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A restless shivering painted shadow
In life, she is less than a shadow in death.

—T. S. ELIOT, THE FAMILY REUNION, 1938
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“Dearest Ottoline … The truth will all come out,
if not in our life—then after it.”

—VIVIENNE HAIGH ELIOT TO
LADY OTTOLINE MORRELL, 31 DECEMBER 1933







Preface

Posterity will probably judge Vivienne harshly,”1 wrote Herbert Read in 1967, and so it has proved. Committed to an asylum in 1938, Vivienne has been all but obliterated from literary history; stigmatised as insane, it is she who has been the scapegoat for the failure of her marriage to T. S. Eliot. No verdict upon Vivienne is more memorable than that of her contemporary, Virginia Woolf: “She was as wild as Ophelia—alas no Hamlet would love her, with her powdered spots.”2 Woolf’s often-quoted description, “this bag of ferrets is what Tom wears round his neck,”3 has damned Vivienne in literary history as the madwoman in the attic, T. S. Eliot’s own Mrs. Rochester, as surely as the poet’s own portrait of a wife in The Family Reunion who is “a restless shivering painted shadow.”

Later memoirs and biographies have continued to be largely hostile towards Vivienne. “Poor Tom Eliot married the landlady’s daughter,”4 a remark quoted by Ronald Kirk, typifies the widespread sympathy for “poor Tom,” as his friends invariably described him, and the contempt for his allegedly vulgar and intellectually inferior wife. “Eliot met,” wrote T. S. Matthews, author of Great Tom (1974), “the girl who was to plow up, harrow and strip his life to the bone,”5 losing no time in comparing Vivienne to Zelda Fitzgerald, another literary lion’s wife who ended her days in an asylum. Aldous Huxley considered Vivienne a femme fatale, who trapped the shy New Englander by means of her sexuality. Even modern biographers have tended to paint Eliot as the victim in the marriage, a man who bore the burden of an intolerable wife with patience and devotion: “I believe he went towards her with a kind of child-like trust,”6 writes Peter Ackroyd. The myth of Eliot the martyr, a latter-day St. Thomas, had been born.

Such a version of history seemed to justify Vivienne’s committal in 1938. And on Eliot’s death in 1965, his status as the greatest poet of the twentieth century was confirmed by a plethora of tributes. Condolences came from the White House. A memorial service was held at Westminster Abbey. Over the years his reputation remained impregnable, his privacy impenetrable. Criticism of Eliot’s work was policed by the New Critics who directed readers to the poetry not the poet, and acted as guardians of the poet’s mysterious personal life. As scholars followed his impersonal theory of poetry into a literary cul-de-sac, Vivienne sank into deeper obscurity.

A few dissenting voices were raised. In 1963 Randall Jarrell had written prophetically in Fifty Years of American Poetry:


Won’t the future say to us in helpless astonishment: “But did you actually believe that all those things about objective correlations, Classicism, the tradition, applied to his poetry? Surely you must have seen that he was one of the most subjective and daemonic poets who ever lived, the victim and helpless beneficiary of his own inexorable compulsions, obsessions? From a psychoanalytical point of view he was by far and away the most interesting poet of your century.”



Yet Eliot still remained elusive and any putative connection between the poet’s art and biography was off limits.

On her death in January 1947 Vivienne Haigh Eliot had bequeathed her papers, which included diaries, fictional sketches, poetry, correspondence and account books, to the Bodleian Library, Oxford, under the terms of her 1936 will. At first the Bodleian believed it held copyrights in the manuscripts,7 and in the 1970s it was possible for Dr. Lyndall Gordon, who undertook valuable work on Vivienne’s papers, to quote from them in her biography of T. S. Eliot, with the permission of Vivienne’s brother, Maurice Haigh-Wood, to whom she was referred by the library. However, following the 1984 performance of Michael Hastings’s play, Tom and Viv, and the subsequent film, the copyright in Vivienne’s papers was claimed by Mrs. Valerie Eliot, widow and literary executor of T. S. Eliot. From that date the second wife was, in effect, able to silence the first. Legal opinion remains divided on the matter of ownership of the copyright.

When I began working on Vivienne’s papers I was astonished to encounter an artistic, energetic, gifted woman, very different from the stereotype who lingered in literary history. I was touched by Vivienne’s poignant love for Tom Eliot, her anguish when he left her, which leapt out from the pages of her diaries. In page after page of her notebooks lay irrefutable evidence of the close literary partnership she and Eliot shared, including drafts of her poems, prose sketches and short stories, which he published in the columns of Criterion. Although in the 1930s her voice became agitated and fearful, it seemed to me incredible that she should have been certified as insane.

Nor could I ignore the confession made by Vivienne’s brother, Maurice, shortly before his death in 1980, to Michael Hastings:


It was only when I saw Vivie in the asylum for the last time I realized I had done something very wrong … She was as sane as I was … What Tom and I did was wrong. And Mother. I did everything Tom told me to. Not ashamed to say so …



It was a statement which hinted at darker motives for Vivienne’s committal, and suggested that it was she, no less than Tom, who was victim in the marriage.

The mystery intrigued me. But reading Vivienne’s passionate diaries had stirred another emotion apart from curiosity or sympathy: anger. I became determined to discover the truth that lay behind her incarceration, to rescue her from ignominy and disgrace, and to restore her to her rightful place in the historical record. For the next five years I would be hostage to Vivienne and her story.

It immediately became apparent that substantial obstacles lay ahead. A number of people told me that the task would prove impossible. It was a David against Goliath battle which five biographers had allegedly already attempted without success. No co-operation would be forthcoming from T. S. Eliot’s second wife, Mrs. Valerie Eliot, who was following the instructions given by her late husband in a letter to his previous literary ex ecutor, John Hayward: “Your job,” wrote Eliot, “will be to suppress everything suppressible.”8 The pessimists seemed justified when my then agent declined to have anything to do with the project. But it was too late to give up.

Unearthing the sources for a life of Vivienne did indeed prove problematical. Material was buried in archives on both sides of the Atlantic, in university and private collections, but with the invaluable encouragement of librarians and literary executors, they yielded a far greater fund of new information than I had ever imagined. All the same, days sometimes passed as I waited to see letters of Vivienne’s which seemed mysteriously to have vanished from the face of the earth. More than one assistant expressed surprise that a first Mrs. Eliot existed, assuming that it was to Valerie that Tom was married when he wrote The Waste Land. I realised that, unbelievable as it may seem, some readers might have understood the dedication “To My Wife” in Ash Wednesday (1930) to refer to the second Mrs. Eliot. In later editions of the poems the dedication to Vivienne was dropped, as Eliot eradicated his first wife from his history. It was time to redress the balance.

As I followed the twisted trail of Vivienne’s life, I felt strangely close to both Eliots. But the longer I worked, the more sure I became that it was justified to view T. S. Eliot’s poetry and drama, bedrock of the modernist canon, through the lens of his life with Vivienne; that the autobiographical and confessional element in Eliot’s texts had been greatly underestimated, due at least in part to a paucity of information.

Vivienne Eliot was a major influence upon her husband. The Eliots’ tragic and tempestuous marriage was both source and subject of his poetry and drama; together they shared one of the most neurotic partnerships ever recorded, the deepest and strongest of the “tentacular roots” of his work. Vivienne had a predisposition to instability but Eliot, also neurotic, brilliant, repressed, unable to accept himself, contributed to that instability by withholding love, and it was this unhappy combination of “Tom and Vivienne,” this crucible of dysfunction which, rather than hindering the poet’s creativity, provoked it. For Vivienne was Tom’s Muse: she was “the true inspiration of Tom,” said Virginia Woolf. Theresa Garrett Eliot, Tom’s sister-in-law, wrote: “Vivienne ruined him as a man, but she made him as a poet.” Without Vivienne, in all probability, Eliot would not have given the world The Waste Land.

The poet had thrown down the gauntlet to researchers when he admitted that The Waste Land, far from being an expression of horror at the fate of Western civilisation, “was only the relief of a personal and wholly insignificant grouse against life.”9 Was he challenging readers to search for a new, personal understanding of his poetry, I wondered. How much did he want me to know? He had left clues everywhere, in the early manuscripts in the Berg Collection, New York Public Library, in the vast Eliot collection at the Houghton Library, Harvard University, in the largely untouched Mary Hutchinson and Ottoline Morrell Papers at the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin, in the John Hayward Bequest at King’s College, Cambridge, and, most revealingly, in the excised pages of the “lost” Notebook of his early poetry (“Inventions of the March Hare”) preserved in the Ezra Pound Papers at the Beinecke Library, Yale.

It may seem that T. S. Eliot was determined to preserve his reputation at all costs. However, it is significant that he failed to destroy revealing evidence. Although he arranged for Emily Hale’s letters to him to be burnt, he sold the early “Notebook,” so indicative of his sexual orientation, to his agent, John Quinn. Perhaps Eliot was less concerned in 1922 about the verdict of history than he became in the homophobic 1950s. To eradicate all traces of his secret life was possibly too great a task. But as Joseph L. Sax writes in Playing Darts with a Rembrandt (1999): “The failure of the principal to destroy material during his or her lifetime at least suggests a willingness to abide posterity’s judgement.” The descendants of Oscar Wilde co-operated generously with biographers; the daughter of Charles Dickens allowed herself to be persuaded by George Bernard Shaw not to burn her mother Nelly’s letters to the great author. They were acknowledging that time may change puritanical attitudes and justify a new openness about family secrets once thought shameful. But if an archive is destroyed by the caprice of heirs—as Stephen Joyce burnt his schizophrenic aunt Lucia’s letters to her father, James Joyce—the chance is lost forever for the wider community to come to a new understanding of a great artist. In time, claims of public interest deserve to be set against the private claims of family.

If her husband’s wishes were perhaps ambiguous, Vivienne’s desire to have her story told is indisputable and provided my motivation:10 “You who in later years will read these very words of mine will be able to trace a true history of this epoch, by my diaries and papers,” she wrote on 1 August 1934. More than once Vivienne congratulated herself on having left her papers to the Bodleian, writing triumphantly to Lady Ottoline Morrell: “The truth will all come out, if not in our life—then after it.”11 Certainly Vivienne never wavered in her determination to preserve those sources which would enable later readers to understand, in some degree, the causes of her deepening hysteria.

Vivienne longed for the sympathy which was denied her in her lifetime. Instead, silenced behind the bars of the asylum, she has waited over fifty years for her story to be told. Only part of her diaries were eventually delivered by Maurice to the Bodleian, where at first they mouldered in the basement; the rest had gone up in flames in a garage fire at the house of Mildred Haigh-Wood, widow of her nephew Raggie. Vivienne’s Bodleian papers have been controlled by the Eliot estate since 1985; I record now my debt of gratitude to Faber & Faber, representing the Estate, for their generous permission to quote without restriction from the writings and papers of Vivienne Eliot, although I have been required to paraphrase all direct quotations from the writings of T. S. Eliot, except for passages considered fair dealing by Faber & Faber.

C.S.J.
July 2001




1
A Bohemian from Bury

Oxford was losing its young men. It was the winter of 1914, and the streets were unnaturally quiet, the quadrangles deserted by those undergraduates who had joined the British army. But the university was not entirely empty. A number of Americans had arrived to fill the gaps, to the extent that at Merton College the Junior Common Room proposed the motion, “that this society abhors the Americanisation of Oxford.” The resolution failed by two votes, after a recently arrived graduate student in philosophy named Thomas Stearns Eliot pointed out to his fellows how much they owed to “Amurrican culcher … in the movies, in music, in the cocktail, and in the dance.”1

As spring arrived, the presence of the Americans attracted eager young women, short of partners in the first year of the Great War. One such visitor to Oxford was Vivienne Haigh-Wood, a vivacious artist’s daughter from Hampstead who, one sunny afternoon, hired a punt on the River Cherwell. She was a slight girl with huge grey eyes, a governess with pretensions to culture. As the boat glided under the willows, Vivienne bent over her phonograph and placed the needle upon the record. The sound of ragtime drifted over the water.

The familiar tune attracted the attention of Eliot, the tall, nervous young American from Merton who had also taken a punt on the river. It reminded him of home in St. Louis, Missouri, where as a child he used to listen to the music from the honky-tonks, and promised an antidote to the gloom of wartime Oxford where he had been “plugging away at Hüsserl” and finding it terribly hard.2 To his old Harvard friend, Conrad Aiken, Eliot had written on New Year’s Eve 1914, “I hate university towns and university people, who are the same everywhere, with pregnant wives, sprawling children, many books and hideous pictures on the walls … Oxford is very pretty, but I don’t like to be dead.”3

Now, catching sight of Vivienne, one of the “river girls,” as the press of that time described such light-hearted young women, Tom Eliot saw a way out of his gloom.4 For in the punt with her was another American he thought he recognised: Lucy Thayer, a cousin of Scofield Thayer, Tom’s fellow alumnus from Milton Academy in Massachusetts, a young man who came from the same distinguished New England milieu as Eliot, and who was also studying at Oxford, at Magdalen College, conveniently close to Merton. And Scofield was about to give a luncheon party to which Eliot was invited. Watching Vivienne and Lucy, laughing in their white dresses, his spirits began to lift. It only needed a word in Scofield’s ear …

This tale was related by Eliot’s friend Sacheverell Sitwell, and may well be apocryphal, although Vivienne was introduced to Tom Eliot at a lunch party in Scofield’s rooms at Magdalen.5 And she did love the river. One of her only surviving sketches is of a punt moored under the willows. For Vivienne, it seems, one glance was enough. She fell in love. It was a violent love—fierce, uncompromising and loyal. “Father and Tom, Tom and father, those two of my heart,” she whispered in 1934 as she walked by her father’s grave.6

The attraction between Vivienne and Tom was instant—and mutual. She admired his accent, which she described in her diary as “the real middle westerner’s deep and thrilling voice,” although in fact Eliot had been at some pains to lose his childhood accent in favour of the clipped tones of Boston. To Vivienne, the handsome American symbolised the heroic spirit of the Wild West, “the call to the wild that is in men”; but she had mistaken her man. It was to be but one of several fundamental misunderstandings. Eliot, too, had misjudged Vivienne. Unschooled in the complexities of the English class system, however well schooled he was in philosophy, Eliot was as impressed by Vivienne’s leisured and apparently wealthy background as he was by her lively personality: her father, Charles Haigh-Wood, a retired member of the Royal Academy, lived on his unearned income and was the possessor of several houses, in Hampstead, Buckinghamshire and Anglesey; his son Maurice, educated at public school, was at Sandhurst training to be an army officer. But Vivienne’s roots were, in fact, very different from what Eliot imagined.

Born in Bury, amidst the factory chimneys of the booming Lancashire cotton town, Vivienne Haigh-Wood made an unexpected arrival into this world on 28 May 1888. Her parents, local-boy-made-good Charles Haigh-Wood and his wife, Rose Esther, had taken lodgings near the railway station at Knowsley Street, having travelled north from London to mount an exhibition of the artist’s pictures at a gentleman’s club in his home town.7 It was a long journey for the pregnant Rose, and perhaps one which brought on the birth inconveniently early. Had time allowed, Rose might have preferred her confinement to take place in the comfortable villa owned by her in-laws, Charles and Mary Wood, in Walmersley Road, nearby. As it was, the small, dark-haired baby arrived to the sound of trains, loaded with bales of raw cotton for the mills, steaming into Bury from Liverpool.8

The artist was busy with his one-man show in Manchester Road, and not until 4 July did he find time to register the birth of his first child, “Vivienne Haigh in the sub-district of Bury South in the county of Lancaster.” Charles gave his occupation as “Artist (Painter).” The entry suggests a certain desire on the part of Haigh-Wood, as the artist styled himself, to avoid any confusion with his artisan father, plain Charles Wood, a gilder and picture framer born in nearby Bolton. It also suggests Haigh-Wood’s pride in his success, for by 1888 the boy from Bury had become a Royal Academician whose fame had spread far beyond the cotton town in which he grew up.

In later life, Vivienne was ashamed of her northern roots. Writing to her new brother-in-law, Henry Ware Eliot, in October 1916 as she sat on the train to Manchester on her way to stay with a childhood friend, she declared: “I know I shall hate it. I know my Father was (is) a Lancashire (and Yorkshire) man, and I was born in Lancs, altho’ I only lived there three weeks! But we have a number of old friends who live in Lancashire and North Wales. They are the most dreadful people really—very very rich manufacturing people—so provincial …”9 Yet Vivienne had spent many childhood holidays at the “beautiful” country houses of the Lancashire manufacturers she affected to despise, and her upbringing had greater significance for her than she acknowledged. Her childhood was split between north and south, as was Eliot’s, and there is a genuine sense of “not belonging” in her confession to Henry that she is a different person from the girl who sat on the same train just two years ago, on her way to be bridesmaid to her hostess: “I have got out of the way of these people now—(not that I ever was in the way—having lived in London and in such a different set all my life) but I was more used to them.” Vivienne’s upbringing left her self-conscious and snobbish, with an underlying sense of social inferiority when she mixed with “old money,” such as that exemplified by Lady Ottoline Morrell, half-sister of the Duke of Portland. Yet Vivienne also inherited northern grit and determination, of which she was to have need in the coming years, as she attempted to follow the path of Victorian upward mobility set by her grandfather Wood.

Vivienne’s father, Charles, was born over the shop owned by his father in 22 Fleet Street, opposite the parish church in the centre of Bury. As a boy he heard the heavy tramp of the women’s clogs on the cobbles below as they hurried to the mill. His father, also Charles, a master craftsman, had moved his workshop from Bolton to Bury, where business flourished as the looms whirred in the cotton factories and the mill owners embellished their homes with pictures framed by Wood.10 A shrewd marriage consolidated Wood’s position. His bride was Mary Haigh, an Anglo-Irish Protestant girl from Dublin with financial expectations, about seven years his junior,11 who had sailed from Kingstown to Liverpool, sometime after the 1845 potato famine. It was a period of busy traffic between Liverpool, Holyhead and Dublin, where the British government maintained a military garrison; the Haighs were a family of means, and Mary Haigh’s marriage may have seemed like a misalliance to her family. Nevertheless, by 1851, she and Charles Wood had set up home in the four rooms over the shop in Bury, where five children were born in quick succession. Young Charles arrived in 1856, three years after the birth of the couple’s first child, Laura Amy. Another son followed, James, who died young, and two more daughters, Emily and Sarah. There was Kate, too, an Irish servant girl Mary had brought over from Kilkenny, and soon the cramped rooms over the shop were uncomfortably crowded.12 But by the 1870s Charles Senior’s business had prospered under the patronage of the mill owners, and he diversified into picture-dealing; soon he was able to move into a substantial new house at 14 Albion Place, Walmersley Road.13 He had laid the foundations for his rise from artisan to gentleman.

Young Charles Wood was not only as ambitious as his father, but pre cociously talented artistically. As a boy he was sent to nearby Bethel Sunday School in Henry Street, an independent Congregationalist chapel, and attended the local grammar school, but his sights were set on the world outside Bury. At some point in his upbringing he decided to combine his parents’ surnames as Haigh Wood (later hyphenated), perhaps when his mother Mary inherited property in Kingstown (now Dun Laoghaire). The rents from the seven semi-detached houses made a difference to the family fortunes, and may have made it possible for Charles Wood to sign the 999-year lease on the house at 14 Albion Place for £780, a not inconsiderable sum in the late nineteenth century.14 Wood sent his promising son to Manchester Art College, where he won several prizes. In 1873 Charles shook the dust of Bury from his feet, arriving in London at just seventeen to attend the Royal Academy School.

His rise in the art world was rapid. Charles later recalled how, when he was training at the Academy, he was noticed by the editor of the Art Journal, S. C. Hall, a “discriminating art critic,” who praised his work; by the age of twenty-one he was exhibiting at the Academy and elected a member. Three years of travelling and studying the Renaissance masters in Italy followed, before he returned to settle in a little house at Taplow, on the upper reaches of the Thames. Nevertheless Haigh-Wood kept his links with the north. His ability to catch a likeness and his technical virtuosity brought him an increasing number of commissions from the local worthies of Bury and its neighbouring towns, Bolton and Rochdale, and he kept a studio at Castle Chambers in Market Street, Bury. His sister Sarah married into the Heap family, drapers in the same street as Charles Wood, and Mayor Heap was the subject of one of Charles’s portraits in 1880. In 1899 he was still painting the aldermen and mayors of the neighbourhood, working on a portrait of Alderman Baron, who was about to be presented with the freedom of Rochdale. Three years earlier Charles had painted the portrait of Alderman Turner, Mayor of Rochdale.15

These portraits demonstrate Charles Haigh-Wood’s ability to penetrate to the personality behind the mayoral robes, but he probably regarded them as bread-and-butter work. The pictures of which he was most proud were the drawing-room “conversation pieces” which made him a fashionable genre painter in the late nineteenth century—scenes of polite society in which gentlemen wooed elegant young ladies, and coy studies of children. His paintings carried titles like Chatterboxes and The Old Love and the New. So popular did this cloyingly sentimental style make him that all his pictures were sold before the doors of the Academy opened in 1899, two to the greeting-card manufacturers Raphael Tuck and Son for reproduction. Galleries from as far away as Australia were bidding for his pictures, the artist proudly recalled.

Despite his comfortable circumstances, Haigh-Wood complained to a reporter from the Bury Times in 1899 that although in France the government fostered art, “here in England the artist struggles on, sometimes receiving from purchasers the patronage necessary to keep him in comfort, but more often sighing for such assistance. An English artist, unless he is possessed of private means, can seldom afford to wait for the appreciation accorded to the highest form of art. He would be painting above the understanding of his public.”16

These protests were hardly justified, for in fact Haigh-Wood had no need to live by his brush alone. On his father’s death in 1881 the house in Albion Place passed to his mother, Mary, and on her death in 1890,17 two years after Vivienne’s birth, to his sister Sarah. But Charles, the only son, inherited the bulk of his mother’s fortune. She left him her properties in Kingstown, then a fashionable watering place. Charles rented these properties out to the town corporation. “Dad collected and lived on the rent,” remembered his son Maurice.18 In addition, Haigh-Wood inherited Eglinton House, a substantial property in the same neighbourhood. He became, through this lucky legacy, not a struggling artist but an English Protestant landlord, living off the rents of his Irish tenants. As a fashionable painter with a private income, it was time to think about a change of lifestyle.

His first move was to leave Buckinghamshire for Hampstead, since “The Porch,” his house at Taplow, though pretty, “did not in other respects answer my expectations.”19 Perhaps Rose, at home with the new baby, missed the proximity of her family. The couple moved to Hampstead in about 1891, taking a sixty-year lease on a house at 3 Compayne Gardens, the house which Vivienne was always to think of as home. Rose, née Robinson, had originally come from North London, and her sister Lillia Symes lived nearby, at Broadhurst Gardens. Soon the Haigh-Wood family settled into comfortable bourgeois life.

Charles no longer had the need to prostitute his art to the public. Paintings such as A Fisherman’s Cottage, Runswick 188620 show the social realism of which he was capable when he painted the Yorkshire fishing folk. This charming study of a young woman and her daughter, carrying apples down a path from their cottage, anticipates the Newlyn School. Yet Haigh-Wood never fulfilled his promise: he continued to churn out the mannered conversation pieces which reproduced so well as greeting cards, and when in 1910 his home town decided to honour him with a retrospective exhibition, it met with hostile reviews. The Bury Times said: “Mr. Haigh-Wood’s art suffers much from the tyranny of fashion,” while the Manchester Guardian was even more critical: “‘Is it Yea or Nay?’ or ‘Will He Come?’ are the sort of questions the pictures ask; the trouble is that if the stories do not interest the spectator profoundly he is likely to find little else to satisfy him in the pictures.”21

For Vivienne, however, her father remained a hero, the parent of whom she was so proud.22 During her childhood his painting was at its most popular, reflecting the values of Victorian civilisation: she was born a year after Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee when the imperialistic fervour which greeted General Gordon’s death at Khartoum was still fresh in people’s minds. Kaiser Wilhelm came to the throne a month after Vivienne’s birth, and Arthur Conan Doyle had recently published his first Sherlock Holmes story. There were few doubts in British minds about the morality of empire, and such assumptions were reflected in Haigh-Wood’s quintes-sentially Victorian style. When her father’s reputation plummeted after the Tories fell from power and Liberal reforms began to chip away at the old capitalist class structure, it made no difference to Vivienne’s cloistered world. Her father continued to paint in his studio at the top of the house, to make marmalade in the kitchen—cooking was one of his favourite ways of relaxing—and to conduct his peripatetic life between Hampstead, Bury and Buckinghamshire (where he had taken on another house to serve as a studio and picture store), and to spend summers with his family at Plas Llanfair, Llanfairpwll, a manor house on Anglesey. There was never enough money, yet in Hampstead Rose kept servants, ran an ordered household, took the children to the tennis club, and wintered abroad with Charles in the Alps and the south of France.

Vivienne was also her father’s favourite model. One of his most dramatic portraits was of his daughter in a cape, exhibited at Bury Art Gallery in 191023 and at the Paris Salon. It was a painting he refused to sell. Rose also modelled for him, as did their son Maurice, who was seven years younger than Vivienne. She and Maurice are the subjects of a painting entitled The Peace Offering, or I’ll Be Sorry If You’ll Be Sorry,24 painted in 1900 when Vivienne was twelve and her brother five. The room in which they stand, with its green patterned wallpaper and ornate fireplace, lined with blue and white Delft tiles, was probably the family drawing-room. The small boy, in frilled white shirt and breeches, holds out an apple to his elder sister, chubby and pretty in her smocked pink pinafore, with bows at the shoulders and long curling brown hair; the pair have clearly been squabbling, and a torn picture book lies open on the carpet. But the girl refuses the peace offering her brother shyly holds out to her.

This picture was originally entitled Small Girl Sulking, and is an early indication of the moods from which Vivienne suffered increasingly from the age of twelve. Identifying with her half-Irish father, she later described herself as “a tormented Celt” to Ezra Pound—but it was her other parent, Rose, who was called upon to provide the stable mothering Vivienne required as the father she adored was often absent. When Rose tried to deal with her high-spirited and sensitive daughter, mother and daughter often clashed.

In her early childhood Vivienne was infected in her left arm with tuberculosis osteomyelitis or tuberculosis of the bone, a common nineteenth-century disease. Treatment for TB of the bone was in its infancy in the 1890s, and there was little that the medical profession could do before the discovery of antibiotics. Patients were prescribed rest, fresh air and sunlight, and the infected parts were immobilised so that children whose spine and lower limbs were affected often spent years in plaster casts. Surgery was very limited, but Vivienne’s parents insisted on the best for their daughter, calling in Sir Frederick Treves, Surgeon-Extraordinary to Queen Victoria, who became famous for treating the “Elephant Man.” Although there is no record of his treatment of Vivienne, she may have been subjected to painful aspiration of any cold abscesses on her arm and possibly curetting of decayed bone. She later told Osbert Sitwell that she had had so many operations as a young girl that she had no memory of her life before the age of seven.25

Remarkably, Vivienne recovered from her illness well enough to excel physically in adolescence. It is possible that she made a spontaneous recovery; diagnosis was not always very precise. Her brother Maurice remembered that Vivienne was a good swimmer and reached a high standard at ballet. Brigit Patmore, a friend whom she met through Ezra Pound, wrote that “Vivienne had studied ballet technique—was expert at its many complications and yet it did not prevent her enjoyment of ballroom dancing.”26 Dance was always a powerful form of release for Vivienne. “Shut up, don’t talk. Surely you know I can’t dance and talk,” she says in “The Night Club,” one of her autobiographical short stories in which she calls herself “Sibylla.”27 Her admirer, probably one of the “pick-ups” whom she easily attracted, tells her that she dances better than anyone in the room. “You dance gloriously, you extraordinary little thing.”

This portrait of a flapper, dancing deliriously to the new jazz tunes of the 1920s—and this story was written in 1924—encapsulates many elements of Vivienne’s personality. The desire to shock, to be outrageous, the sharp wit combined with impatience with intellectual debate, the intense interest in clothes and making a dramatic appearance, were fundamental characteristics. Indeed, in Vivienne’s story, “Sibylla” meets her brother “Horace,” a barely disguised caricature of Maurice. “I like your surplice,” he comments sarcastically, glancing down at her dress, which was presumably unwaisted. In fiction, as in life, Maurice was conventional like his mother, whose favourite he was, and frequently shocked by his impulsive, unpredictable sister.

On the surface Vivienne’s adolescence seemed happy. The family often escaped London for Plas Llanfair, which Vivienne’s father had taken on a ninety-year lease. The house was cold and hideous, thought Maurice, but for Vivienne, who liked nothing better than to walk the family dogs on a blustery day, the island of Anglesey was a haven from city life. The summer, she wrote, was the season for the country—the air, the wind tearing the hair and reddening the face as one tramped across the marshes. “Your scarf blows out like a flying jib behind you. Boots wet in the salt water puddles, one slips and slides across the rank grass—the seaweed slime. The sky is clear and scrubbed, reflected in blue pools.” When a shower “stumps her,” Vivienne shudders, eager to get home. But then the sun comes to laugh at her, warms her. “You smile and swing your stick, call the dog and push on towards the sea.”28 It may have been on Anglesey, or on holiday in Cornwall, that Vivienne first learnt to sail a boat and developed her love of the sea. And when the weather was so bad as to daunt even her, she put on plays for the family and entertained her bored brother.

Yet beneath the surface, Vivienne hid a shameful secret. For this energetic, sporty girl, the arrival of menstruation was truly a curse. She bled irregularly, probably as a result of a hormonal imbalance which today could be cured by the contraceptive pill. It is also possible that she might have had a polyp in her uterus, or cervicitis. Whatever the cause, the mood swings and abdominal pains and cramps which accompanied her all too frequent and unpredictable periods began to dominate her life.29

There was no treatment for the condition at this time. Vivienne became obsessional about washing her bedlinen herself, sometimes twice a day.30 Nor could she turn to her father for help—women’s problems were left to Rose and the doctors to deal with. Rose seemed to have little understanding of Vivienne’s temperament, and wished only for her to conform to the mores of suburban Hampstead. She had no patience with Vivienne’s rebellious urges to dance, to escape, to satisfy her frustrated creativity. In 1924 Vivienne wrote a sketch about her childhood in which she describes a family by the name of “Buckle”: the Buckles were a local Hampstead family well-known to Vivienne, and in 1914 she became engaged to the son Charles. But her sketch, although possibly inspired by the Buckles, appears primarily to be a self-portrait as well as a vehicle for criticism of her mother. In the sketch she calls herself “Rosa,” her mother’s name. The family she describes hide their conflict behind laughter: “As a family the Buckles laughed too much. They were proud of their daughter. They thought themselves an exceptionally merry family … Unless they were laughing they were in the dumps …” The family were “all rather hysterical. Rosa was the only one with any character.”

All Mrs. Buckle’s children, declared Vivienne, suffered from having a mother with too strong a personality. “Her personality was so big that there was no room for any other personality at all in the crowded Kensington house.” In the evenings she and “Rosa” sat together sewing, mending and darning for “the boys,” making their own and other clothes. Mrs. Buckle liked her daughters to sing as they worked and she led the songs lustily: “She would be happy if her son brought home his friends, and there would be singing and playing the piano and laughter all evening.” But if Maurice was allowed a certain freedom, Vivienne was not.


But even then [Mrs. Buckle] expected her daughters to go on with their sewing. She never liked it if one left the room. “Where are you off to?” she would say sharply. “Only to get a handkerchief, mother.” “Then don’t fiddle about up there, and don’t leave the light on.” The sisters would nudge each other, but they were too timid to disobey. None of them had ever been alone for a moment from their birth. They were anaemic and frequently painted. They were all pretty and healthy looking girls, and their brother was handsome.



It was an accurate self-description, and Vivienne knew also that she had a streak of wilfulness which “Mrs. Buckle” would be hard put to control. In “Rosa’s” eyes, there is


A queer look, a fleeting expression of utter recklessness. It was a startling and disturbing look—unconscious and almost inhuman. It was not the recklessness of high courage and adventurousness but rather a wild expressive look of a secret urge towards self-destruction …31



In her struggle to control her determined and difficult daughter, Rose turned to the family doctor, Dr. Smith, who practised at Queen Anne Street, W1. Maurice subsequently recalled that Vivienne was about sixteen when her doctors began to prescribe drugs for her symptoms. Dr. Smith recommended bromide, the drug commonly used to treat hysterical or over-anxious patients. He probably diagnosed Vivienne as suffering from hysteria, a female malady in which the uterus was believed to work in opposition to the brain and cause irrational behaviour. It was a label often pinned upon young women who were unhappy and frustrated with their circumscribed lives in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Potassium bromide acts on the central nervous system. “By lowering the activity of both motor and sensory cells, the bromides are of great service … in the treatment of cerebral excitement,” according to the British Pharmaceutical Codex of 1911. They “render the brain less sensitive to disturbing influences,” reduce all reflexes and promote sleep. Bromide, often administered as a preparation dissolved in alcohol, was the drug of choice and habit for most general practitioners of the period, and was especially recommended for dysmenorrhoea, or irregular menstruation, as well as hysteria. And so the process of tranquillising Vivienne began. Her regular “doses,” as she called them, were facilitated by Rose, who had an account as a private patient of Dr. Smith’s at Allen and Hanbury, a pharmacy in the nearby Finchley Road. As well as bromide, the doctors prescribed Vivienne “Hoffman’s Anodyne” and other powders. The anodyne was dissolved in spirit of ether, a powerful anaesthetic with a distinctive smell. Maurice believed Vivienne’s medicines contained formaldehyde, and that she also took snuff. She was, he recalled, “stuffed with filthy drugs” by the time she reached adulthood.

As the medical bills for Vivienne’s treatment mounted, so did Maurice’s resentment of his sister. He became convinced that the heavy burden of her medical expenses on the family budget prevented him going to a first-rate public school. After Ovingdean Prep School, Maurice was accepted at Malvern College, which he complained was a “second-class school.” It seems not to have occurred to Maurice, who spent thirteen years trying to find employment as a stockbroker after leaving the army, that he lacked the intellectual credentials for Winchester, or the social background for Eton. The difference in fees between one public school and another would not have been great, and it is more likely that this family with its roots in trade did not have the right connections for entry into the most privileged schools. But Maurice continued to bear a grudge against his sister, just as she continued to embarrass him, turning up at Malvern to take him out to tea, wearing a white shirt and tie above her long skirt—an outfit the seventeen-year-old boy considered unbecomingly masculine—and turning cartwheels on the headmaster’s lawn.

A “double-binding” situation thus arose in which Rose and Maurice combined to designate Vivienne the “victim” in the family; she was the one they were permitted to harm, the scapegoat for Maurice’s failings.32 Vivienne’s father Charles, her anchor, failed her; anxious for a quiet life, and dominated by Rose, he distanced himself from the situation both emotionally as well as physically, abandoning his vulnerable daughter to the mercy of his wife. For Vivienne, her family became the source of overwhelming stress, as her mother criticised her, controlled her, and bombarded her with conflicting commands. “Vivie,” as Maurice called his sister, knew she resembled her bohemian father not her bourgeois mother, but her aspirations to become a dancer or an artist never translated themselves into a career. There seemed no alternative but to try to adjust herself to the standards of the mother she continually seemed to displease, but even at this she failed. Moreover, Rose told Vivienne, as she gave her her “doses,” that she was sick. The label seemed to fit, and increasingly Vivie acted out this role by indulging in temperamental outbursts and crying fits.

Such symptoms are often protests against strict management, which may become pathological if they grow rigid, habitual and part of an illness pattern.33 But Vivienne’s “nerves,” as she learnt to call them, by no means disabled her to this extent or became pathological. She was not only attractive but intelligent, describing herself later as “a frightfully mentally overdeveloped child … and Oh what a child I was. Poor, wretched, clever child.”34 She longed to learn, although academies for young ladies offered “accomplishments”—piano, sketching and languages—rather than the classics or sciences which were only available to their brothers. At King Alfred School in Hampstead and later in Margate, where she boarded at Dulwich House School, Vivienne read Hardy and Swinburne and grew to love poetry; she also excelled at languages. Holidays in Paris and Switzerland with her parents gave her the opportunity to become a fluent French speaker and she regarded Paris as a second home. She wrote as quickly as she thought, and learnt to type to dictation. In London she regularly attended her beloved art school, and also sketched with her father at the seashore at Eastbourne, Hastings, and the Hampshire coast, as well as on Anglesey where Haigh-Wood obsessively painted cows. The few of Vivienne’s watercolours which have survived are of boats and waterside scenes.

Brigit Patmore described Vivienne in 1914: “She was slim and rather small, but by no means insignificant. Light brown hair and shining grey eyes. The shape of her face was narrowed to a pointed oval chin and her mouth was good—it did not split up her face when she smiled, but was small and sweet enough to kiss. Added to this, she did not quiver, as so sensitive a person might, but shimmered with intelligence.”35 Such an attractive woman found many suitors among her brother Maurice’s army officer friends, who were often her dancing partners. After Sandhurst Maurice had joined the Manchester Regiment; despite their differences, brother and sister both liked to dance, and Vivienne shone at the army balls. As she entered her twenties, marriage became her goal: it would give her status and identity and a way out of the family ghetto.

Once again the obstacle was her mother. Rose made up her mind that Vivienne was not fit to marry or have children, and stood in the way of her efforts to form a relationship which might lead to marriage. Rose believed that Vivienne suffered from “moral insanity,” another diagnosis much in favour with doctors of the period, such as Sir George Henry Savage, who treated Virginia Woolf. Savage defined “moral insanity” as a condition in which “the moral nature or moral side of the character is affected greatly in excess of the intellectual side.” Savage believed that a child might be born “prone to wickedness,” and that “many so-called spoiled children are nothing more nor less than children who are morally of unsound mind … In many cases, doubtless, the parent who begets a nervous child is very likely to further spoil such a child by a bad or unsuitable education.” It was a diagnosis which could be applied to Vivienne who, during long periods of illness, had been indulged. Such children, argued Savage, were “naturally unstable and unfitted to control their lower natures.”36

“Moral insanity,” a term more usually applied to women than men, was shorthand for a precocious sexual awareness leading to promiscuity.37 There is little doubt that Rose feared her strong-willed daughter would lose her virginity and disgrace the family. In her diary Vivienne remembered her “young days, at Esher, when a whole gang of us … painted Esher red.” The gang consisted of herself, Maurice, Lucy Thayer and “dozens of others.”38 Such wild partying aroused her mother’s deepest apprehensions. Significantly the bromide prescribed for Vivienne was recommended to damp down sexual desire, and was labelled an anaphrodisiac by the Pharmaceutical Codex. In reality Vivienne may have had a predisposition to manic depressive illness, which would account for her uninhibited “manic” episodes which so alarmed Rose, alternating with periods when she preferred to withdraw from society. It was the secret fear of inherited insanity which lay behind Rose’s determination that Vivienne should not marry. During her teenage years Vivienne was rebellious, but the question of marriage did not arise. In 1914, however, when she was twenty-five, she fell in love. It was time to challenge her mother.


2
The River Girl

Privileged, protected and popular, Vivien, as she now chose to call herself, lived the life of a social butterfly as the merry-go-round of balls and parties whirled ever faster in the shadow of war. Later she remembered how she


started life as a beautiful Princess admired and worshipped by all men and living in a house of rosy glass through which one watched the envious world go by & how the glass house is broken and one wants to get back inside, safe & beautiful & secure.1



Vivien was “fresh, innocent, a chatterbox, pretty,” said a friend of Stephen Spender’s who used to dance with her at the Hammersmith Palais de Danse before the war. She was nicknamed “The River Girl,” wrote Spender, by “Eliot’s social friends (Lady Ottoline Morrell, St. John Hutchinson and his wife, Virginia and Leonard Woolf, the Sitwells, the Aldous Huxleys),”2 although Eliot himself called Vivien and her friends “Char-flappers”; and, according to Osbert Sitwell, “River-Girl” was a term used by the contemporary press to describe “that kind of young person—the rather pretty young girl who could be seen, accompanied by an undergraduate, floating down the river in a punt on a summer afternoon.”3 It was a light, insouciant name, reflecting Vivien’s supposed character, and suggesting the sparkle and mutability of water, that quality which led Brigit Patmore to describe her as “shimmering” with intelligence. But it is also derogatory, conjuring up the image of the only half-human naiad or water sprite who lives at the bottom of the river and lures men to fall in love with her. “There seems a trace of mockery in this name,” said Spender, remarking damningly, “She had a history of illness and ‘nerves.’”

But Vivien was neither as conventional nor as empty-headed as her nickname suggests. In the undated (early 1920s), prose sketch of George Bernard Shaw, in which she described feeling like a princess in the prewar era, she also tells how she longs to hold Shaw’s hand and “tell him all about the Firebird and cages …” The Firebird, flying free, symbol of escape from the confines of bourgeois life, inspired Vivien, and in 1914 it was escape from her golden cage on which she was determined. Under her fashionable flapper dresses beat a passionate heart, and inside her neatly bobbed head was a sharp brain eager to be of use. She had trained as a secretary and was proficient in shorthand and typing, and in the winter of 1914–15 she worked as a governess in a family in Cambridge as well as successfully tutoring backward children individually.

In early 1914 Vivien was twenty-five, and would be twenty-six in May. It was a critical age for any young woman, and matrimony was necessarily in the forefront of her mind. The alternative of spinsterhood was, in that period, too horrible to contemplate. The panic which such a prospect aroused in Vivien is shown in her portrait of the Buckle family in which she writes about herself and the young man with whom she fell in love in 1914, Charles Buckle. In her sketch, Vivien calls herself Rosa Buckle, is an indication that she liked to imagine herself as Charles’s wife, even though her fictional little sisters tease her about her fiancé’s lack of good looks: “Certainly Charles Spencer was neither fair nor tall nor handsome (but) Rosa was twenty-six and in 1886 that was very nearly an old maid.”4

In January 1914, Vivien had bought herself a Boots’ Lady’s Diary and Notebook, and began recording the progress of her romance with “C.B.,” as she usually referred to the young schoolmaster and occasional journalist. It seems that at first Charles and Rose Haigh-Wood had no objection to their daughter’s suitor.5 He came from a local family whom they knew, and seemed a suitable match.

Vivien’s brief, excited entries for the month of February paint a picture of frequent, intense meetings with Charles Buckle. Proximity in North London made meeting easy, and the weeks flew by with almost daily outings together to tea-shops in Baker Street, dances at the Elysée dance hall, where she had a “perfect time,” visits to Whiteleys, where Vivien had her hair washed and waved, and lunches with her American friend Lucy Ely Thayer. At the Dutch Oven on 12 February Vivien and Lucy discussed the progress of the romance; afterwards Vivien rang up Buckle and was pleased to hear he had missed her and “hadn’t liked it.”6

Vivien and Lucy Thayer had met in Vevey in 1908 when the two families were holidaying in the Alps; the Haigh-Woods regularly visited Switzerland in the winter, perhaps on the recommendation of Vivien’s doctors when she was recovering from TB of the bone. It was a time when Charles Haigh-Wood was forbidden by Rose to bring his paints, and the family could relax together in the mountains. Vivien was a bold and graceful skater; she and Lucy became firm friends, bound together by their love of sports and shared experience of “nerves.”7 Soon Lucy became a regular guest at Compayne Gardens, and her parents frequently took a house in London.

In the autumn of 1913 Lucy’s cousin, Scofield Thayer, later to be editor of The Dial, also arrived in England, to study at Oxford. Scofield was the only child of Florence and Edward Thayer, and his father was the millionaire owner of several woollen mills in Worcester, Massachusetts. Thayer Senior had high expectations of his only son and intended that he should crown his successful academic career at Milton Academy and Harvard with an Oxford degree. Scofield, however, having no need to work for a living, had other ideas.

That Michaelmas term, Scofield took rooms in the cloisters at Magdalen, looking out on the lawn in the middle of the quad. Prince George of Teck had rooms nearby, and HRH the Prince of Wales on the opposite side. Thayer himself, wrote his friend Henry McBride, seemed “more than a gentleman, a prince.”8 He regarded himself as an aesthete, and at once joined the Nineties Club, a society dedicated to living by the principles of Oscar Wilde. “The society conceives of the world as having come again to the same condition as it found itself in the 1890s,” said its manifesto. “Following the lead of the obscure young men who followed Oscar Wilde, they are busy marking time and making every effort to live only a sensuous life with no purpose in the future …” The “amusing” side of the club members was said to be their “odd costumes of long white cloaks, great rings on their fingers, rare flowers in their rooms etc.”9

Scofield apparently began reading for a degree in English, before switching to philosophy in 1914, and registering for a BPhil, but there is no record of his ever taking a degree. Instead he began collecting pictures, laying the foundations for his great collection of modern art; shopping, visits to his tailor, and to his aunt Josephine, drew Scofield to London, where it was inevitable that he would one day meet Vivien.

Buckle, meanwhile, had been drawn into the friendship between Vivien and Lucy Thayer, taking both girls to the “kinema” on 18 February. On the 21st Vivien was invited to a dinner party Lucy’s parents were giving in London. It was a high-point of the romance. Vivien wore her favourite yellow silk dress, which set off her shining brown hair; Buckle had sent her “dark flowers,” and after the dinner party he took her dancing, before returning her to the Thayers, where she was staying the night. He did not leave till 2 a.m.; “Told me he loved me,” wrote Vivien with satisfaction in her diary.

Vivien lay in late the next morning, and Lucy came to sit on the edge of her bed. No doubt they discussed C.B. and Vivien’s hopes of a proposal. Vivien dressed and went out to lunch, followed by another intimate tea with her boyfriend, but hardly had love been declared than a quarrel followed in Holland Park. She gave him up. “Fearful nerves and depression,” she confided miserably to her diary.10 It is probable that she was suffering from pre-menstrual tension, for one of the stars which appear to mark the beginning of her period decorates the next day’s entry.

Two days later the lovers made up. “Got engaged to C.B.” wrote Vivien triumphantly, heavily underlining the entry in her diary for 26 February, the day of Buckle’s proposal. In her excitement she fainted the next morning, but her recovery was swift; by that evening she was well enough to go dancing again with her new fiancé at the Savoy. The next day Buckle came to dine with the Haigh-Woods and asked Vivien’s father for her hand in marriage. Vivien was apprehensive and nervous, fearful that Charles might not agree. But Haigh-Wood consented, offering to settle £500 on his only daughter, and to give her £50 outright. Overcome with joy, Vivien went to Silverman, her dressmaker, and ordered a new coat and skirt to celebrate her engagement.11

Her happiness was short-lived, however. Over tea on Sunday at Compayne Gardens, where Vivien and Buckle had an “awfully nice time,” she persuaded him to tell his mother of their engagement that evening. Later he rang to say that Mama very much disapproved. Vivien was “very upset” and spent a sleepless night, and the next day, Monday, was “the most awful day.” Rose Haigh-Wood decided to intervene. She summoned Charles Buckle and overrode her husband’s decision, ordering the young man to break off the engagement. Vivien, she declared ominously, was un-suited for marriage and maternity. “Mother sent me away and talked to him and thoroughly upset him,” recorded Vivien. “Mummy warned CB off,” recalled Maurice,12 relating how the engagement was broken off. According to Vivien’s diary, Buckle stayed on and on and the row “got worse and worse.” “When Rosa Buckle became engaged to Charles Spencer … Rosa was very angry and her cheeks were red,” wrote Vivien in her fictionalised account of the event. “She tried to be dignified and scornful but her eyes filled with mortified tears … Mother herself felt a little blank on Rose’s engagement … She still loved to see ‘a fine tall handsome man,’ if possible with brown eyes and a heavy moustache.”13 The ill-favoured Buckle was driven out, complaining that he felt ill as he left the house of arguments and tears. The family friction which had rumbled through Vivien’s adolescence, as the Haigh-Woods found themselves divided, father and daughter ranged against mother and son, had culminated in the sabotaging of Vivien’s hopes of independence by her mother.

Rose Haigh-Wood may have felt she had her daughter’s interests at heart, but it is more likely that she was influenced by early twentieth-century hysteria over eugenics, and fears of the physical deterioration of the British race aroused by the fiasco of the Boer War. Fabians such as Sidney and Beatrice Webb and Bernard Shaw argued that “degeneracy” was inherited and the “feeble-minded” should be compulsorily sterilised. Doctors declared that “moral insanity” disqualified women from motherhood, and women who had illegitimate babies were confined to mental asylums as “morally insane”; the fear that Vivien might become pregnant was never far from her mother’s mind. According to Maurice: “Mummy wasn’t very clever,” there was “something in her that made her fancify; Mummy got so worried she believed her own fears” of Vivien’s “moral insanity,” which she placed in a different category from “lunacy.” His sister was never a “lunatic,” emphasised Maurice.14

Another factor in the family opposition to the engagement, from Buckle’s mother as well as from the Haigh-Woods, was the approach of war. Although there is no hint in Vivien’s artless account of tea parties, balls, dinner parties, art and dance classes, of the escalating quarrel with Germany, the bubble was soon to burst. Charles Buckle had volunteered for the army and was waiting to hear if he had secured a commission. His thoughts were of politics, even of glory, as much as of marriage, and Rose’s prohibition as well as his own mother’s may have made him hesitate.

The morning after Rose’s bombshell, Tuesday, 3 March, Buckle telephoned Vivien to say he was too ill to go in to school to teach. “It’s all wrong,” wrote Vivien miserably. Lucy had spent the night with her to comfort her and now Vivien went round to the Thayers’ house for lunch, where she rang Buckle again, who would not come out to see her. “Terrible. Everything slipping away,” wrote Vivien. As usual she cheered herself up by having a fitting for a new dress.15

Within a day the lovers were together again, although not harmoniously so. They met for tea and went to see The Darling of the Gods. The next night Vivien decided to escape her mother and went to stay with Lucy at 38 Inverness Terrace, Bayswater, a flat rented by the Thayers. Buckle took Vivien out for the evening, and there was a “fearful scene” in the bedroom. “I gave way altogether,” recorded Vivien. “No good.”16 Did Buckle voice the fears put in his head by Mrs. Haigh-Wood? In any event, Vivien was too depressed to see “B” for several days. By Sunday, however, they were meeting again for tea at the Old Oak, and Buckle was in a “perfect mood.” Vivien, in response, was “standoffish,” which had the desired effect. The young schoolmaster asked her out to dinner, and she accepted. Over the meal at the Boulogne, he told her of his plans to give up his job and go to France. It was a “perfect evening,” wrote Vivien happily. Everything seemed right again, and he was “splendid.”17

Now their daily meetings restarted. Soon Buckle was again in a “vile mood.” Mrs. Thayer came into the room in the middle of the argument, and was “very unpleasant. So was B!” Buckle went to meet his mother for dinner, and Vivien was trembling all evening. The next night she had to leave the cinema because of the “noises,”18 an indication of the hypersensitivity to noise of which Vivien was to complain later to her friend Sydney Schiff. The couple returned to the Thayers’ house at 10:45, and by the next day Vivien had decided the Thayers, who also disapproved of the engagement, were all “beastly” (“I hate it!”), and she would be thankful to leave, although that evening she went to the ballet with Lucy to see Nijinsky.19

Restless, volatile and upset over the deterioration of her relationship with Buckle, the next day Vivien decided on impulse to visit her friend Constance Darley at Bookham in Surrey. The Darleys were “perfectly sweet,” and Vivien felt calmer in their company, sewing quietly all morning and motoring to Guildford in the afternoon. But she could not stay away from Charles Buckle. She decided to slip up to town the next day and sleep at Inverness
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