lady, ‘who seems to pursue her

  sex with more relentless criticism than Lady Violet Greville in The Graphic’ – after she had had a go at the silliness of women about their dogs (‘known to bury them in

  white satin coffins’). She criticized women for attempting to compete with men in sports (as a consequence, they were already ‘growing more like men in appearance . . . taller,

  stronger, wider shoulders . . . and [were] gradually losing the charm of a petite and graceful individuality’; they should devote themselves to ‘more womanly work’). But it was

  women’s clubs that especially drew her ire in 1905, not least because of the reprehensible male vices that she thought they would impose on women. These she listed as gossip, idleness,

  disorder and stealing umbrellas. Moreover, clubs for women, she declared, had ‘practically destroyed home life’ and were but ‘a vehicle for assignations’. This all provoked

  a long leader in Vanity Fair signed ‘Rasper’, accusing Lady Violet of Victorian prejudices – which she seemed to ‘share with the Kaiser’. She was not, however,

  beyond maintaining her feminine prerogative, and a little over a year later was to be found, in a sharp volte-face, championing the cause of women’s clubs. Meanwhile, for girls of the

  ‘lower classes’, she thought that a much better solution might be a ‘courting hall’, to be made part of the equipment of the parish, where ‘They might have the same

  advantages as their betters . . . play games, dance, talk, and have music.’




  She seems to have inherited at least some of her mother’s interest in the equestrian world. In 1906 she was urging that riding sidesaddle should be adopted with ‘prudence and

  care’, for ‘little girls are apt grow up one-sided’. Yet she was equally capable here of modest inconsequentiality – expressing doubts a few months later as to whether

  ‘the new fashion of riding astride is graceful or desirable for young girls’ – though she was prepared to leave the last words on ‘the hygienics of the matter’ to the

  doctors.




  Always strong in her dislikes, she abhorred the Cromwell Road (‘so long, and so wanting in the picturesque . . . a monotony of commonplace comfort and absence of life about it which is

  very distasteful . . .’), and she had some very forceful, and prophetic things to say about the dread impact of the motor car on society – even though in the early 1900s it was still a

  relative novelty. While it had ‘absolutely transformed life, and given a new interest to many jaded votaries of pleasure’, and had ‘brought town and country into touch’, she

  wrote in The Boudoir of November 1904, this fiendish new invention had ‘destroyed the remnants of peace and quiet which the railways have left us. . . . Now we have become tramps,

  without home and without associations.’ It had ‘killed conversation’. Driving (so Motoring Illustrated quoted her disapprovingly as saying the following year) was simply

  not for the modern woman; she did not possess ‘the coolness, the nerve, the resourcefulness. . . . You need a strong, determined character’. Although the Wright brothers had hardly made

  their maiden flight, she added with a remarkably prophetic aside that all that was now needed was the aeroplane ‘to make London as perfect an inferno as any invented by Dante’s fruitful

  imagination’.




  It was, however, the mores of women in the new century, that occupied her most – and, as far as it concerned her own life, with reason. While she persistently spoke up for equal sexual

  rights, she deplored the women who did the cause a disservice by the writing of ‘erotic books’; ‘it is a reproach for our sex’, she wrote in the Daily Graphic of July

  1907:




  

    

      that just at the moment when women are clamouring to enter political life, and claim equality with men, the novels written by women should deal chiefly with unpleasant

      matters, and be tinged by a decided laxity of morals. . . . Where are the Miss Austens, the George Eliots, Mrs Gaskells of today?


    


  




  She also criticized them for being cynical and ‘so bitter’, despite the enormous improvement of their position over the last few years: ‘their liberty is

  uncontrolled, their powers acknowledged, and yet every book a woman writes is full of jibes and cynical sneers . . .’. One of her most fervently held tenets on morality was: ‘The

  possession of a latch key and the absence of all constraint on one’s comings and goings do not make a woman a bachelor.’ But what was the reality in her own life?




  It was in her novels that Violet seems to have come closest to revealing her own circumstances. Her Home for Failures of 1897 was something of a roman-à-clef. Oriza has a

  drunken and brutal husband, from whom she cannot get divorced, and has set up on her own. To keep her house and give a purpose to her life, she advertises, offering a home for ‘educated

  people for whom life has proved too hard’. Arriving at her hospitable door are ‘a voluble actress, an unappreciated painter, a faded little seamstress, a voracious poet with a taste for

  whiskey, and a consumptive doctor’. Of course, Oriza and the artist fall in love, but frustrated despair forces her – crushed by society – to suicide. A long enthusiastic review

  in the Woman’s Signal praised the novel’s ‘keen appreciation of the harshness of existence to a separated wife, young and lovable, and lonely and hungry for the love at

  home of which she is forbidden’.




  Home for Failures (published by Hutchinson for the princely sum of 3s 6d) strikes one as an eloquent indictment both of the late Victorian scene and of Violet’s own life. Her

  husband Algernon, my mother’s grandfather, was neither drunk nor brutal, but he seems to have been short on brainpower – and just plain boring. The truth was that Violet formed an

  attachment with another peer of the realm, Lord North, direct descendant of the man who had lost those American colonies a hundred years previously, by whom she had an illegitimate daughter. In

  distress, Algernon left Violet, but would not divorce her, retreating instead to his property in Ireland. Such were the built-in restraints of the press of the time that not a word ever escaped the

  ‘other life’ of this leading commentator on the predicament of women, though it was well known within the family.




  The last-surviving cousin of my mother, Victor Creer, vividly remembers being told by his mother, Veronique, about her bastard stepsister, and being taken – as a boy – to visit

  Grandmother Violet at Lord North’s home in Oxfordshire. All his life he retained the image of the two old lovers, respectively eighty and ninety, and manifestly in love with each other. (The

  love-child eventually married a Cambridge bank manager.)




  Although Algernon, the 2nd Baron Greville, died, age sixty-eight, in 1909, and Violet lived on until 1932, outliving both her eldest son and her granddaughter, the long-term result of

  Violet’s ‘indiscretion’ was to leave her children with no proper home life, thought my cousin Victor – bequeathing in full her restlessness particularly to her daughter

  Camilla, which she in turn was later to pass on, in full measure, to her only daughter, my mother.




  In her family life, the Lady Violet Greville seems to have been rather fenced about by bars sinister. She and Algernon had four children: Ronnie, heir to the title,

  Grandmother Camilla, then Great-uncle Charlie and, last, Veronique, mother of Victor Creer. Aged twenty-seven, the Hon. Ronnie married (in 1891) an heiress, on the wrong side of the blanket, who

  – as the Hon. Mrs Maggie Greville – in the early part of the century was to gain fame and immense power as a legendary hostess, confidante of monarchs and prime ministers. Her

  background was so unusual and her role in my mother’s life so important as to warrant a few lines.




  In Victorian Edinburgh there prospered a certain Mr Wm McEwan, born in 1829, who amassed a very considerable fortune out of the brewery which, amalgamated with Youngers, still bears his name.

  Starting from the humblest beginnings, through the usual Celtic combination of canniness and hard work, Mr McEwan, by the age of sixty, had created a business worth £1 million –

  a prodigious fortune in those days. He went into politics as a Liberal MP (1886–1900) and became a much respected pillar of Edinburgh society. Yet he too, like many another of those Victorian

  pillars, had his little private secret: after the death of his wife, he began to fancy the wife of a humble porter in the brewery, a Mr Anderson. The porter was called in one day and told that,

  since he was a likely lad, the boss was making him head of the night staff. Out of this promotion to nocturnal duties there duly arrived in 1867, a little girl, Margaret Anderson. McEwan manifestly

  adored her, and let it be known that she would be his heiress. In the discreet way of the press in those days, Maggie was henceforth always known as ‘Mr McEwans’s stepdaughter’,

  though those pawky disciples of John Knox evidently gave both father and daughter a rough time of it, ostracizing them from Edinburgh’s polite society. Both were unforgiving to the end. When

  McEwan died, leaving Maggie the staggering sum of£1,500,000, there were only two conditions attached: she was not to invest a penny in Edinburgh or in Australia, though what the latter

  had done to offend Wm McEwan – apart from just being Australian – is not known.




  He also made it plain that Maggie should contract a dynastic marriage, marry a peer, so that with her patrimony and his title they would attain great power. She did. In 1891, obediently she

  married Lady Violet Greville’s elder son, the Hon. Ronnie, heir to rather a dim title, but a title all the same. In delight, her ‘stepfather’ handed over to her

  £100,000 of jewellery as a wedding present. The Hon. Ronnie, ex-captain of the Life Guards, strikingly good-looking but with cold, dead eyes, is described by one of Maggie’s

  biographers as ‘awesomely dull’, and rather more kindly by Sonia Keppel as ‘a charming unambitious man whom she [Maggie] moulded affectionately into any shape she pleased’.

  Violet herself had little to say of her son in her writings, other than that he was ‘fond of steeplechasing and rode many races’. Despite, or perhaps partly on account of, the stigma of

  illegitimacy which they both shared, Violet seems to have had no time for her daughter-in-law, virtually ignoring her.




  Poor thing, Maggie’s proletarian looks were certainly against her. Photographs of the time depict her, standing with squat legs akimbo, looking more like ‘a butcher’s wife than

  a grande dame of society’ or ‘a small Chinese idol with eyes that blinked’ (Sonia Keppel). Certainly the patrician, literary Violet would have had little sympathy with

  Maggie’s vulgar, materialism (‘She thought solely in terms of material gain,’ declaimed Kenneth Clark – who, nevertheless, seldom missed an invitation to her dinners) and an

  appalling ‘downstairs’ style of snobbery.




  Nevertheless, she and the Hon. Ronnie seem to have been very happy together. Propelled by her cash, and energy, in 1896 he fought and held a hard seat for the Tories, against Keir Hardie.

  Together they bought Polesden Lacey, a fabulous Regency mansion near Dorking (now belonging to the National Trust), and 16 Charles Street, in Mayfair (which later became the Guards Club). In these

  two grand house Maggie Anderson established herself as the legendary hostess of the glittering Edwardian era. But, sadly for her so-called stepfather’s ambitions, the Hon. Ronnie died of

  cancer, aged only forty-three, in 1908 – and without issue. The coveted title passed to his younger brother, my great-uncle Charlie, whom I remember as a kind, sweet but not very bright

  Victorian survivor. Nevertheless, nothing daunted, Great-aunt Maggie, whom I never met, went on from strength to strength (‘I’d rather be a beeress, than a peeress,’ she was wont

  to say). As one of King Edward VII’s closest male friends, Great-uncle Ronnie had established her and then left her pointed in the right direction.




  She must have had a hide like a rhinoceros and boundless vanity; she could be brutally rude, and indefatigable in pursuit of royalty (‘One uses up so many red carpets in the

  season’ was one of her classic remarks). The visitor’s book (still on display at Polesden Lacey) reads like a combination of the Court Circular and the Almanach de Gotha. In

  1905, Edward VII (the husband of his longest-serving mistress, Alice Keppel, had been the Hon. Ronnie’s best man) was reported to be making his second stay with the Grevilles – with the

  great bandsman, Sousa, in attendance. The King and Queen of Spain came dozens of times; later Edward, Prince of Wales, was a frequent visitor. At one great ball she gave in 1924, the crowds were so

  dense that the King and Queen of Italy had to wait in their car while the footmen cleared a way through the guests. Kenneth Clark recalled her telling him how she had had three kings sitting on her

  bed that morning.




  Perhaps her greatest social coup was to have the young Duke and Duchess of York accept an invitation to spend their honeymoon at Polesden Lacey in 1923. Always particularly attached to the royal

  couple, she named a special dish, oeufs duc d’York, after them. When she died it was to Queen Elizabeth (now the Queen Mother) personally that she bequeathed most of her magnificent

  jewellery, including the famous Marie-Antoinette diamond necklace, which the Queen Mother frequently wore on State occasions.




  Maggie was, clearly, not entirely a nice woman. She was mocking and insensitive, and many regarded her as ‘vicious and poisonous’. To that inveterate gossip, ‘Chips’

  Channon, there was ‘no one on earth quite so skilfully malicious’. Cecil Beaton, charitably, saw her as a ‘galumphing, greedy, snobbish old toad who watered her chops at the sight

  of royalty’ (a sin of which Beaton was, of course, habitually innocent), while Harold Nicolson (who was particularly outraged by her pro-German influence in politics) damned her as a

  ‘fat slug filled with venom’. But neither they nor her other critics were ever particularly backward in accepting her invitations.




  She was unsparing of her rival great hostesses. When (in 1939) Mrs Vanderbilt declared that she wanted to live in Britain, Maggie retorted acidly, ‘We have enough queens here

  already.’ Of the relatively harmless Lady Cunard she remarked bitchily, ‘I’m always telling Queen Mary that she isn’t half as bad as she is painted.’ When Alice

  Keppel, Edward VII’s former mistress, escaped from France during the Second World War, Maggie scoffed, ‘To hear Alice talk, you would think that she had swum the Channel, with her maid

  between her teeth!’ – or, when Mrs Neville Chamberlain went to see Mussolini in 1940, ‘It is not the first time that Rome has been saved by a goose.’




  With malicious glee, stories were retailed around London about her two appalling, drunk butlers, Boles and Bacon. Bacon also had a passion for baby lambs’ tongue, and was once observed by

  Kenneth Clark in the wings, cramming the last of the dish into his maw, while Maggie’s guests gazed down reproachfully at their empty plates. As Brian Masters has recounted in Great

  Hostesses:




  

    

      Mrs Greville called out, ‘Boles, what’s become of the baby tongues?’ Boles tactfully covered the greed of his companion. ‘There were none to be had in

      the market this morning, Madam,’ he said, as Bacon hastily put a napkin over his shirt to hide the stains, and brought in the next course.


    


  




  Harsh to her peers, Maggie seemed endlessly indulgent towards her staff – perhaps it was a throwback to the days when her mother had been Mr McEwan’s cook. The most

  famous Boles story of all was when Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain came to dinner (at which the Queen Mother was present). Such was Boles’s manifest drunkenness that even Maggie could no

  longer tolerate it and swiftly scribbled on the back of her placecard, ‘Get out, you fool, you’re drunk!’ Boles placed it on his silver salver, wobbled solemnly round the table

  and handed it to the Foreign Secretary, who ‘sat in stupefied silence for the rest of the meal’. The irreplaceable Boles survived – as ever.




  Inconceivable though it is in the 1990s, hostesses of their day – and notably Great-aunt Maggie – wielded immense political influence. In the 1930s, towards the end of her life,

  Maggie seriously blotted her copybook by falling under the spell of the Nazis. In common with other influential establishment figures of the time, she saw Hitler as a knight-errant who was going to

  save the world from Bolshevism. The odious Joachim von Ribbentrop was to be seen more and more regularly at her table, provoking cries of rage from Harold Nicolson that the Axis should not be

  ‘under any illusion that the will-power of this country is concentrated in Mrs Ronald Greville’.




  Maggie could not have been all bad, however. Of all those who had no qualms in sopping up her hospitality, then turning and rending her, Osbert Sitwell seems to have been one of the few to

  record anything kind about her (his loyalty was rewarded with a £10,000 legacy in her will). He noted her ability to see through people, and to detect ‘qualities’,

  particularly in the young (a faculty on which the political gadfly, Bob Boothby, himself remarked after she had perceptively told him that he would never attain high office in politics,

  ‘because I don’t think you really want it’).




  In 1922, Mrs Greville was made a Dame of the British Empire for her charitable works (in many of which, like the Serbian War Relief, my mother had helped her), all carried out discreetly and

  with the minimum of self-advertisement. In her father’s old age, she devoted herself selflessly to looking after him; he had become so frail (according to Osbert Sitwell’s mother)

  ‘as to look transparent’. After he had been knocked down twice by motor cars (Maggie’s mother-in-law, Violet, would have been sympathetic here), she secretly engaged a private

  detective to see the old man, without his ever being aware of it, over dangerous crossings.




  The outbreak of war in 1939 left Maggie Greville isolated politically, and very infirm. After her death a few years later, half the nobility of England (including many of her detractors, perhaps

  out of a snobbish curiosity to see and be seen, rather than any desire to mourn) attended her memorial service at St Mark’s, South Audley Street. Had my mother not predeceased her by some

  twelve years, as Maggie’s only niece,1 she would almost certainly have inherited a goodly portion of those famous Greville diamonds. I should not now

  be writing books.




  What is important from the point of view of this story, however, is the role that Great-aunt Maggie must have played, at various intervals, in my own mother’s life, rackety and rootless as

  it was for reasons that I will try to show. Without any proper home of her own, the sumptuous halls, ‘the unobtrusive luxury of life’, praised by Osbert Sitwell at Polesden Lacey, must

  have presented a haven of joy to her, not to mention the powerful and glittering ‘beautiful people’ she met there – and the influence that her aunt’s potent personality

  would have had upon her.




  My mother’s father, the Hon. Alistair (‘Atta’) Hay, fourth son of the 11th Earl, died suddenly of a heart attack at a moderately early age, the day before

  his sixty-eighth birthday, when I was not quite three; he had, apparently, become a Catholic – a requiem mass was said for him at St Edward’s Roman Catholic Church in Windsor. Born in

  1861, he served as a captain in the Black Watch, and was awarded the Légion d’honneur. What services to France earned it I do not know, but it would help explain both his attachment to

  France and my mother’s excellent command of the language. An old cutting of my mother’s from the Pall Mall Gazette of January 1917 commented (with more than just a note of

  reproach; he would have been well over the age to fight – though his elder brother, the current Earl, did join up), ‘One of the many people I have missed from Club Land since the war

  began, is the Hon. Alistair Hay, who is still revelling in the Mediterranean sunshine.’ In the only photograph I have of him, in middle age, wearing a rather raffish checked suit that would

  have done honour to an Edwardian bookmaker, he sports a small imperial and there is a distinct twinkle of mischief in his eyes. The same Pall Mall Gazette describes him as having

  ‘shared with Mr Burdett-Coutts the honour of being the best dressed man in the West End’.




  Among my mother’s cuttings albums, one solitary contribution by Grandpa Atta from the Tatler of January 1927, reminisces cheerfully of the good old days in Monte Carlo, the

  roués he had gambled with in his youth (like ‘Jubilee Juggins’, who broke the bank – and then promptly lost it all), and the beauties (like Lily Langtry) he had known. One

  of the great differences, he noted en passant, was that, ‘though the crowded nature of the tables caused cocottes to sit next to Grand Duchesses, they were never on bowing

  acquaintance outside’; and you never saw an American. Alas, the gambling instinct seems to have run deep in Atta’s blood, family legend having it that he had ‘got into serious

  trouble on the Stock Exchange’. Just what this meant is not clear; possibly it was insider trading, not taken too seriously in that rather more generous-spirited age. Anyway, it was evidently

  bad enough to lose him all his money (and, possibly, his wife) – a factor of some significance in the life of his only child, my mother. For reasons that are obscure, Atta inherited a legacy

  from the Duchess of Cleveland, which helped keep him going through otherwise difficult times. Nevertheless, it is clear that, financially, he was of little help to my mother. In 1908 he was

  divorced by his wife Camilla, my maternal grandmother, and married a lady with the unpromising name of Hyacinthe (daughter, so the cuttings tell me, of the late Captain J. Ferrer, of the Life

  Guards), with whom he spent most of the rest of his life in France. The sparse references to them among my mother’s papers suggest that they were not close and that he never provided anything

  resembling a home for her. Although he was only the fourth son, Atta was the heir presumptive; had he lived he would have inherited a crumbling castle, Balhousie, in Perthshire – but little

  else.




  Atta’s wife, my Hay grandmother, Camilla Greville, was the eldest of the four (legitimate) children of Violet Greville. She seems to have been a little more prone to human weakness,

  perhaps even eccentricity. A portrait in pastel reveals a long aristocratic nose like her mother’s, and a very sensual mouth, and I have a faded recollection from distant childhood of having

  tea with an imposing grande dame with red hair and an acquired French accent, in a flat full of what seemed, to a childish eye, to be clutter. Could that not have been Camilla? Alas, I

  cannot be sure.




  Somewhere along the line, Grandma Camilla seems to have run away from my genial-looking grandfather, the Hon. Atta Hay (or did he run away from her, with Hyacinthe, whom he married in 1909?),

  getting a divorce (or an annulment) – which was something rather unheard of in those days – and going off to France to marry a French nobleman, the Comte Hervé de Bernis, who

  therefore became my mother’s stepfather. But the Bernis – in those days at any rate – may have led a rather more bucolic life than the swinging Camilla reckoned on. Buried away in

  the wild Ardèche down in the Massif Central, the family Château St Marcel was presided over by a widowed maman, described by the present successor to the title as something of

  ‘an old terror’. In her eyes, Camilla as a divorcee was, apparently, not at all bien vue. The family had little Paris life, and it cannot have been altogether easy for Camilla.

  Hervé died in Morocco in 1918 after they had been married only a few years. In the meantime, Camilla seems to have fled as often as possible to Paris, where (according to the last-surviving

  nephew, Victor Creer, who remembered her well) she led a somewhat ‘strange’, if not positively exotic life. ‘Swift Camilla scours the plain . . . and skims along the main’

  – Pope’s lines could well have been written about Granny Hay, it seems. She was given to trotting off to ‘tea parties’ in certain elegant premises, hôtels

  particuliers, to meet unknown gentlemen of Parisian haute société. If her tea-partner did not particularly please her, she would say au revoir and ‘I do hope

  we’ll meet again soon’, and shake hands. But if, on the contrary, some flicker of a spark passed across the tea-cups and the crooked fingers . . . then they would adjourn upstairs.

  Paris must have been an agreeable place in those Proustian days.




  Why Camilla left the bereft Atta may well have had as much to do with pecuniary matters as with Miss Hyacinthe or the cocu Comte. Both my grandfathers seem to have been particularly

  unlucky in that direction – or, at least, their wives were, and it was a failing seemingly also inherited, much later on, by ‘Wicked Uncle Henry’, on my father’s side. By

  comparison with those Hays and Grevilles, my father’s humble clan must seem humdrum.




  I have an image of my Horne grandfather as a worthy bourgeois lowlander, with the side-grips of the time and no particular glint of intelligence in the eye. My grandmother,

  born Allan, on the other hand, gazes down wistfully from my dining-room wall with a face of great, rather romantic, beauty, with dark – almost Italianate – features and a sad look in

  the eye. She had, it seems, plenty to be sad about, Grandfather having gambled away all the family money and, almost more important in the Scotland of those days, its social status. Her five

  children were said to have been ‘educated privately’; which meant they were too poor to be sent to school. So what learning they had was gained at my grandmother’s knee. She must

  have been a remarkable, strong-minded woman, keeping her large family together more or less single-handed. It must also, as witness Wicked Uncle Henry (who reacted vigorously against it), have been

  an austerely Presbyterian household: on Sunday, whistling was forbidden, and no books could be read but the ‘Gude Book’ (which was perhaps why my father, in later life, seemed to have

  little but borrowed copies of Arthur Bryant on his shelves).




  Of the five children, there was my father, James Allan (subsequently always known as Allan), who was the eldest, Newton, Ethel and Henry – the beloved afterthought, born twenty years after

  my father. Oh, and there was Jean – whom I was never allowed to know about until I was grown-up and returned from the wars. There was nothing outrageous or villainous about poor Jean; she was

  just mad. Apparently, so I learned years later, she had been very beautiful and desperately in love, aged twenty-one. But her choice was considered disastrous by her parents. When they broke it

  off, something inside Jean broke with it. For the remaining sixty years of her life, she was a harmless lunatic, lodged and cared for by private families, but never spoken of. I remember her from

  visits, a gentle old thing with a bristly chin, living with nice people in Brighton (in the days before the Mental Health Act would have forbidden such licence), and occasionally protesting by

  removing all her clothes and covering herself with back-numbers of the News of the World.




  On both sides, my forebears in my parents’ generation seem to have been singularly unfecund – not helped, of course, by poor Jean. The five Hornes produced two children, myself and

  one first cousin, twenty years older than me, Cousin Eve (about whom more later); while my grandfather, Atta, from two wives, produced only my mother. From an Edinburgh that seemed to offer only

  the most limited of horizons, no less than three out of the five Hornes set forth for South-east Asia in pursuit of better things; Allan and Newton to find fortunes, Ethel a husband. Indirectly,

  through the most improbable of combinations, it was what brought my father and my mother together.




  I return to her.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  Auriol, My Mother




  Quelle galère! Or ‘What a set!’, as Matthew Arnold exclaimed of the Shelleys, these Hay-Grevilles. Or at least so my staid, steadily middle-class

  Horne grandparents must have thought when their beloved eldest son married into the clan. And what chance could my mother have had, from the very start? Auriol Camilla Sharlie Blanche

  Hay2 was born on 2 January 1893. From the very beginning of her life, it can’t have been easy for her as an only child fourth in the row of those

  strong-minded, eccentric and, especially, restless women. Although she was born only three years after the marriage of her parents, Atta and Camilla, the suggestion is that already the strains were

  there. Virtually nowhere, in all the thirty-odd scrap albums that Auriol kept so meticulously, is there any photograph of her parents nor any reference to ‘home’; there is just one

  photo (probably) of the Hon. Atta, wearing a trilby and raffish gloves, obviously on the Riviera. I don’t even know where ‘home’, for the three of them, was. Perhaps, in fact, it

  barely existed, but I suspect it may have been an imposing house in semi-smart London. It all goes to show how little I knew of her. In the first photos of her, aged about two and a half, I see a

  ravishingly pretty little girl with long hair, hands hidden within a vast ermine muff or under a large Gainsborough hat, clutching a beloved chow (the first pet dog I can ever remember must have

  been a descendant of the same), but oh so solemn and unsmiling, her sensual mouth already showing hints of that unhappy down-turn at the corners. In fact, I don’t think I ever found a

  portrait – not even those taken on her two wedding-days – in which she looked pronouncedly happy:




  

    

      

        

          The laughter of contentment, and the ease




          Of an untroubled mind, sans memory . . .




          For this I crave,


        


      


    


  




  she wrote in a poem illustrative of her melancholia.




  Auriol’s grandfather George, 12th Earl of Kinnoul, who died when she was four, had, in that careless Victorian way, eight children – but not a monstrous amount of money with which to

  support them. Her happiest childhood days seem to have been spent mostly with Uncle Fitzroy, Atta’s elder brother, who had inherited the earldom from his father in 1897, at the family seat of

  Balhousie Castle, an uncomfortable-looking, Balmoral-kind of ancestral pile in Perthshire; or with Aunt Maggie at Polesden Lacey; or with Uncle Zander and Aunt Muriel, the Münsters at

  Maresfield Park in East Sussex. But there was a sombre cloud, almost a curse, hanging over the Kinnouls, then as later, that must have darkened the skies over Balhousie for a sensitive girl. The

  Earl’s first wife died in 1900, followed three years later by his heir, Edmund, Viscount Dupplin, aged only twenty-four; Uncle Fitzroy married again, but his second wife’s twins, Edward

  and Fitzroy, died in infancy. Though nearly sixty, Uncle Fitzroy himself returned to the colours in the First World War; then, in February 1916, as the result of some unknown depression (as he was

  then sixty-one, and posted well behind the front, it could not have been for the ‘usual reasons’ – of cowardice), was found shot dead in his billet at Aylesbury, with a revolver

  by his side.




  If Balhousie cast a heavy, darkling shadow, the glitter and grandeur of Polesden Lacey must have been daunting and uncosy to a young child, and Maggie almost certainly came more into her own as

  an aunt after Uncle Ronnie’s death, as Auriol emerged from adolescence. Judging from the rare photos of a smiling, cheerful Auriol, it seems that her happiest childhood times were spent with

  Aunt Muriel, sister to Fitzroy and Atta, and her German husband, Uncle Zander zu Münster, at warm and welcoming Maresfield Park. Prince (though he preferred to call himself Count rather than

  use the imposing, Holy Roman title of Durchlaucht) Alexander Münster had been largely brought up in England while his father Georg was German Ambassador to London during the years

  1873–85. Georg, though very popular in England, was very unpopular with Bismarck, who constantly tried to sack him; his last post was Paris, where he got into trouble again for supporting

  Dreyfus. His son Alexander, having found a wife among the Scottish nobility, in the shape of the Hon. Muriel Hay, had bought Maresfield Park and had settled down to becoming almost more English

  than the English. Master of the Erridge Hunt, he was involved in every kind of local activity, and was genuinely much loved for it. Although he retained his German citizenship and the family

  estate, Waldfried at Derneburg, near Hanover (its halls encrusted with dead stags, in the best tradition of German Adelstand), as well as a sinecure as honorary aide to the Kaiser, England

  was where his heart lay. All was set fair for the Münster family, but for the looming European madness. I imagine him somehow like the heroic, anglophile Prussian nobleman so brilliantly

  portrayed by Erich von Stroheim in Renoir’s immortal masterpiece, La Grande Illusion. For the time being, until the avalanche descended, Maresfield provided for Auriol the nearest

  thing to ‘home’; rare moments of childish happiness shine through the family snaps of ‘Aunt Muriel on Kipper’ and so on, and notes about the musical and cultural evenings

  that would have been par for the course in such an Anglo-German household in Edwardian days.




  Equally nostalgic are the shots of young Germans in straw boaters, and jolly-looking peasants loading hay at pre-1914 Derneburg. Through the Münsters, she also learnt German, got to know

  and appreciate Germany and met influential Germans – like von Kühlmann, the Kaiser’s anglophile former Foreign Minister. There, the deprived only child, she also played with other

  children, like her cousin Paul, only a couple of years younger. And the Münsters were not the only Germans to penetrate the Hay clan; Auriol’s first cousin, Marie, another talented

  writer, married a Hindenburg, cousin of the future Field Marshal. She travelled widely for a girl of her times: to Germany (including the Hindenburg properties in the Silesia that is now Poland),

  to Senlis, to the French Riviera and to Belgium with either Camilla or Atta, and even to Tunis, chez Madame Anthomars. But all of it was the merest hors-d’oeuvre to what she

  would achieve in her frenetic later life.




  Undoubtedly thanks to the influence of her aunt and godmother Muriel, when she went away to boarding school, as her parents’ marriage was in its last stages of breakdown, it was to St

  Bernard’s in nearby Bexhill. Hitherto educated by French governesses at home, her early results were, to put it mildly, unpromising. She seems to have been a dreamy and inattentive student,

  gazing out of windows at the wider fields beyond; her early reports ring with a familiarity painful to filial ears – ‘could do better, if concentrated more . . .’. Aged twelve she

  won a French essay competition (she should have done, as she was already virtually bilingual; then, as now, English girls’ schools didn’t teach German, otherwise doubtless she might

  have registered more successes). At sixteen she won the long jump and the Jack and Jill race, the prizes awarded by Princess Münster. She became a skilled pianist, and, following in the

  footsteps of Granny Violet Greville (who, strangly, she rarely mentioned in her writings), she was already beginning to show a distinct literary bent. By the age of ten, two romantic novels had

  evidently been destroyed by over-zealous French governesses, foreshadowing the repeated verdicts of subsequent literary agents. Her first effort at poetry, written while at Bexhill, a piece

  entitled ‘To a Friend’, survives (indeed, it was published in Vanity Fair); however inept, it speaks revealingly of all the anguish of a misprized schoolgirl’s

  ‘crush’:
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