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And the country is lovelier & lovelier; & more friendly, still with great empty spaces, where I want to walk, alone, & come to terms with my own head. Another book? What? Merciful to be free …

Virginia Woolf, 24 March 1932






In the country

On a hot day in July 1922, Sylvia Townsend Warner visited the cheap section of Whiteleys department store in Bayswater, where she bought a Bartholomew map of Essex. She was drawn, she wrote, to ‘the blue creeks, the wide expanses of green for marsh, the extraordinary Essex place names’. A few days later, map in hand and wearing a thin cotton dress, she took a train from Fenchurch Street to Shoeburyness, then a bus to Great Wakering, before continuing towards the River Roach on foot. Her map was soon redundant as she stepped off the dusty elm-lined roads, picking her way between winding, occasionally impassable creeks. Before her, the marsh glowed with luminous, earthy colours, spreading flatly into the distance beneath a veil of mist. Underfoot, it smelled tangy and salty after the night’s rain.

Looking out over the marsh, Sylvia was caught between land and sea. A sail glided past; time stilled. ‘I stood there for a long time, watching the slow pushing water’ and ‘letting my mind drift with the tidal water’, she wrote. Later, during a thunderstorm, she sought shelter in a cattle-shed, where she was greeted by a group of farm labourers. One of the men took her home to his wife, who undressed her, dried her clothes, and gave her tea. Sylvia returned to London the following day, wearing a pair of rough woollen knickers belonging to the couple’s daughter. But her transformation was complete. Passionately, she declared the marsh ‘my new landscape’.

The next time Sylvia went to Essex, she stayed for a month, renting a room in a farmer’s cottage in St Lawrence, about two hours’ walk from Southminster. She returned to London only occasionally – for a bath, a book, clean linen. She spent her days alone, walking over the marsh in ‘solemn rapture’, or finding sheltered recesses in which to sit and read. With a notebook in her lap, she discovered it was possible to write poetry. Nestled in the tall grass behind banks of shingle and listening to the grasshoppers, she experienced the ‘mysterious sensation of being where I wanted to be and as I wanted to be, socketted in the universe, and passionately quiescent’.1

Socketted. A space, a hollow into which something naturally fits. A feeling of rightness, and connection.2 An odd sensation, in an unexpected location, for a young woman living above a furrier’s on a clattering street in Bayswater. But Sylvia’s life was about to change course. Though she was working as a musicologist and was in a relationship with an older, married man, she would soon begin her first novel, and would leave London for Dorset, where she would meet the woman who would become the great love of her life.

Many years later, Sylvia reflected on her month in rural Essex as one of the most significant, the most life-altering, of her experiences: the instant from which everything followed. ‘Isn’t it strange,’ she wrote to Rosamond Lehmann in 1975, as both writers looked back on their lives, ‘that the important, memorable things in one’s life came by accident, came on an impulse?’3

~

Sylvia Townsend Warner’s trip to the country was one of several she took in the 1920s. Leaving London with little more than a map, she made a habit of travelling to Essex, Suffolk or Oxfordshire. Her behaviour was typical for an emancipated young woman between the wars. And yet Sylvia was more adventurous than most: light-footed, independent-minded, she made no bones about travelling alone and spending a week or more in an unfamiliar place among strangers. The people she met intrigued her. Leaning over gate posts, or sitting up late in her hosts’ cottages, she could talk nineteen to the dozen. And yet it was the feeling of enchantment which stole over her when she was alone that interested her most. As in Essex, when, on the marsh, she snuffed sea-lavender, bitter southernwood and samphire; expanded her vision across the saltings to the sea. The landscape’s strangeness, its flatness and smells, were disorientating and sensual. It set something off inside her: the small, ticking clock of her life’s adventures; the flickering, impatient movements of the needle on her private compass.

For Sylvia, Essex turned out to be a fulcrum moment, though the life that took shape afterwards was only ever half intended. It began to materialize in 1930, when she bought a cottage in a small Dorset village, meant as a retreat from London, and a place in which to write. But her heart snagged on the cottage, and the woman she had invited to lodge there, and from that point onwards, she went back to London infrequently, and then hardly at all. Instead, she embraced the creative and radical potential of rural life. What was unfamiliar would become homely. The chalk downs and her new lover were her new coordinates, her resting places; even if, in the end, she wouldn’t settle for long at all.

~

For the women in this book, country lives emerged unexpectedly, by accident or impulse. Intervals of convalescence and weekend trips evolved into whole summers, the balance between London and the country tipping one way and then the other. Setting their watches to country time – to the seasons, harvests, the cycles of village news and gossip – they bought rubber boots, thick corduroy coats. Venturing out, they discovered new landscapes, places that might contour the mood of a day, or shape an afternoon’s writing – an expanse of downland, a sheltered footpath. Country living – choosing to embrace the daily routines of rural life – changed your perspective, these women discovered; it changed the quality of your attention to the world. It allowed for new experiments in form, and in feeling.

In the summer of 1917, Virginia Woolf was at Asheham in Sussex, in the last phase of her recovery from a long period of illness. She was living cautiously, her days moving according to a quiet rhythm of reading, walking, being. She was finding unexpected happiness in domestic life. Shopping for food at the Monday market in Lewes, or in Newhaven or Brighton, washing bedlinen, storing apples in the loft. There were small household dramas. A puncture to her husband, Leonard’s, bicycle, the coal mysteriously missing from the cellar. Though she felt far from London, her Sussex summer was still coloured by war. There were food shortages, airships manoeuvring in the sky, and German prisoners working at the farm. From the tops of the Downs, the gunfire sounded ‘like the beating of giant carpets’.4 And yet, despite the war, Virginia was excited by country life. On her long, solitary walks, she picked mushrooms and counted butterflies, or she stood and watched the fields as the harvest was brought in. She was paying close attention to her surroundings. Emerging from illness, she was discovering a new way of seeing. Finally, after two years’ silence following the publication of her difficult first novel, she started writing a diary.

For Sylvia, thirteen years later, the pleasures of rural domesticity were greater because they were experienced outside of conventional sexual norms. At her Dorset cottage, she and her lover, Valentine, went about doing home improvements, installing modest, creaturely comforts: a cold tap, a new hearth, woodwork painted pink. She continued educating herself in country matters. From her doorstep, she observed the material conditions of village life, from the labourers working overtime to the lack of sanitation in tithed houses. During this quiet, domestic period before she committed formally to communism, Sylvia’s politics was mostly felt, but in time she began to branch out from novel writing into essays and articles on rural affairs. Planting vegetables, skinning rabbits, and collecting rainwater for bathing, it was a hard and simple life, except for the luxury of Valentine. As they gardened, the women were day-trippers putting down roots. ‘A good deal of couch grass remained,’ Sylvia wrote. ‘So did we.’5

Twelve years on, in 1942, Rosamond Lehmann gave up her large marital home for a cottage in a village on the Berkshire border. There, a new life began to emerge, a life of revised proportions and modest pleasures. Each weekend, she awaited the arrival of her lover, the poet Cecil Day Lewis; in the school holidays, she devoted herself to her children. She was an unusual newcomer in the village, softly glamorous, digging potatoes and sowing broad beans in red trousers and an alpaca sweater. But Rosamond’s happiness was precarious. Her lover had a wife and children elsewhere, and she battled two wartime winters alone. During a storm, the roof of her cottage fell in, and the pipes froze for weeks. Her daughter was frightened by the sound of bombers taking off from the nearby aerodrome. ‘“Do they make special small bombs for children?”’6 And yet, out of fractured time and emotional uncertainty, Rosamond was writing in snatches. For the first time, she began producing short stories, some of the finest work she had ever written.

These women knew each other, might loosely have been considered friends, but did not form a group or belong to a coterie. Throughout their lives, if only at a distance, they passed writing between them, one to the other, like a baton or a torch. Virginia belonged, if only by a margin, to a previous generation, and her example of how to live a life as a writer, and a life outside of London, was deeply influential to her younger contemporaries. She praised Sylvia’s first poems when they appeared in 1925; tapped Rosamond on the shoulder during a dinner party. Rosamond’s brother, John Lehmann, was manager at the Woolfs’ Hogarth Press, and, through him and others, they remained in each other’s orbit. She encouraged Rosamond’s writing, the words of an experienced novelist to an aspiring one: ‘Are you able to go on with your book?’; ‘Are you writing about the same people, or have you come out in an entirely new world, from which you see all the old world, minute, miles & miles away?’7 Later, Rosamond took up the torch in Virginia’s stead. She and Sylvia, outlasting their literary reputations and their friends, encouraged in each other a late blooming of creativity.

In this book, we will meet Virginia, Sylvia and Rosamond at threshold moments, and stay with them for a period of roughly two years each. For all three, country life began with disruption: a set of circumstances – ill health, a lover, a divorce – bringing about a move. What followed was quieter. An interval of self-reckoning, recuperation or making-do; the establishment of domestic routine. For each of them, their time in the country would come to mean something different, and leave its particular mark. Virginia’s would become a story of convalescence and recovery; Sylvia’s of sexual and political awakening, and eventual disillusionment; and Rosamond’s of heartsickness, motherhood and self-acceptance. Still, the impact on their writerly lives was remarkably consistent. What emerged for each of them was a change of form; a kind of fractured writing, perhaps, that owed much to circumstance. Between house moves, and novels, they turned their attention to elliptical diaries, short stories, essays and poems, besides a range of household texts including notebooks, recipes and lists. There was a growing connection between writing and landscape; the places in which they found themselves merited particular kinds of attention, their different topographies in Sussex, Dorset and Berkshire – and the communities that lived there – shaping both writing and thinking. Emerging from periods of creative uncertainty and private disappointment, these writers were invigorated by place, and the daily trials and small pleasures of making homes. Given the time to observe their surroundings and their solitude, and describe their village neighbours and war, they could each embark on new experiments in writing. They found the courage to live – and to make – differently.

And yet there is danger here. As each of these writers knew, there is a temptation to sentimentalize rural life, to fetishize its hardships; or, simply, to ignore the furrows of class and politics that cut through the English countryside. Virginia Woolf was aware of her tendency to mythologize rural England, for all the close attention she sought to pay it. In Sussex in the years before the First World War, she got about by bicycle. The roads were quiet. As she cycled, her attention lit upon scenes of old-world Sussex, the men scything by hand, the magnificence of a tithe barn, the chalky tracks cut into the hillsides by ancient carts. She was interested, too, in the human life, stopping to watch stool ball (a traditional Sussex game) played late into the evening, or to admire the sight of the village women coming out of their cottages to talk in the street.

Out exploring, she liked coming upon things that set her imagination going – things that conjured a fantasy of old England, romantic and unchanging. It seemed to her that, in the country, the past ran close to the present, was almost touchable, ‘close-knit’.8 When she and Leonard bought a car in 1927, tunnelling through time became swifter. The counties of southern England opened up to them. ‘One may go to Bodiam, to Arundel, explore the Chichester downs,’ she wrote excitedly in her diary, ‘expand that curious thing, the map of the world in ones mind.’9 In the car, shuttling at relative speed through English villages, she caught sight of ‘little scenes’, which appeared as if directly out of English history. In August 1927, passing through the lowlands near Ripe, she saw a gentlewoman teaching the daughters of farm labourers to sing. The image was continuous, compacted, ‘went on precisely so in Cromwell’s time’, and ‘would have gone on, have always gone on, will go on, unrecorded, save for this chance glimpse’.10

But Sussex was not immune to change, and the world lodging itself in Virginia’s imagination was seemingly disappearing. In the late summer of 1921, she raged in her diary of the ‘spot & rash & pimple & blister’ of new bungalow developments along the coast near Newhaven, the motorcars streaming along the road ‘like lice’.11 She had grown protective of her adopted corner of Sussex, particularly the area of the Ouse valley between Asheham and the village of Rodmell, where she owned a house with Leonard from 1919 until her death in 1941. Her feeling for Sussex was not exactly nostalgic; more, it emerged from an acute sense of the landscape’s timelessness, an almost spiritual quality, an idea which would interest her throughout her writing life. She was writing in a moment charged with particularly deep feeling about the changes being wrought to rural England. In the post-war years, England witnessed a period of rapid urban expansion: towns and cities swelled with suburbs, villages were engulfed by housing developments, and urban centres unravelled along rural roads. And rural populations were changing. As country-dwellers dispersed to take up white-collar jobs, an increasing number of people wanted to live in the countryside, needing improved transport links, shops, jobs, amenities and schools.

Responses to such rapid changes spanned the political spectrum, with town planners and the Council for the Preservation of Rural England – proposing the genuine need for housing reform – pitched against conservation societies. Out of the clamour, one voice emerged with the clarity of – to borrow a phrase from his 1926 broadcast – the ‘tinkle of the hammer on the anvil in the country smithy’.12 Stanley Baldwin, Conservative prime minister for much of the 1920s and 1930s, became the figurehead for the wave of nostalgia sweeping the discourse about English landscape and identity. In a series of radio addresses to the nation, Baldwin invoked the imagery of rural life – corncrake, woodsmoke, and plough (not unlike the imagery of Virginia’s diaries) – to conjure the sights, sounds and smells of Englishness, an Englishness perceived as under threat.

But Virginia refused to be drawn into the current of insular nationalism that characterised the interwar years. ‘Baldwin broadcast last night,’ she wrote in her diary on 9 May 1926. Hearing the prime minister’s voice in her sitting room was a novelty, and yet Baldwin’s assertiveness, his reverence for rural England, sounded ‘ridiculous […] megalomaniac’ coming over the airwaves. ‘No I dont trust him,’ she wrote emphatically, ‘I don’t trust any human being, however loud they bellow and roll their rs.’13 Yet she struggled to distinguish her own feelings for the country from conservative views of old England. Her intervals of rural living, first at Little Talland House in Firle, then at Asheham, and finally at Monk’s House, marked a series of attempts at living beyond her usual social circle: she shopped locally, more economically, attempted several times to do without servants (or, at least, to manage with fewer), and appreciated the fallow periods in her social life. And she used her ambivalent status as a newcomer to sharpen her outsider perspective. In a small village, she was able to belong, and also not to belong, to her immediate social class. She lived in the ‘lower village world’ at Rodmell, she wrote proudly in 1941; remarked, ‘the gentry dont call’.14

Even so, hers was always to be a version of weekending, her experience of country life in relation to the city. ‘Now I must throw my night gown in to a bag,’ she wrote to Rosamond in July 1928, as she set about leaving the country once more for London. ‘I’ve just picked all the sweet peas, & our dining room table looks like the whole of Covent Garden at dawn.’15 In her constant back and forth, there was seepage; one environment transmuting itself onto the other. Between 1911 and 1940, Virginia either rented or owned houses in both London and Sussex. (At one point, owing to impetuosity, she owned three.) She and Leonard were employers in the village; they had a car. What arose in her private writings was an idiosyncratic, often contradictory, and yet deeply personal attitude towards place. She marked her distance from what she took to be the megalomaniacal views propagated by Baldwin about lost England, even – as with the hymn-singing on the flats near Ripe – as she made her own attempts to preserve it.

Unlike Virginia, Sylvia Townsend Warner was unmoved by romantic images of country life. Surveying her surroundings in the Dorset village of East Chaldon, she noticed the damp patches on the houses in which the agricultural workers lived, noted glibly that farmers made poor landlords. Abandoned farm machinery didn’t stir her emotions, but led her to think of tractors moving efficiently over farmland as she had read about in the USSR. She hadn’t moved to the country to get away from class and poverty; her own background was less important than her chosen affinity with working-class living, a product of her increasingly left-wing politics. She was partly in Chaldon to put theory into practice. In her writing for left-wing magazines, she documented her observations, rural reporting of a rather different flavour. She was pragmatic, and praised ugliness. Her own worker’s cottage (left over from a local sale, she assured herself) was plain. It was only bourgeois intellectuals who moved to the country for the best houses; better to take the worst. She thrived on hardship. Despite her literary success, she refused to install a bathroom at Miss Green, the cottage she shared with Valentine. Instead, domesticity was labour-intensive, and a way of practising her politics. ‘I am almost a wealthy woman,’ she remarked thirty years later from her house in the village of Maiden Newton, a few miles away, ‘though I continue to behave as a poor one.’16

Sylvia had an intuitive understanding of the country as politicized. Buying her map of Essex in 1922, she knew it was symbolic, a tool of the new leisure class of city-dwellers taking trips from London to the coast. ‘For five years I was a complete cockney,’ she wrote later. ‘If I went into the country it was to disport myself, or to visit.’17 (Virginia noted the appearance of such day-trippers in Sussex with bewilderment, perhaps a little distaste. ‘The younger generation walk across the downs in brown corduroy trousers, blue shirts, grey socks, and no hats on their heads, which are cropped,’ she wrote, adding, ‘It seems to me quite impossible to wear trousers.’)18 But Sylvia also understood the map as a rulebook, a visual represen-tation of imperial masculinity dictating correct behaviour and acceptable ways of being in space. ‘I liked maps. I liked place-names, and the picture-making technique of map-reading,’ she wrote.19 But in her first novel, Lolly Willowes, her protagonist Laura desecrates her map, marking her own routes and passages with ‘little bleeding footsteps of red ink’; eventually, frustrated, she throws it down a well. Then, Laura’s movements – like Sylvia’s own on the Essex marshes – become those of a truant: errant, wilful, deviant. Laura strays along field margins and into beech woods, walking at night. She makes her own paths, ‘wherever she chose to wander’.20

Moving to the country, Sylvia’s transformation was personal as well as political. With her new lover, she wandered, got lost, explored new territory. In 1934, she sold her London flat. No to-ing and fro-ing, no dividing her time between London and country like Virginia. Instead, she lived in Dorset villages (and occasionally Norfolk ones) for the rest of her life. She and Valentine always lived a little on the outskirts, at the periphery of the map. Sometimes, Sylvia wondered what her village neighbours made of them: the queer spinsters (one dandified, the other primly dressed) whipping up rumours of witches and communism, walking their dog over the Downs, or lying on their backs among ancient barrows; reserved yet courteous, and rarely apart.

If Sylvia had found a way to opt into social issues in the countryside, Rosamond Lehmann felt compelled to opt out. By 1942, she was fed up with politics. Making a life for herself in a cloistered Berkshire village – landlocked, enclosed on all sides by Downs – she decided if she couldn’t escape class, she might as well retreat into it. At Diamond Cottage, she let her conservatisms resurface, in both her writing and her life. She was a product of her upbringing: broadly liberal, wealthy, having spent her childhood in a large house on the banks of the River Thames. She had continued to live in the Thames Valley well into her thirties, in another large house, although by then she was surrounded by her husband’s left-wing friends. But she was uncomfortable. The cosmopolitan leftism of the 1930s – her brother, John Lehmann, and the poet Stephen Spender going back and forth in her sitting room of an evening – went ‘hideously against the grain’.21 Instead, she looked for mildness, like the weather the young Olivia Curtis sees from her country bedroom in Invitation to the Waltz, ‘serene and wan’ after the ‘huge idiot pangs’ of a storm.22 Her early novels contain much anti-urban feeling, with cities places of lonely bedsits and cheap cinemas; yet their rural locations carry something muffled and closed-minded about them, the apparent indifference of middle-class provincial life.

In fact, out of apathy emerges a quiet practice of resistance. The women in her books are angry, conflicted creatures, drifting between a new world of personal and sexual freedoms, and an older one of disapproval and censure. In these books, country places offer protection, and a gentler sense of belonging and connection. In a later novel, an older woman, Dinah, retreats to a cottage during wartime. She listens for sirens: ‘Absurd: this was the heart of Berkshire.’ Outside, she thinks of the ‘widening rings’ of the landscape, the ‘village pub, a store, church, vicarage, manor, farm; still farther, torrents of aromatic foam of wild parsley in the banks; and all around, the architectural masses of the Downs.’ The outside world, with its hectoring and sexual politics, cannot touch her here. ‘She began to hear a steady giant pulse.’23

So while Diamond Cottage saw Rosamond settle into a kind of insular conservatism at odds with the fashionable radicalism in which she had engaged in the 1930s, neither her life nor her writing were dogmatic or reactionary. Her best work emerged out of her inconsistency, both of practice (she would write quickly, or not at all) and of sensibility. She was a contradictory character: moving in progressive circles, but intuitively conservative; a knowing lover of a married man, yet wanting nothing more than to settle down; a haunter of literary London, a country wife.

~

These are not the most storied or well-known episodes in these writers’ lives, nor do they yield easily to summary. They are episodes not of high drama, but quiet, domestic goings-on, of the kind usually passed over in biographies. They require a different kind of attention, a different sense of scale and orientation. Like a map, life is made up of significant moments, or landmarks; but it also contains untended expanses, lesser-known tracks, surfeits of green. The biographer’s prerogative is to find her own way; or perhaps, like Sylvia, to do away with the map altogether. This book takes place on the days on which ‘nothing strange or exalted’ happened, as Virginia wrote in her diary on 22 August 1929.24 It settles on the unsettled moments, when these women were between projects, and sometimes between houses; it bypasses already navigated ground. It finds Virginia in her middle thirties, looking for mushrooms; Sylvia, with dirt beneath her fingernails; and Rosamond, with small children in tow, on the cusp of middle age. These interludes were private, lived-in; bookended by war. But they were also generative transitions, in which identities were taking root and ideas were coming into form.

How might such unstoried episodes be told? In piecing together these women’s rural lives, I looked to the writing projects they undertook in the country. Some of these were literary, others less clearly so. Rosamond wrote short stories, the only time in her career she experimented with the form; Virginia kept a daily record quite unlike her other diaries, filled with snatches of conversation and microscopic observations of natural life; and Sylvia began to build a private hoard of household texts in the form of inventories, recipe books, gardening notebooks, scrapbooks and lists. These are all forms of life-writing; all make it possible to trace the contours and gradations of their authors’ days, to map and sometimes to imagine. I listened for their voices in country lanes, followed their footsteps home over the Downs. When I found them, they were busy, preoccupied with ordinary things, with bedding in, making home, or making do. Virginia, pausing to look at an insect on her windowsill, or stooping to count bedlinen; Rosamond, waiting for a letter, trailed by little dogs; Sylvia, notebook in hand, moving from room to room. This book is an attempt to follow these writers’ examples – to reconstruct their rural hours in the same spirit in which they documented them, attending to the everyday and the near at hand so as to find new ways of writing about how we feel, and how we live.

~

Two photographs, taken between 1933 and 1934, reveal the idiosyncratic quality of these women’s approaches to country life. The first shows Sylvia at Frankfort Manor in Norfolk, walking Victoria Ambrosia, a decidedly uncooperative goat. (Vicky was a milker, and would be brought back to Dorset later that year.) In the second, Rosamond wrestles with a goat at Ipsden in Oxfordshire, wearing a two-piece woollen suit and indoor shoes. They were practising different styles. And what do I mean by style? Something intuitive, but also considered; a set of aesthetic choices which encourage new ways of living and thinking. Perhaps Virginia summed it up best when she mused, a little ironically and yet with admiration, on the quiet determination of the women she encountered in Sussex (though she might have been talking about Sylvia or Rosamond), their sturdiness, their pastimes and pleasures. ‘I got the impression of some large garden flower comfortably shoving its roots about & well planted in the soil – say a stock, or a holly-hock,’ she wrote. Shoving her roots about, if only for a time; and yet, ‘settled into a corner absolutely fitted for her’.25 Socketted.

[image: ]
1. Sylvia walking Vicky the goat
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2. Rosamond wrestling a goat at Ipsden



Part One



EXPERIMENTS




Beetles & the price of eggs


Came to Asheham. Walked out from Lewes. Stopped raining for the first time since Sunday. Men mending the wall & roof at Asheham. Will has dug up the bed in front, leaving only one dahlia. Bees in attic chimney.fn1



Virginia Woolf’s diary entry for 3 August 1917, a Friday, is her first in two years. Since the age of fifteen, when she began her ‘record’, there have been stops and starts, but none so severe as this.1 Two years of silence, save a collection of infrequent and often self-consciously light-hearted letters to friends; in the writing of herself to herself, there has been a complete break.

Not, on 3 August, that she begins with writing about herself. In fact, there is no ‘I’ to speak of. An arrival, a walk; followed by weather, workmen, flowers and bees. Came to Asheham. It is an arrival without the act of arriving, but she is there, and that is the most important thing. She has come to her solitary house on the Downs, but she has also arrived at her diary after a long hiatus, ready to begin. She has a format, a method, in mind. How else, after the silence, to start again? Her succinctness reveals her quiet determination, but also her vulnerability. Virginia Woolf is emerging from several years of illness into the relief – weather, workmen, flowers, bees – of ordinary life.

She describes each day of that first weekend with the same economy of style. Heavy rain, a trip to Southease to collect the post, reading the Daily News; then, the gift of a hot afternoon, and a walk. On the hillside, she notices butterflies – fritillaries, blues – and collects mushrooms, enough for a dish. By Monday 6 August, her new diary is gaining confidence, and she rounds off the bank holiday in what will settle into an established rhythm.


Very fine hot day. (Bank Holiday). Sound of band in Lewes from the Downs. Guns heard at intervals. Walked up the down at the back. Got plenty of mushrooms. Butterflies in quantities. Ladies Bedstraw, Round-headed Rampion, Thyme, Marjoram. Saw a grey looking hawk – not the usual red-brown one. A few plums on the tree. We have begun to cook apples. Eggs 2/9 doz. From Mrs Attfield.



Still, she is nowhere to be seen. She is the one doing the looking. Over the course of two summers at Asheham, 1917 and 1918, she writes down what she sees in the garden and the fields, or tramping over the Downs. She notices sights others might miss: the first cowslip, a full moon, a rook carrying a walnut in its beak. She looks with the precision of a naturalist. And, in her tightly compressed entries, she describes her domestic life, a routine of walking and foraging, shopping and gardening; each activity a way of thinking about food. The diary is a record of wartime in the country. Eggs and sugar are difficult to come by, and the sound of guns can be heard from France. The aeroplanes flying over Asheham are disquieting, but she likes watching the German prisoners working in the fields, and whistling, a great brown jug for their tea.

~

This is the story of a writer’s recovery from illness, jealous feelings, and writer’s block. From her remote corner of Sussex, Virginia Woolf overcame her silences through the beginning of a practice of attention, shifting her focus to her immediate environment as a way of tethering herself, digging herself in. There, she found sanctity, a state of being which grew out of her feeling for the landscape, with its patina of human history patchworked over the wide, wave-like Downs. Later, Asheham would become merely an interval in her life, a moment before Monk’s House and nearby Charleston – where her sister, the painter Vanessa Bell, lived – were marked more squarely on her map. And yet it was at Asheham that she emerged into her identity as a writer, one capable of innovative literary forms, and yet whose eye was trained to the physical, to butterflies and insects, to the living world.

This extraordinary story can be seen by looking at the pages of a small notebook, a diary of a rather different kind. It began as an experiment. In the late summer of 1917, Virginia was well enough to write, to piece together and reclaim the voice of her private writing self. But it would be a cautious, gradual beginning. She turned to what was closest to her. In a notebook roughly the length of her hand, with elegant marbled covers and a strip of claret-coloured leather down its spine, she recorded the weather, her routine, the quiet rhythms of everyday life. Her style was at times elliptical, at times pellucid, but always swift, economical and compact. The notebook dealt in details and tangible things: walking boots, bicycles, eggs. Nothing inward-looking, nothing she couldn’t see or hear or touch. She wrote in it almost every day, and, when she had finished each entry, she drew a line across the page.

In the autumn, when she went back to Hogarth House in Richmond, Virginia left her notebook in the country, collecting dust and absorbing damp along with her books and bedlinen and the rest of her things. Soon, she would begin a second, predominantly London, diary, with longer, more descriptive entries of the kind she had written before she became ill. There, the writing ‘I’ resumed itself. But she hadn’t yet finished her experiment at Asheham. Returning to the house in 1918, she documented another spring and another long summer meticulously in the notebook, the only detailed account of her country life. Though its lifespan was short, her Asheham diary altered everything that came after it. Like a rambling plant, it grew outwards, forming a connective tissue with her next experiments in short fiction and her novels of the 1920s. And it re-established her diary as practice, one she would continue for the rest of her life.

At Asheham, during her long recovery, Virginia was in the habit of planting bulbs and forgetting.fn2 Months later, she would watch the emergence of flowers in astonishment, remarking on the strangeness of gardening, on the slow, buried process that takes place underground, unseen, and yet continues to flourish, year after year.

~

One scholar of Virginia Woolf has written that it is impossible to draw a line between her life-writing and her novels; instead, they exist on a continuum, moving freely and engaged in a process of continual exchange.2 This theory should make room, and find a place, for everything she produced – the letters, diaries, reading notebooks, sketches and fragments which make up both her archive and her published works. And yet, in the context of her life-writing, no one has ever quite decided where her Asheham diary should sit. A slight, single volume containing 143 entries written over a smattering of dates, it details a house, a war, and a corner of rural Sussex which have all been seen as rehearsals for another house, another war, and another corner of Sussex (just around the corner). It doesn’t immediately resemble a diary. On the subject of Virginia Woolf, it is evasive, as if, in the writing of her life, she’s barely there at all. In the 1970s, when her editor Anne Olivier Bell was compiling the diaries for publication, she decided that the notebook was too different in character, too laconic, to supplement the ‘much fuller’ diaries that came afterwards and before.3 The Asheham notebook was only partially published, before being laid aside, and an editorial distinction was drawn.

And yet Virginia was writing a diary, of a revealingly self-effacing kind. Hers is a record of humdrum days, a rehearsal for a country life to come. She was finding her voice, writing into the space between her early, earnest journals and the later, longhand diaries for which she has become so well known. And she was writing to satisfy her immediate interests and needs. Sitting on her desk at Asheham, the notebook was both pocket diary and field book, a record of rural sightings; it was also a domestic book, a repository for kitchen and garden, for snippets of the servants’ lives. Its suppleness was key. In August 1917, when the diary begins, Virginia was voyaging out. She was thirty-five and, for the first time in several years, well enough to write. Her neat entries and obsessive detail represent the writing of recovery, a convalescent mode of engaging with the world. But it was just the beginning. Alongside her diary, she was working on her second novel, and would soon publish under her own name, using a hand-printing press that was set up in the drawing room at Hogarth House.

The roughly two years covered by the Asheham diary precipitated a period of sudden, joyful creativity for Virginia, an explosion of colour after the wan palette of illness. Her excitement, the sense of her readiness, is present across its pages. The diary’s economy belies its fullness, its repetitiousness conceals its quiet experimentalism. And Virginia wasn’t entirely removing herself. She can be glimpsed out on the Downs, walking with her hands thrust into the pockets of her cardigan, or soaked through after a sudden rain; pushing a bicycle with a puncture along the lane, or retrieving her mackintosh from the hedge. Or she might be out on the terrace, wearing a straw hat in hot weather, or reading late into the evening beneath a lamp or the moon. She was always noticing, counting and collecting, always seeing. As she continued to recover, she was taking solace in routine. In the diary, her days hum with repetition. Turning the pages, she was watching them accumulate, becoming weeks and then months of steadiness and pleasure. Their sameness was accruing texture, and, like the plums on the trees, they were ripening, becoming round and sweet and full.

‘Owing to you I’ve practically got that house,’ Virginia Stephen wrote to Leonard Woolf on 21 October 1911, before embarking on a discussion about cesspools. The new house – called Asheham, or Asham – was over a mile from the nearest village, and had no plumbing. Either Mrs Hoper, an elderly local woman, would be asked to clean out an earth closet, or they could construct a private drain. She put the question to Leonard: ‘Which would be best?’4
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3. Virginia, voyaging out
In ten months, Virginia would be married. From the first, Asheham occupied a central place in her relationship with Leonard. She was to share its five-year lease with her sister, Vanessa, as part of a plan to establish a place for Bloomsbury outside of London, and yet it was she who grew possessive of the place, and proprietorial of its beauty. It presented a raft of practical problems – its remoteness, the lack of plumbing and the perpetual difficulty of finding servants – and yet it captured her imagination, promising, as she set out with Leonard in 1912, the opportunity for a private space in the country, and an altogether different way of living.

Virginia had first seen it while walking with Leonard on the Downs. In September 1911, she invited him to stay at Little Talland House, a half-redbrick, half-pebbledash cottage she was renting in the village of Firle. A fly would meet him at Lewes, she told him, before making one request anticipating the informality of all their domestic arrangements to come: ‘Please bring no clothes.’5 During his visit, they climbed up onto the Downs behind Firle. From the top, they could see the sea at Newhaven, and westwards over the Ouse valley towards the villages of Southease and Rodmell. Descending the hillside into Southease, they saw Asheham, lying in a deep basin scooped out of the hillside and bordered by trees.

Asheham was an unusual and romantic-looking house.6 It was accessible by a single track leading off the Newhaven–Lewes road, the steep banks planted with beech trees giving way to a rough meadow. Built in the nineteenth century by a Lewes solicitor, it was relatively small, its compact size contrasting with the unexpected elaborateness of its appearance. Beneath a slate roof were two rows of double arched ‘gothic’ windows, while the house was flanked by two whimsical-looking pavilions, with doors opening onto a narrow terrace. With the slope of Itford Hill rising sharply behind, it looked ornamental in the landscape, like a hunting lodge or summer house. Nearby, there was a shepherd’s cottage belonging to Itford Farm; otherwise, it was solitary.

Stumbling upon Asheham marked the beginning of the couple’s swift courtship. Leonard – a friend of the writer Lytton Strachey and Virginia’s late brother, Thoby Stephen, from Cambridge – was in England briefly following seven years with the civil service in British-controlled Ceylon. Meeting Virginia again, he determined not to go back. But when he proposed in January 1912, she hesitated. ‘There isn’t anything really for me to say,’ she wrote to him, ‘except that I should like to go on as before; and that you should leave me free, and that I should be honest. As to faults, I expect mine are just as bad – less noble perhaps.’7 Her first instinct was to protect her writing: she was contributing reviews to the Times Literary Supplement, an apprenticeship of sorts, and was working on her first novel, ‘Melymbrosia’.

But she was also content to continue their current domestic arrangement. Unusually, Virginia and Leonard already lived together. After deciding to remain in England, Leonard had become a lodger at 38 Brunswick Square where, for several months, Virginia had presided over a communal household along with her brother, Adrian. The economist John Maynard Keynes and his lover, the painter Duncan Grant, were part of the establishment; to the alarm of her friends, Virginia was the only woman. The house, next to the Foundling Hospital, was one of a series of departures from her stuffy Victorian upbringing. Following the death of their father, Leslie Stephen, Virginia, Vanessa and Adrian had left Kensington for Bloomsbury, whose down-at-heel squares and cheap rents were a draw to writers and artists looking for bedsits or studios in the vicinity of the reading room at the British Museum. First, the Stephen siblings had lived at 46 Gordon Square, until Vanessa’s marriage to the painter and critic Clive Bell brought about the reorganization of living arrangements. It was decided that Virginia and Adrian would set up in a house of their own, taking in lodgers and so becoming, to Virginia’s amusement, ‘boarding house keepers’. ‘We are going to try all kinds of experiments,’ she wrote excitedly to Ottoline Morrell as the Brunswick project got going.8 She was to notify her cohabiters of mealtimes, and collect the rents. For the rest, she was free to do as she pleased. Taking up her residence on the first floor, she surrounded herself with papers and books. In comparison with her own personal freedoms, the ‘extreme safeness and sobriety’ of marriage appalled her.9 Considering Leonard’s proposal, she was reluctant to give them up.

But there was another reason Virginia wouldn’t agree to marry Leonard. She had begun to experience headaches and sleeplessness, warning signals of the illness which had already stained large parts of her adolescence and early adulthood. (Her first breakdown had come after the death of her mother, when she was thirteen. Beneath the shadow of Leslie Stephen’s own grief, she had had little chance to recover. She would always remember the oppressiveness of that time, and the feeling, after Leslie’s death in 1902, of release. ‘His life would have ended mine. What would have happened? No writing, no books; – inconceivable.’10) Now, in February 1912, she was struggling again, the first lap of the year having been busy. As the lease of Asheham was finalised, and she moved her belongings from Little Talland House in Firle, she and Vanessa hosted housewarming parties. There were two. The first was Virginia’s, to which she invited Adrian, Marjorie Strachey and Leonard. Vanessa’s was a larger affair, with Clive, Virginia and Leonard, Roger Fry and Duncan Grant. They were only moderately successful: there was no lavatory, the fireplaces malfunctioned and the pipes froze. Afterwards, Virginia began to appear tired. As before, her doctor prescribed rest, and she was sent to Burley Park, a private nursing home in Twickenham. It was, she wrote as off-handedly as she could to her friend Katherine Cox, only a ‘touch of my usual disease’, easily cured by a fortnight in bed ‘among faded old ladies’.11 Yet privately she was deeply worried about becoming ill again. To Leonard, who sent her books, she promised ‘wonderful stories of the lunatics’, attempting to distance herself from anyone he might consider mentally ill.12 She worried what he would think of her, and of the life she would be capable of living. Afterwards, as she recovered, she continued to prevaricate, growing a little defensive in her letters as if the question – at least, in her mind – of her marrying was, in fact, a question about her health. She was ‘vehement’ on the subject of her personal freedoms, while acknowledging her deepest fear – that she could be ‘difficult to live with’, and ‘so very intemperate and changeable, now thinking one thing and another’.13

In May, she wrote Leonard a long letter explaining her feelings. She acknowledged her instability – ‘I pass from hot to cold in an instant, without any reason’ – and attempted to describe her complicated sexual feelings. ‘I feel no physical attraction in you,’ she wrote. ‘There are moments – when you kissed me the other day was one – when I feel no more than a rock.’ If they married, she would need a great deal of solitude and space. And yet she could love him. ‘All I can say is that in spite of these feelings which go chasing each other all day long when I am with you, there is some feeling which is permanent, and growing,’ she wrote. ‘I want everything – love, children, adventure, intimacy, work […] a marriage that is a tremendous living thing, always alive, always hot […] We ask a great deal of life, don’t we?’14

For Leonard, whatever Virginia felt able to offer him was enough. Soon, she was writing to friends announcing they were engaged, and on Saturday 10 August 1912 they were married in a small ceremony at St Pancras registry office. Afterwards, they caught the train to Sussex, where they spent the first night of their marriage at Asheham.

~

At first, the house belonged more to Vanessa than to Virginia. Perhaps this was the result of a natural hierarchy between the sisters, Vanessa being the eldest and, somehow, the more easily capable. All through the summer of 1912, as Asheham was establishing itself as a place where Bloomsbury could gather outside of London, Vanessa appeared to be at the helm. Following the February housewarming parties, a steady stream of visitors began to arrive: Maynard and Duncan, Lytton Strachey, Roger Fry, and friends including Saxon Sydney-Turner, Ka Cox and Karin Costelloe. Pulling into the station at Lewes, guests were subject to the vagaries of rural living. Depending on the weather, they could either walk the five miles over fields to the house, or hitch rides on farmers’ carts or the milk float. At the house, Vanessa presided over a leisurely, unhurried atmosphere. She encouraged the Londoners to take pleasure in country things: walking, or playing badminton on the lawn, or swimming in the sea at Seaford or Peacehaven. In quieter moments, proofs were corrected and chapters finished. When there weren’t enough bedrooms, tents were put up in the garden, or less conventional sleeping arrangements found. ‘Duncan is easily persuaded to stay on in the bathroom,’ she wrote to Roger Fry during a particularly busy weekend.15

Of the sisters, Vanessa was the first to exercise her creative freedoms at Asheham. While Leonard and Virginia honeymooned, she decamped from Gordon Square for the winter, bringing her young sons, Quentin and Julian, and the Stephens’ old cook, Sophie Farrell, who had been helping Virginia at Brunswick Square and now answered to Vanessa instead. But though she set about sewing curtains and making beds, Vanessa wasn’t interested in a conventional domestic life. Changing out of her London clothes, she took to wearing loose-fitting skirts and colourful handkerchiefs wrapped around her head. And she let Julian and Quentin run about naked, taking photographs of their small, vigorous forms.

Unlike her sister, who had yet to publish her first book, Vanessa was emerging into an artistic identity which was increasingly assured. In person, she was sensuous and maternal, and yet she didn’t disguise the ambition she held for her work. She was preparing for the second Post-Impressionist exhibition, which would be held, like the first, at the Grafton Galleries, and in which paintings by English artists, including four of her own, would be exhibited alongside those by Picasso, Braque and Cézanne. She was deeply engaged in the debates on ‘significant form’, which Clive would outline in Art, published in 1914. If he and Roger Fry were both present at Asheham, all the talk would be of paint. ‘[T]he air is teeming with discussion on art,’ Vanessa wrote to her sister in February 1913.16

Vanessa was approaching a transition in her work. She was shifting away from the semi-pointillist style adopted by Duncan Grant in the wake of the first Post-Impressionist exhibition, and moving towards her own vocabulary of form and colour – larger, more abstract than before. She tried to describe her approach to Roger. ‘I am trying to paint as if I were mosaicking, not by painting in spots, but by considering the picture as patches,’ she told him. Each patch ‘has to be filled by one definite space of colour, as one has to do with mosaic or woolwork, not allowing myself to brush the patches into each other’.17 In one of the pavilions attached to the side of the house, which had been converted into a studio, she painted several rural scenes, landscapes comprised of solid, structural forms delineated in crude, warm blocks of colour. A haystack at the back of the house became a golden, monolithic form illuminated against strips of greyish sky. A view of Asheham enclosed on either side by woodland reduced the trees to contrasting patches of warmth and dark. Vanessa’s interior scenes described the same openness as her landscapes. A double-portrait of the artists Frederick and Jessie Etchells, working in the studio during a visit, shows the windows open to the garden, the boundary between inside and outside porous, as if to paint at Asheham were to paint in the open air. Vanessa continued to explore her new surroundings, taking her watercolours out to barns, or setting up in front of Mrs Funnell’s cottage. ‘Duncan and I do nothing here but paint,’ she wrote to Roger, and to Leonard, who was still honeymooning, ‘I envy you very much in Italy now but I doubt if it’s more beautiful than this. The trees are amazing colour.’18

At Asheham, in the last summer before the war, relationships flourished and thickened. Vanessa grew closer to Duncan, often working on the terrace beside him, or painting from the same arrangement of flowers in a vase. Adrian Stephen met Karin Costelloe, whom he married in 1914; and the painter Dora Carrington, fresh from the Slade, met Lytton, kissing his bearded face before vowing to remain with him for the rest of her life. As the news darkened, inevitably the talk turned to politics. Adrian, David Garnett (known to friends as Bunny), Lytton and Duncan were determined to resist conscription, mistrustful of the militarization of England, and – led by Clive, who was serving (at the request of Lloyd George, then Minister for War) on a committee to safeguard conscientious objectors – felt the only possible solution for the future of Europe was a negotiated peace. Passionately, the group discussed pacifism on the terrace. And yet, for the time being, Asheham sheltered its occupants from outside cares. Later, during a winter visit, Carrington illustrated her letters with drawings of steaming plum puddings, jellies, and a storybook house wreathed in chimney smoke. ‘I love living here so much,’ she told Lytton. ‘I am in much better health and spirits, who could fail to be in such a place as this?’19

[image: A painting of the Asheham House with two stories and enclosed by trees in all directions. A large lawn is in the front of the house.]
4. Vanessa Bell, Asheham House, 1912
[image: A painting of a large haystack behind the Asheham House. The haystack and the house are surrounded by trees.]
5. Vanessa Bell, Landscape with Haystack, Asheham, 1912
~

While Asheham worked its magic on Bloomsbury, the reality of the first years of marriage was as Virginia had feared. Following their honeymoon in France, Spain and Italy, the Woolfs returned to London – first to Brunswick Square, and then to rooms at Clifford’s Inn, off the Strand. (This modest beginning to the couple’s marital homes was a measure of prudence on Virginia’s part. ‘I’m inclined to start with only rooms,’ she wrote to a friend, ‘until we see how much we’ve got.’20) For a time, she was well, finishing a draft of ‘Melymbrosia’, and continuing to write reviews. But her health rapidly declined. On 9 September 1913, a year after marrying Leonard, she swallowed a lethal dose of veronal, and her recovery, under the continual supervision of nurses, was slow. In March, she was permitted to go to Asheham, where she could rest. Following the outbreak of war, her friends had scattered, and the weekend parties ended. What followed were quiet, convalescent visits, on which she was accompanied by a single companion – Ka Cox, or Janet Case, or Vanessa. Without the others, the isolation of the house bit. ‘Its very like living at the bottom of the sea being here,’ she wrote in early April 1914, describing a circumscribed life of routine – ‘milk, green fields, early bed’. News of the war reached her intermittently: ‘one sometimes hears rumours of what is going on overhead.’21
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6. Leonard, Roger, Virginia and Vanessa on the terrace at Asheham, 1912
[image: ]
7.
The following year, Virginia seemed better, and returned to Clifford’s Inn. She began editing typescripts of her novel, and was making plans to buy a printing press. But Leonard, feeling that living in central London would prove too much for her, moved their possessions to lodgings on The Green at Richmond while he looked for a more permanent home. He was right to be worried; soon, Virginia was slipping again.

‘It’s a queer winter – the worst I ever knew, & suitable for the war & all the rest of it,’ she wrote on 22 January 1915.22 She was almost thirty-three, and was beginning the diary she would keep, intermittently at first, for the rest of her life. It was a dark beginning, a record of shortened days, in which she voiced her displeasure at suburban living and the dull routine of life half-in and half-out of London. In those first entries, she described the lull between breakdowns, a streak of wintry light before the day’s plunge into darkness. She was lethargic and often cruel, her mind jagged and already close to collapse. Sneering at shop-girls in the West End, sickened by vulnerable adults on the Kingston towpath, or voicing her dislike of Leonard’s Jewish family, she was discontented, ill at ease with her fellow human creatures. ‘I begin to loathe my kind, principally from looking at their faces in the tube,’ she wrote.23 Everywhere, she sensed violence. Walking in Richmond Park, she saw the Territorial Army flogging carthorses, and her dog, getting into a fight, badly tore an ear. Three people drowned in the Thames near Teddington – ‘Does the weather prompt suicide?’ she wondered – and a barge crashed into Richmond Bridge during the night.24 It was bitterly cold, and the river swelled. At her lodgings, the pipes froze and, when the boiler burst, water dripped through the ceiling into pails. It was as if her immediate surroundings, half-lit and clogged with winter mud, were laced with the violence playing out across Europe. Though only a few months into the war, the news was of refugees and Zeppelin raids over London. Germany was soon to use poison gas at the Front. ‘I shall never find a winter to beat this,’ she wrote on 13 February. ‘It seems to have lost all self control.’25

And yet there persisted a sensuousness in the weather, in splashes of winter colour. Kingston, seen from a distance across ‘purplish’ fields, had ‘a foreign look’; in the park ‘the deer exactly match the bracken’.26 In her fragile state, there was a porousness between the self and the world; a sharpness, but also the threat of dissolution.

By the middle of February 1915, Virginia’s diary lapsed into the silence it would keep for another two years. Sleepless and refusing to eat, she was entering the longest and most severe of her breakdowns. Soon, she was beyond Leonard’s care. Four live-in nurses were summoned to Hogarth House, the Woolfs’ new Richmond home. There, she was kept under almost constant surveillance. At last, in June, she began to recover, and in September was permitted to go to Asheham, for another long period of convalescence in the quiet house.

‘You have been entirely patient with me and incredibly good,’ Virginia wrote to Leonard late in her life.27 She was struggling to express her gratitude: she owed him her health, and her writing life. The years between 1912 and 1915, when she was so often ill, created a template for the Woolfs’ marriage. During that time, as their relationship developed, a dynamic was established, a recurrent pattern of submission and care.

Leonard, recognizing Virginia’s desire to write, made her wellbeing one of the central concerns of his life.fn3 Following her breakdown, he consulted doctors and organized nurses, and presided over a programme of domestic measures at Hogarth House. Virginia was made to rest in bed, drink large quantities of milk and take sedatives. All forms of entertainment were limited. If she became overexcited or tired, or experienced consecutive days of headache, she was sent to bed. If she seemed well enough, she might be permitted to compose a letter (dictated to Leonard), do some typing or go for a walk in Richmond Park. But every activity was strictly rationed, carried out according to a rigid routine. Living under such conditions, it was no wonder she felt, as she had written in 1912, ‘like the Tortoise at the zoo’.28

Leonard’s fastidiousness bordered on control. In 1913, shortly after her suicide attempt, he began to keep a daily record of Virginia’s health. In his pocket diary, he noted how she had slept, what medication she had taken and her changeable attitude to food. Often, his notes were written in a private shorthand, encrypted in the Tamil or Sinhalese he had learned in Ceylon, or his own personal code. Or he used abbreviations, such as ‘P1’ to denote the first day of her period.29 Rightly, many critics have expressed concern over Leonard’s guardianship of Virginia’s body, and to the paternalistic aspect of his care. And yet Virginia appeared untroubled by public knowledge of her health. In letters to her sister, and even to friends like Lytton, she often alluded to her menstrual cycle (called her ‘affairs’), which could severely affect her mood, and cause her to change plans. It is possible that, having become used to relying on others, she had long surrendered any privacy regarding her health. But her openness may also have been an extension of Bloomsbury’s candour about the body’s intimacies; Vanessa, after all, liked to talk about orgasms. Regardless, Leonard’s scrupulousness revealed the painstaking efforts it took to keep Virginia well. Over the years, they would speak to numerous doctors, and receive numerous diagnoses – including heart disease, pneumonia and tuberculosis. Later, he would describe Virginia’s condition as ‘neurasthenia’, an outdated and inexact definition which nonetheless accounted for the full range of her symptoms, which could include sleeplessness, a refusal to eat, chattering and visions. They had little else to go on, and no treatment, save sleeping draughts and rest. To live with her, and her illness, was to observe and monitor, or risk losing a foothold. There would always be a double edge to such sustaining and constricting care.

For her part, Vanessa trusted him. ‘You’re the only person I know whom I can imagine as her husband,’ she had written in advance of the wedding.30 To her, Leonard seemed reliable and sincere. She knew well enough what it took to look after Virginia when she was at her worst. Perhaps, after years of looking after her, she was also grateful to share, and to pass on, the responsibility of Virginia’s welfare.

When Virginia was ill, she wrote Leonard short, unhappy letters full of gratitude and regret. ‘I got up and dressed last night after you were gone,’ she wrote after he visited her at Twickenham in August 1913. ‘You do represent all thats best, and I lie here thinking. I think of you in your white nightgown mongoose.’31 Her affection for Leonard grew sweeter and sadder when they were apart. She tried her best to trust in the future – ‘I do love you, little beast, if only I weren’t so appallingly stupid a mandril. Can you really love me – yes, I believe it, and we will make a happy life’ – though she fretted she was spoiling Leonard’s chance at happiness.32 (‘You’ve been absolutely perfect to me. Its all my fault.’33) In the first years of their marriage, they invented nicknames for each other: Leonard was Mongoose to Virginia’s adorably ungainly, red-nosed and mistress-like Mandrill. The creatures provided a private language through illness, a means for Virginia to give voice to the things she couldn’t say. But they also paved the way for endearments, creating a space for physical affection and sexual play. Contrary to popular belief, theirs wasn’t – at least, at first – a sexless marriage. ‘[B]e a devoted animal, and never leave the great variegated creature,’ Virginia wrote in December 1913. ‘She wishes me to inform you delicately that her flanks and rump are now in finest plumage, and invites you to an exhibition.’34 Yet her sexual feelings were complicated, both by illness and by the painful history of molestation in childhood by her half-brother, Gerald Duckworth. She and Leonard only briefly shared a bed, and then a room; later, it was decided – around the time of her 1915 breakdown – that it would be inadvisable for her to have children. She would often mourn her childlessness. Seeing Vanessa with her lively, growing family, the fact particularly stung.

Yet in the period between 1912 and 1915, despite waves of ill health, Virginia was making other plans. In the letters announcing their engagement, she had made a point of stating that Leonard had no
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8. Leonard and Virginia in 1912






[image: ]
9. Annie and Lily picking apples
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10. And sitting on haystacks at Asheham
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11. Virginia, with Shot the dog








[image: A painting of Virginia Woolf slouching in a high-sided armchair and making stitches in a piece of fabric.]
12. Vanessa Bell, Virginia Woolf, c.1912












































[image: A laundry list written by Virginia dated January 1918. The list details the types of linen and their count.]
13. Virginia’s laundry list
























[image: A painting of three women hunched together by a window and engaged in a conversation with one another. The window curtains and a flower bed are in the background.]
14. Vanessa Bell, A Conversation, 1913–16
























































[image: A handwritten text by Virginia about the events that transpired on July 31, 1918.]
15. Eating our own broad beans – delicious
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