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To the Otaries, with love

À demain!





We know what we are, but know not what we may be

Ophelia in Act IV, Scene V, Hamlet

by WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE






Prologue

At four in the afternoon on Monday 3 February 1997, a uniformed chauffeur in an armoured Cadillac drives the Honourable Pamela Harriman from her Paris residence on rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré. Fifteen minutes later he pulls up outside the Hôtel Ritz. As Harriman climbs the red-carpeted steps past the boutiques selling diamonds and into the lobby, she looks her usual stately self. The staff greet her as one of their most distinguished visitors, and the semi-mythical ‘seductress of the century’ rewards them with her regal smile. The one-time daughter-in-law of Winston Churchill rarely sets foot outside her bedroom without full maquillage. Her leonine hair is artfully swept out and up. Her wardrobe reflects regular appearances on the fashion front row. A rigid diet and exercise regime – and a remarkable facelift – means she looks two decades younger than her seventy-six years. The effect is immaculate but subtle as befits President Clinton’s handpicked envoy to France.

Pamela is almost forgotten now – and if she is remembered at all, it is with disdain or condescension – but on this day she is arguably the most famous diplomat in the world and the most powerful courtesan in history. Even so, few know how Her Excellency daringly used sex to cement the vital Special Relationship between Britain and America during the Second World War. Or how she helped landmark figures – some of the political or industrial ‘kings’ of the twentieth century – to achieve and wield power. Or how she even played a part in ending the Cold War.

She commands the respect of politicians, spies and diplomats who have worked with her across two continents and five decades, with an unrivalled address book and instant access to the leaders of the United States and France. Once she was barred from mixing with royalty and banned from embassies as ‘that red-headed tart’, but now she presides over the grandest embassy of all. Her eminence is remarkable given that as a British-born aristocrat without a single paper qualification, this is her first formal job. Yet as many loathe her as love her, and she is the subject of multiple blood feuds, four excoriating books and a litany of lawsuits. A chorus of critics dismiss her as a lightweight, but why, if a B-movie actor can become President Reagan, cannot such a woman become Madame l’ambassadeur?

Pamela is nursing a crushing headache as she descends the marbled hotel stairs to the Ritz Health Club and peers through the curtains of the balcony to see who is in the pool below. Often it is cleared for her to swim in private, but she has come without notice today at the urging of her deputy, who is concerned about his boss. He knows she has recently asked a saddened president to be relieved of her duties, bringing her remarkable reign in Paris to an end.

Pamela changes into a figure-sculpting swimsuit and steps down into the most elegant indoor pool in the city, flanked by Egyptian-style pillars under a trompe l’œil sky. Younger men still fall for her glamour – including, rumour has it, one of the handsome pool attendants young enough to be her grandson. They are beguiled by her mesmerising eyes, seductive laugh and the way she makes each feel he is the most important man in the world. She starts to swim, head proud above the water to protect her coiffure, but after twenty lengths she groans and goes limp in the water. Someone rushes to pull her out and a member of the hotel security team, Henri Paul, tries to revive her with an oxygen mask. (Seven months later his quick response will earn him the honour of driving Princess Diana, and the world’s opprobrium when she meets her death in a Paris tunnel.)

This foggy February day he is urgent yet professional as a tear rolls down Pamela’s face and she slips into unconsciousness. An ambulance roars into the Place Vendôme with siren blaring and a distressed President Jacques Chirac orders the best doctors in Paris to try to save the woman he owes so much. In Washington, President Bill Clinton gives an emotional statement about his great friend who made his own once improbable ascent possible.

These are not the only leaders to have paid court to her – Kennedy was her intimate friend; Nixon, Eisenhower and Ford sought her counsel and her company; Franklin Roosevelt demanded news of her; Nancy Reagan wanted to be her friend; the Gorbachevs were her friends; de Gaulle doted on her; the wartime Australian prime minister Robert Menzies protected her; and her one-time father-inlaw Churchill depended on her. She was not a woman, as former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright observed, to ‘let her century pass her by’. She seized it and left an indelible mark.

Hers is a story of virtually everyone who was anyone in the twentieth century, from Nelson Mandela to Joe Biden, Truman Capote to Dennis Hopper, Ed Murrow to Gloria Steinem, the Rothschilds to the Mitfords. She counted as friends Martha Gellhorn, Max Beaverbrook, Frank Sinatra, Christian Dior and the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. Hers was a life born of a pandemic, forged by world war and defined by haute couture, palaces and jewels, but also by love, jealousy, fortitude, heartache, illness, daredevilry and betrayal. She received dozens of proposals of marriage and took hundreds of lovers, enjoyed countless thrills on superyachts and private jets. She hungered for the trappings of wealth but what excited her most was power. She learned to muster her privilege and fame to try to win it on behalf of those who did not have what she had. And, most of all, to bring peace.

Narrowly missing death time and again in the Blitz, she lost precious friends to the war, and while living at Downing Street bore intimate witness to Churchill’s desperate struggle to save Britain from Hitler. Such visceral experiences left her with a compulsion to try to stop future conflict, yet her efforts were often belittled and misread. Few understand just how she became one of the century’s most influential political players. Most of what she did was kept secret by Pamela herself or ignored by others; her papers were locked away, others classified; her surviving friends were reluctant to speak.

Only through four years of intense research in Britain, America and France was I able to unearth astonishing new testimony that allows us finally – three decades after her death – to appreciate the achievements of a woman whose name was trashed by the presumptions of her time. Just as I discovered when writing about her mother-in-law Clementine Churchill – another formidable yet woefully underrated woman – history has reduced Pamela to a distorted stereotype, in her case a conniving and ridiculous gold-digger obsessed by sex. And yet, struck by how both Winston and Clementine Churchill prized her very special contribution throughout the Second World War and the global significance of the demands they made of her, I was driven to find out the truth.

Perhaps only against the background of today’s perilous tensions between West and East – and the bloody invasion of Ukraine – can we begin to register the sacrifices of a twenty-year-old woman hell-bent on waging war against tyranny. Perhaps only as more evidence comes to light can we take in the full scope of the roles she played at the pinnacle of power in three countries half a century apart – a reach and longevity unmatched by virtually anyone in modern times. Or recognise how the grit of one woman of astonishing skill but little education could help lay the groundwork for, and later revive, transatlantic alliances once again being put to the ultimate test.

Newly discovered papers, private letters and diaries, fresh accounts – and the transcripts of extensive interviews with her released for the first time – reveal how the real Pamela bore only passing resemblance to her reputation. Together they paint a nuanced character whose obvious faults were outweighed by an exceptional zest for life and reinvention, combined with experience and gifts unlikely to be seen in one person again. And yet her star sometimes shone too brightly; her access to power drew unfriendly fire. She had the temerity to succeed when failure should – in her critics’ eyes – have been her due.

When her son Winston phoned a family friend to announce her death, he spoke of how her ‘extraordinary and dramatic exit’ befitted his ‘extraordinary, dramatic mother’. News of her demise was marked by an outpouring of grief but also, in some quarters, uncontained pleasure. Pamela was portrayed throughout her life, including in two weighty biographies, Life of the Party and Reflected Glory, as a scheming adjunct to her men. Her death began a reappraisal that can only now be completed. One of her closest friends, Richard Holbrooke, a tough-nut diplomat stricken by sorrow at her passing, cited the philosopher Søren Kierkegaard to observe that while life is lived forwards it is best understood backwards. And so the thrilling and astonishing ‘arc that Pamela Harriman travelled’ should start, Holbrooke advised us, ‘by beginning at its end with her ambassadorship to France’. For the evening of her life – when she finally achieved her seemingly impossible dreams – gave a ‘different meaning’ to everything that had gone before. After half a century of being defined by powerful men, this was when she proved herself a singular force on her own account. And yet few appreciated what she managed to do. Or how it ultimately led an exceptional figure of the twentieth century to a lonely death.




Act One

War




1

‘Daddie & I were sure you would be a boy!’ Constance told her first born. She and her husband Kenny had chosen the breezy name of Robin for the eagerly awaited heir to a proud and noble dynasty, so the arrival of Pamela Beryl on 20 March 1920 had come as a shock. ‘We were not a bit disappointed,’1 Constance insisted but the lottery of being born a girl meant that Pamela would be denied education, expectations and a large inheritance. The rest of her life would be spent making up for it.

That Pamela had been born at all was a minor miracle. When the Honourable Constance Bruce married Captain Kenelm Digby of the Coldstream Guards in London in July 1919, the world outside was soaked in death. Twenty million had perished in the First World War, the gaunt and pale young groom very nearly among them. Then the Spanish flu scythed up to a hundred million more souls and the latest wave of the pandemic was only now receding.*

Within a month, twenty-four-year-old Constance was pregnant, but her excitement was tinged by fear. Expectant women were particularly vulnerable to the flu, some falling dead in the street, thick blood frothing from their nostrils.2 The young had been the chief casualties of a plague spread through victory parades and church services just like her wedding. The healthier the patient the more likely they were to die.

As the child quickened within her, Constance was cheered by the fact that fewer friends and family were falling ill. And yet many seemed unable to shake off a feeling of impending doom. Pamela’s mother – known as Pansy because her handsome face was shaped like the flower – refused to be one of them. Blessed with self-belief and physical vigour – Pamela remembered her as a ‘very, very strong woman’3 – Pansy did not do self-pity. She had worked as a nurse during the war but now illness was not to be discussed in her presence and she flung open windows to expel unwelcome thoughts.

Pamela arrived three weeks before her time – ‘Like all things in my life,’ she observed, ‘I was in a hurry when I was born’ – and Pansy was still with her husband on his army base at Farnborough when she went into labour. ‘You were the only baby I was allowed to keep on my bed, wrapped in my housemaid’s flannel petticoat,’ Pansy told her daughter, as the cot and hand-embroidered swaddling prepared for the event were thirty miles away in London. ‘I had twelve hours to adore you at close range – until your things arrived.’

Pamela’s family had enjoyed four hundred years of wealth and aristocratic entitlement but now faced a pressing shortage of cash. Within a few months Kenny would become the 11th Baron Digby and master of the Dorset mansion of Minterne in south-west England, a house in Belgravia in central London and Geashill Castle with 34,000 acres near Dublin. Yet the £50,000 (£1.8 million today) that also came his way was not enough to maintain all the estates and pay the necessary taxes.4 Wanting to join the post-pandemic exodus from city life to healthy open spaces, the Digbys opted to sell their London residence. Within a couple of years they also lost Geashill Castle, when nationalists burned it down during the Irish Civil War, having taken an uncle and aunt prisoner, telling each of them the other had been shot. In the face of such turmoil (and the much-feared socialist forces unleashed by the 1917 revolution in Russia), they clung to a rigid English class system softened by a noblesse oblige to the less fortunate.

Nevertheless, Kenny did what few in his class expected to do and when Pamela was four months old took a job – even if it was a nice sinecure as military secretary to the Governor General of Australia, living in the manicured grounds of Government House in Melbourne. Despite the additional income, Pansy was obliged to sell some of her jewels to fund their lifestyle. Money was shorter still when another daughter, Sheila, was born in 1921. Thankfully Kenny (an expert on equestrian form) won handsomely on the horses at Melbourne’s Flemington Racecourse but Pansy envied her two sisters back home, with their supremely wealthy husbands and grander titles. As a mere baron, Kenny occupied the lowest rung of the English peerage, and the Minterne estate ran to just 1,500 acres (down from 40,000). Pansy determined that Pamela would become a rich countess or even a duchess to avoid the Digbys’ inevitable social and financial retreat.

Precocious and spirited, Pamela was doted on by her mother almost as if she had been the desired son. She became a powerful voice at a tender age when, according to family folklore, she learned her first words from a loquacious pet cockatoo. When she was three, Pansy promised to take Pamela out in the family’s first car but was unable to open the gate and informed her daughter that the outing was cancelled. The Honourable Pamela (elevated since her father became a baron) stamped her small foot in fury and declared through her tears, ‘Man will come and man will fix.’ A few moments later a policeman, alerted by the kerfuffle, arrived to assist and as Pamela liked to relate, ‘my faith in men started with that day because I decided whenever I needed anything they would be there to help’.5

Shortly afterwards, the Digbys sailed back to England, although the two girls were dispatched on a less luxurious ship under the care of Nanny Hall. Sheila was a handful during six weeks at sea but Pamela occupied herself with the most powerful and handsome man on board, the captain, an imposing figure with flamboyantly twirled moustaches. She had watched him squire a series of besotted women around deck and so ‘obviously, I thought that was the chic thing to do’. Her vivid red curls coyly tied with ribbons, she walked up to the captain, tugged at his sleeve and asked, ‘Can we go walkies too?’ Thereafter he escorted her solemnly each day and she won a silver napkin ring for the best baby on board6 despite displaying a nascent ruthless streak: ‘According to Nanny I shouldn’t have gotten that napkin ring because I had a terrible habit of waiting until the other children turned their backs and then throwing their toys into the sea.’7

After the sun and bustle of Melbourne, cold and uncomfortable Minterne was a readjustment for Pamela. Kenny and Pansy adored the quintessentially English country life ten miles from the nearest town – an isolation enforced by steep tree-topped slopes encircling the house. On wet days a penumbra of cloud closed in, smothering the view from the nursery windows entirely. The only way out was by winding unpaved roads that played havoc with cars’ suspensions. London was a long day’s journey away and the Digbys rarely went. While the twenties were roaring in town, Pansy and Kenny preferred the otherworldliness of their home – the inspiration for Great Hintock in Thomas Hardy’s The Woodlanders – even if their elder daughter quickly resented it. Early on Pamela knew she wanted more than a closeted life revolving around horses, labradors and Kenny’s beloved rhododendron collection. The family crest – an ostrich supported by two monkeys with a horseshoe in its beak – suggested the allure of faraway lands.

The house was barely twenty years old, built by the 10th Baron Digby to replace an older house plagued by dry rot, big rats and bad drains. There were fifty rooms but, eccentrically, no bathrooms, as Kenny’s father had considered them ‘disgusting’.8 A seamstress came once a year for a whole month to redo the slipcovers for the chairs in the billiard room, dining room, study, drawing room, tapestry room and Pansy’s private sitting room. She brought fabrics of every conceivable pattern and colour, yet Pansy chose ones that ‘reflected what had been there for centuries’, rejecting anything Pamela thought ‘fresh and exciting’. Minterne life ‘had to be the way it had always been’.9

Until they were fourteen, Pamela and Sheila were confined to the nursery rooms on the second floor where Kenny and Pansy rarely ventured; it was a children’s world presided over by Nanny and two nursery maids. Lessons finished before lunch, leaving the afternoon free for mischief. Once, Pamela brought her black Shetland pony up in the back lift to join them. ‘All hell broke loose,’ she remembered, and ‘quite rightly as the pony could have panicked … and kicked us to pieces.’ Four stable boys had to carry the poor creature down three floors to the basement and Pamela was sent to bed for the rest of the day. Usually, however, misdemeanours were rarely mentioned beyond the playroom and, having been bathed and brushed, the girls would be delivered downstairs to take afternoon tea with their mother, before being packed off again for supper with Nanny. It was a regime run by women; men were unreachable figures. Kenny was not a ‘big thing’ in her life and Pamela had to ask permission to enter his study. Most days she saw him only briefly, when she passed through her parents’ room at eight to bid them good morning while they had tea and biscuits in bed. Pamela was her mother’s ‘favourite’ and Sheila her father’s. ‘He was quite severe’, she said, and so ‘Mummy was the big influence in our lives’.10 Pamela loved to join Pansy in her boudoir to play bezique, a card game rewarding quick wits and good memory.

The Digbys’ money worries did not stop them in those early days from employing a huge retinue of staff that Pamela looked back on as ‘mind-boggling’. ‘Everybody in the village worked for Daddy’, including twenty retainers in the stables, gardens and dairy. In the house, the butler ruled over a valet, two footmen (in livery with gold buttons engraved with the Digby ostrich), a chauffeur, a carpenter, a hall boy and a pantry boy. It was unthinkable that Pansy would not have a lady’s maid, several chambermaids and a cook assisted by two kitchen and three scullery maids, with a still-room maid just to prepare desserts.11 ‘We ate a lot in those days’12 and soon it showed: while Sheila was called ‘Miss Thin’ by staff, to her horror Pamela became known as ‘Miss Fat’.13 Secure in her mother’s favour, however, Pamela was a show-off, especially in the saddle in front of her parents’ guests from London or, even better, abroad. Pamela set out to entrance while Sheila was ‘shy and couldn’t be bothered’.14 Most often, though, the Digbys’ entertaining was local and snobbish. Only rather dreary nobles were welcome for games of bridge – middle-class doctors and lawyers who worked for a living were below the salt.15

The arrival in 1924 of Edward, known as Eddie, usurped Pamela in the pecking order. From a tender age, she understood that his status as the eldest son assured him the family estate and title under the ancient system of primogeniture. Pamela could not contain the occasional flash of resentment at such injustice and was punished for it. ‘Jealousy was the absolutely worst sin,’ she remembered. ‘They got really angry with me then.’16 Uncomplaining stoicism was drilled into Digby women as an essential virtue.

Eddie was mesmerised by his big sister’s fizzing energy, conceding that she was the natural leader despite her sex and that she kept him ‘well in order’.17 His presence spurred her on to ever greater competitiveness on horseback and she won her first show-jumping prize at the age of seven. Sheila outrode her with the hunt, however, and determined to prove her own fearlessness, Pamela attempted a particularly high gate and hit her head as she fell. The shock left her with a white streak in her hair for the rest of her life.

It was not just the thrill of the chase that captivated Pamela but an American neighbour who was joint master of the Cattistock Hunt, and his actress wife. It was then daring to be an actress in English society, even more so that both were divorced, and shocking that their house had so many bathrooms. Their ‘jazzier’ clothing – especially their preference for top hats for hunting over traditional bowlers – also suggested a forbidden world outside Dorset that electrified her. ‘It was the first time I was aware of the difference between the English and Americans,’ Pamela recalled. ‘I had an enormous crush on her.’18

In the spring, Pamela’s parents would depart on a round of aristocratic house parties, where they refrained from the rampant games of bed-swapping. ‘Mummy’ frequently told her eldest daughter ‘how lucky’ she had been to marry Kenny and that they had always ‘adored each other’. Pamela recalled that it ‘never occurred to one that there could be anything like a divorce’.19 If home life was reassuringly stable, what was missing were other children. Pamela was most envious of Eddie’s masculine privilege when at the age of eight in 1932 he was sent to boarding school in preparation for Eton. Girls of Pamela’s class were educated at home by governesses and not allowed out unchaperoned. Although about to enter her teens, she rarely saw a boy, let alone spoke to one.

Pamela made little academic progress with her Scottish governess who was barely educated herself and replaced by a brainy Swiss woman who had worked for the family of the art historian Kenneth Clark. Her attempts to introduce Pamela to an enticing world of paintings, history, music and literature did not endear her to Kenny, however. A man of decided intellectual incuriosity, he was concerned that ‘over-educated’ girls might deter suitors. The three Digby daughters (the youngest, Jacquetta, was born in 1928) had only modest dowries but the notion of a career outside the home was unthinkable. Marriage would be their vocation; scholarly pursuits were not only unnecessary but undesirable.

Kenny took up his hereditary seat in the House of Lords as a staunch Conservative but at home discouraged all talk of politics and politicians – a diktat that made both infinitely more exciting to his eldest child. His forebear Sir Everard Digby, a convert to Catholicism, had in 1605 become embroiled in the Gunpowder Plot to blow up Parliament and restore the Catholic monarchy and was hanged, drawn and quartered for his folly. This cautionary tale, combined with the horrors of war and the flu pandemic, had reinforced Kenny’s faith in the unchanging rhythms of upper-class country life. The Digby motto was Deo non Fortuna – not through luck but by God – and on Sundays the family attended the tiny medieval church at the gates to Minterne. Each week they walked past plaques commemorating the Churchill family – who had sold the estate to the Digbys in 1768 – including the first Sir Winston, who had been born at Minterne in 1620. Eight generations back, a Digby had married a previous Churchill, so the current Winston Churchill was also descended from Digbys.20 To Kenny, though, the Churchills were political chancers who belonged in London and nowhere near his daughters.

The walls of Minterne’s wood-panelled picture gallery were hung with comforting family portraits and seascapes of Digbys under sail, including a famous admiral. Of more interest to Pamela was a painting of the admiral’s daughter Jane, a blonde beauty born in 1807 whose portrait was relegated to the back staircase amid a faint aura of scandal. Questions as to why she was hidden were met with mutterings about her being ‘very wicked’.21 Pamela’s curiosity was pricked further when she discovered that not only had Jane written an intimate personal diary, but her parents had burned all but the first and last twenty pages.

Persistent digging by Pamela revealed that Jane was a sexual adventurer who at twenty had abandoned her impotent older husband, triggering a rare aristocratic divorce. She left him with her infant son, conceived through an affair, and bolted to Paris to resume her liaison with an Austrian prince as well as with the French novelist Honoré de Balzac. The prince would not marry her, despite the pair going on to have two daughters, as he was from a Catholic dynasty and she a Protestant. Jane moved on to the king of Bavaria, before taking up with an Albanian brigand chief bristling with pistols and unsheathed yataghan swords.

Finally, at fifty, the so-called ‘Scarlet Woman’ fell in love with Sheikh Abdul Medjuel el Mezrab, twenty years her junior, when he protected her from marauders on a trek to the ruined Syrian city of Palmyra. After insisting he disband his harem, she married for the final time and thereafter lived a life of sexual passion in a wind-blasted Bedouin tent in the desert, humbly washing her young Arab nobleman’s feet and milking his camels. Riding barefoot out to tribal skirmishes at the head of Abdul’s horsemen, she dressed in traditional robes and face veil with only her Digby blue eyes visible. Jane died in Damascus in 1881 at the age of seventy-four, an absent mother to a brood of children by multiple lovers and inspiration for several breathless novels.22

Somehow Pamela laid her hands on one of these books and – without a word on the subject from her parents – learned about the thrilling subject of sex. When she bled for the first time, Pamela was alarmed as she had not been warned about periods and was thereafter banned from riding or swimming for five days every month. Her consolation was that she was now a real woman and, inspired by Jane, dreamed of escapades overseas. Deprived of other indications of the male form, she galloped up to the Cerne Abbas giant, an ancient fertility symbol that loomed over the village in the nearby hills. Jumping over its twelve-metre tumescent phallus carved out of the chalk she exclaimed with a giggle, ‘God, it’s big!’ Looking back down towards Minterne, Pamela vowed that, like Jane, she would live life to the full: ‘When I am old enough, I will leave this place and never return.’
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After a relentless campaign of begging and guile the Digbys conceded defeat and agreed to allow fifteen-year-old Pamela to attend boarding school. Pansy chose Downham School, a private establishment for girls in Hertfordshire, and decided to send Sheila too, in part to keep an eye on her wilful sister. On their way the sisters spent a night in London, where Pamela saw her first play, stayed in her first hotel and in the morning travelled to Downham in her first school bus, where she mingled for the first time with girls of her own age. She quickly discovered most were more worldly and that it was easier to make friends with the teachers, who within a year made her a prefect. Pamela was accustomed to ruling over her siblings and read the riot act to less model students who were not always grateful. Even Pamela considered herself ‘a terrible bore’.1

As Pansy’s daughter she was hardwired to gloss over hurt or hardship, and Pamela claimed she had been ‘very happy’ at Downham, making friends for life such as Clarissa Churchill, Winston’s niece. A cool enigmatic presence even then, Clarissa’s recollection varied. ‘She was fat and freckly with red hair and mad about horses,’ she said. ‘We used to bully her.’2 Pamela’s tendency to flush bright pink egged on her taunters and she depended heavily on Sheila who was ‘very supportive of me when we were in school’.

After eighteen months of narrow and undemanding teaching, Pamela’s maths remained rudimentary and her spelling atrocious. She left in the summer of 1936 with nothing but a diploma in domestic science (otherwise known as cooking and sewing), meaning university was out of the question. Few women took degrees in any case but even if nothing much was expected of her, Pamela felt deprived of a ‘good education’ and was determined to find other ways to take stock of the world. Her parents, though, were chiefly concerned with enhancing her worth as a potential wife. That autumn they sent her to learn French with a family in Paris, but although occasionally permitted to venture to the Sorbonne or the Louvre to attend classes on history of art, Pamela remained on a tight leash. Buying a jus de raisin in a café on the Champs-Élysées was a rare treat. ‘It’s just grape juice but to me it’s still more exciting than champagne.’3

In early 1937 she moved on to Munich for further ‘finishing’ with Countess von Harrach, whose Austro-German family had been prominent nobles in the Hapsburg empire. After leading such a cosseted life, Pamela’s arrival at seventeen in the city of the headquarters of the National Socialist party dramatically exposed her to humanity’s darkest side. Hitler already exerted a fevered grip over Germany and the previous year had dispatched troops to reoccupy the Rhineland in violation of the peace treaties signed at the end of the First World War. Britain and France had failed to react to the Führer’s aggression – many in the English upper classes were pro-Hitler as a bulwark against Russian Bolshevism – but his appetite for conquest was clear. As was the growing persecution of Jews. And yet droves of aristocratic girls like Pamela were sent to be immersed in Bavarian culture, which was considered more polished and disciplined than that of France.

Pansy was a rarity in her class for having Jewish blood from an eighteenth-century forebear, Moses Levy. When Pansy railed against Nazi brutality while visiting Pamela, Countess von Harrach rebuked her in case someone overheard, and instructed Pamela to look away if she saw Jewish properties being smashed up or even people being attacked. Rather than the Nazi perpetrators, it was Jane Digby who attracted the countess’s condemnation as ‘one of the most wicked Englishwomen who ever came to Germany’.4 Apparently fearing that Pamela might emulate Jane’s behaviour, she arranged for her to be heavily chaperoned. The countess retired for the evening at nine, however, and assumed her English charge did the same. Pamela grabbed her chance to discover what night-time Munich had to offer.

Other British aristocrats focused on the fun. Pamela was unusual in wanting to make sense of the violence she witnessed, already demonstrating a curiosity absent in most of her peers, male or female. Kenny’s experiences in the Great War had made him a committed pacifist and Pamela knew that he and Pansy wanted to believe that peace would prevail. They shuddered at the rise of fascism but were horrified by fellow Conservative Winston Churchill and his bellicose pronouncements to a disbelieving Britain on the scale of the threat. The prospect of another war had become almost a taboo subject for them. Yet Pamela found it impossible to spend time in Munich that spring without a nagging sense of dread. SS troops goosestepped past her in the streets and Germans greeted each other with ‘Heil Hitler!’ and a raised-arm salute. Millions were being recruited into a new army of the Third Reich and dissent was brutally crushed, using the swastika as a rallying symbol of national pride. Curious to know more about the figure who inspired such fanatical support, Pamela sought out Unity Mitford, whose family she knew from home. Unity was an intimate of the Führer and soon after Pamela was invited to take tea with him one Friday afternoon in the Englischer Garten.

Pamela spotted two ‘very good-looking’ officers in Hitler’s entourage as she entered the spring finery of the park, but the Führer was a disappointment and did not ‘make any big impression, except that I knew he was not our friend … He seemed made of tinfoil as later caricatures made out and he was sort of nervous.’5 In person, Hitler was only marginally taller than her five foot six and less threatening than his rabid speeches on the radio. Beyond him extending a welcome to Germany, her accounts of that day were short on detail and sceptics have surmised that the encounter sprang from her imagination. Pamela related that she had come away baffled by how a man so lacking in charisma exercised such an implacable hold.6 However unsatisfactory, the meeting marked the start of Pamela’s lifelong mission of self-education about politics and power.

In the autumn of 1937, Kenny was asked to judge a horse show at the Royal Winter Fair in Toronto and he and Pansy decided to take their eldest daughter with them to keep her in their sights. After several days at sea, the trio docked in New York and made their way to the Fifth Avenue home of their friends William and Elsie Woodward. One of the last grandes dames of New York, Elsie enraptured Pamela with her hostessing at her six-storey mansion, which was staffed by the same sort of retinue of butlers, footmen and maids as at Minterne, but seemed much more fun because of the constant buzz of visitors. Even more exciting was that Elsie treated Pamela as a ‘grown-up’, taking her to a former speakeasy and to glitzy Manhattan parties.

Pamela’s joy was bridled by Pansy’s caution. Decades later Pamela remained indignant about her embarrassing wardrobe. ‘Here we were, living in an enormous house with thirty-six servants,’ she would say, ‘and there was never any money to spend on clothes.’7 Pansy forbade her from wearing black and Pamela endured teasing from young Manhattanites about her ‘little girl’ frocks of pale chiffon. ‘You were kept very young until you came out,’ she railed.8 ‘God, it was awful!’9

Even so, New York offered Pamela tantalising glimpses of different lives. Particularly thrilling was a radical docu-musical produced by the International Ladies’ Garments Workers’ Union called Pins & Needles, her first exposure to a non-Tory worldview. And on her first visit to a nightclub, she threw herself into the African American-inspired new dance craze called the Big Apple. City life was eye-opening but Pansy and Kenny were standing by her side like sentries. Even more than their clothes, Pamela envied her American contemporaries their freedom from parental control. The merest prospect of adventure, though, always made Pamela look radiant.

After a week, the Digbys travelled up to Toronto and took a suite at the Ritz Hotel before accepting an invitation to go hunting with local notables. One of them was handsome George McCullagh, a self-made newspaper baron also of little formal schooling but with an obsessive drive to win life’s trophies. At thirty-two, he had risen from delivery boy to owner of Canada’s prestigious Globe and Mail. McCullagh was married with two children but Pamela knew that Canada’s ‘wonder boy’ was hooked when he ran a photograph of her in his paper over the caption ‘Graceful English rider thrills Toronto Hunt’. ‘He flirted with me which obviously flattered me at seventeen,’ Pamela recalled, especially as he also appeared to be interested in what she said. To a newspaper man with political ambitions, her tales of Munich life surrounded by Nazis added to her allure. For Pamela, it was ecstasy for her observations to be taken seriously by such a prominent man, especially when she hardly dared broach them at home.

McCullagh made his next move, inviting her to ride out at his farm, but a Canadian friend warned Kenny of McCullagh’s reputation with women and so Pamela was forbidden from going. This merely spurred her on and she sneaked out of the Ritz to meet up with her admirer but was found out by her parents, who were understandably angry.10 Pamela denied anything untoward happened but thereafter she was never again the ingénue. McCullagh continued his pursuit by filling her hotel room with bowers of orchids and tulips but even Pamela later agreed it had been ‘lucky’ that the Digbys were about to leave for New York and thence for home. Her ‘flirtation came to an end’, but the jaunt to North America had been ‘quite a revelation’.11
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The campaign to get Pamela safely married off started in earnest on the Digbys’ return to Britain, helped by a spread about their American trip in Tatler.1 It was useful projection for a country girl about to enter the upper-class marriage market known as the Season. Pamela was allowed to practise in the Little Season, a round of hunt balls leading up to Christmas 1937. Pansy also took her up to Scotland to see her sister Eva for further instruction. Lady Rosebery had not only landed an earl (descended from the Rothschilds) for herself but her eldest daughter (Pamela’s cousin Lavinia) had married a duke. That said, Lavinia’s choice – the Duke of Norfolk – had got her staunchly Protestant family ‘riled up’ as he was England’s most senior lay Catholic.2

On one visit to her aunt, Pamela befriended Popsy Winn, the daughter of Lady Baillie, the Anglo-American owner of Leeds Castle in Kent. Both were about to ‘come out’ and were rehearsing their curtseys for when they would be presented at court. Popsy was so enamoured of Pamela that she brought her to meet her mother, an introduction that was to change Pamela’s life. Lady Baillie – Pamela was soon addressing her as Olive – presided over a weekend salon at the castle combining high politics with Hollywood, and a weekday one at her London townhouse on Grosvenor Square, a few steps from the new American Embassy. Olive took a shine to the Digby girl who, since her flirtation with George McCullagh, shared her fascination with power (and how it could be used for good as well as evil) and powerful men. The daughter of a wealthy American mother (a Whitney) and an English lord, Olive took up what her fellow American Elsie Woodward had started in opening Pamela’s eyes to the world. Brutally, Pamela dropped Popsy in favour of Olive.

Pamela enjoyed another lucky break when Kenny’s outside bet on a horse came spectacularly good at the Grand National. With some of his £6,025 in winnings,3 he bought his daughter her first car, a much-loved little Jaguar, and rented a house in London for her Season, on Carlos Place, close to Lady Baillie’s. Also nearby was the London home of Sarah Norton, another debutante and the goddaughter of Lord Mountbatten (who asked Sarah to find a nice girl for his nephew Prince Philip of Greece).

Not even Hitler subjugating Austria into an Anschluss with Germany in March 1938 was sufficient to halt the preparations for Pamela’s coming out. Neville Chamberlain’s government remained wedded to appeasement and life in London carried on much as normal. A few weeks later queues of limousines containing mamas, their daughters and a mass of white feathers and diamonds were inching up the Mall to Buckingham Palace. The ceremonial route was lined with waving onlookers eager for a glimpse of the next generation of ladies, countesses and duchesses. On arrival, Pamela and Pansy stepped out onto a red carpet to be ushered by liveried footmen to the ballroom, where stately women in tiaras were seated next to daughters dressed in virginal white evening dress.

At the end of the room, the king and queen sat enthroned on a crimson dais under huge crystal chandeliers, the lights reflecting off the mirrored doors all around. After what seemed an interminable wait, it was Pamela’s turn to be presented. She curtseyed low and the King kissed her hand before she executed the difficult backwards walk without looking round or falling over her train. The moment marked the beginning of her Season. At last she would be permitted to converse with men – if they were from the right families, of course.

To that end there would be an exhausting round of balls every night from Monday to Thursday, starting at 10 p.m. and finishing at 4 a.m., with the occasional dinner in the country on Fridays. Fears of war might be mounting but the principal concern at these events was filling a dance card with the names of eligible young bachelors. Competition to bag the most favoured in wealth or rank was cut-throat, with the mamas constantly raising the pressure.

Pamela had twelve weeks to hook a husband, knowing that if she failed a new cohort (including Sheila) would come out the following year and she would be ‘old stock’. ‘It’s bad enough to be put up for auction,’ one debutante of that era conceded, ‘but to be put up for auction and find no takers …’4 Neither shy nor silent like many of her fellow debutantes, Pamela did not conform to the required ‘balance of coquetry and innocence’,5 nor to the fashion for tiny waists – some of the most fashionable dresses measured just seventeen inches around the middle. Pamela’s Canadian triumph was not to be repeated and she became one of those girls absconding to the powder room, or reduced to filling her dance card with fake names. Deborah Mitford, who came out the same year, described her as ‘rather fat, fast and the butt of many teases’.6 Some men seem to have taken pleasure in her humiliation. At one particularly dog-eat-dog evening, the future Earl of Derby jibed at her rounded physique with ‘I see the chestnut mare is in foal again’ loud enough to ensure she heard as she walked by.7 She cared deeply about the put-downs; her only defence was pretending that she did not.

Pamela again felt like an outsider because of her wardrobe. Contemporaries who lived a cosmopolitan life in London had closets stuffed with sequinned ballgowns (sequins were her impossible dream) costing £20 each. ‘When you lack confidence, clothes make a great difference,’ she recalled.8 ‘I felt a country bumpkin. It scared me because I could not compete.’ Pamela’s budget was £8, which bought her an unflattering frock unlikely to bag a duke. She claimed to have ‘suffered terribly’ but would brook no pity.9 ‘Pamela Digby smiling as happily as ever,’ wrote a society diarist, unaware of her private tears.10 ‘She was a red-headed bouncing little thing,’ Nancy Mitford observed acidly, ‘regarded as a joke.’11

Part of the problem was that Pamela could not feign interest in men her own age, who seemed childlike in comparison to McCullagh. Their crass attempts at conversation revolved around how foreigners and foreign lands were ‘bloody’. Seemingly oblivious to the growing menace from Germany, they ridiculed the idea that any woman might be interested in – let alone know about – serious matters. They neither worked nor expected to, relying on (in some cases fast-dwindling) family fortunes. Pansy was unmoved by Pamela’s craving for something more sophisticated. Her generation believed it important for young women to ‘retain the dowdiness of the countryside’ lest they be viewed as ‘unpresentably fast’.12 Pamela was banned from wearing lipstick, especially in fashionable shades of plum, and eyeliner was also taboo (although she discovered the trick of running her finger along the grates of fireplaces to smudge the soot around her eyes). It did not help that her tormentor Clarissa Churchill – described by Deborah Mitford as ‘more than a whiff of Garbo in a dress by Maggy Rouff of Paris’13 – was vogueishly svelte. Pamela took to slipping away to the dimly lit Four Hundred Club on Leicester Square, the night-spot favoured by less judgemental members of London’s upper classes. As long as she returned before the national anthem was played at the end of the ball, her absence might not be noticed.

Even Clarissa was eclipsed by an American newcomer – Kathleen Kennedy, whose father Joseph, the new ambassador, had shipped his large family over from Boston. She too had a dazzling wardrobe of outfits and combined this with a friendly demeanour. ‘Not strictly a beauty,’ was Deborah’s view, but Kathleen’s fresh-faced effervescence had made her ‘by far the most popular of all’.14 She made the English girls look muted; her relaxed sense of fun – kicking off her shoes even in polite society – shocked some but greatly endeared her to others. She teased but avoided the abrasiveness of her brothers and persuaded the reserved English to come out of their shells. The Kennedys’ great wealth (even if made rather than inherited) freed her of the obligation to land a rich husband; her insouciance ensured she was pursued by some of the most eligible of all. ‘The British upper classes loved the way she played up to her Americanness,’ one biographer has explained.15 As the weeks passed without a single decent proposal Pamela struggled to contain feelings of envy, confessing later to having acted like ‘a snob’.16 Kathleen – widely known as Kick – also looked down on her, once telling her brother Jack that Pamela was a ‘fat, stupid little butter ball’.17

The Season’s swankiest party was held in Kick’s honour at Prince’s Gate, her father’s fifty-two room official residence in South Kensington. Three hundred guests entered the white stucco mansion opposite Hyde Park via a walkway bordered by lupins. The ambassador understood the power of theatrics and abundance. He had stocked his cellars with two thousand bottles of champagne and spent hundreds on clothing his family in couture. Kick and her mother Rose greeted everyone in the ballroom before the dancing began to the songs of Cole Porter and Noël Coward, finishing with a rousing rendition of Bob Hope’s hit ‘Thanks for the Memory’.18 By contrast, Pamela was reduced to trying to enliven the small and staid dinner parties her parents held for her at Carlos Place with games of sardines, a form of hide and seek involving squeezing into tiny spaces with other players. ‘There was quite a lot of ooh-la-la behind the curtains,’ Sarah Norton recalled.19 Some of the less confident young men found it all a little overpowering.

It was only at the end of the Season that Pamela enjoyed any real success. Hugh Fraser, a dashing young man, fell for her so deeply that he started to make plans for them to elope, but at the last moment she had second thoughts about his committed Catholicism and painfully called it off. Having seen the reaction to her cousin Lavinia’s marriage, she feared making both families (who were probably unaware of their relationship) deeply unhappy. Clarissa Churchill, a fellow Catholic in whom Hugh had confided, thought ‘that was the moment the real and future Pamela showed herself. She combined a canny eye for chances with a genuinely warm heart.’ Clarissa noted with remorse that despite her cruelty at Downham, Pamela had never borne a grudge and had been ‘consistently kind and thoughtful’.20 The Season ended. Carlos Place was closed up. The Digbys returned to Minterne. Pamela had failed her first great test.
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Although rare for a woman to take the wheel, Pamela was frequently seen beetling along the Dorset lanes trailed by clouds of white dust. Her Jaguar was her independence and she used it to escape, even if Pansy insisted she took a maid as chaperone. Pamela headed for Sarah Norton’s or Olive Baillie’s Mayfair residences – both establishments bustling with the sort of urbane people she craved. Weekends in London, inhaling conversation about politics and the arts, were so much more exciting than the hunting and shooting chatter at home.

In late August, she ventured north for a race meeting at York, where an older, richer crowd were gambling with high stakes. Eager to share the thrill, Pamela placed £50 (when her monthly allowance was £10) on a horse ‘they all said was going to win’.1 It was agony when she found herself having to visit an unimpressed Kenny in his study to ask him to cover her losses. Her folly left her no funds to run her car so she ‘decided to go abroad, to get the hell out’2 but it seems baffling that her parents were willing to let their eighteen-year-old daughter go, as if in denial of the dangers. An increasingly rabid Hitler was threatening all-out war unless Czechoslovakia surrendered the Sudetenland region to his control. After whipping up a patriotic fervour by falsely accusing Prague of atrocities against the Sudeten population of ethnic Germans, the Führer was massing his troops along the border. France, Britain and the Soviet Union had all signed obligations to protect Czechoslovakia against aggression, and with Hitler poised to invade, war seemed imminent. Civilians were digging trenches in Hyde Park. Millions of gas masks were being distributed. Bomb shelters were being built and hundreds of thousands were volunteering for the armed forces.

Then, on 15 September 1938, prime minister Neville Chamberlain boarded a plane for the first time in his life to meet Hitler at Berchtesgaden. Over the next couple of weeks, negotiations continued and in a meeting at Munich at the end of the month, the Sudetenland was handed to Hitler against the wishes of the powerless Czechs and without a shot being fired. Chamberlain believed the sacrifice of what he dismissed as a ‘faraway land’ would satisfy the Führer’s lust for an even greater German fatherland and he returned to a hero’s welcome in Britain, promising he had secured ‘peace for our time’. His greatest critic, Winston Churchill, was widely ridiculed when he declared, ‘You were given the choice between war and dishonour. You chose dishonour and you will have war.’ Churchill’s views on Hitler polarised the country but the Digbys were united in wanting to believe that Chamberlain was right and that peace was now assured.

Pamela arrived in Paris some time afterwards where she found the discomfort of her run-down accommodation a small price for her freedom. Pamela could at last socialise as she wished and in the nightclubs of Montmartre entered a world of dazzling continental hedonism. One new friend was Rosamond, daughter of Daisy Fellowes, the heiress to the Singer sewing machine fortune who had once stripped naked on a chaise longue in a failed effort to seduce Winston Churchill. Around Pamela’s nineteenth birthday in March 1939, Rosamond – whom she considered ‘very chic and marvellously rich’3 – invited her to the family villa at Cap Martin in the South of France. They were joined by Gogo, daughter of the celebrated fashion designer Elsa Schiaparelli, who gave all three girls shocking pink evening stoles.

Pamela’s red hair and milky skin – unusual sights on the Riviera – were admired and she was finally spoilt for male attention. ‘I flirted like crazy but I didn’t know how,’ she recalled, claiming it was all very innocent. Her friends judged her a little obvious, even writing a ditty that began: ‘There was a young lady called Pam; who was continuously being the ham.’4 Not that Pamela cared what they thought, simply exulting in the fact that she was considered attractive. This was ‘really living’ at last.5 She found the men equally intoxicating, especially Grand Duke Dimitri Pavlovich of Russia, a forty-seven-year-old cousin of Tsar Nicholas II and Prince Philip of Greece, whom she thought ‘the most beautiful man … all the girls were mad about him’. It was a triumph that it was Pamela out of the friends whom he invited to lunch – the first time she had a meal alone with a man. The fact that he had had an affair with Coco Chanel and been involved in the plot to murder Rasputin added to the thrill.

The bliss came to an abrupt halt after only a few days. Far from pacifying Hitler, the Munich Agreement had fed the beast. German troops were marching on from the Sudetenland into the heart of Czechoslovakia and it was clear that Poland was next in Hitler’s sights. A humiliated Chamberlain warned that if Germany attacked Poland, Britain and France must come to her aid. Pamela was hastily ‘shoved’ onto a packed overnight train back to Paris, having to stand all the way, her privilege suddenly counting for nothing.

Back in Britain, Pamela’s romantic life once again hit the buffers. Kenny had high hopes of an engagement to Rowley Baring, the future Earl of Cromer, but not even the prospect of becoming a countess made him marriage material in Pamela’s mind: parental keenness on such a dependable fellow was the kiss of death. Several other men showed interest – she had lost weight and gained confidence since her adventures in France – but they all seemed to be tame recreations of her father. Kenny and Pansy tolerated ever more young people descending on Minterne to assist in Pamela’s search. Even Kick Kennedy made the trek down to Dorset. The two women had started to become close. This more assured Pamela knew from her childhood that jealousy was a sin and appreciated Kick’s insight into world events as, like her brothers, she had been expected to be able to discuss politics from an early age. In return, Pamela was supportive to her American friend who was, behind the sparkling smile, not quite the untroubled woman she had once been. Her great love, Billy, the Marquess of Hartington, who was in line to become the next Duke of Devonshire and take over the magnificent stately home of Chatsworth, hailed from a notably anti-Catholic family while the Kennedys (especially Kick’s mother Rose) were unbending followers of the Roman faith. Both knew there was trouble in store.

The sheen had also worn off her father Joe, now at the centre of a swirl of allegations about his sexual conduct. The way he ‘ducked into his private office in the embassy’ with some unsuspecting young woman and ‘then reappeared shortly afterward with a smile on his face’ was deemed reprehensible.6 Kick never mentioned it, but her friends back home had for years viewed Joe Kennedy as a predator. As they had matured into young women, he had become insistent on kissing them goodnight on the lips, touching them gratuitously or parading in front of them in just a towel.7 Some suggested he had tried to go further. Fewer and fewer took up Kick’s invitations to come to stay. They feared that if they complained, they would be ignored, or never believed. Or worse still, blamed.

As Kick’s occasional guest in London, Pamela found her own name linked to the ambassador. Although on good terms with the rest of the family, especially twenty-one-year-old Jack, she became reticent about Kick’s father, later remarking to a friend that Joe Kennedy’s eyes had an icy look when he had done ‘something truly unconscionable’.8 The friend, British diplomat Sir John Russell, had reason to believe that Pamela would know, as did others of that pre-war London milieu. There were reports that Kennedy had sneaked into her bed one night and tried to force himself on her. The rumours went on for years and eventually, to Pamela’s horror, would spectacularly surface in print. Many believed that Kennedy had, at the very least, overstepped the mark. And Jack enjoyed telling stories of how his father had once tried to get into bed with one of his sister’s friends, whispering as he began removing his robe, ‘This is something you’ll always remember.’ Jack thereafter told female visitors, ‘Be sure to lock the bedroom door. The ambassador has a tendency to prowl late at night.’9 Kennedy men treated it as a joke.

Joe Kennedy’s misconduct would probably have been overlooked had his wilful blindness to Hitler’s brutality not become intolerable. He had been secretly meeting German officials, including the Führer’s minister of economics, to President Roosevelt’s fury. Now that Hitler had made a mockery of appeasement, opinion was shifting on both sides of the Atlantic. Kennedy was increasingly isolated and there were calls in Congress for his resignation. For now at least, he remained in post, but his family were beginning to pay the social cost.

Pressure was mounting for Pamela to find a husband before it was too late, and the eligible young men went to war. The new Season had begun and it was Sheila’s turn to be presented at court but Pamela was determined to bypass another mortifying round of debutante balls. Happily, Lady Baillie had spotted how the nineteen-year-old Pamela was becoming remarkably politically engaged and that older men found her exciting company. She flattered them (and indeed Olive herself ) and was eager to learn the arts of the political hostess. Week by week at Lady Baillie’s salon, Pamela received an education that would shape the rest of her life: how to make useful connections, gather interesting groups and revive flagging conversations; how to pay attention to the tiniest details of menus, seating plans and accommodation, and bring in expert help such as the Parisian interior designer Stéphane Boudin. Pamela was usually the youngest present as she was favoured over Olive’s own daughters, a privilege that did not endear her to them.

It was not just Lady Baillie’s opulent entertaining that drew guests, but its setting. Rising as if by magic above a stillwater lake, Leeds Castle is one of the most romantic in the world. Visitors crossed a stone bridge from one island to another to enter a kingly medieval building known as the Gloriette. Here, Pamela befriended Hollywood legends such
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