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INTRODUCTION TO THE 2024 EDITION BY JULIET NICOLSON

When I was young – but old enough to realise that grownups kept secrets from children – I was ever alert for the mysteries that clung to my grandparents’ lives, even though the story of their marriage had always been spun for us as a romantic idyll. When my grandmother Vita died at her home at Sissinghurst in the summer of 1962, her husband Harold was demonstrably bereft, weeping openly, often and everywhere: in the garden, during lunch, even when watching television. Frequently he would recite aloud the saddest two lines I had ever heard:

‘He for a little tried to live without her, liked it not and died.’

Yet the whispered asides only blew into the open with the publication in 1973 of Portrait of a Marriage, a book written in alternating parts by Vita and her younger son, my father Nigel Nicolson.

During Vita’s lifetime few visitors to Sissinghurst were invited to climb the stairs of the slender Elizabethan brick tower where, on the first floor, Vita would retreat to her writing room. Hung with fraying tapestries, laden with turquoise ceramics, crammed with books and the flotsam and ephemera amassed over a long life, these treasures meant little to anyone except the collector herself. But in the days after Vita’s death, with the scent of roses drifting through the open windows, my five-year-old brother and eight-year-old me would escape the adult gloom and explore her refuge. In a wooden, painted cupboard mounted on the wall above her desk we found the sole of her grandmother Pepita’s dancing shoe, a pot of emerald nail polish, a covetable bottle of green ink.

Just off the writing room, in the small, recessed turret, its shelves filled with books on astronomy, gardening, and the science of sexuality, Nigel, also exploring, came across a small oak chest containing a leather travelling bag. Inside was a simple exercise book in which a confession written in pencil almost half a century earlier, had been dashed down in the still-glowing embers of a seismic romance. In 1919, when Vita was twenty-eight, the mother of two small boys, she fell in love and eloped with another woman.

The account of Vita’s tumultuous affair with Violet Trefusis, a tale of what Nigel called ‘unquenchable zest and lust’, was as explosive to read in 1962 as it had been scandalous in 1919 when it came close to de-railing Vita and Harold’s marriage. What my father found was a description of an ‘extraordinary sequence of events,’ a story that contained the confessional immediacy and the addictive irresistibility of illicit, same-sex love and an account ‘unique in the vast literature of love’.

Vita Sackville-West, born in 1892, had grown up at Knole, a huge medieval house in Kent, the only child of a British aristocratic diplomat and his wife, the illegitimate daughter of Pepita, a divinely sexy flamenco dancer from Andalusia. Married in 1913 to Harold Nicolson, diplomat, politician and writer, Vita recognised what she called the ‘duality’ of her genetic inheritance, her creativity and her sexual identity. Her romantic friendship with Virginia Woolf became the inspiration for the gender-fluid, time-travelling hero of Woolf’s magical novel, Orlando. And although Vita was a well-known poet, novelist, historian, biographer and journalist, her garden at Sissinghurst became her greatest legacy.

My father realised at once that within the exercise book was ‘an astonishing document’ that could set the pace for a new sort of literary truth-telling. But the prospect of publishing a book about his parents and describing a relationship that was still taboo in 1962, if not illicit in 1919, plunged Nigel into a decade of paralysing anxiety. Fearful that the book would invite public accusations of parricide, he knew he would never forgive himself. Eventually, in 1973, with the backing of his brother Ben and having waited for the death of the three main protagonists, he took the risk. Just one individual, Harold’s sister, our Great Aunt Gwen, was still alive, and only with her death in 1995 did we learn of the years when Vita and her sister-in-law had been secret lovers too.

In his 1973 foreword to the book Nigel explained that his decision to publish depended in part around Vita’s lengthy, key passage (quoted in part below) in which she argues the case of acceptance of same-sex love by a future, more liberated society:

‘I hold the conviction that as centuries go on, and the sexes become more nearly merged on account of their increasing resemblances … that such connections will to a very large extent cease to be regarded as merely unnatural and will be understood far better … I believe it will be recognised that many more people of my type do exist than under the present system of hypocrisy is commonly admitted … I do believe that their greater presence and the spirit of candour which one hopes will spread with the progress of the world will lead to their recognition.’ (pp101–102 in 1973 edition)

Nigel’s choice of title as well as the content of his concluding pages confirmed his determination to dilute the scandalous heat of the story and emphasise the enduring happiness and stability of a heterosexual marriage that lasted for another forty years after the Violet–Vita ‘crisis’. Nigel’s view was that Harold and Vita had married if not for passion, then for love, and that despite the dozens of largely same-sex affairs they both conducted throughout their marriage, their commitment to one another deepened with age.

Fourteen years after the appearance of Portrait, Nigel wrote in his own unpublished memoir that his guilt had not yet lifted and that he knew Harold (himself a gay man) ‘would have deplored’ the publication. Nigel describes how in 1973 he ‘could not bring myself to look’ at the Sunday Times where the serialisation was splashed across the heart of the newspaper. That week he started avoiding going out in public after he saw a man at a writerly party looking at him ‘as if he’d just spotted Crippen in the room.’1 Although a promotional visit to the United States later that year brought a much kinder response, several of the most influential British reviewers including Rebecca West and Cyril Connolly accused Nigel not only of betrayal but of matricide. Bernard Levin was especially hostile saying Nigel should have burnt the manuscript. Twenty years after the book first appeared, in a new introduction to the 1993 edition, Nigel made one further bid to justify his motives for publication, emphasising how Vita’s textual information about the family tree and specific locations felt intended for a general market.

In the end, despite Nigel’s nagging self-doubt, it was the public voice of resounding approval on both sides of the Atlantic and around the world that made the book into an international bestseller. Not only was the courage and audacity of Vita’s confession acclaimed and welcomed by readers, but the publication coincided precisely with the years when homosexuality had been legalised, feminism’s second wave was gathering increasing momentum and the campaign for the acceptance of sexual choice ran high on the political agenda. In the century since Vita wrote the book it has lost none of its seductive power or emotional foresight, and just over fifty years since it was first published, it has never been out of print.

I was a first-year university student in 1973 and remember the feeling of exhilaration as I opened that Sunday Times. Stunned by Vita’s passion and by her courage as a woman to express her feelings so truthfully, I also applauded my father for his tenacity in his decision to publish. Half a century later, I wish they could both know how their taboo-challenging book has been transformative for many thousands of equally exhilarated readers.

Juliet Nicolson. 6th May 2024

 

 

 

 



1 the notorious criminal, hung in 1910 for murdering his wife


FOREWORD TO THE ORIGINAL EDITION

When my mother, Vita Sackville-West, died in 1962, it was my duty as her executor to go through her personal papers. She was careful about such things, and had filed everything of importance, including all her letters to and from Harold Nicolson during the fifty years of their engagement and marriage, and all her own diaries and the diaries of her mother, Lady Sackville. In the forty pinewood drawers of a large Italian cupboard I found hundreds of letters from the friends who had meant most to her since her childhood. At the time I read very little, making a mental note that while all the material existed for a full record of her life, it should be allowed to simmer.

I took a final look round her sitting-room in the tower at Sissinghurst (a room which I had entered only half a dozen times in the previous thirty years), and came upon a locked Gladstone bag lying in the corner of the little turret-room which opens off it. The bag contained something – a tiara in its case, for all I knew. Having no key, I cut the leather from around its lock to open it. Inside was a large notebook in a flexible cover, page after page filled by her neat pencilled manuscript. I carried it to her writing-table and began to read. The first few pages were abortive drafts of a couple of short stories. The sixth page was headed ‘23 July 1920’, followed by a narrative in the first person which continued for eighty more. I read it through to the end without stirring from her table. It was an autobiography written when she was aged twenty-eight, a confession, an attempt to purge her mind and heart of a love which had possessed her, a love for another woman, Violet Trefusis.

The simplicity of it, its candour, the extraordinary sequence of events which it unfolded, her implicit plea for forgiveness and compassion, for the strength to resist further temptation, stirred me deeply. I had long known the barest outlines of the story (but not from her) and here was every detail of it, written with scarcely an erasure or correction at a moment when the wound was still fresh and painful. Although her narrative began uncertainly with a rambling account of her childhood, when she came to the heart of her problem it grew in power and intensity, sharpened by a novelist’s instinctive variation of mood and speed, almost as if it were not her own experience that she was describing but another’s.

I never showed it to my father, although in the first paragraph she wrote that he was the only person whom she could then trust to read it with understanding. My mother’s death had shaken him so dreadfully that this reminder of the crisis of their marriage might have increased his misery intolerably, and I feared that he might destroy it, or it him. When I quoted in the Introduction to his published Diaries a few innocuous passages from the autobiography describing her childhood at Knole and their early married life, he never asked to see the rest of it. Now I think that I should have shown it to him when the agony of her loss had been transmuted into numb acceptance of it. He might well have agreed with me that this was a document unique in the vast literature of love, and among the most moving pieces that she ever wrote; that far from tarnishing the memory of her, it burnished it; and that one day, perhaps, it should be published.

Let not the reader condemn in ten minutes a decision which I have pondered for ten years. In Harold Nicolson’s lifetime, and in Violet’s, no question of publication could arise. He died in 1968; Violet in 1972. I consulted several people, above all my brother Benedict, and Violet’s close friend and literary executor, John N. Phillips, to whom I acknowledge my debt for his sympathetic attitude and for copies of certain letters. Both agreed to publication in the form which I suggested. A few of my parents’ friends expressed misgivings, but most confirmed my growing conviction that in the 1970s an experience of this kind need no longer be regarded as shameful or unmentionable, for the autobiography was written with profound emotion, and has an integrity and validity of universal significance.

It is the story of two people who married for love and whose love deepened with every passing year, although each was constantly and by mutual consent unfaithful to the other. Both loved people of their own sex, but not exclusively. Their marriage not only survived infidelity, sexual incompatibilty and long absences, but became stronger and finer as a result. Each came to give the other full liberty without enquiry or reproach. Honour was rooted in dishonour. Their marriage succeeded because each found permanent and undiluted happiness only in the company of the other. If their marriage is seen as a harbour, their love-affairs were mere ports-of-call. It was to the harbour that each returned; it was there that both were based.

This book is therefore a panegyric of marriage, although it describes a marriage which was superficially a failure because it was incomplete. They achieved their ideal companionship only after a long struggle which was still not ended when Vita Sackville-West wrote the last words of her confession, but once achieved it was unalterable and life-long, and they made of it (as I wrote in the Introduction to my father’s Diaries, without revealing the extent of their difficulties) one of the strangest and most successful unions that two gifted people have ever enjoyed.

Although Vita Sackville-West left no instructions about her autobiography, and as far as I know had never shown it to anybody, I believe that she wrote it with eventual publication in mind. It assumed an audience. She knew that I would find it after her death, but did not destroy it. She wrote it as a conscious work of art, in such a way that it would be intelligible to an outsider, and her use of pseudonyms is itself an indication that she expected, even hoped, that other eyes might one day read it, by this device safeguarding the reputation of her friends while risking her own. There are passages in the manuscript which suggest that the writing of it was for her much more than an act of catharis. She refers to ‘possible readers’ of it. She believes that ‘the psychology of people like myself will be a matter of interest’ when hypocrisy gives place to ‘a spirit of candour which one hopes will spread with the progress of the world’. That time has come now, more than fifty years after she wrote those prophetic words, and I do not believe that she would deplore the revelation of her secret, knowing that it could help and encourage those similarly placed today.

However, to present the autobiography unexplained and without its sequel would do my parents less than justice, for it was written in the eighth year of a marriage which lasted forty-nine. I came to two conclusions: that it should be published as the first, though main, section of the complete story; and that because it is a story so exceptional, it needed confirmation and amplification, for which all material existed in the Italian cupboard and the files. The events which V. Sackville-West recounted could be retold as they appeared to other main actors in the drama – Harold Nicolson, Violet Trefusis, Lady Sackville – and to secondary characters like Rosamund Grosvenor, Denys Trefusis and Orazio Pucci, and in retrospect to myself, her son, who was only three years old when the climax was reached in a hotel at Amiens in February 1920. The contemporary letters and diaries throw a new light upon certain incidents and reveal others of which she was ignorant, but they utterly substantiate the truth of what she wrote. Her memory of these cataclysmic events was exact.

The story is told in five parts, two by her, three by myself. Parts 1 and 3 are her autobiography verbatim, altered only by its division into two separated sections (for reasons of balance and intelligibility), and by the substitution of real names for pseudonyms, which are given only when they first occur. Parts 2 and 4 are my commentaries upon it, to which I add essential new facts and quotations from letters and diaries. Part 5 is the justification of the whole book and of its title, for it summarizes the remaining years of her marriage, and shows, particularly in the context of my mother’s brief love-affairs with Geoffrey Scott and Virginia Woolf, how my parents’ love for each other survived all further threats to it, and made out of a non-marriage a marriage which succeeded beyond their dreams. If it does not show that, the book is a betrayal.

Nigel Nicolson 
Sissinghurst Castle, Kent 
April 1973


INTRODUCTION TO THE 1992 EDITION

Portrait of a Marriage is a story of how love triumphed over infatuation. That was how I saw it when in 1962 I first read my mother’s astonishing autobiography, and that was why, after ten years of self-questioning and questioning a few others, I decided to publish it. It is a love story, not the love between Vita Sackville-West and Violet Trefusis, as many people assumed, but between Vita and my father Harold. Her affair with Violet occupied three years, 1918–20, her marriage nearly fifty. The affair was the test of the marriage, and Vita, in writing about it when she was only twenty-eight, was celebrating the triumph that her marriage had survived the test. Harold, for his part, never exulted in it, because he never considered it a triumph. It was inevitable, like a young person’s recovery from a dose of ’flu.

The story seemed to me noble in its conclusion, but I was well aware in 1973 that others might think its publication a new form of matricide. One reviewer, an American academic, criticized me for not confessing more openly how much I hated my mother: clearly the book was written in revenge. Let the reader assess the truth of that accusation from the pages that follow. That was not my problem. It was whether Vita would have wanted it published. In the Foreword I gave some of my reasons for deciding that she would have wanted it and since 1973 I have heard from one of her closest friends that she talked about her manuscript shortly before her death, saying that I would find it in her cupboard and she would trust my judgement about publication. I was comforted by this information, but did not trust it absolutely. More convincing to me was a closer examination of the text. She explains things that she would not need to explain to herself, her family or intimates: like ‘We bought a country cottage where we spent the summer and Harold went up to London every day’; or, ‘Edward, who was my cousin ten years younger than I’. Why tell us this, unless total strangers were expected to read it? Besides, I considered, it was probable that biographies would one day be written of Vita or Harold, or both, and both were. Victoria Glendinning and James Lees-Milne would know from many other sources, particularly Vita’s and Harold’s letters to each other, that the crisis of their marriage had culminated in Vita’s elopement with Violet. It had been common gossip at the time, and had been rumoured many times since. The biographers could hardly ignore it. How much better, then, that they should learn the truth from Vita’s own confession, her De Profundis, than from the speculations of other people, and that I should put the affair into the context of their whole marriage. It is not a salacious story. It bares the human heart but not the human body. But it is undeniably shocking.

There were critics who wrote that I should have suppressed it. The Daily Express declared that my treachery to my mother was repulsive, and Rebecca West that I should have stuffed her manuscript back into its Gladstone bag. Bernard Levin went further. He called the story ‘ludicrous’; to him Vita’s confession was ‘the mooning of a schoolgirl who has a crush on the hockey mistress’. I should have burned it, he wrote. One remembers hostile criticism more vividly than praise. Looking through the reviews twenty years later, I find to my surprise that most were favourable, but I will quote only one, because it expresses exactly what I had intended, the verdict of Desmond Shawe-Taylor who knew Vita and Harold well: ‘Let others mock’, he wrote. ‘The wild passion on the one side, the infinite patience on the other, coupled with the long, loving, creative union that ensued, seems to me moving and wonderful.’ In the United States the book received an accolade from every critic except one, John Richardson, an Englishman. Distance, and unfamiliarity with the social scene in England seventy years ago, gave the book the quality of a novel. This couldn’t be the story of real people. But it was.

When it was fictionalized by the BBC in 1990 as a four-part dramatization for television, I was not invited to draft the screenplay, rightly, as I had no experience of script-writing. The task was given to an elderly novelist, Penelope Mortimer, the mother-in-law of one of the producers. She had little sympathy with the main characters. To her, Vita, who won several major literary prizes and created the most famous garden in England, and Harold, who in his youth was the confidant of world statesmen, the author of forty books and the leading literary critic of his day, were ‘silly people’. When I implored her to give the public some idea of their happiness before and after the brief Violet affair (which was the whole point and moral of the book), she thought it irrelevant. It should end, she thought, except for a misleading tailpiece, with Amiens. Her version was not so much the portrait of a marriage as the portrait of an affair. There was nothing in the film to indicate Vita’s contrition, how she spent the rest of her life making up to Harold for the cruelty of those three years. Frank Kermode was right to sum it up as ‘an ugly story with a happy ending’. Without the ending it was simply ugly.

I have never denied that Vita was cruel to my father, and it is no excuse that Violet was even crueller. There was nothing in Vita’s behaviour to equal Violet’s contemptuous treatment of her husband Denys, nor Violet’s cynical attempt to destroy the marriage of her most intimate friend. Vita’s ruthlessness was always qualified by guilt: Violet’s never was. But what worried some readers more than their savagery was the two women’s snobbishness. At their very first meeting, aged thirteen and eleven, they talked of nothing but their ancestry, a contest that Vita was bound to win as the daughter of Knole and the Sackvilles’ only child. As she grew older, her indifference to people of humbler birth turned to tolerance, and tolerance to a slightly shamefaced awareness of her own advantages. All through her life Vita clung to her belief in a social hierarchy that shouldn’t be disturbed. So liberated a woman could be very conservative. But in judging her snobbishness during the Violet period, one must avoid anachronism. What today would be regarded as insufferable (like the Sackville term ‘bedint’ for middle-class people, or stepping over a pail of soapy water without a word of greeting to the poor girl scrubbing the pavement) was then unremarkable. Vita and Violet were by upbringing class-conscious, but audacity, recklessness, improvidence and selfishness, their dominant traits during those years, were not exclusively upper-class. They acted out of perversity and unquenchable zest and lust, not from any assumption of caste superiority. One indication is that they were often desperately short of money. During the first of their Monte Carlo escapades they were reduced to fifty centimes between them.

I firmly believe that Vita wanted to be rescued from her infatuation, and that its climax in the hotel at Amiens came to her as a relief. As Victoria Glendinning has commented, it simultaneously saved her marriage and her face. It gave her the excuse to abandon Violet and return to Harold. Nothing could ever again be so great a threat to their married happiness, and having survived it, they could both experiment with love-affairs, leaving their love intact. My father advised me when I was about to be married, that ‘to sleep with only one person throughout your life would be like saying, “Wuthering Heights is the greatest novel in the English language, therefore I shall never read another”.’ Infidelity, he thought, and so did Vita, need never break up a marriage unless there were other, weightier, causes too. Often it will enrich it. This was not quite so novel a doctrine in the 1920s as one might imagine. It was practised, but never preached. In the 1970s Portrait of a Marriage preached it. It argued that mutual support in times of trouble, common tastes and interests, and a shared desire occasionally to be apart, were stronger bonds than sexual compatibility. One has heard of sex between people without love: here was love without sex.

The book, moreover, pleaded the legitimacy of homosexual love between couples who desired it. While by no means the first statement of these doctrines nor the most persuasive, it did propose them, and illustrate their pitfalls. It suggested that in the twenty-first century we may come to accept that most marriages require the stimulus of emotional, and probably sexual, relationships outside them, without weakening the marriage itself. This is the justification for publishing this book, and constantly reissuing it. It represents an increase in human understanding, not a decline in delicacy. I agree with Michael Ratcliffe, whose review in The Times was the first I read, with enormous gratitude, that ‘Vita wrote with posterity in mind. Publication can only honour the memory of her honesty and passion.’

Nigel Nicolson


[image: image] PART ONE

[image: image] BY V. SACKVILLE-WEST



23 JULY 1920

[image: image] OF COURSE I have no right whatsoever to write down the truth about my life, involving as it naturally does the lives of so many other people, but I do so urged by a necessity of truth-telling, because there is no living soul who knows the complete truth; here, may be one who knows a section; and there, one who knows another section: but to the whole picture not one is initiated. Having written it down I shall be able to trust no one to read it; there is only one person in whom I have such utter confidence that I would give every line of this confession into his hands, knowing that after wading through this morass – for it is a morass, my life, a bog, a swamp, a deceitful country, with one bright patch in the middle, the patch that is unalterably his – I know that after wading through it all he would emerge holding his estimate of me steadfast. This would be the test of my confidence, from which I would not shrink. I would not give it to her – perilous touchstone!, who even in these first score of lines should teach me where truth lies. I do know where it lies, but have no strength to grasp it; here am I already in the middle of my infirmities.

I start writing, having spent no consideration upon this task. Shall I ever complete it? and under what circumstances?, begun as it is, in the margin between a wood and a ripe cornfield, with the faint shadows of grasses and ears of com falling across my page. Unkernelled nuts hang behind me, along the fringe of the wood; I lie on green bracken, amongst little yellow and magenta wild-flowers whose names I don’t know. I lie so close to the ground that my only view is of tall corn, so crisp that in the breeze it stirs with a noise like the rustle of silk. All day I have been in a black temper, but that is soothed away. There is no place, out here, for temper or personality. There is only one personality present: Demeter.

Yesterday I was on the sea in a sailing-boat; it was very rough, and at moments I was extremely frightened, but I wished I wasn’t frightened, because theoretically I enjoyed seeing the ship put her nose down into the waves, seeing the spray break over the deck, and then feeling my face all wet and tasting the salt water on my lips. The world of the sea is quite a different world. There is a whole different set of noises – the wash of the waves, the wind in the rigging, the banging of the blocks, the shouts of the crew – and one has a whole different set of wishes and preoccupations – the wish that the boat would keep still, if only for five minutes, as a rest from the perpetual balancing, the preoccupation as to whether the wind will get up, or go down, whichever it is; the immense, the overwhelming importance of weather, both as regards one’s comfort and one’s progress.

I realize that this confession, autobiography, whatever I may call it, must necessarily have for its outstanding fault a lack of all proportion. I have got to trust to a very uncertain memory, and whereas the present bulks enormous, the past is misty. I can’t remember much about my childhood, except that I had very long legs and very straight hair, over which Mother used to hurt my feelings and say she couldn’t bear to look at me because I was so ugly. I know that I wasn’t a physical coward in those days, because I can remember doing dangerous things on a bicycle and climbing high trees – and yet, stop, I do believe I must have been a coward already, because I can remember thinking a great deal about whether I should be brave the next day when I went out riding, and I was too much fascinated by seeing other people do things which I knew I shouldn’t dare to do myself. I never realized this until this moment. Anyway, I wasn’t so much of a coward, and I kept my nerves under control, and made a great ideal of being hardy, and as like a boy as possible. I know I was cruel to other children, because I remember stuffing their nostrils with putty and beating a little boy with stinging-nettles, and I lost nearly all my friends in that kind of way, until none of the local children would come to tea with me except those who had acted as my allies and lieutenants.

I don’t remember much more about myself as a child than that. I remember more about outside things. I don’t remember either my father or mother very vividly at that time, except that Dada used to take me for terribly long walks and talk to me about science, principally Darwin, and I liked him a great deal better than Mother, of whose quick temper I was frightened. I don’t even remember thinking her pretty, which she must have been – lovely, even. My impression of her was that I couldn’t be rough when she was there, or naughty, and so it was really a great relief when she went away. I remember very vividly terrible scenes between her and Dada – at least, she made the scene, he usually said nothing at all, or very mildly, ‘Oh, come, dear, is that quite accurate?’ Her statements rarely were accurate; I realized this, very, very slowly, but was incredibly obtuse over it; in fact I didn’t really grasp it until a comparatively short time ago. (Evening is coming on, and I shall soon have to stop writing; thank God I am alone tonight.)

When she and Dada went away, I was left alone with Grandpapa. He was very old, and queer, and silent. He hated people, and never spoke to the people who came to the house [Knole]; in fact, if he got the chance he used to go to London for the day when he knew people were coming, and I used to be left alone to entertain them. It amused me later on, when sometimes I was had downstairs to make fourteen, to see him sitting quite mute between two wretched women who were trying to make conversation to him, or else crushing them into silence: ‘You have lovely gardens here, Lord Northwood [Sackville].’ ‘What do you know about gardens?’, he would snap at them. But at the same time he was always shrewd in his estimate of people, and never liked those who were not worthy of liking, or disliked those that were. Mother used to get furious when in about six words he demolished her friends, but Dada used to laugh, and then she turned on him. But I suppose she was really very devoted to Grandpapa, in her own way, because underneath everything her ideas of duty are sound, and although the most incomprehensible, she is certainly the most charming, person upon earth, whom I adore.

Grandpapa liked children and believed in fairies. Every night after dinner he used to fill a plate with fruit and put it ready for me to fetch early next morning; he used to put it in a drawer in his sitting-room, labelled Diana’s [Vita’s] Drawer, in very elaborate lettering in coloured chalks that he had done himself. He always amused himself in shy, secret ways like that; he used to spend hours whittling little bits of wood into queer shapes, and polishing them with sandpaper till the surface was like velvet, and he had a set of little remarks that he invariably made when the occasion turned up: ‘Nice fresh taste’, he used to say over the first asparagus; and ‘Poor old Cox’, whenever anything went wrong with anybody; but I never discovered the origin of that. To go back to the fruit, it was a regular ritual, which nothing would have induced him to forgo, and which I never knew him to forget, even, poor old man, at the beginning of his last illness, while he was still downstairs; even if there were twenty people to dinner he heaped the plate for me just the same and carried it to the drawer, and if ever I forgot to fetch it in the morning he would make a grievance that lasted until it turned into a joke, and so became mellow instead of bitter.

In the same way he minded very much if I didn’t go down to his room after tea and play draughts with him. It upset his habits, and also I think he must have been fond of me; he liked having children in the house, and later on he liked Charles [Edward Sackville-West], who was my cousin ten years younger than I, and was a genius, and could play Wagner when he was four. (He was very delicate, always passing from critical illness to critical illness, so that he was always brought downstairs wrapped in an enormous white Shetland shawl, in which he sat at the piano, with his puny little legs dangling, as unable to touch the pedals as his tiny hands were to span an octave.) Grandpapa liked children and he liked flowers, but he didn’t care a rap about the house, and when people asked him questions about it, or about the pictures or silver or furniture, he used to refer them to Mother.

Mother made all the capital she could out of the house; to hear her talk about it you would have thought she had built it, but she had no real sense of its dignity, as Dada had, who worshipped it in his bones, but would sooner die than say so. I think it must have been very hard for him then, living in the house as Grandpapa’s heir, but being only the nephew, not the son, and having no word to say in the management either of the house, the gardens, or the estate, and hearing Mother make up legends about the place, quite unwarrantable and unnecessary – the place was quite good enough to stand without legends, heaven knows! – and hearing her get all the credit for everything, because she was the kind of person who always came in for a lot of flattery from everyone. That was what came of her being ruthless and completely unanalytical, and having a charm that exacted flattery; and of his being so sensitive and modest. There certainly was something ruthless about Mother, and one of the things that has left the strongest and cruellest impression upon me was a horrible little dialogue I overheard once in London, as I lay in bed in the dark next door. She was alone with Grandpapa, and was evidently very much annoyed over something, for I heard her telling him how much in the way he was, with that sort of flick in her voice that to this day makes me shudder; and he was moved to protest – he, who never said a word! – and I heard his old voice saying piteously, ‘But what do I do? I never even ring a bell.’ I wish I could forget that little dialogue, but I can’t; it burnt. Mother didn’t soften, any more than she would soften towards me when I cried; yet she can soften marvellously if you only touch the right chord – I have noticed this in other people. It is really a sort of sentimentality that is moved emotionally, whether by something real or something unreal – usually the latter.

That was Grandpapa, with his odd little tricks, of always flinging his cap down with extreme violence in exactly the same place, of balancing himself endlessly and maddeningly from one foot to the other; with his dislike of people, his shyness of servants (he spoke the truth when he said he never rang a bell!), his funny jerks and phrases, that sometimes made him seem rather like an old goblin – that, at any rate, was Grandpapa on the surface, though what he was like underneath heaven alone knows. Of all human beings, he was surely the most inscrutable. I lived with him for sixteen years, and had I lived with him for yet another sixteen I have no doubt that he would have remained just as much of an enigma. One might have ended by putting him down as truly insensible, but in contradiction of that theory comes the most surprising fact about him, which I have kept for the end: during his middle youth he lived illicitly with a very beautiful Spanish dancer, by whom he had seven children in, I think, as many years.

This old story, this ‘Romance of the Peerage’ (vide Daily Mail), is so well known that in talking about it I feel as though I were talking about something which happened to some other family than my own. The ‘Romance of the Peerage’ label is enough to make me feel that. ‘Who’s who in the story’, and then the personages: Asuncion Ramon [Pepita], a beautiful Spanish gipsy, living with Lord Sackville, then Lionel Strangways [Sackville-West], as his wife, calling herself Countess West (poor thing, isn’t it pitiful, that title?), Gloria [Victoria] (my mother), their beautiful daughter, now married to the present Lord Sackville, Baptiste [Henry], their son, now claiming the title of Sackville and estates of Knole, and then the leading article on Knole, concluding in triumphant journalese, ‘Too homely to be called a palace, too palatial to be called a home’. (Oh my lovely Knole, how right he was, that nameless journalist in his horrible jargon! I stand at the corner of the wall, and look down on you in the hollow, your grey walls and red-brown roofs, and hear myself saying the well-worn phrase, ‘You get rather a good view of the house from here.…’)

The only time I remember Grandpapa breaking out through his reserve was one morning when I followed Mother into his sitting-room holding on to the end of her long, long plait. I can remember him jumping up and saying, ‘Never let me see that child doing that again, Victoria.’ It sounds an improbably melodramatic phrase, written down like that, but that was precisely what he said. It appears that Mother was in the habit, when a little girl, of walking about holding on to her mother’s hair in such a fashion. I have got two photographs of my grandmother, which show clearly how beautiful she must have been; truly beautiful of feature and expression, not merely pretty, although they are ugly faded photographs taken at Arcachon about 1870. She was the illegitimate daughter of a gipsy and a Spanish duke; the gipsy, her mother, had been a circus acrobat, and was no doubt descended from a line of such, and the duke descended from Lucrezia Borgia. I think my maternal ancestry is hard to beat for sheer picturesqueness. It accounts for much in Mother, who at times is pure undiluted peasant.

But Grandpapa! Qu’allait-il faire dans cette galère? How did he, the man of silence, set about absconding with the dancer, who was at that time quite respectably married to someone else? I would give my very soul for a fly-on-the-wall peep backwards into one of the scenes between them. And think of their establishment – singing, happy-go-lucky, in the midst of a puddle of tiny children, he, an English diplomat, scion of the most correct old English family, heir to Knole, and given his own elusive character! Of course I knew nothing about this when I was small. My first inkling of anything wrong in my mother’s birth was one whose snobbishness I am ashamed to record: some people used to address her letters as the Honble. Mrs Sackville-West, and others didn’t; I, from some obscure instinct that resented any aspersions being cast upon my mother, always did.

Pepita died when my mother was nine, leaving Grandpapa with five small children (two of the others had mercifully died), three girls and two boys. He stuck the girls into a convent [in Paris]; I don’t know what happened to the boys; I suppose they went to school. My mother was heartbroken, and to this day can hardly talk about her mother
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