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Praise for Reflected Glory


“A treasure trove of scrupulous reporting, delicious details and elegant writing, presenting the fullest portrait of Harriman to date.”


—Karen Heller, The Philadelphia Inquirer


“Reflected Glory is so painstakingly researched and thoroughly engrossing, it will keep the Itty Bitty Book Lights glowing in Georgetown town houses and Park Avenue aeries into the wee hours, working any readers who may have been on the receiving end of Mrs. Harriman’s blunt sword into giddy paroxysms of Schadenfreude.”


—Alex Kuczynski, The New York Observer


“Only one word can describe Sally Bedell Smith’s new biography of Pamela Churchill Harriman. Delectable.”


—Deirdre Donahue, USA Today


“Painstakingly reported, perfectly paced, completely believable, and oh what a guiltless gilt trip.”


—Mirabella


“[Smith] has given this biography novelistic depth and historical resonance without losing her journalistic neutrality.”


—Clare McHugh, George


“A deeply informed and revelatory study.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A meticulously researched, well-written, definitive biography.”


—The Economist


“Engaging, finely nuanced . . . Smith makes you feel pity, and even begrudging admiration, for Pamela’s plucky ambition. . . . Glory is as juicy a read as a gossip column.”


—Paula Chin, People


“Sally Bedell Smith, a remarkable biographer . . . tells the tale that Christopher Ogden only got near in his controversial biography.”


—Sherryl Connelly, New York Daily News


“Excellently written, highly readable, hugely researched.”


—National Review


“The definitive Pamela Harriman biography.”


—Sallie Motsch, GQ


“It must have been tempting . . . to paint a disobliging portrait. . . . But Sally Bedell Smith was out to be fair. The blend of good and bad qualities in Harriman’s makeup is compelling.”


—Alan Pryce-Jones, The Providence Journal-Bulletin


“Covers Harriman’s life in incredible detail.”


—Stellene Volandes, Vogue


“The riveting adventure of . . . the last of the great courtesans.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“Brash . . . fast-moving.”


—Stanley Weintraub, The Wall Street Journal


“Relentless but scrupulously fair.”


—Florence King, The Washington Times


“Thoroughly researched . . . Sally Bedell Smith has done a service by preserving the story of the most legendary seductress of the 20th century.”


—Jennifer Grossman, The Weekly Standard


“Smith has put a monumental amount of work into the book.”


—Shirley Williams, Boston Sunday Globe


“Seems to belong to another century, the 18th, or the 17th, or possibly as far back as the age of the Roman Empire.”


—Robert A. Lincoln, Richmond Times-Dispatch


“Solidly researched, smoothly written, and full of tangy revelations.”


—Salon


“A panoramic tale of a woman who made the most of what she got.”


—Leah Garchik, San Francisco Chronicle


“Intimately detailed. . . . A robust portrait of a shrewd manipulator.”


—Margaret Flanagan, Booklist
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Introduction



DESPITE the icy, nearly impassable roads in Williamsburg, Virginia, five hundred visitors made their way into Phi Beta Kappa Memorial Hall at the College of William and Mary on February 3, 1996. The occasion was Charter Day, the annual celebration of the school’s founding in 1693. On the stage, professors in caps and gowns sat in rows as a brass ensemble played baroque music, the college choir sang Exultate Deo by Scarlatti, and two men in black robes carefully placed gleaming silver maces on a table covered in green velvet. But for all the pageantry on the dais, the real focus of attention was the front row, where two handsome women in colorful ceremonial robes stood facing the audience.


Superficially, they had much in common. Both were born in England in the 1920s; they had pursued careers in public life; they were known for their determination, discipline, and energy. But there the similarities ended. Pamela Digby Churchill Hayward Harriman, seventy-five years old, daughter of the eleventh Baron Digby, had vaulted from British aristocrat to fervid American Democrat when she married her third husband, railroad heir and diplomat Averell Harriman. Backed by his millions, she used a potent combination of diligence and charm to win an appointment as U.S. Ambassador to France. Margaret Hilda Thatcher, five years Pamela’s junior, a middle-class shopkeeper’s daughter, had muscled her way through Oxford University and the tough precincts of Conservative Party politics to become the first woman elected Prime Minister in Britain and the only person in this century to hold that office for three consecutive terms.


Just a decade earlier, these two political and social antagonists might have exchanged cool but proper greetings, but on this day they were ceremonial comrades, apparently brimming with mutual admiration. As Chancellor of William and Mary, Margaret Thatcher praised Pamela Harriman upon receiving an honorary Doctor of Laws degree. Pamela, in turn, called Thatcher “one of the great women and great leaders of this century.” In a somber keynote speech on the dangers of isolationism, Pamela recalled the time she had spent during World War II with Prime Minister Winston Churchill, then her father-in-law. For those who knew her, the anecdotes were shopworn and their message familiar, but she spoke with drama and intensity, portraying herself as a witness to history.


Her voice was deep and languid, her delivery a slow, highly practiced cadence like the beat of a funeral drum, rising and falling, softening and strengthening, pausing for emphasis. Her manner was gracious, yet detached and self-contained. Her face was as meticulously composed as her words, although her flawless makeup could no longer disguise her age. Eight years after a much-admired face-lift, her skin had finally wrinkled, and her features had assumed a hawklike severity. Her eyes were hooded, her gaze opaque and frosty. Yet her smile was still sweetly radiant, like a powerful light through fog, erasing in an instant the toll of time. At such a moment, from a distance, she was strikingly pretty and remarkably youthful.


As she concluded her remarks, the audience applauded, and Timothy J. Sullivan, the president of William and Mary, called her words “powerful and penetrating.” To all appearances, it was a triumphant moment, conferring the sort of respect and recognition she craved. But as with so much of Pamela’s life, appearances told just part of the story. She was being honored not only because she held a prominent diplomatic post; indeed, her professional accomplishments were scant compared to previous Charter Day speakers, one of whom was Lady Thatcher. The main reason for Pamela receiving an honorary degree was her beneficence to William and Mary since 1986, when Democratic Governor Gerald L. Baliles appointed her to the school’s Board of Visitors—a political payback for her help in raising money for his campaign. Since then she had donated $411,500 to the school through the W. Averell and Pamela C. Harriman Foundation.


Pamela took the accolade very seriously, and her close adviser, political consultant Robert Shrum, had talked with her frequently over the previous five months before writing the final draft of her speech. She rehearsed her delivery at least a half dozen times, first in her Paris office and then in Washington, and she brought Shrum to Williamsburg through an ice storm to help with last-minute touches.


In her own oddly disjointed tribute, Thatcher spoke of Pamela’s “great influence on both sides of the Atlantic,” and, somewhat elliptically, of her “great shrewdness which from an early age she always exercised.” But instead of talking about the accomplishments of the day’s honored guest, Thatcher retreated to Pamela’s “remarkable experience of being associated with two of our greatest politicians,” Averell Harriman and Winston Churchill, especially the wartime British leader whose “moral basis” for foreign policy occupied most of Thatcher’s remarks. Only toward the end, almost as an afterthought, did she return to Pamela, saying: “We were so delighted that Mrs. Harriman’s talents were used for themselves and for herself when she came on to the international scene” as an ambassador.


It was significant that Margaret Thatcher described Pamela Harriman through the achievements of important men, because that was how Pamela had defined herself for more than forty years: an aristocratic femme fatale who skipped from one glamorous event to the next and ordered her years by love affairs and marriages. Her life was like a movie serial, with each episode featuring its own characters and plot twists.


The eldest daughter in a noble Dorset family of exhausted fortune, Pamela Digby first came into the public eye when she married Churchill’s dissolute son Randolph, a disastrous union that produced a son named Winston and ended in divorce after five years. As a hostess in wartime London she was supported by Averell Harriman, the first in a line of wealthy and powerful men—including Jock Whitney, Prince Aly Khan, Gianni Agnelli, Elie de Rothschild, and Stavros Niarchos—who set her up for two decades in London and Paris. She found legitimacy by marrying Broadway producer Leland Hayward, and finally satisfied her yearning for great wealth by capturing Harriman, newly widowed and approaching his eightieth birthday. At the age of sixty she reinvented herself as a kingmaker in the Democratic Party, and a decade later was rewarded with her posting to Paris, where she lived in the residence built by the family of a former lover.


She was her own woman at last, independent and respectable to a degree that would have been unimaginable in her party-girl years. But true to the up-and-down pattern of her life, she frittered away the Harriman fortune, prompting her late husband’s disgruntled heirs to file a series of lawsuits accusing her of being a “faithless fiduciary.” Always a brass-knuckle fighter, she made headlines with a barrage of ironic countersuits—against the family whose name elevated her to Democratic doyenne, the Wall Street brokerage that provided her wealth, and the advisers who had guided her every move.


At each stage of Pamela’s life, newspapers and magazines recounted her exploits and amplified her legend. But the private images were equally indelible: playing bezique late at night with Winston Churchill, enlisting Dwight Eisenhower to help in the kitchen at her officers’ club during the war, exchanging confidences with Harry Hopkins in the Dorchester Hotel, sitting at Edward R. Murrow’s side during his famous wartime broadcasts, feeding soup to an ailing Averell Harriman, presiding over lavish dinners at the Riviera estate of Gianni Agnelli, cruising the Mediterranean on a yacht with Stavros Niarchos, fixing chicken hash at midnight for Leland Hayward and his Broadway stars, talking one-on-one with Bill Clinton in the Oval Office.


Like a real-life Leonard Zelig, Pamela always managed to be where the action was. But unlike Woody Allen’s movie creation, Pamela had no desire simply to blend in. She wanted to be noticed, and to be admired. She had neither the brilliance nor the training to be a leading player in history, but she knew how to be a subaltern to historical figures. Few people in the past fifty years dealt so intimately with so many powerful men in so many different arenas—politics, diplomacy, society, and show business. She won their confidence, learned their secrets, and saw them in unguarded moments. She achieved her own fame in their reflected glory.


For nearly twenty years she lived as a courtesan, in the precise, centuries-old definition of the word, which originated with the favorite mistress in the French king’s court. Her precursors included Madame de Maintenon, Ninon de Lanclos, and Madame de Pompadour in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and Cora Pearl and Léonide Leblanc in the nineteenth. Pamela was the only genuine exemplar in the twentieth, renowned like Pearl for her “golden chain of lovers.” The courtesan sold her love for material rewards, but she operated at the highest levels of society and selected her patrons carefully. She used many talents, only one of which was her sexuality, to charm and hold a man of wealth for years on end.


Pamela’s looks and her sexual appeal were undeniably vital in capturing the attention of important men. Friends often spoke of the ardent femininity of her “mating dance,” a ballet that was both artfully flirtatious and comfortingly maternal: the forward tilt of her upper body, the cocked head, the rapt gaze, the flattering small talk and questions, the proprietary flutter of her fingers on a man’s arm or lapel, the sunshine smile with its tantalizing glimpse of her tongue pressed against the back of her teeth. Yet she didn’t overtly convey eroticism as much as she radiated a genuine interest in the man she was with.


“She realized that rich and powerful men could have bimbos for one-night stands,” said one man who knew her well. “She knew they wanted someone with more depth and intelligence and strength of mind, and that is what she projected.” Her role as a courtesan was in fact a rigorous discipline that required preparation, shrewdness, concentration, willpower, organization, taste, patience, attention to detail, and thorough knowledge of the social arts. Although she was naturally restless and energetic, she knew how to impose calm on a man. She learned how to envelop him in comfort and security, focusing on his needs and interests and making everything easy. Inspired by Pamela, Truman Capote once wrote, “There are certain women . . . who though perhaps not born rich, are born to be rich . . . Money in astronomical amounts is their instrument. . . . They fuse material elements . . . into fantasies that are both visible and tactile.”


Aside from a small allowance and a dowry, Pamela held no hope for any part of the Digby estate, which by primogeniture was destined for her younger brother. For Pamela, the acceptable route to wealth and status was through marriage. In her generation, men controlled every realm of achievement. The women who beat the system needed extraordinary talent and usually pursued independent careers: as writers, divas, or actresses, for example. Pamela understood that her abilities had real value at a time when women were measured by how they looked on a man’s arm, set a table, kept the conversation moving, managed a household, and made connections. She initially took the conventional approach by marrying early, but when most of the men she wanted were spoken for, she found money and adventure along the courtesan’s path.


Her techniques mirrored those of the successful wife—the woman in the 1950s New Yorker cartoon wearing a negligée and holding a martini for her husband—but she elevated them to high art and used them audaciously. She was, in effect, a sophisticated social entrepreneur always willing to strike out for new territory. She could see over the horizon, recognizing, for example, that her Churchill connection had material worth. She carried it throughout her life like a brand name to enhance her standing. Fifty years after her divorce, she was still a fixture on television documentaries about the Churchills, recounting her tales in confiding, throaty tones.


Like a hard-driving tycoon, she had no compunction about trampling over others on the way to her goal. She flouted widely accepted standards of morality, and thought nothing of trying to shatter marriages, of taking money from two men simultaneously, and of leaving her young son for months at a time.


She could be a loyal and useful friend, especially to men who had supported her, but to certain women as well. Most women in her circle, however, regarded her with mistrust, exasperation, grudging admiration, or patronizing amusement. (Both Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis and Georgetown hostess Evangeline Bruce did wicked Pamela imitations.) Pamela was neither lazy nor complacent. If anything, she tended to overreach, taking some bad tumbles along the way. But she was remarkably resilient and always managed to clamber back to prominence. Contrary to common belief, she had no master plan other than wanting to live in high style and be near the center of power. She existed very much in the moment, with no regrets about the past or worries about the distant future.


Pamela had a gambler’s eye for the big chance. In late middle age, she exploited the social changes in America that propelled women into the workplace and valued them for professional attainment. Pamela recast herself as a career woman, cleverly adapting many of the skills she had learned in her previous incarnations. As a political fundraiser, for instance, she made donors feel special for giving her money, much as her lovers had felt in earlier days. She seemed to occupy a time warp, at one moment a character from the nineteenth century, at the next a feminist hurtling toward the millennium. “[Women] are rooting for me, because if I fail, it is a reflection on all women,” she declared in a Washington Post story assessing her tenure as ambassador.


Coming from someone with her history, such self-proclaimed feminism showed once again Pamela’s uncommon brazenness. She was, after all, a woman who flew to the Adriatic as the American envoy to inspect an aircraft carrier but refused to wear the helmet required for landing. Her reason: She didn’t want to ruin her bouffant hairstyle. “We had to be fairly creative in meeting her needs and ensuring we complied with safety requirements,” said Rear Admiral Daniel J. Murphy, the battle group commander who hosted the visit aboard the U.S.S. Eisenhower. Not only did the crew have to shut down all aircraft engines to eliminate danger, they executed an elaborate maneuver to create complete stillness on the deck, so that when Pamela stepped out of the airplane her hair would be undisturbed; when she left the ship at the end of the day, they repeated the entire sequence. “The result justified the trouble we had to go to,” said Murphy. “She charmed us all.”


Over the years, Pamela took a lot of criticism, but if it bothered her, she didn’t let on. “The scandal of her life she turned to ornament,” wrote Maurice Druon, one of her Parisian admirers during the 1950s, in his novel The Film of Memory. Druon’s characterization of his mysterious heroine, Lucrezia, might well have applied to Pamela: “Everyone wanted to see at close quarters whether all that was said about her was true. . . . She chose her lovers well and seldom missed a famous man within her reach without bequeathing him a memory. Her lover was glory and her bed a pantheon.”


Pamela was a “bad” girl who, in the end, was applauded by world leaders and honored by esteemed institutions. She knew how to cacher son jeu—to hide her game. She never seemed tawdry or greedy because she was so ladylike—except for her devouring laugh, with mouth wide open and head thrown back. Her toughness only revealed itself when her melting gaze hardened in moments of disapproval or suspicion.


Many women underestimated Pamela because she was not endowed with exceptional beauty, although her looks did improve with age. When People magazine proclaimed the “50 Most Beautiful People in the World” in 1993, Pamela was one of two septuagenarians on the list. (The other was Gregory Peck.) She was also a woman of limited intellect and education—Capote called her a “marvelous primitive”—whose utterances were neither witty nor memorable. She had no real sense of humor, much less irony—defects that worked to her advantage, permitting her to act without embarrassment.


Recognizing her shortcomings, Pamela cultivated a somewhat distant manner and prepared thoroughly for every public appearance, whether it was a small dinner party or a large diplomatic reception. She rewrote her life as fast as she lived it, transforming bad memories and embellishing good ones. She lived by her own rules and declared herself the winner. Soon the myth—from “riches to riches,” as one of her friends irreverently described it—eclipsed reality.


“What is your secret?” Barbra Streisand asked Pamela Harriman in a stage whisper as she slid into the seat next to her at the White House Correspondents’ Dinner in 1993. Pamela replied with an insouciant laugh. Countless women over the years wondered as well, and Pamela’s enigmatic demeanor made the answer all the more elusive. “Don’t underestimate her confidence and privileged position from the beginning: the good manners, the savoir faire, which Pamela had in spades,” said theater director Peter Glenville, an old friend. The paradox of Pamela was that although her aristocratic backdrop was often overshadowed later in her life, it defined her as a young woman. Yet what lay behind her genteel debutante’s exterior was a more complicated temperament. As it turned out, the English rose was made of Sheffield steel, fired by ambition, doggedness, and cunning. Stung by early disappointments, embarrassed by her provincial roots, the girl from Dorset set her sights on a most improbable goal: to become a woman of the world.





CHAPTER



One


EDWARD KENELM DIGBY was a man of simple bucolic preoccupations—horticulture, hunting, civic duty, in no particular order. The graying remnants of his once-bright red hair rimmed his bald head, and he sported a trim salt-and-pepper mustache. He had a slightly goofy smile, which led some to consider him dimwitted. A decade earlier, in his polo-playing days, he had been tall and thin. Now he was portly. He had two conspicuous but benign affectations: the carnation he wore in his lapel, and the box of Fortnum & Mason chocolates he carried under his arm.


His wife, the former Constance Pamela Alice Bruce, was a handsome woman, with prominent dark eyebrows and erect bearing. Unsentimental, almost physically aloof, she commanded respect but inspired little affection. Even her nickname, “Pansy,” failed to soften her stern aspect. Her marriage to the eleventh Baron Digby fortified her place in the English upper class, but she had social ambitions that reached far beyond her husband’s 1,500-acre estate at Minterne Magna in Dorset. These she invested in her eldest daughter, Pamela Beryl Digby, seventeen years old and poised to enter Society.


“Stop, everybody,” said Lady Digby to the group of friends assembled in her drawing room at Minterne on an autumn night in 1937. “Look. Here’s Pamela. Isn’t she beautiful?” The crowd murmured approvingly, and young Pamela beamed with delight, unwilling or unable to catch the undercurrent of skepticism among the nodding heads.


She was not beautiful, not yet. She was plump, her face as broad as the moon, with a fleshy chin and a neck too short to suggest elegance. She had wide eyes of deep blue, a nose with a slight aquiline curve, pouty mouth, and milky skin scattered with freckles. Her cheeks carried a perpetual pink flush that turned fiery when her emotions shifted. Her auburn hair swept back from her forehead and curled down to the nape of her neck. A patch of white streaked her hair on the left side, the result, she liked to explain, of a head injury when she fell off a pony.


But Lady Digby was blind to Pamela’s flaws. The daughter’s self-confidence rose with her mother’s boasts. Pamela boldly approached her elders, chatting about horses, hounds, and county matters. She seemed utterly agreeable, intent on pleasing her family and their friends. But even then, she knew how to mask her real feelings. Pamela Beryl Digby was suffocating behind the honey-colored stone facade of Minterne. She dreamed of escape—not to the next county, but to glamorous London.


IN THE HIERARCHY of English nobility, the Digby title occupies the bottom rung of the five ranks of the hereditary peerage, below duke, marquess, earl, and viscount. The Digby line began with Aelmar the Saxon in the eleventh century, and Sir Diggeby de Tilton from Lincolnshire. The family actually had two titles. The older, dating from 1620, was tied to the extensive holdings of Robert Digby in Ireland, which in the late nineteenth century amounted to 37,495 acres in King’s County, Queen’s County, and County Mayo. The Dorset title dated from 1765, when Henry, the seventh Baron Digby of Geashill in Ireland, became Baron Digby of Sherborne, with an estate of 1,886 acres. Until the early twentieth century, the Digbys owned two country mansions, along with a grand house in London.


Although their holdings in Ireland and England totaled some 40,000 acres at the end of the nineteenth century, the Digbys were not among the thirty top landowners of the time—a list that included the great families of Westminster, Buccleuch, Bedford, Devonshire, Rutland, and Norfolk. And while Pamela would boast in later years that her lineage included dozens of members of Parliament, this was unexceptional in aristocratic families. It was in the natural order of things for second sons, as well as firstborn heirs to titles, to sit in the House of Commons and the House of Lords. None of the Digbys who served played a prominent role in English history.


As was customary for peers, the Digby men did not work for a living. They regarded their duties in Parliament and on county councils as noblesse oblige. In the late nineteenth century their land yielded £16,000 in yearly rent, a comfortable sum but hardly remarkable. The very rich, by contrast, had unearned incomes of more than £75,000 a year. Given Pamela Digby’s lifelong preoccupation with money, it is no small irony that her family’s motto is Deo non Fortuna, which means “From God not Fortune.” Those words run across the bottom of the Digby coat of arms, which provided Pamela a symbol for her writing paper and home decor: an elegant little ostrich, perched on a wreath, with a horseshoe in its beak. Beneath the ostrich, two exotic monkeys stand on their hind feet, “with collars around their loins, and chains fixed thereto.”


If the Digbys did not make a mark on English history, they left a trail of engaging anecdotes. The traits that crop up most often are bravery, audacity, and beauty, along with a certain indomitableness. Stories of the unconventional paths taken by various Digbys figure prominently in the family lore, and surely served to influence Pamela.


The most heroic Digby ancestor was Admiral Henry Digby, who served with Admiral Nelson in the Battle of Trafalgar, bravely commanding HMS Africa. Admiral Digby was a naval adventurer known in his youth as the “Silver Captain” for all the bounty he captured on the high seas. His biggest prize was a hoard of gold coins that he seized from the Spanish treasure ship Santa Brigada in 1799. The Royal Navy gave him a cut of £40,000, which would be worth about $8 million today. According to Pamela’s son, Winston Churchill, that sum “was to be the foundation of the Digby fortune.” Admiral Digby never had a title, but he inherited Minterne in 1815 from his uncle, Robert Digby, who had bought it from the Churchill family in 1768. (The first Winston Churchill had been born at Minterne in 1620.) Admiral Digby’s eldest son, Edward St. Vincent, inherited the family title from the eighth Baron Digby, an unmarried and childless cousin.


The most infamous Digby was the admiral’s eldest daughter, Jane, whose colorful life was a source of fascination to her great-grand-niece, Pamela. From birth, Jane was admired for the “perfect oval” of her face, her dark blue eyes, “wild rose” complexion, and golden hair that tumbled below her waist. Her temperament, according to her biographer, E. M. Oddie, was “wild, impetuous, fearless, generous, lovable, and intensely loving.” She had a strong romantic streak, and a precocious talent for music and drawing as well as a great facility for languages.


When Jane made her debut in London society at age sixteen, she created a sensation, earning the nickname “Aurora” after the heroine in Byron’s Don Juan. Shortly afterward, her parents married her off to a politically ambitious rake named Lord Ellenborough. A wealthy widower twenty years older than Jane, he was considered one of the most eligible men in London, but he was pompous and widely disliked. Jane produced a male heir three years after her marriage. After that, she and her husband no longer shared a bed. Lord Ellenborough immersed himself in his political life, and Jane plunged into the fastest crowd in London. She was captivated by Austrian diplomat Prince Felix Schwarzenberg, a womanizing playboy in military dress. Tall and handsome, with dark eyes and a luxurious black mustache, he was “the Byronesque lover of her dreams,” according to Oddie.


Discreet adultery was tolerated in Georgian society, but Jane flaunted her affair. She and Schwarzenberg went to balls and parties together, and every day she arrived at his rooms on Harley Street in a green phaeton pulled by two black long-tailed ponies. Neighbors saw him wait at the window of the first-floor drawing room, and fling open the front door to greet her. Indiscretion grew into full-blown scandal when Jane became pregnant and the prince was recalled by his government. Jane obtained a divorce in 1829 and fled to Paris to join her lover, rebuffing her family and deserting her husband and her young son.


Before Jane joined Schwarzenberg in France, she gave birth to a daughter in Switzerland. Although the Prince arranged for Jane to live with him, he had no intention of marrying her. He was a Catholic, and she was the divorced mother of his illegitimate child. Moreover, he was just as politically ambitious and narcissistic as the husband she had left, and he was resentful that her impetuous behavior had disgraced him. Even before Jane had their second child, Schwarzenberg began openly pursuing other women. Jane had hoped their son, also named Felix, would bring the prince back to her, but the child only lived a few weeks. Jane was rumored to have taken several lovers before Schwarzenberg took flight to Austria and she to Munich, leaving her young daughter behind.


A yearly allowance of some £1,500 from her family gave Jane the means to act any way she pleased. In Munich she became the mistress of the “charming, kindly, slightly ridiculous but wholly lovable” King Ludwig I. Since Ludwig would never divorce Queen Theresa and marry Jane, he allowed his mistress to take another lover, Baron Carl Venningen, who had one of the oldest titles in Europe. The baron was completely enchanted by her. They were married in 1832, and six weeks later, at age twenty-seven, she gave birth to his son.


Growing restless with Venningen, Jane found a new lover in Count Spyridon Theotoky, a tall, dark Greek whom she met at a court ball. When Venningen discovered her adultery, he challenged Theotoky to a duel and wounded him. Then, in an extraordinary gesture prompted by his love for her, Venningen let Jane go. He kept and cared for her children, and remained her friend until his death.


Jane married Theotoky and lived with him for ten years in Greece, entertaining in a grand manner. They had a child named Leonidas, and for the first time, Jane showed genuine maternal devotion. Her fidelity, however, wavered again. Ludwig’s son, Otto, the first king of modern Greece, was infatuated with Jane and followed his father as the second monarch to share her bed, according to Oddie. Like his father, Otto had a wife he never intended to divorce. Jane and Theotoky remained married, but their only bond was Leonidas, and that connection broke when the child fell from a balcony and died at Jane’s feet.


At age forty-six, Jane sought adventure in the Middle East. In Syria, she married a Bedouin sheik. “My heart warms towards these wild Arabs,” she wrote in her diary. Her husband this time, Abdul Medjuel el Mezrab, was a dark-skinned nobleman with black hair, a black beard, and dark eyes—“the magnificent, large-hearted romantic she had sought all her life,” in Oddie’s view. He was well read, and he knew several languages. As a measure of her devotion, Jane went native, dying her hair black and wearing it in two long braids, rimming her eyes with circles of black kohl, walking barefoot over stony terrain, and wearing the rough blue cotton garment of her husband’s tribe. She milked Medjuel’s camels, cooked his food, fed him with her hands, and bathed his feet. She retained her youthful looks—bright blue eyes and an unwrinkled brow—well into old age. To the end, she was a strongly sexual woman. “It is now a month and twenty days since Medjuel last slept with me! What can be the reason?” she wrote at age seventy-three after twenty-five years of marriage.


Jane Digby died a year later and was buried in a cemetery in Damascus. Her husband was so overcome that he fled the funeral carriage and galloped back to her graveside on Jane’s favorite mare. The Bible found among her effects was inscribed: “Judge not, that ye be not judged.”


When Jane’s brother, Edward St. Vincent, the ninth Baron Digby, died in 1889 at age eighty-one, he left an estate valued at £395,753—the equivalent of $50 million today. His eldest son, Edward Henry Trafalgar, the tenth baron, could certainly afford to take drastic action when Minterne developed dry rot and an array of noxious odors. In 1903, Digby decided to tear down the house and start over. Four years later, the Digbys moved into a modern home, with central heating, hot water, and a centralized vacuum cleaning system that allowed maids to connect tubes to outlets around the house. A garage for automobiles was also included, a sure sign of the new century. When the Digbys held a garden party in 1908 to celebrate completion of the house, three hundred people came, and Lady Digby’s brother “counted 58 motors.”


Pamela’s father, the future eleventh Baron Digby, was a classic product of late Victorian England. He was educated at Eton and Sandhurst, both of which admitted him solely on the basis of his place in society. For a country aristocrat, the military was a logical career. Kenny Digby—the name he preferred to the more formal “Ken”—was commissioned as a lieutenant in the Coldstream Guards in 1914 and fought in World War I. When he sailed to the battlefields of France at twenty-one, he took his beloved horse, Kitty, with him. The youngest officer to command a Coldstream brigade, he was wounded twice, and received the French Croix de Guerre. He returned from Cologne in 1919 so emaciated, according to his grandson Winston, that he was told “he had only months to live if he did not force himself to eat.”


Major Digby rallied sufficiently to marry Pamela Bruce, the youngest daughter of Lord and Lady Aberdare, at the Guards’ Chapel at Wellington Barracks in London on July 1, 1919. Pamela Bruce was of Welsh and English ancestry, with some interesting twists. Through her mother, Constance Mary Beckett, she was the great-granddaughter of the prolific American portrait painter John Singleton Copley. Born in Boston to English parents who had emigrated from Ireland, Copley returned to England on the eve of the American Revolution and settled in London with his family. His son, John Singleton Copley the younger, reached the peerage in 1826, when he became Baron Lyndhurst.


Pamela Bruce was the youngest of three strong sisters. When she was born, her older sisters gave her the name “Pansy” because they thought her face resembled the delicate flower. Her oldest sister Margaret became a countess when she married the Earl of Bradford in 1904. Eva Isabel was the prettiest of the three sisters. After eleven years of marriage to the third Baron Belper, she got a divorce in 1922. Two years later she married Lord Dalmeny, eldest son of the fifth Earl of Rosebery, Prime Minister for one year at the end of Queen Victoria’s reign, and one of the wealthiest figures in England. Not only did the Roseberys have vast holdings in Scotland, but the fifth earl’s wife Hannah was the only child of Baron Meyer de Rothschild, who left her his huge fortune when he died. When their son Harry became the sixth Earl of Rosebery in 1929, he inherited £1.7 million, and Aunt Eva was set for life.


On March 20, 1920, scarcely nine months after Pamela Bruce and Major Digby married, Pamela Beryl Digby was born in Farnborough, where Major Digby was stationed in military service. Several months later, old Lord Digby died, and Major Digby inherited the family title and land—Minterne, a home on Grosvenor Place in London, and Geashill Castle in Tullamore, Ireland, plus a bequest of £50,000. Lord Digby’s younger son and three daughters each received trusts in smaller amounts. The total worth of the tenth Baron Digby’s estate was £146,635 before taxes—the equivalent of $4 million in 1995.


Instead of moving into Minterne, the new eleventh Baron Digby accepted a position as military secretary to Lord Forster, the recently appointed Governor-General of Australia. Lord Digby took the job for financial reasons. He had substantial inheritance taxes to pay, so he rented out Minterne and sold the house in Grosvenor Square to raise cash. Moreover, serving in a colonial backwater was a lucrative sinecure. At a time when the First Lord of the Treasury in London earned £5,000 a year, the Governor-General of Australia received £10,000, and his chief military aide somewhat less. The job came with free housing, fully staffed and maintained courtesy of His Majesty’s Government. Living prudently, a man could easily double his income while living in a higher style than he could at home. He could even set some funds aside at the same time.


The Digbys, like the rest of the British aristocracy, faced unprecedented financial pressures in the first two decades of the twentieth century. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lloyd George, had pushed through large increases in inheritance taxes, as well as other taxes on land owned by the nobility. The expansion of agricultural production in the United States and Canada caused a plunge in English farm prices and land values. By 1921, English agriculture was in a full-blown depression.


In Ireland, land reform legislation of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries forced the large landowners into liquidating most of their holdings, leaving them with their castles and small amounts of surrounding acreage. By the early 1920s, the great Irish estates had virtually disappeared. The Digbys sold all their cultivated land, keeping only several thousand acres of woodland that was used for shooting and some forestry. They held on to Geashill Castle, which was burned down in 1922 by agrarian nationalists following the partition of Ireland. Lady Digby haughtily made light of the loss, saying she was glad it had been burned so they would never have to live there. Still, many family treasures perished in the blaze. And without their vast tracts in Ireland, the Digbys’ Dorset land—now reduced to 1,500 acres—represented a modest holding at a time when 5,000 acres was considered a “limited estate.” Yet like many aristocrats with shrinking fortunes, the Digbys took retrenchment in stride. Years later, when Pamela had to sell jewels or furniture to maintain her expensive lifestyle, she did it with the same sort of aplomb.


Lord and Lady Digby set sail from England on August 21, 1920, on the SS Ormonde. Their infant daughter traveled separately with her nanny. In Australia, they lived in a government house surrounded by manicured lawns and traveled in the same sort of elite crowd they knew in England. Shortly after their arrival, Lord Digby won big at the Flemington Racecourse, providing his family with an unexpected infusion of cash. The following year, Pamela’s sister Sheila was born.


Pamela’s memories from that period were understandably scant, but in middle age she liked to recount one revealing anecdote. She claimed to have been bored one day as a three-year-old toddler. “I’ll take you for a drive,” Lady Digby supposedly told her. “It will cheer you up.” Unfortunately, when they climbed in the car, it wouldn’t start. Pamela’s face crumpled into tears, she got out, shook her copper curls, stamped her foot, and said with sober prescience, “Man will come and man will fix.” The arrival of a policeman shortly afterward, Pamela liked to tell her friends, instilled her belief that men would always help when she was in need.


When Lord Digby’s term ended in 1923, he and Lady Digby took the long route home by way of Japan and China. Pamela and Sheila returned on the boat with their nursemaid Nanny Hall, who later regaled the nannies of other children with stories about her two charges. Sheila was impossible, throwing the toys of other children overboard. Pamela took a different tack. After a few days at sea watching the handsome captain squire around a succession of pretty women, she marched up to him and said, “Shall we go walkies around the deck?” Every day thereafter, the captain took her “walkies.” At the end of the trip, Pamela’s precociousness and all-round good behavior won her the prize for best child on board.





CHAPTER



Two


BACK AT MINTERNE, Pamela Digby settled into the rhythms of country life. It was a self-contained existence, impenetrable and mysterious to anyone outside the tightly drawn circle of the Dorset gentry. The estate at Minterne Magna unfolded behind a narrow winding road walled with greenery—hedgerows of hawthorne, privet, and honeysuckle, shaded by leafy canopies of beech trees. Next to the stone gate stood the tiny Minterne Church with its cemetery of mossy gravestones. A turn into the gravel drive yielded the first glimpse of Minterne, set on a rise overlooking a small lake and gentle downs dotted with trees. At a time when the English class system still held firm, the fifty-room mansion instilled among its occupants a comforting sense of superiority.


The main hall rose two stories to vaulted ceilings decorated with intricate stuccowork. Long corridors led to a series of airy rooms furnished with Oriental rugs, potted palms, and curtains and upholstery of silk meticulously hand-sewn by family retainers. On the ground floor were the billiard room, dining room, study, drawing room, tapestry room, and private sitting room for Lady Digby. On the second floor were seven bedrooms, each with its own dressing room, a suite of “men’s bedrooms,” and well beyond view, nine maids’ bedrooms.


“Minterne was sensible old English,” recalled Esme, Countess of Cromer, who lived nearby. “There was nothing ostentatious. There wasn’t any goldleaf or things shining at you from the ceiling.” Family portraits were hung prominently throughout the house—except Jane Digby’s, which had been removed to a back staircase. Jane’s image stirred the curiosity of the Digby sisters. In later life Pamela said that even as a little girl she was “always impressed” by the sight of Jane, “a great beauty.”


Until they turned fourteen, the Digby children lived a life apart on the nursery floor at the top of the house. Each morning at eight they ate breakfast in the day nursery, a large room with a fireplace that served as a combination dining room and playroom opening onto a balcony. The adjacent night nursery had beds, a table, and fireplace. Overseeing the nursery floor was the redoubtable Nanny Hall, a homely woman with short black hair and a thin frame. She was a tough disciplinarian, but she enveloped her charges in warmth, and never played favorites.


Lessons in the Digby household started when a child reached the age of seven or eight. Like most aristocratic households, the Digbys employed a series of governesses, who tended to be well-born spinsters, only adequately educated themselves. Since Pamela and Sheila were so close in age, they were taught together. (Their brother Edward, known as Eddie, three years younger than Sheila, went off to boarding school at age eight—first to Ludgrove, then to Eton.)


The rule in prewar aristocratic households was that girls should not be “clever,” the codeword for intellectually curious and well educated. Girls were raised to marry well, and a clever girl might prove too challenging for a prospective husband. Young girls could only nibble at intellectual topics, although they were encouraged to learn foreign languages, music, and art. As Pamela and Sheila grew older, they graduated to a French governess, and Pamela showed an early aptitude for languages.


For hours in the afternoons, Pamela and her sister galloped their ponies across the open country, with their dogs racing alongside. Prickly yellow gorse bushes covered the rolling downs, but the girls learned to find the narrow places that they could jump, praying that their ponies wouldn’t balk and toss them in. Several miles away from Minterne, just beyond the Digby land and into the Pitt-Rivers estate, was their favorite spot—the mysterious Cerne Giant, a 180-foot-tall outline of a naked man that is cut into the chalky bedrock of a hill. Thought to represent the Roman god Hercules, the ancient figure is best known for its extraordinary phallus, fully erect and thirty feet long.


The girls loved to tear across the hillside, vaulting over the chalk trenches that marked the outline. “We all knew what the giant was,” recalled Lady Edith Foxwell, who grew up in nearby Sherborne. “It was all quite innocent and fun. The penis was the deepest ditch of all. It was very funny. He certainly was something to look at.” Years later, when Pamela worked briefly as a newspaper reporter, her first bylined story was about the giant, whose “indecent appearance,” she wrote, was “expressive of his lust.”


Until she reached her early teens, Pamela Digby saw few people outside family and retainers. Twice a week she and Sheila took ballroom dancing in Dorchester—the model for Thomas Hardy’s Casterbridge—a town ten miles down the road. Since all the boys were off at boarding school, the girls glumly danced with each other. Once a week they went to a gym at Sherborne, where they struggled through gymnastic exercises such as jumping over a pommel horse and walking a tightrope.


In recalling her childhood, Pamela spun a glamorous scenario of weekend house parties and hunt balls at Minterne, when she would spy from a balcony at elegantly dressed guests singing and dancing below. Yet accounts of others close to the Digbys indicated that the family led a limited social life beyond holiday and children’s parties. One or two guests, usually relatives, would come from time to time during hunting season to stay for several nights. But the Digbys rarely indulged in the sort of house-party weekend associated with early twentieth-century aristocratic England, and the only hunt ball held at Minterne was in 1939, when Pamela was nineteen years old and already launched in society. Throughout Pamela’s youth, her parents’ occasional dinner parties were tame affairs, invariably followed by quiet games of bridge. More often, the Digbys invited neighbors for Sunday lunch.


Twenty-two servants cared for the Digby family’s every need. These workers had a self-contained fiefdom of their own: a servant’s hall (where they ate all their meals), cleaning room, butler’s room, butler’s pantry, housekeeper’s room, kitchen, two larders, scullery, and cook’s room. At the top of the domestic hierarchy were the butler and head housemaid. Their staff included a cook, kitchen maids, scullery maids, two footmen, chauffeur, and of course ladies’ maids for Lady Digby and her daughters. Two laundry maids worked full time washing and pressing clothes and linens. The dairy maid churned the butter and molded it into pats stamped with the ostrich of the Digby crest.


An estate manager supervised the business of farming, leaving Lord Digby more time to pursue his horticultural passions. A head gardener oversaw other gardeners who worked in the half-dozen greenhouses, including one just for peaches, another for orchids, and another for Lord Digby’s prize carnations. There were carpenters as well, and a keeper who took charge of the game.


Wages were low—a head housemaid might take in £75 to £100 a year (roughly $3,700 to $5,000 today), and lesser servants might earn only around £35 pounds a year (barely $1,700 today)—all of which made a large staff possible. Serving an aristocratic family was considered a privilege, and the Digbys were not alone in regarding their servants as lesser members of an extended family. After retirement, the staff at Minterne would stay on, living in cottages on the estate.


Though the girls were never taught to cook, they did learn, by watching their mother, the logistics of a large household: how to plan menus, instruct servants, arrange flowers, and do seating charts. They also picked up the decorating style of traditional English country houses, which, Pamela later said, “always reflected what had been there for centuries.” Pamela’s knowledge of the inner workings of a big estate would prove a great advantage later in life.


As in most aristocratic households, the Digby children spent a carefully allotted time with their parents. Kenny Digby’s study, where he worked on estate and county matters, was not off-limits, but the children needed permission to enter. For afternoon tea, Pamela and Sheila would repair to their mother’s boudoir. Bundled up against the ever present chill, they would sit before a crackling fire and report on their activities.


Not until they were fourteen did the girls join their parents for dinner. Until then, Lord and Lady Digby dined alone, according to custom, she in a long “tea gown” and he in a velvet smoking jacket. They were served by their butler, dressed in a black coat, cravat, and striped trousers, and the first and second footmen, who wore livery ornamented with gold buttons engraved with the Digby ostrich. After dinner, the children would be back in the boudoir, playing patience or six-pack bezique with their mother.


Kenny and Pansy Digby sat together on the Dorchester County Council, the traditional forum for local government. They also served as Justices of the Peace, handing out verdicts on large and small matters. Lady Digby was so involved that she spent one or two days a week sitting on the bench, and she often closeted herself in her boudoir while she worked on her speeches.


While her parents were civic-minded, they abhorred politics. Both voted Conservative because that is what country aristocrats did. Lord Digby had been horrified by the deaths of so many fellow officers in the trenches of World War I. As a consequence, he was a strong pacifist. He refused even to talk about Hitler and the rise of Nazi Germany, or to discuss national politics with his family. He confined his activities in the House of Lords to local questions and ignored foreign affairs. Lady Digby also had deep mistrust for politicians of any sort, which she expressed in the bluntest possible terms.


From spring to late summer, Kenny and Pansy Digby put their county duties on hold. Like other members of the country gentry they traveled from one estate to another, turning up at the races at Newmarket, Ascot, Goodwood, Newbury, and Bibury, attending the bloodstock sales, and going grouse shooting in Scotland.


The Digbys were blissfully self-satisfied, confident that their house, their lineage, their stables, their gardens, even the food on their table, were the very best. They lived on the surface, avoiding any expression of feelings, finding refuge in the vapidities of small talk—the latest hunt, the coming shoot, the fine points of bloodstock. They were unreconstructed snobs who would never consider having anyone to dinner who was not a gentleman—and that included anyone, a lawyer or doctor for example, who had to work for a living. “The message was, ‘We are the greatest,’ in a low-key English way,” said one neighbor in Dorset.


Women invariably called Kenny Digby “sweet” and “kind.” He was an amiable sort who loved life and charmed most everyone. He could walk for miles even after he grew fat in middle age. (He never learned to drive a car, leaving that chore to the chauffeur or his wife.) Lord Digby fit the stereotype of the “hedging and ditching peer,” tearing from one event to another, judging a flower show here and a horse show there, and collecting prizes for his own blooms in county contests. He never smoked and hated to drink, not out of disapproval but because he couldn’t stand the taste. He was, however, a serious chocaholic. Every week, Mrs. Honey, head of the sweets department at Fortnum & Mason, sent down a standing order of chocolates from London.


Pansy Digby ruled the household with cool efficiency. She was also a teetotaler, and when she wasn’t occupied with household or county affairs, she had her head in a book, usually history or a contemporary novel. She took herself extremely seriously and had little sense of humor. When she left a room, said one friend of Pamela’s, “you heaved a sigh of relief.” Lady Digby had no particular flair and cared little about clothes. The only magazines in the Digby household were Country Life and The Field—never anything stylish like Vogue. As a result, she provided no sartorial guidance for her daughters at all. “Pansy Digby was the most conventional woman you ever would meet,” said Louise de Waldner, who knew the Digbys in her youth.


The Digby children knew they were loved, after a fashion. Pansy Digby seemed incapable of scooping up her children to hug and kiss them. When one of them fell ill, she never offered comfort. Lady Digby thought illness strengthened character, and Lord Digby shared his wife’s tough-minded attitude. The Digby children, said one relative, “were brought up to take life as it came, to accept the good with the bad, with the knowledge that one would come up against both and cope.”


Although her social position was secure, Pansy Digby aspired to even greater heights, of the sort her sisters Eva and Margaret attained by marrying wealthy earls. “It never entered Lady Digby’s head that Pam would not marry someone successful,” said one woman who lived near the Digbys. Success, in Lady Digby’s view, was nothing less than a husband with large holdings and an old title.


Pansy Digby sensed Pamela’s potential and singled her out for favored treatment, while Lord Digby preferred Sheila, who was as quiet and withdrawn as Pamela was outgoing. Although she was eighteen months younger, Sheila was three inches taller than Pamela, with dark hair, golden-brown eyes, and a genuine, down-to-earth manner. Lady Digby was irritated by Sheila’s shyness, and often punished her for failing to speak to guests at tea. Whenever anything went wrong, regardless of fault, Lady Digby blamed Sheila.


Pamela, however, could do no wrong. “Pam had lovely coloring and was outgoing, but she was no beauty,” observed a close Digby relative. Lady Digby “made her think she was more, and just adored her.” Lord Digby was “more critical. He saw through Pam”—although he was too polite to show it. Later in life, Pamela said she had resented her father for keeping his distance. But it was her mother’s indulgence that had the greatest impact, instilling a belief in Pamela that she could get away with anything, planting the seed of her uncommon boldness and sometimes self-defeating insensitivity.


During her childhood, Pamela endured only one serious crisis, which the family handled with typical upper-class detachment. In March 1928, when Pamela had just turned eight, her mother was hunting when her horse stumbled over a rabbit hole and fell, pinning her to the ground and breaking numerous bones. Pansy Digby was taken unconscious to a nearby hospital, where she lay for several days near death. She was very ill for a month, her condition complicated by pregnancy. Although her children were worried, they took comfort in the perfect continuity of the Minterne routine. Lord Digby kept to his schedule, held his emotions in check, and exhorted the children to take their mother’s setback in stride. When Lady Digby returned home, she remained bedridden until she delivered her fourth child, a daughter named Jaquetta, the following October. Lady Digby treated the whole ordeal more as an inconvenience than a tragedy. Within months, she was on her horse, hunting again.


OF ALL THE ACTIVITIES that marked Pamela’s childhood at Minterne, riding and hunting made the strongest impression and molded her character in important ways. Every member of the Digby family approached hunting with an almost religious fervor. Pamela was put on a pony before she could walk, and at three she hunted with a leading rein held by a groom. The Digbys had some twenty horses in their stables. Lord Digby bred horses for jumping and polo, and the children helped break them in. Both girls belonged to pony clubs and competed in jumping events at horse shows and gymkhanas, where Pamela thrived on having an audience applaud her performance. Pamela and Sheila also occupied an exalted position since their father was the pillar of the prestigious Cattistock Hunt, not only its chairman but the master of hounds from 1926 to 1930.


From an early age, Pamela was taught to look after her horse, to groom him when necessary, and to know when he should be fed. On late summer mornings she and her sister would be awakened before dawn to canter into the misty woodlands for “cubbing,” when young hounds would get their first taste of blood by pursuing and killing six-month-old foxes, called “cubs.” As much as they doted on their dogs and ponies, the little Digby girls learned to stifle any shred of sentiment for the young foxes.


The Digby girls toughened quickly, following the standard set by their mother. Despite her horrible fall, Lady Digby was undaunted by the highest hedges and stone walls. “It was very competitive,” recalled one rider with the Cattistock Hunt. “It was every man for himself. Today, you have to follow the leader, but in those days everyone took his own line. It was a terrific challenge, to jump a big fence, and when someone couldn’t follow you that was great. You took a lot of falls and you were brought up to think, ‘too bad.’ You couldn’t be a wimp.”


Pamela was a good rider, a small, determined thruster who pushed to the front of the field, testing the unknown by taking jumps before the others, and catching all the action of the hounds’ pursuit. She knew the countryside, and she was well mounted on horses of the highest quality, but she also had the grace and fluidity of a natural equestrienne. At the end of a long day of hunting, when the afternoon had darkened into dusk and the riders shivered in the evening chill, she would hack homeward for several miles over the open hills and along rutted lanes.


During the season, the girls hunted every Saturday and one weekday, leaving only four days for their lessons. They broke bones so frequently that a pair of crutches and a wheelchair were always kept in the back hallway. But as with illness, Lord and Lady Digby allowed no complaints and offered no sympathy. Once when Pamela cracked her nose at age twelve, her mother only glared at her and said, “Your nose was your best feature and now that is gone.” Lady Digby did send her to one of the best plastic surgeons in London, who repaired the break, but her matter-of-fact toughness registered with her daughter.


Pamela was compelled not only to suppress pain but never to speak of it. When she was well into middle age and trying to impress her new husband, Averell Harriman, she fell down at his home in Long Island. Harriman’s friend Stuart Scheftel remembered Pamela waving him off when he suggested she see a doctor. That evening, she stood quietly behind Harriman, holding her arm as he played bridge for three hours. The following morning, Harriman’s friends, including his doctor and next-door neighbor, Edmund Goodman, urged her to get help. Her arm was broken in two places.





CHAPTER



Three


“What I really wanted to do was to live in a big city. And I used to go up in the hills with my dogs and say, ‘When I am grown up I will leave this place and I will go to a city and I will live in a city.’ ”


PAMELA HARRIMAN to Diane Sawyer,
CBS Morning News, 1983


PAMELA DIGBY’S YEARNINGS to reach a big city set her apart from many of her Dorset contemporaries, who wanted nothing more than peaceful lives in the country. She was motivated in large part by money—the simultaneous sense of having it and lacking it that tormented aristocratic families with small landholdings. The Digby fortune was very much tied up in the house and the land—and land that had been valued at more than £50 an acre in the late nineteenth century fetched only half that in the 1930s. At 1,500 acres, the Digby estate was worth around £40,000, equal to about $2 million today.


During the Depression, it seems unlikely that Lord Digby took in more than £5,000 a year ($245,000 today) before the expenses of running the estate. His breeding of hunters and polo ponies was one source of income. He rented out his cultivated land to tenant farmers, and derived some money from forestry on his woodland acreage in Ireland. The balance of his earnings came from the Minterne dairy farm, which was stocked with a large Guernsey herd. After World War II, with servants in short supply, Lord Digby would put on the white milkman’s coat himself and drive the dark blue truck at dawn to deliver milk and butter around the county.


Far from London, the Digbys remained fiercely parochial. Their insularity made them feel secure from the social and economic forces that were eroding the influence of old, landowning families. Merchants and entrepreneurs, whose fortunes had nothing to do with land, were quickly gaining political prominence. By the early 1930s, only 10 percent of the Conservatives in the House came from the old, landed gentry. Even their titles were losing luster, as more and more peerages were awarded to self-made men like Max Aitken (Lord Beaverbrook) and F. E. Smith (Lord Birkenhead). In London, people were increasingly judged on the basis of their disposable wealth, but position and pedigree still mattered most in far-off Dorset. Even with less money than they once had, the Digbys ranked at the top of the county elite.


They lived well—in what most would consider grand style—yet the Digby girls saw little cash. If the girls used up their pocket money, no more would appear until their next allowance. Pamela invariably spent her allowance in a day, while Sheila hoarded hers. They were given a stipend for clothes, one pound a week, which they had to budget. That would come to $2,600 a year today, barely enough for one designer dress. When they were taken to London to shop for clothing, they were allowed to pick out only what they could afford. “The Digbys didn’t have any money,” said Lady Mary Dunn, who first knew Pamela when she was introduced to London society at age eighteen. “They had enough to keep up the house, but they hardly ever went to London.”


The Digbys and other provincial aristocrats were a world apart from the flashy London social scene, where the bright young things of the 1920s shook up old society with their nightclubs and their conspicuously easy morals. But Pamela did get a taste of the glamorous life on visits to Lady Digby’s exceedingly wealthy sisters, Auntie Daisy (Margaret) Bradford and Auntie Eva Rosebery. The Countess of Bradford presided over the family estate at Weston Park, an enormous house in Shropshire surrounded by vast acreage. Lady Bradford was deaf and quite fierce, so visits to her home were not entirely pleasant for the Digby children.


The Countess of Rosebery made the biggest impression on her young niece, who often visited the Rosebery estates at Dalmeny, near Edinburgh, and at Mentmore, a “great mock English Renaissance wedding cake of a house” in Buckinghamshire. Mentmore was built in 1853 by the father-in-law of the fifth Earl of Rosebery, Baron Meyer de Rothschild, who crammed it with treasures from all over Europe. It had staircases of marble, curtains of rich silk brocade, and masterpieces by Gainsborough, Rembrandt, Tiepolo, and Canaletto.


Auntie Eva’s second husband, the sixth Earl of Rosebery, could be loyal and generous to his wide circle of friends, who included Winston Churchill and the newspaper magnate Lord Beaverbrook, but on the whole he was a difficult man, a charmer only when he was in the mood. Watching the strong-willed Eva Rosebery handle her challenging husband was an education for young Pamela Digby. Eva had him “under her capable thumb, but I don’t think he minds,” society matron Venetia Montagu once observed to Lord Beaverbrook. In Pamela, Auntie Eva recognized a kindred spirit. “Lady Rosebery said, ‘The reason I don’t like Pam is she reminds me of myself,’ ” said one Digby relative. The Countess of Cromer observed that Eva Rosebery “had very much the same sort of manner as Pam. She kicked up her heels and married very rich men.” Alan Pryce-Jones, an English writer and editor who knew the Roseberys, noted, “Eva was ruthless. She was out to get what she wanted. Eva was always thinking of Eva, which sometimes caused a shock to people she talked to.”


After seeing how the Roseberys lived, Pamela found the Dorset gentry boring and provincial. “Even as a girl she wanted to be top dog,” said Digby neighbor Lady Edith Foxwell. “Her friend Popsy Winn once told me, ‘You know what Pam said to me? She said, “When I come out, I won’t date men unless they are a prince or a duke or a millionaire.” ’ That rather stuck, didn’t it?”


Over the years, Pamela constructed a romanticized version of her girlhood, which cast her as socially and intellectually precocious as a child and headstrong and impetuous as an adolescent. Those who knew her at the time remember her quite differently. She was an obedient daughter, careful and punctual, controlled and reserved, tidy about her belongings, meticulous about her appearance. She plugged at her studies, but showed no intellectual bent.


On one point her memory squares with the perceptions of others, however: She had highly developed social skills. “Pam liked to be the center of attention,” said Lady Edith Foxwell. Like her father, Pamela had a deep reservoir of charm. Her attitude was positive, her manner vivacious, especially around people she wanted to impress, and she rarely misbehaved. For all her exuberance, she didn’t have much of a sense of humor. To get what she wanted, Pamela was the only Digby child who could cajole their formidable mother.


More than any other trait, her ability to manipulate set her apart from other girls. Lady Edith Foxwell said Pamela was “very determined, quite calculating and cold-blooded about what she wanted, even before the war. Pam was always up to self-promotion, which is not terribly English. Everyone got brushed aside who was not worthwhile. She had quite an old head on young shoulders.” Pamela had the same take-charge manner that many observed in Lady Digby. “When you were staying with her, Pam was apt to say, ‘Now we will do this or that,’ not, ‘Would you like to?’ ” said one woman who lived near Minterne as a girl.


As a small child, Pamela’s face was flooded with freckles and her hair was such a bright red that other children called her “carrots.” But at thirteen, she turned as plump as a pigeon, earning the new nickname “Miss Fat” to her sister Sheila’s “Miss Thin.” When the family traveled to Ireland for holidays, the locals would refer to her as a “fine, stout girl.” Although it was intended as a compliment, Pamela understandably took it as an insult. Yet she turned aside the slight, as she so often did, thanks in part to her mother’s constant stream of extravagant praise. As one childhood friend said, “She was very pleased with herself. Although she was pudgy, she was never ugly. She was very sure of herself.”


IN 1935, Pamela Digby left the protected world of her parents for the first time. “I would have loved to have had a good education,” Pamela told an interviewer in 1982. “You see, in my time, I had to battle to get to boarding school, and I didn’t get there until I was fifteen.” The notion of a “battle” is surely exaggerated. Her mother actively promoted a year away at school as a way of getting to know girls from London and furthering Pamela’s skills at “housekeeping,” the homely term for the art of running a large household.


A one- or two-year stint at a genteel boarding school was an integral part of the English aristocratic girl’s upbringing. There were some two dozen “public” (that is, private) schools for girls in the 1930s, the most prestigious of which included Roedean, Cheltenham, and Sherborne. But even at the best schools, the focus was less on academics than on shaping character, with emphasis on neatness, good taste, and self-control. The aim was to make young girls all the more eligible for marriage.


For Pamela and Sheila, Lady Digby chose Downham in Hertfordshire, a small school catering to girls of average intelligence. Located in a drafty old manorhouse, Downham offered an even more regimented life than Minterne. The girls slept four to a room and wore a uniform of gray-green skirt and blazer, white shirt and blue tie. Life was neither spartan nor terribly comfortable. The baths were warm, but heating was minimal and the girls accustomed themselves to feeling cold all the time.


Mornings were given over to basic lessons in “maths,” languages, and English, plus a small amount of science. “It was very simple,” recalled a schoolmate of Pamela and Sheila. “Americans wouldn’t believe how simple it was.” In the afternoons the girls played tennis and other games, and took lessons in ballroom dancing, drawing and painting, and “domestic science” courses such as cooking. Girls who knew Pamela at Downham remember her as intellectually dull but outgoing. Pamela had looked forward to boarding school as an exciting change from her humdrum routine, and once there, she enjoyed all aspects of school life. “I was always the one picked out to be prefect, head girl, all that nonsense,” she told an interviewer in London. “I must have been a terrible bore. But I liked the teachers and they liked me.”


Her former schoolmates didn’t remember her as head girl, although she was certainly a prefect—one of the half-dozen girls charged with keeping order among the rest of the students. Pamela actually enjoyed the rules and regulations at Downham, and the prefect role suited her take-charge nature.


Pamela received her certificate in domestic science from Downham in 1936. That fall, at age sixteen, she was featured in the pages of The Tatler as an equestrian competitor as well as a spectator at the races, dressed in a dowdy suit and looking decidedly matronly compared to such stylish contemporaries as Cynthia Hambro and Alicia Browne. In the year after Downham—from October 1936 to the summer of 1937—Pamela received her “finishing” in Paris and Munich.


Of all the educational experiences of English upper-class girls, finishing was the most enjoyable—three to six months abroad becoming fluent in one or more foreign languages and getting “a light dusting of culture . . . how to tell a Manet from a Monet,” in the words of the English social historian Angela Lambert. The girls were chaperoned, but their months on the Continent allowed most of them to feel grown up for the first time.


Instead of a finishing school, which tended to be expensive—around £120 for a three-month term, roughly $6,500 today—the Digbys placed Pamela with a family of financially strapped Parisian aristocrats who took in boarders to help pay the rent. About four or five girls stayed at a time, under the supervision of three middle-aged sisters, who taught French and took their charges to visit the Louvre and other museums, Fontainebleau, and the famous châteaux beyond Paris. “On weekends my friends and I would walk down the Champs-Elysées and have the only thing we could afford, a jus de raisin. Well it’s just grape juice, but to me it’s still more exciting than champagne,” Pamela once told Time magazine. Some of the girls took art courses in Paris, and Pamela said she attended classes at the Sorbonne. In later years Pamela recalled studying art, languages, and history there. But as an educational experience, it amounted to elegant dabbling.


After returning to England in February to be a bridesmaid at the wedding of her aunt Eva’s daughter Lavinia, Pamela spent the spring of 1937 in Munich. Hitler had been in power for four years. Even though he had remilitarized the Rhineland, Germany during this period was hardly viewed as a dangerous place. In the years before the war, Munich was a feast of architectural beauty embodied in palaces, churches, monuments, and museums, many of them built to exacting classical standards during the early nineteenth century by none other than Jane Digby’s lover, King Ludwig I. “All the girls went to Munich. It was à la mode,” recalled Zara Cazalet, who came of age in the 1930s.


Like their French counterparts, down-at-the-heels members of the German nobility were eager to take in young Englishwomen as boarders and introduce them to art galleries and the opera, which some girls attended four or five times a week. The girls would pay around five pounds weekly for their keep, and an additional amount for a governess hired to drill the girls in German grammar. They were also escorted by sons living in the household, or by young men from London doing their Continental tour.


Pamela stayed with Countess Harrach, whose governess taught the girls German and supervised their introduction to Bavarian culture. One of Pamela’s favorite moments, she later told New York Times columnist C. L. Sulzberger, was learning that Jane Digby was “the most wicked Englishwoman who ever came to Germany.” Countess Harrach, known for only lightly supervising her charges, would see them at lunch and teatime. She went to bed each evening at nine, which allowed the girls to slip out to enjoy Munich’s nightlife. Her principal advice to her boarders was to avert their eyes if they saw any anti-Semitic violence. On her one visit to Pamela, Lady Digby made a disparaging remark about the political situation, prompting a rebuke from the countess to say nothing for fear that someone might be listening.


Along with other English girls in Germany, Pamela was alarmed by the goose-stepping SS troops and the oppressive political atmosphere. According to her later reminiscences, she became determined to meet Hitler after hearing his speeches on the radio. She said she sought out Unity Mitford, a member of Oswald Mosley’s English Fascist movement since 1933, whose family the Digbys knew in England. After coming to Munich several years earlier for her finishing, Unity had stayed behind, proudly wearing a black shirt and cultivating Hitler’s friendship. By her oft-repeated account, Pamela coaxed Unity into taking her to tea with Hitler. “It was a frightening experience,” Pamela said many years later. “I remember the sort of cardboard figure. I mean, it was—it was almost like—like the caricatures that you saw later. But he really was like a caricature. It was as if he was made out of thin metal.”


Pamela said that her Munich experience raised her political awareness and gave her “an urge to get out the word that Germany was going to attack.” There’s no evidence that she acted on that impulse. She seemed to have kept her thoughts to herself, unlike Sarah Norton, another English schoolgirl, who was sent home from Munich for trying to remove anti-Semitic propaganda posted around the city.


Over the years, Pamela would offer increasingly inflated accounts of her education, in part because of her insecurity about lacking a university degree, in part because of her tendency to embellish her experiences. A domestic science certificate from Downham School she transformed into graduation from “Downham College.” What began as a memory of some classes at the Sorbonne became, in her statement to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee considering her nomination as Ambassador to France: “My own firsthand knowledge of France goes back to 1936–1938 when I studied at the Sorbonne in Paris.” Without the slightest embarrassment, several months grew to two years, with the implication that she had received a prestigious degree.


She also said she was on the Continent at a particularly dramatic moment, boasting to Averell Harriman’s biographer that she was “still a student at the Sorbonne” in March 1938 when the German Army marched into Austria, and on another occasion saying she was actually in Munich that month. In fact, during February and March she was safely in England, attending the races at Somerton and Sandown (wearing a “becoming bright blue tweed suit”) with Popsy Winn, Jakie Astor, and other bright young things.


Pamela Digby’s “formal” education had sputtered to an end by the summer of 1937 when she was seventeen. That May she was back in London for the coronation of King George VI, who succeeded to the throne after Edward VIII abdicated so he could marry Wallis Simpson. The Duke of Norfolk was in charge of planning the coronation, and he stood beside the King during the ceremony at Westminster Abbey. As the duke’s wife, Pamela’s cousin Lavinia Norfolk was one of four duchesses chosen to hold a golden canopy over the King’s wife Elizabeth before she mounted to her throne.


For the ceremony, Lord and Lady Digby, dressed in coronation robes, sat with the other viscounts and barons in the South Transept, while Pamela, Sheila, and Eddie took their places in the stands outside the Abbey in a special section for the families of lords. The coronation ceremony was a medieval tableau of royal red, blue, and gold. The men wore opulent robes; the women had decorated themselves with plumes and tiaras that blazed with jewels. It was one of those moments when the aristocracy could put aside the threatening social changes of the previous few decades and revel in its ancient superiority.


That autumn brought new adventures for Pamela, but very much under the watchful eye of her parents. After the usual round of shooting parties and autumn races, she accompanied Lord and Lady Digby to North America. They traveled by ocean liner and visited both New York and Toronto, where Lord Digby had been invited to judge a horse show.


In New York City, the Digbys were the guests of socialite multimillionaires William and Elsie Woodward, whom they had met on the racing circuit. Lady Digby was impressed by the Woodwards’ six-story mansion on 86th Street just east of Fifth Avenue. With its capacious reception area, paneled library gleaming with silver horse-racing trophies, and staff of butlers, footmen, and maids, the Woodward establishment held its own with those of the British aristocracy. But what raised the Woodwards in Lady Digby’s eyes was that their house had an elevator; years later, on other visits to New York, she was still talking about it.


Pamela and her parents attended a horse show in Madison Square Garden and dined at the ‘21’ Club, a onetime speakeasy that had become a gathering place for society swells. But it was at several Manhattan parties that Pamela took the measure of American girls for the first time. She envied their freedom, both from parental authority and financial concerns. Pamela saw herself as the unstylish victim of Lady Digby’s provincialism, and her confidence ebbed as a result. Decades later, the memory still filled her with shame: “I was allowed to bring two evening dresses. I wasn’t allowed to pay more than eight pounds for them, and they were rather tacky, I suspect. Also, I was not allowed to wear black or dark clothes, and it was the middle of winter. So I was given a sort of chiffon evening dress, in a light color, and the first night I went out in New York, somebody said to me, ‘Oh, in England do they really wear chiffon in winter?’ And I knew it was all wrong! I knew! God, it was awful.”





CHAPTER



Four


BACK HOME IN DECEMBER 1937, Pamela Digby readied herself for the 1938 Season, the annual ritual to introduce eligible girls to London society. Through a marathon of parties, luncheons, balls, regattas, and horse races, an exclusive group of several hundred girls, most of them just eighteen years old, were displayed like fine thoroughbreds at a bloodstock sale. The aim, as simple as it was stark, was to marry off aristocratic daughters to wealthy and suitably titled young men. “Never marry for money,” aristocratic mothers would slyly tell their daughters, “love where money is.”


The debutante Season began in the spring, peaked in the month of June, and floated through the end of July. Certain events remained constant from year to year: the official start in April at the private showing of the Royal Academy’s summer exhibition; the Oxford-Cambridge Boat Race; the Henley Rowing Regatta; the races at Ascot and Goodwood. The apex was the presentation of debutantes before the reigning monarch, usually in May, and the official close was the Royal Garden Party at Buckingham Palace at the end of July.


In 1938, more than one thousand young girls were presented at court; of those, some two-thirds turned around and returned to the country. Among the remaining third who stayed in London, about one hundred enjoyed special popularity and status. Even among that select crowd, there was a distinct hierarchy dictated by social position and wealth.


Those called Lady Mary or Lady Elizabeth had fathers who were dukes, marquesses, or earls; the daughters of viscounts and barons were “honourables” (or “hons,” in the flippant vernacular of satirist Nancy Mitford). The daughter of Lord Digby was therefore the Hon. Pamela Digby (but that was just on paper, never in a face-to-face introduction). Being an “Hon” or a “Lady” was better than a “Miss,” since rank still meant a great deal, especially for the daughters of peers like Lord Digby, whose status exceeded their income.


The wealthiest families gave their daughters dances in their London mansions. Others rented a ballroom at a catering establishment called 6 Stanhope Gate, or at one of London’s fashionable hotels—Claridges, the Hyde Park, or the Dorchester. With an average guest list of two hundred to three hundred, the minimum cost for a debutante ball was £1,000 ($53,000 today). Despite the expense, there were four hundred dances in an average Season. During May and June, there were sometimes two or three a night. The most popular girls went out virtually every evening.


And what of their prey—the “rich young lordlings” that they hoped to snare? The English aristocracy in the interwar years still strongly believed in the importance of breeding, firmly convinced that their preeminence resulted naturally from the purity of their bloodlines. The most desirable young man was the eldest son who stood to inherit his family’s title, land, and fortune. The subsequent sons were known as “supernumerary gentlemen.” Historically, they had found sinecures in the military, the law, the clergy, the Civil Service, or the Foreign Service, or served as courtiers to the monarch. When times were flush, they often received yearly allowances from their families, and sometimes a second home on the family estate.


Yet by 1938 many of these young men had little more to offer than their family names. Jobs that had once been the preserve of old families were now shared with the rising middle class. Since their financial prospects were uncertain, many of the young aristocrats were looking to make matches with American heiresses.


As a consequence, the stakes were higher than ever for the debutantes. “They were very much aware that they were on show,” wrote Angela Lambert. The Season, Lambert continued, “gave a girl a chance to prove herself and make her mark in a few short months, knowing that whatever impression she created might remain for the rest of her life.” The prettiest girls had an edge; anyone homely or fat was almost certain to be snubbed. Poise and good manners also counted for something. But among the girls, nothing mattered as much as social position. “Family was essential,” said Lady Cathleen Eliot, who came out in the late 1930s. “And to debs from good families, the rest simply didn’t count. They would be ignored. You know: somebody looks at you and you just look at them expressionless and your eyes move on, like that.”


Pamela approached the 1938 Season with great expectations. No matter that she was overweight; her mother had led her to believe that she would be admired and courted. Even before she had gone to America with her parents, the Digbys had been featured in a full-page publicity spread in The Tatler, complete with exterior and interior views of Minterne and photographs of the family. She had also participated in the “Little Season,” which began late in 1937 with hunt balls in country houses.


Preparing for the Season took considerable time. In the first months of the year, there were rounds of lunches, teas, and cocktail parties for the mothers of debutantes. The purpose was for mothers to formally meet one another, to exchange invitation lists, and to plan the schedule to avoid conflicts. By early March the calendar for the Season was set, and the invitations were sent out. As May approached, the mantelpiece in a popular debutante’s drawing room would be crammed with stiff white cards embossed with black letters.


Like many other mothers, Lady Digby made sure Pamela met the girls and young men with the best social and financial credentials. One essential contact, made while Pamela was visiting her aunt Eva Rosebery in West Lothian, Scotland, was Pauline (Popsy) Winn, who was also coming out in 1938. Attractive and somewhat feather-brained, Popsy was the elder daughter of Olive, Lady Baillie, a wealthy and glamorous Anglo-American who owned the most romantic country house in England, Leeds Castle in Kent, home for three centuries to kings and queens of England.


“I remember Pam came over to see my mama from the Roseberys,” said Popsie’s younger sister, Susan Remington-Hobbs. “She was full of charm, sort of plump. She loved hunting as we did.” The visit prompted the desired acquaintanceship between Pamela and Popsy, and before long they were seen at point-to-point races together. But it was Lady Baillie with whom Pamela found instant rapport, despite their difference in age.


In March 1938, the Digbys came into a significant windfall that put the family in its best financial position in years. Lord Digby’s habit of betting on horses paid off when he won the daily double on the tote in the Grand National. On a bet of ten shillings he took in £6,025—the equivalent of $318,000 today. He had just arranged to buy, at a cost of £500, a maroon Buick town car to take to London for Pamela’s coming out that spring. “I have paid for the car!” he announced to Lady Digby when he arrived home from the Grand National. There was enough left over to buy a Ford station wagon for the family and a Jaguar for Pamela, to restore the church at Minterne, and to help underwrite Pamela’s debut.


The Digbys rented a house for the entire Season, from May through July, on Carlos Place in the heart of London’s exclusive Mayfair section. Home to the upper class for more than two hundred years, prewar Mayfair was a stylish architectural mix of Georgian brick town houses, Victorian facades of rose terracotta topped by ornate fretwork gables, and staid red-brick apartment buildings in neoclassical style. Shop windows displayed jewels, expensive hats and dresses, antiques, handmade chocolates, rare books, and paintings. “Mayfair was not Dickens’ world,” wrote the London historian Reginald Colby, “but it was Thackeray’s, with its snobberies and vanities, its cruelties and its grandeur, its plush liveried footmen with their white padded calves taking the air outside the mansions . . . and its stone-hearted dowagers.”


The Digbys took the Carlos Place house furnished, bringing only their staff and some supplies from Minterne. Across the street was the Connaught Hotel, a curving sweep of pink brick that catered to aristocrats and royalty, and around the corner was Grosvenor Square, London’s most fashionable address. Aside from its central location, Carlos Place had the added virtue of placing Pamela near the residences of two of the season’s most important debutantes, Popsy Winn and Sarah Norton, the daughter of Jean and Richard Norton, and goddaughter of Lady Mountbatten.


The mood in England that spring and summer was unsettled. Anthony Eden had resigned as Foreign Secretary in February in protest against Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler and Mussolini. On March 11, Hitler had sent his troops into Austria and installed a Nazi regime, and it was widely believed that he had designs on Czechoslovakia, now surrounded by Germany on three sides.


As if to defy these ominous currents, the bluebloods in London plunged into the Season with special abandon. Night after night, the streets of Mayfair and nearby Belgravia were clogged with cars tended by liveried drivers. On some nights there were as many as fifteen dinner parties, each with a guest list of fifty debutantes and their parents. The girls would arrive at dinner wearing their ball gowns and suitably understated jewelry—perhaps a pearl necklace and small diamond earrings. Their pale faces wore no makeup, and their feet were shod in satin slippers. The boys wore white tie and tails, and white gloves. The parents would have cocktails; the debutantes and escorts might have sherry or orange juice. Compared to American debutante parties of the same era, there was little heavy drinking, especially among the girls. At dinner each debutante, regardless of her looks or position, was guaranteed at least minimal attention from the young men on either side of her. And according to the unwritten rules, dinner escorts were expected to ask each of their dinner partners to dance.


The balls began at ten o’clock. Each girl carried a dance program with a pencil attached by a ribbon. The programs were numbered 1 to 20, and the boys scribbled their names next to the numbers, signifying which dances they would like to serve as partner. Whenever a girl faced a blank on her card, she had to sit out—an open admission of her unpopularity. More often, a girl would feign a rip in her gown and flee to the cloakroom on the pretext of having the attendant sew the tear. The boys simply congregated in the bar or at the edge of the dance floor with their friends.


Many girls slipped out and went off to nightclubs with their escorts. At the Embassy they listened to Edmundo Ros and his Latin-American band, and at Ciro’s they danced on the illuminated glass floor. But the most fashionable spot was the 400 Club, where couples could entwine in almost total darkness, abetted by the obliging headwaiter, Mr. Rossi, who would warn of any approaching adults. For sheltered girls aching to be sophisticated, nightclubs were the prelude to sexual adventure. Little actually went on beyond groping and kissing in the smoky gloom, but it was a welcome diversion from the formalized routines of the debutante balls. After a few hours in the forbidden zone, the trick was to slip back into the dance before the orchestra played “God Save the King” and everyone stood at attention before going home.


The high point of the Season was the presentation at court. The ceremony started at nine-thirty in the evening. Pamela was part of the “Second Court,” the second group of girls out of four to be presented that Season. It took the better part of the afternoon of May 12 to get her ready. Her white dress had a train fifty-four inches wide and no more than two yards long. Her white gloves had twenty-one buttons, and she wore the three traditional white Prince of Wales ostrich feathers in her hair, with a tulle veil—no longer than forty-five inches—hanging down behind. Several hours before the ceremony, Pamela and Lady Digby were driven in their Buick to the Mall, where they took their place in the long cortège of limousines waiting to enter the gates of Buckingham Palace as onlookers peered in the windows and shouted, “Here’s to you, dearie,” and, “Cheerio, Duckie.”


Inside the courtyard they were greeted by Beefeaters and uniformed Gentlemen-at-Arms, and escorted to the Throne Room. Under a red canopy at the far end were the two thrones where King George and Queen Elizabeth sat. He was wearing a scarlet and gold uniform, and she was dressed in white satin. The diplomatic corps were placed in the middle of the room, and other dignitaries sat in red plush chairs along the walls. Many of the men wore dress uniforms sparkling with medals, and a military band played from the gallery. The women wore luxurious dresses of every style, from slinky silk and sequins to billowing net, and fur stoles draped their shoulders. In all, the crowd numbered some eight hundred.


Carrying large bouquets, the debutantes walked in pairs in a slow procession, taking instructions from courtiers who “would speak to you as they would to a wet dog,” recalled Lady Diana Cooper. As Pamela’s name was announced, she stepped forward in front of the King and executed her first full-court curtsy, an elegant variation on the deep knee bend that she had practiced numerous times under the penetrating gaze of Lady Digby. Placing one knee behind the other, Pamela dipped to the floor as low as possible with her back perfectly straight, and returned to a standing position—all in one fluid motion. She glided one and a half steps, and performed a similarly flawless curtsy to the Queen. Then she walked backward out of the room, somehow managing to avoid stepping on her long train, which she was not permitted to pick up with her hands—a maneuver nearly as well practiced as the curtsy itself.


Of all the dances that Season, a handful stood out for their sheer splendor, and Pamela was on hand for all of them. Some four hundred guests attended a party given for Sarah Norton by Lord and Lady Mountbatten in their thirty-room penthouse atop Brook House on Park Lane. Even more lavish was the dance given for Popsy Winn by her mother, Lady Baillie, at her home on the corner of Grosvenor Square and Upper Brook Street. With her American roots and vast financial resources, Olive Baillie was at the vanguard of conspicuously monied London society. Her talent for spending and ostentation was evident on the night of May 23, 1938. The guests ate in a gold and silver dining room set up in the floodlit garden just for the evening. Every room in the house glowed with candlelight, the food was abundant and expertly prepared, and the famous Austrian tenor Richard Tauber sang for his good friend Olive Baillie. One ballroom was reserved for traditional dancing, and the other for the wild gyrations of the “Big Apple,” in which everyone formed a circle and ended with a “bumpsadaisy,” and the Lambeth Walk, a popular dance from the West End musical Me and My Girl.


The last of that Season’s elaborate parties was on June 2 at 14 Prince’s Gate, the official residence of the American Ambassador to the Court of St. James’s, Joseph P. Kennedy. It was a dance in honor of two Kennedy daughters, Rosemary and Kathleen, who had been presented at the First Court in May. The three hundred guests entered the residence through a walkway bordered with lupins before climbing the staircase to the paneled French ballroom on the second floor, where Rose Kennedy and her daughters greeted everyone. The evening was more freewheeling than the dances given by English parents. There was swing music by Ambrose’s band, and nightclub singer Harry Richman gave a show-stopping version of “Thanks for the Memory.” The star of the evening was Kathleen, nicknamed “Kick,” whose effervescent and informal style had dazzled London society, earning her the title of “most exciting debutante of 1938.”


Lord and Lady Digby hosted several dinner parties for Pamela at their rented house in Carlos Place, but otherwise Pamela was twice cursed. Not only were her parents unable to afford a proper dance, they stinted on her wardrobe as well. Her gowns were made by a dressmaker on Brook Street and her hats by a woman in Berkeley Square, but she was surrounded by girls who had custom-made dresses from the best English and French designers—Worth, Schiaparelli, Hartnell, Molyneux, and Victor Stiebel of Jacqmar. The most prized were by the English designer Molyneux, who created extravagant satin dresses overlaid with net and lace. A good-quality designer gown cost around £20 (the equivalent of $1,100 today). A merely decent evening dress could be found for as little as £5, which was about Pamela’s range.


“My clothes were not as good or as expensive as other girls,” she said many years later. “I suffered terribly from that.” In her torment, she recalled, “I yearned for the things I didn’t know. I had an adequate allowance but when I came out my family would not spend money on clothes or trivia. I was never allowed to spend more than eight pounds on a ball gown. . . . I had all the beautiful ponies I wanted, but what I wanted was one expensive dress. When you’re young and lack confidence, clothes make a great deal of difference.”


Even so, Pamela was invited everywhere, and she served on the prestigious committee for the Derby Ball, one of the most fashionable charity events of the Season. Her photograph, taken from an angle that made her look thinner, appeared on the cover of The Tatler magazine. She poured on the charm and tried hard to be popular. But she always kept her head, even after a glass or two of champagne.


The Digbys strove to enhance Pamela’s popularity by inviting debutantes and eligible young men to Minterne for house parties, the country extension of the London Season. Nobody stayed in the city for the weekend, which began late Friday and stretched through Monday. In the shires, “coming-out balls” were held on Friday evenings in stately homes such as Mereworth Castle in Kent—the perfect start for a pleasure-filled country weekend. Although they were chaperoned, house parties offered more freedom than evenings in town. There were romantic possibilities in long rambles across the downs, riding in the woodlands, or glances across the billiard table and croquet green. With guests assigned to private bedrooms, flirtation sometimes led to midnight assignations.


House parties helped organize the upper class. “They were a way of asserting the intimacy of a group of friends, or of deciding whether to admit a new member,” explained Angela Lambert. “They could be used to throw two people together for longer than just an evening. . . . They could even be used to test the social skills of a new girl. . . . Could she . . . stand up to scrutiny over a whole weekend? Were clothes, manners, even sporting prowess up to scratch?”


At Minterne, the Digbys usually invited four girls and four boys, and an equal number of adults. Sarah Norton went several times, as did Charles Manners, the Marquess of Granby and heir to the Duke of Rutland, whose good looks and prestigious title made him prime marriage material. Some of the girls brought their maids to unpack and care for their clothes, but usually the upstairs servants took care of placing everyone’s clothing carefully in drawers and closets.


Dinners were formal, with arranged seating and generally six courses—soup, fish, meat, game, sweet, and savory. The women wore long gowns and the men evening clothes. Before dinner, the debutantes and their escorts played word games and “sardines,” a variation on hide-and-seek. Recalled Sarah Norton, “It was terribly flirtatious. People would hide, and there was quite a lot of ooh-là-là behind the curtains. Lady Digby thought it was a lovely game. She had no idea what was going on.”


Despite being invited to the best parties and being received at court, despite being on the cover of The Tatler, despite her mother’s relentless social engineering, Pamela Digby did not have a successful Season—at least not by the hard-eyed reckoning of London’s social arbiters. This was partly because of her looks, and partly because she came off as self-centered and conceited. She got high marks for her auburn hair, porcelain skin, blue eyes, and winsome smile, but otherwise, “She was way down the list of attractive girls,” said a woman several years older who helped form the social consensus. Lady Mary Dunn, a close observer of the London scene, said Pamela’s defects included broad shoulders, a short neck, and a “rather touchingly tubby figure.” Combined with her unstylish clothes, the total effect was “dumpy and frumpy,” in the words of another prominent socialite.


“English men didn’t like her,” said a debutante from the 1938 Season who saw Pamela frequently. “At many dances, she was often without a partner.” Not only were the most desirable young men indifferent to her, some even openly ridiculed her. “I remember one dance because it has stuck in my mind,” recalled the debutante. “The man I was with was Lord Derby. As Pam walked by, he said to me, ‘I see the chestnut mare’s in foal again.’ ”


Pamela was aware of her failure. “I think her London Season was not terribly happy,” said a woman who came out with her. “Nobody likes to be the only one left at the table at a dance, especially Pam.” Recalled an intimate from those days: “I remember when she came out, she came back from a party where she hadn’t been a success. She was in tears. It had been a big dance and she was very upset.”


While her confidence, once so inflated, took a battering, she kept a game face throughout the Season. “Pamela Digby smiling as happily as ever,” wrote “Miss Sketch,” a chronicler of London society. “She has the sweetest expression, and is so like her aunt, Lady Rosebery.” Such control was natural for a girl hardened in the hunting field and trained by an unsympathetic mother to keep physical and mental pain to herself. Certainly Pamela’s two friends handpicked by Lady Digby, Popsy Winn and Sarah Norton, had no sense of her unhappiness. “Popsy and Pam would talk away for hours about last night’s party,” said Popsy’s younger sister Susan Remington-Hobbs. “I remember the two girls nattering on the telephone for hours.”


Only in later years did Pamela reveal some bitterness, and even then, she shifted the blame to others. “I found it very frustrating,” she once said. “All these silly dances where we had to have our parents come and sit around and watch it all. I felt very much out of it because I didn’t know a lot of people. I was terribly, terribly overworried about the fact that all I knew how to do was ride a horse. I longed to be sophisticated. And my mother was very strict. They wouldn’t allow us to wear makeup.”


Truth be told, she did know a lot of people; her problem was fitting in. She had a forced air, an artificial jollity, that put people off. “She was a red headed bouncing little thing,” Nancy Mitford wrote to a friend, “regarded as a joke by her contemporaries.” At other moments she seemed pushy and opportunistic. “If she needed a partner to dance, she would grab you and your partner to talk until someone else came along,” said a debutante from Pamela’s year.


Pamela often spoke proudly of how close she was to “Kick” Kennedy, Kick’s future husband Billy Hartington, heir to the Duke of Devonshire, and the rest of their lively crowd. But Sarah Norton had a sharply divergent memory of the time. “I can’t remember what position Pam really had,” she said. “She didn’t seem to swim in my particular pond . . . I knew Pam but I wasn’t close to her, and she wasn’t close to Kick Kennedy then. If so, I didn’t see it. I saw a lot of Kick, and Pam wasn’t there.” There’s no doubt that Kick and Pamela became friendly during World War II and afterward, but during the Season of 1938, Kick thought Pamela was a “fat, stupid little butter ball,” as Kick described her to her brother Jack.


Pamela’s disappointment over the Season was more than just feeling self-conscious about her provincial ways, more even than having unfashionable and inexpensive clothes. Lady Digby had put Pamela on a pedestal, and the Season had knocked her off. Said one woman who knew her well at the time, “Pam found out that she wasn’t what her mummy said she was. It had quite an effect.”


Pamela answered disappointment with determination. She had been brought up to play the role of the aristocratic wife, to acquire power through a man. This was still her only path into the world of wealth and influence. Once she had been cut loose from the fuddy-duddy strictures of the debutante Season, she was free to proceed in her own way, as Jane Digby had done. She still had the considerable advantage of her privileged background. Now her skin was thickened against insult. She was infinitely adaptable, as she would prove repeatedly throughout her life, and she had the will to press forward to her goals, with scarcely a backward glance.





CHAPTER



Five


ONCE PAMELA WAS officially “out,” she could dab powder on her nose, put on a touch of lipstick, and dine alone with men. In her embroidered recollection—summoned perhaps to help bury the setbacks of her Season—Pamela placed herself during the late summer of 1938 in Paris and the South of France, enjoying a whirl of café society parties. The more mundane truth was that in August she spent time with her family in Ireland, where she watched the Dublin Horse Show—her father was a judge—and caught the racing at Baldoyle.


Still, the Digbys’ position assured her of invitations well into the autumn that year, so she joined the crowd of post-debutantes and escorts following the guns across the grouse moors and attending house-party weekends. She zipped around England and Scotland in her new Jaguar from one horse race to the next—Musselburgh, Newbury, Wincanton—cutting a sporty figure in her tweed suits and snappy felt fedoras decorated with pheasant feathers. Later in the year she caught up to the post-debutante inner circle—Sarah Norton, Billy Hartington, Charles Manners, and David Ormsby-Gore—at Loch Lomondside in Scotland for a big benefit dance at the estate of Sir Iain and Lady Colquhoun.


The frivolous young aristocrats seemed almost oblivious to the possibility of another world war—even as the rest of Britain prepared for a German invasion of Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland region. Upper-class dowagers toiled in tiny workrooms assembling gas masks, which were distributed to everyone in London, including King George VI. Men from across the social spectrum, from lords to laborers, stood shoulder to shoulder digging trenches in Hyde Park. There was talk of fifty thousand casualties from the anticipated air bombing.


On September 29 Neville Chamberlain flew to Munich and tried to appease Hitler by agreeing to Germany’s annexation of the Sudentenland region. The abandonment of Czechoslovakia angered and shamed many British leaders. Duff Cooper protested by resigning as First Lord of the Admiralty, and Winston Churchill stood in Parliament on October 5 to denounce the accord as “a disaster of the first magnitude . . . we have sustained a defeat without war.” In early November, Britain again heard what Churchill called “the deep repeated strokes of the alarm bell.” The occasion was Kristallnacht, a night of savage violence by Nazi thugs against German Jews. But by the early months of 1939, the memory of that night had faded, and much of Britain had fallen into a false calm.


Preparations were under way for a new Season, even more lavish than the previous year. In the Digby household, Sheila’s debut would give her a rare moment in the spotlight, although Pamela was expected to do the circuit on her own as a “Second Season.” Only those girls who were already engaged or married were excused from a second year. The mating rituals intensified in the Second Season, as society girls struggled under peer and parental pressure to capture a young man.


Not that men were in short supply. London was crawling with “taxi tigers” who were eager to take advantage of husband-hunting young women. Girls were supposed to remain virgins until they married, and most debutantes did. Still, within the upper class, hypocrisy was the rule in sexual matters, especially among the role models for young debutantes: married women. A husband often had a mistress, and a wife might take a lover after dutifully producing a son and heir. While discretion was essential, the unmistakable message was that the aristocracy had its own code of conduct, quite different from the rest of society, which was expected to adhere to the standards of middle-class respectability. Pamela’s attitude, expressed decades later, was strikingly blasé. “They went to bed a lot with each other,” she told author William Manchester. “But they were all cousins, so it didn’t really count.”


If Pamela had trouble fitting the mold of a prim young debutante, she was better prepared than the other girls to take on the world. “After Pam came out, she seemed old for her age, more sophisticated than the rest of us. She was totally unshy,” said Lady Baillie’s daughter Susan Remington-Hobbs. Pamela set about reinventing herself as a femme fatale.


In those early days, her technique could be amusingly obvious, as it was when she met Rowley Errington, the future Lord Cromer, at a debutante dance. She called him afterward and said, “Can I come and see you? I need to ask your advice.” Intrigued, he invited her over. She walked in, sat on the floor, looked up at him innocently with parted lips and wide blue eyes, and beseeched him to counsel her on how she should choose between two men who were pursuing her. As he listened, he was uncertain whether she had a genuine problem or had concocted a romantic fantasy simply to attract his attention. He was profoundly flattered by her maneuvers, but he didn’t find her attractive.


“He really didn’t know her very well at all,” recalled Errington’s wife Esme, a debutante in the 1940 Season. “They had only been introduced. And at age twenty-one he wasn’t necessarily someone who could give her advice. But he was very good-looking and she had a tactic that she was trying out.”


The young men and women who had been with Pamela in her first Season saw less of her in the second year. A woman who was close to Pamela in those days said, “When she remade herself, she turned people away. She was inclined to dump some of her girlfriends, Popsy Winn for one.” Popsy’s mother, Lady Baillie, was another matter. Next to Lady Digby and Eva Rosebery, Olive Baillie had the most influence on Pamela as she grew into womanhood. William Walton, an American journalist who met Pamela in London, called Lady Baillie “Pam’s protector.” More than that, she was a mentor whose taste, behavior, and connections lit Pamela’s way.


Olive Baillie issued weekend invitations with the care of a director casting a play. “She really only liked people who were very bright or decorative,” said American expatriate Ho Kelland. She mingled politicians, authors, artists, and, above all, film and stage stars. Douglas Fairbanks Junior and Senior were frequent guests; Errol Flynn, Robert Taylor, Jimmy Stewart, and Gertrude Lawrence all came to stay. A contingent of continentals was always on hand. Having spent much of her early life in the South of France, Lady Baillie was an ardent Francophile. Every summer she went to the Côte d’Azur, where she was an avid gambler. “The big table in Monte Carlo would not start until she was there,” said Aimee de Heeren, a frequent guest of Lady Baillie’s in the thirties and forties. “She didn’t want her husband to gamble, so she encouraged him to go to nightclubs with pretty girls.”


Olive Baillie’s husband Adrian was a member of Parliament who brought the world of politics to Leeds Castle. He was rich and good-looking, but she treated him like a child. For many years she had two lovers. One was David Margesson, the chief whip in the House of Commons, who was one of the most influential men in British politics and very pro-American. The other was Geoffrey Lloyd, a Conservative member of Parliament who had risen to second in command at the Home Office.


Pamela flattered Olive Baillie unabashedly, at least in part because she understood the value of cultivating older women who were the arbiters of society. Olive Baillie in turn saw qualities in Pamela that eluded her youthful contemporaries. “She thought Pamela was exceptional,” said Esme Cromer. What potential could she have seen? Most likely she recognized Pamela’s discipline and energy, her boldness and ambition. Behind the facade of the jolly debutante bounding out of the hunting field was a girl eager to learn. So Lady Baillie pulled Pamela under her wing, invited her to weekend after weekend at Leeds, giving her the chance to observe and absorb.


The turreted gray castle stood on two islands in a lake, surrounded by emerald lawns. The center of activity was the Gloriette, a thirteenth-century keep on the smaller island that was connected to the main house by a two-story corridor. Lady Baillie had transformed half of the ground floor of the Gloriette into a dramatic 75-foot-long room overlooking the water.


Guests staying in the Maidens’ Tower, a square Tudor building adjacent to the main house, would straggle in between eight and ten in the morning. After breakfast they could play golf, tennis, or croquet, or go riding. The less energetic picnicked on plovers’ eggs and champagne, or took walks in the 400-acre park landscaped by Capability Brown, catching glimpses of Australian black swans gliding in the moat and llamas and zebras peeking through the shrubbery.


After dinner, there might be a performance by tenor Richard Tauber or pianist Edith Baker. But most evenings a handful of guests drifted off to play cards, while others would set up a gramophone in the Gloriette and dance on the ebony floor as moonlight streamed through the tall windows. Late at night, said Susan Remington-Hobbs, “there was lots of corridor-creeping.” Room assignments were often made with anticipated liaisons in mind. Once the lights went out, dark figures tiptoed down the hall and slipped into other rooms; before dawn, they would be back in their own chambers.


Pamela was enthralled by the company at Leeds. David Margesson, handsome and impeccably connected, was Pamela’s particular favorite. As chief whip, he controlled the operations of the Conservative majority in Parliament and kept abreast of news and gossip in both parties, which he freely dispensed in the salons at Leeds. This was Pamela’s first exposure to the sort of high-level inside information that would become her lifelong addiction. “You heard a lot of very good conversation at Leeds,” said one woman who knew Pamela well. “You heard what was going on, and unless you were very dumb, you took it in.”


Lady Baillie was a powerful role model. She spent vast amounts of money with style, wrote her own rules, and suffered no censure. She was unobtrusive but always in control; she made up for a lack of spontaneity with rigorous attention to detail. These were traits that Pamela would emulate when she became a prominent hostess. Pamela also picked up practical pointers about decor and entertaining, and made invaluable connections. Chief among them was Lady Baillie’s Parisian interior designer, Stéphane Boudin, who would help her considerably in later years. “Leeds shaped Pam’s life,” said a woman who knew her intimately in her youth. “She obviously liked those people and she liked that kind of world.” Said an Englishwoman who knew her then, “She could say to herself, ‘With money I can do this and I can have my own court, too.’ ”


Amid the casual morality of Leeds, Pamela developed a taste for more mature men. “I never had a beau my own age, always much much older,” she once remarked. Even then, Pamela was attracted to position, wealth, and power—all of which she was more likely to find in men her senior. They, in turn, fancied her unlined face and easy sexuality. “I had the feeling that among my friends my age and slightly older, the boys found her overpowering,” said Sarah Norton. “She probably found them boring.”


On her own in London, Pamela ran with a fast crowd. “I used to see her at the 400, at the Embassy, and the other British nightclubs,” said Lady Mary Dunn. “She was usually cheek-to-cheek.” During Sheila’s Season in 1939, the Digbys rented a less expensive house on the north side of Hyde Park. To keep Pamela in the Mayfair mainstream, Lady Digby arranged for her to live with Sarah Norton and her parents, Richard and Jean Norton, at their home on Grosvenor Square. Unbeknownst to Lady Digby, Jean Norton was involved in a love affair with newspaper baron Max Beaverbrook, and paid little attention to Pamela’s comings and goings. “Pam used to disappear off to Paris for odd weekends,” recalled Sarah Norton. “We thought she was frightfully sophisticated. She didn’t have money. I don’t know how she managed. I don’t like to think how she managed.”


The seventh Earl of Warwick, with whom Pamela had a fleeting affair during this period, provided a partial explanation in a conversation with New York blueblood Edward Morgan. “If you were having an affair with Pam,” he told Morgan, “she would call up and say, ‘Please may I come over?’ She would arrive at your house, sit down, push a pile of bills across the desk, and say, ‘What am I going to do with these?’ Of course they would be paid.” This was the earliest evidence of her extraordinary ability to extract money from men, a trait that coexisted with her independent nature. Said one intimate from her early years: “Pam couldn’t have made the life she had without being fairly self-sufficient . . . but she was not shy about asking people to help her.”


Fulke Warwick was one of several older men to catch Pamela’s eye during the period just before the war. Thought by some to be the most handsome man in England, the Earl of Warwick had been engaged briefly to Margaret Whigham, the ravishing “Debutante of the Year” in 1930, before marrying Rose Bingham in 1933 and divorcing five years later. The twenty-eight-year-old earl was the grandson of the beautiful Edwardian hostess Daisy Warwick, who had been a lover of the Prince of Wales and of Lord Randolph Churchill, father of the future Prime Minister. Fulke Warwick had a brief and unsuccessful movie career, and ran with the Hollywood set. Naturally, he was a great friend of Olive Baillie. It was on a weekend at Leeds that he and Pamela met and she accepted his invitation for a weekend in Paris, all expenses paid. To maintain a semblance of propriety, he would stay at the Ritz and she would register at the Plaza Athénée, a favorite of the Hollywood crowd.


Pamela recalled that her weekend with Fulke Warwick consisted only of an evening at a nightclub and a gift of jade earrings. Yet in ungentlemanly fashion, Fulke Warwick dined out on a considerably racier account of his time with the eager young Pamela. He told his friends, including his former fiancée, Margaret Whigham Sweeny (by then the wife of American stockbroker Charles Sweeny), that it was “the love affair that only lasted one night.” Recalled one person who heard Warwick’s account, “Pam thought she had done well enough, so she climbed back into his bed the next night, and he wouldn’t have her.”


Pamela was testing her limits by traveling to Paris. Before the fact, she concealed her plans from Lady Digby. On returning home, however, she defiantly arrived for lunch at Minterne wearing an expensive new hat that was unmistakably Parisian. When she announced how much fun she had in Paris, her mother was charmed rather than angered, and declined to punish her. Once again in Lady Digby’s eyes, her eldest daughter could do no wrong, further reinforcing Pamela’s sense that she could break the rules and suffer no consequences.


Pamela also had a fling with Philip Gordon Dunn, son of Sir James Dunn, an enormously wealthy Canadian steel manufacturer. Philip Dunn, who was handsome and intelligent and stood to inherit his father’s fortune, was married to Lady Mary St. Clair-Erskine, daughter of the fifth Earl of Rosslyn. Lady Mary Dunn’s father had been a notorious Edwardian wastrel who gambled away his fortune and was forced to earn a living as an actor. The marriage between Lady Mary and Philip Dunn was hardly ideal. Several years earlier, Lady Mary had fallen in love with CBS Radio mogul William Paley.


Eight years older than Pamela, Lady Mary had been impressed by the young debutante because “she was extremely considerate.” But Lady Mary changed her mind in the spring of 1939, when she returned from a visit to the United States. “I was walking across Berkeley Street with a girlfriend, and I ran into Pam,” recalled Lady Mary. “She kissed me and said so sweetly, ‘Oh, I’m so glad you are back. Philip has been so lonely without you. I hope you don’t mind, but we had dinner twice.’ ” Lady Mary responded with a frigid stare. Only two days earlier her husband had revealed that he had slept with Pamela while Mary was away.


“I was a very jealous person,” said Lady Mary, “but what I really didn’t like was the dishonesty of taking the trouble to say she had dinner two times with him when I knew there was more. She may have been very interested in Philip. He was very good-looking, and she may have thought if she married well she would get away from her conventional parents.”


Pamela’s worldliness was evident. One woman, slightly older, thought she had the manner of a “hot housemaid.” Another considered her “blowsy.” Sarah Norton was endlessly intrigued. “I thought she was so grown up when she was living with us,” she said. Although Sarah never asked Pamela about her activities, she didn’t really have to. “Pam had definitely known some men,” said Sarah Norton. “We were amazed by that. We were complete virgins, sexually childlike. We thought if you held hands, you would get pregnant. We were never told. We were incredibly innocent, and Pam was a girl who wasn’t.”


Pamela observed the superficial social conventions of her post-debutante year by attending the major events and parties. In Sheila’s honor, her parents held the Cattistock Hunt Ball at Minterne for the first time that January, although Pamela had to sit out because she was scheduled for an appendectomy a few weeks later. But by early April she was once again beaming for the camera at the Royal Artillery race meeting at Sandown.


The pace of the 1939 Season was frenetic. There had been hardly a ripple in the social calendar when Germany invaded Czechoslovakia in March. But then Chamberlain finally drew the line: If Poland was overrun, he told the House of Commons, Britain would go to war with Germany. Further aggression from Hitler appeared certain, and when the antiaircraft guns appeared in London’s parks, war seemed inevitable.


Even so, the following weeks saw night after night of splendid parties. The Kennedys had a dance for their daughter Eunice at Prince’s Gate. The Duke of Marlborough led the crowd in dancing the “Big Apple,” and when the party ended at four in the morning, everyone formed a chain and ran around the house, ending in a heap on the floor. The Duchess of Sutherland gave a ball for her niece at Sutton Place, her vast country house. Jean Norton threw a ball with a New Orleans motif and convinced jazz pianist Fats Waller to play for free.


The most memorable of all the prewar balls was given in early July at Blenheim Palace by the Duke and Duchess of Marlborough for their daughter, Lady Sarah Spencer-Churchill. For the thousand guests who attended, it marked the end of a grand era. The novelist Daphne Fielding described it as an echo of the Duchess of Richmond’s celebrated ball on the eve of Waterloo. The enormous house was floodlit, footmen wore powdered wigs and knee breeches, and the champagne ran in rivers. “I was loath to leave, but did so at about 4:30,” wrote Chips Channon, “and took one last look at the baroque terraces with the lake below, and the golden statues and the great palace.” In retrospect the gaiety of that last Season of peace seemed forced, an act of self-delusion. “It was a sort of sunset glow before the storm,” wrote Channon.


Everyone left London as usual at the end of July. Overhead, airplanes on maneuvers were vivid signs of England’s intense preparations for war. On August 23, Germany and the Soviet Union signed a non-aggression pact, followed within days by a formal Anglo-Polish alliance assuring that Britain would be drawn into a war to stop Hitler. On September 1, Hitler invaded Poland. Two days later, on a sunny Sunday morning, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain announced on the radio, “This country is at war with Germany.”


Along with many young men and women her age, Pamela had cut short her holiday and returned to London in August. “London was generally deserted in August, so it was very unusual,” said Ivan Moffatt, a popular escort in the 1930s who became a Hollywood screenwriter. “The Ritz began to fill up.” Pamela was determined to get a job in the war effort. The same idea had occurred to Sheila, but Lady Digby didn’t want two daughters in London. Still favoring Pamela, she let her remain where the prospects were best for finding a husband, and she made Sheila stay in the country and join the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS), the women’s division of the Territorial Army, where Lady Digby had been put in charge of the southern command. With the help of David Margesson, Pamela signed on at the Foreign Office as a French translator for six pounds a week.


The notion of being employed was a novelty to coddled young debutantes, as was the accompanying sense of complete freedom. The tight social structures and customs that had governed the lives of unmarried upper-class girls were falling away. The mood was romantic, almost giddy. “There was a curious pall of a nonexistent war, like a mist,” recalled Ivan Moffatt. “All the boys were getting into uniform.” Many girls floundered when they left the protection of their family estates, but Pamela stayed on course. The resourcefulness inculcated by Lady Digby had made Pamela more self-reliant than most girls her age. She settled into her job, and at night she could be seen in the semi-darkness of the Café de Paris, absently stirring a drink while her uniformed date stared pensively at the tablecloth. “She had an atypical existence,” said Sarah Norton, “spending a lot of her time with men, not so much with the girls.” Unlike the previous year, when she was widely ridiculed for being overbearing, Pamela Digby at age nineteen was already a woman of poise and maturity.





CHAPTER



Six


AIR-RAID SIRENS WAILED at the conclusion of Chamberlain’s broadcast on September 3, sending people scurrying to shelters. But nothing happened on that day or for months afterward. The “phony war” lent a surreal quality to life in London in the fall of 1939. Streetlights were cut off, and windows were hung with dark curtains. Londoners who ventured into the ink black night navigated by the pinpoint glow of cigarettes or the thin red and green crosses that passed for traffic lights.


Young men in uniform dashed into London for two-day leaves from training camps, drinking whisky and eyeing girls at the Embassy, the Café de Paris, and the 400. Thousands of children were evacuated to distant towns. Many wealthy Londoners hauled their paintings and antiques out to the country. Then they threw “house-cooling” parties, covered everything with dust sheets, and closed their London homes. They took rooms at the Dorchester, the Ritz, and the Savoy, and huddled together in the dining rooms and bars. Journalists and literary figures favored the Savoy Grill, while society and government people congregated at the Ritz.


In mid-September, Randolph Churchill entered the Ritz as Lady Mary Dunn was leaving. Then twenty-eight, Churchill had been a friend since childhood. “He made the swinging doors go round again at a vast speed so he could talk to me,” said Lady Mary. “Can you have dinner?” he asked. With her bright blue eyes, turned-up nose, and lively manner, Mary Dunn was a popular dinner partner, and Churchill persisted when she declined. “I have forty-eight hours leave and no one to have dinner with on my last night,” he pleaded. After a moment’s hesitation, Lady Mary suggested a blind date. As she recalled years later, “I said, ‘If you’d like to have dinner with a beautiful redhead’ . . . actually what I really said was, ‘If you want to have dinner with a red-headed whore, go round to my flat and you will find her waiting for me from two o’clock onwards.’ ”


The redhead was Pamela Digby, fresh off her flings with Philip Dunn and Fulke Warwick. Why would Lady Mary suggest her? “She was the first person who came into my head,” said Lady Mary, who added, with a smirk, “I thought she might not have a date.” Lady Mary was scheduled to meet Pamela that afternoon at the Dunns’ flat near Buckingham Palace, which Pamela had arranged to rent while the Dunns moved to the country.


Instead of coming in person, Randolph telephoned the flat, and Pamela answered. “This is Randolph Churchill,” he said. “Do you want to speak to Mary?” replied Pamela. “No,” he said. “I want to speak to you.” “But you don’t know me,” Pamela said. Remarkably, they had never crossed paths during the Season or at Lady Baillie’s or the Roseberys’. Randolph invited her to dinner, and she agreed to meet him at seven that evening. According to Randolph’s version of events, he also inquired, “What do you look like?” to which Pamela was said to reply, “Red-headed and rather fat, but Mummy says that puppy fat disappears.” Afterward, Pamela asked Mary Dunn why she fixed her up. “He’s great fun, he’s a bit too fat, but very amusing,” replied Mary. “You’ll have a very good time!”


Not everyone would have agreed. With flaxen hair, pink face, and angelic blue-gray eyes, Randolph Frederick Edward Spencer Churchill had been the most promising member of a new generation of a grand English family. His father, Winston Churchill, was the famous politician; his first cousin was the tenth Duke of Marlborough, a thick-skinned bore; his paternal grandmother was the promiscuous American beauty Jennie Jerome; his maternal great-grandfather was the seventh Earl of Airlie, head of a lofty old Scottish family; his great-uncle (and, by some accounts, unacknowledged maternal grandfather) was the First Lord Redesdale, grandfather to the six famous Mitford sisters. His paternal grandfather, Lord Randolph Churchill, had been one of the most colorful politicians of the Victorian era, a fiery orator and a compelling but erratic leader. After alienating the Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, he resigned as Chancellor of the Exchequer. Lord Randolph sank into depression and died at age forty-six of syphilis.


Winston Churchill had showered attention on his only son, spoiling young Randolph shamelessly. At the same time, Randolph’s mother, Clementine, mostly ignored him. Unmaternal by nature, Clementine devoted herself completely to her husband. She was further handicapped as a mother by bouts of melancholia that several times tipped into nervous breakdowns. Both Churchills were away often, and a succession of ineffectual nannies were left to oversee Randolph. Small in size, Randolph was a naturally gregarious child, but by age seven, he had become an uncontrollable bully. “I could never brook authority or discipline,” Randolph nonchalantly explained years later.


When Clementine tried to discipline the youngster, Churchill insisted that Randolph’s defiant behavior showed an admirable independent spirit. “Winston never backed Clementine up. It would have been better if he had bashed Randolph, but he always let him rip,” said Randolph’s cousin, Lady Mosley, the former Diana Mitford. “No one seemed to notice that Randolph was becoming a young monster,” wrote the British author John Pearson, who chronicled the troubles of the Churchill family.


On the plus side, Randolph was bright and confident, brilliant in speech and writing. As young as five, Randolph had been compelled by his father to stand on a stool and recite poems for weekend guests. He had his father’s enviable memory for quotations—and the same showoff tendencies. He was conceited about his intelligence, yet not the least vain about his good looks. Randolph seemed oblivious to criticism—perhaps because he never stopped talking long enough to hear any.


When Randolph was barely fifteen, his father began including him in the spirited political conversations among the high and the mighty visiting the Churchill home. When Churchill encouraged his son to express his views, the boy obligingly held forth, mirroring the opinions of his father. Randolph was more gifted at oratory than his father, who had to practice his rolling cadences and memorable lines. Churchill often goaded his son into verbal combat. “It was not training for domesticity,” drily noted Randolph’s friend Michael Foot, who later served as the Labour Party leader in the House of Commons. While Randolph picked up some laudable traits from his father—self-assurance, the courage of his convictions—he also absorbed a fondness for gambling, heavy drinking, and high living. “Winston drank prodigiously, but I don’t think he was ever drunk. That was not the case with Randolph,” said Diana Mitford Mosley. By the age of twenty-two, Randolph was known to down a large sherry, a pint of beer, and four large glasses of port—just at lunch.


Randolph was educated at Eton, and, for a time, at Oxford, where he played the part of the arrogant crown prince, strolling across the quadrangle of Christ Church in a tatty dressing gown and smoking a cigar. He spent most afternoons eating, drinking, and gambling with the campus ne’er-do-wells. When Randolph was only eighteen, he attracted worldwide attention by attacking the proposed Anglo-Egyptian treaty in a debate at the Oxford Union. He was invited to make a lecture tour of the United States, and Churchill unwisely allowed Randolph to take a leave from Oxford over the objections of Clementine, who knew her son would never return to get his degree.


Through his lively lectures and vivid journalism, Randolph became a fullblown celebrity, hailed before the age of twenty-one as “the most brilliant young man in England.” For a while, Randolph seemed headed toward fulfilling his early promise, especially after he wrote a series of newspaper articles in 1932 about Hitler that were densely reported and remarkably prescient. Yet it was in politics—his father’s realm—that Randolph was determined to prove himself. He was deeply conservative, but he loved to argue a contrary view simply to shock his listeners. He ran for Parliament and lost three times in the space of two years. He squabbled with Tory Party leaders and with his father.


Winston Churchill had astonishing powers of concentration, and the strength of character to muscle through his “black dog” depressions. Randolph, by contrast, had trouble applying himself, except in intense spurts. Everything came too easily to Randolph; he could always find a shortcut. Winston Churchill marched to greatness trying to vindicate his departed father. But Randolph was overwhelmed by his father’s success. As Randolph later wrote, “I wanted to have a show of my own. Struggling to establish my own individuality and personality, I often said and wrote rather reckless things.”


By the late 1930s, Randolph seemed resigned to making his way as a journalist. “As a writer, he was fabulously good, but his facts were often fabulously wrong,” said Stuart Scheftel, an American friend dating back to Oxford days. Randolph’s earnings were never enough to support his taste for expensive hotel suites and chauffeured limousines. His gambling sunk him deeper into debt. After bitter quarrels, his father often made up the shortfall—a difficult task because he too was scraping for funds to support his own expensive lifestyle. At one point in the mid-1930s, Churchill had to raise £1,500 to bail out his dissolute son.


Randolph was notorious in the decorous drawing rooms of London society. “He was very vulgar,” recalled the American journalist William Walton. “He was physically repellent. He used to pick his nose in public.” He thought nothing of urinating on an open road in front of a group of women, explaining, “I am a member of Parliament.” Even Lady Diana Cooper, a lifelong friend, was horrified by his behavior as a houseguest: “He staggers into my room at about 9:30 and orders his breakfast,” she wrote. “His coughing is like some huge dredger that brings up dreadful sea-changed things. He spews them out into his hand. . . . As soon as I get up he takes my place in my bed with his dirt encrusted feet and cigarette ash and butts piling up around him.”


He was also a bad drunk. “Going out with Randolph was like going out with a time bomb. Wherever he went, an explosion seemed to follow,” wrote another American journalist, Virginia Cowles, one of his most loyal friends. He would lash out at people, for no apparent reason. “His tendency to monopolize conversations, to glory in the sound of his own voice, to argue, pick quarrels, pass judgments and talk other people down was probably his most notable and enduring characteristic,” wrote Randolph’s own biographer, Brian Roberts.


Because he was a Churchill, acquaintances often forgave his boorish behavior and focused on his quick wit, intellectual courage, and self-assurance. Around beautiful women, Randolph could be charming and attentive. With his grand family and handsome profile, he was more successful in love than in life. “Almost from the onset of puberty, he had been a relentless pursuer of desirable young women,” wrote Brian Roberts. One of his earliest crushes was his cousin Diana Mitford Mosley, who was fond of him but kept her distance. While visiting newspaper tycoon William Randolph Hearst in California, Randolph made plays for several married women, including Dorothy Hart Hearst, the newspaper tycoon’s daughter-in law, whom Randolph considered “exquisite.” Randolph boasted that he lost his virginity during his stay by seducing another female guest.


In the early 1930s, he had an intense affair with Clare Brokaw, a beauty who would later become famous as the journalist and playwright Clare Boothe Luce. During their romance, she gave Randolph a photograph signed: “To the boy wonder from the girl vamp.” While lecturing in America, he conducted a well-publicized romance with Kay Halle, daughter of a businessman in Cleveland. Back in England he carried on with June Inverclyde, a musical comedy star, and with Doris Castlerosse, the wife of corpulent gossip columnist Valentine Castlerosse. During a trip to Venice in 1932, Randolph flaunted his involvement with Doris—one newspaper account said that “the voice of Mr. Randolph Churchill, whom Lady Castlerosse calls ‘fuzzy wuzzy,’ goes booming down the canals”—and attracted headlines by starting a drunken brawl. Randolph’s only lifelong love, the woman he repeatedly asked to marry him, was the dark-eyed beauty Laura Charteris. He met her in 1937, when she was estranged from her husband Lord Long but already enamored of the third Earl of Dudley.


Randolph may have desired women, but he viewed their abilities with condescension. “Randolph was a raging rampaging male chauvinist,” said his friend Michael Foot. Randolph disapproved of women in politics, and he valued intelligence in a woman only up to a point. His ideal was Margot Asquith. Randolph insisted that her influence behind the scenes on behalf of her husband the Prime Minister surpassed that of the American, Nancy Astor, the first woman to serve in Parliament. “The influence of women is only successful when it’s indirect,” Randolph once wrote. They could exert influence, he continued, “so long as it’s exercised in country houses, at the dining-room table, in the boudoir and the bedroom. . . . The better a woman speaks the more embarrassing I always find it. It makes me feel quite uncomfortable.”


He was called “Randy” Churchill for good reason, pursuing many women simply for sexual release. But he had an intense romantic impulse, maintaining strong feelings for various women throughout his life. Many of those he courted most ardently were either unsuitable (the showgirl variety) or unavailable (the married variety). Yet he keenly felt the responsibility to carry on the Churchill line, and he was famous for making sudden—often drunken—marriage proposals.


At the time he encountered Pamela Digby, he had completed his first year as a subaltern in a reserve unit of his father’s old cavalry regiment, the Fourth Hussars. He was in love with Laura Long and sleeping with the English actress Claire Luce (not to be confused with Clare Boothe Luce). By now he had lost his youthful beauty. His face was puffy, his waist had grown thick, and he looked older than his twenty-eight years. He was noisy, opinionated, tactless, philandering, unpredictable, rude beyond measure, alcoholic, extravagant, and unreliable—unfit for marriage in every way.


Yet he proposed to Pamela on their first night together, and she accepted. After Randolph picked her up, he took her for a drink with Lady Diana Cooper and his distant relation Edward Stanley, heir to Lord Stanley of Alderley. Edward Stanley, who considered Pamela “a pretty luscious little piece,” tried to horn in and invite her to dinner himself. The next morning, Stanley told his cousin Nancy Mitford, Pamela called him at eight and asked him to come and see her. He found her in a state of agitation because she had promised to marry Randolph. When Stanley protested that she had only known her fiancé one evening, she admitted that Randolph had told her he didn’t love her but thought she looked healthy and able to give him a son to carry on the Churchill name before he died on the battlefield. As Nancy Mitford explained to a friend several weeks later, “Edward then spent two hours giving the girl fatherly advice, punctuated no doubt with chaste kisses, but all, as you know, in vain. It seems that she was the 8th girl Randolph had proposed to since the war began, his best effort being 3 in one evening.”


Pamela gave her son Winston a more benign version of Stanley’s efforts to dissuade her: “Ed Stanley called me up to complain, ‘You stood me up for dinner last night and I find you dining at a restaurant with Randolph Churchill. He’s a very very bad man and you shouldn’t go out with people like that.’ ‘But he’s one of your best friends,’ I protested. ‘Yes, he is one of my best friends—but he shouldn’t be one of yours.’ ”


Pamela variously ascribed her acceptance of Randolph’s proposal to innocence (“I had had no experience of life or men,” she fibbed to John Pearson) and to a yearning for independence. “You were treated as a child until you got married. The status of being married gave you your first freedom,” she explained to Rudy Abramson. But mostly she cited her susceptibility, in the highly charged atmosphere of wartime London, to Randolph’s worldly manner. He seemed to know everyone and had an opinion on everything. Still very much the boy who performed for his father’s friends, he impressed her by reciting long poems by Hilaire Belloc.


“At the time, he absolutely swept me off my feet,” she told an interviewer in 1983. “It was a time when most of the men I knew, young men, were scared. They were going off to war. They were going to get killed. And here was Randolph, who was absolutely certain that the war was going to be long and bloody and terrible, but of course we were going to win. And that was very appealing. Here was somebody who had total confidence.” Curiously, she was more candid about her feelings in justifying her decision to her son years after the fact: “I was getting so terribly upset by seeing all my friends going off, as they dramatically thought, to be killed, and I thought how marvelous it was to be going out with somebody about whom I didn’t give a damn.”


Pamela repeatedly insisted that she was never influenced by the fame of Randolph’s father. “Winston’s importance is something we take for granted now,” she told John Pearson. “But at the time, he didn’t seem a great historical figure. I certainly didn’t realize his importance.” Yet according to Churchill’s daughter, Mary Soames, “From April onwards, calls for Churchill to be included in the Government came from all sides, and were featured almost daily in the press.” By July 1939, London was filled with placards saying: “Churchill Must Come Back.” And on the day war was declared, Chamberlain returned Churchill to his old post as First Lord of the Admiralty. “Winston was back in the news, he was the man of the hour, the first Lord of the Admiralty, and likely to be Prime Minister,” recalled Alastair Forbes, a friend of both Winston and Randolph.


The fact was, Randolph was Pamela’s best prospect at the time, and her decision wasn’t as impetuous as it might seem. She certainly wasn’t alone in accepting the first offer of marriage that came her way. In the weeks following the declaration of war, many girls rushed into marriage out of a sense of disorientation when their families were dispersed and their homes were shuttered. Pamela’s reasons were somewhat different. She was not exactly fresh from the nursery, and she needed some legitimacy. Her efforts to marry wealth had foundered. Her flirtations with the likes of Rowley Errington, and her brief and unhappy affairs with Philip Dunn and Fulke Warwick, had tarnished her reputation. Lady Mary Dunn, for all her dislike of Pamela, had a grudging respect for Pamela’s decision. “She was not educated, but I think she was very cunning,” she said. “The war had started. Randolph got her the Churchill name.”


Despite the Churchills’ noble lineage, they were closer in spirit to the newcomers in English society whom she had embraced to escape her dull life in Dorset. Randolph moved her into the center of power, where she could make contacts and fulfill at least some of her ambitions.


Randolph was quite open about his reasons for choosing Pamela. Even before the engagement was officially announced on September 26, he startled the American writer John Gunther by explaining—in the presence of Pamela—that he was about to marry her because “he must have a son and heir as soon as possible, since he was convinced that he would soon be killed.” He told Lady Mary Dunn that “he thought Pamela was pretty smashing,” although he also asked Laura Long whether he should go forward with the marriage. She declined to give him any advice and insisted that he make up his own mind.


Lord and Lady Digby made mild protests when Pamela gave them the news. “She’s too young,” cried Lady Digby. “They don’t have any money or anywhere to live! They don’t even know each other! The whole thing is absurd. They must not be allowed to do it!” The real issue, of course, was Randolph’s unsuitability. But faced with Pamela’s determination, they retreated quickly. “They were really very pleased with the Churchill connection,” said one friend. “They were happy to get letters from Winston and to be part of the Churchill setup.”


Randolph took Pamela to meet his parents at Chartwell, their ungainly brick home on a hill overlooking the Weald of Kent. Clementine had already expressed her opposition to the match, largely on the same grounds as the Digbys, but Winston and Pamela were instantly enchanted with each other. Pamela first encountered him on a grassy knoll outside his art studio some distance below the main house.


“He was a very large character, with his cigar, his black clothes, and his wonderful pink and white face,” Pamela recalled. “He knew more about my family than I did. He said, ‘You’re no longer Catholic’ [a reference to her ancestor Sir Everard Digby, who had been beheaded by King James I in the Gunpowder Plot], and he knew that the first Winston Churchill was buried at Minterne.” She thought he was “a little overpowering but very very friendly.”


Perhaps it was his weakness for auburn-haired women, but Winston seemed more smitten than his own son. Pamela proudly related later that he had told her she reminded him of his first love, Pamela Plowden. In a letter to his friend the Duke of Westminster, several days after meeting Pamela, Churchill pronounced her a “charming girl.” Not only did Churchill bless the marriage, he urged his son and Pamela to move fast, just as he had when he met Clementine. Like his son, he almost viewed the marriage as a lark, exclaiming, “All you need to be married are champagne, a box of cigars, and a double bed!”


Both Winston and Clementine were touchingly naive about Pamela, viewing her as a fresh virgin, a welcome change from the worldly women Randolph preferred. And while her family lacked great wealth, she did bring a decent marriage settlement of about £5,000—roughly $243,000 today—some of which, according to Pamela, her father kept because of the “uncertainty of war.” Even so, there was enough to help prop up the debt-ridden Randolph.


Once Pamela began to ponder the potential pitfalls of life with Randolph, she had second thoughts: “Every time Randolph disappeared, I became anxious and said to myself, ‘This is absolutely idiotic. I don’t know him. He doesn’t know me, and there’s a war on.’ ” She even called her mother to say she wanted to break it off, but then just as quickly changed her mind. The wedding date was set for October 4—just eight days after the engagement was announced. Using Churchill pull, Randolph circumvented the customary thirty-day waiting period for a marriage license.


Most of their friends were shocked by the suddenness of the engagement. They thought that Randolph and Pamela had little in common. In fact, they shared more traits than seemed evident at first glance. Both were tough, able to shake off setbacks and move ahead. Both projected unwavering self-confidence as a way to mask their insecurities, and they shared a somewhat arrogant sense that they deserved—indeed were owed—the best.


The wedding took place under cloudy skies on a Wednesday afternoon one month after the outbreak of World War II. The setting was several blocks from Parliament, at St. John’s in Smith Square, a flamboyant structure of four ornate towers, oversize columns and pediments more in the spirit of Rome than London. The ceremony received wide press coverage, with Winston Churchill nearly stealing the show from the bride and groom. “Wait a minute . . . Clemmie . . . She’s just coming,” Churchill shouted as the clergyman was about to begin the service and Clementine hurried to take her seat. Large crowds thronged at the foot of the church steps to shout, “Good luck sir!” and to cheer repeatedly their new First Lord of the Admiralty.


Pamela wore a coat of navy blue duvetyn trimmed with fox dyed to match and a dress of the same color. She carried a cascading bouquet of pink and white orchids. Her large navy blue velvet hat came to an unbecoming point, accentuated by a tall quill standing straight up. Wearing white might have been somewhat inappropriate, given her recent history, but she said that she chose blue “to assert my independence, and it seemed very sophisticated and grown up not to appear a traditional bride in white.” Randolph was dressed in his army uniform, including jodhpurs, sword, and knee-high boots with jingling spurs. As Randolph and Pamela left the church, their faces wreathed in smiles, they walked under an archway of raised swords held by the Fourth Hussars honor guard.


More than a hundred guests from government and high society turned up, including a proud Lady Baillie. “Every smart person was there,” said Lady Mary Dunn. Each guest carried a gas mask in a canvas case. A number of the women used them as handbags, and Canon F. R. Barry, the Rector of St. John’s, kept his in a special scarlet pouch. Most of the men wore uniforms, as did one of the women, Lady Limerick. Lady Diana Cooper was glamorously swathed in fur, and her husband Duff wore a top hat.


Afterward, the Churchills gave a reception in the state rooms at Admiralty House, “the most romantic house in Whitehall,” in the words of Diana Cooper, “looking onto the horse guards’ snowy arch, the garden of 10 Downing Street and the pelicans in [St. James’s] Park.” The atmosphere was festive as Churchill drank champagne, ate ice cream, and exhorted his guests, “We must eat. We must eat.” Lord Stanley of Alderley, wearing a long frock coat, played a frolicsome hornpipe. Pamela was in “high spirits,” and “at the end Randolph expressed an unaccustomed reluctance to speak. But his brother officers compelled him to do so. Thereupon he called on his father—who blushed and retired.”


The penumbra of war gave the wedding a somewhat desperate air, as if everyone knew that it might be one of the last flings before friends started dying. A year later, St. John’s, Smith Square was a ruin of barbed wire and boarded windows, bombed by the Germans in the Battle of Britain. “It was a marriage done in a fortnight,” said Randolph’s friend Alastair Forbes. “And God struck down on the church after they were married.”





CHAPTER



Seven


THE TROUBLE STARTED on their honeymoon at Belton, the home of Peregrine Cust, sixth Baron Brownlow. The setting couldn’t have been more romantic: a magnificent eighteenth-century house, designed by Sir Christopher Wren, beautifully furnished and appointed. Perry Brownlow was a relatively new friend of Randolph. They had met when Brownlow was serving as lord in waiting to Edward VIII. It was Brownlow who escorted Wallis Simpson through France before the King announced his abdication. Afterward, Brownlow was such a pariah that men turned their backs on him at the bar at White’s, and London socialites referred to him as “Gone with the Windsors.” Randolph, however, loyally stood by him, and the grateful Brownlow was happy to lend him his Lincolnshire home for several days.


Randolph regarded Pamela as an unformed being that he could mold into the ideal wife. He thought he could instruct her about politics, sharpen her wit, and shape her character. He decided to start her off with Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire,the book that his own father had read while serving as a Hussar in India at age twenty-two as the first step in an intense education program. But Randolph misjudged both his bride’s small appetite for cerebral pleasures and her inclination to absorb what she wanted, not what was imposed on her. As they lay in bed at Belton, Randolph read Gibbon aloud, pausing periodically to demand, “Are you listening?” When Pamela dutifully replied, “Yes I am,” he would bark, “Well, what was the last sentence?” As annoyed as Randolph was with her, she was as deeply vexed by her new husband’s presumption. “Can you imagine!” she later exclaimed to her son. “Hilaire Belloc was fine, but Gibbon was too much!”


For the first year of their marriage, Randolph and Pamela were rootless, like so many English people whose lives had been upset by the war. They alighted briefly in Tidworth, where the Fourth Hussars were stationed. Almost immediately, his regiment moved north to Beverley in East Yorkshire. Randolph and Pamela found a small semi-detached house in nearby Hull for £3 a week, which was just manageable on Randolph’s £750 a year in half-pay from his job as a reporter for the Evening Standard. During those last months of 1939, England seemed paralyzed by the phony war. The world waited for Hitler to strike. But aside from routine German attacks on British merchant ships, the only act of aggression was Russia’s invasion of Finland on November 30.


Randolph and Pamela were unhappy in Yorkshire. Randolph was upset that his regiment had not been sent abroad as he had expected. Although no soldiers had marched into battle, regiments were being deployed in Europe—except for the Fourth Hussars, which was rumored to be safe because of Randolph’s presence. Priding himself on his courage, Randolph resented any such suggestion and brooded over his fate.


Christopher Sykes, a friend from Oxford days who was stationed nearby, recalled that Randolph took out his frustrations with his usual bad-boy behavior. At one country house gathering, reported Sykes, “Randolph did everything he knew, and he knew a lot, to distress, anger and exasperate and make miserable his host and every one of his fellow guests.” Pamela was genuinely dismayed by Randolph’s drinking. With teetotaler parents, Pamela had no experience dealing with alcoholism. There were frequent fights. “Randolph would promise to stop, but never did,” said Pamela later.


Compounding Pamela’s disenchantment was her unhappiness at being stuck in the middle of nowhere during one of the coldest winters on record. “There was snow and more snow,” she recalled. “It was cold, there was ice everywhere. It really was ghastly.” Although Randolph was momentarily challenged by “learning the ropes,” as Christopher Sykes put it, he quickly grew bored. He had nothing in common with his fellow lieutenants, who were the same age as his bride. “He found little satisfaction in their conversation in the mess,” recalled Pamela. But he did listen to them on one subject. According to Randolph’s cousin Anita Leslie, it was only at the urging of his fellow officers that he told “a certain musical comedy actress, one of those ‘sex-pots’ ” (most likely Claire Luce) that she could no longer visit him. “Randolph could never have worked out for himself what was circumspect behavior,” wrote Leslie. “He listened however to his seniors in the mess and obeyed instructions.”


The Fourth Hussars were no more taken with Randolph than he was with them. They disparaged him for being fat, and with his customary pugnacity he retorted, “Rubbish—I am tougher than the lot of you!” Appealing to his impulsive nature and weakness for gambling, they bet him £50 that he couldn’t walk the 108 miles to York and back in 24 hours. On a frigid day in February 1940 Randolph accepted the challenge and set about training for a month. At the very least, the new routine would stave off his ennui, and he had the promise of £50, which he told Pamela would pay off his mounting debts. “In fact, it wouldn’t have paid off a tenth of them,” Pamela said later.


Randolph threw himself into his training, showing how focused and disciplined he could be when he applied himself. “I’m sure you will approve,” wrote Pamela to “my dear Papa” Churchill, describing Randolph’s regimen. Every day he took long brisk hikes, and he spent his Saturdays and Sundays walking and riding a bicycle to build up his endurance. He ate special food and toughened his feet by rubbing them with methylated spirits. On the appointed day, Randolph kept a fast pace during the fifty-four miles to York, where he rested for three hours at a hotel near the railroad station.


He awoke at 2:00 A.M. for the return trip. Pamela followed in her car, with strict instructions to honk the horn whenever his stride fell below four miles per hour or accelerated beyond six miles per hour. The pain in his feet became excruciating, prompting Randolph to remove his boots and walk in his socks. Still in agony, he tried to pad his socks with cotton wool, which proved useless when his feet got wet. Pride and willpower kept Randolph going, and he arrived at camp twenty minutes under the time limit. But instead of cheering, recalled Pamela, “the young officers greeted him with hoots of derisive laughter. They were furious he had succeeded and determined not to pay. . . . They never paid a single penny.”


Because of Randolph’s father, the couple managed to escape the confines of army life on a fairly regular basis. They visited Pamela’s parents in Dorset, and Pamela showed up with her sister Sheila at the Newbury races. Sheila was dressed in her ATS uniform, and Pamela wore thick-soled shoes and an unflattering coat of black and white fur. In early January 1940, Randolph accompanied Churchill to France for an inspection of military installations and a tour of the Maginot Line. A month later Randolph and Pamela went to the coastal town of Leith in Scotland to greet the British destroyer Cossack. On direct orders from Churchill, the ship had overpowered a German supply vessel, the Altmark, freeing 299 British prisoners captured from sunken merchant ships.


It was one of the few victorious moments in those bleak months, and Pamela wrote a vivid account to her father-in-law that showed both an eye for detail and a mature sensibility. The prisoners’ faces were “drawn and pinched,” and she reported that some seamen had been held as long as four and a half months, subsisting only on foul-smelling black bread. She described how the British sailors had been energized by their hand-to-hand combat, and how the Germans had been so afraid they had fled by jumping through portholes. “It’s comforting to know we can be ferocious,” she wrote. Her words revealed that even at nineteen, she was paying close attention.


Much of her listening in those days was at the table of newspaper titan Lord Beaverbrook, who would serve as her confidant and adviser in the coming years. From the moment Randolph and Pamela were married, Beaverbrook regularly invited them to stay at his London home and at Cherkley Court, his country house near Leatherhead in Surrey. Born in Canada as William Maxwell Aitken, Beaverbrook was the son of a Presbyterian minister from a family of tenant farmers. Beaverbrook made money first in the Canadian financial markets, then emigrated to England where he won a seat in Parliament and made millions in the early years of the century out of his mass-market newspapers—the Daily Express and the Evening Standard.When he was given a peerage in 1916, Rudyard Kipling designed his coat of arms.


Beaverbrook audaciously used his newspapers as an instrument of political influence. He befriended Churchill early and became one of his closest advisers, although the two men drifted apart for periods of time. “Max was a strange and difficult man to know,” wrote Churchill’s daughter Sarah. Although he stood just shy of five feet nine, he seemed smaller, mostly because of his restless manner and impish face. He had what one friend called an “urchin’s wink” and a wide, gloating grin. He was a man, wrote the historian A. J. P. Taylor, “of puckish illusion. He was there one moment and gone the next.”


His political opinions were similarly evanescent. A member of the Conservative Party, he championed politicians on the far left and took numerous contrary positions, including support for Soviet Russia. Those who knew him best, wrote his biographers Anne Chisholm and Michael Davie, “chose not to regard his somewhat oversimplified general political views as of prime significance; they were fads, or prejudices, part of his nature, like hypochondria.” But Beaverbrook took his views seriously enough to push them onto the pages of his newspapers. “Max, the old horror,” said Sarah Norton, whose mother Jean had a longstanding affair with Beaverbrook. “He was an awful old ogre, threatening, bullying. If you worked for him and wrote something he didn’t like and you said you believed it, he would say ‘You’re out.’ ”


Not surprisingly, he was widely mistrusted. As secretive as he was expansive, he was adept at playing both ends against the middle. His enemies thought he was an evil, behind-the-scenes manipulator who relished pulling strings just for the sake of the game, and who bought friendships with his largess. “The minister of midnight,” he was called for his labyrinthine plots. Clementine Churchill considered him such a bad influence on her husband that she was once moved to write Winston, “My darling—Try ridding yourself of this microbe which some people fear is in your blood—exorcise this bottle imp and see if the air is not clearer and purer.”


The source of Beaverbrook’s magnetism was his intensity and high energy. He had a quick mind and formidable memory, and he was a mesmerizing storyteller. He used his insatiable curiosity to build his newspapers and insinuate himself with many powerful people. “Of course at heart I’m just an old concierge,” he once told Randolph Churchill. “I like to know what’s going on.”


Beaverbrook rarely dined at the homes of his friends (Winston Churchill being a major exception), and avoided going to parties, banquets, and restaurants. Night after night he gathered the socially prominent and politically influential in his dining room to pick their brains, trade gossip, and instigate fierce arguments. While not an active participant, Winston Churchill’s daughter-in-law was an important new member of the audience in the winter of 1939–40. From time to time she came alone to Beaverbrook’s house, but more often she was in the company of Randolph. After the bleak dales of Yorkshire, the excitement of Beaverbrook’s stimulating presence offered a welcome change. The regular entourage included Churchill’s aide, Brendan Bracken, an indelible character with thick glasses and wild red hair; Beaverbrook’s pretty blue-eyed mistress, Jean Norton; and court jester Valentine Castlerosse. There was a changing cast of Beaverbrook’s reporters and editors, and visitors such as the American photographer Margaret Bourke-White.


Beaverbrook occupied a peculiar position during those months. Not only had he opposed declaring war on Germany, he continued to advocate appeasement and even urged a negotiated peace—views that put him at odds with Churchill. Always the mischief maker, Beaverbrook sought to exploit his differences with Randolph for the sake of entertaining his guests. “Randolph was defending his father, particularly against the Munichite ministers,” recalled Michael Foot, then a left-wing writer for the Beaverbrook press who frequented his boss’s dinners. “Quite a number of them were invited by Beaverbrook, who enjoyed seeing everyone attacking each other. It was great sport to see Randolph go after the Munichites. Beaverbrook enjoyed that. He liked to stage scenes. I had never seen such a spectacle as Randolph on the attack.”


Pamela held back, avoiding involvement, assuming a decorative role while in the company of others. No longer a jolly debutante, she projected a restrained grace, a becoming contrast to her overbearing husband. Behavior that might have seemed dull in others appeared entirely laudable in Pamela. “Pamela had a very difficult time with Randolph,” recalled Loelia Westminster, former wife of the Duke of Westminster. “He drank too much and was very unpopular. I remember being with them. He never stopped talking for one moment, and she never said anything. She was rather embarrassed by her new husband. I felt sorry for her.” Inevitably, Pamela crossed into his line of fire. “Randolph’s manners could be outrageous,” said Michael Foot. “He would insult her.” If Pamela even ventured a comeback, said Loelia Westminster, “he would tell her to shut up.”


Michael Foot could see that underneath her demure exterior, Pamela “wasn’t meek or mild. She had plenty of spirit. We used to hear that he was having rows with her, that she used to stand up for herself. Some of us thought that the marriage was not going to last.” Beaverbrook noticed the strife between Randolph and his young bride. “If he saw Randolph going for Pamela, he would have got on her side,” said Foot, who remembered that Beaverbrook was “critical of Randolph.” But Beaverbrook had to tread carefully because, recalled Foot, “he was determined to be on good terms with Winston.”


Pamela was also eager to maintain the esteem of Randolph’s parents, so she couldn’t go too far either. She continued to make a good show of being the compliant wife. In January 1940 she got pregnant, and several months later moved into Admiralty House. With Randolph off at training camp, Pamela found her place in the bosom of the Churchill family. She had learned some useful lessons at Mentmore and Leeds, but it was here that her real education began—her schooling in the ways of power and politics. Not only did she learn by observing the Churchills together and apart, she met every important person in London. “Nobody ever had the chance to see politics as much from the inside as I did,” she said years later.


Although Winston and Clementine were preoccupied by the war, they included Pamela in everything from family meals to official dinners, treating her like an adopted daughter. Randolph’s sisters, especially Diana and Sarah, were not amused by what they regarded as Pamela’s “muscling in.” “To Winston and Clementine, Pamela could do no wrong,” recalled a friend of Diana and Sarah. “The sisters didn’t like her. They used the words ‘taken in.’ ” Quite consciously, Clementine tried to instruct Pamela in the ways of wifely devotion. “She told me in the early months of my marriage how when she married Winston she had decided to give her life totally to him,” Pamela recalled. “He had a lot of bachelor dinners, and she probably stayed at home and ate on a tray three or four nights a week. She lived for Winston. And she was very good for him because she was the one person who could reprimand him and who could say to him things which other people wouldn’t or shouldn’t. . . . They always wrote to each other, once or twice a day, and if she thought he’d been at a dinner table she did not approve of, she would write him a little note and make him aware of it.”


The same sort of thorough devotion would become one of Pamela’s hallmarks—but not with Randolph. Rather, she transferred her attentions to her father-in-law. Churchill could be easily impressed by the solicitude of a fetching young woman. “Churchill was very fond of Pam, but he wasn’t spontaneous in showing his emotions,” said one woman who observed Winston and Pamela together. Lady Mary Dunn was convinced that “he adored Pam. When Philip and I had lunch with Winston, he would talk about her. ‘Aren’t I lucky to have such a pretty daughter-in-law?’ he would say. I would say, ‘Yes indeed, anyone would be.’ But he never talked about her in depth.”


Sometimes Pamela served as Churchill’s hostess or played cards with him—their bezique games could run as long as two hours—but mostly she was a rapt listener, laughing at his jokes and marveling at his stories. “Winston was fascinating as a talker,” said Diana Mosley. “He had so much to talk about. He knew the first half of twentieth-century politics in a way no one else did, from the inside.”


With Churchill, Pamela perfected the light flirtation that she used to beguile older men. When she was given a white Pekinese puppy, she yielded to Winston’s insistence that she call it Alexander, for Alexander the Great. She was intrigued by his fascination with Lady Hamilton, the disgraced mistress of Lord Nelson. Emma Hart had risen from courtesan to respectable nobility by marrying Sir William Hamilton, only to shock London society by her flagrant affair with England’s greatest naval hero.


Alexander Korda gave Churchill a copy of That Hamilton Woman, his film about the tragic Hamilton-Nelson love story, starring Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh. Churchill watched it seventeen times. On three of those occasions, Pamela sat at his side for a midnight showing. The film was highly melodramatic, but laced with some discomfiting insights—such as Lady Nelson’s sharp rebuke to her husband about Emma: “Find a public hero, and there you will find as sure as fate a woman parasite. Don’t you realize all she wants is to flutter about in your glory, to use you for her own ambition and conceit?” But Churchill was mesmerized by the film’s overt patriotism—a speech about Napoleon was said to have been written by Churchill—and the lushness of the production. “He just thought it was so beautiful,” Pamela recalled. “He was very romantic. He loved beautiful things. He was a very gentle man underneath.”


Pamela developed a strong emotional bond with her father-in-law. When he was depressed, he occasionally sought her comfort: “He would come in to meals and sometimes he put his head in his hands and hardly ate and then he would suddenly say, ‘this is one of the hardest times.’ ” At such moments, Pamela was a soothing presence. “He set the tone, and you let him ruminate like that and then suddenly he would pick himself up and he would tell a story or he would hum a tune,” she recalled. There’s no question that Pamela idolized Churchill. Years later, she would rhapsodize about his ability “to make you see the world through his vision, and that was larger than life.”


As winter turned to spring, London was “lovely beyond even an Englishman’s belief. There were bright azaleas in the window-boxes of hotel and home windows, and tulips in the court of Buckingham Palace,” wrote Clare Boothe Luce, who had become a correspondent for Life after marrying Henry Luce, founder of Time and Life.New plays and films were opening, and the city seemed almost normal. The Rely on Us taxi service ferried young men and women through the blackout to the center of London nightlife, the Café de Paris, where Snakehips Johnson and his swing band played until 3:00 A.M. “I found something strangely comforting in the placid, unruffled atmosphere,” wrote the American journalist Virginia Cowles. “You felt that no matter what happened, London would always stand.”


That vaguely optimistic mood vanished overnight when Hitler’s armies swept into neutral Norway and Denmark on April 9. British efforts to oust the invaders proved futile. A month later, early in the morning on May 10, Germany invaded Holland, Belgium, and France. Newspaper placards throughout London heralded the news: “Brussels Bombed” . . . “Many Killed at Lyons” . . . and most ominously, “Bombs in Kent.” By evening, Chamberlain had resigned and Winston Churchill was the new Prime Minister.


Randolph hastened to London from Kettering, in Yorkshire, where his unit was stationed. The next morning, when Churchill entered 10 Downing Street, he was accompanied by Randolph and Brendan Bracken. Randolph stayed in London with Pamela at Admiralty House for the next several days as London shifted into high alert. The ten-month-old phony war had ended. Food and fuel were rationed, and each citizen was compelled to carry not only a gas mask but a tin hat, ration card, identity card, and coupons for gasoline.


The atmosphere was electric at Admiralty House and Downing Street, where Churchill and his advisers met virtually nonstop. On May 13, the family assembled in Parliament to witness Churchill’s first appearance as Prime Minister and hear his stirring words: “I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat.” Churchill had appointed Lord Beaverbrook as Minister of Aircraft Production only the day before, at which point the Prime Minister’s sly old friend suddenly became vehemently pro-war. “Beaverbrook is like the town tart who has finally married the mayor!” exclaimed his Daily Express editor Beverley Baxter. Churchill had wisely ignored Beaverbrook’s unreliable political views, concentrating instead on “his power to inspire and drive . . . to get at the heart of a problem at speed,” in the words of Chisholm and Davie.


In late May, one grim bulletin followed another as German armored columns advanced toward the English Channel. Once the Belgian Army capitulated, the British government began evacuating more than 200,000 British troops from Dunkirk. By June 3, the extraordinary rescue was completed, thanks to more than eight hundred civilian and military ships that crossed the Channel, and some colossal military bungling by the Germans. Randolph and Pamela were not on hand for the tense week-long drama, but they wrote to Churchill from Nottinghamshire to offer their encouragement “at this grim moment.” Their letter contained a small reminder of the domestic strains that persisted despite the high historic drama: a thank you to Churchill for bailing out Randolph yet again with £100 for clothing and other bills.


The Churchills finally moved to Downing Street in late June, taking Pamela with them. With the fall of France on June 17, Britain braced itself for a German invasion. Iron railings were removed from homes and public buildings to be melted down for guns. All churches were ordered to stop ringing their bells so they could sound the alarm when the attack came. One of Pamela’s favorite Churchill stories, recounted many times in public and private (and always in her uncannily sonorous mock-Churchill voice), concerned a stern warning the Prime Minister gave his wife and daughter-in-law about preparing themselves to battle Nazis in the streets. “What can we do without arms?” Pamela asked. “You can each take a dead German with you,” said Churchill. “But papa, I don’t know how to shoot a gun, I haven’t got a gun,” Pamela replied. With a severe look, Churchill growled, “Well you can go into the kitchen and get a carving knife.”


Most weekends Pamela went either to Cherkley or to the official country home of the Prime Minister, Chequers, in Buckinghamshire. She tried to keep fit by taking long walks with Clementine and various guests. When Randolph turned up, he invariably disrupted the weekend. On one such Saturday at the end of June, Randolph abused his father during a dinner party at Chequers with a tirade against “complacency in high places.” Pamela, as usual, stayed in the background. John Colville, Churchill’s private secretary, viewed Randolph as “coarse and aggressive.” But when Randolph asked his father to help him get on active duty, Churchill told the group that if his son died, “I wouldn’t be able to carry on with my work.”
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