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Author’s Note

I appreciate that the world in 2024 is a different place from what it was in the twentieth century. Clarissa’s papers and diaries reflect and record what was said at the time, but the world of Churchill, Eden and Clarissa was one where the notions of gender and race were discussed in ways no longer considered acceptable. Some of the language used in this book when quoting from this source material is authentic to its time and, though potentially difficult to read now, it has been left in, as it is inextricable from Clarissa’s life, her social circles, her experiences and her conversations during this period. 





10. CONDÉ NAST, KORDA AND WEIDENFELD

1945–52

The war ended and an uneasy peace settled in the land. To some degree life returned to a form of normality, different from pre-war Britain, in a country suffering financial hardship and rationing, with Churchill out of power and a Labour government in charge. Soon after VE Day in July 1945, Clarissa began work at Vogue, encouraged by Cecil Beaton, despite Clarissa thinking it ‘a sinking ship’. She was paid eight pounds a week. She began her work with enthusiasm, producing one article a month. Her brief was to cover cultural matters, rather than fashion, which gave her the chance to write about artists, authors and poets. Her photograph appeared in the January 1946 edition of Vogue, posed behind Stella Cárcano (about to marry Viscount Ednam), a glamorous double portrait by Cecil.

She reported to James that Cecil was trying ‘to force food’ down her throat, because he thought her too thin. She was happier with hip-bones sticking out, though she found it attracted ‘a lot of undesirable men’. Champagne was arriving from Paris, as did Prince Stas Radziwill, Eric Duncannon, ‘very good looking & more intelligent’, and Duff Cooper, for whom her affection was ‘unbounded.’1

There were raffish dinners with Emerald Cunard, Daisy Fellowes and Hugh Seely, and Gerald Berners. She dived into the world of the DudleysFN95 – ‘rich, loud, coarse, comfortable, worldly – great fun, swimming pools, gin rummy, stimulating crude admiration for one’s looks’. She stayed with Sir Robert and Lady Diana Abdy at Newton Ferrers, in Cornwall: ‘I thought it absolutely perfect – exactly the way I have always meant to decorate my house if ever I had one.’2 She endured ‘a dreadful dinner at the height of the cold spell at Elizabeth Bowen’s calico-windowed house’, contrasted with a ‘tremendous’ dinner given by Daisy Fellowes for fifty guests.3 She revisited Mells ‘very nice, very satisfying – salt of the Catholic Earth . . . a nice contrast to the sort of people I’ve been seeing so much these last few years. I lay in the grass & bathed in the pool.’4

Towards the end of 1945 Nicolas Nabokov, the Russian composer and cousin of Vladimir Nabokov, suggested she should visit Berlin. He had become a friend through Isaiah Berlin, and was working with the US Control Commission in Germany. He was the only man that Raimund ever warned her about. Clarissa obtained two commissions to write about the trip, one from Vogue and the other from Horizon. She and Nabokov travelled via Paris, staying at the embassy. Her Paris days were packed with lunches, dinners and concerts, Nabokov much present. She lunched with Jean Cocteau, had tea with Gertrude Stein, saw much of Duff Cooper, and was entertained by Marie-Louise Bousquet, Jean Hugo, Carlos de Beistegui and others. Then she and Nabokov went on to Brussels and she arrived in Berlin on 14 December, staying there until the nineteenth.

Vogue published her Berlin diary in which, at one point, she described the Russian guards as wearing ‘khaki “Queen Mary” toques’.5 Cyril Connolly published a longer article in Horizon in March 1946. She was twenty-five, and her article appeared alongside works by Matisse, A. J. Ayer, Alan Pryce-Jones and Maurice Richardson.

Clarissa’s report gave a chilling account of Berlin as a post-war city in ruins. Many of the houses in the suburbs were empty shells, and the city centre was ‘a jumble of rocks on barren soil’. She was lodged in an ex-Nazi’s home, requisitioned by the military on the outskirts of the city. As she put it: ‘Studying his shelf of books, even those simple experiences gave me a warning twinge of conqueror’s delirium, which a short walk in the streets or a visit to an unheated German flat quickly dissipated.’ More Allies arrived daily and more Germans were forced to sleep in halls, stairways and cellars. The able-bodied sought employment with the Allies as this ensured adequate rations. A black market was in clandestine and sometimes open operation. Clarissa managed to track down some cultural life, ‘dragged to its feet’ and supported by the Allies – the State Opera, plays at the newly named Teatr Pamyati Reinhardta, and the Berlin Philharmonic Symphony Orchestra conducted by Sergio Celibidache, a young Romanian who took over from Leo BorchardFN96 (accidentally killed by a sentry). She found an exhibition of sculptures and paintings in a half-gutted house, but fundamentally culture was dead: ‘There is no cultural life in Berlin, in the sense of an exchange of ideas . . . If it existed before, then it was smashed by the Allied raids and battle for the city. With the fall of the Nazi party, many of the executives, actors, musicians, etc., were implicated and have had to be dismissed.’ She continued: ‘It is rare to find a self-assured and independent-thinking person among the German intellectuals, and the few that exist are generally in the Communist camp.’ And she concluded: ‘The Germans now see cultural life in terms of trying to please their conquerors.’6 To Duff Cooper she expressed it differently:

 

It’s the utter chaos that’s so striking; physical & mental – it must be virtually impossible to administer a country with everything necessary lacking – except if you do it in the Russian way (& that’s the most successful way there’s no doubt). The Russians don’t need to impose Communism in their zone – they just send their Moscow-trained Germans & it happens inevitably . . . The Germans are longing to be ‘organised’ again, whether by gauleiter or commissar, to get them out of the present mess. Most of them are completely apathetic about everything except food & fuel (though the Communists I saw were active and clever enough) & only think not ‘What do we want?’ but ‘What do the Allies expect of us?’ & they are pretty bewildered trying to find out . . .7

 

Back in England, Clarissa wrote features for Spotlight about Rodney Ackland’s stage adaptation of Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, Eisenstein’s film Ivan the Terrible, Bertrand Russell’s book, History of Western Philosophy, the exhibition of treasure from the Sutton Hoo ship burial at the British Museum, the merits of abstract ballet, the new opera season at Sadler’s Wells, Laurence Olivier’s King Lear at the Old Vic, Ralph Richardson’s An Inspector Calls, Peter Ustinov’s new play about Simon Bolivar, The Man Behind the Statue, and the burgeoning of theatre in Bristol. She wrote of Cocteau’s ‘monkey-quick imagination’ in the ballet Le Jeune Homme et la Mort.

By September Clarissa was finding her work with Vogue ‘irksome’ and the annual salary of £500 inadequate. Condé Nast wanted her to be a feature editor, and the editor, Audrey Withers, did not want her writing the Spotlight column. Clarissa had not left London for weeks – ‘this beastly, beastly town, which is battered by gales & hail & cloudbursts day after day’. However, she pressed on and in October she wrote about the tapestries of the Cuban painter Jean Lurçat, an exhibition of Gwen John’s paintings, the return of Oscar Homolka to appear in the film The Shop at Sly Corner, Sid Field on stage in Piccadilly Hayride, Bruno Walter back at the Royal Albert Hall, and the inaugural concert of the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, created by Sir Thomas Beecham, performing in Croydon ‘rather defiantly’. Finally she reviewed Arthur Koestler’s novel, Thieves in the Night, judging that he presented all sides of the Jewish case ‘with detachment’.

As ever, in these articles, Clarissa was incisive. She praised John Gielgud as Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment for creating ‘terrible, cumulative tension’, Ustinov’s portrayal of the chief of police, Petrovitch as ‘a minutely perfect character sketch and Dame Edith Evans’s performance as Katerina Marmeladov as ‘beyond all praise . . . wholly credible and incredibly moving’. She was disparaging about contemporary theatre, describing it as ‘a mixture of reportage with a few pseudo-philosophical homilies about life; dull dough with a few currants stuck in’. She was especially critical of the Americans – Thornton Wilder and Paul Vincent Carroll with their ‘slick, fat dialogue’.8

In November 1946 Clarissa left Vogue on the grounds that she wanted to write articles independently rather than work in an office. Cecil Beaton was not surprised, convinced that Condé Nast would have been exploiting her for her social contacts. He said that the photographer, Horst ‘who used to be a German lout & as such had physical success, has been made into a tired grey cipher of a man,’ and that Margaret Case in New York, ‘goes on using the same Vogue patter until the blood runs cold in one’s veins’.9

Clarissa’s Father, Jack

Since 1944 Clarissa’s father had been declining. In September 1940 the bombing of 42 Chester Terrace had left him homeless. For a time he lived in an annexe of 10 Downing Street, at the invitation of Winston. In July 1944 James Pope-Hennessy spotted him in a London club, ‘looking so ill and old I didn’t recognise him till he’d gone by . . . His collar hung round his neck.’10 Clarissa and her father went to Chequers to join Uncle Winston and his family for Christmas that year, giving Mary the chance to cast a critical eye on her cousin: ‘Clarissa who has regained her glamorous looks – but I find her so heavy & dreary . . .’11

In 1945 Lord Horder examined Jack and noted ‘a little pleurisy’,12 and a large aneurysm in the upper abdominal area. Jack’s illness overshadowed VE Day on 8 May 1945. In June he went to Chequers, but Clemmie was determined to ease him out. She succeeded and he went to the Ritz in London.FN97 In due course Johnny found his father a flat. Jack still took the tube into the city, and he achieved his ambition of becoming a member of the Turf Club. Clarissa saw her father day after day in the early months of 1947, until he died on 23 February with Winston at his side. That winter was so bitter that Lord Moran forbade Winston to attend the burial at Bladon, where Jack was laid to rest next to Lord and Lady Randolph Churchill. Clarissa, Johnny and his second wife, Mary, Peregrine, Duncan and Diana Sandys, Hugo and Lady Caroline Waterhouse were among the mourners.

Winston was able to attend the memorial service at Holy Trinity, St Marylebone, also attended by Lord Ivor Churchill, James Pope-Hennessy, my father, the widowed Mrs da Costa, and many members of the staff of Vickers, da Costa. My aunt Joan wrote to Winston: ‘I have lost a very precious friend and one who gave me many hours of happiness . . .’FN98   13 Duff wrote to Clarissa and she replied: ‘death is always shattering & I think one never feels quite the same again afterwards. But Papa had been ill for so long, & although he was brave & simple & contrived to get happiness out of the small things that were left to him, it was unbearably sad to watch him living.’14

In the settlement of his estate, Peregrine identified an insuperable distance between Clarissa and their elder brother, Johnny. One issue, according to Johnny, was that Clarissa had nipped down to Holworth and collected various chattels before they met to divide them. The three siblings inherited Holworth House jointly. Peregrine bought out the others and lived there for some years.

Clarissa panicked about her future. January 1947 found her writing 10,000 words on Anatole de Grunwald’s rendering of the Beau Brummell theme for a film. Raimund produced George Weidenfeld. and Isaiah Berlin introduced her to the American playwright S. N. Behrman. Cecil came to her rescue once more and introduced her to Sir Alexander Korda.

Alexander Korda

Korda took Clarissa on in the publicity department of London Film Productions Ltd in March 1947. She was based at 146 Piccadilly, a large building near Hyde Park Corner. ‘I work for a few hours each day in a tiny dark overcrowded room . . .’15 Clarissa wrote to Isaiah Berlin. She was paid £20 a week, thus £1,000 a year, twice her Vogue salary. Suddenly her life was taken over, running round Paulette Goddard – ‘one of those film stars who study economics, theosophy & things’16 – Constance Collier, Sir C. Aubrey Smith and even Cary Grant. There were meetings with the editor of Picture Post, lunches and dinners with the director Julien Duvivier.

She confessed to Duff Cooper it was odd that she was doing this:

 

I loathe, and always will, the film world – the people at the top are, as you say, limited in their interests, & the lower executive types are the scum of the earth, worse than Fleet Street hacks, because while being as vulgar, thick skinned, & cretinous, they are also laxer & more conceited. Nor do I really like films themselves & rarely go to one – so perhaps it is a strange job to have . . . I am finding it hard to maintain much interest in Oscar Wilde. I disapprove of the prevalence of arbitrary & sentimental coincidences – all those fallen mothers & long lost children – but perhaps that was just the Victorian atmosphere & the epigrams are, I suppose, witty.17

 

She had admired Korda’s pre-war films, made when he was married to Merle Oberon. Now she found Korda variously possessing ‘a sweet disposition – charm – & a lot of humour’18 or ‘rather weary and not happy’.19 He had divorced Merle and was consorting with a minor star, Christine Norden.

She worked on four films, only two of which she rated as special – The Third Man and Fallen Idol. The other two were An Ideal Husband (which began shooting in March) and Anna Karenina. She appeared at the studio in Denham nearly every day, driven there with Cecil in the studio Rolls-Royce. He was designing the costumes for An Ideal Husband and ‘battling with an army of bad taste’.20 It did not help that Anna Karenina was being filmed at the same time, as the two productions competed with rivalry and sometimes enmity. Clarissa watched the filming with Cecil, both of them ‘exhilarated and interested in Korda’s direction, his incredible quickness and perception, subtlety and flair’, as Cecil put it.21

Paulette Goddard flew in from America as the star, and caused a strike at the studio by bringing her own hairdresser. In June Clarissa spent four days with her in Brussels, and then a week in Paris (one of many visits that year) to promote her film Bonnie Prince Charlie. In Brussels the star was keen to attend a pornographic show, but fortunately when they found one, she lost her nerve. An Ideal Husband premiered at the Carlton Cinema on 13 November. Clarissa’s report to Cecil, who was in America, gives a picture of the scope of her activities and her analysis of the situation, though she did not mention that she had dinner with Anthony Eden before the event:

 

Thursday all your contract girls climbed into landaus and processed slowly down Piccadilly to the Carlton where the crowd milled around and gaped at them. It was very glamorous and very social. Alex [Korda] stood in the floodlights to receive the Mountbattens as they posed with Vincent and Zoltan [his brothers]. We saw impressive flashbacks to all the old Korda films & then Husband – bad I’m afraid (and your credits all wrong . . . I just don’t know how it could have been so bad. It was atrociously developed – each scene a different exposure to the last – extensive cutting seems to have increased the junkiness, & more epigrams are being pruned at this moment. The fact that the sets & costumes were not by the same person seems disastrous. All the time the two are conflicting, not only in pattern and colour but in spirit, though you are not harmed by this, only wasted.

Oddly, the performance which now seems to come out of this as by far the best is Glynis Johns. The audience reacted to her immediately . . .

Alex is a little rueful about his slating in the press – curiously enough the three good reviews came from the 3 most left papers – Herald, Star, & the Daily Worker! Of course Lejeune did her stuff ‘the most exquisite arrangements of colour, form and grouping make this the most beautiful picture ever made in this country’ & wound up with a tribute to A’s exquisite taste.

However, there are queues outside the cinema every day, it’s booked there for 10 weeks . . .22

 

She reported that ‘Anna is still on re-takes, the opera sequence etc . . . Prince Charlie slogs along . . . marred by high politics between Alex & Sam Goldwyn over [David] Niven’s ineffectual body.’23 The excitement was the arrival of Orson Welles to star in The Third Man: ‘I must say I am sold on the whole performance. I see him as a modern version of those extrovert, creative, vital Renaissance figures – cruder of course & slightly debased from there – he could only have come out of America in a world sick & decayed as ours is. Also I find him so pleasantly patient, polite and humane.’24 To Duff Cooper she wrote: ‘Less conceited, more intelligent, than I had anticipated – and fantastically funny – an appearance like a very handsome bullfrog, green eyes & black curls.’25 He tended to make passes at every girl.

Clarissa was promoting Anna Karenina, making sufficient impression on the star, Vivien Leigh, that she based her characterisation of Lavinia in Titus Andronicus on her in 1955. Inevitably, there were comparisons between Greta Garbo and Vivien Leigh, neither of whom betrayed an iota of maternal love for her child. Simon Harcourt-Smith, the writer and producer, judged that it must have been as embarrassing for both to be compared as it was for him to do it, being ‘a devoted admirer of both’.26 The conclusion was that the film was a beautiful failure. Clarissa was dismissive of the various stars: Cary Grant she found ‘terribly grumpy . . . a complete non-starter’, Vivien Leigh ‘terribly temperamental’, but Myrna Loy ‘absolutely sweet’. Joseph Cotten, on the other hand, thought Clarissa was just a ‘frivolous debutante’ and had to be disabused of this by Cyril Connolly. Even the young ‘completely unsuitable’ Irish actor, Kieron Moore, knew he was hopelessly miscast as Korda’s Vronsky.27

Anna Karenina premiered on Thursday, 22 January 1948, a busy day for Clarissa, which included visits from Raimund at 9.30 a.m., the hairdresser at 12, lunch at Claridge’s, a fitting at 2.30, Raimund again at 3.30, drinks with a man called Noël Bush at 6.30, then the premiere at 8 p.m., followed by a supper party given by Oggie Lynn, the singer and socialite. Both Hofmannsthals gate-crashed the post-film party.28

In February there is evidence of another suitor – Colin Tennant, the handsome son of Lord Glenconner and stepson of Clarissa’s friend Elizabeth Glenconner. As with so many of Clarissa’s friends, they had always known each other slightly. Colin had been at Zürs in 1938, at that time close to Judy Montagu. He was confident to tell Clarissa he loved her, but was miffed that she was forever changing her plans: ‘I so want to see you and feel desperate lest you don’t.’29 He mentioned having seen her but a handful of times in the previous six months and he hated to be alone: ‘I wait and wait – there is never anyone when I have nothing to do or feel sad or want someone. I don’t think about anybody else, or make any plans in case you can come, & I don’t really want anyone else.’ He threatened to marry the next person he saw.30 The following day, aware that she was presently leaving for New York, he announced he was going to Switzerland.FN99

On 19 March 1948 Clarissa sailed aboard Queen Elizabeth to promote An Ideal Husband. The visit included a break in the Bahamas, Harbour Island and Eleuthera, before ten packed days in New York in April, staying at the Plaza, and then Washington. She returned to London on 30 April to be met at the airport by Raimund. He scarcely recognised her with her short hair, and a new coat reaching almost to the ground – American luxury in the midst of British clothes rationing.

On 23 September 1948 a certain Mr R. Humphries put his house, Rose Bower, a cottage in Little London, Broadchalke, up for auction. There was an entrance hall, two reception rooms, a large kitchen, a larder, three bedrooms, a bathroom, a garage and a ‘charming’ garden. Cecil Beaton’s mother went to see it, as did his secretary, Maud Nelson. On a whim Clarissa bought it, telling Cecil: ‘I am so excited that I cannot sleep. I have never owned a bit of the earth before, or anything in the country. I have longed for it so much that it is overwhelming now it has really happened.’31 She took possession on 12 December, after which Cecil’s world of Wiltshire became part of hers. The next years are peppered with dinners with Lady Juliet Duff, patron of the arts, at Bulbridge in Wilton, and with the many artistic and talented neighbours whom that part of Wiltshire attracted.

 

[image: A thatched cottage, plants climbing its walls, sits behind a small hedge and amongst fields.]

Rose Bower

 

She had many guests. Her biological father, Bluey Baker, loved his stay in 1949: ‘You . . . proved yourself an admirable hostess. The cooking was perfect and the mixture of herbs, and the bottle of Montrachet one of the best I remember.’32 Cyril Connolly felt so at home that he left his toenail clippings in his bed.

* * * * *

Clarissa left Korda in the summer of 1949 and went to work for George Weidenfeld, on Contact, which, though officially a magazine, had to be printed between hard covers to qualify for better paper rationing as a book. The first edition appeared in 1946, launched at a luncheon at the Savoy attended by figures such as Harold Nicolson and Lady Violet Bonham Carter. Contact was published from three top-floor rooms at 26 Manchester Street in London. Clarissa first visited the office of Contact on 27 September. Her job was to persuade authors to write for the magazine.

George Weidenfeld had been a refugee from the Nazi Anschluss of Austria in 1938. He had arrived more or less penniless, was lucky to know Flora Solomon, the first person to improve working conditions and the general welfare of staff at Marks & Spencer. She took George under her wing. When he first arrived in Britain, he slept on her floor. He was intelligent, enterprising and fluent in several languages, and made himself a successful wartime career as an interpreter at the BBC. After the war he realised that foreign correspondents would replace armchair pundits, and a great number of pre-war staff would return to their places at the BBC. He was a great admirer of how the British had stood up to the Germans and was keen to promote Anglo-European relations through publishing. Along with Contact, he published a few separate books, most memorably New Deal for Coal by a rising Labour politician, Harold Wilson.

George was principally interested in politics but appointed Philip Toynbee to look after the literary side. Six issues a year were published, and by the end of 1948, there had been thirteen. The first edition contained an article by the provocative American journalist Emily Hahn on American tourists in London, a piece on Spanish cooking by Elizabeth David, and contributions from Constantine Fitzgibbon and Alan Ross, and a description of his art school by Denton Welch, who had lately died – The Earth’s Crust. The fifth edition, The Public’s Progress, was advertised as being ‘as lively as a newsreel, as beautifully produced as a limited edition’,33 with twenty features by well-known British and foreign authors. The magazine soon had a reputation for producing some of the best journalism then available in Britain. Writers such as Elizabeth Bowen, James Pope-Hennessy, Lesley Blanch, Enid Bagnold, Vercors, and Philip Toynbee were all published in the 13th edition.

Clarissa was only very briefly involved with Contact. Years later, she was surprised when George Weidenfeld confessed that he had been greatly in love with her at the time. She should, by then, have been used to inspiring that reaction. In August 1949 Clarissa went to Salzburg with him, presumably platonically and, although they both loved the opera, she hated the rest:

 

I find it macabre, depressing, boring, unpleasant. I am sunk in furious, sulking melancholia which has spread right through me so that my life, my character, & future seem hopeless & desperate.

I find the town squalid. It is simply an American occupation town. I hate the military signs, the green soldiers & their wives with octagonal glasses & bumptious children. I hate the milling decayed European aristocratic flotsam & jetsam. I hate the Café Bazaar & the rain & the Austrians. As a Festival this must have died at least a decade ago.34

 

Faringdon had remained a port of call during the 1940s. Early in 1950 it was clear that Lord Berners was dying. Robert Heber Percy and Clarissa had never got on well, but he was aware of how much she meant to Gerald. He telephoned her and she came to Faringdon. Lord Berners was lying on the Venetian day-bed in his downstairs room. ‘He was completely unlike himself,’ Clarissa told Sofka Zinovieff. ‘He didn’t want to be seen. He was past being interested.’35 She stayed a few minutes. Lord Berners died on 19 April 1950.

Contact survived until 1951. Then, as George put it: ‘We buried it and became book publishers.’36 He had founded Weidenfeld & Nicolson with Nigel Nicolson in 1948, launching it the following year. Clarissa left the company in July 1951, soon to embark on a different future as Anthony Eden’s wife. When Lady Antonia Pakenham went to work there in August 1953, Evelyn Waugh said to her: ‘I believe you’re going to work for George Weidenfeld.’

‘Yes I’m thrilled,’, she replied.

He said: ‘The last person who had your job married the Prime Minister. See that you do better.’37





11. THE PATH TO MARRIAGE

1947–52

‘He has conversations with the flowers in his garden,

at the same time he makes me feel very bewildered & green.’

Clarissa to Duff Cooper, 6 June 19481

 

Clarissa had met Anthony Eden at Cranborne in 1936, at which time he had made an unfavourable impression. She met him again at a dinner party given by Lady Cunard on 2 September 1947, at the end of which he quietly asked her to dine with him.FN100 There was a meeting with him at seven thirty on 8 September, sandwiched between Raimund at six, and dinner with Stas Radziwill at eight thirty. She had dinner with Eden on 11 September and went to stay with him at his seventeenth-century home, Binderton, near Chichester, between 27 and 28 September at which the French Ambassador, René Massigli, had been the other ‘incongruous’ guest. The Raimund relationship was extant when they met. Cecil Beaton judged her ‘rather frustrated – often bad-tempered’.2

The preceding years had not been kind to Eden. In the summer of 1945 he heard that the RAF Dakota plane in which his son Simon was flying had gone missing in Burma. For four weeks he awaited news, Simon’s death being confirmed on 20 July, just a month after the death of his mother, Sybil (on 19 June). His marriage to Beatrice did not survive the loss of their son. She was already living partly with C. D. Jackson,FN101 a distinguished American. She moved to America in 1946, but did not marry Jackson or the prominent American surgeon with whom she was later associated. When Beatrice was dying in 1957 Clarissa thought Anthony should go and see her. He flatly refused.

By November 1947 Duff Cooper was describing Eden as ‘her latest admirer’. Duff did not like Eden and was aware that Eden did not like him. Assessing this new interest in Clarissa’s life, he maintained that Caroline Paget had now ended her affair with Eden: ‘Clarissa says that he never stops trying to make love to her.’3

Anthony Eden

Anthony Eden was one of the most impressive politicians of the twentieth century, acknowledged as a fine foreign secretary, with consummate diplomatic skills. He won a Military Cross in the First World War, spoke Persian and Arabic, had a first-class honours degree from Oxford, a highly developed taste in art, and was noted for his sartorial elegance, his Homburg hats being called Edens. Politicians in his day were often men of considerable achievement. His contemporary Harold Macmillan had also served in the First World War and was prodigiously well-read.

Anthony was the third of four sons of Sir William Eden, a colourful figure with estates in Durham and Northumberland, an amateur painter and a considerable collector of art. Sir William amassed a fine collection of Impressionists, which had to be sold by the family. Otherwise they would have been immensely rich. He was born on 12 June 1897. Anthony was not, as some have suggested, the son of George Wyndham,FN102 though he bore a striking resemblance to him. From Sir William, Anthony inherited something of a temper, which became a well-known feature of his career at the Foreign Office.

His mother was Sybil Grey, a society beauty and a great-niece of the Prime Minister, 2nd Earl Grey. He was brought up at Windlestone Hall in Durham. He went to Eton, and while there his brother John was killed (in 1914), and he lost his father in 1915. His brother Nicholas was killed in the battle of Jutland in 1916. Eden served in the King’s Royal Rifle Corps, experiencing the full horror of bitter fighting in the trenches on the Western front. By the age of twenty he was a Brigade Major. In June 1917 he earned his Military Cross for rescuing his sergeant, Bert Harrop, in an exploratory raid across no man’s land at Ploegsteert. Eden described Harrop as ‘the best type of Greenjacket non-commissioned officer’. On their retreat, they were about fifty yards from their front line when Harrop was wounded in the thigh, bleeding profusely. Eden helped fix a tourniquet and called for a stretcher. They got him back safely but, as Eden wrote: ‘To this day I do not know whether the enemy saw the stretcher and held his fire, or saw nothing in the flickering Very lights.’4

In the autumn of 1919 he went up to Christ Church, Oxford. His love of art was fostered in the Uffizi Society. Presently he began to collect – works by Constable and later by Degas, Braque and Picasso. Clarissa wrote of him that he had a first-class academic brain and high intelligence, but he was uninterested in the complexity of human beings. He did not analyse them. He put them into categories – ‘honourable’ or ‘dishonourable’, ‘reliable’ or ‘unreliable’ or ‘You would or would not go tiger shooting with X or Y’. He read widely, constantly rereading the classics, and wherever he went he took his Shakespeare just as other men travelled with their Bibles.

He entered Parliament in 1923 as MP for Warwick, retaining the seat for the next thirty-four years. On 5 November that year he married Beatrice Beckett, whose father, Sir William, was a banker who owned the Yorkshire Post. In due course they had three sons, Simon, who died in Burma, a boy called Robert, who lived for only fifteen minutes in 1928 and Nicholas, born in 1930. Simon was closest to his father, and Eden told Clarissa that nothing was so awful for a parent as losing a child. Nicholas was closer to his mother.

He had a successful parliamentary career, and by July 1926 was parliamentary private secretary to Sir Austen Chamberlain, the Foreign Secretary. In the National Government after 1931 he was under secretary of state at the Foreign Office, the only Foreign Office representative in the House of Commons. At the end of 1933 he became Lord Privy Seal. In the next years he was something of a roving ambassador for the Foreign Office, meeting Hitler, Mussolini and Stalin. He entered the Cabinet in June 1935 as Minister for League of Nations Affairs (without portfolio), and after the resignation of Sir Samuel Hoare in December that year, he became Foreign Secretary, the youngest to hold that office since 1851.

Neville Chamberlain succeeded Stanley Baldwin as Prime Minister in May 1937. Eden mistrusted the new Prime Minister’s view of Mussolini and got on less well with Chamberlain than he had with Baldwin. He resigned in February 1938 following a bitter confrontation in which he outlined the choice as Anglo-American co-operation versus a dubious settlement with Mussolini concerning his de jure recognition of the Italian position in Abyssinia. In his resignation speech he said: ‘There are occasions when strong political convictions must override all other considerations.’5

While out of the political frontline Eden visited the United States, where he was well received by the Americans and by President Roosevelt. When war was declared in September 1939 he returned to government as Dominions Secretary, though excluded from the war cabinet, but when Churchill succeeded Chamberlain in May 1940 he became war secretary, and at the end of the year was once again Foreign Secretary. He served until July 1945. Clement Attlee told him later that their joint achievement had been to curb Churchill’s wilder schemes. As early as 30 September 1940 Churchill had told Eden that he would be his successor and this pledge was reinforced in many ways over the years to come. In 1942 Eden was given the additional role of leader of the House of Commons. He declined the offer to become Viceroy of India in 1943. It was tempting, but there were overriding reasons for remaining as Foreign Secretary. In 1945 there was the Labour landslide and Eden was out of office.

By the time Clarissa met him again he was on his own. He had been living at Binderton, where he entertained friends from various strands of life, political, military and the arts. The visitors’ book, adorned with a fine sketch by Rex Whistler, records the signatures of copious visitors between October 1942 and August 1952, many Edens and Becketts, aristocratic friends such as the Cranbornes (Salisburys), Lord Halifax and the Scarbroughs, diplomats such as Nicholas Henderson, and on 4 May 1952 Prince Philip and Lord Mountbatten stayed for a night. At Binderton he could play tennis, garden or walk in the nearby countryside. He continued to buy paintings, and whenever he went to Paris, he scoured the quais for books, and read them.

When Attlee called a general election for 25 October 1951, the Conservatives came back in with Churchill as Prime Minister again and Eden returned to the Foreign Office.

* * * * *

Early in his first marriage Anthony had discovered his wife’s infidelities and, although wounded, had plunged himself into his ‘prospering career’, consoling himself with ‘well-chosen ladies who loved him’.6 Jim Thomas,FN103 a fellow politician, and Lewis Douglas, American Ambassador to London from 1947 to 1950, were among his few male friends, while Noël Coward was a frequent visitor to Binderton.

Eden was exceptionally well dressed and he was attractive to women. He had been saddened that his divorce came through too late for him to marry Davina, Countess of Erne, whose husband had been killed in action in France in May 1940.FN104 Davina had been a constant presence in his life for five years and was often at Binderton. He even tried to get his wife back, not because he loved her but because this was ‘the cleanest thing to do’. Clarissa thought Davina would have made him ‘an admirable wife’. That failure had left him ‘bitter & lonelier than ever’.

Other women admirers included Rose,FN105 wife of his nephew Fulke, Earl of Warwick (who nearly cited him in their divorce in 1938), Jane, wife of Kenneth Clark, and Lady Caroline Paget (by then Duff). Many believed Eden to have been the father of the child she had that died at birth.

In late 1949 he just succeeded in averting a serious scandal when he visited a lover in her London flat, only to find she had attempted suicide. He telephoned Jim Thomas who lived nearby. Being a bachelor, Thomas insisted on taking over, summoning a doctor and an ambulance, thus saving Eden from a crisis that would have ended his political career. The incident never reached the newspapers.

Then there was Dorothy, wife of 2nd Earl Beatty, whom Eden met at Ditchley Park, the home of her brother-in-law, Ronald Tree. She and Eden embarked on a four-year love affair, with the tacit acceptance of Lord Beatty. Her divorce was granted on 21 April 1950 and Eden’s came through on 8 June. All of the above occurred before he and Clarissa began to see each other.

Clarissa’s name appears with relative frequency in Eden’s visitors’ book. Besides 27–28 September 1947, she stayed from 24 to 25 January 1948 at the same time as the Nuttings and Dorothy Beatty. She returned in June with Lord John Hope and his future wife, Liza Paravicini, Somerset Maugham’s daughter. Her line at that time was: ‘I fear I should never make a politician’s wife.’7 She was back again in August. She was there alone from 3 to 4 October and back again with the Lambtons from 13 to 15 November. She spent Christmas 1948 there as Eden’s sole guest, which she described to Cecil: ‘My Christmas at Eden’s was very dull & excruciating cold – no central heating & electric fires switched on a second only before you came into the room.’8 She left to spend New Year’s Eve with the Radziwills – a dinner for twenty-five with many Pagets and Coopers, leaving early to motor to the Rose Bower.

Unless she visited without signing, she did not go to Binderton again until 30–31 December 1950, or thereafter, before a spate of visits in 1952, in March, April and May. In March 1951 she went to see Kiss Me Kate with a ‘rather self-conscious Eden’, as she described him.9 None of this suggests grand passion. Duff Cooper and James Pope-Hennessy encouraged the union, the latter believing that she would make a marvellous political hostess. On top of this, she was restless in her work, and disappointed when Contact was closed down in 1951, as there was nothing creative for her to do except work with trade magazines and annuals. Cecil Beaton monitored developments. He and Lady Pamela Berry set to work on Clarissa one weekend, attempting to persuade her to alter her life and take on the challenge of being a political wife. She told Cecil that Eden had no sense of humour, and was whimsical. Isaiah Berlin reported that he addressed his strawberries and raspberries as ‘my darlings’ and ‘my dears’ and enquired of them when they intended to appear above the surface of the soil.10

Clarissa’s 1951 appointment diary is packed with the initial ‘R’ so that affair continued with its surreptitious meetings. Between 15 and 18 April 1951 she was able to sneak away to Bad Homburg with Raimund. Then Eden proposed to her and she turned him down.

There was a blazing row between Clarissa and Cecil when she dismissed the Australian Billy McCann,FN106 generally considered a great personality, as ‘a bore’, a description she often attached to people. Cecil berated her angrily: ‘Why don’t you try to see him at his best? It’s up to you to make some effort.’ After the row, Cecil went to see her in her cottage for an intense meeting. Clarissa’s criticism of Cecil was that he was ‘too worldly & so censorious of her for not marrying someone whom it was impossible for her to marry’. He in turn told her he found her ‘always bitter, soured, critical & selfish’. They kissed and parted friends.

Clarissa told Isaiah Berlin that she had been in great spirits since leaving Weidenfeld & Nicolson in July 1951: ‘It is as if I have sloughed off 6 years of futile fussing and pretence, tiring myself out over meaningless and unpleasant chores. For the first time since these jobs began I feel receptive to experience and people, physically well, and happy.’ She suggested that her holiday in Sicily and Venice in the summer of 1951 had been ‘a dream of excitement and enjoyment’,11 yet tension between her and Cecil came to a head again in Taormina. At dinner one evening Clarissa told Simon Fleet, Lady Juliet Duff’s walker, also with them, that she was ‘sick’ of Cecil ‘feeling that she’d made such a mess of her life’. Nevertheless she went on with him to Venice to attend the Beistegui Ball at the Palazzo Labia, to lunch with Uncle Winston and Duff Cooper (separately), and to dine with the Radziwills. Raimund was on holiday in Austria with his family, returning in October, at which point their lunches resumed, as did the furtive meetings, sometimes at 9.30 a.m. or later at 5.30 p.m.

Garbo

All they needed at this point was for Greta Garbo to arrive on British shores. She came to spend six weeks with Cecil, who was making an ill-advised attempt to marry the elusive Swedish star. She soon created jealousies, not only between Cecil and Clarissa but even between Clarissa and James Pope-Hennessy. As Cecil put it: ‘Greta was an anxiety as well as a pleasure.’ Referring to Clarissa, he noted: ‘Slight jealousy of Greta, but we were both smitten by Greta – & who can resist the fascination of Greta when the allure is turned on & it was certainly turned on for Clarissa’s benefit.’12 Cecil, Garbo and Clarissa went to Salisbury to see the film The Lavender Hill Mob, and there were numerous Garbo encounters at lunches and dinners with Cecil, until the uncomfortable pair headed off to Paris, Garbo returning in due course to the ever-hovering clutches of George Schlee.FN107

Isaiah Berlin wondered if Clarissa had fallen in love with Garbo. She gave him her view of the star:

 

Miss Garbo – self-conscious?

Yes, but also no: considering she’s not just a celebrity but a myth, a legend. Quite nice? Yes – epicene? Yes – but I hate women so it’s a relief to me. Trivial? No, but very, very simple.

I think her quite incredibly beautiful, and possessing strong, magnetic and magical qualities that can infect a whole roomful of people with désinvolture – a most degrading experience, especially as one imagines she does not discriminate between ourselves and Gayelord HauserFN108 & his circle. But I liked her simply because, combined with these rather sinister attributes, she turned out to be kind and compassionate – a Swedish Ibsen troll with feet of good Swedish clay. She at no point in her complex and rather tricky visit to England behaved falsely – & I valued her for being true – something, for instance (say I, rounding sharply), that Nicolas Nab [Nabokov] is not.

Then she left us for Paris & Eric Goldsmidt-Rothschild.13

 

Meeting Garbo, James Pope-Hennessy considered his life ‘wrecked by a very odd infatuation’ for her. He told a friend that Cecil guarded her ‘like an eagle, and nobody was ever allowed alone with her’, and that Clarissa was ‘almost equally mad about her’.14 James wrote that he had been unable to do any work since he first saw her:

 

Actually I find most of the magic goes when one doesn’t see her. Her features at rest are almost those of a witch, and I now tend to regard her as the Troll King’s Daughter – nothing else will explain that universal hypnosis and contagious passion she effects. I think it is some ageless mysterious figure from a northern forest that has got misplaced amongst us? I also find, on the other hand, the conversation boring & at times intolerable, as when she told me Selfridges was a sweet shop, Christmas a sweet time, Lady Bridget [Parsons] a sweet person, and your flat a sweet apartment; all within eight minutes.

You will doubtless be at Warwick House on Wednesday? So, I hope, will not she.FN109   15

 

Clarissa responded to this:

 

Now listen – I am absolutely not going to let Miss G. come between us. We must make a rule never to discuss her again, or something of the sort, if it is going to be taken seriously . . . I mean I do adore her & think she is magical and also kind, but anything else is a social joke – so please let’s start cooling off an overheated situation.16

* * * * *

On 5 January 1952 Clarissa, Cecil and Frederick Ashton went to stay with Sir Robert and Lady Diana AbdyFN110 at Newton Ferrers. Cecil asked: ‘Does he [Abdy] still proposition girls at night?’ Clarissa replied that he had done just that the night before. Not long afterwards Cecil was pleased to hear of ‘a little peccadillo with Bertie Abdy’. There were several meetings between Abdy and Clarissa, prompting from him over twenty relatively tortured love letters, continuing until July (a month before Clarissa married). In some he spoke of a visit to Paris. She did visit Paris with him at the end of April, but in a late-life diary, she noted that she had made visits to Paris with Bertie, and with Stas Radziwill, neither of which involved sex.17 Years later Clarissa thought that perhaps Cecil’s mother had spotted them together in Broadchalke. She dismissed the affair as so unimportant that she never gave it a second thought.

In January 1952 the rotund American gossip columnist Elsa Maxwell was telling the world that Eden had enjoyed a dalliance with Lady Caroline Duff. Some newspapers in 1951 suggested (on no evidence) that he was about to marry the widowed Duchess of Kent, which, as Clarissa wrote to Duff Cooper, put him ‘in a flutter’.18 Elsa reported further that Eden had danced all night with the San Franciscan James Flood’s pretty wife, Betty.FN111   19 But Elsa had not detected the growing presence of Clarissa in his life. On the other hand another diarist, Cholly Knickerbocker, had spotted Eden and Clarissa together. Cecil sent Clarissa the cutting and asked: ‘Does this mean the end of Rose Bower?’ She did not reply, but eventually told him that Eden had proposed to her again and this time she had accepted. He did so in February and she told him she would think it over. She wanted his son Nicholas to be happy about it.

At the end of 1951 the Raimund affair finally came to an end. There were no mentions of him in Clarissa’s 1952 diary. As late as June 1951, Raimund had been writing: ‘I miss you truly I miss you.’20 And on 10 April 1952, he sent a message: ‘I forgot to tell you how much I loved our evening.’21 One of the last telegrams, within weeks of her wedding to Eden, stated: ‘Don’t worry about Pagets anymore ever.’22 That did worry her as she told Duff Cooper: ‘The whole of my future depends on there being no definite rumours – one word from Diana or even Caroline & it will be wrecked.’23 According to Duff, Raimund was more than keen that Clarissa should marry Eden.

Of the Raimund love affair, Clarissa told Cecil: ‘It’s been a wonderful thing that I’ve never had in my life before, something unforgettable & it had to take all this time to get over. Like an illness – you can’t decide to recover on a certain day. It had to run its course.’24

For six months Clarissa kept her engagement secret, monitoring how people reacted to her while oblivious of this development. Isaiah Berlin thought this was naughty of her: ‘like some mysterious Caliph [she] used to learn people’s true opinion of her husband when they spoke freely in front of her before they knew that he was about to marry her. It was not fair, but from her point of view amusing.’25 Cecil ended his account with the conclusion:

 

I was surprised to find how little Eden seems to know of Clarissa. He thinks her a sweet little thing – & he may continue to think so – for he is not interested in people. He may well get along very well with her by dint of not noticing her moods – her vagaries. It is interesting to me to wonder what Clarissa’s tactics will be with him for she is a fair & good person & I know she has decided to behave well – & is not indulging in a whim. She will make a success of the situation – & it is an important & powerful one as the wife of our next Prime Minister which will give an opportunity for her to broaden her horizons & give full play to her rare & unique qualities.

She is an independent creature, lonely, who has learnt to live alone. She has never come off her high pedestal & would never do so. No matter what company she keeps she has always maintained her innate dignity & grace. She now may well become one of the great characters of our age. She has had her bachelor fun of messing about in an unconventional world, making a little money & a life for herself that was filled with interesting characters, but now she is graduating to big things. Her mother took her away from school at her request a year earlier than was customary. The headmistress wrote & said we are sorry to lose Clarissa as expected great things of her & intend next term to make her a prefect. Now Clarissa [by then thirty-two] says after 20 years she is becoming a prefect at last.26

 

Clarissa read this analysis in 1983 after Cecil had died. She appended a private note to it: ‘Cecil’s analysis headed “Clarissa” of various periods shows shrewd insight in many ways but is vitiated by deliberately leaving out & denigrating a large chunk of my life which he did not like [the Raimund affair], but which formed a major clue to my character. I even wonder if he did not do this analysis in order to be able to change the emphasis.’27

Isaiah Berlin was also preoccupied with Clarissa’s marriage, deeming Eden to be nice, dull and conscientious, and claiming that Clarissa told him he was ‘almost dehumanised by patriotism’: ‘I doubt if she is in love with him, as for him I think he simply said to himself that he would marry the first girl he fell in love with. She loves him, I think, without being in love with him, if you know what I mean, pities him, regards him as pathetically inadequate in obvious social respects, and is determined to help him as far as she is able.’28





12. MARRIAGE

In her memoirs Clarissa wrote: ‘In January 1952, I became engaged, secretly and to the surprise of all my friends, to Anthony Eden.’1 Indeed, the engagement surprised everybody. The union of a divorced politician was lambasted in the Church Times, which used it as an excuse to denounce the lapse in moral standards and went so far as to compare it to the Abdication. In those distant days, a divorced politician was an issue, let alone a remarried one. Clarissa told Duff Cooper about it as early as April 1952 and he replied:

 

I was going to tell you how proud I had felt that you should have told me your secret, and how glad I was about your future which has sometimes made me anxious, even while I admired the courage with which you faced it. You can be quite confident in my reliability. I shall certainly not tell Diana and I haven’t seen and am not likely to see Caroline, whom I wouldn’t tell either.2

 

Clarissa told Pope-Hennessy: ‘Darling James, This is a matter-of-fact note to tell you that I’m getting married to Anthony Eden next week. You will be able to get hold of me in September by ringing up the Foreign Office WHI 8440 & then asking for our flat in Carlton Gardens, so please do that & we will meet soon, All my love always, Clarissa.’3 James told her he was glad the rumours were correct:

 

I think it is a brilliant idea, and it will make such an interesting sort of life . . . How pleased Lady Goonie would have been, would she not? I remember years ago, before the war, in Chester Terrace her saying she feared you would marry ‘a Bohemian’; you are not doing this . . . From a selfish point of view, your letter has made me feel strangely lonely . . .4

Later he enquired: ‘Has Miss G.G. reacted in some unexpected or delightful way?’5 Needless to say, she had not. The nearest Clarissa came to hearing from her was in Cecil Beaton’s telegram: ‘Blessings and love from Cecil and I am sure from Greta too.’6

Garbo did respond a while after the marriage, suggesting to Cecil that, had they rented a house for the summer, ‘Miss Churchill’ might not have married. She would have been running around the beach with Cecil telling her to marry ‘Mr Eden’. She hoped ‘the little blond Mrs Eden’ might have a child to ‘make life fantastic’.7

Cecil told Clarissa he was thrilled by the news and sure that she and Eden had made up their minds that they could be happy:

 

It is rare in life for people to have this full opportunity for expressing themselves. You are a very remarkable person with great qualities & I’m sure that they will now be given full scope. You are intelligent enough not only to make an interesting life but be able to spread abroad the true word, & thereby be of such general use.

For my own selfish self there is a particular sadness because this will inevitably mean that I shall see much less of you in future, & it will be a wretched day when you leave Rose Bower, but I cannot but feel a deep & real rejoicing to know that you have been given an opportunity to expand your interests & gifts & to play such a large role in the life of your day. I’m sure you’re going to have a wonderfully fulfilled & happy life.8

 

James and Cecil may have congratulated Clarissa. James sympathised with Cecil:

 

I am glad you feel as I do about C: I am quite truthfully in dreadful despair, far more than I cd have imagined; she is effectually translated as if she had died, & to see one’s oldest friend become the centre of all that obscene publicity, & exploited by that vulgar family [the Churchills] is unbearable to me.9

* * * * *

Clarissa did not tell Uncle Winston about the engagement because he was unable to keep a secret. However, a few days before the wedding she wrote to Clemmie who was in Capri. ‘I am terribly happy about it, and only wonder and hope that I will prove capable of being of some help & comfort to him in his life.’10 Clemmie at once flew home to prepare for the great day. As Mary Soames wrote their engagement and marriage created ‘a considerable stir’11 both inside and outside the Churchill family.

Eden and Clarissa hoped to marry quietly in August, but there being no news on which the media could focus, the romance between two political dynasties soon became the excitement of the summer. Lady Pamela Berry told her that the editor of the Daily Telegraph had ‘cleared the whole front page’. She added that she was ‘fascinated, happy and pleased . . . despite your inexcusable deceitfulness and slyness’ and pointed out: ‘I do think it is rather hard on all the other cabinet wives suddenly to have a beauty at No 10 – Sydney [Butler]FN112 won’t like it at all.’12

Appropriately, prior knowledge was given to Bluey Baker. Clarissa received a great many telegrams and letters, many of them sent to 10 Downing Street. There was no shortage of famous names adding their congratulations – David Niven, Chips Channon, the Droghedas, Julian Amery, Peter Quennell, Harold Nicolson, and from those who played their part in this story of her life – Frederick Ashton, George Weidenfeld, Rudolf Bing, Pamela Churchill, Alexander Korda, Ian Fleming (himself suddenly a father), Peter Brook, Valentine Lawford and even Stephen Tennant (marked ‘urgent’).FN113

Uncle Winston sent a cheque. hoping she would ‘buy some souvenir of us with part of it’.13 There were letters from former suitors, wishing her well – Trim Oxford, Jeremy Hutchinson (thanking her for her sweetness to him and admitting that he had not always been sweet to her), and Colin Tennant, apologising for not expressing himself well: ‘I’m unusually interested to hear that you will shortly become a young married person: and I really hope you will be pleased & find it agreeable . . . I would have loved to go abroad with you, but I’m sure you are much better married: anyway, I enjoyed knowing you, may see you next week, & was always happy with you, & sad to loose [sic] another friend so soon . . .’14

It was nice to find my father and aunt writing to her, both having appeared in her 1936 diary. ‘Having been so fond of your mother & father I felt that I would like to write to you,’ wrote my aunt, praising Clarissa for her charm and for being ‘an excellent hostess besides all your other talents’.15

Many of the messages were similar, but not everyone was pleased. Evelyn Waugh accused Clarissa of apostasy: ‘Thousands have died and are dying in torture for the Faith you have idly thrown aside.’16 According to Isaiah Berlin, Waugh wrote to her on the morning of her wedding accusing her of being ‘in effect an adulterous renegade’.17 This resulted in Clarissa’s cousin Randolph choosing his moment to accost Waugh at the bar of White’s when it was filled with aristocrats whom Waugh admired and denouncing him: ‘It is interesting to observe that while the premier Catholic families of England received my cousin Clarissa’s marriage with every mark of approval and sympathy, it took a lower-middle-class Catholic convert of recent date and dubious morals to defend the position of the Church.’18 Waugh retreated in disarray. Ali Forbes telegraphed:

 

MY DEAREST CLARISSA, ALL SORTS OF EMOTIONS NOT ALL OF WHICH I CAN IMMEDIATELY IDENTIFY FILL ME AT THE NEWS OF YOUR FORTHCOMING MARRIAGE. I ALWAYS WANTED YOU TO COME TO LIVE NEARER EATON SQUARE SO THAT I COULD SEE MORE OF YOU BUT NOW I WONDER IF THAT WILL BE THE RESULT. PERHAPS I SHALL START THINKING THAT YOU ARE CUTTING ME NOW. ANYWAY NOW I CAN START ADMIRING ANTHONY WITHOUT DOUBTS FIRST FOR HIS TASTE AND SECOND BECAUSE THERE MUST BE MUCH TO ADMIRE IN ANYONE YOU HAVE SELECTED AS A HUSBAND . . . ALL LOVE ALWAYS ALI19

 

 

 

Duff Cooper, part instigator of the marriage, had lots to say:

 

I was so glad to see the announcement yesterday. Diana said ‘I thought she was a great friend of yours – Fancy her never telling you!’ I said, ‘Yes, just fancy!’ I wonder what Liz said. You will find I expect that you have many more friends than you used to have. Even in London I heard echoes of things to come. ‘I used not to like her, but she has become much nicer lately’ I was saying to Mrs Slander and Lady Sneerwell and they both agreed.’

 

He added: ‘I love you so much in a blameless way.’20

The Wedding

Clarissa was married from 10 Downing Street into which she had been whisked the moment news of the engagement was released. ‘The wedding week was like entering a typhoon,’21 she wrote to Duff. There was ‘a whirlwind blast of cameras & telegrams & bouquets until one felt quite bruised’.22 A crowd of 500 gathered in anticipation of the great day. Clarissa was thirty-two. Eden fifty-five.

On the day, 14 August, she lunched with Randolph. A small party of friends joined them. Officially, her brother Johnny gave her away – but he got somewhat sidelined in the proceedings. He even had to append his signature as a witness in his smallest handwriting.FN114

The ceremony was performed swiftly at Caxton Hall, at 11.45 a.m., with a crowd of two thousand outside, such as might be attracted by a film star. Clarissa wore a pale lilac silk shantung dress, pleated to the waist, with a flared skirt, and a close-fitting pale lilac hat. Her corsage spray was of white orchids. She was given a large square-cut emerald engagement ring, surrounded by small diamonds set in platinum. As the Edens left Caxton Hall, they were not sure who should go on which side. Churchill told Eden: ‘On the right, so that you have your sword arm free.’23

The reception was held at Downing Street. Peregrine, Randolph, the Salisburys, Lady Islington, Lord Brooke, the Sandyses, the Beauchamps, the Soameses and young John Eden were all there. Uncle Winston made a speech. A while later Duff Cooper had a letter from Anthony’s nephew, Fulke Warwick. He asked Clarissa: ‘Is it true, as he tells me, that Winston in his speech at your wedding breakfast referred to “the marriage which we have just seen consummated”? Fancy if they had!’24

* * * * *

The most valuable part of Clarissa’s somewhat guarded memoirs was her analysis of the man she married. She thought they were a ‘surprising couple’ with different interests – her friends were writers, critics or painters. His were politicians. Common ground was a shared love for art and books. She was impressed by his energy. She thought he would have been a good eldest son, caring for the family estates. She was aware that his father, Sir William Eden, possessed ‘an exceptional character’. She wrote:

 

Children with overwhelming parents often erect a protective shell. In Anthony’s case it resulted in a debonair social manner, a preference for unexpanded relationships and a conventional reaction to human behaviour in general. He was not a complex man. To his legendary though brief tempers, the reaction of the budding diplomats and politicians under him can only be compared to huffy housemaids, however overworked they may have been.25

 

Service in the First World War had instilled in him a close sympathy for soldiers. He was good with ‘the man in the street’. He once told her he was not really a Conservative, but an old-fashioned Liberal. He was not an intellectual or an orator, or an inspiring writer. Looking back years later at their marriage she wrote: ‘He had had knocks at every phase of his personal life and, like many Englishmen, hadn’t known intimacy. He was happy when it came to him later.’26

In conversation with Cate Haste years afterwards, she was more forthcoming. She admitted that Anthony could be ‘irascible, fly off the handle’. He did so in private, but she never took it seriously. She thought all prime ministers did to some extent. Macmillan ‘made people cower in the corner . . . Winston beat people up verbally’. She thought that Anthony trusted too many people, imagining that others behaved in the same way as he did. In that respect, he was ‘terribly innocent in all sorts of ways’.27

Early Married Life

The happiness and contentment Clarissa and Eden came to share was by no means instant. It was hard for her to settle into married life, after so many years of independence. She wrote to Duff Cooper:

 

I looked at my wedding ring & thought this is too nightmarish to last – & I can never take this thing off my finger as long as I live. Surprising it is that in spite of having seen so much of each other the last six months we both became suddenly ourselves only the day after the marriage. I am alarmed by his shortness of temper & general spoiltness . . . He [is] alarmed by my downrightness & kind of humour and inability to flatter’.28

 

She complained to Duff about political life. He sought to reassure her:

 

Have confidence in your happiness. What doesn’t bore you now because, as you say, it is all new will bore you less in the future when you know all about it and become good at it, as you surely will. Nothing one does well is boring. What you call ‘the farce of modern politics’ is no more farcical than politics
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