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Foreword

I have been lucky to stumble across a twentieth-century icon whose turbulent and enthralling life was much more interesting than I, or the general public, ever envisaged. When I first encountered Ian Fleming’s novels in the early to mid 1960s, they were, like Beatles’ albums, part of a teenager’s cultural rites of passage. Following the release of Dr No, the first James Bond film, in 1962, the suave secret agent portrayed on screen by Sean Connery became a worldwide popular hero. For a generation of schoolboys such as myself, Fleming’s paperbacks, which proliferated in the films’ wake, offered a potted guide to what we dimly perceived as sophisticated experience. Huddled under scratchy blankets in dormitories after lights-out, our torches flickered and our eyes wearied as we eagerly participated in underwater battles in the Caribbean or death-defying tangles with spies on the Orient Express, while our unfocused libidos were roused by steamy sexual couplings, the likes we could only dream of. The action was more traditionally exciting than Micky Spillane and the bedroom scenes more direct than Harold Robbins. Not for nothing did Fleming, in his frequently self-disparaging manner, call his books the product of an adolescent imagination (another of his descriptions was “fairy tales for grown-ups”).

Returning to Ian Fleming’s novels as an adult, I found them surprisingly enduring. They were a clever concoction all right: like a good salad dressing, they required the right ingredients, their author used to say. But what once had been sensational now seemed a natural part of the story, and what stayed in the mind was the ebullience of the writing: the freshness of the images, the thoroughness of the factual research and the scope of the imaginative vision. Fleming was a much more engaging wordsmith than “Sapper” and the purveyors of clubland heroes from a generation earlier, while few latter-day imitators have been able to match his innate style.

My interest in Fleming as a subject for a biography started from my supposition (only partly true, I later found out) that he was a prototype James Bond, a wartime spy whose various exploits could be charted from papers in the Public Record Office which had recently been released either under the normal thirty-year rule or, if more secret, as a result of the Major administration’s “open government” initiative.

The existing literature did little to dispel this gung-ho impression. In 1966, only two years after Fleming’s death, John Pearson wrote a lively biography which suffered, through no fault of his own, from being too close to its subject, both in time and in perspective (the book was initiated by the Sunday Times for which both he and Ian had worked). Pearson managed to flesh out Ian’s wartime career, showing how certain incidents provided material for the later Bond books. But in doing so, he helped establish the myth of Ian as 007 template, while his need to work closely with Ian’s widow Ann precluded serious examination of his subject’s emotional life.

Since then, an interesting memoir by Ian’s lifelong friend, Ivar Bryce, first published in 1975, made little impression on the world, partly because it was beset by legal problems, and partly because it was unjustly dismissed by reviewers as an essay in self-indulgence. Nevertheless it provided useful insight into the power of Ian’s personality (as well as his gift for friendship). Otherwise most biographers and memoirists have tended to appropriate Ian as a trophy acquaintance, without adding much to an understanding of his character (an exception would be Peter Quennell), while studies of three members of his immediate family – his brother Peter, his sister-in-law Celia Johnson and his half-sister Amaryllis – have portrayed him as an amiable eccentric, operating at a tangent from the accepted Fleming norm.

Ian’s inner self became clearer with the publication in 1985 of Ann Fleming’s witty and perceptive correspondence (edited by Mark Amory). But while these letters, a boon to would-be biographers, were often painfully explicit about the Flemings’ marital ups and downs, they did little (apart from detailing Ian’s moodiness and love of golf) to put such matters in context. There was no reference, for example, to Blanche Blackwell, the Jamaica-based woman who enchanted Ian during the last few years of his life.

It did not take me long, once I had begun to talk to those who had known Ian, to understand that he was a much more intricate and elusive man than had been warranted. Winkling out the details was not always easy. Often, I had to weigh up the claims of two distinct camps devoted to the memory of either Ian or Ann. He himself was a chameleon-like showman who presented the side of his character he thought people wanted to see. Confused or even blinded as to the reality, many friends were therefore satisfied with the consensus view of Ian as a none-too-precisely-defined agent-entrepreneur. One or two more sceptical associates questioned my motives in attempting a new biography. Strangely, they could not accept that I found the man interesting, and wanted to write as truthful an account of his life as possible. (“But what is your angle?” asked one, when she could discern no obvious hidden agenda. “If you’re collecting material for a prurient account of Ian and his girlfriends, count me out.”)

Attractive though it was, I had to resist the temptation to write Ian into all the most daring, unexplained wartime secret service exploits. According to various witnesses, it was he who personally arranged for Hess to fly to Scotland in May 1941, he who regularly liaised with Admiral Canaris, head of the German Abwehr, and, most fantastic of all, he who single-handedly was responsible for the operation which brought Hitler’s deputy, Martin Bormann, to Britain in 1945.

As with many people, the truth was more interesting. Slowly a more rounded picture began to emerge of a charming chancer who, dogged by the memory of an upright father killed on the Western Front in May 1917 and pushed by an ambitious and headstrong mother, had, by the time he was thirty, tried his hand at various careers – army officer, diplomat, journalist, banker and stockbroker – without ever finding his métier. War, however, proved his making, satisfying a powerful need to conform while providing unexpected outlets for his imaginative genius.

Returning to civilian life, Ian was never quite the same. His existence was dominated by his enduring love for Ann Rothermere, whom he married in March 1952. She provided the inspiration for him to start writing his James Bond novels (the first, Casino Royale, was published in 1953). But when their relationship turned sour, and Ian found it difficult to reconcile his problems to his childishly precise view of emotional experience, he retreated into himself, reserving his energy for his novels and for a late-flowering love affair.

What for me had started as an examination of a leading figure in twentieth-century intelligence mythology became a much more personal quest – a complex character study, a double romance, and a tragedy. At one stage I used to tell questioners that I was writing four separate books – a social history of the 1930s, a biography of a wartime naval intelligence officer, a love story, and a literary criticism of the Bond novels.

Luckily, I was helped by an array of delightful people who introduced me to the world of Ian and “Annie” and made sure that three years of my life were both an education and an entertainment. Singling out anyone is, as they say, invidious. But there are four individuals without whom I could hardly have proceeded. Ian’s step-daughter Fionn Morgan not only gave me access to all her mother’s papers (over and above the selection already made by Mark Amory) but also provided regular advice and support. Without her material, Ian would have emerged as a much drier and less sympathetic individual.

Nichol Fleming, Ian’s nephew (his brother Peter’s son) gave initial encouragement, putting me in touch with family and friends (including his godmother, Lady Mary Clive, who proved a witness sans pareil about Ian in the 1930s: her ability to remember precise details of texture, environment, conversation and mood after more than half a century was truly remarkable). Sadly, Nichol did not see the end of this project since, at only fifty-six, he was struck down by a heart attack while playing tennis. (Unlike his uncle, who died at the same age, Nichol was in otherwise excellent health. When I saw him a week before his death, he was full of boyish energy. The only similarity, perhaps, was a poorly functioning Fleming heart.)

While Nichol and his two sisters, Kate and Lucy, were Ian’s heirs and represented his family in Glidrose, the company (51 per cent owned by the multinational Booker) which holds the Bond literary rights, the day-to-day administration and exploitation of that property are carried out today, as in Ian’s lifetime, by Peter Janson-Smith, a consummate professional, who opened Ian’s working files to me and fielded my persistent questions with great patience and charm.

Finally, a late bonus in personal and biographical terms, there was my access to Blanche Blackwell, the woman who provided Ian with love and support towards the end of his life. When I first met Blanche she was courteous and informative, while maintaining that she did not want to feature in Ian’s story. However, as mutual respect was established and she came to realize that I intended a serious study, she began to relax and talk freely about the more personal aspects of her relationship with Ian. Through her I came to understand the importance of Jamaica in Ian’s life – part retreat from the world, part tangible representation for his own values of hardiness and adventure, part mere fantasy outlet. One of the highlights of my research was flying to the Cayman Islands to spend a few days with Blanche at her seaside house, where, as at Goldeneye in the old days, shoals of exotic fish still congregate in the water at the bottom of her property. These colourful creatures not only reminded me of the range of Ian’s interests but also provided a fitting image for the sparkling luminescence and darting romanticism of his original mind.


1

Etonian rebel

1908–1927

His father was a Fleming, his mother a Rose – enough said, according to the sociobiologists who interpret Ian Fleming’s tantalizingly short and ambivalent life as a continuous battle for supremacy between two radically different sets of genes: the dour Scots respectability of his paternal line and the raffish capriciousness of the maternal.

Ian’s grandfather, Robert, was one of the pioneers of popular capitalism, a resourceful Dundee clerk who developed the concept of investment trusts (forerunners of unit trusts) so that small investors could participate in companies’ growth. Like many successful financiers, he sprang from a modest, even underprivileged, background. The Flemings like to trace their antecedents to fourteenth-century immigrants from Flanders, who were attracted to England and later to Scotland by opportunities in the textile trade. By the early nineteenth century one branch had made its way up to the Highlands and was living off the land as farmers, just south of Braemar. With ambitions to better himself, Robert’s father, John, pioneered a lint mill on the banks of the River Isla. But the venture failed, and he was forced to move to Dundee and find work in a jute factory. Robert was brought up in the Liff Road, one of the city’s poorest slums. Conditions were so harsh that five of his brothers and sisters died in childhood of diphtheria: only he and his brother John (later knighted as Lord Provost of Aberdeen) survived.

Robert determined to succeed where his father had failed. Forced to leave the local high school at the age of just thirteen, he worked his way up to the post of bookkeeper in the dank offices of an eminent Dundee jute merchant. His employer, Edward Baxter, proved smart enough to recognize his young recruit’s financial acumen, and, at the age of twenty-five, Robert was despatched to North America to look after the jute king’s dollar securities. He returned convinced of the economic potential of the United States following the end of the Civil War. Equally important, he saw an opening for himself to make money. With Dundee’s fifty-year-long dominance of the world jute trade under threat from competition from mills in Bengal, the local “jutocracy” and their dependants needed new outlets for their savings. The 1862 Companies Act, which introduced the concept of limited liability, provided the catalyst. Robert realized that he could use this legislation to establish an investors’ club, or trust, which, when floated as a company, would enable shareholders to participate in a variety of ventures at little risk to themselves.

After securing the services of four well-known Dundee businessmen to act as trustees, he issued a prospectus for the First Issue of the Scottish American Investment Trust in 1873. The aim was to raise £150,000 in £100 certificates, giving investors a guaranteed return of 6 per cent per annum. But the launch proved so popular that his original prospectus had to be withdrawn and replaced with a new one raising £300,000. That too was oversubscribed, and was followed by two larger issues.

Following these successes, the industrious Robert found himself in demand to advise other companies on their northern American holdings. Inevitably he was drawn to London where he set up the Investment Trust Corporation in 1888 and, two decades later, Robert Fleming and Company, the merchant bank which still bears his name and operates out of its original premises in Crosby Square in the City of London.

Robert specialized in American railroad securities, which had an insatiable demand for capital wherever it came from and paid handsome returns, particularly given the going rate for the dollar. He was a regular visitor to North America, sailing the transatlantic liners like a present-day businessman might fly Concorde – seven crossings in 1894, during a period of economic depression when roughly a quarter of American track was in receivership. But Fleming’s tenacity (that was the word most often used about his business skills) and his undoubted mastery with figures ensured that investors in his trusts were not affected. The Pennsylvania, Union Pacific and Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe were among dozens of railroads which owed their existence to his financial backing. He helped raise funds for railroad projects in Cuba, Mexico and Guatemala. At one stage he was a director of the Matador Land and Cattle Company which owned one and a half million acres in Texas and forty thousand head of cattle roaming on them. Closer to home, he was involved with the formation of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (now British Petroleum). In the process he became a respected international financier, rubbing shoulders, doing business, and, most important, establishing close personal relationships with leading bankers in the United States, including J. Pierpont Morgan, Jacob Schiff at Kuhn Loeb, and the New York Warburgs.

By the age of thirty-five, Robert felt rich enough to take a wife. When not poring over accounts, he had a reputation for being monosyllabic. Nevertheless he found the words to propose to Kate Hindmarsh, the strong-willed daughter of an Inland Revenue officer. A handsome girl who liked open-air pursuits, she was twelve years his junior when they met in the Lindsey Street Congregational Church in Dundee. After their marriage in February 1881, she produced four children for him at two-yearly intervals, starting with Ian’s father, Valentine, in 1883, and then his aunts Dorothy in 1885 and Kathleen in 1887 and, finally, his uncle Philip in 1889.

By that time Robert, Kate and their young family had joined the steady trail of self-made Scots millionaires to England. That meant a radical change of lifestyle for the austere Flemings. The prevailing City ethos required Robert to behave like a moneyed English gentleman. Spurred by his socially ambitious wife, he bought a large house in Grosvenor Square in Mayfair (it was later demolished to make way for the present-day American Embassy). And then in 1903, when that was not enough, he acquired a run-down estate at Nettlebed in Oxfordshire. Later the same year he bought a nearby house, Joyce Grove, to go with his two thousand acres of beechwoods and farmland. But he and Kate were not content with this perfectly respectable, modestly sized William and Mary mansion, which supposedly took its name from the regicide Cornet Joyce, one of Oliver Cromwell’s right-hand men during the Civil War. Despite their Scottish parsimony, they wanted a more obvious statement of their international plutocrat status. So the existing structure was pulled down to make way for a massive, red brick palazzo with vaguely Gothic pretensions. It came complete with forty-four bedrooms, a dozen bathrooms, and a plaque on the front wall affirming the family motto, “Let the deed shaw”. The world in general declared the new Joyce Grove a monstrosity, though the architectural historian Nikolaus Pevsner was later prepared to hedge his bets.

To ease their passage into the Edwardian establishment, Robert and Kate committed their two sons to a conventional upper-middle-class English education. Since only the best would do, Val and Phil were sent to Eton and Oxford. Val emerged from Magdalen College, Oxford, in 1905 with a degree in history and the manners and bearing of a perfect English gentleman. As Ian was to learn, often to his cost, Val did everything in his school and university career right. At school, he was a member of the oligarchic Eton Society, or “Pop”, and rowed in the eight. At Oxford, he continued to row, but still found time to act as field master of the New College and Magdalen beagles for two seasons, and also as president of the Undergraduates’ Common Room. He subsequently read for the Bar, but never practised. There was never any doubt that his scholastic and sporting achievements were simply well-defined milestones on his effortless path towards joining the family firm.

There was the wilful air of a young professional in a hurry in the way Val got married less than a year after leaving Oxford. A man needs a wife with his line of business in prospect. But, to give Val his due, there was nothing dynastic about his choice. He might have opted for the quietly supportive, rank-enhancing daughter of one of the peers whom Robert frequently invited down to Joyce Grove to shoot. Instead he plumped for the lively, attractive daughter of a local solicitor who lived a dozen miles from Joyce Grove in the Thames-side village of Sonning.

With her big dark eyes, high cheek-bones and trim figure, Evelyn Beatrice Ste Croix Rose was the very antithesis of Fleming thrift and heartiness. She played the violin and was a good water-colourist for a start: none of the Flemings had any pretensions to music or art. She was frivolous, snobbish and vain. Money, as far as she was concerned, was for spending rather than saving. One of her extravagances was her wardrobe: she dressed with a theatrical originality which later often caused Ian and his brothers acute embarrassment. Gold, purple and green were her colours; exotic materials and outsize hats her style.

Eve, as she was known, came from a distinguished enough family. Her grandfathers on both sides had risen to the summits of their professions and been knighted for their services. Her father’s father, Sir Philip Rose, had been legal adviser to the Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli. (A caricature by Spy in Vanity Fair depicted him as Lord Beaconsfield’s Friend.) Her mother’s father, Sir Richard Quain, went one better. As a leading London surgeon and editor of the renowned Dictionary of Medicine, he was frequently called upon to pronounce on the health of Queen Victoria. Sir Richard’s stock in trade was a genial Irish manner and a quick way with intuitive diagnoses. He ended his life a hugely popular man though, like Robert Fleming, he had started it very humbly – in his case, in County Cork, where his first job was as a tanner’s apprentice.

Somehow the mingling of Rose and Quain genes never quite worked. Although Eve’s parents were contentedly married, her two brothers, Ivor and Harcourt, turned out to be notorious rakes. For all their Eton and (in Harcourt’s case) Oxford educations, they both managed to be declared bankrupt and, by the end of their lives, they had both been married three times. On the Oxfordshire–Berkshire borders, around Henley, they were known as the “wild Roses”, a dissolute couple whom Eve later forbad her children to see. Her sister, Kathleen, fared little better: a would-be actress, she married and separated young, tried unsuccessfully to write plays, and hung around for ever after, a forlorn figure on the fringes of Eve’s society.

According to family legend, Val and Eve met at a ball, possibly an Oxford Commemoration ball, and fell for each other instantly. Brother Harcourt may have been the intermediary, since he knew Val at both Eton and Oxford. Eve’s father, George Rose, was an enthusiastic rower who, for two decades, presided over the Sonning regatta. One can imagine that Eve first saw her future husband rowing in her father’s regatta and was attracted by his physique and sporting prowess.

Despite reservations about his son’s choice of wife, Robert settled a sizeable sum, a quarter of a million pounds, on Val when the couple married in February 1906. Val used some of this legacy to buy his own mock Gothic pile, Braziers Park, well-endowed with woodland and hedgerows for shooting, at Ipsden in Oxfordshire, just four miles down the road from his parents at Nettlebed. Shortly afterwards he and Eve took a short lease on a property in Mayfair, again just round the corner from the Robert Flemings. And it was here, at 27 Green Street, off Park Lane, that their first son, Peter, was born on 31 May 1907, to be followed, with almost indecent haste, by Ian on 28 May 1908.

Weighing in at just under nine pounds, Ian Lancaster Fleming, in contrast to his elder brother Peter, was a big, bouncing baby. He was given his second name because, in keeping with the petty snobbery which used to annoy her in-laws, Eve liked to claim descent from John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster and fourth son of Edward III. (Later, she would insist that her own family, the “wild Roses”, were true Highlanders, unlike the parvenu Lowland Flemings, and would dress Ian and his brothers in Rose tartan kilts.)

Like her mother-in-law before her, Eve was philoprogenitive: Ian was followed in fairly quick succession by two more sons, Richard in 1911 and Michael in 1913. In many respects, the young Flemings could not have been born in happier circumstances. It was the Edwardian era, the Indian summer of genteel country-house living. The family commuted between two substantial homes. Braziers Park was a child’s paradise with its dedicated nurseries and playrooms, its maze of passages and cupboards, its stables and kennels (for Val’s pack of bassets), its hidden pathways and its rolling acres of woodland. And in London there was a smart new residence, a Georgian mansion on the edge of Hampstead Heath, which was renamed Pitt House, after the statesman, William Pitt, first Earl of Chatham, who had lived there nearly a century and a half earlier.

If this seemed the epitome of civilized living, it was something of an illusion. The established social order had received an unprecedented buffeting as a result of the prolonged agricultural depression in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Confrontation loomed as the landed classes tried to keep the growing demand for social and political change at bay. The turning-point came when David Lloyd George, Chancellor of the Exchequer in a Liberal government, introduced his People’s Budget in 1909, and called for increased land taxes, supertax and other duties to pay for his new concept of old-age pensions. The House of Lords, with its massive majority of Conservative peers, rejected the measure, whereupon the government resigned and called a general election in January 1910 on the twin issues of the budget and the power of the Lords. Although they were returned with only a reduced majority, political feelings were running so high that the Liberals determined to introduce a new Parliament Bill, curbing the powers of the Lords to vote on financial legislation. Since the Conservative majority in the House of Lords still obtained, and it was unlikely to accede to its own emasculation, a second general election was called for December. The issue this time was solely the Parliament Bill. The position of the parties remained much the same as a result of the voting, and the Bill was passed the following year, after the government threatened to create up to five hundred new Liberal peers.

All this might have been the hazy historical backdrop to Ian’s life if his father had not been elected as Conservative MP for the Henley Division of South Oxfordshire in the first election of 1910. The previous year Val had joined his father as a partner in the latter’s newly created bank, Robert Fleming and Company. (The other partner was a Scottish accountant called Walter Whigham.) Now, demonstrating their skill in drafting the upwardly mobile to their ranks, the landed classes sent the young banker, not yet thirty, to fight their corner in crucial parliamentary battles to come.

Val had done his political legwork. Although a newcomer to the area, he had already been commissioned into the local yeomanry regiment, the Queen’s Own Oxfordshire Hussars. He rode with the South Oxfordshire and South Berkshire hunts. These acts of geographical identification, together with his personal charm and level-headedness, inspired the countryfolk of the Henley Division to dump their incumbent Liberal MP, Philip Morrell, and vote for Fleming. An incident in the immediate aftermath of the polls suggested that Val had a useful electoral asset in his pretty young wife. For Lady Ottoline Morrell, the rich artistic patron who was married to his opponent, was so incensed by the result that she marched up to Eve and publicly shook her by the lapels.

The purchase and deliberate renaming of Pitt House signalled Val’s ambitions to succeed in Conservative Party politics. Till then it had been known variously as Wildwood House and North End House or Place. But, in the century or so since his death, the elder Pitt had become a symbol of muscular Toryism. Lowe, Goldschmidt and Howland, the Hampstead estate agent which put his former ivy-clad mansion on the market in November 1908, advertised it as “the house in which Great Britain lost America” – a reference to the notion that, if Pitt had not hidden himself away there in the 1770s, the government would not have imposed its dreaded tea tax on North America and Britain would not have lost its most valuable colony. It did not matter that Pitt’s stay in his now eponymous house had been devastatingly unhappy. The former Secretary of State was riddled with gout and refused to see anyone, not even his butler, who was forced to serve his master’s meals through a hatchway with double doors. The outer door had to be closed before Pitt would open the inner to get his food. (Ironically, before the Flemings, Pitt House was owned by Harold Harmsworth, the first Lord Rothermere, and father of Esmond, the man whose wife Ian Fleming courted and later married.) Eve fell easily into the role of metropolitan hostess. Her striking looks proved as much of a draw as the general conversation for several of her husband’s colleagues, including the young MP Winston Churchill, a fellow officer in the sociable Oxfordshire Hussars, who liked to call Val and his brother Phil the “flamingos”.

In this political hothouse, in the rather more relaxed, rural setting of Braziers Park, and, no less importantly, in the strongly tribal atmosphere of Joyce Grove, Ian made his first tentative steps into the world. From the start he was fighting for attention with his elder brother Peter who, stricken by a debilitating form of colitis, went four times with his mother to Switzerland for special treatment. On at least one occasion, the whole family accompanied them. Staying in Lausanne, five-year-old Ian was so angry at the special favours shown to Peter that he had to be carried screaming from the dining-room of the Hotel Beau Rivage. Usually Ian was left alone with his nanny, under the supervision of his indomitable grandmother whom he greatly respected. He learned to cope with the twin pressures of sibling rivalry and familial conformity by becoming a childhood prankster. On one occasion he performed the unlikely feat of unscrewing a lavatory pan and moving it into the drawing-room. As the ‘delicate’ Peter got the attention and later the plaudits for his precocious intelligence, Ian became quietly resentful. The two brothers fought “like cats and dogs”, Peter later admitted, though he also made out that their relationship was close, “like two fox cubs”. Ian was not so sure: he called Peter “turnip” or “pudding”, and when, thirty years later, a friend told him a story about his brother – how, as a child, Peter had so disliked his porridge that he had thrown great slabs of it out of the nursery window – Ian wailed, “Oh, I wish I’d known that at the time. He always seemed so perfect.”

The Fleming boys found ready-made playmates in the extended clan which Robert insisted on building around him in Oxfordshire. Mabel Barry, Granny Kate’s sister, had moved to Nettlebed, with her son Bill and her French foster-daughter Sybil Mayor. Then there were the Harley girls, Primrose and Dido, daughters of a friend of Eve’s. Three summers in a row the Flemings and the Harleys travelled to Salcombe in Devon for their summer holidays. Ian quickly adopted a role as the naughty brother. When Peter came across him and Primrose dismembering a container of limpets for fishing bait, he was shocked. “You cruel brutes! How could you do such a thing?” he exclaimed, and waltzed out of the room, leaving the youthful culprits in tears at the sin of their misdemeanour.

Despite such incidents, Ian looked back fondly on these family holidays. In his books, he frequently translated his own experiences into those of his hero James Bond. He described Salcombe in On Her Majesty’s Secret Service, where Bond recalled his own childhood, and its memories of “the painful grit of wet sand between young toes when the time came for him to put his shoes and socks on, of the precious little pile of sea-shells and interesting wrack on the sill of his bedroom window (“No, we’ll have to leave that behind, darling. It’ll dirty up your trunk!”), of the small crabs scuttling away from the nervous fingers groping beneath the seaweed in the rock-pools . . . What a long time ago they were, those bucket and spade days! How far he had come since the freckles and the Cadbury milk chocolate Flakes and the fizzy lemonade!”

On a West Country beach, Ivar Bryce, who became a lifelong friend of Ian’s, first encountered “four strong, handsome, black-haired, blue-eyed boys” energetically building a fortress in the sand. “The fortress builders generously invited me to join them, and I discovered that their names were Peter, Ian, Richard and Michael, in that order. The leaders were Ian and Peter, and I gladly carried out their exact and exacting orders. They were natural leaders of men, both of them, as later history was to prove, and it speaks well for them all that there was room for both Peter and Ian in the platoon.” The year was 1917, and Ian was still only nine.

The Flemings were staying on that occasion at the Tregenna Castle Hotel in St Ives, where Ian’s favourite pastime was searching the local caves and beaches for treasure. Having read his Stevenson, Verne and Rider Haggard, he was particularly on the lookout for amethyst quartz. He also knew his Stacpoole and was fascinated by the idea of ambergris. One day he was convinced he had found some. Deep in a cave, he came across a football-sized lump of grey gooish paste which fitted his image precisely. He was thrilled: he would be rich and able to live on his favourite Cadbury’s milk chocolate Flakes for ever. He wrapped his objet trouvé in his jersey and rushed back up to the hotel to show his mother who was seated in the Palm Court having tea with a handsome admirer. She feigned surprise and then horror. What had he done to his nice clean grey jersey? she shrieked. But Ian was not concerned: he had found his ambergris. When his mother called a waiter, Ian ordered him not to touch his prize. On being informed that this was not ambergris but a slab of butter from a New Zealand supply ship which had been torpedoed off the shore a few months earlier, Ian burst into tears and rushed out of the room.

For the boys in general, that particular family holiday was marred by the enforced absence of their father who, in August 1914, had ridden off to the war as a captain in the Queen’s Own Oxfordshire Hussars. During his four years in the House of Commons Val had made his mark with a series of non-controversial interventions in various debates. His first speech, as might have been expected, addressed the Constitutional issue, where he defended the merits of the bicameral system. His friend Winston Churchill described it as “good and simple – but a trifle too long”. As a well-meaning constituency MP, Val had raised the important issues of water supply in Garsington and postal facilities in Wallingford. His most passionate speech was in March 1912 when he argued forcibly in favour of National Service on the grounds that “improvement in the national physique and in the habits of order and discipline among the people of the country . . . do real good to the working classes, and in the end very largely increase the efficiency of labour for the manufactories of this country”. During this speech Val had referred to his experiences in the Oxfordshire Hussars, where he had enthusiastically signed up for all available instruction courses, including periods at the Cavalry school, Bathraven, and the School of Musketry, Hythe.

Captain Fleming was therefore one of the best trained volunteer officers in the British Expeditionary Force when he set off for France. The Hussars’ job was to accompany the Royal Marines as reinforcements for the Dunkirk garrison. They drew some flak from the press for the favoured treatment they received from the Admiralty, where one of their own officers, Winston Churchill, was First Lord. Churchill, whose brother Jack was serving with Val, made sure the regiment had extra lorries and other equipment from Admiralty stores. But for the first few months of hostilities, Val’s men were in reserve, and he enjoyed the sportsman’s equivalent of a busman’s holiday, running every day, playing polo and bringing some of his beloved bassets across the Channel for coursing with French hares. When he had a few days off in the autumn, Eve was able to visit him once at Malo-les-Bains.

In November 1914, however, the war took a more serious turn, and Val, newly promoted to major, found himself increasingly involved. Left to her own devices, Eve needed a boarding-school for her sons. Durnford, near Swanage in Dorset, was an expensive prep school with a reputation as a nursery for Eton, where there was never any question that the young Flemings would follow their father. Eve struck an immediate rapport with the rotund, ruddy-faced headmaster, Tom Pellatt. He remembered her as a “striking beauty”, whose spirituality was not done justice to in her four later portraits by Augustus John.

Pellatt, or TP as he was known to parents and pupils alike, was one of those schoolmasters who, because they never grow up themselves, have the knack of talking to young boys at their own level. He was also a well-read man who was quick to identify the scholastic strengths and weaknesses of his pupils. TP’s professed educational method was to allow his boys freedom to express themselves. He wrote, “Our policy was not to suppress anything in a child, i.e., if there was a kink in the boy’s nature, let it appear, and then you could see what it was and possibly cope with it.”

For all his classroom success and his communication skills with parents, TP presided over a harsh and often cruel establishment. Durnford retained much of the licensed anarchy found in early nineteenth-century schools. If it existed today, it would certainly be closed down. Conditions were primitive (no proper lavatories, only earth-closets, for example), the food was appalling (made worse by the privations of war) and bullying was widespread. One former pupil, who later served with distinction during the Second World War, remarked that, after Durnford, the Special Air Service (SAS) was a “piece of cake”.

Ian first escaped the clutches of his French governess and came to this strange, character-forming place at the start of the autumn term of 1916. He was accompanied by Peter, who had been considered too fragile to attend earlier on his own. Ian initially hated it, finding friends hard to make because, as he wrote to his mother, “they are so dirty and unreverent”. No doubt the brothers were arrogant and uncommunicative for Peter reported back in much the same vein: “Most of the chaps hate us, and there’s one beast that always says something beastly to us when he passes us.” But, like true Flemings confronted with a hostile world, the two boys stuck together and Ian confirmed to Eve that, whatever their differences at home, “Peter is a great help to me.” To keep Ian’s spirits up, Eve plied him with gifts, including a knife and a watch. But TP had clearly imposed himself as a looming and threatening presence. In thanking Eve for the watch, Ian noted, “My coff has grown the whoping coff now, please dont tell Mister Pellat, cause just this morning he said that nun of us had coffs.” He did not spell out what punishment TP might inflict if he found Ian had contradicted him.

As Ian began to find his feet, there were at least compensations. Pellatt was supported in his enterprise by his wife Ellinor (known to the boys as Nell because that was what he would scream whenever he encountered a problem). On Sunday evenings all the boys would gather in the hall of Durnford’s main building, a shabby eighteenth-century manor-house. Then, while her feet were tickled by some unfortunate child, Nell would read them an adventure story. The general favourites were The Prisoner of Zenda, Moonfleet and, towards the end of Ian’s time, Bulldog Drummond. Laurence Irving, a pupil shortly before the Flemings, found that he “never read those books again without hearing [Nell’s] tone and inflexion”. The same went for Ian, though he preferred the populist works of Sax Rohmer, who opened up a more fantastic world with his “yellow devil” villain, Dr Fu Manchu.

The school’s most unusual feature was Dancing Ledge, a freshwater bathing pool which TP had blasted out of the rocks at the edge of the sea. Any passably decent summer day the boys stopped their classroom work at noon. They then raced over the downs to the Ledge where they threw off their clothes and leapt into the pool for a dip au naturel with the masters. Irving recalled Pellatt wrestling with learners clad in nothing but a “battered panama hat with a puggree of I Zingari colours and shod with sodden once white buckskin shoes”. TP was a different animal in this environment. He allowed himself to be ragged by the boys and, according to Irving, “his pursuit and chastising of his mockers was most endearing”. Indeed, for all TP’s robust eccentricity, the boys loved it. Irving described how “we plunged into the clear blue water fathoms deep and swam in shoals to nearby island rocks to dive like seals from their summits, and revel in the invigorating chill of the open sea”. Ian’s abiding love of the sea and its creatures was spawned on Dancing Ledge.

More conventionally, Ian played his first tentative rounds of golf, a sport which engrossed him later in life. As a games enthusiast (he had captained Oxford University at football and played Second XI county cricket), TP had seeded a course on a vacant plot near the woods. Nell provided Ian with clubs and balls, the cost of which was then added to the termly bill sent to his indulgent mother. Ian also gained a taste for another sport which occupied him as an adult. The Pellatts had a strapping daughter called Hester (later, the biographer Hester Chapman) for whom, Ian liked to boast, he experienced his first yearnings of heterosexual passion.

As expected, Ian did his best to keep in touch with his father at the Front. As a family, the Flemings had a penchant for nicknames: Val was Mokie and Eve Miewy, Mie or even M. In one card to Mokie (a child’s attempt at ‘Smokie’ – because Val often had a pipe in his mouth), Ian stated manfully that he liked school “or at least some things are nice”, adding the hope that “the war will soon be over”. Val kept Johnny, as he called Ian, amused with tales of life in the trenches. “I saw a lot of aeroplanes today. The place where they live is near here. They send up rockets in the evening in case any of them lose their way in the dark.”

For his friend Winston Churchill, Val provided a more realistic account of the Battle of Ypres in November 1914. “Day and night in this area are made hideous by the incessant crash and whistle and roar of every sort of projectile, by sinister columns of smoke and flame, by the cries of wounded men, by the piteous calls of animals of all sorts, abandoned, starved, perhaps wounded. Along this terrain of death stretch more or less parallel to each other lines of trenches, some 200, some 1,000 yards apart, hardly visible except to the aeroplanes which continually hover over them, menacing and uncanny harbingers of fresh showers of destruction . . . It’s going to be a long long war in spite of the fact that every single man in it wants it stopped at once.” A few months later he took Churchill to task for failing to end the war. The situation had become so bad that his wife, Eve, was travelling in the tube to save the national petrol bill. “I do wonder what on earth you are really doing?” he pleaded.

While Jack Churchill managed to transfer on to the staff of Sir John French, the commander-in-chief, Val had no such easy let-out from life on the front line with the Oxfordshire Hussars. He soldiered on in this desolation for two and a half more years before his war was abruptly halted. In the middle of May 1917 Val’s squadron was ordered to Guillemont Farm, an exposed post in the British Expeditionary Force’s front line, opposite the Hindenburg Line, north of St-Quentin. In the early hours of Sunday 20 May, the Germans opened a heavy bombardment. Although his men bravely held their position, Val was hit by a shell and instantly killed, as he and another officer tried to wriggle their way between two trenches.

Brother officers, politicians and friends were quick to praise Val’s qualities, both as a man and as a soldier. Winston Churchill wrote an appreciation in The Times which hailed Val’s “lovable and charming personality”. In 1904 Churchill had crossed the floor of the House of Commons from the Conservative to the Liberal benches, and at the time of Val’s death he was Liberal MP in the one-time Fleming heartland of Dundee. So there was an element of special pleading in the turncoat Churchill’s opinion that Val would be sorely missed in Parliament because he was “one of those younger Conservatives who easily and naturally combine loyalty to party ties with a broad liberal outlook upon affairs and a total absence of class prejudice . . . He was a man of thoughtful and tolerant opinions, which were not the less strongly or clearly held because they were not loudly or frequently asserted. The violence of faction and the fierce tumults which swayed our political life up to the very threshold of the Great War, caused him a keen distress. He could not share the extravagant passions with which the rival parties confronted each other. He felt that neither was wholly right in policy and that both were wrong in mood.”

Within the Fleming family the respectful eulogies soon gave way to hagiography. Val became the paragon of manly virtues. The boys learned to finish their nightly prayers with the words, “. . . and please, dear God, help me to grow up to be more like Mokie”. In later years, in his various houses, Ian always displayed a copy of his father’s Times obituary, duly signed by Winston Churchill. Peter went one better: he kept the good soldier Val’s sword in his umbrella rack. Eve led the way, taking naturally to widowhood and revelling in the theatricality of it all. Her large eyes and slight figure were well set off by her weeds. Val’s memory became a psychological weapon to beat her sons. Frequently she told them she had had a nocturnal message from their father forbidding them some course of action, such as smoking. Val’s uncomplicated Lowland stoicism became the code by which she brought up her boys. As he had grown older, Val had rediscovered his Celtic roots – to the extent that, at the start of the war, he had sold Braziers Park and acquired Arnisdale, an estate in Argyllshire, which was ideal for stalking. Now Eve had all the rooms in the lodge at Arnisdale painted black. She managed to suppress any antipathy she felt towards the Flemings’ origins: the boys were enjoined to celebrate their Scottishness.

Val left one bitter and enduring legacy, however. In his will, signed on 7 August 1914, just days before he departed for France, he had left Pitt House and most of his effects to his 32-year-old wife. But the bulk of his estate, valued at over £265,000, he committed to a trust fund for his children and their families. Eve was granted the income so long as she remained a widow. But if she ever remarried, her stipend was to be reduced to £3000 a year. Although this sum was generous enough in anyone’s money (around £70,000 in 1995 prices), it would have meant a significant reduction in Eve’s standard of living. She resented the implied restriction on her freedom of action and, years later, told Peter it had been a “bad will” which clearly had never been read by Val.

Because Peter was at home recovering from having his tonsils out (his usual pampered existence, his brother would have thought), Ian was on his own at Durnford when he heard the devastating news of his father’s death. His grief at the loss of such a powerful role model proved enduring though, like most young boys, he soon learned to suppress his feelings, and, when Laurence Irving visited his old school towards the end of the summer term in 1917, he found the Flemings running the show. Ostensibly little had changed: boys still rushed over the fields to Spyway Farm and then slithered down the cliffside to Dancing Ledge. But “now the school appeared to be captained efficiently by the Fleming brothers; Peter, as I later might have guessed, had appropriated the transport, goading a donkey with its cartload of sandwiches, garibaldi biscuits and lemonade to the farm where it was off-loaded to boy-bearers for the last precipitous lap of the picnic path.”

One immediate consequence of Val’s death was that Ian and his brothers spent more time with their grandparents. A wing of Joyce Grove was put at their disposal as a weekend home, where Eve felt obliged to persevere with her show of Fleming heartiness. She put on a yellow skirt and taught her sons to fish. She took them for long walks in the Oxfordshire countryside. It all seemed rather hard work to Ian, and it was almost a relief when Granny Katie summoned her Rolls-Royce and took him to Huntercombe, the local golf course, where she liked to play one round in the morning and another after lunch. She always amused him with her individual form of tipping, presenting her caddies with toothbrushes.

Ian was unconvincing in his attempts to show interest in gentlemanly country pursuits. He enjoyed golf, particularly after learning to play properly at the age of fifteen, and he taught himself to shoot. But he had little time for animals. At the age of six he had been set upon by one of his father’s bassets. Then, when he was twelve, he was despatched to a local hunt meeting on a kicker of a horse. Young Ian initially kept away from the rest of the hunt. But when the Master and hounds set off, his steed careered backwards in their direction, lashing out with its hooves. “We scythed our way through the hunt,” Ian later recalled, “kicking the Master’s mount and one or two hounds on the way, and were only brought up by a clump of gorse. We waited, I pale and trembling, and my monster sated – a dreadful Bateman cartoon – until ordered home ‘until you can learn to ride’.” Further bad experiences with horses at Sandhurst left Ian in profound agreement with whoever said that horses are dangerous at both ends and uncomfortable in the middle.

When the time came for Ian to follow his father and older brother to Eton in the Michaelmas half or autumn term of 1921, Eve introduced him to the school uniform by requiring him to wear an Eton collar, as well as boots and tweed knickerbockers, for two weeks of the previous summer holidays. Showing a growing streak of wilfulness, Ian was infuriated at her demands. Since Val’s death, she had comforted herself by taking complete charge of her sons’ lives. But Ian was not a boy to respond to such a regime: although he loved his mother dearly and wanted to please such an obviously attractive woman, he resented her fussiness and over-protectiveness, and the seeds of future conflict were sown.

If Ian showed any youthful rebelliousness, his Eton housemaster was the sort of man designed to break it. Ian, like Peter, had been put down for the Timbralls, a solid red-brick house on the road into the town from Slough. E. V. (Sam) Slater had just taken charge there. He was a tough, no-nonsense bachelor who enjoyed wielding the cane. In his official history of Eton, Tim Card had no compunction about describing him as a sadist.

By now Peter was emerging as an outstanding scholar; the sort of pupil schoolmasters dream about – able, with equal facility, to translate a piece of Latin, compose witty and adult-sounding verse, and act the lead in school plays. Ian, however, showed little aptitude for the classroom and, in some desperation, he sought his salvation on the sports track. If athletics were considered unimportant and infra dig at Eton in general, this was doubly the case at Slater’s. Possibly because of the lack of official encouragement, Ian took enthusiastically to running, jumping and hurling missiles. His height and well-developed physique gave him a boost, as he later disarmingly admitted. (A friend recalled that Ian had another advantage: he was the only boy who, as a junior, wore spiked running shoes.) But here at last was a field where Ian could excel in his own terms, without having to compete with, and suffer in the shadow of, his scholarly elder brother.

Ian first made his mark as a sportsman by winning the junior (under sixteen) long jump competition in his house sports in March 1922. His athletics prowess received wider acclaim the following year when he won the school junior hurdles title and, using his height to great advantage, returned some remarkable bowling figures for his house junior cricket team, including seven wickets for sixteen runs in one match against a College A side. That autumn, although still only fifteen, he was awarded his house colours for robust performances in the long position in the Field Game, Eton’s idiosyncratic combination of soccer and rugby. Slater’s house sports book noted of Fleming minor, “On some days he plays very badly indeed; but on others and these are – dieu merci – in the majority, he plays with a calmness, fortitude and even genius quite out of proportion to his years.”

Team games held little fascination for Ian, however. The rugged individualism of the Flemings required him to star in dramas of his own making. Pounding round a sports track appealed to his solitariness and determination. Continuing his winning ways on the athletics track in the spring of 1924, his victory in the junior mile in February may have been a trifle lucky. His time of 4 minutes 54 seconds was creditable enough, but the Eton College Chronicle reported, “Bickersteth led all the way till just before the end when a cart unfortunately got in his way and he lost a good deal of ground and after getting untangled from the obstacle ran neck and neck with Fleming, who beat him by half a yard.” Nevertheless Ian went on to win six more events (out of ten) in the junior section of the school sports – a feat never accomplished before or since. His achievement in 1925 and 1926 was equally remarkable: he became the first senior boy in living memory to become Victor Ludorum, or champion athlete, in two consecutive years. He was not even expected to carry off this coveted prize in 1926, his last year at the school, because the previous autumn he had broken his nose in a football game, following a collision with Henry Douglas-Home, brother of the future Prime Minister. A small copper plate was inserted in the bridge of his nose, adding a rakish imperfection to his otherwise flawless features. The plate was to cause him unending problems: he held it responsible for the blinding headaches which dogged him later in life, and which must have afflicted him even at this stage, because he was not allowed to compete in four events – the mile, half-mile, quarter-mile and steeplechase. In spite of this handicap, however, he was still more successful overall than anyone else.

In his introductory essay to Gilt-Edged Bonds, a compendium of three novels published in the United States in 1961, Paul Gallico makes significant play of a story Ian had told him about being severely caned just before running in an important steeplechase. According to Gallico, who befriended Ian during the war, the young Fleming had accumulated a series of bad marks for petty misdemeanours and unsatisfactory school work. The tradition at Eton was that boys were beaten at noon. But, since this was the time for the scheduled start of the race, Ian had his birching brought forward by a quarter of an hour. Gallico reported that Ian then ran the steeplechase with “his shanks and running shorts stained with his own gore”. He interpreted this incident as the cause of Ian’s later interest in torture and sadism in his writings. Several details in Gallico’s account do not ring true, not least that Ian was competing in the steeplechase in an attempt to win the Victor Ludorum for a second time. But this was the year 1926, when Ian was prevented from running in that particular race. There must have been some truth, however, as Ian read Gallico’s piece before publication. His large distinctive hand suggested various small changes to Gallico’s manuscript, and the gist of that story was not among them. Rather, Ian objected to Gallico’s attempt to link the experience to a lifelong interest in torture. Where Gallico wrote that it had left Fleming “with an implacable distaste for Eton which has lasted to this day”, Ian changed the words “an implacable distaste” to “a mysterious affection”, and added, at the end, the brief, dismissive sentence, “So much for torture.”

For all his nostalgia towards his old school thirty-five years later, Ian did not like being at Eton. As he moved unhappily up through the school, he renewed his friendship with Ivar Bryce, the boy he had met on the beach in Cornwall a few years earlier. A couple of years older than Ian, Bryce was more exactly an Eton contemporary of Peter’s. But he and Ian discovered they both enjoyed the kind of laddish escapades frowned upon by school authorities, like playing truant and meeting girls. Ivar brought a touch of exoticism to Ian’s life. He was the scion of an Anglo-Peruvian family which had made a fortune trading guano, the phosphate-rich deposit of fish-eating seabirds which had been widely used as a natural fertilizer. With his thick, sensuous lips, Bryce was distinguished by satyr-like good looks which he owed to his part-Aztec Indian origins. His mother provided an artistic balance to his father’s business background: she was a painter and a published author of detective stories (she had even produced a book on witchcraft).

This maternal influence inspired Ivar to try his hand, with a couple of friends, at publishing a magazine. There was an Etonian tradition that boys with literary ambitions could produce one-off publications, known as ephemerals. In a modish reference to D. H. Lawrence, Ivar’s was called Snapdragon and it was produced for St Andrew’s Day 1924, a school holiday, when parents and friends came to watch another tradition, the Wall Game. Bryce managed to secure a contribution – a typically scholarly ghost story – from the Eton Provost, M. R. James. Ian may have written some of the jokes and fillers, though there is no record of his authorship in the magazine. What distinguished Snapdragon was its great commercial success. Bryce succeeded in filling it with advertisements for – inter alia – Moss Bros, Thomas Cook, Turnbull & Asser, Kodak, van Heusen, Sunbeam Motors, Lancia, the Public School Alpine Sports Club and the Hyde Park Hotel, venue of the Eton Dance (with tickets at thirty shillings a head, dancing to Vassie’s Band). As a result of this entrepreneurial coup, Bryce and his two partners shared a profit of £90.

Bryce used his windfall to buy a Douglas motorbike which he had seen advertised “as new” in Exchange & Mart. He and Ian then used this vehicle for illegal forays around Windsor, where it was garaged. Ian later recalled some of these trips (to nearby towns such as Bray and Maidenhead) in his short novel The Spy Who Loved Me. In that book he also recorded in what several critics thought was rather too graphic detail the seduction of his heroine Vivienne Michel on the floor of a box at the Royalty Kinema in Windsor’s Farquhar Street. As Ian later told his friend Robert Harling, this was where and how he first made love to a woman.

On the first available holiday Ian and Ivar rode the Douglas up to London where the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley promised all the excitement of the best type of funfair. Having feasted themselves on its various attractions, the two boys were making their way back to Eton at the slow pace the motorcycle allowed when they were overtaken by their German ‘beak’, a particularly severe and unpopular master called ‘Satan’ Ford who clearly recognized them. Ian feared the worst: expulsion was a distinct possibility. But when he next was ‘up to’ Mr Ford, the German teacher was most affable. “Very good, Fleming,” he commented wryly on Ian’s composition. “You must have put in some work during the holiday.”

Ivar was not the only one with literary ambitions. His success with Snapdragon encouraged Ian to try his own hand at producing a similar publication for the Eton and Winchester match at Lords in June 1925. Selling at one shilling, The Wyvern did not enjoy the advertising cornucopia of its predecessor, though its thirty-two pages contained an inappropriate full page display for a fashion house, featuring the glamorous and sexy (certainly to Eton schoolboys) actress José Collins, otherwise Lady Innes-Ker and an intimate friend of the Canadian-born newspaper proprietor Lord Beaverbrook. The Wyvern’s main selling point was its list of contributors whom Ian had prevailed upon to help. All were friends of his mother’s. There were sketches by Augustus John (“specially drawn for The Wyvern”) and Sir Edwin Lutyens, a poem by Vita Sackville-West; and a piece by Oliver St John Gogarty, who was also a friend of James Joyce. The Wyvern produced an editorial much the same as Snapdragon’s, suggesting their consanguinity. Its instigators were portrayed as nitwits –

Treble, treble, tosh and twaddle,

That’s the Editorial model.

Among the other articles by contemporary Etonians was a piece of propaganda in favour of British fascism (“a non-party organisation, whose primary intention is to counteract the present and ever-growing trend towards Revolution . . . it is of the utmost importance that centres should be started in the universities and in our public schools”) and a short story, ‘The Ordeal of Caryl St George’, by one signing himself I.L.F. This was Ian’s first published piece: he later described it as “a shameless crib of Michael Arlen”, the fashionable chronicler of London salon life, whose most famous novel The Green Hat had been published the previous year. Starting with some typically deft Fleming scene-setting, this was a sophisticated tale (with references even to drugs) of two lovers who are surprised by the sound of the woman’s husband shooting himself downstairs. In a fit of confusion and cowardice, the male partner decides to flee, whereupon the husband appears, revealing that he has only faked his suicide to show up the shallowness of his wife’s lover. He does not propose to hang around, however: she has had her fling, and now, clutching a handful of one-way railway tickets, he indicates that he is off to enjoy himself on permanent vacation in Venice. As he leaves the flat, she is beside herself with remorse. But there is a twist in the tail: “as she sank to the floor in a dead faint, she heard his steps across the landing”. He was coming back and she knew that she was forgiven.

Ian later claimed that he made £90 out of this publishing venture, a figure which mirrors Ivar Bryce’s so precisely that it suggests one of them was wrong. In retrospect, Bryce’s Snapdragon was the more commercial product. Nevertheless The Wyvern drew plaudits in the subsequent issue of the Eton College Chronicle, which was edited at the time by Peter Fleming. Ian’s brother welcomed “that rara avis, a really good ephemeral. Its editors have obviously aimed at something much higher than the conventional hotch-potch of abstruse personal allusions and mildly interesting articles, and they have succeeded in producing a very enjoyable and original literary cocktail”. This was an early example of the skill Ian demonstrated throughout his subsequent career of orchestrating good reviews and public relations for himself.

For all their differences and occasional rivalry, Peter seldom stinted in his support for his younger brother. He took his obligations as head of the fatherless Fleming family seriously, and was also responsible for getting Ian into Pop. A member himself since January 1925, he first proposed his younger brother in September. But Ian received seven black balls and was not elected. He had more luck when he was put up again at the end of December: on this occasion Ian was proposed four more times and vetoed on three before being finally elected with just three black balls against his name
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