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PROLOGUE


LONDON, ONE NEW BOND STREET, TOP FLOOR,

VOGUE EDITORIAL OFFICE,

THURSDAY 19 SEPTEMBER 1940, 11.15 A.M.



The editor’s office had three desks: one for the editor, one for her assistant and the third for her secretary. The large windows along the south wall, hung with thick blackout curtains, overlooked the shattered roofs of the Burlington Arcade. On the wall behind the editor’s desk were the layouts for the November, December and January issues of British Vogue, clipped to battens – the November pages fully populated, December almost complete, January with gaps for editorial and fashion. The room was full this morning as the managing editor, Audrey Withers, was in the middle of her editorial conference with the fashion and features editors, the art director and the managing director of Condé Nast Publications, Harry Yoxall.

The October issue was ready to go to the printers in Watford and would be appearing on the news stands the following week. Today their focus was on finalising November’s contents. Cecil Beaton was writing a topical article called ‘Time of War’ about living in London under enemy attack. Audrey had asked him to concentrate on how life went on despite the constant menace of bombing and how danger brought a new perspective to life. It would feature photographs of Mrs Churchill in the drawing room of 10 Downing Street and Lady Warrender and Lady George Cholmondeley in uniform working for the Polish Armed Forces Comforts Fund.

Audrey had planned the feature to be reassuring at a time of uncertainty and upheaval. She wanted her readers to see the great and the good going about life as normally as possible and be comforted by a drawing of Lady Diana Cooper reading aloud on a terrace in the autumn sunshine or Mme de Janzé working on a Persian bedcover during an air raid. New York had sent a feature on Mrs Lydig’s fastidious taste, extravagance and passion which had been legendary in New York society before the First World War. Entitled ‘She had 150 pairs of shoes’, the lavishly illustrated article would be followed by a piece by a subaltern’s wife about how to dress in wartime – a nice juxtaposition, Audrey had suggested.

The fashion pages focused on what to wear in the town and country: wool coats for the town and tweed suits for the country with hats, gloves and sensible shoes to match. As they were about to move on to advice for warm and woolly undergarments, the alarm went up and a loud voice commanded, ‘Evacuate the building immediately! Evacuate immediately!’ Firefighters on the roof had spotted an unexploded bomb in the ruins of Burlington Arcade.

Audrey looked at Harry Yoxall and they both pushed back their chairs and stood up. ‘Take your papers and leave quickly but safely,’ he said, as he reached for his attaché case. Audrey’s mind was racing as she stuffed the papers she had been working through into a folder. What else might she need? Taking a moment to look around her, she spotted her coat and slung it over her shoulder as she edged past her desk and headed for the door.

Harry was staring out of the window to the street below to see if he could spot the bomb, but he could not. He shook his head and followed Audrey to the stairwell. The seven of them clattered down five flights of stairs, picking up workers from the other floors on their way down. Their pace slowed to a walk as the stairwell filled up with bank clerks and tellers from the ground and first floors. At last, they reached the door where an anxious air-raid warden was ushering them away from the building and down towards Piccadilly: ‘Walk! Don’t run! Don’t panic! Move on! Get away from the building! MOVE ON!’

Clutching her folder of papers, her shoulder hunched to keep her coat from slipping off, Audrey walked purposefully at the head of her little party of evacuees. Down Old Bond Street they marched and out onto Piccadilly, past the Royal Academy of Arts and on towards Piccadilly Circus. As they were level with the entrance to Fortnum & Mason, a news photographer stepped out in front of Audrey and snapped a picture of the phalanx of Vogue staff striding down the centre of the street. Harry led them to his office in Fetter Lane, on the other side of the City of London, and they continued their conference as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

To Audrey’s amusement, the picture was featured in the Daily Sketch the following day with the caption: ‘Overdraft Preserved. This bank staff walk happily down the road, never losing their customers’ overdrafts, to new premises. Cause? Time-Bomb!’ The picture appeared again as a centre-page spread to demonstrate civilian morale. It was two days before Audrey and her team could return to the editorial office and she had learned a valuable lesson. They had been unable to complete their work on the November issue as they had only managed to take with them what they could carry in their arms. From now on, she told them, each department had to have a suitcase to hand into which vital material could be shovelled at a moment’s notice and carried away in the teeth of time-bombs or other dangers.

Five days later, Audrey was officially promoted to the post of editor of British Vogue, a role she had been fulfilling in all but name since March. Within weeks, she was at the behest of government ministers in every department, from the Treasury to the Ministry of Information, the Board of Trade and the War Office. They consulted her, as the editor of the most influential women’s magazine in the country, whose readers were people of prominence and status. If Vogue readers could be persuaded to change the way they dressed, what they ate or how they worked, then the rest of the female population would follow. Over the course of the Second World War, Audrey Withers came to be recognised as one of the most powerful women in London.

Tall, slim and usually dressed in grey or navy, Audrey looked every bit the blue-stocking editor history has judged her to be. She had a reputation as a woman who never raised her voice but made her views known by quiet insistence. She did not stand out in a crowd, yet she reigned supreme at Vogue for twenty years. Beneath the monochrome exterior and the prematurely grey hair was a woman of great ambition and drive. She could be impetuous and passionate but at her core lay a great warmth, kindness and human understanding. She treated everyone with respect and was innately modest.

There is no doubt that Audrey Withers was a great intellect and a formidably capable editor, but she was so much more. She was an early adopter of new ideas in art, literature and technology, learning to use a computer at the age of eighty. She was politically active all her life, voting Labour until she joined the SDLP in her late seventies. She cared deeply about her work and even more so about the role of women at a time when they were still expected to stop work once they were married and had children. She was a co-founder of the Women’s Press Club during the war and was a passionate advocate for women’s rights. She believed in equality for women at work and fought hard for this in the post-war years when a grateful government wanted nothing more than for women to go back to the hearth and kitchen sink. Her management style was ahead of its time, giving inexperienced women opportunities, helping employees to overcome health and emotional problems by awarding them extra time off, and moving people sideways if she spotted they were being bullied or otherwise unhappy in their post.

She was unafraid to take on thorny issues, such as sexual harassment of her female staff, and showed spirit and backbone in spats with her star contributors to Vogue: Cecil Beaton, Norman Parkinson and the designer Edward Molyneux. If Audrey had a weakness it was that she was constrained by politeness. Brought up by a mother who could not show emotion, she never learned to share her innermost thoughts with anyone. At times, this could make her appear cool and distant, but it hid an inner warmth that was always there to be called upon if needed.

Audrey nurtured young talent and encouraged women to think about every aspect of their lives, from fashion to food, literature to cookery, gardening and motoring. When she joined the staff of Vogue, British fashion was concentrated around a small area of Mayfair. By the time she left, thirty years later, it was celebrated countrywide. She knew how much she had contributed to the world of fashion publishing, but she never wanted anyone to make a fuss about it. In her private life, she loved theatre, music and swimming, but she especially valued the company of friends and family. She continued to invite people into her home until the last few weeks of her long and productive life. She had that rare ability to reach across the generations and was as comfortable with young people as she was with her peers.

Audrey Withers’ life was divided into three separate phases: her childhood and education; her working career, all but four years of which was spent working for Condé Nast Publications in London on Vogue; and the last forty years, when she retreated from the public arena to enjoy her second marriage and extensive travel around Russia, India and South America. This book will focus on the first two phases of her life, with the bulk of the book dealing with the war years. This was the moment when British Vogue emerged as a magazine fully independent of its American parent, with Audrey in control.



1

GREEN SHOOTS


‘I always think of you as a bright, uncomplicated spirit in this muddy, involved world.’

– HUGH I’ANSON FAUSSET TO AUDREY WITHERS, APRIL 1924



Elizabeth Audrey Withers was born on 28 March 1905 in Hale in Cheshire, the second daughter of Percy and Mary ‘Mamie’ Withers. She had a sister, Monica, who was five years older and a brother, Michael, who arrived in 1910. Her upbringing was unconventional but very happy. It helped to sow the seeds of intellectual enquiry and enthusiasm for the world around her that would be the two strongest traits of her personality in adult life.

Audrey’s life spanned almost the whole of the twentieth century. She was born at a time when the man in the moon was part of celestial folklore and a mobile was something that hung above a baby’s cot. By the time of her death in 2001, she had witnessed two world wars and the development of computer technology. Over her lifetime, Roald Amundsen reached the South Pole, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay stood on the summit of the highest peak on earth, and Neil Armstrong took a giant step on the moon. In politics, she saw the construction and destruction of the Berlin Wall, while in music, art and literature she witnessed some of the greatest changes of all time, including the birth and death of her favourite composer, Benjamin Britten.

At the time she was born, Audrey’s father was a general practitioner and had worked in his private practice in Hale since qualifying as a doctor. Both Audrey’s parents had suffered personal loss in their family lives, and this shaped them as parents. Percy Withers was born in 1867, the fourth and youngest son of John and Mary Withers. His childhood was beset by illness and he had suffered from an overwhelming terror of the dark. He wrote later of his shuddering fear of the cruelties of boyhood, ‘its dirty-mindedness, its terrors and deceits. The darkness of night was dreadful to me; to be left alone with it was to be abandoned to a presence that cut me adrift from all other experiences of life.’ As a child he found the company of other boys rough and crude. From them, he heard foul language and smutty tales, which he hated. He wrote,


I seem never to have known a day when ugliness and uncleaness [sic] were not abhorrent. Something perhaps too much of Puritanism, or at any rate, a queasy sensibility, has gone with me, quietly or aggressively, thro’ I believe every period of life. Nor do age and traffic with the world diminish it.



This highly strung, sickly child slipped into the terrifying territory of adolescence with a sense of wariness and often loneliness leading to blank despair. Home life was soon to be shattered by the death of first his father, when he was fourteen, and then his mother a year later, leaving the teenage boy to be brought up by his older brothers, Oliver and Sheldon, both doctors. Although there was no family money after the parents’ deaths, the brothers were determined that Percy should follow in their footsteps. With considerable sacrifice on their own parts, they put him through Manchester Grammar School where he ‘learned all too soon, and too grossly, the full implications of sex, and the beastliness that license, unschooled and misdirected, could make of it.’ Despite his over-sensitive nature and the ease with which he was shocked by crude and base ideas, he was persuaded by his brothers to follow them into medicine, matriculating at Owens College, later Manchester Medical School, at the age of nineteen.

A decade later, he met and married Mary Woolley Summers, known always within the family as Mamie. She was three years younger than Percy and the youngest of ten siblings. Her father, John Summers, had been born in Bolton but moved to Dukinfield, 6 miles east of Manchester, where he set up as a clogger making both the leather uppers and the nails for the clogs worn by the mill workers in the area. In 1851, John travelled to London to visit the Great Exhibition at Crystal Palace, where he came across a nail-making machine, advertised by the vendors as novel, utilitarian and economical. It cost £40, every penny that he had, but John Summers did not hesitate to buy it.

Within a year, he had enlarged his business and was delivering nails all over Lancashire, Yorkshire and as far afield as North Wales. The combination of the excellent railway network in the area and John’s determination to make a success of his business meant that it expanded rapidly, and by 1855 he announced a profit of £1,000. By the time his youngest daughter was born in 1870, John was forty-eight and his wife forty-two. Exhausted by eleven births in twenty years, Mary senior died a month to the day after Mamie’s birth, leaving John Summers with an orphan daughter and four sons living at home aged fifteen, thirteen, eleven and eight. Mamie was brought up by her older sister, Hannah, who was nineteen years her senior, and Nanny Walker, the family’s widowed housekeeper who stayed with the family until well into her eighties. Hannah was cruel, having not an ounce of human kindness, according to her brothers, and Mamie suffered from loneliness.

Hannah married and left home when Mamie was four and, a year later, John Summers died, leaving her abandoned for the third time in her short life. As a result, she grew up to be anxious and without a sense of belonging. The only happy times were when her brothers took her away on holiday to the continent in the summer. When she was nineteen, they insisted she should be educated at university. She went first to King’s College London, where she was awarded first-class honours in ancient History, and then to Oxford, where her older brother William had studied. Mary was one of the first generation of female students at Somerville Hall. Her closest friend was Cornelia Sorabji, who became the first woman to study law at Oxford and the first woman to practise law in India and Britain. The two of them remained friends for the rest of Mamie’s life and Miss Sorabji became Audrey’s godmother.

Percy Withers set up practice in Hale and soon he felt confident enough to buy a house and consider marriage as a ‘practicable and provident matter’. He knew that he would be offering his future wife a life of comfort as a GP had standing in the local community. He met Mamie at a party at her older brother’s house in the spring of 1895. He had got to know the family having treated one of their relatives for alcohol poisoning a few months earlier. He fell in love with her immediately and, with customary impetuosity, proposed to her a month later. Hannah and the Summers boys organised a sumptuous wedding for Percy and Mamie in June, with four little Summers bridesmaids. Mamie wore a dress of heavy ivory satin trimmed with deep Irish lace and a train borne by a tiny pageboy, her brother Harry’s 4-year-old son, Geoffrey.

They spent their honeymoon in Scotland and returned to Hale to begin married life in Albert Road, he as a GP and she as his wife, with a staff at home so that she never had to set foot in the kitchen other than to agree the menu. Four years later, their first child, Monica, was born. Five years later, Audrey arrived and eighteen months after that Percy Withers was struck down with bi-lateral pneumonia and their life was turned upside down. Without antibiotics, which would not be invented for another twenty years, pneumonia was often fatal. His brother Sheldon arrived to discuss Percy’s symptoms with the doctor, who refused to name the condition he most feared, simply saying he thought it unlikely that Percy would survive.

For six days during which Percy was unconscious and suffering from delirium, his two brothers, Oliver and Sheldon, with Mamie a constant nursing presence, took turns administering ice packs, oxygen, hypodermic injections and catheterisations. It was through their single-minded devotions that he woke up on the morning of the seventh day and began the long road to recovery. It took six weeks for him to be able to crawl out of bed and stagger towards a chair in the sitting room next door. It was not long after that his brothers broke the news to him that he would never again be able to return to practising as a doctor.

One afternoon while she was watching over Percy’s slow recovery, Mamie received a visit from her oldest brother, James. He had come to commiserate with his sister in her new and difficult circumstances. When he left, she waved him goodbye from the front door and turned around to light the gas lamp below the mirror as the night was drawing in. It was then she noticed an envelope. She picked it up and, when she opened it, found it contained a brief note and a cheque from her five older brothers made out to her for a sum that would keep her and the children in funds and comfort for the rest of their lives.

No one has ever revealed the actual amount of the cheque, but it meant that once Percy Withers had made his slow and painful recovery, he would never have to work again and they would be able to afford, eventually, to put the children through school and university. The money also covered Percy’s medical expenses, this being decades before the introduction of the National Health Service. With this one gesture of extraordinary generosity and the small annual stipend that Mary received from the Summers steel works, the family was on a firm financial footing for the future.

Once he was sufficiently recovered, Percy Withers decided that the family should sell the house in Hale and move to their holiday cottage on Derwentwater. Abbot’s Bay is a tiny inlet with twin promontories that lies four fifths of the way down the lake from Keswick, towards Grange and Borrowdale. The longer promontory was crested with magnificent Scots pines and a few hardy oaks and carpeted with moss and heather. Percy had built an Arts and Crafts-inspired cottage a decade earlier, which they moved into when Audrey was eighteen months old. This is where the memories of Audrey Withers begin.

[image: image]

Abbot’s Bay had neither running water nor any form of lighting or heating other than oil lamps and open fires. The house lay a good 5 miles on foot from Keswick, as there was no road along the west side of the lake. Everything had to be brought from Portinscale or Grange, the two closest villages, but each was still more than an hour’s hike there and back.

The daily strain of living at Abbot’s Bay was real enough for the adults, but for Audrey it was bliss. She and Monica had a governess who taught them lessons in the morning, but after lunch they were free to roam around the woods and into the low hills beside the lake. Percy taught them where to forage for mushrooms and which ones were safe to eat. Audrey loved the earthy smell of damp grass as she sought out the platesized field mushrooms in autumn, learning how to pick them carefully so as not to damage their gills. There was abundant wildlife around Abbot’s Bay: red squirrels, birds of all kinds and otters on the lake.

Audrey came across her first owlet when she was bending down, aged about three, trying to see if there was anything in the root of a rotten tree. A pair of dark, shiny eyes embedded in a head of fluff shone out at her. She stepped back instinctively as a baby owl flew out from the hole, hooting in protest. ‘Owl!’ she shouted to her father in delight. ‘I saw an owl!’

The acres of hillside were like a series of gardens. There were areas of Alpine flowers, of tiny, perfect roses nestling in the moss; there were herbaceous plants next to drifts of heather and swamp. Audrey learned the names of all the different mosses and ling on the promontory, and she and Monica rehearsed the names of the mountains that rose above the lake. To the north, beyond Keswick, the great riven face of Skiddaw, with Bassenthwaite lake stretching along its base, and Blencathra, the shapeliest of all British mountains, standing alongside it. To the south, beyond the oval of Derwentwater and its islands, ‘the massive jaws of Borrowdale, opened wide enough to disclose in dreamy contrast with the caverned front of Glaramara and the peaks of the Scafell group.’

For Audrey, the lake was both exciting and dangerous. She learned to swim off the jetty and loved the feeling of plunging into its cold, clear water and lying on her back looking up at the promontory. In calm weather, she and Monica paddled in the shallows, watching minnows and other fry darting to and fro beneath their feet. But when the storms whipped up the water and the waves crashed to the shore, Mamie kept the girls inside. She was afraid of the power of the lake and knew from experience how it could go from flat calm to a raging sea in just a matter of minutes.

Percy Withers took risks on the lake, and many of their friends and family predicted an early, watery grave for him. They thought he courted danger, that he was absurdly brave and recklessly risky, but he was unabashed:


I risked and enjoyed. It was not a superfluity of courage; it was not fool-hardiness. The lake, and most of all the angry lake, haunted me like a passion; not one of its moods but I wished to share to the uttermost. The gentlest of them was a bounty common to lovers and strangers alike; the violent mine alone.



This was the strange mixture that made up Audrey’s father. At once a brave, daring, not to say reckless risk-taker, with deep, violent passions, yet at the same time a man so puritanical and sensitive to life’s vulgarities that he could not hear a rude word or a coarse expression without feeling repulsed. The effect of this contrary character on the girls was marked. Monica, like her father, was unable to countenance any form of innuendo or profanity. Audrey said later that Monica could not read novels or watch television in later life in case she came across something remotely sexual. She never married and yet she travelled all over the world and was brave, like her father, not shying away from danger or from primitive living conditions. Audrey seemed to inherit none of her father’s abhorrence of sex, but she did embrace his zest for life. Her passions were every bit as strong as his and at times the euphoria she felt bubbling inside her like champagne would burst out and she would surprise people around her with her passionate exclamations of delight.

A tradition that grew up quickly at Abbot’s Bay was the 5 November bonfire. Percy would start collecting wood for the fire as soon as the last embers of the previous fire were cold. This was no casual wood-collecting, but an almost industrial undertaking. Percy and Mamie would take the children and their governess out in their boat after lunch and drop them at a bay further up or down the lake to play by the shore while they began the serious task of collecting wood. After the wood had been piled onto the boat, often to a height of 5 or 6ft, Percy and Mamie would row back to the bay to collect Monica and Audrey. This wobbling edifice would then make its stately and unstable way out onto the lake and back to the jetty at Abbot’s Bay, with Percy rowing in the bows and Mamie and the children desperately trying to steady the load. This was repeated many times before the great bonfire was ready to light. The November bonfire drew people on foot, in boats, and in carriages, from miles around.

Years later, during the Blitz, when Audrey was watching London on fire from the roof of her house in Little Venice, she was reminded of the awe-inspiring power of the bonfires on Derwentwater. The crackling and hissing of the wood as it split and twisted, the sap boiling in the green stems while the desiccated needles on last year’s pine branches would spit, giving off showers of sparks. She recalled the overwhelming heat from the flames as they stood in the glow of the fire, their cheeks red-hot, loving every minute of it, yet equally terrified by its intensity. Those memories returned as she watched the Blitz and she found herself both horrified and transfixed by the power of fire anew. She never told her father of this memory, nor of any others from her early childhood. She did not like to dwell on the past and always looked to the future. This was a defining trait in her character, and it meant that she was always prepared to consider something new rather than harking back to the safe and familiar.

Those early years in the Lake District were the happiest family years of all, a carefree existence where the only boundaries were those governed by nature. Audrey’s parents were remarkably free-thinking for the era, and this was something that would affect her outlook on life and periodically give her problems with authority. Her parents both voted Labour and were outspoken against fox hunting. They believed in social reform and supported housing projects for workers in Keswick. They encouraged the children to be independent, to ask questions and to read widely. There were no barriers to discussion other than the delicate subject of human emotions, which was out of bounds. If Percy Withers was uncomfortable thinking about what he regarded as base human activities, then Mamie Withers was even more buttoned up when it came to feelings. She was happy to talk about any subject under the sun, but she was incapable of showing emotional affection. This bothered Audrey, even as a small child, and she was instinctively more drawn to her live-wire father, whose energy and enquiring mind she found fascinating. Years later, Audrey put her mother’s lack of affection down to the circumstances of her childhood, but as a little girl Audrey missed the warmth and intimacy of the maternal bond.

Five years after Audrey’s birth, a brother, Michael Derwent Withers, was born. He was quiet and absorbed in his own world, something that would become accentuated over the course of his life. It is probable that he suffered from some form of mild brain damage, but there was never a diagnosis and Mick, as he became known, was seldom mentioned outside the immediate family. With three children, two of them in need of formal education, Mamie persuaded Percy that it was time to move the family away from the blissful but isolated life at Abbot’s Bay. It was with a very heavy heart that Percy agreed, and he never felt as happy again as he had done living beside Derwentwater.

The family rented property called Kylsant House in Broadway, Gloucestershire. The 1911 census lists Mary Lucy Cranford, a governess born in Calcutta, a cook called Lilian Annie Slater and two maids, Lilian Ludlow and Nesta Longsham. The family always had a cook as Mamie could not boil an egg. She was so undomesticated that when Lilian had the day off, she had to leave pre-prepared meals for the family ready to be eaten cold, whatever the season. The attraction of Kylsant House for Percy was the long, low, cloistered room that would be able to accommodate his library of some four thousand books. The house was built in the typical style of Cotswold properties from the seventeenth century, with gables, mullioned windows and stone walls that surrounded the house on three sides. They moved into Broadway in January 1911, two months before Audrey’s sixth birthday.

She was a strong little girl with chubby cheeks and fly-away blonde hair that would later thicken and darken as she edged towards adolescence. She had pronounced front teeth, like her mother, and although she was never described as beautiful, she had bright blue-grey eyes that sparkled with amusement and passion and upon which people commented even when she was in her nineties.

Of all the things the children missed most about Abbot’s Bay was the lake. All her life Audrey adored swimming and she would take any opportunity to jump into rivers, lakes or the sea when she was on holiday. In Broadway, they were fortunate to find friends at the other end of the village with a pool. Percy was particularly impressed by the owners, Antonio de Navarro and his wife, Mary Anderson, who was a famous American actress. Theirs was one of the largest houses in the village and their visitors included opera singers, actors and artists, which raised them even higher in Percy’s esteem. The pool, which was fed by a spring in the hills beyond the garden and larger than a standard swimming pool, was some distance from the house. The Navarros allowed Percy and the girls to swim there in the early mornings before anyone in their household was awake.

Audrey’s formal education was patchy. Initially she was taught at home in Broadway by Miss Crawford, but by the age of ten her parents decided she was old enough to join Monica at a boarding school in Woking. She was puzzled later why two parents who cared so deeply about their children’s minds, and who were so keen to promote discussion and enquiry, would not be more focused on what kind of schooling they should receive. After all, Broadway was close to Cheltenham, with its excellent girls’ schools, but it is possible that the financial situation did not allow for two sets of school fees at the girls’ college. Whatever the reason, Audrey and Monica ended up in a miserable little school with about twenty-five girls aged between ten and seventeen, learning very little other than the school rules.

Then everything changed. With the outbreak of the First World War, Audrey’s life was once again turned upside down. The family moved out of Kylsant House for the duration and into a tent in the grounds of Standish Court, some 35 miles to the south towards Stroud and on the edge of the Cotswolds, where Percy was engaged as the senior doctor at a convalescent hospital. In a time of national crisis, he felt duty-bound to help as best he could, though he only worked for a year before his health failed him again. By the time Audrey and Monica arrived there in July 1915, they could see the esteem in which their father was held and for Audrey it was the only time in her life that she saw her father in paid employment.

Audrey and Monica stayed in the hospital grounds during the school holidays. Although the work was hard for Percy and his hospital staff, for the girls it was an adventure. They had to sleep in tents because all the rooms in the house were occupied by convalescing men. Audrey remembered the freezing winters, but she said they never complained about the cold because they knew the men had been in far worse conditions on the battlefields. After the Gallipoli landings in 1915, there was an influx of Australian and New Zealand soldiers, many of whom had never left their homes before. For these men, the children were a delightful reminder of family life. They loved to chat to the girls and to see little Mick running about chasing birds and rolling down the slopes outside the court. For Audrey and Monica, life at Standish Court was as close to Abbot’s Bay as they could imagine. They were free to roam the parkland and woods and there were coppices, hedgerows, ponds and orchards to explore.

One of the best outcomes of life at Standish was a reversal in their school fortunes. A sister at the hospital had been to St Leonards School in St Andrews in Scotland and spoke highly both of the education and the attitude of the headmistress. With his customary enthusiasm for something new, Percy announced that the girls would be leaving Woking in the summer and heading for St Andrews. This was the start of Audrey’s education proper. She was eleven and would spend two years in the junior school before moving up to the senior school. Monica, already sixteen, was at a disadvantage, as she had to catch up on years of lost opportunities. Audrey always felt sorry that her sister had only ever enjoyed two years of proper schooling.

St Leonards School was founded in 1877 by an alumna of Girton College, Cambridge, and from its inception strove to be a pioneering school for girls. Audrey moved into the senior school in the autumn term of 1918, weeks before the Armistice and her parents’ move back into Kylsant House. Her housemistress was also the headmistress of the school, an exceptional woman called Mary Bentinck Smith, who was well known for her ideas on education. Audrey was under her guidance for three years, and she benefited from being in the aura of an outstanding intellectual and an advocate for equality. Mary Bentinck Smith was a brilliant scholar with a magnetic personality. She had an absolute belief that there was ‘no just reason for excluding [girls] from the practice of any profession worthy of a human being’s interest and devotion’. What a role model for the young and impressionable Audrey.

In her autobiography, Audrey wrote of her time at school as being one of a battle to make friends and keep faith with her independent, non-conforming, non-religious views. There was a period when she was deeply unhappy over whether she should be confirmed into the church and eventually gave in through exhaustion. It was a subject on which there was little ground given at the otherwise progressive school. Mary Bentinck Smith had a deep faith and Audrey described her as being like an Old Testament prophet when she read parts of the Book of Isaiah. Audrey was mature for her age, both physically and intellectually, and this meant that she often felt out of step with her peers. Formidably forthright, thanks to her upbringing, she was used to arguing with adults on their terms, which some of the girls who came from more traditional homes found unsettling. She wrote of how conventional the young could be, however unconventional they appeared to the older generation.

Fortunately, there was a family friend who lived close to the school who always kept her door open for Audrey. She wrote of an overwhelming sense of peace and security when she stood in the quiet hall of Mrs Robertson’s house and heard her soft voice call out: ‘Come away, dearie.’ This was the first time that Audrey had had a female friend who neither admonished nor challenged her, but simply sat and listened while she unburdened herself. She was the older generation friend whom every adolescent needs, Audrey said later. If she was unhappy, she did not tell her parents.

Her father wrote to her in the second summer she was at school:


We picture you radiantly happy and prosperous, you precious, and always I wait eagerly for your letters to bring this assurance. How goes the work, the music, the cricket? Tell us everything. God bless you! Heaps and heaps of love, your own Daddy.



Percy seemed to cultivate being the liberal eccentric. In another letter, he told Audrey that Chick, his nickname for Monica, had cycled into Oxford to play tennis and go dancing, only getting back home at one o’clock in the morning. ‘What would your early Victorian grandmothers think of it? Even Miss Maclure [housekeeper], on receipt of the news this morning, nearly fainted away in the shock.’ At a time when chaperoning was still the norm for unmarried girls, this was indeed something out of the ordinary, and Percy clearly relished that gentle flouting of the norms.

School reports show that Audrey was an active member of her house and that she contributed a great deal. She played hockey and lacrosse with a passion, at a time when house sports were played to a very high standard. Photographs of her with her fellow team players show a strong, smiling, confident Audrey, much at ease with her peers. In May 1923, she took part in a production of J. M. Barrie’s Quality Street and a photograph of her in costume, parasol in hand, her head thrown back in a theatrical pose, puts her right in the mix of school life. She was also head of the School Literary Society for three years, which says something about her love of books and learning.

In early 1920, the lease on Kylsant House expired and the Withers family found a house in the village of Souldern, near Bicester, about 20 miles from Oxford. The origins of the village date back to at least the twelfth century and the house that Percy and Mamie bought, Souldern Court, was early sixteenth century with many later additions. There were enough bedrooms to accommodate the household plus guests, and the gardens extended to about three acres, which gave Percy room to plant an orchard and, to everyone’s delight, build a swimming pool. It was this house that became the centre of Audrey’s family life.

Souldern Court was run like clockwork, to Percy’s precise timetable, which even the most unpunctual of his guests began to like. The formality of lunch and dinner times belied the merriment and range of cheerful conversation, readings and discourse that happened around their busy dining-room table. Percy was at the head of everything, conducting proceedings, admonishing guests who hogged the conversation, while Mamie flitted to and fro to ensure the cook had arranged exactly the right dish to be served at precisely the correct time to each guest. She remembered that the Poet Laureate loved scones and cream, while A. E. Housman had a penchant for home-made strawberry jam.

Percy Withers’ influence on Audrey’s life was immense, and his attitude to parenting, at a time when little children were seen and not heard, was warm and affectionate. When she was due to come back from school the summer she had turned eighteen, he wrote of his excitement:


Chick is here; you and Mick follow in due time. In yields – how many hundred-fold! This is outside the domain of arithmetic, outside the reckonings even of astronomy. The stars sing together, and we hear them; but other calculations to the devil!



This pulsing passion in Percy was passed on to Audrey, and she came to know the delicious bliss of uncontrolled joy and the pain of deep sadness. From the moment she could talk, he treated her as a mini-adult and it was clear to him that she had a fine, enquiring mind.

Souldern Court was a house of sunshine and poetry. It was a hive of artistic activity, with poets, writers, artists and dramatists dropping in for hours, even days – sometimes en masse, at other times individually. Percy cultivated friendships with the literati and corresponded with many of them for years. Audrey would return from school to find Laurence Binyon sitting by the pool talking to Percy while Paul Nash sketched the village pond and Gordon Bottomley mused on poetry in the orchard. At mealtimes, everyone gathered together, outside in the summer, in the dining room if it were cold, and she was encouraged to participate in discussions and share her burgeoning views and opinions with the guests. Conversation ranged from art to politics, philosophy to religion and back to poetry. Percy set great store by his friends and correspondents and wrote to her: ‘such friendships have crowned a life with happiness and I love that you should have them for yours at the very start.’

Three of his friends became her correspondents and she thought nothing of pouring out her heart to them, all men, one thirty years her senior. This was the engraver F. L. Griggs, known to the family by his intimate name, Maur. She met him at a fancy-dress ball in Broadway when she was fifteen and he was immediately captivated by her, remembering later the moment when he first glimpsed her, ‘seeing nothing but gleams of friendly fun in your eyes, alternately with helpful and quite enjoyable seriousness.’

Audrey told Griggs’s biographer, American-born British musicologist Jerrold Northrop Moore, that she had had a teenage crush on Maur Griggs when she first met him and that it developed into a deeply affectionate friendship that lasted until his death.


There was absolutely nothing sexual in this relationship; I was simply devoted to him, and I believe he was fond of me. We corresponded for the rest of his life; and we often lunched together when he came up to London.



Her description of Maur Griggs shows her perceptive understanding of people:


I loved him for his sincerity, his heartfelt principles, and of course his charm. I felt he was utterly dependable – that he would never let down his friends, but always stand by them. I also sensed that he was very vulnerable. Though utterly firm in his outlook, he was totally unaggressive, and had to nerve himself to take up publicly a line which he held privately. I loved him for the courage with which he did that, and felt I knew what an effort it was for him.



In that same letter, she wrote about her friendship with the artist Paul Nash:


My relationship with Paul was more complicated because he himself was a more complicated character. You must remember that I had grown up in isolated villages. I had spent seven years in a girls’ school in St Andrews. I knew absolutely nobody except the friends of my parents, who visited us in the country. I was only nine when the 1914 war broke out. Growing up in those post-war years it was a new experience to meet attractive and interesting men like Maur and Paul – and to find them accepting me as a person in my own right.



Of all Percy’s friends it was Paul Nash who made Audrey’s heart beat faster. He was at the height of his fame immediately after the First World War. He had served as a private with the Artists’ Rifles at the outbreak of the war but received officer training in 1915. He was sent to the Ypres Salient in 1917 with the Hampshire Regiment, where he spent four months before he was invalided out and sent back to London. He had made sketches while at the front and these he worked up into twenty drawings, which were well received and resulted in him becoming an official war artist. After the war, despite the critical acclaim for his war paintings, he suffered from bouts of depression and financial hardship. It was during this period that he came to be a frequent visitor at Souldern Court.

Audrey was just sixteen when she first met Paul Nash and he thirty-one. She fell deeply in love with him. Her parents put it down to an adolescent crush, but the crush lasted for years and over that time they exchanged more than 100 letters. These tell a story of infatuation, certainly, but also of Audrey trying out her ideas about love, life, passions, anger and frustrations. In turn, Nash was always the gentleman, if often playful and teasing. There was no suggestion of impropriety on his part and Margaret Nash was aware of Audrey’s love for her husband. But neither did Nash play with Audrey’s emotions. While he teased her, he never sought to humiliate her, and sometimes he would inadvertently admit how much she meant to him. Early on in their correspondence, when she was still at school, he wrote:


No, I don’t mind how often you write to me, Audrey. So long as the parental mind does not imagine some sentimental significance in our correspondence! In which case, I should shut up with the disconcerting suddenness of a catapulted nightingale and henceforth communicate with you spasmodically thro’ the personal column of The Times.



The only indication Audrey ever gave of her relationship with Paul Nash as something special was in her autobiography, when she wrote: ‘Paul Nash was more than a friend . . .’ She was quick to explain it was because he drew and painted Souldern Court, and she referred to the portrait he drew of her when they were waiting for the meal gong to go one day. She wrote with pride that it was ‘almost the only portrait he ever did of anyone outside his family’. Many years later, she told Jerrold Northrop Moore, ‘Paul was the first person I had met who was part of a new wave of cynicism and a kind of rebel outlook, which I found at once disconcerting and intriguing.’

When Paul Nash bounced into the peace and quiet of Souldern Court on his sporadic visits, that equilibrium was upset for Audrey. She could not react to him as if he were just another of her father’s friends. He was far too amusing, engaging, dangerous even. At first, her infatuation with him was just that. She wrote long letters from school, sharing her innermost thoughts, which he found amusing and about which he chided her for her naivety.


You know quite well that I do not think of you as contemptibly clever or the amusing plaything of an hour. You’re a silly child and deserve to be spanked. All the same you wrote me a charming letter in spite of being so cross. But you weren’t cross, only wounded – and a ‘Blighty’ at that – well I love your letters whatever they are about. No one writes me such long or such lively letters.



In a letter sent just a few days later, he wrote:


I like your frank confessions and even your flashes of pique – but I chuckle. Yes, I suspect I shall get to know you quite well and of course I never could resist seeing how things worked at the back. Not that your machinery is secret or very baffling. Most of your cards come out on the table – to change our metaphor – you win by being a woman, that’s all.



[image: image]

Audrey’s love of literature and her determination to continue her formal education after school led her to apply to her mother’s old college, Somerville, in Oxford, to read English. She was turned down. It was a bitter blow, the first formal rejection in her life, and she did not like it one bit. She wrote to another of her father’s friends, Hugh I’Anson Fausset, who replied by return, urging her not to let her first ‘faint stumble’ upset her nerves. ‘You take things so dangerously, so gloriously to heart. It is the callous that succeed in the world first – and next the warm hearted who have put on the acumen of faith.’ She applied again in the autumn and was awarded a place.

By the time she was due to go up to Oxford, Audrey had begun to take more interest in her appearance. She still wore her thick blonde hair over her forehead, but she took trouble over her clothes, consulting Paul Nash’s sister-in-law about what she should take with her. They decided on a pale pink crêpe de Chine dress with a low waist and a long skirt, fitting the fashion of the times. Paul drew her wearing the dress and holding a fan, looking coy, with her hair over her right eye. In the college photograph, she looks shy rather than coy, and a little uncomfortable surrounded by young women clearly more confident and at ease. Audrey was unusually tall for the time, standing nearly 5ft 10 in her stocking feet, but she was light-boned and had the ability to fold herself up in her shyness so that she looked smaller than she was.

When Audrey arrived at Somerville College in October 1924, at the age of nineteen, the education of women at Oxford University was almost two generations old. Somerville Hall had opened its doors in 1879, the same year as Lady Margaret Hall and the Society of Oxford Home Students, which later became St Anne’s College. These were followed by St Hugh’s in 1886 and St Hilda’s in 1893, but it was not until October 1920 that the first degrees were awarded to women. And, for the record, it was not until 1959, when Audrey was about to retire from her long publishing career, that all five women’s colleges were granted full collegiate status.

Audrey was one of forty-nine students who came up to Somerville that autumn, three of them from St Leonards. Most of the other students had come from the famous public girls’ schools, but a small number came from high schools, so Audrey felt she slipped somewhere in between the two groups. She shared her feeling of being the outsider with Hugh Fausset, but he would have none of it. Just be yourself, he told her: ‘The promised land is yours! I am glad and exultant at the thought that Somerville are lucky to get you. There is nothing so lovely, honourable and infectious as this naturalness of yours.’

Oxford in 1924 was an exciting place to be, although the rules for female students were very strict. Chaperoning, the custom of girls being accompanied by an older woman when they went out, was still in force, but they were allowed to go to the theatre in fours. If they wanted to go out at night, they had to sign out of college and wear their academic gowns at all times. Curfew was 10 p.m. and woe betide any girl who was late. They would find themselves rounded up and chased by the bulldogs, as the university policemen are known.

For Audrey, Somerville was a revelation. Thrilled to be freed of the shackles of school uniforms, dormitory living and a life dictated by the ringing of bells from morning to night, she revelled in the bliss of her own small single room and the freedom to decide what she would study, when she would study and for how long. At the beginning of her first term, she was told which tutors would be lecturing on what subjects, and she could then make the decision about which lectures to attend and which she could afford to miss. The recommendation ‘you may like to go’ appealed to her almost as much as the tutorial system.

Unique in Britain to Oxford and Cambridge, the tutorial pits a student, once a week, against a tutor, post-doctoral student or someone with superior knowledge of the subject in question and debates a topic about which the student has delivered an essay. Every point made in the weekly essay must be defended or yielded, and there is nowhere to hide. Almost nothing could have prepared her better for a combative career as an editor, dealing with some of the largest and most voluble egos in journalism. ‘One is out in the open and compelled to draw on one’s powers. Intellectually, it is the equivalent of a sports training, and equally necessary to get good results,’ she wrote in 1994.

Oxford never was and never has been all about academic work. Life at Somerville was full of opportunities of every kind. Audrey joined the Bach choir in her first term and sang Brahms’s requiem in the Sheldonian Theatre, the 350-year-old ceremonial hall of the university built by Sir Christopher Wren. It is well-known for having magnificent acoustics and legendarily uncomfortable seating. In the spring term, the choir performed The Planets by Gustav Holst. Some of the students were shocked and objected to the abstract nature of the music, but Audrey loved it.

Music, theatre, ballet and art would go on to play a large role in her life, and it was at Oxford that her love of the theatre was kindled. Up to that point her experience had been limited to school productions and the pantomime in Manchester. Now, suddenly, a whole new world of drama opened up on her doorstep. The Oxford Playhouse was sited less than 50 yards from the entrance to Somerville, occupying the building now used by the University of Oxford Language Centre. It had previously been a Big Game Museum and was in its second year when Audrey matriculated.

That season the Playhouse ran a series of Ibsen plays. The women’s colleges magazine, The Fritillary, described Peer Gynt as a play full of surprises ‘to which the English onlooker goes as a sheep to the slaughter. He sits there, helpless and surprised, while Ibsen, in a sort of joyous frenzy, pounds him with a series of wholly unexpected blows.’ If the blows were unexpected for Audrey, they nevertheless landed with a satisfying thud. She was in her element. Ibsen spoke to her, and the actors of Basil Dean’s repertory company equally enthralled her. John Gielgud and his brother Val were among the regulars at Oxford. Nothing could have prepared her for the raw emotion and spiritual emancipation she felt. It was as thrilling for her as Abbot’s Bay had been for her father. She knew and understood that burning, private passion that great art can inspire, and it never left her.

Audrey believed she saw more quality theatre in her three years at Oxford than she could possibly have done in the same time in London. The company put on practically every play by Chekhov, Ibsen, Strindberg and Shaw and she went to every production she could. She doubted that any other student attended the theatre as regularly as she did, and she had a rotating number of friends who would agree to come with her to performances on her wish list.

Away from the theatre and all its glory, there were other entertainments to hand. The second and third years put on parties for the first-year students to welcome them to the college, serving hot chocolate and biscuits. A rather less relaxing tradition in the second and third terms was to entertain a don, one at a time, in one’s room. It was usually necessary to have a fellow student along to break the ice, though Audrey often entertained alone. She was perfectly comfortable with adults and superiors. Over the course of her first year there were four dances in college. These were exceptional events when men were invited into Somerville. They danced in Hall to a live band and enjoyed refreshments in the Junior Common Room. Isabelle Watkins, who was up at Somerville in the same era, wrote, ‘Doubtless the modern generation would think poorly of the sandwiches and soft drinks.’

In her second term, Audrey decided to switch courses. Her reasoning was that reading English was a luxury. She would never lose her love of literature and she would be able to go on reading for the rest of her life. Now she had the opportunity to tackle subjects that she would not be able to do on her own, at least not with the same facilities and tutors she had at Oxford. So, she switched to Modern Greats, a relatively new course that comprised philosophy, politics and economics (PPE).

It is not clear what made her choose to go down that route, but there was a young Girton graduate called Miss Rhodes who had taught economics at Somerville since PPE was introduced in 1921. Another tutor, Miss Clarke, gave sixteen lectures on British political and constitutional history during Audrey’s first term. It is possible that Audrey went to some of those lectures and decided to make the change. Perhaps she entertained Miss Clarke or Miss Rhodes to tea in her rooms. We will never know, but the Education Committee records show that she switched courses on 9 February 1925 along with Miss Creswell, who only lasted until October before going back to English.

Although economics and politics were taught in college for the first year, Audrey was doing PPE, so she had to attend philosophy lectures and tutorials at a men’s college. She put all her energy into her studies and took her work seriously, faced with great tomes by Adam Smith and John Maynard Keynes on economics and Descartes, Spinoza, Kant and Hume on philosophy. The sheer volume of reading required for the courses took her all the time she had during term and in the holidays. There was little time for travel during the vacations since so much of it was taken up with preparing for the next term.

One of her delights was to organise reading parties during the long summer break. Audrey’s parents were usually away during June and July, so Audrey and her friends would descend on Souldern Court armed with piles of books and share long summer days lazing in the garden, swimming in the pool and walking in the fields surrounding the village with Audrey’s spaniel, Bang. The dog developed a serious addiction to bull’s eyes (sticky, black and white candy sweets), which Mamie would buy in seven-pound tins and leave for Audrey and her friends. ‘At the sound of the tin being opened, he woke from a deep sleep and sat up instantly – and he always got a bull’s eye for his pains. My friends were much taken with this trick, and Bang was ready to oblige every time.’

At school, there had been no opportunities to meet young men, and she did not appear to have a boyfriend at Oxford, but rather enjoyed the company of her female companions. It is possible that she was rather off-putting to men her own age, with her studious nature and her sudden outbursts of passion followed by periods of quiet moody introspection. Once at Oxford she began to explore more serious matters in her letters to Paul Nash, and he responded with understanding:


You seem very earnest about human relationships – what has happened? But I’m glad about your new room with the window seat and the pyracantha . . . You wrote nicely about it so that I could get a picture of you quite clearly until you reflected upon the phenomenon of rabbits bolting at the sight of you making you ashamed – ‘as if I’d done something wicked’.



Paul Nash continued to advise Audrey on everything from the way she dressed – in a little sleeveless black dress with a silver underskirt that she described to him and he drew her in from his imagination – to comments on how she was changing now that she was at Oxford:


I warn you of one thing – you’re not to get too hearty, I perceived a distressing cheery-o-ness and topholiness in you last time, which grieved me very much. If you would enjoy the savour of life, keep to an extent quiet on the other hand, there is nothing easier than to miss it all, by making too much noise, because all the really funny, odd people who might give you a tip or two will be frightened and avoid you. Only the most obvious crude and ‘jolly’ people will be your companions and the weary of heart will wither away.



He immediately qualified that criticism by explaining that he knew, as ‘an expert in heartiness himself’, that it was a valuable disguise for one’s innermost feelings but that it should never be allowed to smother one’s personality. Explorations into matters of a personal nature like this continued throughout her years at Oxford. The letters came perhaps twice, sometimes three times a term, and were well thumbed and read by Audrey. Some were even smudged where her hands had held the paper tightly, with emotion.

Then one day, when Audrey was twenty-one, Paul Nash arrived at Souldern Court to find her not there.

‘I suppose you’ll get above yourself if I tell you I miss you – I’ll risk it anyhow – I miss you very much,’ he wrote, almost as if it were a surprise to him.


I have everything in my favour – perfect weather, comfort, hospitality, affection, peace. What I do lack – perhaps the feeling of adventure – do you represent an adventure – no more than an abstract sensation? It sounds a little impertinent but I suppose in a way you are responsible – you are a symbol as well as a self, perhaps that is why you have left such a large gap and to think too that you are one of the quietest listeners now living – when anyone has something to tell worth hearing . . . Oh, it’s most tiresome of you not to be here, I am in a mischievous mood – the woods and fields invite. It is so warm – what is the use of my coming to Oxford? No, you have messed it badly.



This marked a shift in their relationship. Earlier in the year he had written to her saying that he would not be gushed over and that he wanted to have their friendship on equal terms. Now he had admitted to himself and to her that it was really she that he had come to see at Souldern, and not her parents. He was also aware that Mamie was no longer blind to the interest he showed in her daughter and it worried her, not just because Paul was already married, but because the lop-sided friendship stopped Audrey from making any moves towards relationships with men of her own age. He knew Mamie was concerned, but he could not resist Audrey:


You are rather like a very young animal all over the place, kicking up your heels and scampering round in circles, it’s charming to watch you and very tempting to run after you but I feel it’s my place to sit on a wall and say ‘woa! Steady!’ – from time to time at least, especially when your dear mother’s expression rises to my mind! But I’ll join in the chase on occasions – in the future, when they’re the right occasions.



By the time Audrey left Oxford, she had worked through some of her doubts and anxieties. The combination of Paul Nash’s loving, teasing letters that spoke to her innermost private thoughts and the combative tutorial system that pitched her, weekly, against the intellectual muscle of Oxford, had given her a strong sense of self. She graduated from Oxford in June 1927 with a second-class degree in PPE. That year, five girls were awarded a first-class degree. Audrey was evidently disappointed to miss out and told Hugh Fausset that she felt she had let herself down. He wrote back by return: ‘A second is the degree that all the really best people take. A first smacks of pedantry, a third of mediocrity, a fourth of stupidity, but a second of talent, vivacity, genius!’ Whether or not she was convinced by this argument, she never said, but she asked Hugh to try to help her find an entrée into journalism.

Audrey was clear in her own mind that from now on she would have to make her own way in the world. She had lived off her parents for twenty years and she was not prepared to go home and wait for a husband to turn up. She was determined to earn her own living and fulfil a personal promise she had made to her uncle, Harry Summers, that she would never marry for money. The determination never to have to rely on anyone else for financial support in order to live was a driving force in Audrey’s life. When it did once occur, it had a very bad effect on her. The only parental advice she received on leaving home was a strange remark from Percy that she should beware of the effect of the night air on sherry.

This fierce sense of independence was probably the result of watching the impressive women around her at school and university, but it had its roots in her mother’s subservience to her father. One of the contradictions about Mamie that Audrey never understood was how a highly educated, intelligent woman could eschew all opportunities for self-betterment and further education that reading might offer her. Never once did Audrey see her mother reading a book, even though Percy’s immense library was at her disposal. Every year during the annual spring clean Mamie would personally take every one of the four thousand volumes off the bookshelves in his library, dust them and return them to the clean shelves, but never once did she open any of those books.

Audrey joked that even as a small child she could remember her mother falling asleep in the middle of reading a book to the girls, and how she and Monica would have to wake her up to read the rest of the story. Whether this was Mamie’s own, private rebellion against her overbearing husband or whether there was some other reason is unclear. Mamie was a letter-writer, however, and those letters that remain are delightful. She wrote fluently and with humour, sometimes addressing the political issues of the day, but more often giving details about the garden. She was a knowledgeable plants-woman and regularly made gifts of cuttings or plants to her friends, accompanied by instructions as to how they should be cared for.

For Audrey, the picture seemed one of subservience to her father’s needs, particularly after his health began to decline again in early 1921. It started with a raging thirst that was quickly diagnosed as diabetes. At the time, this was an untreatable condition that generally proved fatal after one or two years. For over a year, Percy’s diabetes dominated life at Souldern Court. He had a letter-weighing machine in front of his place at the table and he would weigh all his food in fractions of ounces.


Meals were an ordeal for us all. My father experienced – and characteristically exulted in – visions and hallucinations such as those described by fasting monks; but he became desperately close to a skeleton, and was weak and tired.



In 1922, insulin was discovered and administered to patients, and so once more Percy’s life was saved by a whisker.

Audrey was aware of an underlying friction between her parents that went beyond Percy’s health. As he continued entertaining and buying drawings and prints as often as he could, Mamie was responsible for the household budget that was stretched to breaking point by his activities. It is unwritten but for one mention, that the main problem arose from the fact that Percy had no income of his own and was dependent on his wife’s dwindling capital and the small stipend she received from the family steel works. It would come to a head in the mid-1930s, but for now it was a matter that rumbled on quietly in the background, and one of which Audrey and Monica were aware, hence Audrey’s bold statement that she would never want to be dependent on her parents for money.

The other issue that had an impact on family life was Audrey’s little brother, Michael. He had some form of undiagnosed learning difficulties, which led Audrey to conclude that he was born into the wrong family. Percy always expected high standards of education and culture among people who surrounded him. Michael could not live up to this, so was a major disappointment to his father. He was sent away to school but was deemed unteachable, one school after another asking Percy and Mamie to take him away.


He seemed to have no ability to use either hand or brain in any constructive way . . . The tragic result was that a black cloud hung over them. He lived with our parents because he could not live alone. My father withdrew into himself, except for occasional outbursts. My mother was alone between them.



Audrey believed that this led to unhappiness in her parents’ marriage. They could not converse with small talk over dinner with Michael present and Percy was not able to offer any form of intellectual forgiveness to his son. He shared his thoughts with his many correspondents, including Paul Nash, who once wrote to him to say: ‘Mick will surprise you all one day.’

Sadly, Michael did not surprise Percy in the way that Nash had hoped, and by the mid-1930s Audrey and Monica were so concerned about the situation at home that they seriously considered suggesting their parents should separate, with Mamie and Michael staying in Oxfordshire and Percy moving to London to live with Monica. In the end, they decided against the idea, but they made sure that Percy spent as much time as he could visiting them when he made his trips to London for National Trust meetings. They took him to the cinema, which he loved, and they entertained him at home in later years. It is typical, and sad, that there is no mention of Mamie ever having come to London to see the girls. She remained in Oxfordshire with her troubled son.
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NEW SHOES


‘I’m fearfully, frightfully and awfully glad that you’ve got a job that fits you at more than one of your many facets of taste and ability . . . I know the paper and agree with you Vogue seems to me, as a mere man, to be the best, as you say it is, and you jolly well ought to know.’

– F. L. GRIGGS TO AUDREY, 27 NOVEMBER 1931



Audrey moved to London in the autumn of 1927, having spent a last, long summer at home. This included a trip to Yorkshire with her parents to witness the total eclipse of the sun, and visits from Oxford friends to Souldern, which gave occasion to long discussions about their futures. Audrey’s degree did not lead to any profession and her principal interest was literature. Paul Nash was sure that the BBC or an enlightened publisher ‘will know upon which sides its or his bread is buttered’, but she was keen to get into journalism. She asked Hugh Fausset to introduce her to his professional friends, but nothing came of it. Her father had published a book a few years earlier called Friends in Solitude with Jonathan Cape. He organised an interview for her with the publisher, but they told her that without experience there was no place for her at the company and she would be better trying to find work elsewhere, possibly in a bookshop if books were her passion. She agreed and set about trying to find a job in London.

First, she had to find somewhere to live. She moved into an unfurnished flat in Bramerton Street, off the King’s Road, with three friends. The road comprised terraced villas with basements and the girls had a room each, with a tiny shared kitchen with a bath behind a curtain in the same room, on the first floor of the house. In those days, the property-owner had complete run of the premises, and Audrey had several encounters with her unpleasant landlord, who was far too intimate with his roaming hands for her liking, and she had to fend him off on more than one occasion. But life was fun and the flat alive with the comings and goings of four twenty-somethings, all buzzing with energy and excitement. They exchanged clothes and shoes regularly and discussed the short hairstyles of the day over cups of tea in the tiny kitchen. ‘When our social life was in full swing, those who were entertaining at home moved one another’s pans off the gas rings, while those going out pushed through to wash.’

They had all been to university or college and were part of the up-and-coming class of girls who did not belong to the aristocracy or the Bright Young Things, but were destined to spend some, or in Audrey’s case all, of their lives working for a living. At times it felt a little risky after the safety of home and university, but above all it felt thrilling to be free to make their own mistakes and learn lessons from them. Audrey had no idea how to cook or run a flat, but others who had studied at Oxford were dismissive of such shortcomings:
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