


Chapter 1

The Run-Away Game

1904–1930

Conceal thy tenets, thy treasure and thy travels.

Arab proverb



All her life Lesley Blanch had a passionate relationship with the places she inhabited. Architecture was a dominant thread; it was as if she had been born with bricks and mortar in her genes. The first time she married was for love of a house. Her supreme statement of self-expression was arguably the Aladdin’s cave she created for her husband Romain Gary and herself out of a ruined medieval tower and huddle of animal huts perched high above the Ligurian coastline at Roquebrune. In her writings, buildings are often as important as her characters or even become protagonists: Pavilions of the Heart, the least known of her twelve books, traces the architecture of romance, ‘settings for lovings’; and one of her four heroines in The Wilder Shores of Love was hardly more than an excuse for Lesley to write about Topkapi, the Seraglio in Istanbul, whose cruel history and fabulously intricate decoration held lifelong fascination for her. At ninety she supervised the rebuilding of her little villa at Garavan after fire had gutted the old one, taking everything in it.

The same super-sensitivity to her surroundings that made her such a potent travel writer left her nostalgic for her birthplace. She loved and often returned to the West London of her childhood, to the great meanders of the Thames with its honking wildfowl and seething tides, overlooked by the graceful eighteenth-century terraces of Richmond and Strand on the Green, and the Thames-side reaches of Hammersmith and Twickenham, Barnes and Kew.

When it came to describing where she was born and brought up she was more elusive. Forty-six Grove Park Gardens, Chiswick, is not at all Lesley’s chosen era or style: an uncompromisingly late Victorian semi-detached family house with bay windows at the front, solidly brick-built and tile-hung in now mellowed ox-blood red. From the rear upstairs windows the nearby Thames could then be glimpsed glinting between the Georgian waterfront houses of Strand on the Green. A front garden, now a car bay, distanced the bow windows from the long straight suburban road lined with late Victorian and Edwardian villas and semi-detacheds. Today’s quiet back-street neighbourhood would have been still partly countryside, though increasingly disrupted by the mess and noise of housebuilding. Trains puffed down the nearby track, carrying commuters from Weybridge to Waterloo and the city.

‘Culverden’, one of the first houses in the road, was less than a decade old when Walter and Mabel Martha Blanch moved in after their marriage in July 1900. Its three spacious reception rooms on the ground floor and five bedrooms were more than ample living quarters for the couple and a live-in maid, pointing to the assumption that they intended to start a family. But by Lesley’s account her arrival nearly four years later on 6 June 1904 was a mistake, her father having been against the idea of having children, and no younger children followed her into the nursery.

Lesley Stewart Blanch might herself have been a deterrent, for she never brooked competition. She looked like a little blonde cherub, but the angelic appearance was deceptive: the first memory she could summon from her childhood was of banging her head in frustration against the nursery floor ‘because I couldn’t get my own way’. Both her forenames could apply to either sex: perhaps her parents had hoped for a boy. Later Lesley changed the spelling of her middle name to what might be considered the more distinguished Stuart.

It was a household of three determined individualists in which only Martha was prepared to compromise. She was in her late twenties, fourteen years younger than Walter, when her daughter was born. Lesley was extremely fond of her mother and leaves the impression of a talented, charming, domestically creative woman who passed on her gifts to her daughter, while lacking the fierce self-belief that became Lesley’s motivating force.

Lesley was as reticent about her forebears as she was about the house where she was born, and her survival to great age meant that she out-lived her contemporaries who might have remembered the family when she was small. She never tells us how her mother and father met, or anything about their wider family backgrounds, remarking only that as far as she was concerned they could both have been orphans – which could have been a statement of her own preference.

Her voice and bearing in later life were such that her interviewers invariably awarded her an upper-middle-class upbringing, especially in France where the stereotype of the eccentric English lady traveller assumed a well-bred and affluent start in life. In fact her parents came from modest backgrounds and were never well off, while her paternal and maternal grandfathers were both working men in a skilled trade: the one a builder and the other (her step-grandfather) an engineer.

Her mother had been brought up to a role of duty and responsibility, as the first in a family of nine children. Mabel Martha Thorpe was born in Hackney, her younger brother John in Hornsey, and her sister Jenny in Islington; so many changes of address in poorer areas suggest that the family was hard pressed. Their father died shortly before Jenny was born in 1880 and soon afterwards the widow married William Jackson, an engineer two years younger than herself. Mabel Martha, the eldest daughter, would have become a hard-worked second mother to the new family of six brothers and sisters who arrived in quick succession.

Marriage to Walter must have offered her the sweet prospect of escape from the cramped noisy family home at 67 Petherton Road, Hackney, into comfort, privacy and security (which alas, would not last her lifetime). At their summer wedding at St Augustine’s church, Islington, Martha was given away by her mother and stepfather. If the entire tribe of younger siblings had come along, her side of the aisle would have hardly needed to invite outside guests.

Walter Blanch was a bachelor of thirty-eight when he married Martha. Until then he had been living with his elder sister Rhoda and another sister, Emily (sixteen years older than Walter, and probably a half-sister), in rented premises at 26 Baker Street, Marylebone. Their comparative prosperity was recent and seems to have been due to Rhoda. Since the death of their father, James, she had built up a lucrative business buying up property and letting out rooms in the back streets of Holborn where they were brought up.

James Blanch was a builder who ran his business from a warehouse off Theobald’s Road, a few yards from the house where he lodged with his wife Ann and their family. It was a good trade to be in during the massive expansion of Victorian London, and his yard was well placed on the edge of Bloomsbury, close to the great termini of Euston and King’s Cross. Over twenty years he had worked his way up from junior builder in the 1860s when Walter, the youngest, was born, to master builder. Nevertheless the family still lived modestly at 30 East Street (now Dombey Street), sub-letting the house next door to boarders. At nineteen Walter was out at work, toiling as a lowly mercantile clerk.

In 1883 James Blanch died, leaving Rhoda in charge of the household (Alfred, the eldest of their three children, had left home). She proved to be an extremely capable businesswoman, gradually investing in more properties close by in the best Monopoly-board tradition, so that by the turn of the century she had prospered enough to move to Baker Street with Walter; Emily came too, from her separate lodgings in Holborn. Eventually Rhoda was collecting the rent from ten or more multi-occupied houses in and around Dombey Street. Thanks to her, by 1900 Walter had been transformed into a man of independent means, an antiquarian who could afford to marry and rent a new house in the far reaches of west London for himself and his bride.

The couple’s decision to move west to an unfamiliar, upwardly mobile semi-rural neighbourhood suggests they intended to distance themselves from family spheres of influence. Walter was used to being looked after by his sisters, and no doubt wanted his wife to do the same for him. It wouldn’t do for Martha to live near her old home, where her mother would miss her presence around the house and would continue to depend on her for help if given the chance.

Lesley’s maternal grandparents were both still alive when she was a child, and she had eleven uncles and aunts plus a growing entourage of their spouses and children. But without the will to maintain links families can quickly drift apart. Decades later, when Lesley was living abroad and her mother was old and ailing, none of those relatives came forward to look after Martha, who depended on Lesley’s friends to visit and care for her.

Whatever contacts remained with the extended family, Lesley made it clear that they didn’t interest her. Huguenot ancestry implied by her surname was her only concession to family history; if her passion for architecture was inherited from her grandfather James Blanch, it wasn’t acknowledged. She followed her parents in being more interested in escape. After her memoir was reissued in 2001, her publishers were approached by a cousin of Lesley’s who wanted to contact her: ‘a bit of a Gradgrind’, he mentioned a foundry making ships’ boilers on the Kent/Essex borders, which might have belonged to William Jackson, the engineer who was Martha’s stepfather. Lesley roundly told her publishers to have nothing more to do with him.



Before Lesley’s third birthday, the family moved a few hundred yards down the road to Burlington Court, Spencer Road, a solidly built new block of mansion flats designed by a local architect for rental and completed in 1902. This four-storey painted brick building with a central arched entrance and stairway is an oversized oddity in the neighbourhood, like a seaside hotel surprised to find itself looming over Chiswick railway station. Next door, on a street junction, was a public house with rooms to let. Flat 8, Burlington Court was on the fourth floor, without a lift; the Blanch family might have had a balcony, but no garden.

The family house at Grove Park Gardens was apparently beyond Walter’s means. A major virtue of their new apartment was its rent and rates (the rateable value was £32, down from £38 for Culverden) which were lower than those on the floors below although it was one of the largest flats, occupying half the top floor. Even so, the decision to retreat to a sort of high-rise existence beside the railway instead of waiting for one of the more modest houses then being built in the neighbourhood seems perverse in an area whose virtue lay in being still semi-rural. The Duke of Devonshire had relatively recently released the fields bordering on the Chiswick House estate for housing development, with the stipulation that public access to the river and green space for sports fields must remain priorities. Just conceivably, the family transferred there partly to escape the commotion of housebuilding that was turning the fields into residential streets all around.

Whatever the reasons for the move, this must be what Lesley meant by ‘the horrid caged-in Victorian life’ endured by her mother. For the wife and housekeeper, Martha’s new home was frustrating and inconvenient. All the shopping and domestic supplies had to be lugged up four flights of stairs, even if most of the carrying were done by the maid, leaving aside the question of where to store the pram (Lesley was only two when they moved). Worse for an active young woman who loved fresh air and being out of doors, Martha was cut off from her surroundings, and had lost the treasured access to a private patch of garden for her family.

Moving house, then, was one of Lesley’s first memories, and her first significant setback in life. No more grassy space where the family could sit outside together, or where an energetic little girl could run out to play with her pets whenever she wanted. (What happened to the beloved black-and-white pet rabbit Ermyntrude? In old age Lesley hinted darkly at a loss that had never been forgiven, maybe victim to the move.) From now on ‘going out’ became an expedition that entailed being buttoned and tied into coat, boots and bonnet for a formal walk accompanied by an adult. They could still walk to the river nearby, but they could no longer see it from home.

Lesley inherited her mother’s love of al fresco meals, and left memories of fast-cooling lunches devoured outside on chilly grey days, muffled in coats and rugs. The ghost of their lost garden makes Martha’s insistence on eating out of doors ‘on a balcony, or wherever the sky was all around’ whenever the weather allowed, and Lesley’s lifelong relish for picnics, more poignant.

If her bedroom was at the back, from now on the little girl was woken and lulled to sleep by the sounds of arrivals and departures: carriage doors slamming and the guard’s whistle at the station, the whoosh of express trains steaming down the track.



A note of impatience crept into Lesley’s voice when she spoke of her father. She described him as a man with ‘a very brilliant brain which he completely wasted. He would talk about anything almost.’ He read widely, and dabbled in buying and selling antiques, specializing in oak. But she couldn’t forgive him for not making more of himself and the modest capital he had brought to his marriage.

In her writings, Walter appears as an ironic, misanthropic figure shrouded in tobacco smoke in his dressing room, shaded by a Moorish screen across the window. (The Latakieh tobacco and moucharabia are as telling of Lesley’s own tastes as of her father’s.) He seems to have believed that the world owed him a living, and to have existed in a state of perpetual dissatisfaction. Was his discontent partly to do with their social mobility, which left him feeling displaced? He was antisocial, and had a temper which Lesley inherited. As a child she watched her parents come home one evening: her father, in a rage, tore off his dinner jacket and threw it on the fire, vowing that he would never go out again. Her mother burst into tears.

Walter had inherited his father’s interest in architecture and passed it on to Lesley. When she was small he used to take her, sometimes with Martha, from Chiswick station (so close it could have been their personal stop), to look at the Wren churches in the city. Religion was not the motive and he was less interested in going inside than in studying the exterior proportions, the stonework, the details of architraving. Or they spent hours at a time roaming the museum galleries, which were second homes to him. Avid with curiosity, the little girl trotted beside her father, stopping with him to peer at buildings and treasures, her round blue eyes absorbing, assessing, comparing.

Home was Martha’s domain. At the time when Lesley was writing her ‘memoir’ she was dining out with the upper crust in Paris, a context which could have encouraged her to add a cook and nanny, family retainers to her childhood. But only one young general domestic servant lived in with the household at Burlington Court, and Lesley said later that her mother ‘did almost everything’ in the kitchen. This was labour-intensive, time-consuming work, especially with suet puddings often on the menu. A skilled and creative homemaker, Martha passed on to her daughter a robust and questing attitude to food and a flair for visual display. Lesley dedicated her first cookbook to her mother, ‘whose tray meals I enjoy more than other people’s banquets’. These ‘tray meals’ were a staple in the Blanch household. It was standard practice for each family member to breakfast alone: Lesley in the nursery, tea and toast for her mother in bed, her father downstairs nibbling some nuts with strong black coffee which he brewed himself. Reading was part of the ritual: Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year to confirm Walter’s pessimism, Martha dabbling in The Times, Beatrix Potter and the Koran. (Or is this vignette a late fancy of Lesley’s, remembered in From Wilder Shores, written in her eighties?)

Martha might have travelled if her circumstances had allowed. Instead she read Pierre Loti’s fin de siècle novels and travelogues, and passed on her enthusiasm to her daughter. The great escapist’s evocative accounts of his passionate ‘lovings and leavings’ in faraway places left a lasting influence. In the 1980s after Lesley’s biography of Loti was published she said she had written it for her mother, ‘who could only travel through Loti’.

Martha subscribed to the art journal The Studio and collected art books; Lesley learnt to read at her knee as they sat poring over pages of paintings and illustrations. Books were all-important to both parents and the little girl was soon experimenting with whatever reading matter caught her fancy. In Who’s Who she described her education as ‘by reading, and by listening to conversations of elders and betters’. Nonetheless, by the age of six she was attending kindergarten school. In Journey into the Mind’s Eye she was taught by the Misses Peeke, among other things to waltz, wield Indian clubs and sew a red flannel bedjacket called a Nightingale (which she loved for its Crimean/Russian connection). Family holidays were spent on the Sussex downs or by the sea in Cornwall. At birthday parties she and other little girls tucked into jam sandwiches and éclairs. Special occasions were marked by tea at Buzzard’s of Oxford Street whose windows were filled with dazzling displays of wedding cakes and other sugary glories.



From her solitary, bookish upbringing Lesley developed an only child’s solipsistic vision of the world, and the unshakeable conviction that she could arrange things as she chose by force of will. Martha soon realized that once her angelically pretty daughter’s mind was made up, nothing could make her change it. Between Walter’s detached cynicism and Lesley’s fierce determination, Martha generally steered a pragmatic course, bending with the strongest wind.

Just as striking as Lesley’s obstinacy was the way that as far back as she could remember, her inner life ruled her outer life. Of course this is far from unusual in a small child, but most children grow out of it. She never mentions feeling lonely or neglected during the long hours she spent alone or with her mother or her minder in the nursery. Instead her solitary childhood fed the wishful thinking that was always her dominant trait. She was too self-engrossed to wish to be someone else, but she was always longing to be somewhere else. She had a second reality running parallel to her suburban surroundings. On the one hand there was suet pudding for lunch and a daily dose of fresh air on her constitutional walk. On the other was the view from high windows, and trains thundering past, and the Run-Away Game, where you wished yourself elsewhere so hard that you could almost, nearly, as good as find yourself there.

Her escapism left her perpetually dissatisfied and yearning for some other far horizon; yet it also made her self-sufficient. Secretive, too. Like Loti, forever finding love and leaving it in ports of call between his long voyages, Lesley was always elsewhere in her head, an elsewhere more real to her than the here and now. And this was odd because, far from being vague or dreamy, her presence had a most definite stamp and left an extra-emphatic impression, like a strong dark outline in a sketch. By her own account the young Lesley was a changeling who sprang into the world with the urgent and fully formed desires that would nourish and direct her from earliest childhood through half her life. ‘But to make everything that you will see and hear in your life stem from your first childhood memory is a literary temptation,’ as Italo Calvino, a rigorous writer of fantasy, cautions.

Lesley was born into the Edwardian decade when the last shreds of Victorian mourning were being cast off and every social convention, every traditional art form was being challenged. Bohemia, that ‘country of the mind’, was in the air, urgent and miasmic. Whoever it touched became avid for colour, flavour and sensation. Foreign influences swept in, bombarding the senses with the fresh and the new, the more exotic (the Latakieh tobacco, the moucharabia) the better. Impressionism, post-Impressionism, Modernism transformed the arts and filtered down into fashion and designs for living. From conforming and keeping up, the great thing now was to ‘free the spirit’, to give vent to personal tastes and individual style through one’s choice of clothes and home surroundings.

The corduroys-and-sandals style of painterly bohemian circles was not for Walter and Martha, who liked everything to be good quality: handmade shoes, silk umbrellas, which was all very well for as long as Walter’s income matched their expensive tastes. Instead of seeking her inspiration in travel, Martha searched for it in books and paintings, and found ways to express herself as best she could in the domestic sphere. For Lesley, both a child of her era and intensely individual, the new thinking would pervade her entire way of life, to embrace especially the romance of travel and an insatiable appetite for everything foreign and ethnic. It would spill over into her voracious reading, the way she dressed, what she ate, her flamboyantly inventive surroundings at home. Later it would influence her choice of friends and the landscape of her heart.

Left to her own devices, the determined little girl seized on the subjects that interested her most and shaped them to her imagination. Above all, she caught the mania for all things Russian that was sweeping across Europe.



Compared with the imperial territories of India, Africa and the Far East, Russia was still relatively unknown to the British traveller. The excitement of discovery was palpable. The glamour of Droshkies and moujiks, the Bolshoi and the Nevski Prospekt seemed boundless. Bohemia was intoxicated by Russian literature, Russian cigarettes, Russian clothes, and of course the Russian ballet.



Lesley was by no means the only small girl who caught the fever. Frances Partridge, four years older, remembered finding everything Russian ‘fantastically moving’: reading the novels newly translated by Constance Garnett, meeting a Russian prince, seeing a Diaghilev ballet – the overpowering influence of the Ballets Russes’s first appearance in London in 1911 can hardly be exaggerated.

In Lesley’s case the contagion set in quickly, initially perhaps through exposure to her parents’ books. The giants of Russian literature were then arriving in the West freshly translated: in the year she was born Tolstoy was alive and still writing, and that autumn Gorky’s play Summer Folk, staged by the legendary muse of Russian theatre, Vera Komisarjevskaya, caused riots at its première in Moscow. The plays of Chekhov, who died within a month of Lesley’s birth, were as yet unknown in England; it would be twenty years before they were directed to sensational effect for London audiences by Vera’s younger brother Feodor Komisarjevsky, who would influence Lesley so profoundly as a young woman.

Martha’s art journals were full of the cultural cross-currents between France and Russia. Before Diaghilev turned to ballet, he brought eleven exhibitions of Western paintings to Russia in less than a decade and in 1906 took Paris by storm with his Russian Season at the Grand Palais. Soon Bakst and other avant-garde Russian artists he had fostered would be creating spectacular new designs for the revolutionary Ballets Russes.

The new Trans-Siberian Railway added to the Russian mania, opening up to the intrepid traveller the epic prospect of the world’s longest train journey. From 1904 a passenger could buy a ticket in London and travel all the way to Vladivostok by train – though they would not lightly embark on the easternmost stretch from Chita to the Sea of Japan on the Chinese Eastern Railway, which ran through Chinese territory infested with brigands and marauding Boxer troops. The Amur section, a great 1,200-mile loop that took the train from Moscow to Vladivostok entirely on Russian soil, was not completed until 1916.

A troika harnessed to galloping horses – or a great engine ploughing through snow drifts, dragging its tail of carriages – was speeding across the taiga to Lesley’s nursery bedside. The infant Russophile’s passion was ablaze. Her nursery cupboard began to fill with trophies, proudly displayed to visitors together with her library, ranging from a study of Siberian leper colonies to Atkinson’s graphically illustrated Travels in the Regions of the Upper and Lower Amoor (1861). Her pocket money was recklessly spent on Russian ‘things’, a samovar here, a glowing icon there, acquired by poking about with her father in salesrooms and junk shops.

What began as a childish affectation, amusing the grown-ups, became entrenched. Images of a vast snowy region filled her dreams and threatened to blot out her daily English existence. Martha was shocked when Walter gave Lesley Dostoievsky’s House of the Dead to read, hoping that its morbid despair would put her off, but it only fed the flames. She steeped herself in the great nineteenth-century writers long before she could understand them, pounced on tales of sleigh-bound travellers lost in blizzards, learnt barbarous Russian folk tales off by heart. Her father trod in a saucer of Sunday lunch that Lesley had put by the front door to placate the Domovoi, a gnomish house sprite. Her mother helped her with a Russian makeover of Lesley’s dolls’ house, which acquired onion domes of painted clay and a bright blue façade to show up against the snow.

Lesley was still a little girl when she came across an early naive picture of Imam Shamyl, the warrior-prophet who had led the Caucasian rebels against Russia. In Victorian England during the era of the Crimean War Shamyl was a folk hero, a sworn enemy of the Tsar and his armies, and British ships smuggled guns out to his followers. Lesley was mesmerized by the cheap coloured print of the moustachioed hero with a curved dagger in his belt, looking sideways out of the picture. The caption read ‘Shamyl the Avar’. She never forgot it.



In the autumn of 1915 Lesley was enrolled as a day pupil at St Paul’s Girls’ School. This came as a profound shock to the clever, cosseted little girl and possibly to the school as well. In the school archives her file contains just one anonymous sentence: ‘By the time she was sent to St. Paul’s her nature was too set to acquire team spirit, and she was not a success.’

Well connected to the prestigious boys’ school, the school opened in west London in 1904 and soon set the high academic standards that have lasted to this day. For an annual fee of £24, it attracted upwards of 400 pupils from middle- and upper-class families whose daughters were beginning to expect a secondary education. Perhaps they might never marry; they might even want to work, for their self-respect if not for their living.

Many Paulinas looked back on their schooldays as a privilege. Anne Scott-James, a friend and colleague of Lesley’s in the 1930s and 1940s, had glowing memories of school; but then Anne was good at games, which suited St Paul’s emphasis on hearty sports. This was disastrous for Lesley, already possessed of forceful views and loathing all athletic activity. Her sole consolation was that Miss Volkhovsky, the Callisthenics mistress, was rumoured to be the daughter of Felix Volkhovsky, a Russian writer who had been exiled to Siberia, and Vera had been smuggled out of Siberia dressed as a boy. Even her glamorous past wasn’t enough to compensate for the discomfort she caused Lesley, hanging upside down and scarlet-faced in the gym.

The music department was outstanding; its head was the composer Gustav Holst and classes were taught by a student of Clara Schumann. But the art teaching was a serious disappointment for a gifted child who had been taught to ‘muddle with brushes’ for as long as she could remember and had absorbed the language of painting at her mother’s knee.

Art evidently rated low on the curriculum and the art department was in a state of flux when Lesley was a pupil. In autumn 1917 the chief art mistress left; then her part-time assistant went on sick leave for a year, so her junior had to fill for both of them. Even so, Lesley’s sole recorded concession to school activities was to join the Junior Drawing Club. That year she won a bronze star for ‘an original composition in colour’ and even briefly became Secretary of the Junior Drawing Club whose president was the formidable High Mistress, Miss Grey. Next December Lesley Blanche (as she was listed) was singled out for ‘some very nice pencil drawings’, while ‘Eunice Wallis presented her work in a very careful and dainty manner’ (the reports speak volumes for prevailing aesthetic standards). After that, apart from visits to art galleries and museums Senior Sketch Club reports are limited to some dull debates.

School reports described her as moody and secretive. She refused to be confirmed along with her classmates; only Orthodoxy would do. Her agile intelligence remained stubbornly disengaged, except by Russia: a Literary Society discussion on aspects of Russian Literature, possibly, or a Musical Society recital of Borodin and Mussorgsky accompanied by a paper read out on ‘Russian Music’, when ‘Some Folk-Songs were also sung by a few members who aspired to singing in Russian!’ It’s tempting to imagine twelve-year-old Lesley Blanch among them, singing lustily.

At school Lesley was appalled to find her freedom to read was cramped by ‘a library you had to ask to get into’. Stuffing a copy of Jules Verne’s Michel Strogoff into her tunic bodice, she hid in a lavatory cubicle and read until she was found out. At home, all her pocket money went on books on Russia or, preferably, Siberia. Her bedside reading was Murray’s Guide Book for Russia, 1893. When she was persuaded to take a different tack, she dismayed her elders by devouring bawdy, blood-soaked Restoration dramas with unfeminine gusto. (She always displayed the Romantic’s love for the gory and macabre; not long before her hundredth birthday she remarked that her bedside reading was usually military history, whose violence she found soothing.) Her mother was alarmed by the skew of Lesley’s education; but Walter refused to intervene, declaring that his daughter should be allowed to choose her own subject matter.

In February 1919 the school administration agreed that half of Lesley’s fees, paid the previous term, should be transferred to the following one. The great influenza epidemic, then at its peak, was probably the reason for Lesley’s absence. She left St Paul’s in 1920 when she was sixteen, by which time the sulky schoolgirl had developed into a devastatingly attractive, dangerously intelligent young woman who was well beyond her parents’ control. The one area they met on was books; otherwise she admitted that she was a very difficult daughter.

She had a best friend, Edna, younger than herself, whose dark hair and complexion offset Lesley’s English rose colouring. Edna was pretty, clever and artistic like Lesley; but whereas Lesley’s humour was naughty or mischievous, Edna could be malicious and was treated with caution by their friends. Three decades later Edna Fleming developed a talent as a naive painter under the pseudonym Eden Box, and Lesley wrote up her friend’s success.

Lesley was next sent to Florence, where her parents knew the owners of a pensione for girls, to be ‘finished’. Violet Paget, alias Vernon Lee, that unfashionable writer Lesley later came to admire, lived close by on the hills above Florence and the girls often passed the house on their daily walk. As a little girl Lesley had already been intrigued by a red chalk portrait of Vernon Lee in an old copy of The Studio; she couldn’t make out whether the face belonged to a man or a woman. They never did call in to see ‘Miss Paget’ – Lesley suspected their chaperone was frightened of her – but years later, when Lesley was writing her Siberian book, she wrote her essay in appreciation of Lee, whose ‘elective affinity’ to Italy made Lesley identify with Lee’s emotional geography.

Meanwhile Lesley’s blonde curls and wide blue eyes promising both innocence and mischief made her a magnet for Italian males, who hardly needed encouragement. She was soon in deep trouble for flirting with officers from the nearby Fortezza and was asked to leave, along with her friend Piggy who had to leave too.



Things were always made out to be so much worse than they really were. We were escorted home by a governess and came back through Paris. She wanted to take us to visit Notre Dame cathedral, but we staged a rebellion and absolutely insisted on going to Galeries Lafayette. We became quite hysterical and rushed about the place spraying scent on ourselves. I bought a red leather fan – what on earth I thought I would do with it I don’t know.



In October 1921, back in London, she enrolled for a Fine Art Diploma at the Slade, where Rex Whistler and Oliver Messel were among her contemporaries and the social life might be expected to absorb her. Yet she left after only two terms of drawing classes, before she was eighteen.

The reason she gave for abruptly leaving the Slade was that the family finances had crashed (though judging from their move to Burlington Court, a similar misfortune had already struck them earlier). Lesley said that Walter and Martha had invested in Russia, and blamed it on the Traveller; she might even have persuaded them to do so herself. Continuing this conjecture, possibly they had put their savings into Russian bonds and, like so many other small investors, lost everything when the Russian economy imploded in the chaos of the Great War, revolution and civil war. Tsarist Russia had routinely raised money for public investment projects by issuing bonds which helped to finance ports, building developments and 40,000 miles of railtrack, including the Trans-Siberian (whose fundraising promotion was one reason why the great railway was so well known). During the First World War French and British investors were encouraged to buy Russian bonds to support their ally in the war effort. But the Bolsheviks refused to honour the agreements, which were later revoked by the Soviet Union.

Walter’s inability to keep the family afloat must have been especially galling in comparison with his sister Rhoda’s fortune, amassed from the modest assets she had inherited from their father. By 1922 she had become a tycoon, reaping the rents from nearly a dozen houses and commercial properties in the streets where they grew up.

From her childhood on, Lesley never lost her fear of financial insecurity. After she left school money, or the lack of it, became a constant anxiety and in times of stress the fear of destitution haunted her. She always respected the power of money, even if she sometimes lacked business sense.



She was still living mostly at home with her parents, her room stylishly crammed with plants, pictures, ‘the shawlery’ (an enormous collection, some crocheted by herself) and unlikely treasures acquired from Russian charity bazaars and auction salesrooms with her father, or coaxed from friends. Growing up in an era dominated by the electrifying influence of the Ballets Russes, she embraced a crowded version of the Slav/Art Deco look parodied by Osbert Lancaster as ‘First Russian Ballet Period’. She and Martha adored the vogue for bold colour: waiting until Walter had gone to bed, they would prise open the paint pots and work through the night, going round furniture that was too heavy to move; next morning he would come downstairs to find the whole room pink, or violet. All her life Lesley would be distracted by doing up her living quarters, just as she enjoyed dressing up herself, loving the displacement activity while agonizing over the time it stole. She was still painting and rearranging furniture in her hundredth year.

Lesley’s mother was her greatest ally, encouraging and interested in everything. ‘She . . . was quite remarkable, managed to be gay and charming, a very feminine woman. My young men spent hours with her, she knew how to talk to them. They used to say, You’re not a patch on your mother.’

Lesley was outrageously pretty, if not conventionally beautiful; admirers hovered about her like bees around a honeypot. Why hadn’t she found a husband? Determined not to be a war victim, she avoided the fate of so many girls of her age who committed themselves to a fighting man and were left shattered by his death. Nevertheless she was indirectly a casualty, by the historical accident of belonging to a generation that lost its young men in the trenches of Flanders and the Somme. Lesley was, in fact, largely impervious to the attractions of callow English youth, but she had never expected the alternative, which came as a lasting shock to her: she was going to have to earn a living for herself and her now precariously placed family.

The school Walter and Martha chose for Lesley had encouraged its girls to anticipate an independent wage-earning life. Beyond that she was hugely creative, with a restless intellect and intelligence that demanded to be challenged. She wasn’t someone to be satisfied with a little light sketching and flower arranging, although she excelled at both when she chose. However she might chafe at the daily drudge of work (and she did), Lesley had the temperament and the drive of an artist. The question was in which direction her multi-faceted talent would lead her.

Painting and drawing were a natural first choice, being as expressive of herself as her slanting copperplate handwriting. Lesley designed her own Christmas cards; she illustrated her own books, stitched gros point pictures of her favourite places and overpainted Victorian portraits with the faces of her adored pet animals and birds. After leaving the Slade she transferred to a commercial art college for a course in graphic arts which gave her a professional training in book design and jacket illustration.

Her professional illustration was light, feminine, mischievous, embellished with rococo curlicues. It was controlled by a strong sense of composition, the central subject often contained in a frame forming part of the picture. She made deft use of collage, sticking snapshot faces on a painted background.

The London Library has a copy of Racecourse and Hunting Field, a limited-edition centenary account in doggerel verse of the 1830 Doncaster St Leger and ‘Melton in 1830’, illustrated by Lesley. On the cover a saucily demure Britannia in a plumed helmet, her bust barely draped by a Union Jack, holds a laurel wreath over a jockey, while huntsmen and a dog, all with prim little mouths, look on. The frames and drapes, cherubs, china dogs and (surely?) borzois in these tongue-in-cheek pastiches quite subvert the conventional English sporting genre.

Lesley designed a lot of book jackets; a poster for London Underground; whatever came her way. She worked quickly, her illustration was able, clients seemed pleased, but the wage slave’s routine was never part of her self-image. She wanted to make money and then go out and enjoy herself.

Her two role models came from a different mould. They were neither artists nor feminists, but impudent chancers more inclined to la vie horizontale than the work ethic. Becky Sharp from Vanity Fair was her favourite heroine in literature, and there was more than a touch of Becky in Lesley. Thackeray’s pretty, unscrupulous social climber wasn’t interested in ‘nice’; she was ambitious for a life which offered her airs and graces, glamorous clothes and a good time in the very best masculine company. Becky knew she was top quality, more than equal to the privileged circles she chose to infiltrate. But at heart she was like her father, an artist and a gipsy, who if she fell off Debrett’s ladder could make herself at home with a glass of wine in a boarding house.

Later, Lesley liked to present herself as a femme fatale with a mysterious history. Highly selective in the glimpses she allowed into her own past, she was often most revealing about herself when writing about other people. This is true especially of her introduction to The Game of Hearts (her edited version of Harriette Wilson’s memoirs, 1957), where her voluptuous description of the courtesan’s way of life assumes a close affinity with this high-living creature of the Regency demi-monde, who gleefully chose and threw away men’s favours. Though not beautiful, Lesley conceded, ‘she was herself, like no one else, and her immense vitality, her wit and lively interest in many things, combined with her independent, take-me-or-leave-me terms, brought her to the top of her profession.’ Lesley breaks off to muse on how Harriette learnt from some of the greatest minds of her time:



Harriette . . . was born witty; but I think she acquired a considerable culture, the art of conversation and letter writing, and a philosophic way of thought which she did not owe to her family background but rather to those men who were her protectors – men who, one might say, came to sleep but stayed to dine; men who, probably unconsciously, paid for their entertainment with more than a mere fee. [my italics]



And here is Lesley as she remembered herself: ‘I was very pretty, I will say that, and I had a swarm of men round me always. And I was terribly bored with them because I wanted something much more exotic . . . I’ve been very spoilt, I had a lot of interesting men when I was very young who took an interest in me.’



Her father’s antisocial habits offered little help with introductions. She found society for herself, probably at parties. Mr Berry the wine merchant, from the famous wine shop in St James, took her out, ostensibly with the aim of educating her palate. Was Berry her companion on a picnic in Cornwall worthy of Harriette Wilson? Pasties featured, and a bottle of vintage claret which Lesley had to warm against her nicely rounded bosom. When the wine was suitably chambré they were ready to picnic – but alas! They had forgotten the corkscrew.

She cultivated men whose knowledge interested her, and learnt quickly from them, while realizing early on that it was better not to reveal how clever she was. Her mentors were invariably men. Philip Ziegler, her editor at Collins who worked on Journey into the Mind’s Eye with her long afterwards, said Lesley was ‘the most completely feminine person’ he had ever known in his life, ‘and she used her femininity ruthlessly’. She met musicians, writers, poets. Among them was Peter Quennell, a good-looking young Oxford aesthete the same age as Lesley, who frequented the ‘smart arty set’ that twenty-two-year-old Cecil Beaton told his diary he ‘must get in with’; later he helped her more than once in journalism. Did they meet at a party? He set the scene in his memoirs:



The mid-1920s was an age of extravagant parties, held in ball-rooms, night-clubs, studios, or even in the Westminster Public Baths . . . Fancy dress was almost always worn; and Cecil Beaton has described a period of his life when, for eight or nine days at a stretch, he never once assumed his ordinary clothes, but would discard a fancy dress on going to bed and assume a new travesty before he again left home. There were fashionable parties, too; and such a party, under the Sitwells’ auspices, I remember observing at a Georgian house in Chelsea. Our hostess was Mrs Somerset Maugham; her guest of honour was a Royal Duke . . . Around him circled some seductive young women, curtseying to him with an agreeable mixture of gay familiarity and loyal deference.



The season’s high point was the Chelsea Arts Ball at the Royal Albert Hall, where fancy dress was de rigueur and emperors, belly dancers, bathers in swimsuits struck attitudes on the dance floor. Artists and art students excelled at special effects, Lesley among them. She was addicted to dressing up, usually à l’orientale, all her life: three weeks before her hundredth birthday she was carefully reviewing what to wear at the celebration.

She was a first-rate partygoer, pretty, opinionated, comic and entertaining. Her ability to charm her way through any social milieu was exceptional. Her natural affinity was with raffish creative types but she had no qualms about infiltrating chilly country houses, though she preferred the breakfasts of kedgeree and grilled kidneys served from silver-domed dishes, to the red-faced Guns who devoured them.

During the 1920s, Edith, Osbert and Sacheverell Sitwell staged an energetic assault on the English arts through their own work, fiercely promoting their idols and protégées and attacking their enemies. Peter Quennell was a Sitwell acolyte; another, Harold Acton, a fellow aesthete, was nearly lynched by Oxford hearties for reciting Edith’s poems through a megaphone from his college window. Lesley was strongly influenced by Sacheverell, the younger brother, whose writings about art and travel championed neglected areas of European architecture, painting and sculpture. His Southern Baroque Art (1926) has dated badly, but when it appeared was controversial and influential and would confirm Lesley’s lifelong preference for the baroque and rococo as opposed to Renaissance orthodoxy. His radical approach to travel writing, blurring the boundaries between travelogue and art history and jump-cutting across countries and continents to illustrate a theme, impressed the youthful Robert Byron on the eve of his travels; it was Sitwell’s penchant for gore and grotesqueries, Sitwell’s drifts between fact and fancy, that influenced Lesley’s Journey into the Mind’s Eye decades later. He exoticized the free nomadic life of the Roma, the Travellers, and the oriental Jews’ long-settled communities in the Middle East and beyond. His enthralled digression into the Sultan’s Palace in Istanbul, dwelling on heaps of skulls at the entrance to the inner splendours of Suleiman the Magnificent’s room, helped to ignite her obsession with the seraglio.

Quennell, Constant Lambert, ‘Sachie’ Sitwell, Lord Berners and Nancy Mitford were all part of a coterie that Lesley began to dip into in her late twenties. The Sitwells shared her passion for Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, which symbolized everything vital and outrageous in the arts; for Lesley the ballet was Russia in all its incomparable exoticism. Marooned in Europe since the Russian revolution, the company now languished at the Coliseum, the Alhambra and the Empire in London when not wintering in Monte Carlo. ‘Sachie’ Sitwell, who worshipped Diaghilev, worked with him and Gerald Berners on The Triumph of Neptune, staged in 1926; Lambert wrote a score of Romeo and Juliet for the impresario. Either production could have given Lesley her chance to stand in the wings and encounter the great man – yet she would meet him not in England, but in Paris.



Despite the partying, there was a dark side to Lesley’s twenties. Her parents had fallen on hard times and she struggled to keep the household solvent. Marriage was a route to prosperity that she had to consider.

Conceal thy tenets, thy treasure and thy travels: the Arab saying that Lesley liked to quote might have been, indeed was, hers. Why do the shadows fall most thickly over these years when she followed life and movement so avidly? She never liked to dwell on unhappiness. It was probably during her headstrong twenties that she had the hidden misfortune which she accidentally revealed many years later to her friend and ally, Hélène Hoppenot. A woman who invited confidence, Mme Hoppenot also meticulously kept a journal over several decades. On the afternoon in question Lesley confessed to her that she had once had a baby and given it away. They were speaking of the lack of maternal instinct in some women; Lesley blurted out that she had experienced none at all and denied having any regrets for the daughter she had given up. Hélène Hoppenot hid her shocked reaction to what she saw as Lesley’s refusal to take responsibility for her actions.

An unwanted pregnancy could have been the reason why Lesley left the Slade so suddenly in 1922 and why she so urgently needed to earn her own living afterwards. It could have happened later, during her party-going twenties, or even after her marriage in 1930. Whenever it occurred, she buried the event and her unhappiness as completely as she could. She might have gone abroad to have the child, or registered the birth under another name. Going to term with a pregnancy and giving up the baby for adoption at birth was far more common then than it is now, not surprisingly given the alternatives. An illegal abortion abroad was a life-threatening and costly operation, while the stigma of an illegitimate child put an end to freedom and ambition for most single women. Afterwards Lesley was ruthlessly consistent on the subject: she was inclined to claim that she disliked children and personally knew people who had been ‘ruined’ by starting a family. This was deliberately provocative, for she could be charming to the young and was cherished by the children of family friends.

Unhappiness might have sharpened her desire to travel. She had already been to Paris and Italy, of course. She toured Europe with a woman friend who owned a car. Prague stirred her interest, but she quickly tired of places close to home and Europe on the whole left her dissatisfied. Her sights were on far more distant horizons – or fiercely fixed on her home surroundings.



Lesley was twenty-five; it was the start of a new decade; marriage was what one did. It was the conventional solution to nagging money worries and her mother’s concern that she ought to ‘settle’. It failed to anchor her for she was soon, if not already, deeply involved in a relationship whose influence on her was galvanic and lifelong.

On 17 January 1930 Lesley married Robert Alan Wimberley Bicknell, an advertising agent, in Richmond Register Office. He was thirty-six, eleven years older than his bride, and their witnesses were Lesley’s parents. She soon knew the marriage was a mistake and moved on, emotionally if not physically. In Journey into the Mind’s Eye she dismisses the episode as a brief early mistake without gracing her husband with a name. But her flippant dismissal of the marriage (‘outside the charmed Slav circle’) compares cruelly with her lovingly intense description of the place where they lived. In Mind’s Eye the house has moved to the foreground, pushing its owner aside. Even today, with a busy road in front and Heathrow air traffic whining overhead, its romantic allure is tangible.

The early Georgian façade of number 57 Petersham Road, Richmond, last but one in a roadside terrace, is handsome enough; approached from the Thames towpath at the back, the building is exquisite. Weeping-willow fronds half hide a Rapunzel-like rounded bay running up four of its five storeys, whose tall windows overlook a walled garden leading down to the river. It was the first of Richmond’s Paragon houses, built in 1720, pre-dating the white stone arches of Richmond Bridge. Inside, the original curved sash windows and shutters, fireplaces and wall panellings are still intact. From the back door a path wound through the garden to a gate opening on to the towpath, where Lesley walked her dogs. To the right, downstream, was Richmond Bridge and the road to town, to the left the shady path followed a sweeping curve of the Thames to the open fields of Petersham Meadows, still grazed by cattle. In the distance Richmond Hill rose from the meadows, with the promise of Richmond Park’s great green expanse beyond. Within yards of the house London had vanished, and waterbirds treated this stretch of the river as their own.

Lesley was profoundly susceptible to place, as we have already seen, and could become just as attracted to things as to people. When drawn in this way to possessions she was unstoppable. She had to have them, believing that they were owed to her. She wasn’t a gold-digger in the sense of cultivating the company of rich men – looking back she rather regretted this, it would have made the practicalities of living much easier for her – but her unerring eye for perfection made her passionately acquisitive. She claimed a mystic unity with things that became somehow part of her individual essence. Many were the stories of friends clinging desperately to objects that Lesley coveted; in the end they always went to Lesley. In a less attractive personality this aspect could put one off for life, yet somehow her charm allowed her to get away with it. Her friends mourned their lost quilt, or inscribed first edition with marbled endpapers, but forgave her and remained friends.

She had always loved riverine west London and was irresistibly drawn to this atmospheric place. My suspicions that Bicknell’s house was his primary attraction were confirmed when she confessed in an interview in 2004 to a marriage that had been ‘ “naughty” – solely to gain possession’ of the house in Richmond. But Lesley’s new husband was not the owner of 57 Petersham Road. Robert Bicknell was its tenant, and didn’t move there until 1930, or at least after Kelly’s Directory for 1929 was published, when it was unoccupied. When Lesley joined him in Richmond, Bicknell was possibly as new to the lovely house as she was. What was more, his wife brought with her both her parents, who moved out of Burlington Court and into Petersham Road when she did.

Once again, one can only speculate. A kind of ruthless loyalty to herself and her own seems to have been at work here. Bicknell offered a solution to several pressing problems. Lesley wanted a better home for herself and her parents, especially her father who was now nearly seventy and ailing; the stairs at Burlington Court were too much for him and burdensome for her mother. She passionately desired the house on Petersham Road and allowed her desire to be fused with the man who could offer it to her. Had she noticed that number 57 was to let in the local paper or while walking her dogs by the river? Did she persuade Bicknell to take the house, and her parents, as a package if she agreed to be his wife? Was the marriage even a lightning manoeuvre on Lesley’s part after he moved there in late 1929? However it happened, her order of priorities is clearly established by the fact that by 1932 Bicknell had left, and Mrs Bicknell – Lesley – is listed as the household head, along with her parents, another couple called Sydney and Harriette Clarke, and Elizabeth Wilson, probably the maid. She had shed her husband, but kept the house and Walter and Martha still living with her.



Her insistent associations in Mind’s Eye lend a Russian tinge to the lush green landscape, recalling a scene from Turgenev, or Herzen who lived in Richmond during his years in exile. For even in that house, especially there, Lesley’s eyes were set on the ‘radiant unreal horizon’ she longed to reach. By her own account she drooped about the house in a gown from Bokhara, engrossed in obscure Russian memoirs and neglecting the washing up. In one of those slanting passages carrying her off into a past world, Lesley imagines herself in a scene from Aksakov’s Chronicles of Bagrovo, as a young bride arriving at her husband’s homestead in early summer. Plump cattle graze the fields, trees are reflected in the nearby stream, the wooden house is full of wedding guests. She is greeted by her parents-in-law and turns to find her husband, ‘but his face is shadowy . . .’.

Which of course tells us nothing about Robert Bicknell, but nicely illustrates the sleight of hand by which Lesley drew a veil across the past. The imaginative empathy that made her historical works so persuasive could also be used to magic her out of an unhappy episode. Not liking what she saw there, she pasted another layer, a picture from past Russia, over her own – like the faces of her pets that she used to paint over portraits in Victorian photographs, or her collage illustrations.

Who or what had made Russia colour her vision again so suddenly, so intensely, even though her outer existence was clamped to London? From her bifocal viewpoint her world of the Run-Away Game would be temporarily eclipsed by the urgent demands of everyday life. Then her long-distance focus would reassert itself and she would have to extricate herself from the inconvenient present. So it was with her marriage: no sooner had she settled in Petersham Road than the siren call of Russia became overwhelming.

Marriage had freed her from the grind of earning her keep and had given her the house of her dreams, in that it was the perfect place to dwell in them. During the brief spell when her material needs were taken care of, she focused all her enthusiasm on the performance arts and found her way into their charmed circles. Her childish games with Pollock’s toy theatres as a little girl had evidently fostered bigger ambitions. Ardently attracted to creative energy, she now made serious attempts to break into stage design. The three opportunities that she seized all had Russian connections. A fervent balletomane and friend of Marie Rambert (a former dancer in Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes), Lesley designed a ‘chamber ballet’ for the tiny Mercury Theatre where Rambert staged her Ballet Club productions. In 1934 she did the set design for a brand new ballet danced by the revived Ballets Russes at Covent Garden. Crucially, two years before that, in 1932 she was embroiled with the prodigiously gifted Russian-born director Feodor Komisarjevsky on set and costume design for a Shakespeare production at the new theatre at Stratford-upon-Avon.

Lesley was irresistible when she set herself body and mind to it. Komisarjevsky was notoriously attractive to women and never allowed an existing marriage to deter his advances. No mere Englishman, an advertising man at that, could stand a chance against so titanic a rival. Lesley fell ecstatically, agonizingly in love.





Chapter 10

Divorce

She well remembered a certain French saying: ‘Celui qui aime bien, punit bien.’

Romain Gary, Lady L.


If Romain had pushed Lesley to the side of her own story, Cukor was reinstating her – in the filming of Romain’s Lady L. modelled on herself. Working with Cukor on this of all projects allowed her to withdraw from the combat zone without losing face and promised excellent distraction.

By the start of 1961 she had begun work at the studio and set up in new quarters in Hollywood, a stone’s throw from the consulate, at 2012 Pinehurst Road, where a Hungarian housekeeper (‘Countess Goulash’) kept her and the cats happily overfed. Lesley was not on the MGM studio payroll but was paid by the director personally to assist him in the preparations for Lady L. Alongside Cukor, she was working with George Kelly, George Hoyningen-Huene and Gene Allen, the art director, who all brought a European determination to avoid Hollywood anachronisms and to ensure that the clothes, interiors and period detail were rigorously authentic. On the MGM lot they were reproducing Paris 1900, Switzerland 1905, London 1914, and Lady L’s great Venetian masked ball. Lesley researched and wrote notes on street occupations for the Paris crowds and specified Sargent, Munnings and other society artists of the day for portraits of Lady L. that would hang in her sumptuously furnished drawing room. The Cukor Collection archive in Los Angeles includes her sketches for Lady L’s costumes at her eightieth birthday party.

Cukor also asked her to tighten up the script, which she found nerve-racking, to emphasize the wretched childhood background that fuels Annette’s ambition to escape and eventually transform herself into Lady L. The film would open on Annette and her mother, toiling with the washerwomen on laundry barges moored by the Seine. Lesley created new scenes to emphasize Annette’s love of her exhausted mother, her cold rage with her bestial father, and the mixture of artlessness and duplicity that ensnare ‘Dickie’ Glendale. Annette’s steely character and quicksilver reactions are nicely drawn. Lady L’s revelation to the shocked Sir Percy that she and Annette are the same woman, though so transformed that she can hardly believe it herself, is especially piquant given the author’s identity. Lesley was now inside Romain’s portrait of herself and reliving her own distant past as well as Lady L’s.

The months went by. While Lesley rode round the studio lot on a red bicycle, making sure the crowd costumes looked authentically draggled for Paris slums, Cukor despaired of his cast and script. Ralph Richardson was an inspired choice for Lord Glendale, but MGM had foisted on the dismayed director Gina Lollobrigida for Annette/Lady L., who had to fall in love at first sight with Tony Curtis, improbably cast as Armand, the doomed anarchist lover. Both had been on full pay since January and Lollobrigida was publicly rude about the script, which had got steadily worse in the course of reworkings by four different writers. Cukor must have called in Lesley’s scenes in a late attempt to pull it together, but her treatment was disregarded. Cukor’s memo of 11 April 1961 to his studio boss Sol Siegel bluntly objected that he didn’t understand the new script by Charles Kaufman and had no idea why the characters behaved as they did. He couldn’t defend their roles to the stars and protested that the producer (Julian Blaustein, who also tinkered with the script) was undermining his authority.

By May, sets, actors, production team, costumes and art department were all ready and on hold for the director. They waited for a month. Lesley and her ‘little clot’ of cronies drove into the hills to escape the baking weather, dropping ice cream down each other’s backs to cool down. But the bad luck that had dogged Lesley’s backstage projects in the past claimed this one too. Cukor, who was also contending with a troubled Marilyn Monroe on the production of Let’s Make Love, never arrived on set. The story was that he had had a nervous breakdown, although he later told Gavin Lambert that he just walked out on that one, I got a doctor’s certificate to say I was sick. I don’t think Metro ever quite forgave me.’ The project folded after months of work and $1 million had been spent on the sets and costumes. Lesley’s cutting disappointment must have been sharpened afterwards by the tremendous success enjoyed three years later by Cecil Beaton, her old colleague and sparring partner, for the art direction of My Fair Lady for Cukor.

By the time Cukor’s project failed Lesley had the added regret of recognizing that The Sabres of Paradise was not going to make her fortune, despite critical success and the fan letters that she had received from all over the world, including a message of flowery felicitation from Zobeida Shamyl. No interest was shown in film options and there was nothing more to keep her in Los Angeles. She reluctantly decided to fly to Paris that summer, install the cats and herself in an apartment in René and Sylvia’s palatial house in the suburbs at Savigny, then visit her mother in London before spending September in Roquebrune. But the strain of the past months caused her to collapse, exhausted and desperate. She spent several weeks convalescing in a Hollywood clinic before travelling to London to look for a nurse for her mother, who at eighty-six had been discharged from hospital after she had suffered a stroke.

Notwithstanding her distress, wherever she stayed she maintained her style. Yves Agid, visiting his parents at Savigny, was received by Lesley ‘like an Arab princess’, enthroned among heaps of cushions and garlands, in ‘un apartement de Sheikh arabe au milieu du desert’ (few people who encountered Lesley at home forgot the experience). She refused to play the victim; her self-possession was always in place. Yves, who found Lesley funny, subversive, formidably intelligent and sometimes alarmingly frank, never saw her tearful or with her defences lowered. The price of her composure was her self-absorption. From now on she was her own and only concern. Her unhappiness and rage against the world emerged only in the company of intimate friends and in her letters, in which the charmed existence that she had claimed as her due for so long had vanished, while the disaster-prone incidents that she had always mined for entertainment now threatened to engulf her.

Sylvia had accused Lesley of being cold with Romain. Lesley argued in self-defence that Romain was her whole life, but he rebuffed all her loving gestures, so she had to keep her distance. As a master of style herself, she knew how he should be translated: brilliant linguist as he was, he needed help with the nuances. His reputation in the English-speaking world would suffer in consequence of his work being poorly rendered. Romain, she argued, had childish expectations of life and was so capricious that he never knew what he wanted. He was being led astray by a thirst for misery and self-destruction, and by a young woman who hungered for his status and a position in Paris that she could never claim on her own.

Lesley’s assessment of Romain’s character was sound. Yves Agid believed that she intimidated Romain; nevertheless, he said, they had something between them which he never entirely understood. As he interpreted it, ‘She had accepted him. I think she loved him very much and at the same time was intensely irritated by his behaviour, because he was so much the opposite, said nothing, played all these roles. While she was frank: when she loved someone she would say so.’

Although Lesley had always longed to ‘lean’ on Romain, she had been forced to recognize that she had chosen the wrong man for the job. Emotionally she had had to shift for herself, and had resigned herself, partly using her writing as her refuge, to develop the resilience to counter Romain’s galvanic temperamental peaks and troughs.

Yet the changeable creature of childish impulses that Lesley described to her friends was the same man whom his young lover had chosen as the experienced, mature protector to whom she entrusted her well-being. Notwithstanding the truism that people behave differently according to the company they keep, one of the two women now battling for possession of Romain fundamentally misunderstood the nature of the beast, and after living with him for fifteen years it was unlikely to be Lesley. Jean said in an interview that she believed a man should take responsibility for his partner: ‘it’s his job’ (‘c’est son boulot’). She did lean emotionally on Romain and he did try to protect her, but she mistook his worldly status as an establishment figure for his peculiar character which, despite a capacity to show great courage in extremis, lacked conventional solidity. Even his most ardent supporters wouldn’t claim that calmness and stability were among his strengths. Moreover, his conceptions of personal identity and reality were entirely his own. On these matters Romain could not reassure her.

Lesley, in turn, refused to entertain the binding power of Romain’s feelings for Jean. She couldn’t believe that he could be so banal; where was that quest for quality and finesse, the forging of achievement that he had so effectively expressed in Lady L.? She understood her rival’s reckless determination to ‘get’ Romain, probably recognizing that acquisitive quality in herself; she likened Jean to the predatory temptress who sucked dry the unlucky professor in The Blue Angel. Yet she misread Jean’s character in casting her as a conventional gold-digger. Jean was utterly unmaterialistic in that sense, but she too was a changeling, uprooted from all she held familiar, and Romain had become her anchor.

She was less than half Romain’s age and her naive idealism made her seem younger still; the combination of youth, childlike innocence and wayward sexuality stoked his desire. She sat at his feet and called him ‘Cher Maître’, she was ‘la petite’; they played up their roles in interviews with journalists, who made him her Svengali. Romain was touched by her precarious hold on the world and disarmed by her trust in him.

Yves Agid, then a medical student in Paris, saw a good deal of Romain and Jean in the first flush of their affair. He was riveted to hear his cosmopolitan honorary uncle speak openly about the ‘grand séduction’ between him and Jean, when such things were scarcely discussed. Slightly younger than Jean, he shared the same birthday, was a keen cinéaste and a fan of Breathless; he became one of her trusted copains, standing in as her ‘walker’ when Romain was busy and helping out on set during night filming. He could see that her discovery by Preminger had swept her into a dangerously privileged world of extreme personal liberty, which was violently opposed to the sober community that had raised her: ‘Basically she had no refuge. She wasn’t standing on a robust place.’ What she craved from Romain was protection. Now a solution beckoned, ‘which seemed logical, where she could have both a social life with Romain and the pleasure of creative and imaginative work in cinema – it’s a logical progression.’

Jean’s expectations of middle-aged manhood were based on her father, the product of a close-knit, God-fearing, deeply conservative settlers’ community in the American Midwest. Romain was a nomad; part of himself was perpetually in flux to suit his circumstances, while always protecting his creative core. The boundaries to his imagination were porous and he was apt to absorb aspects of those close to him before putting them through its mills. Lesley’s character was tough enough to withstand this process. Jean – who was already juggling with intrusions from her various acting roles – was vulnerable, and her insecurities made her a destabilizing force among those closest to her.

The orderly bohemian framework that Lesley had built around him was now replaced by a trail of almost continuous disruption, dictated by Jean’s unpredictable itinerary. In early 1961 she and Romain left Paris together for a six-week tour of the Far East, travelling to India, Hong Kong, Cambodia, Bangkok and finally Tokyo, to which Jean had been invited by the Japanese film industry. A pattern of following his partner, an exceptional precedent for Romain, had begun. In Hollywood, Lesley’s increasing agitation focused on her fears that he would go without making the necessary arrangements for paying her monthly allowance.

While Jean and Romain were away, all three films that Jean had made in 1960 were released within ten days in cinemas along the Champs Elysées; then Breathless was enthusiastically received in New York. This unofficial ‘Jean Seberg Festival’ made her hot news, accentuated by the impact that she and Romain made as a couple on their return to France. His bearlike build and mestizo colouring made an exotic foil for the slight, fair American gamine less than half his age, glowing with sensuality and trailing movie-star notoriety. She was the talismanic New World prize that he brought back to Paris. With Jean beside him, Romain’s fears that his French identity had evaporated during his years abroad were soothed by her appeals to his Frenchness.

In late May they bought an apartment in the same building where they were already living. Rue du Bac, in the 7th arrondissement, is a narrow street of ancient grey stone town houses fronting hidden gardens and courtyards, in a quartier of old money and influence. The entrance to number 108 is through an imposing porte cochère (shades of Romain’s childhood in Vilnius). The L-shaped flat was a grand succession of lofty reception rooms whose tall windows overlooked the street on one side and on the other a spacious courtyard shaded by chestnut trees.

After months of passionate absorption in each other, they had to find a strategy to return to everyday existence as a couple. Romain expected Jean to take over where Lesley had left off, running the household and their social life. Jean, too, longed to step into the role of his wife, but she had no idea how to go about it. Of course there was no question of Romain having anything to do with domestic matters.

Their Moroccan cook offered no guarantee of success for Jean’s social arrangements. One evening she invited to supper, sight unseen; an English fan who had written her ardent letters. Yves was the only other guest beside Romain. The fan turned out to be a small teenager in pebble glasses with white skin and carrot-coloured hair which matched his spots. He was ‘tetanised’ with shyness and unable to speak a word all evening. Romain hid his head in his hands and went to sleep. Yves laughed in horror at the memory. ‘She was full of
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