

[image: ]




ALSO BY THOMAS MALLON




FICTION

Arts and Sciences
Aurora 7
Henry and Clara
Dewey Defeats Truman
Two Moons
Bandbox
Fellow Travelers

NONFICTION

Edmund Blunden
A Book of One’s Own
Stolen Words
Rockets and Rodeos
In Fact
Mrs. Paine’s Garage





[image: ]




In memory of



FRAN WALKER
(1927–2003)          



faithful correspondent, fast friend





Contents

           Introduction

   ONE   Absence

  TWO   Friendship

THREE   Advice

 FOUR   Complaint

  FIVE    Love

   SIX    Spirit

SEVEN   Confession

 EIGHT   War

  NINE   Prison



           Selected Bibliography





Introduction

IT EMBARRASSES ME to admit that I began writing this book when a first-class stamp cost twenty-nine cents. Well, here we are, the price half again as much and I a third again as old, and my excuses no better than what one usually offers when finally answering a letter that’s been under the paperweight for ages longer than one ever meant it to be.

But a person can’t adequately procrastinate without at least one semi-valid rationalization, and so here’s mine: if this book had come out, as it was supposed to, around 1997, it would have appeared just as e-mail was reaching Everyman and beginning to kill, or revive (there are both schools of thought), the practice and art of letter writing. Whichever the case, the book would have come ashore just as a sea change was making the waters even more interesting.

Letters had always defeated distance, but with the coming of e-mail, time seemed to be vanquished as well. It’s worth spending a minute or two pondering the physics of the thing, which interested Charles Lamb even early in the nineteenth century. Domestic mail was already a marvel—“One drops a packet at Lombard Street, and in twenty-four hours a friend in Cumberland gets it as fresh as if it came in ice”* —but in his essay “Distant Correspondents” (1822), Lamb seemed to regard remoteness and delay as inherent, vexing elements of the whole epistolary enterprise. Considering the gap between the dispatch and receipt of a far-traveling letter, hewrote: “Not only does truth, in these long intervals, un-essence herself, but (what is harder) one cannot venture a crude fiction, for the fear that it may ripen into a truth upon the voyage.” In Lamb’s view, sentiment, unlike revenge, “requires to be served up hot … If it have time to cool, it is the most tasteless of all cold meats.” He even imagines poor sentiment being “hoisted into a ship … pawed about and handled between the rude jests of tarpaulin ruffians.”

And yet, once the sentiment-carrying letter arrives, Lamb will be “chatting” to his distant correspondent “as familiarly as when we used to exchange good-morrows out of our old contiguous windows.” The letter will have reconnected them, however imperfectly, by the slenderest and most improbable of threads. With e-mail and its even realer-time progeny, the IM and the text message and the Tweet, we get to ask simply “how have you been?”—in, that is, the twelve minutes since we were last in touch.

In a history of the mails that he published in the frantic year 1928, Alvin F. Harlow proudly insisted that “the history of postal service has been the history of civilization,” and he debunked the idea that Queen Atossa, daughter of Cyrus the Great, wrote the first letter, from Persia, sometime in the sixth century B.C. Mr. Harlow felt certain that these civilizing instruments had been on the road, if not the wing, “hundreds of years” before that. Setting aside the question of precedence, we do know that Greeks had their fleet-footed hemerodromes and the Romans their Cursus publicus for the delivery of communications between one part of the government and another. Couriers and messengers made the Dark Ages a little less so, before Louis XI established what Mr. Harlow calls “the first royal, regular message service” in the fifteenth century, which allowed Henry VIII to imitate and expand the institution forty years later, across the Channel. Not long after that, private carriers began servicing non-royal folk, bequeathing us the phrase “post haste”—a shortening of the injunction (“Haste, Post, haste!”) that customers sometimes inscribed on their dispatches.

During the seventeenth century, government delivery service appeared in England, along with postmarks and complaints from messenger boys against the unfair competition. (One thinks of how the lethal bicycle messengers of 1980s Manhattan cursed the faxes that suddenly ran them off the road.) The mail coach transported England into its golden epistolary age, a time of such confidence in the quality of letters that, as Daniel Pool points out in his book about nineteenth-century British life, the recipient paid the postage. That changed with the advent of the penny post, around 1840, by which time envelopes had replaced sealing wax.

In America, as the Pony Express began racing alongside train tracks, speed of delivery came to trump all else, though the cozy convenience of home delivery did not arrive in most places until after the Civil War. Here, where I live in Washington D.C., a walk down F Street will take you past the building that served as the city’s post office in Lincoln’s time; the sidewalk that’s now filled with tourists—the building has become a hotel—once teemed with wives and sweethearts and women who didn’t yet know they were widows, all of them come to collect the mail they hoped was arriving from the battlefield.

Anthony Trollope arrived in the capital just a few years later—“in June the musquito of Washington is as a roaring lion”—to negotiate a postal treaty between the United States and England. (The Victorian appetite for work being what it was, writing several dozen books didn’t mean Trollope couldn’t hold a full-time government job, too.) According to R. H. Super, the treaty “settled almost nothing.” Trollope’s real postal success would remain more domestic than international: his introduction of the red pillar box that allowed for easy mailing of the letters upon which events in his novels so often turn.

WHAT HATH GOD WROUGHT. Trollope may not have lived into the age of air mail, but his postal career was spent under the whizzings and clicks of the telegraph wires, through which some could hear the first of many premature dirges for the old-fashioned letter. Writing to Flaubert in 1869, the ever-forward-looking George Sand considered “What an effect telegrams have had on things” and imagined “how full of fact and free of uncertainty life will be when such procedures have been still more simplified.” One can almost hear the electronic in-box beginning to chime.

A few intermediate marvels, like the radio and telephone, were enough to make Alvin Harlow put the word “so-called” before one late reference to the “civilization” he hymned in the pages of his history. “The art of beautiful letter writing has declined” with our supposed advances, he lamented—a cry we have been hearing ever more often in the eighty years since his book appeared. Those of us with a strong inclination toward the past must remember that, to its early writers, the handwritten or even chiseled letter must itself have seemed a marvel of modernity, and surely, even in Queen Atossa’s time, there were those who complained that letter writing—by its nature a “virtual” activity—was cutting down on all the face time that civilized Persians had previously enjoyed.

Is e-mail even mail? It’s a question that’s provoked more debate than margarine and the aluminum bat. In terms of its transmittal—in its first years over phone lines and these days via satellite—it would indeed seem closer to a telephone call. But its mode of composition argues for classifying it as a form of the letter, and to anyone who’s ever used it, e-mail’s quaint, snail-mail iconography—a blank pad and pencil for the “Compose” function, an “envelope” that lights up with a message’s arrival—makes perfect sense. (E-mail “arrives,” of course, at the big central computer of one’s Internet service provider, and when we log on, we’re more or less taking the sort of trip to the post office that those Civil War sweethearts had to make.)

More than one fine literary stylist has found e-mail actually to be more in keeping with letter writing’s early vitality than were the stuffy epistolary conventions that grew up over later centuries. Reflecting on her correspondence with a friend in France, Phyllis Rose writes, in The Year of Reading Proust: “Like a collagen cream or estrogen which restores to the skin its lost elasticity, e-mail has given me back the spontaneity I had lost to the laziness of age. I can receive Jack’s newsletter at noon, read it after dinner, write him a note, and it will pop up on his computer screen when he arrives at work the next morning in Paris.”

It’s peculiar how much less effort e-mail seems to require compared to its predecessors. But really: how difficult was it to roll paper into the typewriter, extract an envelope from the drawer, lick a stamp and then set the finished production upon that table in the hall? Not very, and yet the relative ease of e-mail feels undeniable, as does—to give the downside its due—the glaze of impersonality over what pops up on that computer screen. Even if nowadays, thanks to the computer, everybody can type, we once got to know and recognize the quirks of a person’s typing, and typewriter, almost as readily as his penmanship. In retrospect, one realizes that typewriting had more in common with the ink of a pen than the uniform pixels on a monitor. Of course, handwriting, that even more irreducible mode, has an intimacy and force that can never be matched by either medium. The reader of this book will meet several presidents in its pages, and it’s worth noting here the biographer Edmund Morris’s point about how, because it was handwritten, Ronald Reagan’s letter announcing his Alzheimer’s disease had a distinctly greater public impact than it would have had otherwise.

For all the wild calamities of indiscretion that cyber communication has excited, in and of itself it is far less sexy than a gartered clutch of letters that were once sealed with a kiss and had the words “I Love You” secretly written under the stamps. Does anyone really want to buy Casanova’s hard drive, or Milady’s printouts, at auction? And yet, to flip sides once again, electronic mail has a few of its own oddball, endearing traits: the subject line that hangs around long past the point at which it has anything to do with what the correspondence is now discussing; the whimsical screen names that it shuttles between. Shipboard cable addresses, temporary handles for the transoceanic traveler, used to have something of the same charm. Jessica Mitford’s was ELKSHATRACK, chosen after a friend told her “You need news from home like an elk needs a hat rack.”

But the lack of emotional affect to much e-mail is a trait conceded even by the form’s enthusiasts. E-mail is so bluntly efficient that it often seems downright angry. When it means to be angry, it is sent in haste and repented not at leisure—no one has any of that anymore—but in a horrified burst, about three minutes after the offending words have been dispatched. In their book Send: The Essential Guide to Email for Office and Home, David Shipley and Will Schwalbe take a sensible, mixed view of what’s out there in the ether, and they exonerate e-mail from the most serious charge against it: “Email has been blamed for the death of the letter. We think that’s unfair. Email is responsible for the death of the useless phone call. (And, by the way, it was the telephone that killed the letter.)”

People complain about e-mail’s supposed evanescence, but Shipley and Schwalbe argue that its actual cockroachlike endurance is greater cause for concern: “Not only everything you’ve sent but also everything you’ve received can come back to bite you.” The authors warn against the form’s indiscriminate movements with the sternness of an old army training film: “Never forward anything without permission, and assume everything you write will be forwarded.”

If you’ve bought or borrowed this book, I’m guessing you’re the sort of person who deplores the absence of salutations and polite closings in electronic correspondence. And yet, I’ll bet that, like me, at some point in the last couple of years, on your own digital road to Damascus, you’ve been thunderstruck by the realization that you’d just sent a text message that read, in its entirety: “r u there?” We are all living in Mr. Jobs’s world now. Its addictive instant gratifications have replaced the old, slow anticipation of the daily visit from the mailman, who now brings mostly junk and whose bosses at the United States Postal Service have, for the past dozen or so years, been pleading with customers to come back. One advertisement from 1996 already implored:


In this electronic age, a letter is personal and permanent. It says you took the time and trouble to communicate. The impact of a letter is unique, whether you’re complaining about a disappointing purchase or declaring your love.

The point is, write. A letter or card is truly a unique gift—a piece of yourself.



Lest we over-romanticize letter writing, we should remember that it could sometimes be terrible drudgery. On January 14, 1958, C. S. Lewis reminded one of his correspondents, a bit churlishly, that his letter to her was the eighth one he’d already written that day, and at the end of the following year, he asked the same woman to join him in a pact that “if we are both alive next year, whenever we write to one another it shall not be at Christmas time. That period is becoming a sort of nightmare to me—it means endless quill-driving!” (One wonders if he’d have been happy living into the age of the word-processed Christmas letter—“Dear Everybody”—that goes into the mail, or out through the ISP.)

The Christmas card is only one epistolary subgenre of dozens, from the chain letter to the mash note, the Collins (see Jane Austen), the bread-and-butter letter, the ransom note, the begging letter, dunning letters, letters of recommendation and introduction, the unsent letter, letters to the dead (sent by the Egyptians more than four thousand years ago), letters from the dead (“to be opened in the event of …”). Some of these, along with reports of travel, Valentines, war-zone dispatches, pleas from prison, advice to the lovelorn and j’accusing jeremiads, will surface in the chapters that follow.

AS THEIR CLOSELY variant subtitles indicate, Yours Ever has always been intended as a kind of companion volume to A Book of One’s Own, the study of diaries I published back in 1984. Readers of that earlier volume may find less overlap of its dramatis personae with this book’s than they might expect. Only a few of the old cast are back (George Sand and Byron are two of them), mostly because being a “natural” at one of the forms doesn’t often extend to a talent for the other. Among plenty of exceptions (I can already hear them coming to your mind), Virginia Woolf may be first and foremost. Her absence here—except as the recipient of Vita Sackville-West’s love letters—stems mainly from a sense that I didn’t have much to add to all that others have written about her letters. But the sheer uninclusive arbitrariness of this new book (something it has in common with its predecessor) also kept me from laboring to overcome my disinclination—in this instance and some others.

Over the years, diarists who’ve read A Book of One’s Own have sent me a wonderful heap of letters (“I guess I just couldn’t resist one more opportunity to put my thoughts on paper”), and the only querulous note I believe they’ve struck has always come as an interrogative: How could you have left out …? I’m afraid it will be the same here, with only space limitations, and a belief that it’s better to convey enthusiasm than obligation, as my mitigating pleas.

Some things are quite different about this new book. Diarists are a less numerous and odder lot than letter writers: the assassin and the masochist and the crackpot Elizabethan astrologer, all denizens of A Book of One’s Own, are more drawn to unanswerable monologue than to exchange. There are, for sure, plenty of flamboyant characters in the pages that follow—I wouldn’t trade Flannery O’Connor, FDR and Madame de Sévigné for any of the aforementioned three—but they are writing in a form, letters, that has been used by almost every literate person. If the material feels less rarefied than the diaries in A Book of One’s Own, it may also feel more welcoming and accessible. One common feature is indisputable: the pleasure to be had in violating someone’s privacy. Whether we’re reading his diaries or her letters, we’re reading material that wasn’t intended for us—at least originally.

If this book seems less antic than the earlier one, so is the author finally publishing it. I was a young man when I wrote A Book of One’s Own, and while I’m fond of certain stretches, some overeager portions of it make me cringe a little, in the same healthy way one recoils a bit when rereading one’s own diaries—or letters. The chance to get your hands on the latter comes infrequently—perhaps when a lover throws them back in your face, or the parent who saved them dies—but if you don’t find the experience at least slightly mortifying, then something’s gone wrong with your growth.

There’s a difference in the reading of diaries and letters, not just in the writing of them. From the first genre, one is getting the whole story; however selective, the diary is the total narrative that the author chose to provide. A letter is rarely more than half the story; if its forerunner or reply aren’t available, one has to infer the other half of the conversation, which can be as frustrating as listening to a cell-phone caller on the train. There are signs, however, that the genres are blending. The blog would seem to hover between the two, as half diary, half letter-to-the-world, a sign that we are entering the post-private age at least partly of our own free will.

For six months of the year 2000, when blogging barely had a name, a magazine editor named Paul Tough ran a website called Open Letters. As Dinitia Smith reported in The New York Times: “There was one from a man confronting his estranged wife, who was spending the night with another man; another from a 29-year-old woman having chemotherapy; and one from a well-known author who uses his bird feeders as a distraction from writing.” (How unexotic this already sounds in the age of YouTube and Wonkette!) The real sign that the era of the blog was being hatched came with Smith’s taking note of how “Some of the letters became mini-series that readers followed.”

Yours Ever is organized roughly around the circumstances motivating each chapter’s worth of letters. Life being the chaotic thing it is and letters being the associative catchall they are, there is nothing very categorical about the categories. The chapter divisions are, in fact, even more porous than they were in A Book of One’s Own, and aside from asking “How could you have left out …,” readers are entitled to object that some collection discussed in “Advice” really belongs in “Confession,” just as bits of “Friendship,” “Complaint,” “Love” and “War” may have strayed from their proper habitats. I can only reply that sorting the various bundles and collections has sometimes felt like herding cats.

This judgmental survey is offered not as an exercise in nostalgia but a series of glimpses into a still-living literature. This is a book whose text bows down to its bibliography, one that presents itself as a kind of long cover letter to the cornucopia of titles listed back there. If, from what follows, a reader feels inspired to seek out any of those volumes, to consume them at length or in toto, I will have no cause to regret the anything-but-swift completion of my appointed rounds.



Washington, D.C.
June 4, 2009




* More or less foreseeing the telephone, Lamb writes that posting a letter is like “whispering through a long trumpet.”




CHAPTER ONE Absence


We are by September and yet my flowers are bold as June. Amherst has gone to Eden.

Emily Dickinson to Elizabeth Holland, October 1870



“REAL TIME”—which isn’t time at all, but rather simultaneity—seems these days always to be our goal in communicating between one place and another. So much so that one must ask: was the old passage of days and weeks, as letters traveled, “false time”?

A telephone call or instant message actually conveys one place to another, whereas letters always conveyed not only a place but a time as well, one that had already passed. If written vividly enough, they made the recipient forget that what he was reading about had actually taken place weeks before—the way an astronomer looking at the explosion of a star has to remember that he is in fact looking into the past, at something that happened ages ago and whose light is only now being delivered.

Distance—the fact that you are there and I am not—is the hardest fact against which letters were for centuries written, even if the distance was short and temporary, as it was between Elizabeth Holland in New York and Emily Dickinson in Massachusetts. Letters talked across it with information and sentiment, putting themselves at the service of both practical necessity and emotional luxury. Here in this first chapter we have news from elsewhere, letters containing anything at all and nothing in particular, catchall correspondence that never would have come into existence had its writer, or reader, just stayed home.

 

THE WARRING red and white roses of Lancaster and York still bloom against all the black ink spilled throughout the fifteenth century by one embattled Norfolk family. The Paston Letters are a medieval document-drama, crammed with besieged castles, arranged marriages, tournaments, knightings, plague, lawsuits, highwaymen, pilgrimages and falconry. The members of the prosperous but always-imperilled Paston clan—along with their retainers, allies, patrons and foes—create, year by year, a sort of prose Canterbury Tales, a chronicle ripe with cunning and calamity. Each packet of “tidings” between home and London (where a father or brother is usually pursuing family interests) nearly bursts its seal with urgency. So much depends on these letters. When the Pastons ask for news of one another, they’re not being polite. They require tidings on the spot. In the decades just before Richard III offered his kingdom for a horse, the Pastons would have given at least one manor house for a telephone.

At the heart of this multigenerational mini-series stand Margaret Paston and her husband John, a lawyer often away at the capital’s Inner Temple. Affection and gossip aren’t absent from their correspondence, but when Margaret wishes that John “be not chary of writing letters,” and tells him she “would have one every day,” she’s asking that they be stuffed with information, not sealed with a kiss. The two-way traffic is, if anything, more crucial to him than her. Margaret offers, for example, her sense of what the local poor are wishing from the parliament in which her husband now sits: “they live in hope that you should set a way that they might live in better peace in this country than they have done before, and that wool should be provided for so that it should not go out of this land as it has been allowed to do before.” She gives John warnings of his enemies (“I pray you heartily beware how you walk there and have a good fellowship with you when you walk out. The Lord Moleyns has a company of scoundrels with him that care not what they do”), and she supplies news of their predations close to home. Most spectacular is her report, on October 27, 1465, of how the duke of Suffolk’s men have come to one Paston property and “ransacked the church and bore away all the goods that were left there, both of ours and of the tenants, and even stood upon the high altar and ransacked the images and took away those that they could find, and put the parson out of the church till they had done, and ransacked every man’s house in the town five or six times.”

At less turbulent moments, Margaret uses her letters to remind John that their sons need hats, or that she had no decent necklace to wear when the queen visited Norwich. She has, to say the least, a strong practical streak. Shortly after John is released from a brief stay in Fleet Prison, she reminds him to bring some “pewter vessels, 2 basins, 2 ewers and 12 candlesticks” home for Christmas. John Paston sometimes complains about how things are being managed in his absence (“I pray you put all your wits together and see to the reform of it”), but more often he has reason to compliment his wife’s fearlessness: “I recommend me to you and thank you for your labour and diligence against the unruly fellowship that came before you on Monday last, of which I have heard report by John Hobbs. In good faith you acquit yourself right well and discreetly, and much to your worship and mine, and to the shame of your adversaries.”

The Pastons’ wealth was vastly increased by an inheritance from Sir John Fastolf, a rich Knight of the Garter to whom John Paston rendered long friendship and legal counsel. Fastolf’s last will and testament—itself a sort of letter, through which the author speaks of many matters from beyond the grave—assured a constant volley of arrows and writs between the Pastons and those who sought to overturn their benefactor’s wishes.

These struggles lasted many years beyond John Paston’s death in 1466, after which two of Margaret’s sons, both named John, continued to receive her strong-willed, advice-filled letters. The eldest, Sir John (or John II), was a courtier of King Edward IV, better at holding on to a jouster’s lance than money. Having irritated his father (“I see in him,” John Sr. wrote Margaret, “no disposition towards discretion nor self-control”), John II is now the constant object of his mother’s scoldings. Usually in London instead of at the contested Paston properties, he exasperates her with his absence and pleas of poverty. She can’t believe how infrequently he writes or, after five years, that he has still not had his father’s gravestone made. She tells him that one lord “reports better of you than I think you deserve,” and that she will not be responsible for his debts, not when her own encircled estates are bringing in so little: “We beat the bushes and have the loss and disworship, and other men have the birds.”

Sir John will protest that his presence at court is important to the family’s interests, but his younger brother (John III) is the one literally left holding the fort. John III warns him that “your folk think that you have forgotten them,” and suggests he spend more time with his tenants and less on his tournaments. John II does send some men to help defend the estate at Caister against the duke of Norfolk, but he doesn’t show up himself to help, a dereliction that prompts his mother’s most bitter letter of all:


I greet you well, letting you know that your brother and his fellowship stand in great jeopardy at Caister, and are lacking in victuals. Daubeney and Berney are dead and others badly hurt, and gunpowder and arrows are lacking. The place is badly broken down by the guns of the other party, so that, unless they have hasty help, they are likely to lose both their lives and the place, which will be the greatest rebuke to you that ever came to any gentleman …



Before one begins thinking of Johns II and III as those latter-day scions of Brideshead—the wastrel Sebastian and the rule-bound Bridey, with Margaret, in between, as Lady Marchmain—one should turn to the non-emergency letters that passed between the brothers, often on the subject of John III’s search for a wife. The elder John does his best to help with a number of candidates, including one properous, immovable widow: “she prayed me that I should not labour further therein, for she would hold by such answer as she had given you before.” When John III all on his own finally secures a bride, John II appears displeased not to have been needed: “This matter is gone so far without my counsel, so I pray you make an end of it without my counsel.”

Even more than a suitable wife, John III craves a serviceable bird, so that he might get some exercise and society through falconry: “If I have not a hawk I shall grow fat for lack of labour and dead for lack of company, by my troth. No more, but I pray God send you all your desires and me my mewed goshawk in haste … There is a grocer dwelling right over against the well with two buckets a little way from St. Helen’s, who always has hawks to sell …” What the older sibling finally produces is “as good as lame in both her legs, as every man’s eye may see,” but John III thanks him for trying.

The two seem most like brothers when John II writes about the Turk at court with a penis “as long as his leg” (and asks John III to be careful about showing this letter to Mother), or when the two of them ally against the family’s chaplain, James Gloys, who has developed too much of a hold over Margaret. “Sir James and I are at odds,” reports John III to his older brother. “We fell out before my mother, with ‘Thou proud priest’ and ‘Thou proud squire’, my mother taking his side, so I have almost burned my boats as far as my mother’s house is concerned; yet summer will be over before I get me any master.” A year after this incident, John II congratulates John III on the chaplain’s death. “I am right glad that [our mother] will now do somewhat by your advice. Wherefore beware henceforth that no such fellow creeps in between her and you …”

Gloys had sometimes composed Margaret’s letters for her, an activity that left the younger Pastons open to his manipulations. Margaret should have understood their sensitivity on this point. Shortly after her husband’s death, it was she who had counseled John II: “beware that you keep securely your writings that are of value, so that they do not come into the hands of those that may harm you hereafter. Your father … in his troublous time set more store on his writings and evidence than he did by any of his movable goods.”

Like deeds and wills, letters were instruments that helped a man to hold his place in the turbulent medieval world. The Pastons’ constantly challenged claims to land and wealth required, as much as anything, paper proof. More than five hundred years later, the written tidings they sent among themselves are all that remain to vouchsafe even their existence. The family died out in 1732.

 

IF WE DISPATCH ourselves two centuries ahead and across the Channel to the world of Louis XIV, we will find Marie de Rabutin Chantal—Madame de Sévigné—in a perpetually clever orbit around the Sun King’s court. “Receiving and answering letters takes up a large part of our lives,” she writes in 1689, toward the end of a twenty-year exchange with Françoise de Grignan, her married daughter in Provence. Indeed, Madame de Sévigné owes her literary survival to the production of mere letters just as surely as her English contemporary Pepys secured his with nothing but a diary. Each made what is supposedly literature’s supporting material into a finished product.

If one compares Margaret Paston’s letters and Madame de Sévi-gné’s, the most striking difference arises from the lack of necessity attaching to the latter. So little depends on them but pleasure. Vital information has become gossip, and letter writing transformed itself from a task into an art.

Though news of Louis XIV’s court may not “last from one post to the next,” Madame de Sévigné has managed to keep it fresh for three centuries. Even the stock market of the king’s female favorites continues, in her reports of it, to absorb the reader. “Here is the present position: Mme de Montespan is furious. She wept a lot yesterday. You can imagine the tortures her pride is going through. It is even more outraged by the high favour of Mme de Maintenon.” Part of the punch here derives from Madame de Sévigné’s absolute regard for her absolute monarch. Unsparing of anyone else, she remains rapt by the king’s generosity, friendliness and general near-divinity.

She declares to Françoise that she “cannot invent anything,” pronouncing herself “quite satisfied to be a substance that thinks and reads.” But more important, she is a substance on whom “nothing is lost.” She more than once expresses contempt for exaggeration and “false details,” though there was scarce need for anyone to resort to those in surveying the Sun King’s domain. On April 24, 1671, she recounts the catastrophe befalling a Chantilly chef who let down the monarch’s hunting party. Milking the suspense, she withholds the crucial verb until both the periodic sentence and no doubt Françoise are ready to burst:


Vatel, the great Vatel, maître d’hôtel to M. Foucquet and now to Monsieur le Prince, this man whose ability surpassed all others, whose mental capacity was capable of carrying all the cares of a state—this man, then, whom I knew, seeing at eight o’clock this morning that the fish had not come, was unable to face the humiliation he saw about to overwhelm him and, in a word, stabbed himself.



If only poor Vatel had possessed the sangfroid that the Marquise de Brinvilliers would exhibit five years later, after poisoning her husband: “She listened to her sentence in the morning with no fear or weakness, and at the end had it read over again, saying that the tumbril had seized her attention at the beginning and she had not followed the rest … She was given a glimpse of a pardon, and such a clear glimpse that she did not think she would die, and said as she climbed the scaffold, ‘So it’s serious?’”

The letters reveal a markedly modern mother-daughter relationship. Madame de Sévigné has time with Françoise—as Margaret Paston did not with her sons—to indulge feeling for its own sake. More than a soupçon of neurosis and passive aggression go into the envelopes. “When you want to be you are adorable,” she writes at the start of their separation; she tells Françoise that her love for her is genuine, “whatever you may think about it.” She asks why the daughter doesn’t return her demonstrations (“Are you afraid I might die of joy?”), and her response to a report that Françoise has been crying sounds like an ancien-régime version of the classic I’ll-just-sit-in-the-dark Jewish-mother joke: “I do urge you, dear heart, to look after your eyes—as to mine, you know they must be used up in your service.” She cannot stop crowing once she’s found the right wet nurse for her granddaughter (“This is how we manage your affairs”).

She appends compliments with nudges (“I am delighted to know you are beautiful, and would like to kiss you. But how silly always to wear that blue dress!”), and she deploys feelings like troops: “Do you think I don’t receive your caresses with open arms? Do you think I don’t also kiss with all my heart your lovely cheeks and bosom? Do you think I can embrace you without infinite affection? Do you think that affection can ever go further than mine for you?” No, maman, no.

But enough about Françoise. Like all great letter-writers, Madame de Sévigné writes mostly for herself, inverting the paradox that governs the best diarists, who whether they admit it or not are really writing for others. She will “make so bold as to quote [herself],” and she knows that she writes too much (“I am producing prose with a facility that will be the death of you”), but what else is she to do when she does it so well?

She makes frequent pronouncements upon the proper way to compose correspondence, an activity so serious that even birdsong is an interruption: “I set aside part of this after-dinner period to write to you in the garden, where I am being deafened by three or four nightingales over my head.” She urges Françoise to adopt a natural style, not to skimp on narrative and to put down what’s on her mind right at the moment, even if the fifteen-day postman’s journey may render it stale. She will give her daughter material to use in provincial conversations but expects a service in return: “Refer to certain people in our letters, so that I can say so to them.” Explaining that “I have gone in for a lot of details but I am sending them because on a similar occasion I should like them myself,” she promulgates a timeless epistolary standard: send the letter you’d like to receive. In the fall of 1676, she pays Françoise the ultimate compliment: “I have never seen such a brilliant letter as your last. I nearly sent it back to you to give you the pleasure of reading it.” Nothing could better illustrate letter writing’s movement out of utility and into aesthetics.

As befitting a friend of La Rochefoucauld’s, Madame de Sévigné’s style rises, at its best, to aphorism: “One can’t prove that one is discreet, for by proving it one ceases to be so.” Part of an age that knew how to put intellect over feeling, she can appear icily detached in her amusement. Her own granddaughter “is no beauty but she is very nice.” If her outpourings of sentiment toward Françoise seem like rhetorical manipulation, the disdain with which she perceives her son’s romantic entanglements comes straight from her head-ruled heart: “His emotions are quite genuine and quite false, freezing cold and burning hot, quite villainous and quite sincere; in fact his heart is crazy. [La Rochefoucauld and I] laughed a lot about it, even with my son, for he is good company and can cap anything. We get on very well together.” Together they laugh at the spelling and style of his mistress’s letters. When the young man distinguishes himself in the king’s wars, his mother grows better disposed toward him, even if at the start of one military campaign she wearily notes how “the vogue for being wounded is setting in.”

In assessing herself, Madame de Sévigné claims to resist both decorum and licentiousness; declares herself afraid of both other people’s sympathy and her own self-reproach. (On the latter score she hasn’t much to worry about.) She claims to be “very sorry” about an insufficiency of religious feeling, but the piety that comes most naturally to her is the mock variety, not offered at an altar but cackled behind a fan: “Everything you write about the Marans woman is delightful, and the punishments she will have in hell. But do you realize you will accompany her if you continue to hate her—just think that you will be together for all eternity. Nothing more is needed to persuade you to seek your salvation.” She will promise to answer a packet of Françoise’s letters when she’s feeling “much less devout,” and three days later, in reporting an embarrassment suffered by Madame de Gêvres, she announces her own recovery from the lapse into spirituality: “My dear, I’m spiteful—I was delighted.”

Three hundred years later, we would no more have her on her knees than we would ask Pepys to stop groping the servant girls.

THE PALACE of the Sun King would probably have rendered Mark Twain less comfortable than King Arthur’s court left a certain Connecticut Yankee. Though he had met the czar of Russia in 1867 and found himself well enough treated (“we staid 4 hours and were made a good deal more at home than we could have been in a New York drawing-room”), the passing of the years left Samuel Clemens a strident antimonarchist. “Another throne has gone down,” he writes to the Boston Herald’s Sylvester Baxter in 1889, when the Brazilian monarchy falls; “I swim in oceans of satisfaction.” He came to regard royalism as “the grotesquest of all the swindles ever invented by man;” the czar as “the head slave-driver of Europe;” and the “stench” of titled Englishmen as being so bad it called for shipping to foreign parts. The basic ingredient of Clemens’s epistolary humor is usually a deadpan hyperbole, but the very idea of a king makes him lose his head.

On democratic home ground, this first completely American prose writer displays a range of letter-writing moods and methods that can surprise even those who know full well that Huckleberry Finn is not a Young Adult novel. The propulsion and vividness of Clemens’s letters—his narratives are always descriptive and his descriptions are always narratives—can be seen in especially stunning combination in what he writes from Elmira, New York, to Mr. and Mrs. William Dean Howells on August 25, 1877. He tells them the story of a debt-ridden black farmer who, by some spectacular quick thinking and courage, has just saved the occupants of a runaway horse-and-buggy:


He saw the frantic horse plunging down the hill toward him on a full gallop, throwing his heels as high as a man’s head at every jump. So Lewis turned his team diagonally across the road just at the “turn,” thus making a V with the fence. The running horse could not escape that, but must enter it. Then Lewis sprang to the ground and stood in this V. He gathered his vast strength, and with a perfect Creedmoor aim he seized the gray horse’s bit as he plunged by and fetched him up standing!



Clemens always appreciates strong, plain style in the letters he receives—praising, for instance, the prose of his daughter Susy for having “no barnacles on it.” And when he relaxes into his own epistolary labors, he seems to enjoy them, taking the time to send his wife, Livy, a “rebus,” that form of letter in which certain words, mostly nouns, are eliminated in favor of little sketches depicting them.

But he did not like having to put anything conventional or obligatory into his correspondence (“I cannot overcome my repugnance to telling what I am doing or what I expect to do or propose to do”) or to keep up with the letter-writing demands of literary success and celebrity. People visiting him with letters of introduction could get a chilly reception, as could those who approached only through the mails. He professed not to understand why strangers should feel the impulse to annoy him with “kindly letters” that left him with the choice of being “rudely silent” or annoyed by the labor and distraction of responding.

Clemens composed unsent letters—those black-inked jeremiads providing so much relief to the writer while doing no damage to the unaware “recipient”—with unusual frequency. He once even wrote an introduction for a collection of them that he contemplated publishing, and he advised all those inclined toward this subgenre to pigeonhole any letters they produced in it for much-later reading: “An old cold letter like that makes you wonder how you could ever have got into such a rage about nothing.”

Clemens’s letters have retained a full-bloodedness that gives biographies of him a peculiar animation; the reader feels treated by the subject himself to a moving picture instead of the typical collection of stills. Once he leaves Hannibal, Missouri, for New York City in the 1850s, the future Mark Twain sends home repeated, bumptious assurances that success will soon come and be entirely his doing: “I fancy they’ll have to wait some time till they see me down-hearted or afraid of starving while I have strength to work and am in a city of 400,000 inhabitants.” When he learns to pilot boats along the Mississippi, his self-confidence shows no sign of cooling off: “what vast respect Prosperity commands! Why, six months ago I could enter the ‘Rooms’ and receive only a customary fraternal greeting, but now they say, ‘Why, how are you, old fellow—when did you get in?’” After life on the river come his years in the West, with all their adventures in mining and prospecting and journalism, and all their sights and smells, to be mailed to people still in Missouri: “When crushed, sage brush emits an odor which isn’t exactly magnolia and equally isn’t exactly polecat, but is a sort of compromise between the two.”

This description, from 1861, appears in a letter to his mother, whose long life and heart’s secrets would excite Clemens’s imaginative respect for decades to come. But the family member who would forever provoke his greatest wonder, and exasperation, was his feckless brother Orion, who spent life in a prolonged, cheerful fit of self-delusion, bouncing from one ill-conceived business and belief to the next. In February 1879, while traveling in Munich, Clemens writes to Howells, his own greatest literary supporter, about Orion’s scheme to make money by lecturing on his famous brother: “Did you ever see the grotesquely absurd and the heart-breakingly pathetic more closely joined together? … Now only think of it! He still has 100 pages to write on his lecture, yet in one inking of his pen he has already swooped around the United States and invested the result!”

Clemens suggests that Orion’s ever-shifting allegiances and enthusiasms would make him a great literary character for Howells: “you must put him into romance.” Or perhaps the two of them can write a play about him: “Orion is a field which grows richer and richer the more he mulches it with each new topdressing of religion or other guano. Drop me an immediate line about this, won’t you?” When the brother proves incapable even of hiring a home nurse for their ailing mother, Clemens blows his top: “Jesus Christ!” he roars at Orion. “It is perilous to write such a man. You can go crazy on less material than anybody that ever lived.” And yet it is Orion, flitting between the Republicans and the Democrats, the Methodists and the Swedenborgians, chicken-farming and the law, who provides the comic material that any reader of Clemens’s correspondence winds up craving most.

The Mark Twain letters are replete with Clemens’s own failed business ventures, to which he always applied the sort of sustained zeal Orion could never summon. When it came to managing work he created personally, Clemens could be shrewd: he understood immediately that the banning of Huckleberry Finn by the public library of Concord, Massachusetts, would prove good for sales; knew enough to squelch hopeless dramatic adaptations of Tom Sawyer; fended off requests for product endorsements; and refused newspaper editors’ requests for free comment on one thing or another when he could just as easily compose his remarks for money. But his long detours into two different businesses supposedly allied to authorship—publishing and printing—proved slow-motion, draining debacles.

Working with Charles L. Webster, he had a solid success publishing Ulysses Grant’s memoirs, whose gallant completion by the dying Grant occasioned Clemens’s moving portrait of the persistent old general. Still, Charles L. Webster & Co. went bankrupt in 1894, at roughly the same time Clemens’s “ten-year dream” of developing a perfect typesetting machine, the Paige Compositor, came clanging to a dismal close. “All the other wonderful inventions of the human brain sink pretty nearly into commonplace contrasted with this awful mechanical miracle,” he had written—to Orion!—in 1889. The old boastfulness of those youthful letters from New York and the Mississippi River balloons once more over the mighty Compositor (“We own the whole field—every inch of it—and nothing can dislodge us”), but in the end, no amount of time and money can make the enterprise go. After it and the publishing business are gone, Clemens will discharge his debts by once more strenuously driving his pen.

How little detachment this greatest of ironists has in the peak moments of his far-flung life. Clemens hated “sham sentimentality” whenever he got wind of its sour sweetness, especially from incoming mail. But his own often exclamatory letters never stint on genuine feeling. He can rhapsodize a “perfect” summer day or unleash a cri de coeur of grief and guilt, such as the one he lets loose during his river days over the death of his brother Henry in a shipboard boiler explosion: “Men take me by the hand and congratulate me and call me ‘lucky’ because I was not on the Pennsylvania when she blew up!” (This long, despairing letter stands in inverse proportion to the joyous later one about Lewis, the heroic farmhand.)

After the death of his wife, Clemens directs his cry of sorrow toward Howells: “Shall we ever laugh again? If I could only see a dog that I knew in the old times! and could put my arms around his neck and tell him all, everything, and ease my heart.” This lord of fictional mischief had been a worshipful husband from the start, introducing Livy to his family in a letter written on February 27, 1869: “She is only a little body but she hasn’t her peer in Christendom … I warn you that whoever comes within the fatal influence of her beautiful nature is her willing slave for evermore.”

On those occasions when Clemens and Livy were apart, letters between them substituted for companionable conversation from pillow to pillow. Having witnessed a spat between the Howellses, Clemens couldn’t wait to tell his own wife about it: “It didn’t seem to me that I had any right to be having this feast and you not there.” It must have been particular torment, during her long last illness, for Clemens—as Charles Neider, the editor of his letters, tells us—to be permitted only forty minutes of daily visiting with Livy, and the dispatch of only two letters per day, preferably newsless and unexciting, into the sickroom.

As he aged and death increased its takings—not just Livy, but two daughters and many friends—Clemens grew more preoccupied with a dark religious determinism that held man to be “a helpless and irresponsible coffee mill ground by the hand of God.” The design was anything but intelligent, and the machine ran backward. “The whole scheme of things is turned wrong end to. Life should begin with age and its privileges and accumulations, and end with youth and its capacity to splendidly enjoy such advantages.”

As the twentieth century arrived, the big picture began commanding more of his focus than anything small—world disarmament trumping “that sewer—party politics”—but little sublunary concerns could never fully disappear from the letters of a writer so instinctively prescriptive. Near the end of his life, Clemens adds Sir Walter Scott to a list of literary dismissals that already includes Hawthorne, Henry James and Middlemarch. Posing a series of innocent-seeming questions to the critic Brander Matthews, he asks, regarding the Scotch novelist: “Has he funny characters that are funny, and humorous passages that are humorous? … Did he know how to write English and didn’t do it because he didn’t want to?”

In the year he turned forty-five, Clemens had found himself reading the “diffuse, conceited, ‘eloquent,’ bathotic” letters of the youthful Daniel Webster—and musing upon epistolary survival. At that point quite content in the prime of his own life beside a loving wife and healthy new baby, Clemens sat down to write a letter to his best friend, the Reverend Joseph Twichell and to wonder about whoever might be reading this same letter “80 years hence,” in the year 1960. Curiously enough, Clemens imagined this reader as a “pitying snob” who would only sneer at the “pathetically trivial” doings of the author’s family. Bringing the composition to an abrupt close, Clemens stopped addressing Twichell and issued a warning to the nasty specimen of posterity he was envisioning: “Suffice it you to know, scoffer and ribald, that the little child is old and blind now, and once more toothless, and the rest of us are shadows, these many, many years. Yes, and your time cometh!”

Come it does, of course. But a half century beyond 1960, finding ourselves still avid for Clemens’s letters—in which the children are still cutting their teeth and the bloom remains on Livy’s cheek—we have the pleasure of seeing that the joke, for once, was on him.

THE MOST IMPORTANT letter Jessica Mitford ever wrote was a forgery, addressed to herself (“Darling Decca”) at the age of nineteen, on February 3, 1937. Pretending to be a girlfriend traveling on the Continent, the future muckraker issued an effervescent pseudo-invitation to come across the Channel: “We have taken a house in Dieppe—that is, Auntie has taken it! We mean to make it the centre of a sort of motor tour to all the amusing places round. We are going there from Austria on Wednesday, and we should so love you to join us next weekend sometime …”

The letter made it appear as if Mitford might soon be headed toward a world as stable and socially regulated as Madame de Sévigné’s. In fact, her destination was war-torn Spain, which she intended to reach after eloping with her second cousin Esmond Romilly, a nephew of Winston Churchill’s who’d achieved a precocious stardom through his flamboyant rebellion against British public-school culture and his later service with the International Brigade defending Madrid. The Dieppe ruse worked. Shown the letter of invitation, Mitford’s mother, Lady Redesdale, let her daughter slip out of England, and before long Decca and Romilly were in Loyalist Bilbao, transmitting news of the Spanish war for a press bureau that had taken them on.

Looked at in class and period terms, all this might be regarded as normal youthful revolt. Lord Redesdale, known to his children as “Farve,” was a glowering martinet who used a stopwatch to time the sermons of whatever vicar he hired for the Cotswolds village that the Mitfords dominated. His wife (“Muv”) insisted that their six daughters, widely spaced in age but sharing a complicated matrix of games, nicknames and nonsense languages, receive much of their education at home—a confinement especially resented by Decca, who from the start possessed terrific gumption.

She was the fifth of the sisters to make a London debut. All of them had looks, wit and aggression to burn; each was “a terrific hater,” Decca would remember. The escapades of the older ones had been harmless enough during the 1920s heyday of the Bright Young Things (Evelyn Waugh even worked twelve-year-old Decca’s pet lamb into Vile Bodies), but they proved a good deal less amusing when conducted under the darker clouds of the decade that followed. It would be the grotesque doings of her sisters, more than the eccentricities and strictness of her parents, that prompted Decca’s flight in 1937.

“Whenever I see the words ‘Peer’s Daughter’ in a headline,” sighed Muv, “I know it’s going to be something about one of you children.” In 1936, after the collapse of her marriage to Bryan Guinness, heir to the brewing fortune, Diana, the greatest beauty among the girls, wed Sir Oswald Mosley, head of the British Union of Fascists. This new connection fired up Nazi enthusiasm in the most physically imposing of the sisters, Unity (middle name Valkyrie), who soon became friendly with Goebbels, Goering and Hitler himself. Nancy Mitford, the eldest and most caustic of the girls, satirized the family’s political adventurings in a novel called Wigs on the Green, but even she had the Mitford gift for group-loathing; in her case, a weirdly virulent anti-Americanism. When Decca, the clan’s only leftist, made her escape, Nancy joined forces with the family in trying to retrieve her.

After a period in Spain, the young Romillys did return, briefly, to England, where the lights in their London flat “blazed away night and day,” since nobody had ever informed Decca “that you had to pay for electricity.” Following the Munich pact of 1938, the couple were off to America, determined to stay there while Britain’s international alignments sorted themselves out. Esmond and Decca sponged and schemed and odd-jobbed their way up and down the East Coast until during the spring of 1940, in response to Hitler’s westward invasions, Romilly decided to enlist in the Canadian Air Force. He was killed the next year.

Decca remained in Washington with their baby daughter, Constancia (“Dinky”), finding work with the Office of Price Administration and a social life among the young New Dealers. She lived with Clifford and Virginia Durr, Southern liberals whose guests sometimes included Congressman Lyndon B. Johnson and his wife. (“Who is Lady Bird?” Muv wrote to Decca. “I looked her up in the Peerage, but could find no trace.”) By the middle of the war, Mitford had moved to San Francisco and gotten remarried to an OPA lawyer named Robert Treuhaft. She became an American citizen in order to join the Communist Party, in whose activities she and her husband avidly participated for the next fifteen years.

Her natural leftward leanings were no doubt overstimulated by the “very lonely opposition” she recalled maintaining within her family’s feathered nest. That she was able to remain a Party member, well past Khrushchev’s “secret speech” denouncing Stalin in 1956 and beyond the Soviet invasion of Hungary later that year, suggests a garish, surrogate penitence for the Mitfords’ Nazi sinnings. Her eventual resignation from the Party, in 1958, came about “not on any principled issue” but only because the CP had “got rather drab and useless.”

A reader of her collected letters can only marvel at how such a lively spirit and instinctive debunker stayed so devoted to the commissars who kept plugging and torturing their way along in the USSR. Unity Mitford lasted several years in Nazi Germany before shooting herself when war broke out with England. It’s hard to imagine her mischievous sister surviving a month in Soviet Russia without being sent off somewhere cold for re-education. Mitford loved making fun of the Party’s American jargon and forever exhibited her difficulty with any form of piety or political correctness: “I should never have let you inveigle him to that Unitarian Sunday School,” she writes a friend in 1959, after her son has criticized her for generalizing about people. California’s Communist Party was known for being looser than other state affiliates, but Mitford’s joking still got her into trouble. And yet, at no point in her letters does she question the Party’s right to shun and chastise its members for the smallest deviations. Her ideological worst and self-mocking best are both on display, in annoyingly peaceful coexistence, in a letter written in 1958:


Sat. night to Dobby’s, a long battle to the end over Dr. Zhivago (Pasternak) with Dobby taking the position the S. U. is completely justified [in ordering the book’s suppression], the rest of us agreeing with Laurent who pointed out that the Nobel Prize people baited a nice juicy trap for the S. U. into which they fell like a ton of bricks. Needless to say, no one had read the book …



Most of her political activity was local, involving work for the East Bay Civil Rights Congress (CRC) on numerous cases of police brutality perpetrated by the Oakland police department. Despite subpoenas received and passports denied, Mitford sustained an overall feeling of comfort among Americans, whose “lack of bleakness” contrasted with so much of what remained back home in England. “Could it be,” she wrote her mother with some amazement in 1951, “that I am, after all, the only one who is really settled down, as they say?”

Of all the sisters, she probably made the happiest marriage. Treuhaft, himself a fine wit, is “Darling Old Bob” in decades’ worth of salutations to her letters, whose domestic subject matter proceeds from pablum (“a kind of sawdust which they mix with water & feed to children here”) to housekeeping (four-year-old Dinky shows her how to clean the stove properly) to a phase in which the children are old enough to pass out leaflets and make do with sandwiches on days of heightened political activity. The Treuhafts’ worst sorrow—the death of their first son, run over by a bus in 1955—makes scant appearance in the letters; in Mitford’s memoirs she could not bear to write of it at all.

Otherwise, death became her.

Led to the subject by Treuhaft, who was doing legal work for a Bay area co-op promoting inexpensive burials, Mitford soon beheld the American funeral industry as a high-pressure game of grotesque profiteering, not to mention a paradise of macabre euphemism and fantastic technique: “If [the corpse] should be buck-toothed, his teeth are cleaned with Bon Ami and coated with colorless nail polish,” she wrote in what became the bestselling American Way of Death (1963). “His eyes, meanwhile, are closed with flesh-tinted eye caps and eye cement.”

It all left her “roaring” (a favorite word). A muckraker had been born, one whose spirits would forever be as high as her dudgeon. Magazines began calling with story ideas, and she soon had “masses of things ½ cooking.” The tastiest results included her takedown of Elizabeth Arden’s exorbitantly ineffectual Maine Chance beauty spa in Arizona, and her assembled letters show that writing home was sometimes a way of making notes for her articles: “I have cased the visitors book,” she tells Treuhaft from Maine Chance in November of 1965. “Part of it reads like a list of products advertised in the daily press (Heinz, Ford, Fleishmann etc).” Retaining a sense of herself as a kind of lucky amateur, Mitford would always be surprised by her success in investigative journalism. She was particularly pleased when her 1970 exposé of the Famous Writers School, a mail-order fraud that had grown fat with promises to the aspirant scribbler, forced the operation out of business.

The onetime revolutionary was actually a born meliorist, shining her gleeful light upon the venal and phony, even if she never again found quite so glorious a target as the funeral industry. Her largest other subject was the U.S. prison system, whose Advanced Han-Ball Tear Gas Grenade, seen by Mitford at a corrections convention, was a kind of counterpart to the embalmer’s Flextone preparation. But the prison book that she produced, Kind and Usual Punishment (1973), while full of fine stuff on matters like abusive medical experimentation, ends up feeling too much of a downer for the author’s natural talents. In The American Way of Death, the corpse, well out of it but all made up, seems often to be as amused as the reader; not so, of course, the wretched convict.

The prologue to her memoir Daughters and Rebels includes the confession (odd in a memoirist) that “Looking backward is not much in my nature.” Even so, the second half of Mitford’s life was often spent coming to terms with the first. She traveled several times to Lady Redesdale’s home on Inch Kenneth, a Hebridean island in which Decca herself had received, from her only brother, a one-sixth share. (An attempt to donate her portion to the Communist Party of Great Britain proved unsuccessful.) By 1960, her gradual reconciliation with Muv had become a source of deep pleasure.

Her sisters were a more intractable matter. Unity, who died in 1948 from the aftereffects of her suicide attempt, would come to Mitford in dreams that reflected Decca’s own enduring and horrified love: “well there’s no forgiveness possible (nor would it have been sought by that feckless, unregenerate soul).” In the 1970s, a willingness to help Unity’s biographer, David Pryce-Jones, get to the whole truth about his subject, nearly ended Mitford’s relationship with Debo, now the duchess of Devonshire.

With Diana there had long since been nothing left to sunder. Mitford disliked not being on communicative terms—“writers” or “speakers”—with almost anyone, but at the close of a letter to Muv would send love to relations “with the usual exceptions.” She was prepared to go to great lengths to avoid seeing the Mosleys during a 1959 visit to Paris, where not only Nancy but Diana’s family would be: “We envisage scenes as in corny French bedroom farces, the Mosleys popping out of one room, down an oubliette, [the Treuhafts] hiding in the stove, etc. As I pointed out to Nancy, just their chosen place for us anyway.”

Nancy Mitford—the most brilliant and personally cruel of the sisters—remained the one whose approval Decca most desired, the only one for whom she could become a “doormat” time and again. Lady Redesdale once pointed out that Nancy’s letters “usually contain a skillfully hidden dagger pointed straight at one’s heart,” but compared to Decca’s, the letters collected in Love from Nancy come across as grating little performances, falsely shrewd and oddly fluttering, self-congratulatory even when self-critical. The contentment they proclaim, over even Nancy’s long and manifestly unfulfilling affair with a married French colonel, isn’t the least bit convincing. If Decca, so badly teased and knocked off balance by her oldest sister, had been interested in the last laugh, she could have had it.

Her own letters are so full of comic set pieces, vivid narrative and wonderfully replicated speech (a whole page of parodic Southern palaver written out during a 1961 visit to the Durrs) that one wonders why Mitford never tried writing a novel. Fear of imitating Nancy, already so successful in the genre, may have been a factor; Decca even worried that the British title of her first memoir, Hons and Rebels, might cause
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