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‘the girl from the Fiction Department … was looking at him … She was very young, he thought, she still expected something from life … She would not accept it as a law of nature that the individual is always defeated … All you needed was luck and cunning and boldness. She did not understand that there was no such thing as happiness, that the only victory lay in the far future, long after you were dead.’

George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four










Preface

People always made up stories about Sonia. She was dazzling as a girl when she first met George Orwell, and she still could be in her fifties when I knew her. Like countless other friends, I loved her for her gaiety, her generosity and her radiant vitality. She had great power and presence, shadowed by the ominous sense she gave to all who knew her of being haunted or possessed by demons. The French writer Michel Leiris, Sonia’s friend for nearly forty years, came to see her as an Arthurian enchantress, a modern equivalent of Morgan le Fay or la Belle Viviane, fearsome beauties whose shadowy presence still lingers faintly on the air at Arthur’s Cornish castle of Tintagel, by Dozmary pool on Bodmin Moor, in the legendary forest of Brocéliande, all the ancient Celtic sites – some derelict, some overrun by tourists – that Sonia visited with Leiris on motoring trips to Cornwall, Brittany and Ireland in the last years of her life.
Catastrophe caught up with her at this point. For reasons none of her friends could understand, Sonia dropped out of their lives, explaining nothing, confiding in no one, retreating into a limbo of foreboding and despair. She said she no longer had a future. Books became her sole companions. ‘But when I put them down, or when I wake up, it’s all there again,’ she wrote to a friend in 1979: ‘this terrible endless tunnel into which I’ve drifted which, naturally, I feel is somehow all my fault but from which I’ll never emerge again, but worse [I feel] that I’ve damaged George.’ Twelve months later she was dead.
The attacks that began almost at once came as a shock to friends still struggling, like me, to accept what had happened, and unable to comprehend why. Sonia’s former ally, Mary McCarthy, trenchantly summed up her weakest points for the memorial gathering. A much younger friend, David Plante, did the same at greater length in Difficult Women a few years later. Both accounts were accurate as far as they went, but they left out Sonia’s extraordinary warmth, her radiance, her passionate altruism. She was depicted as heartless, greedy and manipulative in Orwell. The Authorised Biography by Michael Shelden, whose view of her was widely disputed after the book came out in 1991. The same accusations were repeated in harsher terms ten years later in Jeffrey Meyers’s Orwell. Wintry Conscience of a Generation.
The myth of the cold and grasping Widow Orwell, based on ignorance, misconception and distortion, had by this time acquired its own momentum. The real Sonia seemed to have been taken over by the fiction department. This book is an attempt to disentangle the truth before she disappears completely. I have tried to pare back what Michael Holroyd called history’s cuticle of lies by confronting the central mystery of Sonia’s life, the relationship that drove her to her death and that has puzzled people ever since: her role as wife, widow and sole heir to George Orwell.

Hilary Spurling

Paris, November 2001   
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Part One



THE FIRST DROP OF THE MONSOON









She was born Sonia Brownell at Ranchi in the province of Bihar in India on 25 August 1918, towards the end of the rainy season. One of the few childhood memories she cared to talk about afterwards was the gathering tension of the dry months in India, when the whole world – scorched earth, parched animals, torpid human beings – waited for the first raindrop to fall with an almost inaudible plop, followed by a brisk patter, then the drenching storms and torrential floods of the monsoon: ‘and suddenly people could start to live again.’

Sonia’s birthplace at Ranchi was in the hills, where her mother had taken refuge from the heat of the Bengal plain. Her father, Charles Brownell, was a freight-broker in the great merchant city of imperial Calcutta. She spent her first five years in Calcutta, and seldom spoke about them afterwards. As an adult, she went back only once, on a leisurely honeymoon voyage with her second husband which took them in 1959 through the still largely unravaged countryside of Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam, then back across the subcontinent to Bengal. ‘India at last,’ she wrote to Michel Leiris from Calcutta: ‘all at once it makes the countries of south-east Asia seem like childish make-believe, a Rousseauesque artificial paradise. Here life is real and hard and sad.’

If life was ever anything else for Sonia, it didn’t last. Charles Brownell was an Englishman who had come out in his twenties to seek his fortune in Calcutta, where he found work with Turner, Morrison & Co. and married Beatrice Binning, the youngest of four high-spirited and strong-minded sisters in a large, closely knit, Roman Catholic, Anglo-Indian family. They were a handsome couple. Neither of their fathers had the means to set them up in style, but they made up for want of funds in confidence and dash. Charles, who cut a fine figure on a horse, was secretary of the Tollygunge Gymkhana Race Club. Beatrice was a keen sportswoman, playing golf and tennis to championship standard. She was lively, popular, outward-going, with a sunny temperament and glorious golden hair. Sonia’s looks, her generosity, her abundant energy and practicality, her gift for making and keeping friends, all came from her mother.

Sonia was just four months old when Charles Brownell died suddenly on 29 December 1918. He was thirty-six years old. His elder daughter Bay (short for Beatrice), aged four, remembered being kissed goodnight by her father at bedtime, and being woken by screams next morning to learn that he had died on the golf-course in the night. They told her he had had a heart attack. The official burial record gives no cause of death, saying instead that he was buried by a police order which suggests a possible suicide. There were hints of trouble: the loss of his job, unmanageable dressmakers’ bills run up by his exuberant young wife. Perhaps he faced ruin, or perhaps he suspected – as Sonia herself would do long afterwards – that the new baby was not in fact his daughter after all. The most that can be said for sure is that, if he had killed himself in the closely regulated, morally prescriptive, socially cohesive world of British India in those days, it would have been hushed up.

Both sisters were marked for ever by that early calamity. Bay, who had dearly loved her father, found it almost impossible to absorb the shock of his loss. Sonia, encountering the outside world for the first time as a fractured household of confused and distracted adults, never fully bonded as a baby with her mother. Plunged into characteristically extravagant mourning, Beatrice acted with equally characteristic decision. Her husband was buried in Calcutta by the Anglican cathedral chaplain on the last day of the year, the baby was baptized a week later by the Roman Catholic priest of St Thomas’s church, and the fatherless family sailed for home, which now meant Charles’s Protestant relations in the north of England.

Beatrice promptly succumbed to the epidemic of Spanish flu that killed more Europeans, in 1918 and the year after, than the whole of the First World War. She was shut away with Sonia (who was not yet weaned) to be nursed in isolation. The four-year-old Bay, apparently abandoned without warning by both parents, withdrew into a silence that lasted for twelve months. For many years after that, she rarely spoke or smiled. Beatrice recovered, and swiftly solved the problem of survival as a penniless young widow by taking a highly eligible second husband.

Charming, intelligent, urbane and ten years older than his future wife, Geoffrey Dixon was a chartered accountant, newly decorated in 1919 for his contribution to the war effort, and widely expected to go far. He was already a director of the firm of Turner, Morrison in Calcutta for which Brownell had worked as an assistant. Unless the two met by chance on Geoff Dixon’s home leave from India after the war, he must have known the dashing young Mrs Brownell as the wife of one of his junior employees in Calcutta. Perhaps he followed her back to England, where the couple were married on 5 January 1920, a week to the day after the end of Beatrice’s year of formal widow’s mourning. The wedding took place on the Isle of Wight with Beatrice’s two little daughters as bridesmaids. Bay had reacted to news of her mother’s remarriage by cutting off all her hair. A wedding photo shows her clutching the hand of the plump bemused toddler, Sonia, both sisters holding bouquets and wearing mob caps to hide the fact that the elder of the two was now bald as well as speechless.

The family returned to Calcutta to settle at number 1 Old Ballygunge Road, a spacious airy house with high ceilings, cool verandahs and a large garden, near the maidan and the parade ground of the Governor General’s Bodyguard, at the heart of the fashionable green and leafy district known as Mayfair. A son, Michael, was born in 1921. Sonia adored this little brother who was small enough to boss and boast about, willing enough to follow where she led, bright enough to challenge and stimulate her in return. To the end of her life, she talked of Michael with the fond, proud admiration she had felt for him from birth.

In an active, practical, sporting family, these two were the booky ones, the intellectuals, in some sense the misfits, and in due course the rebels. Forty years on they would speculate about the possibility that they shared the same father. Both felt it made sense of much in their childhood that wasn’t otherwise easy to explain. At all events their similarity in character, and their mutual interests, provided them with an escape hatch when they needed one. It meant they could retreat from tensions at home into a private world of art, literature, ideas, where they could count on the rest of the family to leave them undisturbed.

Their upbringing followed the standard routines of their time and class: picnics, parties, excursions, music, riding and tennis lessons, with ballet for the girls. Bay and Sonia put on cabarets for their parents, dressing up and taking it in turns to sing, dance and recite with the daughter of their mother’s best friend, Vivien Hartley (who would grow up to become another great enchantress, the actress Vivien Leigh). Vivien was sent home to an English convent boarding-school on the outskirts of London at the age of six. Three years later she was joined at the same school by her contemporary, the unhappy and often silent Bay Brownell.

Sonia followed the two bigger girls as soon as she was old enough, starting her first term at the Convent of the Sacred Heart, Roehampton, on 1 September 1924, exactly a week after her sixth birthday. She wrote afterwards about the pathetic survival strategies of children suddenly expelled from home, ‘lonely little schemers’ learning to be tough by obliterating even the memory of ‘the area of their hearts that was turned to stone for ever in the twilight of the first night at school when they lay in bed calculating their new future …’

By 1924, or shortly afterwards, things were starting to go wrong for the family in India. Geoff Dixon was drinking hard, becoming increasingly erratic and aggressive, already moving towards the showdown that would cost him his career. Sonia was taken out of her English school after three terms. Over the next two years, her mother’s marriage came under mounting strain. Sonia remembered her stepfather veering out of control in bullying rages that sometimes seemed demented. The household cracked apart. Domestic rows erupted into public scandal. In 1927, when Sonia was eight, Geoff Dixon was thrown out of the Calcutta Club and forced to resign from his job, which left him no alternative but to leave India for good.

The family took refuge in Liverpool. Michael fell gravely ill and nearly died of emphysema. Sonia was sent back to board at the Sacred Heart. The situation at home disintegrated until Bay, who had shelved her own problems to become her mother’s standby in time of trouble, left school at sixteen in 1930. She persuaded Beatrice to walk out on her abusive alcoholic husband and face what was in those days the appalling stigma of divorce. In a society where the equivalent of political correctness ensured that women of the middle classes did not work or operate independently, let alone ditch their marriages with impunity, the social penalties were harsher even than the practical problems facing a single mother with three children and no means of support.

From now on the family scraped by on Beatrice’s meagre earnings from whatever jobs she could come by without experience or training. She was tough, competent, resourceful, and a brilliant organizer. She found work as a manager in hotels and boarding-houses, living out of suitcases, somehow cramming the children in their school holidays into her own cramped staff quarters, until the divorce settlement eventually enabled her to open an establishment of her own in rented premises in South Kensington. It offered a second home to Anglo-Indian children shipped half-way round the world, as the young Brownells had been, to make their own way among strangers in a country they had never seen with a climate unimaginably different from the only one they knew.

The enterprise was a success in human, if not in commercial terms. Furniture came out of store. Linen, glass and silverware were unpacked. Standards were not lowered. One of the many lessons Sonia learned from her mother was the importance of putting on a front, the way in which minor details of presentation – pretty flowers, polished surfaces, gleaming china, good food (accompanied in the daughter’s case by fine wine, and plenty of it) – could comfort and fortify a perturbed or fearful spirit. Sacrifice and loss were woven into the fabric of empire at no matter what cost to individuals. Parents had to endure the pain of separation. Children must learn to do the same. Schools were there to reinforce the process. But places like Mrs Dixon’s boarding-house in Tregunter Road helped to minimize the damage. Lonely children were offered kindness, understanding and, perhaps even more important, a defensive armour that gave protection to the timid, shrinking heart within.

As her mother’s trusty second-in-command, Bay threw herself into the common task of rebuilding their fractured family. Sonia, who had never known the secure affection that had surrounded her sister as a baby, took the opposite path. Her family and its values – religious, social, imperial – came to stand for everything that had blocked and damaged her growth. Her closest ally at home was still Michael, who confirmed her great expectations by winning an open scholarship to Ampleforth College in 1935. For years before that his sisters had had to sink or swim. Their difficulties at school seemed petty beside their mother’s problems. The boarding system
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