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Jessica Mitford has written a gay and
touching account of her growing up from
childhood through early marriage. She
was the sixth child of a pair of splendid
English eccentrics, Lord and Lady Redes-
dale, and sister to Nancy, now famous for
her novels, Unity, who became notorious
through her attachment to Hitler, Diana,
who married Sir Oswald Mosley and
joined him in that strange anachronism,
British fascism, and Deborah, the present
Duchess of Devonshire. From the first, her
definitely “U” background was a source of
infinite boredom to Jessica and her lively
account of it explains not only her own
rebellion, but much about her sisters’. It
seemed quite natural to little Jessica, for
example, that she should learn how to
shoplift. Later it was just as natural for
her to fall in love with a young man she
had never met. His name was Esmond
Romilly, he was a nephew of Winston
Churchill, and he was fighting for the
Loyalists in Spain. Jessica pulled strings

and things happened. She met hirn when
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Prologue

FamiLy souvenirs have an almost universal fascination. In
most homes there exist, put away in attics or on top shelves, a
row of Baby’s first shoes, Brother’s prize-winning essay in the
school paper, Sister’s wedding veil, fading telegrams of con-
gratulations on this, that and the other. Most houses, too, bear
scars imprinted by those who have lived in them — the still-
visible BB gun shots fired by an unsteady childish hand, the
bhole in the fireplace rug suffered when a party got too gay.

After the onset of middle age these trophies begin to hold
considerable interest, for it is then that they bring back in
startling relief forgotten events, memories completely buried
under a mountain of thousands upon thousands of days gone
by. When I first revisited my mother’s house in 1955, at the
age of thirty-eight, after an absence of nineteen years, I too
fell under the spell of the past. The tangible evidences of this
past are, it is true, somewhat different from those found in the
average English home.

In the windows, still to be seen, are swastikas carved into the
glass with a diamond ring, and for every swastika a carefully
delineated hammer and sickle. They were put there by my
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sister Unity and myself when we were children. Hanging on
the walls are framed pictures and poems done by Unity when
she was quite small — queer, imaginative, interesting work,
some on a tiny scale of microscopic detail, some huge and
magnificent. The Hons’ Cupboard, where Debo and I spent
much of our time, still has the same distinctive, stuffy smell
and enchanting promise of complete privacy from the Grown-
ups.

There are shelves of family books in the drawing room:
Memories by Lord Redesdale, Grandfather’s depressingly huge
autobiography; Writings of a Rebel, a privately printed volume
of letters to The Times by Uncle Geoff; Esmond Romilly’s Ouz
of Bounds and Boadilla; a couple of books by Sir Oswald
Mosley; an impressive shelf of Nancy’s books, both in English
and in translation.

The most fascinating of all are my mother’s voluminous
scrapbooks, dozens of them, huge tomes, each arranged care-
fully in some sort of order either of subject matter or of period.
One is devoted entirely to newspaper clippings about the family:
“Whenever I see the words ‘Peer’s Daughter’ in a headline,” she
once commented rather sadly, “I know it’s going to be some-
thing about one of you children.” Another is a collection of
her children’s wedding photographs. Diana’s wedding to
Bryan Guinness, by far the grandest, takes up most of the
book, and the sepia photos themselves are so huge that they
hardly fit the immense pages. There is pose after pose, Diana
close-up, Diana standing by the fireplace, Diana full face,
Diana three-quarter face, all with the same pure, bridal ex-
pression. Then comes Nancy’s wedding, with ten little page-
boys in white satin, some of them bundled up against the cold
in cashmere shawls. Pam and Debo seem to have been short-
changed, for there are many fewer photos of their weddings,
Pam’s having taken place in a registry office and Debo’s in the















THe CoTswoLp cOUNTRY, old and quaint, ridden with ghosts
and legends, is today very much on the tourist route. After
“doing” Oxford, it seems a shame not to travel on another
twenty miles or so to see some of the historic villages with the
picturesque names — Stow-on-the-Wold, Chipping Norton,
Minster Lovell, Burford. The villages themselves have re-
sponded prettily to all this attention. Burford- has, indeed,
become a sort of minor Stratford-on-Avon, its ancient inns care-
fully made up to combine modern comfort with a Tudor air.
You can even get Coca-Cola there, though it may be served
at room temperature, and the little shops are full of Souvenirs
of Historic Burford, bearing the unobtrusive legend Made in
Japan. '

For some reason Swinbrook, only three miles away, seems
to have escaped the tourist trade, and has remained as I re-
member it more than thirty years ago. In the tiny village post
ofice the same four kinds of sweets — toffee, acid drops,
Edinburgh Rock and butterscotch — are still displayed in the
same four large cut-glass jars ranged in the window. Hanging
in the back of the shop, as they have hung for two generations,
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are bright framed prints of contrasting Victorian beauties, one
a golden-haired, delicate young lady with luminous blue eyes,
her soft white shoulders draped in a pre-Raphaelite something,
the other a roguishly pretty gypsy maiden whose incredibly
thick black hair falls in great round curls. As a child, I always
thought them amazingly like Nancy and Diana, my older sis-
ters. Next to these, the unnaturally pink and white faces of
King George V and Queen Mary still gaze benignly at the
world.

The only other public buildings are a one-room school-
house and the church. Around these a dozen gray stone cot-
tages lie huddled like Cotswold sheep, quiet and timeless.
Inside the church, the rows of varnished oak pews— con-
tributed by my father after the first World War, out of the
proceeds of a successful bet on the Grand National — still
seem to strike a too modern note in contrast to the medieval
flagstones, buttresses, pillars and arches. The Redesdale coat
of arms, bearing its blandly self-assured motto, “God Careth
For Us,” which hangs above the family pews, still looks a little
too shiny and contemporary beside the crumbling gray stone
memorials to an earlier Swinbrook family, whose statues have
lain stiffly in place for four hundred years.

Two miles up the hill from Swinbrook village stands a large
rectangular gray structure of three stories. Its style is neither
“modern” nor “traditional” nor simulated antique; it bears
rather the utilitarian look of frankly institutional architecture.
It could be a small barracks, a girls’ boarding school, a private
lunatic asylum, or, in America, a country club. There has been
more than a suspicion of all of these functions in its short
history. It is actually Swinbrook House, built by my father
to satisfy the needs, as then seen, of a family with seven chil-
dren. We moved there in 1926, when I was nine years old.

Swinbrook had many aspects of a fortress or citadel of medi-
eval times. From the point of view of the inmates it was self-
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contained in the sense that it was neither necessary, nor
generally possible, to leave the premises for any of the normal
human pursuits. Schoolroom with governess for education,
riding stables and tennis court for exercise, seven of us children
for mutual human companionship, the village church for spirit-
ual consolation, our bedrooms for hospital wards even when
operations were necessary — all were provided, either in the
house itself or within easy walking distance. From the point
of view of outsiders entry, in the rather unlikely event that
they might seek it, was an impossibility. According to my
father, outsiders included not only Huns, Frogs, Americans,
blacks and all other foreigners, but also other people’s chil-
dren, the majority of my older sisters’ acquaintances, almost
all young men — in fact, the whole teeming population of the
earth’s surface, except for some, though not all, of our relations
and a very few tweeded, red-faced country neighbors to whom
my father had for some reason taken a liking.

In a way, he was not “prejudiced” in the modern sense.
Since the thirties, this term has come to mean the focussing of
passionate hatred against a selected race or creed; “Negro,
Oriental, or Jew; the word “discrimination” has even become
almost synonymous with prejudice. My father did not “dis-
criminate”; in fact, he was in general unaware of distinctions
between different kinds of foreigners. When one of our
cousins married an Argentinian of pure Spanish descent, he
commented, “I hear that Robin’s married a black.”

Unceasing tug-of-war was waged with Farve by Nancy,
Pam and Diana, the three grown-up daughters, to be allowed
to have their friends to stay. Since my mother rather enjoyed
having visitors she was often an ally, and these battles were
frequently won. My brother Tom’s friends — portly, blond
young men known by Nancy as “the Fat Fairs” — were an
exception; they were always allowed.

For the three younger children, Unity, Debo and me, the
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company of one another was thought to be amply sufficient.
Except for very rare visits from cousins, the three of us were
brought up in complete isolation from our contemporaries. My
mother thought the company of other children unnecessary
and overstimulating. Nevertheless, there had been a time when
we had been taken on rare occasions to birthday parties or
Easter egg hunts at the homes of neighboring county families.

Even this limited social life came to an abrupt halt, never to
be renewed, when I was nine—and I inadvertently caused
its cessation. I was enrolled in a dancing class’ which met
weekly, rotating among various neighbors’ houses. Little girls
in organdy dresses and cashmere shawls, accompanied by
starched nannies, were delivered by their chauffeurs at the
appointed place to await the teacher, who came out from Ox-
ford by bus. One fateful afternoon the teacher was an hour
late, and I took the opportunity to lead the other children up
to the roof, there to impart some delightful information that
had just come my way concerning the conception and birth of
babies. “And — even the King and Queen do it!” I added
impressively. The telling was a great success, particularly as I
couldn’t help making up a few embellishments as I went along.
They begged to hear more, and swore solemnly on the Bible
never to repeat a word to a living soul. Several weeks later
my mother sent for me. Her face was like thunder; one look,
and I knew what must have happened. In the dreadful scold-
ing that followed, I learned that one of the little girls had
wakened night after night with screaming nightmares. She had
grown pale and thin, and seemed on the verge of a mental
crisis. Finally, her governess had pried the truth out of her,
and had found out about the horrifying session on the roof.
(Luckily for me, she did not reveal that I had brought the
King and Queen into it.) Just retribution quickly followed.
My participation in the dancing class was abruptly terminated;
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it was clear to everyone, even to me, that I couldn’t be con-
sidered fit company for nice children after that. The enormity
of my ill-advised act, the scope and enduring quality of its im-
pact, was such that years later, when I was a debutante of
seventeen, I learned from an older cousin that two young men
of the neighborhood were still forbidden to associate with me.

Unity, Debo and I were thrown much on our own resources.
As a lost tribe, separated from its fellow men, gradually de-
velops distinctive characteristics of language, behavior, out-
look, so we developed idiosyncracies that would no doubt
have made us seem a little eccentric to other children our age.
Even for England, in those far-off days of the middle twenties,
ours was not exactly a conventional upbringing. Our accom-
plishments, hobbies and amusements took distinctly unusual
forms. Thus, at an age when other children would be occupied
with dolls, group sports, piano lessons or ballet, Debo spent
silent hours in the chicken house learning to do an exact imi-
tation of the look of pained concentration that comes over a
hen’s face when it is laying an egg, and each morning she
methodically checked over and listed in a notebook the still-
births reported in the vital statistics columns of the Times.
I amused myself by giving my father daily Palsy Practice, which
consisted of gently shaking his hand while he was drinking
his tea: “In a few years, when you're really old, you’ll prob-
ably have palsy. I must give you a little practice now, before
you actually get it, so that you won’t be dropping things all
the time.”

Unity and I made up a complete language called Boudle-
didge, unintelligible to any but ourselves, into which we trans-
lated various dirty songs (for safe singing in front of the
Grownups) and large chunks of the Oxford Book of English
Verse. Debo and I organized the Society of Hons, of which
she and I were the officers and only members. Proceedings
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were conducted in Honnish, the official language of the so-
ciety, a sort of mixture of North of England and American
accents. Contrary to a recent historian’s account of the origin
of the Hons the name derived, not from the fact that Debo
and I were Honorables, but from the Hens which played so
large a part in our lives. These hens were in fact the main-
spring of our personal economy. We kept dozens.of them, my
mother supplying their food and in turn buying the eggs from
us —a sort of benevolent variation of the share-cropping sys-
tem. (The H of Hon, of course, is pronounced, as in Hen.)

The main activity of the Hons was to plan the outwitting
and defeat of the Horrible Counter-Hons, of which Tom was
the chief representative. “Death to the Horrible Counter-
Hons!” was our slogan as we chased him all over the house
with homemade spears. We developed and played endlessly a
Honnish game called “Hure, Hare, Hure, Commencement” (of
unbearable pain), a contest to see who could best stand being
pinched really hard. “Hure, Hare,» Hure” was a refinement
on an earlier sport known as “slowly working away.” Slowly
working consisted of unobtrusively taking the hand of an
elder, usually Tom, when he was reading a book. Very gently
at first, and with infinite patience, one would scratch away
at one spot. The goal was to draw blood before the victim
noticed what was happening. “Hure, Hare, Hure,” on the
other hand, required the active co-operation of two players.
The first player pinched the arm of the second, increasing
the pressure while slowly and rhythmically chanting “Hure,
Hare, Hure, Commencement” four times. The player who
could endure in silence till the fourth time was the winner.
We thought it a marvelous game, and were constantly begging
Tom, who was reading law, to look into the possibilities of
copyrighting it so that we could exploit it commercially —a
royalty to be paid to the Hons’ Treasury each time it was
played.

'Y
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Tom, our only brother, occupied a rather special place in
family life. We called him Tuddemy, partly because it was the
Boudledidge translation of Tom, partly because we thought
it rhymed with adultery. “Only one brother and six sisters!
How you must love him. How spoilt he must be,” strangers
would say. ‘Tove him! You mean Joathe him,” was the stand-
ard Honnish” answer. Debo, asked by a census taker what
her family consisted of, replied furiously, “Three Giants, three
Dwarfs and one Brute.” The Giants were Nancy, Diana and
Unity, all exceptionally tall; the Dwarfs Pam, Debo and me;
the Brute, poor Tuddemy. My mother has to this day a card-
board badge on which is carefully lettered: “League against
Tom. Head: Nancy.”

In fact, the anti-Tuddemy campaign, which raged through-
out childhoed, was merely the curious Honnish mirror-world
expression of our devotion to him. For years, he was the only
member of the family to be “on speakers” with all the others.

In spite of frequent alliances of brief duration for Boudledidge
or Honnish pursuits, or for the purpose of defeating some
common enemy — generally a governess — relations between
Unity, Debo and me were uneasy, tinged with mutual resent-
ment. We were like ill-assorted animals tied to a common teth-
ering post.

Occasionally Unity and I united in the forbidden sport of
“teasing Debo.” The teasing had to be done well out of ear-
shot of my father, as Debo was his prime favorite, and fear-
ful consequences could follow if wesmadeyher cry. She was
an extraordinarily softhearted child, and it was casy to make
her huge blue eyes brim with tears —known as “welling” in
family circles.

Unity invented a tragic story involving a Pekingese puppy.
“The telephone bell rang,” it went. “Grandpa got up from
his seat and went to answer it. ‘Lill illl" he cried . . .” Lill
was on her deathbed, a victim of censumption. Her dying re-
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quest was that Grandpa should care for her poor little Peking-
ese. However, in all the excitement of the funeral, the peke
was forgotten, and was found several days later beside his
mistress’s grave, dead of starvation and a broken heart.

This story never failed to send Debo into paroxysms of
grief, no matter how often it was retold. Naturally, we were
severely punished for telling it. Months of allowance would
be confiscated, and often we were sent to bed as well. A
more borderline case would be merely to say, in tones fraught
with tragedy, “THE TELEPHONE BELL RANG,” in which case
Debo howled as loudly as if we had told the story to its
bitter end.

Odd pursuits, indeed, and little wonder that my mother’s
continual refrain was, “You're very silly children.”

"My mother personally arranged and supervised our educa-
tion, and taught us our lessons herself until we reached the
age of eight or nine. Thereafter we entered the schoolroom,
presided over by a fast-moving series of governesses. No doubt,
educators all over the world were at that time debating the
theories of John Dewey versus those of the traditionalists; no
doubt thousands were somewhere flocking to lectures on the
new “Child Psychology.” If the fight for equal education for
women raged somewhere as a part of the twentieth century
struggle for equal rights, no hint of these controversies
reached us at Swinbrook. Tom, of course, had been sent away
to school at the age of eight, and thence to Eton; but my
mother felt that school for girls was unnecessary, probably
harmful, and certainly too expensive. She prided herself that
she was able to finance our entire education out of the pro-
ceeds of her chicken farm, which, after paying all expenses,
including the wages of the chickan man, whose name was
appropriately “Lay,” netted something like one hundred and
twenty pounds a year, about the right amount for a governess’s
annual wage in those days.
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Lessons with Muv in the drawing room still stand out for
me far more clearly than anything I learned later from the
governesses. (The name Muv, set down in black and white,
may convey the image of a petite, cozier- than—Mummy mother
surrounded by children whom she refers to as “my brood.”
The name Farve may likewise conjure up the picture of a
pallier-than-Daddy father. Not to me. In my earliest memory
of them Muv and Farve were actually as tall as the sky and
as large as the Marble Arch, and were somewhat more power-
ful than King and Parliament rolled into one.)

Muv taught English- history from a large illustrated book
called Owur Island Story, with a beautiful picture of Queen
Victoria as its frontispiece. “See, England and all our Empire
possessions are a lovely pink on the map,” she explained.
“Germany is a hideous mud-colored brown.” The illustra-
tions, the text, and Muv’s interpretative comments created a
series of vivid scenes: Queen Boadicea, fearlessly riding at
the head of her army . . . the poor little Princes in the Tower

. Charlemagne, claimed by Grandfather as our ancestor .
hateful, drab Cromwell . . . Charles I, Martyred King . . .
the heroic Empire Builders, bravely quelling the black hordes
of Africa for the glory of England . . . the wicked Indians
of the Black Hole of Calcutta . . . the Americans, who had
been expelled from the Empire for causing trouble, and who
no longer had the right to be a pretty pink on the map . . . the
Filthy Huns, who killed Uncle Clem in the war . . . the Rus-
sian Bolshies, who shot down the Czar’s dogs in cold blood
(and, as a matter of fact, the little Czarevitch and Czarevnas,
only their fate didn’t seem quite so sad as that of the poor
innocent dogs) . . . the good so good, and the bad so bad;
history as taught by Muv was on the whole very clear to me.

Muv had invented a method of teaching which obviated
the necessity for examinations. We simply read the passage to
be mastered, then closed the book and related whatever por-
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tion of the text we happened to retain. “I always think a
child only needs to remember the part that seems important to
her,” she would explain vaguely. Sometimes it didn’t work
very well. “Now, Little D., I've read you a whole chapter.
Tell me what you remember of it.” “I'm afraid I don’t remem-
ber anything.” “Come now, Little D., can’t you remember a
single word?” “Very well then — tHe.” Fatal sentence! For
years after I could be reduced to tears by sisters and cousins teas-
ing in chorus, “Very well, then — THE.”

I graduated to the schoolroom when I was nine. Our school-
room at Swinbrook, big and airy, with bay windows, a small
coal fireplace and chintz-covered furniture, was on the second
floor, next to the governess’s bedroom. It was separated from
the visitors’ rooms and my parents’ rooms by a green baize
door. Here we spent most of our time. We had lunch, and
sometimes dinner, downstairs with the grownups except when
there were visitors, in which case meals were sent up and we
ate in the unenthralling company of the governess, fretfully
wondering what delicious things they were having down-
stairs.

Unity — Bobo to the rest of the family but Boud to me —
was the only other schoolroom-age child; Debo was only six,
still having lessons with Muv, and otherwise in the nursery
under the jurisdiction of Nanny. Nancy and Pam were long
since grown up, Tom had gone to live abroad for a bit, and
Diana was in Paris, restlessly poised between schoolroom and
first London season.

Boud was a huge, outsize child of twelve. She reminded
me of the expression “great girl” in Victorian children’s books.
“Oh dear, poor Boud, she is rather enormous,” Muv complained
when the semi-annual boxes of children’s clothes arrived on
approval from Daniel Neal’s in London, to be tried on and
invariably, in Boud’s case, sent back for a larger size. Nancy
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gave her the blunt nickname of Hideous, but Boud wasn’t
really hideous. Her immense, baleful blue eyes, large, clumsy
limbs, dead straight tow-colored hair, sometimes in neat pig-
tails but more often flowing loose, gave her the appearance of
a shaggy Viking or Little John. She was the bane of govern-
esses, few of whom could stand up for long to her relentless
misbehavior, and as a result we never had the same one for
any length of time. They came and left in bewildering succes-
sion, and each replacement brought with her a new slant on
the sum total of human knowledge.

Miss Whitey taught us to repeat, “A-squared-minus-B-
squared-equals-A-squared-minus-2-AB-plus-B-squared,” but she
did not stay long enough to explain why that should be.
Boud found out that she had a deadly fear of snakes, and
left Enid, her pet grass snake, neatly wrapped around the
W.C. chain one morning. We breathlessly awaited the result,
which was not long in coming. Miss Whitey locked herself
in, there was shortly an earsplitting shriek followed by a thud.
The unconscious woman was ultimately released with the aid
of crowbars, and Boud was duly scolded and told to keep
Enid in her box thereafter. Miss Whitey was succeeded by
Miss Broadmoor, who taught us to say mensa, mensa, mensam
all the way through. Nancy, even in those early days preoc-
cupied with U and non-U usage, made up a poem illustrative
of the main “refainments” of Miss Broadmoor’s speech: “Ay
huff a 16ft, and 6ft, as ay lay on may ayderdown so soft
(tossing from sade to sade with may nasty coff) ay ayther think
of the loft, or of the w-h-h-h-h-eat in the troff of the loft.”
We couldn’t resist reciting it each morning as lesson time drew
near. Latin lessons came to an end after Miss Broadmoor left.
Miss McMurray grew beans on bits of wet flannel and taught
the names of different parts of these growing beans — plumule,
radical, embryo.
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She was soon followed by Miss Bunting, whose main con-
tribution to our education was to teach a little mild shop-
lifting. Miss Bunting was a dear little round giggly woman,
shaped like a Toby Jug, with a carefree and unorthodox ap-
proach to life that we found most attractive. Boud towered
over her, and sometimes scooped her up and put her, squealing,
on the schoolroom piano.

We made occasional trips to Oxford. “Like to try a little
jiggery-pokery, children?” Miss Bunting suggested. There
were two main methods: the shopping bag method, in which
an accomplice was needed, was used for the larger items. The
accomplice undertook to distract the shop lady while the lifter,
or Jiggery-Poker in Miss Bunting’s idiom, stuffed her bag with
books, underclothes or boxes of chocolates, depending on the
wares of the particular store. The dropped hanky method was
suitable for lipsticks or small pieces of jewelry. Miss Bunting
in her governessy beige coat and gloves, Boud and I in match-
ing panama straw hats, would strut haughtily past the deferen-
tial salespeople to seek the safety of Fuller’s Tea Room, where
we would gleefully take stock of the day’s haul over cups of
steaming hot chocolate.

Miss Bunting was very relaxed about lessons. Only when
we heard my mother’s distinctive tread approaching the school-
room did she signal us to buckle down to work. She knew
nothing and cared less about algebra, Latin or the parts of
the bean, and needless to say we liked her much better than
any of her predecessors. We did all we could to make life
tolerably attractive for her, with the result that she stayed
on for some years.



ParticipaTion in public life at Swinbrook revolved around
the church, the Conservative Party and the House of Lords.
My parents took a benevolent if erratic interest in all three,
and they tried from time to time to involve us children in such
civic responsibilities as might be suitable to our age.

My mother was a staunch supporter of Conservative Party
activities. Although she was never particularly enthusiastic
about our local Member of Parliament (“such a dull little
creature,” she would say sadly), Muv campaigned faithfully
at each election. Crowds of placid villagers were assembled
on the lawn at Swinbrook House to be harangued by our
uncles on the merits of the Conservative Party, and later to
be fed thick meat sandwiches, pound cake and cups of nice
strong tea. Our family always had its booth at the annual
Oxfordshire Conservative Fete, where we sold eggs, vege-
tables from the kitchen garden, and quantities of cut flowers.
Debo and I, dressed in our expensive Wendy frocks, were
allowed to parade around selling bouquets. Debo hated these
occasions because the grownups always cooed over her: “Oh,
doesn’t Debo look sweet!” “Well, Decca’s sweet too,” was
her furious rejoinder.
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At election time, sporting blue rosettes, symbol of the Party,
we often accompanied Muv to do canvassing. Our car was
decorated with Tory blue ribbons, and if we should pass a
car flaunting the red badge of Socialism, we were allowed to
lean out of the window and shout at the occupants: “Down
with the horrible Counter-Honnish Labor Party!”

The canvassing consisted of visiting the villagers in Swin-
brook and neighboring communities, and, after exacting a
promise from each one to vote Conservative, arranging to have
them driven to the polls by our chauffeur. Labor Party sup-
porters were virtually unknown in Swinbrook. Only once
was a red rosette seen in the village. It was worn by our
gamekeeper’s son — to the bitter shame and humiliation of his
family, who banished him from their house for this act of dis-
loyalty. It was rumored that he went to work in a factory in
Glasgow, and there became mixed up with the trade unions.

The General Strike of 1926 provided enormous excitement.
There was a thrilling feeling of crisis in the air. The grown-
ups, unnaturally grave, pored over the daily national bulletin
that replaced the newspapers. I managed to smuggle my pet
lamb, Miranda, into my bedroom at night to prevent her from
being shot down by the Bolshies. Everyone was pressed into
service for the emergency. Nancy and Pam, then in their early
twenties, established a canteen in an old barn on the highway,
about two miles from our house, in which they took alternate
shifts serving tea, hot soup and sandwiches to the scabbing
lorry drivers. After lessons, Boud and I with our governess,
and Debo with Nanny would toil up the hill to help, Miranda
strictly at heel in case a Bolshie should jump out of the hedges.

Since lorries keep going all night (a fact none of us had
realized before), it was necessary to start the first shift very
early in the morning, before sunrise. Pam was detailed for
this first shift; she was easily the best at running the canteen,
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as she was interested in home economics and knew how to
make the tea and sandwiches and how to wash the cups.
Nancy was known to be hopeless at this sort of thing, and
moaned sadly when called on for anything more than handing
round the sandwiches: “Oh darling, you know I don’t know
how to take things out of ovens, one’s poor hands . . . besides,
I do so hate getting up early.”

One morning, about five o’clock, Pam was alone at the can-
teen as usual when a filthy tramp lurched in from the eerie
pre-dawn darkness. Dressed in a ragged suit and worker’s
cap, his face grimy and hideously scarred, he was a terrifying
sight. “Can I ’ave a cup o tea, miss?” he leered at Pam,
thrusting his dreadful face close to hers, winking with his hor-
ribly bright green eyes. Pam nervously started to pour the tea,
but he nimbly stepped round the counter. “Can I ’ave a kiss,
Miss?” and he put his arm round her waist. Pam, thoroughly
terrified, let out a fearful shriek, and in her mad haste to get
away from him fell and sprained her ankle. The tramp turned
out to be Nancy in disguise. All in all, we were rather sad
when the General Strike came to an end and life returned to
dull normalcy.

Rather to my mother’s disappointment, Farve’s interest in
politics was much more sporadic than her own. On very rare
occasions he lumbered into his London clothes and with much
heavy breathing prepared for the trip —always considered a
tremendously arduous journey, although it was actually only
eighty miles — to sit in the House of Lords. But he only went
if the matter being debated presented really burning issues,
such as whether peeresses in their own right should be
granted permission to sit as equals with Their Lordships. On
this occasion Farve roused himself to go and vote against their
being admitted; Nancy maintained that the real reason for his
opposition to seating the peeresses was that there is only one
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W.C. in the House of Lords, and he was afraid they might
get in the habit of using it.

Farve’s deepest ire, however, was reserved for a proposal
to reform the House of Lords by limiting its powers. The Lords
who sponsored this measure did so out of a fear that unless
such a course was taken, a future Labor Government might
abolish the House altogether. Farve angrily opposed this
tricky political maneuver. His speech was widely quoted in
the press: “May I remind your Lordships that denial of the
hereditary principle is a direct blow at the Crown? Such a
denial is, indeed, a blow at the very foundation of the Chris-
tian faith.” To Farve’s annoyance, even the Conservative press
poked fun at this concept, and the labor press had a field day
with it. “What did you mean to say?” we asked, and he
patiently explained that just as Jesus became God because he
was the Son of God, so the oldest son of a Lord should in-
herit his father’s title and prerogatives. Nancy pretended to
be surprised at this explanation: “Oh, I thought you meant it
would be a blow at the Christian faith because the Lord’s
son would lose the right to choose the clergyman.”

The right to hire and fire the clergy was one which my
father would have been loath to relinquish. He had the “liv-
ing” at Swinbrook, which meant that if the incumbent vicar
died or left the parish it became Farve’s responsibility to inter-
view and choose among prospective replacements. Shortly after
we moved to Swinbrook such choice was made necessary by the
death of the Reverend Foster, the parish clergyman. Debo
and I managed to eavesdrop on at least one of the interviews
that followed. A pallid young man in regulation dog collar
was admitted by the parlormaid. “Would you come this way,
sitr? His Lordship’s in the Closing Room,” she explained.
My father’s study had once been known by the more usual
terms for such rooms — library, business room, smoking room
— but I pointed out to Farve that since he spent virtually his
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entire life within its walls, one day, inevitably, his old eyes
would close there, never to open again. Thus it came to be
called the Closing Room, even by the servants. The Closing
Room was a pleasant enough place to spend time in if one was
not there under duress; it was lined from floor to ceiling with
thousands of books amassed by Grandfather, and there was a
lot of comfortable leather-covered furniture and a huge gramo-
phone — but the idea of being summoned for an interview with
Farve filled us with vicarious terror.

“Oh, poor thing! There he goes. He’s for it,” Debo whis-
pered from our hiding place under the stairs. We heard Farve
explaining that he would personally choose the hymns to be
sung at Sunday service. “None of those damn complicated
foreign tunes. I'll give you a list of what's wanted: ‘Holy,
Holy, Holy,” ‘Rock of Ages,’ ‘All Things Bright and Beauti-
ful,” and the like.” He went on to say that the sermon must
never take longer than ten minutes. There was little danger of
running overtime, as Farve made a practice of setting his stop
watch and signaling two minutes before the allotted time was
up.

“Do you go in for smells and lace?” he suddenly roared at
the astonished applicant. “Er?” Questioning sounds could be
heard through the walls of the Closing Room. “Incense, choir
robes and all that Popish nonense! You know what I'm driv-
ing at!” Debo and I squirmed in sympathy.

The poor vicar who was finally selected must often have
wished for a softer berth. For one thing, church attendance
was an inflexible rule for the whole Mitford family. Every
Sunday morning, rain or shine, we stumped off down the hill
with Nanny, governess, Boud’s goat, her pet snake Enid,
Miranda, several dogs, and my pet dove. Some of the graves in
Swinbrook churchyard were conveniently surrounded by high
railings for better preservation and privacy. These made good
cages for the assorted animals, whose loud yelps, cooing and
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baaing blended nicely with the lusty voices of the village choir
and effectively drowned out most of the ten-minute sermon. If
Tom was at home, Debo, Boud and I amused ourselves during
the service by trying to “make him blither” —a Honnish ex-
pression for an unwilling or suppressed giggle. The best mo-
ment for this occurred during the reading of the Ten Com-
mandments. Ranged in the family pew, prayerbooks open,
we'd wait for the signal: “Thou shalt not commit adultery,”
then nudge all down the row to where poor Tom was sitting,
desperately trying to suffocate the giggles. We were sure
he led a glamorous life of sin abroad and in his London
flat, and needed emphasis on this particular Command-
ment.

My mother was hard to pin down in theological discussions.
“Do you believe in Heaven and Hell?” I asked. “Well, one
always hopes there’ll be some sort of afterlife. I'd like to see
Uncle Clem again one day, and Cicely, she was such a good
friend of mine . ..” She seemed to envisage the afterlife as a
pleasant afternoon gathering where anyone might drop in.
“But if you don’t believe in the miracles and things, what’s the
point of having to go to church every Sunday?” “Well, Little
D, after all it is the Church of England, we have to support
it, don’t you see.”

The support took various forms. When Muv remembered she
invited the Vicar and his wife for Sunday luncheon: “Poor
things, they always look so hungry, I rather wonder if they
get quite enough to eat.” Her vagueness about church proce-
dure must have caused the Vicar some uneasy moments. Once
he came to the house to ask her if she would contribute some
money to help purchase the bier. “Certainly, how much is
needed?” Muv asked. The vicar opined that five pounds
would do nicely. “Five pounds? But who on earth is going
to drink all that beer?”

Muv often took me with her to visit the village women in
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Swinbrook with small gifts of charity. Their poverty worried
me and filled me with uneasiness. They lived in ancient, tiny
cottages, pathetically decorated with pictures of the Royal
Family and little china ornaments. The smell of centuries of
overcooked cabbage and strong tea lurked in the very walls.
The women were old, and usually toothless, at thirty. Many
had goiters, wens, crooked backs and other deformities asso-
ciated with generations of poverty. Could these poor creatures
be people, like us? What did they think about, what sort of
jokes did they think funny, what did they talk about at meals?
How did they fill their days? Why were they so poor?

On the long walk home after one such visit, a brilliant
thought suddenly occurred to me.

“I say, wouldn’t it be a good idea if all the money in England
could be divided up equally among everybody? Then there
wouldn’t be any really poor people.”

“Well, that’s what the Socialists want to do,” Muv explained.
I was abashed to learn that the counter-Honnish Socialists
had already thought of my good idea, but pursued the sub-
ject nevertheless.

“Why couldn’t it be done?”

“Because it wouldn’t be fair, darling. You wouldn’t like
it if you saved up all your pocket money and Debo spent hers,
and I made you give up half your savings to Debo, would
your” Iimmediately saw the point. My idea was pretty hope-
less after all.

Shortly after this I was taken to a Conservative Party cam-
paign meeting in the village. Uncle Geoff made the speech.
“The trouble with the Labor Party is that they want everyone
to be poor,” he said, “but we want everyone to be rich.” 1
had never heard this ancient cliché before, and it struck me
as a penetratingly original thought of enduring significance.
It was several years before I gave any more thought to Socialist
ideas.




Growing up in the English countryside seemed an inter-
minable process. Freezing winter gave way to frosty spring,
which in turn merged into chilly summer — but nothing ever,
ever happened. The lyrical, soft beauty of changing seasons
in the Cotswolds literally left us cold. “Oh, to be in England
Now that April’s there,” or, “Fair daffodils, we weep to see
you haste away so soon . . .” The words were evocative
enough, but I was not much of an April noticer or daffodil
fancier. It never occurred to me to be happy with my lot.
Knowing few children of my age with whom to compare notes,
I envied the children of literature to whom interesting things
were always happening: “Oliver Twist was so lucky to live
in a fascinating orphanage!”

Nevertheless, there were occasional diversions. Sometimes we
went up to London to stay at our mews in Rutland Gate
for Christmas shopping (or shoplifting, depending on whether
we were accompanied by Nanny or by Miss Bunting), and
sometimes, when Swinbrook was let for a few months, a full-
scale migration, Nanny, governess, maids, dogs, Enid, Miranda,
dove and all of us, went to my mother’s house on the outskirts
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of High Wycombe. But these small excursions only served
to emphasize the dullness of life at Swinbrook.

We were as though caught in a timeproofed corner of the
world, foster children, if not exactly of silence, at least of slow
time. The very landscape, cluttered up with history, was dis-
concertingly filled with evidence of the changelessness of
things. The main road to Oxford, built by Julius Caesar two
thousand years ago, had been altered only by modern surfacing
for the convenience of motorists; Roman coins, thrown up by
the plow as though carelessly dropped only yesterday, were
to be had for the gathering. As part of our lessons we kept
Century Notebooks, a page for each century, in which we
listed by date the main battles, reigns of kings and queens,
scientific inventions. Human history seemed so depressingly
short as one turned the pages. The French Revolution only
two pages back, and flip! here we are at the twenty-first
century, all of us dead and buried — but what will there be
to show for it? “Precious little, if we're going to be stuck
at Swinbrook for the rest of our lives,” I mused sadly.

The great golden goal of every childhood —being a
Grownup — seemed impossibly far away. There were for us
no intermediate goals to fill the great, dull gap; no graduation
from one stage of education to the next; no adolescent “first
parties” to look forward to. You were a child, living within
all the bounds and restrictions of childhood, from birth until
you reached the age of seventeen or eighteen, depending on
where your birthday fell in relation to the London season.
Life broke down to an endless series of unconnected details,
the days punctuated by lessons, meals and walks, the weeks
by occasional visits from relations or the older children’s
friends, the months and years by the unexpected and un-
planned for. . ..

Uncles and aunts frequently came to stay. Since my father
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was one of nine children, and my mother one of four, an
avuncular network extended over the length and breadth of
England, from the Scottish border to London. Very occasion-
ally an aunt or uncle would earn permanent banishment from
my father’s sight, never again to be mentioned in his presence,
because of some offense such as getting divorced or marrying
a foreigner, but these were the exceptions.

Aunts fell roughly into two categories. There were the
married ones, mothers of large families, managers of large staffs
of servants, chivvyers of children. These indomitable women
of rugged feature and iron hair, seasoned tweed suit and
roughened skin, would seek one out on the coldest, sleetiest
day in one’s refuge by the Closing Room fire. Armed with a
good stout walking stick, such an aunt would rap one smartly
on the behind: “Reading? In this stuffy house? Come on,
come on, get out of doors for a lovely walk, you lazy little
thing.” Nanny hinted they might be driven by a force be-
yond their control — the physical and psychological torments
of menopause; for when one commented, “I wonder why Aunt
—— is so perfectly bloody,” she always answered significantly,
“It’s just her age, darling.” (According to Nanny, a person’s
age was at the core of most personality problems, and she
would make the same rejoinder to any of our complaints about
behavior, whether of a three-year-old cousin, an adolescent
sister, or a grandmother: “You must remember, darling, she’s
just at that age.”)

There was also the Maiden Aunt, a gentler, wispier type,
who lived alone in a small London flat with one maid. The
status of the Maiden Aunt had remained generally unchanged
since Victorian days. She subsisted on an allowance carefully
designed to provide minimum necessaries, a sum considered
sufficient but not excessive for Unmarried Daughters and
Younger Sons of peers. Whereas the Younger Sons were free
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to supplement their incomes by going into a profession, the
Armed Services, Empire Building or even Trade, such avenues
were firmly closed to the Unmarried Daughters, who as time
went on sank into the twilight state of aunthood.

The Maiden Aunt was often surrounded by an aura of
legend, the more mysterious because those of her generation
who, like my mother, knew the facts could never be prevailed
upon to reveal the full story. The hints that Muv occasionally
dropped only deepened the mystery, making it the more dis-
turbing. “Why didn’t she ever marry?” Muv’s face would
cloud with disapproval at the impertinence of such curiosity
about another’s private life. “Well, darling, it’s none of your
business, but, if you must know, something awful happened
to her teeth when she was a young girl.” “What sorz of awful
thing?” “I think it’s called pyorrhea. Anyway, they started
to fall out, and for many months she managed to hold them in
with bits of bread, but it didn’t work . . . now run along,
that’s all I'm going to tell you.” The horror of it! I could
never again look at that particular aunt without visualizing a
young girl with a glorious Edwardian hairdo, panic-stricken,
alone in her room trying to shore up her ruined teeth.

To yet another aunt an even stranger misfortune had oc-
curred. At her first ball, a young man had stepped on her
foot. She was laid up for some time, and by the time she re-
covered it was too late for marriage. “Can’t a person get
married even though toothless and footless?” I asked Muv,
but she merely frowned and changed the subject.

Uncle Tommy, my father’s brother, lived only a few miles
from us, and therefore we saw more of him than any of the
others. A retired Navy captain with bright pink face and
snowy hair, he seemed to me like an exaggerated picture of a
seafaring uncle out of a story. One of Nancy’s young men
friends once made the mistake of saying in my father’s hearing,
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“Darling, your uncle is easily the most beautiful man I've ever
seen in my whole life,” which sent Farve into a furious pas-
sion and us children into fits of laughter.

Uncle Tommy presided as magistrate at the local police court,
and in this capacity doled out his own ideas of justice to the
local citizenry. He was particularly proud of having given
a three months’ jail sentence to a woman driver who acciden-
tally ran her car into a cow on a dark night: “Clap ’em in the
brig! That’s one way of keeping these damn women off the
road.”

As magistrate, his duties would include witnessing a hang-
ing if one should occur in the county of Oxfordshire. Some-
body mentioned that it was possible for magistrates to avoid
this responsibility by paying a fee to a professional witness.
“Pay someone to go to the theater?” roared Uncle Tommy,
“I should say not.”

He was fond of regaling us with stories of his seafaring
days, and claimed to have tasted human flesh in the form of
black babies served up in a stew in southern U.S. ports. I
found his stories disgusting and unfunny. Once I was sent
to bed for expressing the wish that he had been caught by
cannibals to be boiled up into a tasty soup.

My mother’s relations were very different from the Mitfords.
Her brother, Uncle Geoff, who often came to stay at Swin-
brook, was a small, spare man with thoughtful blue eyes and a
rather silent manner. Compared to Uncle Tommy, he was an
intellectual of the highest order, and indeed his vitriolic pen
belied his mild demeanor. He spent most of his waking hours
composing letters to the T7mes and other publications in which
he outlined his own particular theory of the development of
English history. In Uncle Geoff’s view, the greatness of Eng-
land had risen and waned over the centuries in direct propor-
tion to the use of natural manure, or compost, in fertilizing the
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soil. The Black Death of 1348 was caused by gradual loss
of the humus fertility found under forest trees. The rise of
the Elizabethans two centuries later was attributable to the
widespread use of sheep manure.

Many of Uncle Geoff’s letters-to-the-editor have fortunately
been preserved in a privately printed volume called “Writings
of a Rebel. Of the collection, one letter best sums up his views
on the relationship between manure and freedom. He wrote,

Collating old records shows that our greatness rises and falls
with the living fertility of our soil. And now, many years of
exhausted and chemically murdered soil, and of devitalized
food from it, has softened our bodies, and still worse, softened
our national character. It is an actual fact that character is
largely a product of the soil. Many years of murdered food from
deadened soil has made us too tame. Chemicals have had their
poisonous day. It is now the worm’s turn to re-form the
manhood of England. The only way to regain our punch, our
character, our lost virtues, and with them the freedom natural
to islanders, is to subsoil and compost our land so as to allow
moulds, bacteria, and earthworms to re-make living soil to
nourish Englishmen’s bodies and spirits.

The law requiring pasteurization of milk in England was
a particular target of Uncle Geoff’s. Fond of alliteration, he
dubbed it the “Murdered Milk Measure,” and established the
Liberty Restoration League, with headquarters at his house in
London, for the specific purpose of organizing a counter-
offensive. “Freedom, not Doctordom!” was the League’s proud
slogan. A subsidiary, but nevertheless important, activity of the
League was advocacy of a return to the “unsplit, slowly smoked
bloater” and bread made with “English stone-ground flour,
yeast, milk, sea salt, and raw cane sugar.”

Wherever he went, Uncle Geoff carried stacks of copies of
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his letters to the Times and Spectator, together with printed
directions for preparing unsplit, slowly smoked bloaters and
homemade bread. My mother gave wholehearted support to his
ideas on health, to which she added a few of her own. In
defiance of the law, she refused to allow any of us to be
vaccinated (“pumping disgusting dead germs into the Good
Body!”). Not only were we strictly forbidden to eat any
canned food, but adherence to Mosaic diet laws was enforced
as rigidly as in any orthodox Jewish household. Pork, shellfish,
rabbit were proscribed for schoolroom fare on the grounds
that Moses had considered these foods unhealthy for consump-
tion by the Israelites, and because my mother had a theory
that Jews never got cancer.

Not being of an age to appreciate eccentricity, I was merely
bored by the uncles. Nor did I particularly relish the idea of
following in the footsteps of either the married or the un-
married aunts. The conversation and mode of life of the older
generation filled me with an uneasy restlessness and a strong
desire to escape to other realms.

.I' longed passionately to go to school. The warm, bright
vision of living away from home with girls my own age, learn-
ing all sorts of fascinating things, dominated my thoughts for
years. But no arguments I could advance would move my
mother on this point. Besides, she had heard them all before;
the older children, with the exception of Pam, had all in turn
begged to go. Pam was the only one of the older four who
had consistently loved living at home in the country. As a
child she had wanted to be a horse, and spent long hours
practicing to be one, realistically pawing the ground, tossing
her head and neighing.

“I want to go to a university when I grow up,” I insisted.

“Well, darling, when you grow up you can do whatever
you like.”
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“But you can’t go to the university unless you've passed
the exams, and how can I possibly learn enough to pass with a
stupid old governess?”

“That’s a very rude way to talk. If you went to school
you'd probably hate it. The fact is children always want to
do something different from what they are doing. Childhood
is a very unhappy time of life; I know I was always miserable
asa child. You’'ll be all right when you’re eighteen.”

This, then, was life: a Gustave Doré mountain, steep, dark
and arduous on the way up, thorny, toe-stubbing — but the
other side, after reaching the sunlit peak of eighteen, would
be easy traveling, pleasure-filled . . . it sounded right, but
would one ever reach the peak?

Yet two things did happen in the latter years of the twenties.
True they took place in that bright other world of the
Grownups, and we in the schoolroom were mere spectators,
to be dragged unwillingly away or shooed out of the drawing
room at the most exciting moments. Nevertheless, we were not
unaffected. These events, which at least lifted life temporarily
from the drab and unchanging, were the publication of Nancy’s
first novel and Diana’s marriage to Bryan Guinness.

For months Nancy had sat giggling helplessly by the draw-
ing-room fire, her curiously triangular green eyes flashing with
amusement, while her thin pen flew along the lines of a child’s
exercise book. Sometimes she read bits aloud to us. “You
can’t publish that under your own name,” my mother insisted,
scandalized, for not only did thinly disguised aunts, uncles
and family friends people the pages of Highland Fling, but
there, larger than life size, felicitously named “General
Murgatroyd,” was Farve. But Nancy did publish it under
her own name, and the Burford Lending Library even arranged
a special display in their window, with a hand-lettered sign:
“Nancy Mitford, Local Authoress.”
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The General was portrayed as an ardent organizer of shoot-
ing parties, a man of violent temper, terror of housemaids and
gamekeepers, who spent most of his time inveighing against the
Huns and growling at various languid, aesthetic young men in
pastel silk shirts who kept popping up at unexpected moments.
My father’s peculiar argot — “Damn sewer!” “Stinks to merry
hell!” — his loathing of anything or anyone who smacked of
the literary or the artistic, were drawn to the life.

Thus Farve became — almost overnight — more a character
of fiction than of real life, an almost legendary figure, even to
us. In subsequent years Nancy continued to perfect the process
of capturing him and imprisoning him between the covers of
novels, sometimes as General Murgatroyd, later as the terrifying
Uncle Matthew of Pursuit of Love. So successful was she
that even the obituary writer of the Times, describing my
father shortly after his death in 1958, betrayed a certain con-
fusion as to whether he was writing about the Rt. Hon. David
Bertram Ogilvy Freeman-Mitford or “the explosive, forthright
Uncle Matthew . ..”

Lz spite of the brief row that flared when Nancy insisted
on publishing Highland Fling under her own name, it became
evident that my parents, and even the uncles and aunts, were
actually quite proud of having an author in the family. They
cited an earlier Miss Mitford —Mary Mitford, author of a
minor Victorian novel after the style of Cranford. They re-
marked that such talent often skips a generation, and pointed
to Memories, by Lord Redesdale, Grandfather’s monstrously
boring two-volume history of his life.

As for Farve, he rather loved being General Murgatroyd.
Now that he had been classified, so to speak, his Murgatroyd-
ish aspects began to lose some of their dread, even to take on
some of the qualities of raw material for fiction. Actually, by
the time I was out of the nursery the terrifying old fires had
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burned down somewhat, and Farve was considerably mellower
than when the others were growing up.

The childhood trials of Nancy, Pam, Tom and Diana had al-
ready receded into legend. There was the awful time when
they had rashly invited a distinguished German scientist to
tea, and Farve had gone into such a furious rage at the idea
of having a “bloody Hun” in the house that they were forced
to telephone the professor and explain that it would be bet-
ter if he didn’t come. “No one spoke for a week,” the story
ended. And even I dimly remembered the hushed pall that
hung over the house, meals eaten day after day in tearful
silence, when Nancy at the age of twenty had her hair shin-
gled. Nancy using lipstick, Nancy playing the newly fashion-
able ukelele, Nancy wearing trousers, Nancy smoking a
cigarette — she had broken ground for all of us, but only at
terrific cost in violent scenes followed by silence and tears.

Outsiders suffered even worse. When Nancy was two, a
doctor was called in to treat a badly infected foot. He de-
termined that it required lancing, and anesthetized Nancy
with a chloroform-soaked handkerchief. Farve, always in at-
tendance at operations — he even supervised the birth of each
of his children — noticed that Nancy appeared to have stopped
breathing. “What did you do then?” we asked at this point
in the story. “I seized the doctor by the neck and shook him
like a rat.” Nancy survived, but whether the hapless doctor
ever recovered we never knew.

Now that Farve was General Murgatroyd we all entered
into the spirit of the thing. I developed the theory that he was
a throwback to an earlier state of mankind, a missing link
between the apes and Homo sapiens. My mother confiscated
my allowance for calling him “the Old Subhuman,” but he
didn’t really mind.

“Come on, dear, I want to measure your cranium to see how
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far it corresponds to the measurements of the Piltdown Man.”

“Well, all right . . . but what are you going to do with the
measurements?”

“Turn them over to Science, of course. How would you
prefer to be catalogued? Would you like to be known as the
Swinbrook Man, the Rutland Gate Man or the High Wy-
combe Man?”

The languid young aesthetes of Highland Fling also turned
up frequently in real life, imported by Nancy, as visitors at
Swinbrook. Most of these had the effect on Farve of driving
him into a Murgatroydish rage; to one or two he took an
unaccountable liking. Which was the worse fate—to be
loathed or liked — was somewhat of a toss-up, since to remain
in good odor required such substantial sacrifices as taking
part in weekend shooting parties and being down for breakfast
promptly at eight o’clock.

“Brains for breakfast, Mark!” Farve roared genially at one
of his capriciously chosen favorites who, to maintain status,
had staggered uncertainly into the dining room, looking hag-
gard and drooping, on the dot of eight. The standard
aesthete’s breakfast was a cachet faivre, nearest thing to a
tranquilizer in those days, and a glass of orange juice or
China tea, taken at about noon.

Poor Mark turned a delicate shade of chartreuse, excused
himself, and was heard violently retching in the nearest W.C.
This incident, too, passed in its turn into part of the myth-
ology of Farve. To celebrate it Debo and I promptly made up
a Honnish song, a sort of signature tune for Mark, to be sung
whenever he came to Swinbrook, with the lugubrious chorus:
“Brains for Breakfast, Mark! Brains for Breakfast, Mark! Oh,
the damn sewer! Oh, the damn sewer!”

The oddly chosen battleground of Nancy’s generation was
that of the Athletes versus the Aesthetes — sometimes called
the Hearties and the Arties—and the newspapers were full
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of accounts of pitched warfare staged at Oxford University
between these opposing forces.

The Athletes, of course, were direct ideological descendants
of past patriots, winners of wars on the playing fields of
Eton, Old School Tie men and their horsy-set women.

The Aesthetes laid claim to a more exotic heritage . . . the
Romantics, the England of Oscar Wilde, the France of Baude-
laire and Verlaine. Most of the Aesthetes were vaguely
pro-Socialist, pro-pacifist and (horrors!) opposed to shooting,
hunting and fishing on the grounds that these hallowed blood
sports were cruel and sadistic. They gaily toppled the old,
uncomplicated household gods — England, Home and Glory,
the Divine Right of Kings (and hence of the House of Lords),
the axiomatic superiority of the English over all other races;
they sacrilegiously called the Boer War, in which Farve was
“thrice wounded,” according to Debrett’s Peerage, “the Bore
War”; they paraphrased Blake’s “England’s green and pleas-
ant land” to “England’s green, unpleasant land.”

On weekends they would swoop down from Oxford or Lon-
don in merry hordes, to be greeted with solid disapproval .by
my mother and furious glares by my father.

Boud, Debo and I were on the whole carefully insulated
from Nancy’s friends, as my mother considered them a totally
bad influence. “W hat a set!” she always said when some of their
more outrageous ideas were expounded by Nancy. They talked
in the jargon of their day: “Darling, too too divine, too utterly
sickmaking, how shamemaking!” Fascinated, I would hang
around the drawing room as much as I dared, until my presence
was noticed and I was chased back up to the schoolroom.
Sometimes, if I was lucky, I would be brought in by Nancy
and Diana to “show off” with a translation into Boudledidge
of some minor English poet, or to play a hand of Hure, Hare,
Hure, Commencement. A high point in my life came when
Evelyn Waugh, a writer feller and one of the main Swinbrook
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sewers, promised me that he would immortalize Miranda by
substituting the word “sheepish” for the standard “divine”
in his forthcoming book, Vile Bodies. 1 was on tenterhooks
until the book was actually printed for fear he might go back
on his word. But there it was, in black and white: “He left
his perfectly sheepish house in Hertford Street . . .” With
Miss Bunting’s help I lifted an extra copy from the Oxford
bookshop, and hung it proudly on a tree in Miranda’s field.

Since I had no educational yardstick by which to judge
ideas and intellect, and was isolated in a world where Muv’s
and Farve’s views of life were the only ones I'd ever had a
chance to hear —the only ones, indeed, that I'd thought
existed — the irreverent outpourings of these attractive, stimu-
lating people made the most profound impression on me.
I filched “forbidden” books I'd heard them discussing —
Aldous Huxley, D. H. Lawrence, André Gide — and surrepti-
tiously read them by flashlight under the bedclothes. Weird,
undreamed-of horizons began to open up on every side, dozens
of possible variations of a non-Swinbrook outlook.

Nancy became a devotee of new trends in art. We rather
assumed that at least a partial reason for this interest was to
“tease the Old Subhuman” —and tease him it did, most
effectively. The sculpture of Jacob Epstein (“damned Hun!”
as Farve inaccurately called him), the works of Picasso
(“hlthy sewer!”) in turn produced fascinating rows down-
stairs of which we in the schoolroom heard only small re-
percussions. The culmination was reached when Nancy
brought home a print of Stanley Spencer’s “Resurrection.”
This work, with its portrayal of oddly elongated people in
modern dress easing themselves out of their graves, provoked
Farve to one of his classic rages, shaking the household from
top to bottom.

His fury was redoubled when Nancy announced her inten-
tion to move to London and study art at the Slade School.
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As usual, we got only the echoes of the titanic rows going
on downstairs. We came down for meals that were eaten in
dead silence, and returned to the schoolroom to hear the occa-
sional tantalizingly muffled thunder of my father’s voice. Muv
must have interceded, for Nancy finally won her point and
went to live in a furnished bed-sitting room in Kensington.
I watched her action with immense interest, and was terribly
disappointed when she came home after about a month.

“How could you! If I ever got away to a bedsitter I'd
never come back.”

“Oh darling, but you should have seen it. After about a
week, it was knee-deep in underclothes. I literally had to
wade through them. No one to put them away.”

“Well, I think you’re very weak-minded. You wouldn’t
catch me knuckling under because of a little thing like under-
clothes.”

Dimly, through the eyes of childhood, I glimpsed another
world; a world of London bed-sitters, art students, writers
...a world of new and different ideas . . . a world from which
Swinbrook would seem as antiquated as a feudal stronghold.
A marvelous idea flashed into my mind — one of those ideas
to be cherished, polished, perfected until it can become a
reality. I decided to run away from home. Not yet —I knew
a twelve-year-old would hardly have a chance to survive for
long without being discovered and returned to the family
—but one day, when I had worked out a thoroughly
satisfactory plan, and had saved enough money to support
myself for a while. I wrote immediately to Drummond’s Bank;
in a couple of days I had their answer.

“Dear Madam, We respectfully beg leave to acknowledge
receipt of ten shillings as initial deposit in your Running
Away Account. Passbook Number — enclosed. We remain,
dear Madam, your obedient servants . ..”

I triumphantly flashed the letter around the family. “Look!







DiaNa, youngest of the four grown-up Mitfords, had tradi-
tionally been my Favorite Sister. There were seven years be-
tween us in age, so we had just missed each other in the
schoolroom; Diana had been sent to do lessons in Paris at
about the time my schoolroom days began. Boud, Debo, and
I were too uncomfortably close in age for friendship. We got
dreadfully in each other’s way in the fierce and competitive
struggle to grow up. Boud, three years older than I, hated
being classified with me and Debo as “the little ones”; I in
turn tearfully resented being lumped with Debo, two years
my junior, as “the Babies.” Nancy was too sharp-tongued
and sarcastic to be anyone’s Favorite Sister for long. She
might suddenly turn her penetrating emerald eyes in one’s
direction and say, “Run along up to the schoolroom, we've
all had quite enough of you,” or, if one had taken particular
trouble to do one’s hair in ringlets, she was apt to remark,
“You look like the oldest and ugliest of the Bronté sisters
today.” Pam, now she had abandoned hope of becoming a
horse, was too stolidly immersed in country life, devoid of the
restless, unformulated longing for change that, in one form
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or other, gripped the rest of us. But Diana had the necessary
qualities for a Favorite Sister. She was bored and rebel-
lious, all right, a follower in Nancy’s footsteps. If not an
initiator of jokes, she was at least a roarer at them, and inclined
to take an interest in me.

My mother’s choice of names for her children seemed, in
some cases, to have been inspired with a certain amount of
second sight. Nancy had been named after the Nancys
of seafaring ballads, and her thick, dark curly hair, worn
(after the ill-fated shingling) in a very short upsweep, her
tall, fashionably boyish figure and her penchant for the
exotic did give her something of the aspect of an elegant
pirate’s moll. Boud, christened Unity Valkyrie—a very odd,
and therefore obviously prophetic, choice of names for a girl
born four days after the outbreak of war with Germany —
began at an early age to run true to form and to take on the
appearance of a flaxen-haired war maiden. Diana looked like
a Vogue cover artist’s conception of the goddess of the chase,
with her tall, rather athletic figure, large blond head, a perfec-
tion of feature more modern than Grecian.

Diana was the one who patiently tried to teach me to ride.
Day after day we sallied forth in our jodhpurs, she on her
gray mare, I on my rough little pony Joey; day after day she
patiently picked me up from my spills in the stubble field.
“Do try to hang on this time, darling. You know how cross
Muv will be if you break your arm again.” (Two Arms
Broken before Ten was my proud childhood boast. “Poor
Little D., she doesn’t seem to have bounce,” Muv would sigh.)
Diana helped me with my piano practice, and encouraged me
to learn French. She also egged me on in my favorite role —
that of “court jester” when there were visitors at Swinbrook.
“Come on, Decca, do ‘I'm Sex Appeal Sarah’ in Boudledidge,”
and eyes rolling wildly in the approved Boudledidge grimace
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I'd sing:

Eem dzegs abbidle Dzeedldra,
Me buddldy grads beedldra
Idge deedem ee abeedldron ge dzdedge.

Diana would translate, looking carefully around to make sure
the parents weren’t in hearing distance:

I'm Sex Appeal Sarah,
My body grows barer
Each time I appear on the stage.

Inevitably, when Diana became engaged to Bryan Guin-
ness during her first London season, I was violently partisan
to “her side.” That there were “sides” regarding this event
was part of the family pattern of struggle. At Swinbrook,
any change —a haircut, the acquisition of a new dog, the
introduction of a new friend —was bound to cause a
passionate flare-up, followed by an uneasy period of strife
before truce was finally achieved.

To become engaged was the most daring, inflammatory act
yet attempted by any of us, one that inevitably signaled a
call to arms. It was axiomatic that my father disliked all
young men, and that months of hostilities would precede any
marriage that any of us might contemplate.

Boud, Debo and I, though excluded as usual from the rag-
ing arguments downstairs, managed to get a lot of secondhand
information about the engagement, to which we added our
own speculations. Bryan seemed to possess many desirable
qualities. He was young, a few years older than Diana,
handsome, rather intellectual but hadn’t gone too far in that
direction — he was as yet neither a writer nor an artist — liked
riding, was obviously madly in love with Diana . .. Neverthe-
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less, the grown-up relations lined up solidly behind Farve in
opposition to the marriage. Aunts and uncles noted with
clucking disapproval that Diana was only eighteen — “barely
out of the schoolroom.” We gathered that Muv’s main objec-
tion centered on the fact that Bryan was “so frightfully rich.”
“It’s probably really because Bryan’s family made their money
in trade,” I suggested to Debo. “They don’t like the idea of
poor Diana being advertised on posters. ‘Guinness Is Good
For You, you know.”

In point of fact, the richness of the Guinnesses may have
had something to do with my mother’s opposition. She herself
had a strong feeling for the virtue of economy—a virtue
hardly likely to be fostered in an eighteen-year-old bride
suddenly in command of one of the large fortunes in England.
Muv was forever fending off a slightly mythical wolf from
our door by the practice of various rather oddly chosen
economies. She worked out the cost of washing and ironing
an average of nine napkins, three meals a day, 365 days
a year, found it staggering, and eliminated napkins from the
dining room table forever. Paper ones would, of course, have
been unthinkable, and individual napkin rings too disgust-
ing for words. To her annoyance, the Daily Express ran
the story of our napkinless meals under the headline “Penny
Pinching Peeress.” Muv made sporadic efforts to interest
us in the subject of household economy, and once offered a
prize of half a crown to the child who could produce the
best budget for a young couple living on £s500 a year; but
Nancy ruined the contest by starting her list of expenditures
with “Flowers . .. £490.”

Diana’s method of attaining her objective, perhaps the only
one that could have succeeded short of elopement, was to
sulk for an entire winter. She stayed in her bedroom a great
deal of the time, and came down to the drawing room only
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to sit in stubborn silence, looking vacantly out of the window.
This strategy for getting one’s own way was not entirely un-
known to us. Some years earlier Debo had successfully pined
away for a Pekingese, causing suspension of an ironclad
family rule that no one under the age of ten could own a
dog.

“I wonder if Diana is actually pining away, or if she’s
just practicing being frightfully rich,” I said to Debo.

The sight of Diana pining —or practicing, whichever she
was doing — filled me, as nothing else quite had, with a con-
sciousness of the monotony of Swinbrook, its remoteness from
anything exciting. As prisoners confined to their cells manage
to communicate to each other their restless, intolerable anx-
ieties, creating the conditions for a mass riot, so Diana
managed to communicate boredom. In sympathy I brooded
over my Running Away Account, dispatching every possible
shilling or penny I could scrape up to Messrs. Drummond’s.

Diana made slow but sure progress in her campaign to be
allowed to marry Bryan, and after a few months my parents
reluctantly withdrew their objections.

Meanwhile, owing to a bit of luck, I was able to register
an unexpected increase in my Running Away Account that
winter. An extraordinarily acute pain seized me one morning
in the middle of breakfast. Never having had a stomach ache
before, I knew at once that it must be appendicitis. “Poor
Little D., T expect you ate too much,” Muv said sympathet-
ically. “If you really have an awful pain, I expect we should
call the doctor,” but she went off for her daily inspection
of the chickens. The pain kept on hurting, so I telephoned
Dr. Cheattle in Burford. “Would you mind coming over to
take out my appendix?” I asked him. He arrived in a sur-
prisingly short time. Muv came back from the chickens, and
she and Nanny at Dr. Cheattle’s direction covered all the
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nursery furniture with white sheets. Farve was summoned
from the Closing Room to assume his usual self-appointed role
of supervisor at the operation. Dr. Cheattle covered my face
with a chloroform-soaked handkerchief.

An unusually understanding doctor, Dr. Cheattle presented
me with the appendix, fixed up in a jar of alcohol, as soon
as I awoke from the anesthetic. Debo hung around enviously.
“You are so lucky to have a dear little appendix in a bottle,”
she said. It was no trouble at all to relieve her of a pound
she’d been saving since last birthday. A couple of weeks later
Nanny flushed the appendix down the W.C. “Nasty thing,
and besides it’s beginning to smell.” Debo wailed bitterly,
but the pound was safely deposited with Drummond’s.

Operations were about the only form of medical treatment
“allowed” by my mother. She permitted them on the grounds
that they had biblical sanction in the passage, “if thine eye
offend thee, pluck it out.” Appendectomy was, in those days,
supposed to be followed by weeks of complete bed rest, but
my mother surreptitiously made me walk round the room as
soon as the anesthetic had worn off and Dr. Cheattle was
safely out of the way. She had a complete mistrust of doctors
and all their works. Dr. Cheattle was summoned only on
rare occasion, and even then his instructions were never
followed. As soon as he was out of sight, Muv quickly poured
all the medicine down the drain. “Horrid stuff! The Good
Body will throw off the illness if left to itself.”

Muv considered me to be living proof of her health theories.
I bad the doctor five times as a child —more than all the
other children put together —and each visit presented a new
challenge for pitting the Good Body theory against prevalent
medical practices, a new opportunity to outwit the long-suffer-
ing Dr. Cheattle. He would arrive with his little black bag
containing pills, bottles of chloroform, splints and bandages.
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The examination generally took place in the drawing room
where parents, sisters, uncles and aunts and anyone else
who happened to be present could closely observe and check
on his every move.

The first time I broke my arm, Dr. Cheattle put me to sleep
on the drawing room sofa with the usual chloroform-
soaked handkerchief, and set the bone with an elaborate ar-
rangement of bandages and slings. He told my mother to leave
the dressing undisturbed until his next call. However, that
night Muv took off all the bandages and made me do exercises
with the broken arm “to prevent it from growing stiff.” As
she was unable to get the bandages to look the same after
that, she canceled Dr. Cheattle’s second visit for fear he
might be upset by her disregard of his instructions. Rather
surprisingly, the Good Body triumphed as Muv had confidently
predicted; the arm not only healed by itself, but even became
interestingly double-jointed, to the envy of Debo and Boud.

Dr. Cheattle prescribed a starvation diet, nothing but sips
of water, for a case of typhoid fever when I was five. He
explained that typhoid perforated the sufferer’s stomach, and
any food would fall through, causing certain death; but Muv
smuggled me bits of chocolate and bread and butter under
the very eyes of the trained nurse, and once more the Good
Body pulled me through.

Possibly my mother’s total war on the germ theory of illness,
together with my rash enlightment of the dancing class girls,
had contributed to our complete isolation from all other
children. The “County” families had been thoroughly shocked
when, at the height of my typhoid bout and in defiance
of the doctor’s recommendations, Nancy’s “coming out” ball
had been held as scheduled in the germ-infested house. After-
wards, Muv triumphantly pointed to the fact that none of
the guests had come down with the fever: “If you’re going
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to have it, you'll have it, and that’s all there is to it. Obviously,
Little D.’s typhoid wasn’t caused by germs, there weren’t any
other cases for miles around.” Illnesses, no matter how catching
they were generally supposed to be, were never allowed to
interfere with family plans. We were taken, covered with
chicken-pox scabs or choking with whooping cough, to wed-
dings, birthday parties, Christmas gatherings, to the great
annoyance of the other mothers. “This silly germ theory is
something quite new,” Muv said placidly. “The truth is
doctors don’t have any idea what really causes illnesses,
they’re always inventing some new theory.”

All in all, the appendicitis was well worth while; I now
had a lovely eight-inch scar in addition to my double-jointed
arm and an extra pound toward running away, and the nice
long convalescence created a pleasant change from daily
routine.

Shortly after my recovery we all went up to London, well
in advance of Diana’s wedding.



THE WEsT Exp of London was in those days partitioned into
a number of distinct residential districts, with nothing hap-
hazard or fortuitous about them. The precise character of
each seemed as fixed as if it had been determined by some
immutable Law of the Universe. The very rich and fash-
ionable lived in Mayfair, Belgravia, Park Lane; the artistic,
literary and bohemian gravitated toward Chelsea or even
Bloomsbury; Hampstead, Hammersmith and St. John’s Wood
were middle class; while the substantial London houses of
run-of-the-mill squires, knights, baronets and barons were
found in Kensington, Paddington, Marylebone and Pimlico.

We were in the last category. Our huge, seven-story house
at 26 Rutland Gate in Kensington reflected comfort and
serviceability rather than elegance. There was even a passen-
ger lift which my father had installed and of which he was
immensely proud.

Rutland Gate is a fairly short cul-de-sac facing Hyde Park,
its entrance marked by dirty white Victorian pillars. Down
the middle is a large fenced-in square garden, to which each
resident of the Gate has a key. It is a grassless garden, filled
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with sad-looking shrubs and bright, grimy tulip beds.
White-uniformed nannies assemble there in the long summer
evenings to sit on the green iron park benches, rocking in-
fants in baby carriages and cautioning toddlers, “Don’t
touch anything, darling, it’s so nasty and dirty in this garden.”

We used the house in Rutland Gate only occasionally for
the London season. Most of the time it was either let or
stood unoccupied; then, very, very rarely, one or two of us
were allowed to stay for a few days with Nanny in the
Mews, a tiny flat, formerly chauffeur’s quarters, at the back
of the house over the garage. We considered this a tremen-
dous treat. Life in the Mews had the quality of camping
out. There was no cook there so Nanny did the cooking, and
she sometimes let us help her prepare unfamiliar delicacies
whose recipes she dug up somewhere out of her memory: prune
whip, tripe and onions, bread pudding. Even having one’s bath
was an adventure at the Mews. The bathroom, with its
ancient claw-foot tub, was dominated by a big, round, evil-
smelling water heater called the Amberley. Lighting it was
an action fraught with danger. It entailed turning a small,
stiff handle and poking a lighted taper through a little trap
door, producing a loud and terrifying pop. After this you
bad to judge exactly when the water would be hot enough
for a bath, but not hot enough for the Amberley to blow up.
None of us ever knew when that point might be reached.
It seems likely, on looking back, that the Amberley people
may have provided, unknown to us, some sort of safety mech-
anism in case one forgot and left it burning. If this was
so, we never guessed it, and each bath was a rather anxious
experience.

A move up to the big house at Rutland Gate was a very
different matter, resembling the evacuation of a small army.
For days before, and after the actual journey tension filled the
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air and a special sort of cold, restrained anger, brought on
by the myriad details that have to be attended to in a move,
seemed to settle into the very marrow of the Grownups till
the last suitcase had been unpacked. The sharply spoken
words, “Don’t be ridiculous!” were sufficient warning to me
that the subject of bringing Miranda up to London had best
be dropped. “The dear thing would so love it. She’s never
been to London . . .” but the words froze at the sight of
Muv’s face.

Mountains of suitcases, great wax-paper mounds of home-
made bread to last till the next baking, Debo half dead from
carsickness being lugged out of the car —and we were there.
The sleeping furniture seemed to come slowly back to life
as the dust sheets were removed one by one; familiar objects,
half forgotten since the last time we stayed in London, were
exposed to view to be examined and fingered. A huge gold
vase, covered with ornate tracery, stood on the sideboard
in the dining room. “How did we get that?” “Don’t you
remember darling, it was given to Great-Great-Grandfather by
the Irish; they were so extremely grateful to him for helping
to put down one of their rebellions.”

Staying in London was always a delightful experience, but
the year Diana was married the thrilling wedding prepar-
ations lent a special, Midas touch. The excitement of it!
Debo and I could hardly bear it. There were endless fittings
of our gold and cream-colored bridesmaids’ dresses, parcels
of wedding presents arriving by every post to be unpacked
and pawed over, lists of delicious food for the reception to be
studied. Debo and I breathed in an unaccustomed, luxurious
atmosphere of satin, lace, tissue paper, crepe de Chine
trousseau underclothes, pigskin luggage, with the promise of
lobster mousse and wedding cake in the immediate offing.
Boud, huger than ever and in the extreme throes of adoles-
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cence, stood gloweringly aloof, and could only be persuaded
with difficulty to try on her enormous bridesmaid’s dress.

Nanny did her best to keep us out of the way. There were
the usual London outings: visits to Mme. Tussaud’s Wax
Works, the Zoo, the Victoria and Albert Museum, or, when all
else failed, a nice walk up to the Albert Memorial in Kensington
Gardens. When we tired of these diversions, or if Nanny was
too busy to take us anywhere, we spent our time in the square
garden at a new Honnish activity: escaping from white
slavers.

Miss Bunting had first introduced us to this fascinating
subject. During a geography lesson on the major industries
of South America, the subject of Buenos Aires had come up,
and she explained that the capital of Argentine was mainly
noted as a distribution center for white slaves. In fact, a
friend of a friend of a friend of hers had had a rather
unnerving experience as a result of going to a London cinema
alone. An innocuous-looking old lady sat beside her and
gave her a morphine injection, and the poor friend’s friend’s
friend had next been heard of in Buenos Aires.

Since Debo and I were not allowed to go beyond the
entrance to Rutland Gate alone, and had often been cautioned
by Muv “never to speak to anyone not in uniform,” our
contribution to the fight against the white slave traffic was of
necessity somewhat limited. However, we carried on as best we
could under the circumstances.

There was one white slaver in particular who lived a few
houses from us in Rutland Gate. Every morning, as we were
walking our dogs, he hurried past us in his bowler hat and
black suit, carrying a furled umbrella; and he always said
“Good morning.” Since he was not in uniform and we had
never been introduced to him, his greeting was proof enough
that he must be a Slaver. “Don’t answer him, Debo, or you’ll
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wake up in Buenos Aires and be distributed,” I warned
her. “And don’t run— that only excites them.” Every eve-
ning at six he came striding back down Rutland Gate, and
with a preoccupied smile — probably thinking over some of
his distribution problems in Buenos Aires— he said “Good
evening.” We walked firmly ahead, never quickening our
step, never looking in his direction. But our reaction was
one of undisguised annoyance when we learned that he was
only a friend of Nancy’s, a highly respectable married stock-
broker, who greeted us because he knew we were Nancy’s
little sisters. “Very Counter-Honnish of Nancy, and besides
he may be just pretending to stock-broke,” Debo and I
agreed. Nancy, in turn, spread the story all over London,
and the poor stockbroker became known in London society
as “The White Slaver,” a nickname he probably carries to
this day.

At last the longed-for day of the wedding rolled around;
but Debo and I were in bed with scarlet fever and high
temperatures. “I don’t think it would hurt them to get up,
just for the service, and then they could go right back to
bed afterwards,” Muv said. But Bryan’s family put all their
feet down in concert and with great firmness. Even Diana felt
that the appearance of our bright red faces might cast a certain
pall over the occasion and cause some unfavorable comment
among the wedding guests. We raged and fumed at our bad
luck, and were hardly consoled with tidbits sent up from the
feast and with reading the lengthy accounts of the ceremony
which appeared in the society papers.

Diana and Bryan went abroad for their honeymoon. They .
sent us huge boxes of expensive French chocolates, filled with
a special sort of dark truffle, the memory of which, to this
day, recreates for me the early days of their marriage.

After they returned to England, Debo and I were allowed




48 DAUGHTERS AND REBELS

to go and stay with them in the country with Nanny. The
visit was not altogether a success. It was preceded by long
arguments with my mother, who was very reluctant to let
us go; Diana and Bryan were definitely part of “What-a-set,”
more so even than Nancy, and Muv feared that the company
of their unsuitable friends might have a disastrously over-
stimulating effect on us.

The visit, when it finally came off, fell short of my expecta-
tions. To be sure, the Guinnesses’ house was as beautiful
and as luxuriously comfortable as I had expected. They even
had a swimming pool, an extraordinary innovation for those
days. Debo and I made Diana take us through all the newly
decorated rooms: “How much did that cost? And those cur-
tains? How much a yard was the wallpaper?” We were
intensely curious about how the frightfully rich spent their
money. The unsuitable friends, on the other hand, were a
disappointment. Perhaps they were inhibited by Debo’s and
my presence; in any event, the scintillating, improper conversa-
tion to which I had so eagerly looked forward never quite
came off.

Diana seemed different since her marriage. She was now a
Beauty with a capital B. Photographs of her stared from the
covers of the society weeklies with great regularity; her
portrait was painted by a dozen artists. Her face always
seemed to come out looking the same — large, calm, gazing
rather vacantly into space; and she seemed to be getting like
that in real life, too. Debo and I thought she was becoming
“affected.” She had almost given up laughing or frowning,
and developed a permanent expression for all occasions not
unlike that of Mona Lisa. Her eyes, already about half as big
again as most people’s, remained in a wide stare, her mouth
slightly open, relaxed but not set, chin medium high. She
once unbent to explain to us that if you keep your face in
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a relaxed and beautiful expression when you are young, you
are less likely to suffer the normal ravages of age. I tried
the beautiful expression a few times, but on me it didn’t seem
to work, and only succeeded in provoking remarks from
Nanny: “What’s the matter, darling, aren’t you feeling well?”

Diana’s manner toward me had changed too. She became
uniformly, and annoyingly, kind and gentle, treating me
with a brand of restrained patience usually reserved for ani-
mals, babies or half-wits. I felt she must be developing a
Beautiful Character to go with her face. This made me un-
comfortable in her presence. Regretfully, I demoted her from
Favorite Sister; Nancy’s astringent if often cutting behavior
was more varied and interesting, and therefore more palatable,
Boud’s unregenerate sullenness more real.

We saw little of Diana and Bryan after that visit, though
we followed their goings on in the society columns of the news-
papers. There were “baby parties” at which guests arrived
dressed as infants in prams or on hired donkeys, some even
accompanied by reluctant nannies borrowed for the evening.
There were treasure hunts in which each guest was given a
list of items he must retrieve; a lamppost, a St. Bernard dog,
a policeman, a duck from St. James’s Park. The newspapers
dubbed the participants the Bright Young People, and railed
at these sons and daughters of the rich for fiddling while
Rome burned.

Sometimes the Bright Young People joined forces with the
Aesthetes. Diana and Bryan sponsored an art exhibit at one
of the fashionable West End galleries. The pictures, by a
“newly discovered” artist, Bruno Hat, were ultramodern. They
ranged in style from Cubism to the brand-new Surrealism.
Some were merely canvases with pieces of wool, cork or glass
fragments stuck to them. The exhibit was widely advertised,
and attracted critics from all the newspapers, who arrived
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to examine and appraise these examples of a new art. Bruno
Hat, a Pole who spoke no English, sat in a wheel chair in
one corner, his bearded face muffled in a scarf, murmuring
unintelligible sounds when addressed.

Next day’s papers, from the most respectable to the purely
sensational, carried lengthy and serious critical evaluations of
the Bruno Hat exhibit. But finally the secret leaked out;
Bruno Hat was none other than Bryan Howard, a friend of
the Guinnesses, in heavy disguise. The whole exhibit had
been arranged as a hoax. My mother disapproved: “Mislead-
ing all those poor people. Very naughty of Diana,” but we
thought it immensely funny and very clever of the Guinnesses
te have hoodwinked even the art critics.



ArtEr Diana’s weppiNG the familiar atmosphere of solid, un-
changing monotony once more settled over us at Swinbrook
—a suffocating sense of the permanence of one’s surround-
ings, family, and way of life. It affected the three of us left
in the schoolroom in different ways. Boud endured in baleful
silence. She induced my mother to let her have a private
sitting room on the top floor, known as the D.E.D., or Draw-
ing Room From Drawing Room, to which she withdrew with
paintbox and art materials to create fantasies of her own.
Debo, who loved Swinbrook and never pined for London or
Abroad, was no problem. She threw herself vigorously into
country activities. She was an excellent rider, lived for the
Saturday hunts, and spent hours with the chickens or pick-
ing fleas off her dachshund Jacob.

To me, at the discontent age of thirteen, the unvarying
sameness of life had suddenly become unbearable. The only
mitigating factor was the presence of Tuddemy, at home from
time to time studying for his exams. Sometimes he let me read
passages from great musty law tomes, and devise from what
I had read possible exam questions with which to test him.
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Perhaps, although he was ten years older than I, he still
remembered the discomfort of adolescence, and believed the
best cure to be hard work, for he made me tackle Milton,
Balzac, Boswell’s Life of Johnson — books 1 should never have
read without his prodding.

I guiltily realized that outward circumstances were not alto-
gether responsible for my obscure malaise, because objectively
life was extremely varied. In fact, now we were all growing
older, my mother was always planning activities for our amuse-
ment. We were taken to Switzerland for the winter sports,
to Sweden to visit the beautiful cities and beaches, to the
seaside for summer holidays. Yet even these excursions, much
as I always looked forward to them, never came up to expecta-
tions. It was as though I were a figurine traveling inside one
of those little glass spheres in which an artificial snowstorm
arises when the sphere is shaken —and no matter where I
was, in a train, a boat, a foreign hotel, there was no escape
outside the glass. Invisible boundaries kept me boxed in from
the real life of other people going on all around — there were
rules against talking to strangers, seeing a film unless Muv
had seen and approved it first, going anywhere without a
grownup; there was the company of my own family exclusively;
there was, above all, the crushing realization of my own
limitations.

The Bible asserts glibly, “When I was a child, I spake as a
child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when
I became a man, I put away childish things” —as though it
were that easy, with never a word about the uneasy transi-
tion, the restless search for one’s own personality, the long-
ing, not only for independence, but for that particular kind
of independence which one dimly feels will come with self-
knowledge.

I measured myself against people in the world of books,
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mentally trying them on for size as a woman glancing through
a fashion magazine visualizes herself in each outfit. Yet even
my new-found bosom fell far short of the bosoms of literature!
It just added to my general tubbiness. “Look at Decca’s Bud-
ding Bust,” Boud and Debo chanted derisively —but alas!
there was no waist to go with it. Rather than the “snowy
hills, blue veined” of Elizabethan poets, the effect was more
that of a plateau, especially when I was done up in the
“stays” that Nanny thought good for growing girls, and wear-
1ng a sat-out tweed suit.

A thirteen-year-old is a kaleidoscope of different person-
alities, if not in most ways a mere figment of her own imagina-
tion. At that age, what and who you are depends largely on
what book you happen to be reading at the moment. You
are the yellow-haired, skinny little heroine of The Secret
Garden, slowly adjusting to the rigorous disciplines of English
country life after being pampered by your devoted Indian ayah.
You are a Bronté sister — not Anne, not Charlotte, more likely
Emily — pouring out your wild genius on the lonely moor.
You are Elizabeth Barrett Browning on her sickbed, great
luminous eyes staring from an emaciated face, the helpless victim
of a narrow-minded, vengeful father —but your iron will is
capable of triumphing over his petty tyranny in the end. You
are Jane Eyre, painfully thin and pale of face but steadfast
in spirit, able to withstand the cruelty of the hateful Reeds
and in the end, after their downfall, to forgive them. For
a day or two you might be a tall, serious, dark-eyed sixth-
form prefect out of one of Angela Brazil’s school stories,
adored by the smaller girls, and, though full of human little
faults, pride and joy of the headmistress. Sometimes you are
even Clara Bow, the “It” girl, stirring thousands with your
warm beauty and throaty voice; or the mysterious Swedish
spellbinder, Greta Garbo.
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But then, when you catch sight of yourself in the mirror,
you realize sadly that while all these people are extremely
thin, you are plump and healthy; that while some are excep-
tionally beautiful and some fascinatingly ugly, you are medium
pretty. (Annoyingly enough, Debo had the looks to be almost
any heroine, tragic or romantic, she would want to choose.
She had the right figure for it, beautifully thin and long-
legged, the pallor, the huge eyes, the straight yellow hair —
she could have had her pick, from Joan of Arc to National
Velvet to Anna Karenina—but since she hardly ever read
anything but Sporting Life she obviously didn’t realize what
she was missing.)

It suddenly occurs to you that the hundreds of people you
see in the course of a day in London — men with umbrellas
and raincoats flapping in the wind, ladies hurrying along with
bundles in the gray rain —are as real as yourself each with
his own individuality, with a past, even a childhood in his
background. Heretofore people outside the immediate family
were two-dimensional, half-men and -women, part of the
scenery. With the dawning of self-consciousness, the discovery
of other people’s reality — more than fifty million in England
alone! — is one you can grasp from time to time, only to find
it eluding you again, its vastness proving too much for you
to handle.

You discover suffering — not just your own suffering, which
you know is largely of your own making, nor the childhood
sufferings over Black Beauty, David Copperfield, Blake’s
little chimney sweeps—but you catch disturbing, vivid
glimpses of the real meaning of poverty, hunger, cold, cruelty.

The train journey to London led through miles and miles
of immense buildings of flats, surrounded on all sides by lines
of washing hung out in the filthy London air. Sometimes
groups of white-faced, ragged children could be seen from
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the train, or gaunt young women in men’s caps wheeling
pallid babies. The newspapers from time to time carried stories
of hardship cases—a whole family living in one room, chil-
dren who had died of cold in the winter, old people living
on pensions who couldn’t afford sugar in their tea.

What could be done about it all? I fretted and fumed at
my inability to discover a solution. Nanny thought it would
be nice if we joined an organization called the Sunbeams.
The idea was that a rich child would be given the address
of a poor child, they would correspond, and the rich child
would send old clothes or toys from time to time. Nancy had
once belonged when she was little, but she had lost the
address of her Sunbeam and had addressed her letter, “Tommy
Jones, The Slums, London,” much to the fury of Nanny, who
didn’t think that was at all nice. I enthusiastically signed up.

My Sunbeam was a girl a year older than I named Rose
Dickson. I spent hours packing up old jerseys and skirts into
exciting-looking parcels, and spent all my pocket money on
presents for Rose. I imagined that my letters, which consisted
of a highly romanticized account of life at Swinbrook, must
bring great rays of joy into her otherwise drab existence.
True, I made myself out to be a sort of cross between Little
Lord Fauntleroy and Sarah in The Little Princess. My un-
successful daily bouts with scrubby little Joey, who usually
managed to throw me, became transformed into feariess gallops
through woods and copses on my thoroughbred. My
spaniel Tray came through as a great mastiff of unusual intelli-
gence and sensitivity, faithful and gentle with his mistress,
but a dangerous brute indeed if crossed by a stranger.

Rose seemed to like the letters. Hers to me were in an
extremely flowery style and strictly phonetic spelling, and I
found them fascinating. She was one of six children, and
she described in heartrending detail the miserable, over-
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crowded conditions in which they lived —all six of them
in two beds in one tiny room.

I began to be obsessed with the idea that we must at all
costs get Rose away from London. I begged my mother to
let her come for a visit. “I really don’t think that would
do, Little D.,” Muv said gently. “Think of how dreadfully
uncomfortable she’d feel.” After weeks of campaigning on
my part, my mother hit on an idea. She would engage Rose,
now fourteen and out of school, as a Between Maid, or
Tweeny.

I was overjoyed by her decision, and wrote off immediately
to Rose. “It’s like a fairy tile come true!” Rose said in her
reply, full of profuse thanks. “I'm afraid being a Tweeny
isn’t really much like a fairy tale,” my mother commented, but
of course I didn’t believe her. On the contrary, I thought it
a very apt simile for one about to be plucked from the London
slums and wafted to a beautiful country house. I tried to
imagine what Rose would look like; probably mere skin and
bones, with huge, soulful brown eyes.

At last the day of her arrival dawned, and I was allowed
to go to the statiom with the chauffeur to meet her. To my
surprise she was quite fat, but she had the pasty, drawn look
of sunless London children. After greeting each other we
became completely tongue-tied, and sat in silence for the whole
drive home. The eloquence that had marked our correspond-
ence was unaccountably and painfully missing. I was relieved
when we got to Swinbrook and Rose was handed over to
Annie, the head housemaid, to be instructed in the duties
of a Tweeny.

I didn’t see much of her after that. Once or twice I passed
her on the upstairs landing, carrying slop pails and dusters,
looking different in her uniform. Two days after her arrival,
my mother broke the sad news to me. Annie had reported
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that Rose cried herself to sleep every night, and refused to
eat. Annie guessed that she was suffering tortures of home-
sickness. When she was asked if she would like to go home,
she brightened up for the first time since her arrival, and my
mother arranged to send her back to London on the next
train.

The whole episode worried and pvzzled me a great deal.
Was it my fault? Should I have anticipated that Rose would
miss her family? Homesickness was not only unknown to me
—1I couldn’t even imagine what it must feel like. My few
visits away from home alone, to cousins’ houses during Nanny’s
two-week annual holiday, had all seemed to me outstanding
events, great treats to be cherished in the memory. Could
being a Tweeny have had something to do with Rose’s un-
bappiness? I looked up the duties of a Tweeny in Mrs. Beeton’s
Book of Household Management, and read: “The Between
Maid is, perhaps, the only one of her class deserving of com-
miseration; her life is a solitary one, and in some places her
work is never done ...” Perhaps that had been the trouble ...

As the months and years dragged slowly by, like the watched
pot that never boils, the sad and embarrassing memory of Rose
gradually receded, to be replaced much later by new and
more revolutionary notions of how to solve the world’s ills.
Meanwhile, something so exciting happened in my life that
it left no room for regrets or self-searching. Debo and I were
at last sent to school for a few months — the fulfillment of my
dearest wish.

We were staying at Old Mill Cottage at the time, since both
the other houses were let. “From Batsford Mansion to Asthall
Manor to Swinbrook House to Old Mill Cottage” was our
slogan to describe the decline of the family fortunes from
Grandfather’s day. The cottage was a delightful little house
on the outskirts of High Wycombe, and Oakdale was a private
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day school for girls, attended mostly by the daughters of
merchants, doctors and business people in the town. Debo
hated it so bitterly that Muv, fearful of another onset of pining,
allowed her to leave. “The headmistress kissed me goodbye!
Beastly old Lesbian,” she announced furiously. “Oh, darling,
that’s extremely naughty, you’re not to say words like that,
and I do think it’s a bit unfair, she was probably only trying
to be nice.”

I, on the other hand, gloried in every minute of school for
the few months I was there. The clatter of hundreds of
girls rushing through the corridors, the unfamiliar business
of competing in lessons, the huge smelly meals in an enormous
dining room with an endless choice of people to talk to, the
vast pleasure of “showing off” and baiting the mistresses in
front of the other pupils—even the irrational rules against
whistling in the corridors or putting your feet up on your
desk —it all went to my head like wine.

I quickly made “best friends” with another girl in my form.
Her name was Viola Smythe, and actually I only rather liked
her, but she adored me with a doglike subservience. We
decided to start a club; I would be the Head of it, and Viola
the Subhead. We drew up elaborate rules, the most impor-
tant of which was that we would meet every Saturday at the
house of one of the members. The first meeting was to be at
my house. I asked my mother if I could have some girls to
tea the following Saturday.

“To tea? Oh no darling, of course not. If you have them
to tea theyll invite you to tea with them, and you wouldn’t
be able to go. You see, I don’t know any of their mothers.”

No use arguing, or pressing for a reason. This sort of dis-
cussion always produced a cold, grim anger in the Grownups,
like that caused by making jokes about God or talking about
sex. The explanation of why Viola couldn’t be invited was
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not one that could be brought out into the open. The very
phrase, “unsuitable companions,” was itself unsuitable for ut-
terance. Gone was the Victorian frankness of earlier days
on these knotty questions: “Is she ome of us, dear child?”
Grandmother used to ask, to place the station in life of a
person under discussion. My mother would join mildly in our
amusement at the outrageous question. Class was a delicate
matter, a subject for intuition rather than conversation, one
of those “borderline” subjects, deeply felt but never discussed.

It was also a complicated matter. My parents would have
been not so much shocked as blankly uncomprehending if
anyone had accused them of “being snobbish.” Snobbishness
was, surely, by definition a purely middle class attribute, find-
ing expression in an unhealthy desire to rise above one’s
station, to ease oneself in where one wasn’t wanted, and in
turn to look down superciliously on those below one in the
social scale. My parents would not have dreamed of looking
down on anyone; they preferred to look straight ahead, car-
ing not at all if this tended to limit their vision. Neither
were they social climbers, for they rather disliked really
“smart” society.

The Lower Orders were much less of a problem than the
middle class Viola Smythes. As the old hymn put it so suc-
cintly, “All things bright and beautiful, all creatures great
and small, All things wise and wonderful, the Lord God made
them all. The rich man in his castle, the poor man at his
gate, God made them high or lowly, And order'd their
estate . . . ” Whereas the Smythes of this world, so uncomfort.
ably perched between, represented “the haunting danger of the
bourgeons.”

In my parents’ view of history, upper class, middle clas
and working class were destined to travel forever harmoni.
ously down the ages on parallel tracks which could never







Major storms were brewing beyond the confines of the
fortress. Unemployment was rising alarmingly throughout Eng-
land. Hunger marches, at first small demonstrations, later in-
volving populations of whole areas, were reported in the
papers. Police and strikers fought in the streets from London
to Birmingham, from Glasgow to Leeds. Great population
centers were designated “distressed areas” by the Government
— which meant areas where there was no prospect of improve-
ment in the employment situation. The Family Means Test,
under which the dole could be denied any unemployed
worker whose relatives still held jobs, was the subject of
violent protest by the Communists, who gradually succeeded
in swinging most of the labor movement into the fight.

The younger generation was highly political. They accused
the elder statesmen of the Allied countries of sowing the seeds
of a new and more horrible world war through the Versailles
Treaty, the systematic crushing of Germany, the demands
made on the defeated enemy for impossible war reparations.

Old concepts of patriotism, flag-waving, jingoism were under
violent attack by the young writers. The creed of pacifism,
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born of a determination to escape the horrors of a new world
war, swept the youth. Students organized demonstrations
against the Officers Training Corps.

The Oxford Union vowed: “Under no circumstances will
we fight for King and Country.” This action by a small
handful of Oxford undergraduates produced electrifying re-
sults. The Oxford Pledge, as it came to be known, was
taken up as a rallying cry by youth of all countries. We read
of student meetings in France, Germany, far-off America,
where the Oxford Union’s message was discussed and adopted.
The Pledge became the subject of editorials in every news-
paper, and of a raging debate in the letter columns. It seemed
as though every retired colonel in England must have roused
himself from country torpor to put pen to paper in defense
of King and Empire against the incredible pronouncement.
The left-wing press hailed the Pledge as a blow to the arma-
ments race, and called for its adoption by every trade union,
every church, every youth group.

Within the fortress, we viewed these events as through a
glass darkly —or perhaps, more accurately, as seen in the
crazy mirror of a fun house. Uncle Geoff saw the economic
crisis as the inevitable consequence of years of murdered soil,
brought about by generations of chemical fertilization. He
attributed the growing pacifist movement to spinelessness
caused by Murdered Milk fed to helpless babies in their nurs-
eries throughout the land. My mother felt that the crisis had
been caused by the institution of unemployment benefits, which
had removed all incentive, and by the eight-hour day, which
dictated to freeborn Englishmen how many hours they could
work. Parents and uncles alike agreed that the young pacifists
of the Oxford Union would benefit greatly from a good
horsewhipping. Aunts warned that the London Season, with
its debutante balls and court presentations, might even in our
generation become a thing of the past.
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I responded, like many another of my generation, by becom.
ing first a convinced pacifist, then quickly graduating to
socialist ideas.

When I was fourteen I read Cry Havoc, Beverly Nichol’s
indictment of war. It pictured in vivid detail the horrors of
bombing raids in the first world war, and pleaded eloquently
for total, world-wide disarmament. Cry Havoc made immedi-
ate appeal to young people throughout England; it was a
best seller overnight. I was enormously impressed with the
originality and force of its arguments. A whole new world
had opened up for me. Pacifist literature led directly to the
left-wing press, of which I became an avid reader. I even
grudgingly used up a little of my Running Away money to
send for books and pamphlets explaining socialism.

I discovered that Human Nature was not, as I had always
supposed, a fixed and unalterable entity, that wars are not
caused by a natural urge in men to fight, that ownership of
land and factories is not necessarily the natural reward of
greater wisdom and energy. I read about great movements
in England and other countries to divest the rich of their
wealth and to transfer ownership of land and factories to
the workers.

I felt as though I had suddenly stumbled on the solution
to a vast puzzle which I had been clumsily trying to solve
for years. Like many another suddenly confronted for the
first time with a rational explanation of society, I was burst-
ing with excitement about it. I longed to meet some flesh-and-
blood exponents of this new philosophy. Nancy and her
pro-labor friends were disappointing. When they discussed
politics they seemed to support socialism, but as far as I could
see they never really did anything about it. I felt they didn’t
take anything very seriously. They tore down old standards
on every hand, they jibed and satirized and talked fast and
long, but that seemed to be about all.




64 DAUGHTERS AND REBELS

“Why don’t you campaign for the Labor Party?” I asked
Nancy.

“Oh, darling, you know how it would upset the Poor Old
Revereds . . . besides, think of the dreadful boredom . ..’

“There you go, being weak-minded again, just like you
were about the bed-sitter and your underclothes. A drawing
room pink, that’s what you are.”

I knew I could expect little success in converting the
rest of the family. Boud was away at boarding school, where
she had been sent despite my cries of “unfair!” when Debo and
I were at Oakdale day school, and Debo, now aged eleven,
was not specially interested in the class struggle.

However, I did begin to see the family in a new light.

“Farve, d’you realize that as well as being a Subhuman
you’re a Feudal Remnant?”

“You'’re not to call Farve a remnant, Little D., that’s very
rude,” Muv intervened.

“Not so rude; there’s even a Lord Remnant next to Farve
in the Peerage, I just looked him up. Lord Remnant probably
realizes he is one, that's why he chose that title. Anyway,
Muv, don’t you realize you are an Enemy of the Working
Class yourself?”

Muv was genuinely stung.

“I'm not an enemy of the working class! I think some of
them are perfectly sweet!” she retorted angrily. I could almost
see the visions of perfectly sweet nannies, grooms, gamekeepers,
that the phrase must have conjured up in her mind. I decided
to keep my new ideas to myself for a while; there was little
hope they would take root in this distinctly unfertile soil.

Nevertheless, a new dimension was added to my Running-
Away plans. I knew now what I was running away from,
and what I should be running to.



AvrtHOoUGH Boud and I had fought and quarreled unremittingly
throughout childhood, by the time she was eighteen and I
was fifteen we had, surprisingly, become great friends. Boud
had grown from a giantsized schoolgirl into a huge and
rather alarming debutante. Almost six feet tall, with a thick
blond mane of hair, she towered over her fellows at the
various debutante functions like a big Santa Claus among the
Christmas dolls. Her rather overpowering personality
matched her size. In the schoolroom, she had hastened the
departure of many a governess, and had in fact achieved
something of a record as easily the most unmanageable of all
of us. She had been expelled from school, according to her
version, “simply for saying one word,” when she had been
called on to recite before the assembled school, board of
trustees and parents. The word was “rot,” which she had
added to the line, “A garden is a lovesome thing, God wot.”
She had perfected a method of making my father fly into a
rage by the simple expedient of glowering at him in a certain
way at mealtimes. She would sit silently stowing away quanti-
ties of mashed potatoes, her eyes fixed on Farve with a somber,
brooding glare. He would glare back, trying to make Boud
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drop her gaze, but she invariably won out. Crashing his fists
on the table he would roar: “Stop looking at me, damn you!”
[ envied her this accomplishment, at the same time pointing
out that she was taking unfair advantage of my father’s sub-
human aspects: “Poor Farve, he’s like a lion, not ableyo stand
being fixed by the Human Eye.”

Boud had always had a flair for a certain baroque style
of decorative art. In a sort of original variation of collage,
she had created huge canvases depicting historical scenes:
Hannibal crossing the Alps, with a background of clay
mountains, the silver trappings of Hannibal and his army
picked out in tinfoil; Noah’s Ark, with bits of real fur pasted
on the animals. As a debutante, she began to apply this talent
to her selection of clothes. She shone like an enormous peacock
in flashing sham jewels, bought at a theatrical costumer’s, and
immense brocade evening dresses. To my mother’s consterna-
tion she bought a sham tiara, resplendent with rubies, emeralds
and pearls, and insisted on wearing it to dances. She was
generally out to shock —to “épater les bourgeois,” as my
mother disapprovingly put it—and in this she succeeded.
Boud’s dissatisfaction with life mirrored my own. I applauded
her outrages, roared when she stole some writing paper from
Buckingham Palace and wrote to all her friends on it, cheered
when she took her pet rat to dances.

The Bright Young People had faded from the London
scene a couple of years before, as their transatlantic counter-
parts, the Flaming Youth, had no doubt disappeared from
the American scene with the passing of the twenties. The
London season had reverted to its usual stodgy pattern, an
endless succession of luncheons, dances, dinners, the “emerging”
(usually newspaper-engineered) of the most popular debs of
the season, a few scandals, a few engagements.. ..

Boud’s efforts to brighten up the social scene gained few
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adherents. Perhaps if she had been in a position to try that
sort of thing in, say, 1926, it might have caught on. But
the debutantes of 1932 just weren’t in the mood. As a result,
Boud was considered a little eccentric by her contemporaries.

Boud, in turn, was a bored and restless participant in the
ritual of “coming out.” She was casting about for something
more exciting, more intriguing than the London season offered
— something proscribed by the parents, something amazing,
shocking . . .

Diana’s house seemed like a good beginning, for we had
been forbidden to visit her when, after a few years of marriage,
she and Bryan were divorced. As usual, we in the school-
room had been excluded from the dreadful row which followed
their separation. We knew only that unutterable shame and
disgrace had been brought by Diana on the family, that ac-
cording to the Revereds the chances of any of the rest of us
ever getting married were now very greatly reduced, as no
respectable young man would wish to have much to do with
the sisters of a divorcee. Needless to say, all this only made
Diana more glamorous in our eyes.

Debo and I saw nothing of Diana for over a year, but for
Boud it was a different matter. Freed from schoolroom, gov-
erness and daily walks, she could now come and go as she
pleased, and unknown to the Revereds she made many a sur-
reptitious visit to Diana’s. There she met Sir Oswald Mosley,
whom Diana later married. Mosley’s political career had led
him through the Conservative Party, the Labor Party and the
New Party, an abortive venture that had lasted only about
a year in spite of heavy backing by Lord Rothermere and
the Daily Mail. He was now busily engaged in organizing
the British Union of Fascists, which Boud immediately joined.

“Don’t you long to join too, Decca, it’s such fun,” she
begged, waving her brand-new black shirt at me.
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“Shouldn’t think of it. I hate the beastly Fascists. If you’re
going to be one, I'm going to be a Communist, so there.”

In fact, this declaration was something more than a mere
automatic taking of opposite sides to Boud: the little I knew
about the Fascists repelled me — their racism, supermilitarism,
brutality. I took out a subscription to the Daily Worker,
bought volumes of Communist literature and literature that I
supposed to be Communist, rigged up some homemade hammer
and sickle flags. My Communist library was a catholic one
indeed, and many of the authors would no doubt have been
amazed to find themselves included. It contained not only
works by Lenin, Stalin, Palme Dutt, but also those of writers
whom I had heard referred to by the Older Generation as
“bolshevik” — Bertrand Russell, Laski, the Webbs, Bernard
Shaw. I got John and Lytton Strachey mixed up and plowed
gamely through several of Lytton’s biographies before dis-
covering my mistake. The result of all this was that I greatly
increased my knowledge of modern English literature and
progressive thought, and the more I read the more fascinated
I became with the enormous new vistas of thought and action
that opened up on every side.

Boud and I both avoided the company of the Grownups at
this time as much as we could. At Swinbrook, we lived in
the D.F.D. except for mealtimes. We divided it down the
middle, and Boud decorated her side with fascist insignia
of all kinds—the Italian fasces, a bundle of sticks bound
with rope; photographs of Mussolini framed in passe-partout;
photographs of Mosley trying to look like Mussolini; the new
German swastika; a record collection of Nazi and Italian youth
songs. My side was fixed up with my Communist library, a
small bust of Lenin purchased for a shilling in a second hand
shop, a file of Daily Workers. Sometimes we would barri-
cade with chairs and stage pitched battles, throwing books
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and records until Nanny came to tell us to stop the noise.

Yet Boud and I often teamed up together against the Grown-
ups in our own very peculiar version of the United Front.
Once we were left in charge of my mother’s produce stall at
the Conservative Fete. “Look at all this money!” I said to
Boud. “It does seem a shame to think of the beastly old
Conservatives getting it all. I think I'll send about £5 of it to
the Daily Worker for their fund drive.” Boud insisted that
she was going to take, shilling for shilling, an equal amount
for the British Union of Fascists. There wasn’t much time
for argument about it as my mother was expected back any
minute; quickly we pocketed £5 apiece, which we dispatched
that night to the respective offices. I have often wondered
since what the Daily Worker people must have thought when
they read the note accompanying the contribution: “ £5 dona-
tion from the Annual Conservative Fete of Oxfordshire.”

The endless schoolroom talk of “What are we going to do
when we grow up?” changed in tone. “I'm going to Germany
to meet Hitler,” Boud announced. “I'm going to run away
and be a Communist,” I countered. Debo stated confidently
that she was going to marry a duke and become a duchess.
“One day he’ll come along, The duke I love . . .” she hummed
dreamily. Of course none of us doubted for a minute that we
should reach the objectives we had set for ourselves; but
perhaps seldom have childhood predictions materialized with
greater accuracy.

Although Boud’s interest in fascism had at first been kept
a secret from the Grownups, it soon leaked out. She begged
to be allowed to go to Germany. “But, darling, I thought
you didn’t like Abroad,” my mother said. (Boud had always
refused to learn French because she thought it an affected
language, and France was somehow synonymous with Abroad
to us.)
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It was the year of Hitler’s accession to power. Boud’s an-
nounced intention was to go to Germany, learn German, and
meet the Fithrer. My parents put up much less opposition than
might have been expected. Perhaps the thought of another
London season of sham tiaras and tame rats let loose in ball-
rooms was a bit more than my mother could contemplate with
any pleasure. Boud was allowed to go.

Within six months, she came home for a brief visit, having
accomplished both her objectives. She already spoke fairly
fluent German, and had met not only Hitler, but Himmler,
Goering, Goebbels, and others of the Nazi leaders. “How
on earth did you actually manage to get to know them?”
we asked in some amazement. Boud explained that it had been
fairly simple; she had reserved a nightly table in the Osteria
Bavaria Restaurant, where they often went. Evening after
evening she sat and stared at them, until finally a flunky was
sent over to find out who she was. On learning that she
was an English fraiilein, an admirer of the Nazis, and a
member of the British Union of Fascists, Hitler invited her to
join them at their table. Thereafter she became one of their
circle, saw them constantly in Munich, accompanied them to
meetings, rallies, the Olympic games.

“As I thought! Hitler’s just another subhuman, like The
Poor Old Male, and you subdued him with the power of the
human eye,” I said bitterly.

But Boud wouldn’t be teased about her devotion to the
Nazis. She was completely and utterly sold on them. The
Nazi salute — “He:l Hitler!” with hand upraised —became
her standard greeting to everyone, family, friends, the aston-
ished postmistress in Swinbrook Village. Her collection of
Nazi trophies and paraphernalia now overflowed our little
sitting room — bundles of Streicher’s anti-Semitic paper, Der
Stiirmer; an autographed copy of Mein Kampf; the works of
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Houston Stuart Chamberlain, a nineteenth century forerunner
of fascist ideologists, albums of photographs of Nazi leaders.

About this time the ban on Diana was lifted, and she again
became a visitor at Swinbrook. Family relationships took a
sudden turn, and Boud and Diana, formerly far from friendly,
became thick as thieves.

Diana accompanied Boud to Germany and was also admitted
to the Nazi inner circle. Their activities soon reached the
newspapers, and a columnist reported that Hitler had declared
them to be “perfect specimens of Aryan womanhood.”

The press made much of the prophetic nature of Boud’s
Christian names — Unity Valkyrie.

My parents first looked on Boud’s new-found interest as
rather a joke. Conservative opinion of Hitler at that time
ranged from outright disapproval of him as a dangerous lower
class demagogue to a grudging sympathy for his aims and
methods — after all, had he not decisively crushed the German
Communist Party and destroyed the labor unions in a sur-
prisingly short time? Thus the words “that feller Hitler” on
the lips of countless English squires could be expressed in
tones equally of derision or of admiration. Indeed, with
Hitler’s rise to power the concept of “filthy Huns” had myste-
riously been completely discarded.

Boud and Diana begged the Revereds to go with them to
Germany and see for themselves. “Farve is really one of
Nature’s fascists. He’d simply love the Fiihrer,” they insisted.
Before long they prevailed. Muv and Farve were given a royal
time in Germany. They were lent a chauffeur-driven Mercedes-
Benz and shown all the gaudy trappings of the new regime,
and they returned full of praise for what they had scen.

Family reactions to their conversion were varied. Boud
was naturally delighted. For the first time, she now became
a favorite with my father and was on excellent terms with
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Muv. Nancy said spitefully that the Revereds had been won
over by simple flattery, having been treated as important people
for the first time in their lives by the Nazis, who had a
completely distorted idea of the amount of influence wielded
in English politics by obscure country aristocrats. Tom was
amused but aloof. I hardened my resolution to run away and
to cast my lot with the anti-fascists.

I still loved Boud for her huge, glittering personality, for
her rare brand of eccentricity, for a kind of loyalty to me
which she preserved in spite of our now very real differences
of outlook. When I thought about it, I had a sad and uneasy
feeling that we were somehow being swept apart by a huge
tidal wave over which we had no control; that from the
distance a freezing shadow was approaching which would
one day engulf us. Sometimes we even talked of what would
happen in a revolutionary situation. We both agreed we’d
simply have to be prepared to fight on opposite sides, and
even tried to picture what it would be like if one day one
of us had to give the order for the other’s execution.
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Fortress aspects of life at home now came to the forefront
with a vengeance, virtually drowning out all others. I was
in headlong opposition to everything the family stood for and
it was on the whole a very lonely opposition.

I did at last have a “best friend” of my own age, my first
cousin Idden Farrer. We had a great deal in common, for
Idden also longed to escape from home. She had held fast to
her childhood ambition to be an actress, and was now going
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