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About the Book

C.K. Scott Moncrieff’s translation of Proust’s A La Recherche du Temps Perdu was first published in English in 1922. It was hailed as ‘nothing less than extraordinary’ and was the beginning of a work for Scott Moncrieff that would exhaust and consume him, leading to his early death at the age of just forty. Joseph Conrad told Scott Moncrieff, ‘I was more interested and fascinated by your rendering than by Proust’s creation’ and to many, Scott Moncrieff is credited as the man who brought Proust to popular attention and wide acclaim to be hailed as a genius.


From the outside an enigma, Scott Moncrieff left a trail of writings which tell his story: poems, journalism, stories and thousands of personal letters. A decorated war hero, his letters home are an unusual take on day-to-day life on the front. Described as ‘offensively brave’, he was severely injured in his legs in 1917 and, convalescing in London, he became a lynchpin of literary society – friends with Robert Graves and Noel Coward, enemies with Siegfried Sassoon and in love with Wilfred Owen. Later as a spy in the 1920s he sent reports on Mussolini’s regime that would inform Britain’s hidden war with Italy.
 

Written by Scott Moncrieff’s great-great-niece, Jean Findlay, with exclusive access to the family archive, this is the tale of a man expert at living a paradoxical life – fervent Catholic convert and homosexual, gregarious and deeply lonely, interwar spy and public man of letters – a man for whom honour was the most abiding principle. Chasing Lost Time is a portrait of a man hurled into war, through an era when the world was changing fast and forever, who brought us the greatest epic of time and memory that has ever been written.



About the Author

Jean Findlay was born in Edinburgh and studied Law and French at Edinburgh University, then theatre in Cracow with Tadeusz Kantor. She ran a theatre company, writing and producing plays in Berlin, Bonn, Dublin, Rotterdam, and the Pompidou Centre in Paris. She has written for the Scotsman, the Independent, Time Out and Performance magazine and lives in Edinburgh with her husband and three children. She is the great-great-niece of C. K. Scott Moncrieff.
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Happiness is beneficial for the body, but it is grief that develops the powers of the mind.

Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past, Time Regained

Let us be grateful to people who make us happy, they are the charming gardeners who make our souls blossom.

Marcel Proust, ‘Regrets, Reveries, Changing Skies’, Pleasures and Regrets


Introduction

While studying French at university in Edinburgh, I wanted to write my final thesis on Proust. An old uncle whose humour I respected said, ‘It killed Proust to write it, it killed CK to translate it; it’ll probably kill you to read it …’ I took his advice and settled for Balzac. The CK to whom he referred was my mother’s great-uncle, always known by his initials, as there were a number of Charleses in the family.

I grew up with stories of CK. He was my great-aunt Dorothy’s godfather and she would explain with a grave and sad expression, ‘He was a chomosecshooal, you know.’ In a framed box on the wall in her drawing room she carefully kept his war medals: a Military Cross, the 1914–15 Star, the British War Medal and the Victory Medal, which was the handsomest of all, with a rainbow ribbon and a gold winged figure of Victory. She showed me a fragment of red and yellow stained glass picked up from the ruins of Ypres Cathedral, also a ring made by a French officer out of a shell case. My mother, Lesley Scott Moncrieff, told me that as a child she had slept in an attic beside a dark portrait of Charles with a rip in the canvas, which was later mended and given to the National Portrait Gallery in Edinburgh.

Years later, I was given a battered leather suitcase containing the forgotten letters, diaries, and notebooks of Charles Scott Moncrieff; and I settled down to read his translation of Proust. The general editor of the new translation of Proust’s great novel reckons it is now beyond the capability of one single person to translate Proust. The 2002 edition took seven translators seven years. Scott Moncrieff spent eight years from 1921 to 1929 working on this by himself, while also translating Stendhal, Pirandello, The Letters of Abelard and Heloise, as well as handling huge amounts of journalism and correspondence. So inspired was his translation that some critics felt he was improving on the original. Joseph Conrad wrote to him in 1922:

I was much more interested and fascinated by your rendering than by Proust’s creation. One has revealed to me something and there is no revelation in the other … [You have] a supreme faculty akin to genius …

The Scott Moncrieff translation is widely seen as a literary masterpiece in its own right, and he is considered one of the great translators into English of the twentieth century. But there was more to him than the translating genius Conrad discerned. An influential player on the English literary scene, he was a man of contradictions: a dedicated and decorated soldier as well as a poet; an ardent Catholic convert and a lover of men. He explored many of these paradoxes in his own poems, of which he said, ‘I am not a good poet and fortunately, I know it.’ They are mixed in quality, but are a great insight into his character, and as they are generally unavailable, I have put together all of the poems in my possession, both published and unpublished, in a separate book.

He was not only a man of letters; his war record was outstanding, his attitude to war unusual. His many letters from the front were appreciative and entertaining. Here was a very sensitive, highly intelligent, active poet, who drew enjoyment from being a soldier. His letters threw new light on my view of that time of slaughter.

He was a splendid letter-writer with an habitually irreverent turn of mind. He revealed a complex soul and a dry wit; especially in letters in the Berg Collection in New York Public Library, written to Edward Marsh, civil servant and patron of poets. Charles met him late in life not long before moving to Italy which was an easier climate for his wounds and cheaper on his pocket. There was also an expat colony of English writers. The young Evelyn Waugh wrote to him there in 1923, hoping to become his secretary because he was known by then as a critic and controversial man of letters who had loved Wilfred Owen, was hated by Osbert Sitwell, idealised by Noël Coward, cold-shouldered by Siegfried Sassoon, admired by Joseph Conrad and sniped at by D. H. Lawrence. Waugh dreamt he would spend his time, ‘drinking Chianti under olive trees and listening to discussions of all the most iniquitous outcasts of Europe.’ However, Charles could not have a secretary who was not privy to his second double life; that of an intelligence agent. When he finally did get one, she also worked in intelligence.

The Society of Authors still awards the annual Scott Moncrieff Prize for translation from French. Conscious of his task of selling Proust to the English-speaking world, he did not make an exact literal translation but a poetic one – one he knew would appeal to the post-Edwardian public – and one that has been the subject of appreciation and controversy ever since.

My research and writing have been a great adventure which took me to the battlefields of Flanders and Picardie; to Florence, Pisa and Rome, staying in the same hotels that Charles did, and finding his exact flat in 67, Via della Croce, Rome, to rent. One autumn I travelled round the Italian Riviera, carrying my baby son’s pram up and down the same steps where Charles had limped in the railway stations in the 1920s. He had used the London Library, and so did I; and there, at the foot of the stairs, is a bronze bust of Edmund Gosse, emanating the effortless self-confidence that made me understand his fatherly but cavalier attitude to Charles.

The most startling discovery was that Charles had also been an intelligence agent for the British in Mussolini’s Italy. He had learnt early on how to live parallel lives, both of them sincere and believable: the Charles at home, religious, loving and dutiful, as well as the young blood among the homosexual coterie with Robert Ross and his friends in London. The lives did not overlap, nor come into conflict, he just stepped from one parallel to the other. This natural subterfuge made it easy for him to become a spy. (Perhaps a reason so many homosexuals were successful spies.) In fact he enjoyed the sophistication. There is also a connection here to his translating. He translated a work much as an actor took on a character, jumping into someone else’s skin and walking around in it. It became effortless; leaving behind one aspect of his character and taking on another.

The role of translator normally requires obedience, almost a shadowy role as a medium for another great mind, but Charles was determined to have the same size of ego as that of any creative writer. No other translator prefaced their works with dedicatory poems to their friends. Likewise his profile in the media thanks to critics like Edmund Gosse was as high as any creative writer. His was an interpretation of a great work, like Casals interpreting Bach, or Olivier enacting Shakespeare. He was compared to Richard Burton, whose translation of the Arabian Nights was bold and imaginary, inventing his own vocabulary if necessary.

Having spent the flower of his youth on the war, he felt that he was chasing lost time for the last ten years of his life. This feeling of being hounded by time led to a frenetic work schedule, and him publishing nineteen volumes of difficult translation, writing thousands of letters and neglecting his physical health. It is unlikely he ever cooked himself a meal, relying on black coffee and wine by day and dining out at night where he was celebrated as a first-rate entertainer by his friends. Proust wrote a slow exploration in search of lost time, but Charles was actively chasing time, he was a man never at rest; constantly making unnatural demands on himself, leading an action-packed life. Fuelled by his high ideals:

To pursue chivalry, to avoid and punish treachery, to rely upon our own resources, and to fight uncomplainingly when support is withheld from us; to live, in fine, honourably and to die gallantly.

He embodied virtues that we have forgotten or are ashamed of, or associate with jingoism and folly. He never ceased from mental strife. This made the quest for the mystery of this man wholly absorbing, taking me through great characters and great literature, walking all over London, Edinburgh, Rome, Pisa and beyond, and dwelling on the Word, the Sentence and its Commas.

After I’d finished writing this book, and set down a tale of a life that was high-minded, abstemious, hardworking and a little lonely, I then discovered 458 pages of letters and postcards to Vyvyan Holland, the translator, and son of Oscar Wilde. These spanned from 1910 to Charles’s death, his whole adult life. They are witty and frank: full of Rabelaisian adventures, homosexual badinage, gossip, limericks and the detail of his thoughts and feelings on every activity, especially his sexual affairs. Vyvyan was the one person to whom Charles revealed his sex life; in the absence of these letters I had believed that after the war he was celibate. The letters proved that he practised an exuberant sexuality even until his final illness. To escape being compromised, the letters are in French, Italian, Latin, Greek and German. I felt I ought to ask Vyvyan Holland’s son, Merlin Holland, if he would mind my publishing letters that referred so frequently to his father’s intimate life. His reply was a relief. ‘I don’t have a problem with my family because all the skeletons fell out of the cupboard with a gigantic crash in 1895.’ The book is now a literary and spiritual journey, recently sown with nuggets of sex.


CHAPTER 1

Bloodline

Every Scottish man has his pedigree. It is a national prerogative, as inalienable as his pride and his poverty.

Walter Scott

Charles Scott Moncrieff lay dying in Rome. Through the arched window of the Convent of St Joseph he could see the cypress trees on the Palatine Hill, while a nun in a white wimple and blue veil entered silently to give him Holy Communion.

In the first volume of Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past in bed at night the boy remembers longing for his mother to come and kiss him goodnight and he compares the apparition of her face to the white, consecrated host.1 Charles, a man of forty, was certain that the consecrated host carried by the nun was the body of Christ. His journey to that point was as absorbing to him as his translation of Proust, through which he had lived much of the past nine years.

He knew he was dying. His body was emaciated and his face skull-like. Stomach cancer had been diagnosed only eight weeks before. Morphine muffled his pain. His life lay behind him, coloured and detailed like the view from the window; and beyond that lay his forebears, all gone before him on this final adventure. Except for his mother, still alive and now at his side, visiting, ministering, treating him again like the child he had once been.

Charles’s parents were second cousins once removed and shared the family name before as well as after marriage. His father, William George Scott Moncrieff, had died three years before in the same month, February. In childhood Charles had caught his father’s passion for the tales of his ancestors. Together they had drawn family trees tracing the line back to the beginning of his name, one of the oldest double barrelled names in Scotland. As was common in Scotland, the name was not hyphenated which distinguished Scots from English double surnames.

In 1740, John Scott of Coats, a doctor, married Madeleine Moncrieffe of Easter Rhynd in Perthshire; their son Robert was the first to register a compound name in 1771. What gave him the idea? Robert Scott Moncrieff was by family reports a liberal, well-travelled man, a friend of Wilberforce, and a founder of the Edinburgh Orphan Hospital. Perhaps one hundred years before the Married Women’s Property Act, he wanted to acknowledge his mother’s contribution to his estates. Later in life he sold one estate, giving as an excuse to his son, ‘I would not wish to see you or any of my children an idle country laird.’2 The next Robert became a banker and he and his wife were duly painted by Raeburn.

Charles eventually traced his forebears even further back than his father had done. In 1926, his cousin William Moncrieffe came to him for help with a two-volume genealogy of the family.3 Charles was then translating Proust, Stendhal, the letters of Abelard and Heloise, and the works of Pirandello; his imagination was peopled by crowds of characters, but his own ancestors seemed equally vibrant. It was more than a passion: for a sick man in exile from the land and family he loved, it was an establishing of identity. Now he could go back eight hundred years to the first Moncrieff, called Ramerus. In 1121 he sailed to Scotland from Spain to be Wardrobe Keeper to King Alexander the Fierce, son of Malcolm Canmore and Saint Margaret of Scotland: bringing Spanish silks and feathers to decorate the king among the frozen hills. In 1249, the next King, Alexander II gave lands to Sir Matthew de Moncrieff and his heirs, taking the name from the hills he gave them in what is now Perthshire.

The dying Charles remembered that there was a letter from William Moncrieff and reached sideways to his bedside table, in vain. The nuns were tidy and his secretary, Lucy Lunn, was for the first time filing all his correspondence. It was a necessary task; he had a mountain of letters from his publishers, British and American, from Pirandello, T. S. Eliot, Joseph Conrad, George Moore … a long list of distinguished men of letters. Then there were some which he would burn: compromising letters full of sexual detail from Vyvyan Holland, love letters, letters from Sebastian Sprott, sometime lover of E. M. Forster, Forster who had described Charles as ‘entertaining, but unentertainable’.4 Charles was, by now, celibate.

In Cities of the Plain Proust had written of the two angels who are posted at the gates of Sodom to report on the inhabitants’ activities. He imagined a citizen excusing himself, ‘Father of six – two mistresses’, saying that only a man who was a Sodomite himself could detect the fact that the pleader spent his nights with a shepherd on Hebron.5 At least Charles could not be accused of such hypocrisy: he had never been married.

Charles believed there were three distinct strains in the blood of his ancestors: the warrior spirit, good looks and earnest piety. He had read the diaries of the pious extreme: The Narrative of James Nimmo, a Covenanting ancestor, who began writing in 1622.6 Nimmo’s diaries were letters to God about the state of his soul. Nimmo sacrificed his property, was present with the Covenanters at the Battle of Bothwell Bridge, and left his country to keep his own particular Covenant with the Lord. His wife, Elizabeth, wrote heart-rending diaries of their sufferings in exile in Holland. But Nimmo’s own diary, though written during such tumultuous times, ignored regicide, civil war, even his daughter’s marriage, so busy was Mr Nimmo with the supreme concerns of his own soul. His wife was equally scrupulous, ‘I was afraid I had sinned the sin unto death,’ she wrote, ‘One Sabbath there fell out a strong temptation to laughter in the family … The challenge seemed to come from the Devil, “O says the enemy you have now sinned the sin unto death.”’7

In the same century, in 1687, at the luxurious and intriguing French court of Louis XIV, Paradis de Moncrif was born, son of a determined Scots mother who single-mindedly manipulated the way for her son’s success at court. As well as a noted satirist and versifier, Paradis became speech writer for the Duc d’Aumont, Ambassador to England in 1713, then to the Comte d’Argenson for whom he famously wrote love letters which were even sent in his own handwriting. He wrote poetry, lectures, pamphlets, plays and in 1735 was elected to the Académie Française as a much-loved wit; on his death the French writer D’Alembert said, ‘Paradis de Moncrif sera tout à l’heure Moncrif de Paradis.’8 Charles had found a first edition of his fairy stories and resurrected them, translated in 1929 as Adventures of Zeloïde and Amanzarifdine. His long introduction was another excuse to elaborate on the Moncrieff ancestry.

At the turn of the eighteenth century Charles’s great-grandfather, Robert Scott Moncrieff of Fossoway in Fife, had felt the same way. He was partly educated in England and had many English friends. ‘Yet he was a Scotsman to the backbone rejoicing in the romance, the history, the literature and the beauty of his native land, interested in his own lineage, holding that gentle birth is an incentive to chivalrous action’:9 a conviction held by Charles himself throughout his life. In 1818 Robert Scott Moncrieff married Susan Pringle of Yair, a woman of great beauty who grew up with her ten siblings close to Sir Walter Scott. Her brothers are remembered in Marmion,10 and one of them, Alexander, became Lord of the Treasury under Sir Robert Peel. The Pringle ancestors were famous in Scottish history as standard-bearers to the Douglases by whose side they fought against the English at the great battles of Otterburn, Flodden and Solway Moss from the fourteenth to the sixteenth century. Susan, like her own mother, bore eleven children, and in her short life impressed them with a strong piety. On her death in 1840 she left a letter to them saying, ‘The most valuable worldly acquirement you can make is the power of applying your mind vigorously to whatever you have to do, not loitering over it, but doing it with all your might, and finding idleness a burden.’11 The children were happy and unspoilt, living a simple, frugal, life consisting of, as the eldest, Mary Ann, put it: ‘cold bath and lessons, porridge and lessons, a walk and lessons, dinner and lessons’.12

This educational rigour, coupled with Susan Pringle’s belief that ‘We were made for better things than to be wealthy’13, ensured that her sons went out into the world as the hardworking builders of Empire. The eldest son, Colin Campbell Scott Moncrieff, became an engineer in India, then Director of Irrigation for Egypt, where he was responsible for the Nile Barrages. He was knighted in 1887, returning home as Under-Secretary of State for Scotland. The third child was Charles’s grandfather, Robert, who became an East India Company merchant in Calcutta, from 1850 to 1874, cultivating indigo for use as a dye. He was an unusual boss: his papers record a man who refused to beat the natives, let no one work on Sundays, insisted on morning and evening prayers, and would not take bribes.14 This was rare in the Company, but sadly his enlightened approach didn’t make profits. In Calcutta he met and fell in love with a doctor’s daughter, the Gaelic-speaking Katherine Mackinnon from Skye. They married happily and had nine children, all of whom lived to adulthood, probably because they were sent home from India aged five to live with Robert’s brother David in George Square, Edinburgh.

After 1874, grandfather Robert of Calcutta had a second career. On his return from India he set himself the task of hastening the Zionist cause. At the end of the nineteenth century, in anticipation of the millennium, there was an organised movement of Christians who believed that if the Jews were returned to the land of Israel, it would bring on the Second Coming. Robert was not officially part of this group, but he felt the political pressure, from all over Europe, to establish a Jewish State. He was convinced enough of its necessity to spend twenty years from 1880 till 1900 investigating the Jewish pogroms in Odessa, Constantinople, Romania and Russia, interviewing survivors at first hand. In 1900 he published The Branches and the Branch which catalogued every pogrom since ad 33 and set out his own long theological and biblical justification for the Jews having Israel as their homeland. Robert’s brother-in-law, John Robertson, Moderator of the Church of Scotland from 1909 till 1910, shared and fed his Zionist zeal; he was minister at Whittinghame, a village in East Lothian, and seat of the Balfour family. He had a direct influence on the young Arthur Balfour, Prime Minister from 1902 till 1905 and architect of the 1917 Balfour Declaration, which supported the establishment of a Jewish State in Palestine.

Charles’s mother had always been critical of her father’s ‘obsession’ with the Jews, partly because he abandoned his family to follow it, and as the eldest of nine children she, Jessie Margaret, had early responsibility. As a child, she had a series of governesses who made her read the classics and write daily to her parents in India: she became the first professional writer among the Scott Moncrieffs; and in time made enough money from her writing to put her younger sister Kate through London University. Known as Meg, she was tall and strikingly beautiful with a broad forehead, wide-set eyes and a sensitive, motile mouth, ready with a quip or a laugh. On 9 April 1878, aged twenty, she married her cousin, ten years her senior, William George Scott Moncrieff, known as George, a lawyer with a literary bent. Charles, CKSM, would be the couple’s third son, born eleven years after the marriage.

George was at Edinburgh University in the same year group as Robert Louis Stevenson. In 1870 he contributed to the university magazine edited by Stevenson15 and also appeared with him in a production of Twelfth Night. George later wrote three serial novels for the Ladies Own journal. As his father was a cousin of the physicist James Clerk Maxwell, George was a true inheritor of the Scottish Enlightenment, working at a time when lively minds mixed in a country small enough for innovators in the arts and science to know one another.

By the mid-nineteenth century, few of the Scott Moncrieffs were landed gentry, most had migrated to the professional classes and become lawyers, doctors, clergy and explorers. George’s great uncle, John Irving, was killed on the Franklin Expedition to the Arctic and his frozen remains were brought back years later to Edinburgh for burial on 8 January 1881.16 On the night that George went to the funeral in Edinburgh, Meg gave birth to their second son and named him John Irving Scott Moncrieff after the explorer. He was a brother for Colin born in 1879. By then the family were living in Banff Castle on Scotland’s north-east coast. George was Sheriff Substitute of Banff: a local judge, he presided over civil and criminal cases. The Sheriff courts in Scotland were above the District Courts and below the Supreme Court and dealt with most of the court work, both civil and criminal. There was always more work than one Sheriff could handle, so the role of Sheriff Substitute was common.

Meg built up her weekly contributions to three Sunday newspapers as well as writing short stories for Blackwood’s Magazine17. She corresponded with R. L. Stevenson and with the novelist Margaret Oliphant. Having read some of her work in Blackwood’s, Oliphant advised her not to write so much in Scots, or, if she must, to tone it down to a very easy level. However, Meg did not take her advice and continued writing in Scots, sacrificing the larger English audience. This was the dialect that she heard around her and her stories were inspired by George’s work in the law courts, among life’s real dramas. Literary influence came from both of Charles’s parents.

Meg’s diaries, written daily for fifty years from 1882 to 1936, chronicle in detail the experience of a liberal Scottish Victorian household. Reading the visitors’ book of Banff Castle, you get the impression life was a succession of plays, parties, fishing and painting expeditions, trips to hear religious preachers and public debates. Most visitors record a trip to the assizes court to hear George’s judgments. Scottish high society was a small pool, in which the Scott Moncrieffs were middle-sized fish.

When the Prince of Wales visited Banff in 1883, Meg and George were invited to a ball given for him on 16 November by their neighbours at Duff House. Meg wandered into the drawing room to rest after dancing and the Prince entered. The company stood and chatted with him both in English and French,

very much in the big voice of Henry V – to whom I always mentally compare him – only he didn’t say such clever things. Our loyalty was soon satisfied with standing – but the Prince blocked up the doorway so there was nothing for it but to stand. Count Herbert was behind him – a tall young man with dark hair and moustache and fierce dark eyes – ‘A horrid, wild-looking fellow’, George called him, ‘who would think nothing of calling you out.’18

Count Herbert Bismarck, son of Otto, was in 1883 Minister of Foreign Affairs for the First German Empire, which would ‘call out’ the entire British nation three decades later for the First World War.

Built in the eighteenth century, Banff Castle was one of those old Scottish edifices that are often colder inside than out, like a primitive fridge. Meg, though full of enthusiasm for every aspect of life, developed a bad cough, which wouldn’t go away. In 1885 a bad cough in a thin and sensitive lady was mortally suspicious: her friend and neighbour Posie Gordon Duff had TB and would soon die of it. The doctor prescribed Meg opiates to rest her nervous body and amyl nitrate to help dilate her lungs. She asked her sister Mary to come and read to her Tennyson’s ‘Lotus Eaters’, ‘which,’ she wrote, ‘can only be perfectly enjoyed in the drowsiness which follows an opiate!’19

The family doctor advised six months in Egypt with Meg’s Uncle Colin, who was working there as Director of Irrigation. Leaving the boys was painful, but they had a good nanny and household staff and George would be often at home. Meg and her sister Mary sailed for Egypt on 5 November 1885. On 13 November they reached Malta, ‘I had a bad night and was faint however a few drops of amyl nitrate revived me.’20 Amyl nitrate has a hallucinogenic effect like LSD. Combined with her prescribed opiates, her tall thin figure, beauty and artistic taste in clothes she looked like a Victorian version of the quintessential glamorous addict.

They reached Cairo on 20 November to stay with Uncle Colin, whose exotic household comprised an English butler, a German female cook, a Nubian male housemaid, and an Arab groom. It was a far cry from Banff – ‘oh so hot, a south wind bringing air from the desert’.21 While there she wrote six extended articles on life in Cairo for the Scotsman in Edinburgh, which were signed ‘From our Correspondent in Cairo’. From their socio-political content the readers would never guess they came from a pale, thin, coughing lady with a silk parasol. The articles took eight days to reach Edinburgh and she received the printed copy another eight days later.

In Cairo Meg’s cultural life was intense and the social life glittered in the heat. Lord Rosebery, who was married to the heiress Hannah de Rothschild and later became Prime Minister, gave the finest parties, and was a friend and colleague of her uncle. To Meg, Colin was a crinkly-eyed, bewhiskered relative; to society he was a man held in high regard as a key player22 in the abolition of the corvée, the unpaid labour system. He had buried two wives, one in India and the second in Egypt, and was at a low ebb personally. It was a comfort for him to have his two favourite nieces Mary and Meg to stay for six months. He sent for the best doctor available who said she had ‘no organic illness’,23 no TB, only weakness, and told Meg to fatten up. But she gained no weight in Egypt and the mental and imaginative effort employed in her writing always took its toll on her energy, as it would years later with her youngest son, Charles.

George came out to join her in March 1888 and they spent a month visiting pyramids in the sunset and seeing the citadel before they sailed back, visiting Europe on the way. Banff is still cold in April and soon Meg’s coughing started again. George resolved to search for work further south and was appointed Sheriff Substitute of Falkirk in Stirlingshire.

When they moved for his new job, they found a less daunting home, Weedingshall House between Polmont and Falkirk. Through two slim, pencil-shaped gateposts ran a drive flanked by beech trees, with a valley sloping to the left and open parkland to the right. The house itself was unostentatious: of sandstone, three storeys high with around twenty chimneys and a variety of windows, large, small, curved, bay and square with views to the distant Perthshire hills. It had an unplanned look but was possibly at least partly designed by Robert Adam in 1791.24 The stable block and laundry lay just beyond the house, hidden from the approach. Today Weedingshall House is a children’s home, still untouched as a building within its original grounds and garden, but hidden in a maze of block and tile housing which stretches from Polmont to Falkirk as part of Edinburgh’s dormitory suburbia. In 1889, before the advent of cars, it stood alone in rolling farmland.

Behind the house was a walled garden with fruit trees. Meg brought poppy seeds and rose cuttings, which could only grow under glass at Banff, but flourished here outside in the sheltered garden. On 25 September 1889, in a bedroom overlooking this well-nurtured and colourful sanctuary, Charles Kenneth, was born. His father took over his mother’s diary at this point and recorded that he arrived quickly at half past eleven and weighed nine pounds, and that Nurse Paton arrived at half past one and ‘took possession of us’.25 Meg’s handwriting resumed two days later to note that her latest short story had been accepted by the Scotsman Weekly. Throughout her pregnancy she had been turning out three columns a month and many short stories. She did of course have a staff of eight, and never cooked or cleaned. Three weeks after giving birth she noted that she took in the waist of her dress from thirty-five inches to twenty-nine.

Colin and Johnnie, aged twelve and ten, had been sent to boarding school in Edinburgh for the first time that September. Colin sent sad letters home. As soon as the new baby was born, his brothers came home for a week and spent time watching him being fed and bathed by his nurse. Johnnie said, ‘He looks like a tea-roll with sugar on him.’26 The boys were sent back to school but the following Saturday Colin turned up by himself, having got to Waverley Station, boarded the train alone without a ticket and walked from Polmont. He was taken back to school by George, both parents being convinced that boarding was the surest way to foster independence and self-discipline and gain the best in education. A week later, early on a cold October morning Colin was found huddled in the porch of Weedingshall House. He had arrived at 6 a.m. but had been too afraid of his parents’ anger to pull the bell until breakfast time. This time Meg kept him home for a week, allowing him on to the bed with her and the baby, all the while recording in her diary frantic letters and conversations between her and George and the headmistress of his school. Meg, still weak from the birth, copied into her diary, ‘Character is formed by compression; emotions and experience that evaporate in expression, contribute little. A pain, a want, a disappointment borne silently strengthens us perceptibly.’27 At the end of a week at home Colin was sent back again, after much discussion of sacrificing present pleasure for his future, and doing his duty towards his parents who knew what was best for him. He was a tender-hearted child, and although it hurt to be parted from his mother and baby brother, he put on a brave face. Photographs of Colin from then on always look as though he was putting on a brave face.

Boarding school was not only far from loved ones, but far from a loved place. Meg created a beautiful home with pictures and fabrics and furniture from her travels to Europe, to Egypt and from her own childhood in India. She read daily to her children, when they were at home, not only scripture but also fiction. Robert Louis Stevenson, their friend and correspondent, was read and discussed, as were George Eliot, Jane Austen, Milton, Ruskin and all the great poets. Meg was no prude and her tastes often put aesthetics before Victorian morality; by contrast, school for Colin and John must have seemed bare and philistine.

Charlie, as he was known by the family, grew up blithely. With the two older boys at boarding school, Meg concentrated all her efforts on the baby. They had a large, black, shaggy mongrel called Dido and when Charlie reached ten months, Meg wrote ‘Baby said Dido after me – he grabs her head and squeezes her velvet ears into his mouth.’28 Meg’s diary was filled with exact descriptions of baby developments: his first steps, the first time he left his bed by himself and climbed tentatively downstairs, slipping one stockinged foot before the next.

Until he was three he had a Belgian nanny who only spoke French and he learnt the language fast, like a game. She was however very tough and was dismissed to be replaced by Miss Helen Stephen who became a friend of the whole family and confidante for life. Charlie loved history and at the age of five when learning about Queen Elizabeth I, said enthusiastically, ‘Oh aren’t you glad Elizabeth’s dead?’

‘Why?’

‘Because she might have killed Victoria as well as Mary.’29

On Christmas Day 1883, when Charlie was four, he was initiated into the yearly family ritual. The children came early into their parents’ room in their dressing gowns and sang a hymn and opened their stockings. Then George, Colin and John read Milton’s ‘Ode on the Morning of Christ’s Nativity’, verse about. Charlie sat on the bed ‘looking half robin, half cherub … with his ruffled brown features and his red dressing gown’. George said that his favourite lines were ‘as when the sun in bed/Curtained with cloudy red/Pillows his chin upon an orient ware’. And his youngest son nodded his head: ‘Yes, I sink so, I sink so, too.’30

As a toddler Charlie saw his mother not only writing daily, but, more unusual still, carving her own oak writing desk. Carving oak is a hefty physical task and Meg’s exertions were really a challenging distraction from another temptation: Washington Ray, known as Tony, a schoolmaster from the local boarding school, Blair Lodge, developed a lasting and deep admiration for her. A jealous husband would not have stood for the frequent visits, the many presents of flowers, fruit and books or the intimacy of discussions, nor for the inscription on the bookshelf above her desk, arranged in Latin by Tony.

HIC FLOREAT MI HORTULUS LIBRORUM

AURO CARIOR INDICISQUE GEMMIS

QUI VISUS JUVET ANTEQUAM LEGATUR

QUO LECTO TOLEREM DOMI QUOD ANGAT

Let this little garden of books flower for me

Dearer than gold and Indian gems

May seeing it delight before it is read,

So that after reading, I might bear the torment at home31

Passion for a man not her husband would certainly cause torment. But George had a large family of older female advisers, who steered him away from jealousy and towards friendship. He invited Tony to play golf with him, join them for tennis and fishing, and set up a weekly club to discuss the latest books and literary magazines. This discussion was essential to Meg and fed her journalism. George made sure that Meg’s sister Mary who taught at the boarding school Johnnie and Colin attended, was invited as often as possible. In 1895, Tony transferred his affections and fell in love with Mary. They married, and together as teachers they would have a profound influence on Charles’s life.


CHAPTER 2

Childhood

Les vrais paradis sont les paradis qu’on a perdus.

Marcel Proust, Le Temps retrouvé, 1927

On 4 January 1895, when Charlie was five years old, his mother held a New Year party at Weedingshall. The first half of the evening was a production of a play she had written called The True Lover for five characters. George, Charlie’s father, acted a rich old gentleman who had a niece with three suitors and had to decide which one was ‘true’ out of a lawyer’s clerk, a seedy schoolmaster and a shy gardener. In true fairytale tradition, the honest lover turned out to be the gardener. After the performance, complete with lights, costumes, wigs, painted scenery and live music, the audience of forty-two relatives and neighbours had ices in the drawing room and played dancing games. There was a screen across the room between ladies and gentlemen. A lady, unseen, threw a ball and the gentleman who caught it came and led her away to dance. Next each gentleman took two crackers and pulled them with the lady of his choice, then, wearing the hats from the crackers, they danced a cotillion. Midway through the dancing there was a grand supper organised by the new cook. Meg was an exacting mistress, and throughout Charlie’s childhood the cooks were always ‘new’.

Even though he was the youngest by far, Charlie was allowed to stay up till the end, and savoured every moment. The next day he retold a joke he had heard at the party and when his mother commented on his delivery of the grown-up story, the expression on the faces of the audience and the storyteller’s manner, the five-year-old replied, ‘Yes, it comes back into my mind like sugar.’1 He already knew how to recall and embellish a memory and deliver it to entertain.

Two days later the winter set in and the pumps froze just before the annual party given for the family servants. Charlie watched them melting the snow to use as water. These people were an important part of his life: Allison the groom, Mary the cook, Bell the gardener and three housemaids; they also invited the servants from the neighbours’ at Parkhill House. Miss Stephen, Charlie’s governess, was not at the servants’ party, she partied with the family and went wherever the children did. The next evening the boys were dressed in intricate fancy dress to go to the children’s party at Parkhill: John as a frog, Colin as a Turk and Charlie as a Japanese doll, carefully negotiating the icy driveway in his tight skirt and looking out at the starry night from behind white face paint and blackened eyebrows.

April that year was hot and Meg went for a break to relatives on the Fife coast. On her return she found that Charlie had taken possession of the attic as a playroom. As she led him to bed he looked fondly at the attic door saying, ‘It makes me feel so happy when I see that door.’2 It was his first real work space. June again was warm and Meg wrote on the 24th, ‘The house is all spicy with wafts of honeysuckle from the porch. Lord Rosebery’s Government fell.’3 She remembered going to his parties in Cairo and described them to her five-year-old son, who liked to play behind the carved wooden harem screen which she had brought back from Egypt to decorate her drawing room. Until the age of eight, Charlie’s education was all at home: from his governess Miss Stephen and his mother who would read to him from whatever she was reading at the time. As a small child, he grew used to Stevenson, Milton, Wordsworth, Arnold, George Herbert and Ruskin. These were not the usual texts given to small boys to develop an interest.

Each brother had his own speciality. John loved animals, he had ferrets, birds, rabbits, and newts, which escaped from his room and slithered all the way downstairs to the kitchen, making the new cook scream. The cat, Peter, and the dog, Dido, belonged to everyone. One day on a visit to Meg’s sisters in Edinburgh, the beloved Dido went missing. After a sleepless night his father put notices in the evening newspapers offering two pounds reward. That evening a very thin young man appeared with Dido, saying the dog had run into his shop, he had taken her home and she had ‘gruppit’ his children by the sleeve. ‘Do you like animals?’ he was asked: ‘Yes, mum, I like them well enough but I cannae afford tae keep them,’4 he replied.

Charlie was beginning to recognise how poor the poor were, and how the huge gap between rich and poor allowed even a modest lawyer to employ a number of servants, and feel it was his duty to do so. At the turn of the century the largest single employer was domestic service: a cook’s wage was £12 a year while a sheriff earned £1000. In the towns and cities ragged children still begged and some went barefoot even in winter. The family were warned never to give money to the beggar children, but, moved by their plight, a cousin once gave a child a penny and the poor child was instantly set upon by the other barefoot children who hammered him till the penny was taken. In the absence of state welfare, many in the professional classes accepted responsibility and worked hard to alleviate poverty. George was on the board of the local hospital, pushing for reforms; and Meg led the local Girls’ Friendly Society – a euphemism for an organisation helping young women fallen pregnant or into prostitution. As well as providing practical supplies, she led it in an educational direction, reading aloud novels by Walter Scott, Elizabeth Gaskell and others which were both entertaining and parables for life.

All summers were spent by the sea and in 1895 they travelled to Tarbert on the Mull of Kintyre, taking a steamer from Greenock and arriving late in the evening. They rented a large house for servants, guests and family on the sea front and the boys swam every day, rain or sun. Charlie won the diving competition for his age group and Johnnie the swimming. They fished and explored coves and islands by boat. The local people spoke Gaelic and sometimes the family would come across a spontaneous Ceilidh on the shore with singing rising into the sunset.

Meg was both relieved and delighted that her sister Mary’s wedding to Tony Ray, the schoolmaster and her one time admirer from Blair Lodge School, was during the holiday that year. On 3 September they travelled for the day to Morningside, Edinburgh, to be with the large extended family on this important occasion which kept her dear friend in the close family. While the couple sped south to Normandy for their honeymoon, Charlie’s family returned to Tarbert and were still by the sea for his sixth birthday on 25 September. In the evening he appeared with Miss Stephen wearing a necklace of bright red rosehips she had made for him. He opened the six presents which had come by post and cut a bought cake which was a ‘triumph of Tarbert confectionery’. His big brothers, aged fifteen and seventeen, toasted his health each with a foot on a chair. ‘He looked on with a sort of mystical pride and said “Thanks” with perfect grace.’5

Seaside marked the summers of his childhood, and Christmas Day was still celebrated by the reading of Milton’s ‘Ode on the Morning of Christ’s Nativity’. The family met in Meg’s room, warmed by the fire and lit by many lamps. When it came to Charlie’s turn to read that year, he turned his head away from the book and recited his ten verses by heart. He had learnt them as a surprise present to his mother. (He never forgot them and recited them each year for the rest of his life, even when he was alone.) His present from his parents was a set of wooden boats with magnets to draw them, which he called ‘Tarbert Alive’ and absorbed his attention totally: his father told him that twenty-five years before, their cousin William Dundas Scott had been partner in the firm that designed the Cutty Sark. After breakfast John and Colin skated to Linlithgow, eleven miles away on the river while Charlie played at home on his sledge, tumbling like a black beetle in the snow.

Indoors Charlie was already enjoying reading and writing on his own. In April 1896 a Remington typewriter arrived in the household for the first time. It was used by Meg for her journalism, by Colin for his final school essays and by Charlie aged six to copy the first poem he ever composed:6

I

My love lies bleeding in my arms,

My trembling arms are bled with tears,

My love lies bleeding in my arms,

My love my only dear.

II

My child lies kissing in my arms,

My infant here is safe,

From harm,

In my arms.

The influence was clear: Meg read all her stories to her family before sending them off to Blackwood’s, including a searing melodrama of the death of a child, based on one she had watched while in Egypt. Charlie’s particular sensitivity to the painful scene brought it to life in this first poem.

That summer the whole family took their holiday on the Normandy coast, north of Caen: they stayed at Langrune at the Hôtel du Petit Paradis which consisted of rooms directly off the beach, with white scrubbed wooden floors, sand blowing under the door, and simple furniture. On the feast of the Assumption the streets were filled with processions of girls in white, singing, and there was a fête with dancing in the evening. On Sunday Meg stayed inside and had her private Protestant service with the children while George braved the Catholic church and came home with colourful tales that encouraged the recalcitrant Meg to visit churches throughout the holiday: one day she came upon a woman throwing her crutches on the altar and crowing, ‘La Sainte Marie m’a guérie,’7 with a dramatic joy incredible to a Scottish Presbyterian. They explored by train the seaside towns of Trouville, Dives-sur-mer, Cabourg, Courcelles and Bernières.

Unknown to them, the young Marcel Proust was on holiday with his grandmother that year at their favourite summer haunt, the Grand Hotel at Cabourg. Proust was twenty-six, as yet unpublished, living the exacting social life of Paris-by-the-sea, meeting the young girls in the bloom of youth that he would later evoke in Within a Budding Grove, and exploring the Guermantes genealogy. This was the only time his path crossed unwittingly with that of his future translator. Charlie was now approaching his seventh birthday which was celebrated back in rainy London at Cheyne Walk, the home of Sir Colin Scott Moncrieff, Meg’s uncle from her Cairo days, who was now Under-Secretary of State for Scotland.

The following January, 1897, a letter arrived from the Lord Advocate offering George the post of Sheriff of Inverness. It was not happy news; Charles did not want to leave Weedingshall where they had lived peacefully for ten years with friends and close relatives nearby. However, he was strongly advised to take the promotion. With characteristic forethought, he wrote two letters, one accepting and one declining the post, and walked with them both to Falkirk, leaving the ultimate decision to the last minute. He returned with both letters unposted. Dithering was an established Scott Moncrieff trait. However, a decision had to be made and before the end of the month the family had moved to the snowy north, living in rented rooms, while Meg and George looked for a house.

By February they had found a house called Viewmount, just below Inverness Castle which housed the law courts where the Sheriff worked. Perched on a steep hill, it had a charming oval hall decorated with lacy plasterwork with eight doors leading off, and above it an oval gallery with eight bedroom doors. The dining room looked down through a beech wood to the River Ness and the Moray Firth. Their dog, Dido, came with them but Johnnie’s pony was left behind. John thought that the steep garden at Viewmount was ideal, however, for grazing a goat. He still collected animals and had some ferrets, which were banned from the house while his cats and birds were allowed inside. Now in Inverness he declared he wanted to keep bats. Soon he had sent off for a parrot from London which arrived in a cardboard box on the train having frustratedly pecked out all its green tail feathers. He spent all his pocket money on pets, but was generous with them. In April he presented Charlie with a cage of two white rats: Colin saw Charlie in the hall with one on his shoulder, ‘frightened of John if it fell off and frightened of it if it didn’t’.8 John also told Charlie that the oval hall at Viewmount was an ideal place for keeping ‘any Beast that you fear’, because you could stay on the upstairs gallery and throw food over the handrail, then retreat quickly behind your bedroom door. Instead of a beast, John next bought a pair of pigeons, but was soon heard bargaining with his mother, trying to sell her the pigeons for the dinner table as they were not good enough for homing. With the money he wanted to buy a real pedigree homer. It was already clear that his love of animals would direct his future life.

Colin, the eldest, was more academic. In March 1897 he won a Classical Scholarship to Queen’s College, Oxford with a yearly value of £80. Charlie was impressed with his brother’s ability to raise money. When he was at home, Colin would cycle long distances on rough roads, or go to smart parties for boating, tennis and croquet with elegant girls. He seemed a more distant companion to Charlie than John and his lively pets. Left alone often, Charlie liked to read or write poetry, rushing to show his mother when he discovered something he liked in his Golden Treasury. He loved and imitated Longfellow. In April 1897 he made himself a bow and arrows, running behind the trees in the garden murmuring scraps of Hiawatha-like verse. When asked to learn Shelley’s ‘Skylark’ by heart by his mother he did it as a labour of love. Then one evening he went to his mother with his latest discovery, Whitman’s ‘Come up from the Fields, Father’ and read it to her with feeling. He kept his own notebook of poems, transcribed in laborious pencil. Aged seven, he read As You Like It and declared, ‘It’s a very good play, so well plotted out. But no real woman would think of doing the
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Charles had this photo taken when he was 23 on a visit to Winchester, before the war. He gave a copy to Wilfred Owen in 1918 and one to Louis Christie in 1926.
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Charles’s parents: Meg was a working writer who travelled, took opium for her cough, painted, carved and kept a diary. George was a Sherriff with interests in literature and philanthropy.
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Charles’s mother in one of her homemade dresses, reading with her mother, the Gaelic speaking Katherine, whose portrait as a young woman hangs behind them.
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Weedingshall House, near Polmont, Stirlingshire, where Charles was born in 1889.
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The extended family at their annual seaside gathering at Elie on the Fife coast on the eve of war, 1914. Charles is standing on the back row (3rd from left) with Tony and Mary Ray on his right. His brothers Colin and John (back row, 6th and 8th from left) are there with their wives, Anna (back row, 7th from left) and Connie (middle row, 5th from left). Meg and George are on the middle row (4th and 6th from left).
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Charles looking mischievous, aged 20, with his father and brother John, in 1910.
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Charles in his first year at Winchester with other scholars, 1903.
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Charles aged 16, when he first met Robbie Ross.
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Christopher Millard, Robbie Ross’s secretary, who greatly influenced the young Charles. Millard was 36 when he met the 16-year-old Charles.
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Robert Ross, disciple of Oscar Wilde, whose house on Half Moon Street became home for a literary and homosexual coterie.
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Philip Bainbrigge was a close friend of Charles during his university years. This is his entry in the Edgemoor visitors’ book.
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Charles on a visit to Durie in 1916. He loved animals, dogs especially; later in Italy he kept a pet owl.
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Charles surrounded by his first company in the KOSB at Portland Bill in 1914, before they set out for France. Charles was very attached to his men and hated leaving them whenever he got ill.
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Robert Graves in 1920. Poet, writer, friend. Using his War Office contacts, Charles managed to get Graves a safe home posting in 1916, and as a critic he promoted Graves’s poetry.
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Wilfred Owen in 1916. Charles fell in love with Owen at Graves’s wedding in 1918, subsequently writing him letters and sonnets.
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Charles (in spectacles) was badly wounded in the leg in 1917 and spent time in the Ducane Road specialist leg hospital.
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A page from Charles’s Bible showing the places and dates he attended mass while in France from 1915 to 1916. He converted to Catholicism in 1915.
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Portrait of Charles painted in 1922 by Edward Stanley Mercer who shared a house with Vyvyan Holland in Carlyle Square in Chelsea.
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Marcel Proust in uniform in 1889. Charles and Proust never met, sadly. Proust died in 1922, the year Charles’s translation of Du Côté de chez Swann was published by Chatto and Windus to great acclaim.



 

[image: image]
Charles Prentice in 1935, with Norman Douglas. Publisher, friend, correspondent. Prentice, Publisher at Chatto and Windus, published Charles’s translations of Proust and Pirandello.
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Edward Marsh, civil servant and patron of the arts, took a deep interest in both Charles and his translations of Proust. They became great friends and lifelong correspondents.
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Luigi Pirandello, who Charles first met after a performance of one of his plays in Pisa in 1925.
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A sketch of Charles in 1925 by Estelle Nathan, an artist who spent time in Italy and whose daughter Pamela was one of Charles’s friends in Rome.



 

[image: image]
Vyvyan Holland and Charles visited Milan together and had a cinematic flip book made of their dinner conversation. They had a loyal and flirtatious friendship and wrote to each other frequently about their intimate lives and gossip about mutual friends.
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In between translating and spying, Charles (left) was a constant tour guide for his many friends who came to visit him in Italy.
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A portrait of Charles’s great friend and confidante Oriana Haynes as a young woman. She spent many hours listening to Charles read his translations viva voce.



 

[image: image]
Ruby Melville (second left) in Italy in 1923. Vyvyan Holland (first left) said of her: ‘What an idiot I made of myself to be sure, following her round Florence and Paris, and she surrounded by dowry-happy gigolos.’
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Charles was devoted to his nieces and nephews, especially after the death of his older brother, John. To his young niece, Sita, he would send postcards like this one of the Hotel Nettuno in Pisa, where he often stayed.
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Charles on holiday with Louis Christie at Durie in 1926. It was here in 1923 that Louis probably first broached the idea of Charles spying for him from Italy.
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Claude Dansey, the spymaster. Charles knew him at the War Office in 1917 and Dansey was later head of station in Rome.



 

[image: image]
Charles on an Italian mountainside, taken by Vyvyan Holland in 1926. He looks noticeably ill here. He was to die four years later.
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Like Proust, Charles was fascinated by genealogy, drawing family trees as a child and later compiling a complete history of the Moncrieffs with his cousin. This scrap is a dedication to his own ancestors.
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