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Introduction

Nancy Mitford’s novels have always repelled as many people as they have enchanted, and the criticism they have drawn has not often been good-natured in tone. In 1956, at the height of the vogue for her books, Julian Maclaren-Ross published a vicious parody of her. Maclaren-Ross now owes what currency he has to having inspired the alarming figure of X. Trapnel in Anthony Powell’s romance of Little Venice, Books Do Furnish A Room. His essays, stories and short comic pieces often confirm the sharp and penetrating intelligence Powell evokes, but it must be said that his ‘Nancy Mitford’ misses the mark so spectacularly that it is worth quoting. It is slavishly close to a particular Mitford passage, and yet fails to make a single Mitford noise. Inadequate parody is generally something worth passing over in tactful silence, but the badness of this is intriguing, and suggestive. The noise her best novels make sounds effortless, unstudied, artless; and no one, afterwards, could do it again. Mitford was as misunderstood as any tortured genius in an attic; and it is tempting to think that Maclaren-Ross had read and was assaulting not her, but a novelist he wanted to exist, a novelist he wanted only to attack. The parody is called The Pursuit of Fame.

‘His grace doesn’t half sound in a wax this morning, ducks.’

And certainly the fairly big house, that in France would have been called a private hotel, in Kensington Gardens resounded with roars of rage from Uncle Hambrose’s study downstairs.

‘Bet he’s had another bad review,’ sighed Popsy, who was having her ears scrubbed and attempting to read La Madone des Sleepings at the same time. ‘He’ll be gunning for me any moment now, I suppose.’

The explosion of a blunderbuss pistol – a relic of Uncle Hambrose’ service in the Artists’ Rifles (Home Guard Section) – proved her to possess prophecy in addition to her other gifts.

‘Come down at once, Popsy, you dreary little witch!’

‘Oh dear, I better dash,’ and disregarding Nannie’s ‘Put on a clean pinny first,’ Popsy headed for the staircase.

Uncle Hambrose – a name which had been in the family for generations, the H silent as in héraldique – motioned her grimly through the door of his study with the smoking antique. Over the mantel-or rather chimneypiece hung the dried heads of four critics who had reviewed adversely his Anatomy of Snobbery, and the framed copy of Burke’s Peerage with which he had battered them to death.1

It’s worth stressing, in the light of this dismal effort, that Maclaren-Ross was by no means a completely hopeless parodist, and one is not knocking down an easy target. It is striking that his ‘Mitford’ is based very closely on a particular passage of hers – the opening scene of The Blessing – and yet is utterly distant from her tone of voice, to the point where it would be difficult without warning to guess who he is ridiculing. Maclaren-Ross was a very accomplished parodist, and yet Mitford escaped him. If you want to see what he was capable of, his collected parodies, in The Funny Bone, are on the whole appallingly truthful. He has spent long weeks reading Henry Green, and in two or three superior pages annihilates a great novelist’s stylistic tics; ‘Electric globes, already lit a foggy lemon, yet eclipsed that dimmer closing down grey outside what windows were shut fast on mist and rain without.’2 How unkind, how patient, how sadly truthful.

So it is hard to see why such a thorough and attentive reader can’t get a grip on so colourfully individual a stylist as Nancy Mitford. Nobody, I think, on reading a single one of his ‘Mitford’ sentences, would think it likely to be the genuine article. Conversely, few readers familiar with her work will pick up any page of this anthology and fail to place it immediately. In these novels, she shows herself to be one of the most individual, beguiling and creative users of English this century. She has been attacked on half a dozen fronts; she writes about people with money and nothing to think about except the possibility that love will come to them, and sex. The grand movements of history do come into her books, but they are skated over lightly – the Spanish Civil War deprives a heroine of rather an unsatisfactory partner, and provides an English house with a splendidly inventive new cook, and that is about all it amounts to. If you therefore want to convict her in your own mind of superficiality, you may. She knows her limitations as well as her readers do; she refuses, however, to accept, as they so often do, that the seriousness of what she has to say is compromised by the size of the houses her characters live in. At her best, she has become a classic, because what never fails is the ravishingly modulated tone, the inimitable and irresistible voice leading us onwards.

No one can deny the accusations which Maclaren-Ross and his like level at Mitford. Her novels are certainly concerned with the upper classes. They are certainly concerned with issues of good and bad taste in ways which are open to accusations of snobbery. It may be thought that her adoration of French high society was somewhat schoolgirlish, and not very deeply founded – it is odd that someone who spent so much time with French duchesses was startled when, after she published an article violently critical of Marie-Antoinette, they all dropped her. Nor can one argue with Maclaren-Ross’s second sentence, which accurately points out what her friend Evelyn Waugh had already noted, that, like theology, punctuation was just not her subject. 3

All the same, there is something here. They delight at first reading, as Waugh does; like him, they may be read to divert the mind from a long plane flight. But at the end of the holiday, or of the flight, very few readers, I am sure, leave the cheap paperback stuffed into the pocket behind the seat in front. The beaches of the Aegean, if excavated by literary archaeologists, would surely provide a fascinating witness to each summer’s fashionable taste; the works of Mr Alex Garland just under the surface, those of Mrs Shirley Conran somewhat under that, three feet down, I expect, a stratum consisting of the admirable and solidly-constructed research novels of Mr Alex Hailey, and on, downwards, all the way to Bulwer Lytton and the Jurassic age. All enjoyed, once, and then left behind. Mitford is different, and no feeling reader ever left Love in a Cold Climate out of their homeward suitcase without a second thought. She is light, and, in the obvious sense, undemanding, and very funny. Her books bear the weight of hundreds of thousands of readers, and of multiple readings, because they are graceful, strong, and troubling. When the icy friable surface cracks, as it does, great dark Arctic depths are mysteriously revealed. At their frequent best, they show themselves to be big books, as well as light ones.

The Pursuit of Love was Mitford’s first major success. She had published novels of considerable interest before the war, which still retain a strong period charm. They may be placed with a pleasant group of aristocratic, graceful, rather slight novels; those, for instance, of Bryan Guinness, Edward Sackville-West, Lord Berners or the earlier work of C. H. B. Kitchin. They are novelists who, fascinated by Firbank and Peacock, produced light but memorable novels somewhat in the vein of Disraeli’s ‘silver fork’ school a century earlier. Mitford later confessed a strong distaste for at least one of her early novels, when it was reissued late in her life; its flippant tone on the subject of the British Fascist movement struck her subsequently as disgraceful in its failure to see what fascism was. One doesn’t want to make excuses, but not every novelist is a natural prophet. What The Pursuit of Love reveals is the opposite, a nostalgist. It is a marvellous echoing hymn to the lost, to the forgotten, to the cruel act of remembrance.

The quiet cruelty of the book begins in the first sentence, ‘There is a photograph in existence of Ann Sadie and her six children sitting round the tea-table at Alconleigh’ with the word ‘existence’. It looks redundant, the sort of thing one might say in conversation; in print, the careful writer would excise it on the grounds that ‘there is a photograph …’ is enough. The untidy sentence makes it plain within six words that here is someone speaking to us, but it does more than that; those words, so strange, ‘in existence’, they delicately introduce the great idea of the book. What is it, to live, not just to exist? Not just to sit around and wait for Lord Merlin’s friends to turn up, for love, to discover what one is here for; but to live? Something as trivial as a family photograph, after all, may be said to be ‘in existence’, and from the first moment, we are made to understand with a growing fear no thriller could match, that some of these people are no longer alive, and soon none of them will be.

This first masterpiece often seems engaging but untidy; the end comes as a shock until the book is reread, and the melancholy resignation underlying the bright wit becomes increasingly apparent. It looks like a comic novel, at first. There is a brilliant series of economically, vividly drawn characters, right down to the walk-on parts of Lavender and the appalling Pixie; there is that buttonholing voice; there is the casually episodic plot, which initially seems unambitious, and only on later readings starts to sound like a series of moral dilemmas which Linda must solve for herself. She gets it right, and yet she dies; but then everybody dies, yes, ‘every, every time’.

The Pursuit of Love is fascinating, odd, and very slightly embarrassing, as someone prepared to tell you the story of their lives so often seems. Love in a Cold Climate is the masterpiece. The perfection of the narrator’s voice is by now well established, but how wonderfully Mitford provides a voice, bright as paint, for every character; one puts the book down and Cedric’s voice, and Lady Montdore, and tedious Polly, and Veronica Chaddesley-Corbett, even, seem to go on chattering for a minute or two, in one’s head. Even people who don’t speak. No one ever forgets what Lady Montdore says about the Kroesig sister, training to be a vet – ‘First sensible thing I’ve heard about any of them. No point in cluttering up the ballrooms with girls who look like that, it’s simply not fair on anybody.’

The classical perfection of the form, too; Polly, who is always so slyly said to be fascinating and whose every appearance is accompanied by politely suppressed yawns, departs grandly and is immediately supplanted by the much more satisfactory Cedric. All the best jokes are formal ones; the beautiful little recapitulation of Cedric entering at Mrs Cozens’s dinner party, talking about the thin edging of white; the brilliant, painful operatic terzetti between Polly, Lady Montdore and Fanny. There are the digressions, which are often extravagant but are never idle decoration, such as Cedric’s lorry-driver Archie, polishing the Montdore collection of Boulle;

… and I have had a horrid idea – suppose he has reassembled it into a lorry by mistake? What would dearest uncle Montdore say if he suddenly came upon a huge Boulle lorry in the middle of the Long Gallery?

No, doubt, I thought, but that both Lord and Lady Montdore would happily have got into it and been taken by a ride by Cedric. He had completely mesmerized them, and nothing that he could do ever seemed otherwise to them than perfection.

The best of all the novel’s playful experiments with form is the sublime last few pages. For me, they recall the accelerating coda of another great English comic novel, Peacock’s Crotchet Castle. Like Peacock, Mitford’s graceful speed at the end gives us the clear sense that, as readers, we may be privy to her characters’ struggles to find love, but to their long future happiness, never. We have had this vague sense throughout, as Fanny declines to talk about her happy and virtuous marriage. Now, as Polly and Boy and Cedric and Lady Montdore find their simultaneous, strange but infectious happinesses, we accept that here is something too big and wonderful for us as readers to intrude on.

A perfectly judged and time comic novel, then. But something more than that, too. Death enters, and is greeted with a rueful shrug, as Lady Montdore says ‘Poor Patricia – well, never mind, that’s all over now’. The young can talk cheerfully about the graves they want to be buried in, and develop gruesome fascinations with revolting deaths in lift shafts, shedding tears only for dead animals; the old know more about it, and their wise attitude is Aunt Sadie’s. ‘It’s the dropping off the perches … I’ve always dreaded when that begins. Soon we shall all have gone – oh well, never mind.’ Love in a Cold Climate means most, I think, as a hymn to Englishness. Everyone returns, in the end, from Paris or India or Sicily to England, and everywhere else seems thin and inadequate besides the ecstatic vision of the land and its ancient social orders. When Lady Montdore, advising Polly and Fanny about the importance of a good marriage, says that what counts is ‘all this’, she means something small; she means her family’s possession. As so often, her words take on a slightly different meaning from her intentions, and her listeners hear an Englishwoman, talking truthfully about England.

For me, Mitford’s vision of Englishness as rooted in the land is not snobbish, or absurd. Lady Montdore’s is, of course, but that is not the same thing at all. Mitford’s is the same vision as Jane Austen’s, as Emma turns from Frank Churchill’s chatter about ‘Swisserland’ and sees ‘a sweet view – sweet to the eye and the mind. English verdure, English culture, English comfort, seen under a sun bright, without being oppressive.’4 The same vision, too, as Pope’s, as the ruins of Timon’s villa sinks into the eternal English landscape, and


Another age shall the golden ear

Imbrown the slope, and nod on the parterre,

Deep harvests bury all his pride has planned

And laughing Ceres reassume the land.5



Mitford came from a long line of Tory visionaries, and that ecstatic response to England is at the heart of her work, however strongly she wanted to be something else. When Linda speaks sharply to Kroesig about his lack of a sense of the English order of things, or when a cosmopolitan like Cedric comes home and finds fascination even in English furniture, we recognize an atavistic voice, deeply moving in its unspoken convictions.

Odd, then, that so much of her work turns away from England. Excellently done as the third of these novels is, The Blessing, it seems a less rooted novel; its long love affair with France intricate but not deep. Its comedy is just as delicate and enchanting as before, but for me, the deeper noises of death, old age and English gravity are absent. A slight false note is struck with the nanny, and a reader of Love in a Cold Climate may wonder whether Mitford is guying feelings about home and abroad which, in the end, are really her own. It is ingenious and full of delights, as is her last novel, Don’t Tell Alfred; but the unforgettable balance struck in those two earlier books between flippant brave wit and a suffering which is nowhere quite stated, and everywhere felt, has disappeared.

I haven’t talked about Mitford’s life, where these books come from, the nature of the mind which produced them. It is an interesting story, and it has excited a great deal of biographical comment. But all the Mitfordiana – Decca and Debo and Unity Valkyrie, the runnings away, the schoolroom passions for Hitler or Stalin – tend to come into the reader’s mind, and to crowd the only thing that matters; the books. The best of them are works of art, not bystanding witnesses to an unusually interesting family. Mitford called a collection of miscellaneous writings The Water Beetle, a title borrowed from Hilaire Belloc; the waterbeetle glides gracefully over the surface of the water, but if she ever stopped to think how she did it, she would sink. I don’t believe this self-portrait for a second. She thought all right; she worked, and polished, and shaped, and spent whole mornings on single sentences. Of course she did. And at the end, she had found a marvellous voice, which sounds exactly like someone talking without a moment’s thought beforehand. In the end, she had a punishment, and a great reward. The punishment was to be written about by people who easily assumed that the casual voice was Mitford’s casualness, that – say – the glittering indecent accelerando on the last page of Love in a Cold Climate was written by a posh dizzy spinster who couldn’t be bothered to do it properly. But she had a reward too; to give pleasure to her understanding English readers, beyond her English lifetime, and mine, and yours.

Philip Hensher
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TO
 GASTON PALEWSKI




Chapter I

There is a photograph in existence of Aunt Sadie and her six children sitting round the tea-table at Alconleigh. The table is situated, as it was, is now, and ever shall be, in the hall, in front of a huge open fire of logs. Over the chimney-piece plainly visible in the photograph, hangs an entrenching tool, with which, in 1915, Uncle Matthew had whacked to death eight Germans one by one as they crawled out of a dug-out. It is still covered with blood and hairs, an object of fascination to us as children. In the photograph Aunt Sadie’s face, always beautiful, appears strangely round, her hair strangely fluffy, and her clothes strangely dowdy, but it is unmistakably she who sits there with Robin, in oceans of lace, lolling on her knee. She seems uncertain what to do with his head, and the presence of Nanny waiting to take him away is felt though not seen. The other children, between Louisa’s eleven and Matt’s two years, sit round the table in party dresses or frilly bibs, holding cups or mugs according to age, all of them gazing at the camera with large eyes opened wide by the flash, and all looking as if butter would not melt in their round pursed-up mouths. There they are, held like flies in the amber of that moment—click goes the camera and on goes life; the minutes, the days, the years, the decades, taking them further and further from the happiness and promise of youth, from the hopes Aunt Sadie must have had for them, and from the dreams they dreamed for themselves. I often think there is nothing quite so poignantly sad as old family groups.

When a child I spent my Christmas holidays at Alconleigh; it was a regular feature of my life, and, while some of them slipped by with nothing much to remember, others were distinguished by violent occurrences and had a definite character of their own. There was the time, for example, when the servants’ wing caught fire, the time when my pony lay on me in the brook and nearly drowned me (not very nearly, he was soon dragged off, but meanwhile bubbles were said to have been observed). There was drama when Linda, aged ten, attempted suicide in order to rejoin an old smelly Border Terrier which Uncle Matthew had had put down. She collected and ate a basketful of yew-berries, was discovered by Nanny and given, mustard and water to make her sick. She was then ‘spoken to’ by Aunt Sadie, clipped over the ear by Uncle Matthew, put to bed for two days and given a Labrador puppy, which soon took the place of the old Border in her affections. There was much worse drama when Linda, aged twelve, told the daughters of neighbours, who had come to tea, what are supposed to be the facts of life. Linda’s presentation of the ‘facts’ had been so gruesome that the children left Alconleigh howling dismally, their nerves permanently impaired, their future chances of a sane and happy sex life much reduced. This resulted in a series of dreadful punishments, from a real beating, administered by Uncle Matthew, to luncheon upstairs for a week. There was the unforgettable holiday when Uncle Matthew and Aunt Sadie went to Canada. The Radlett children would rush for the newspapers every day hoping to see that their parents’ ship had gone down with all aboard; they yearned to be total orphans—especially Linda, who saw herself as Katie in What Katie Did, the reins of the household gathered into small but capable hands. The ship met with no iceberg and weathered the Atlantic storms, but meanwhile we had a wonderful holiday, free from rules.

But the Christmas I remember most clearly of all was when I was fourteen and Aunt Emily became engaged. Aunt Emily was Aunt Sadie’s sister, and she had brought me up from babyhood, my own mother, their youngest sister, having felt herself too beautiful and too gay to be burdened with a child at the age of nineteen. She left my father when I was a month old, and subsequently ran away so often, and with so many different people, that she became known to her family and friends as the Bolter; while my father’s second, and presently his third, fourth and fifth wives, very naturally had no great wish to look after me. Occasionally one of these impetuous parents would appear like a rocket, casting an unnatural glow upon my horizon. They had great glamour, and I longed to be caught up in their fiery trails and be carried away, though in my heart I knew how lucky I was to have Aunt Emily. By degrees, as I grew up, they lost all charm for me; the cold grey rocket cases mouldered where they had happened to fall, my mother with a major in the South of France, my father, his estates sold up to pay his debts, with an old Rumanian countess in the Bahamas. Even before I was grown up much of the glamour with which they had been surrounded had faded, and finally there was nothing left, no foundation of childish memories to make them seem any different from other middle-aged people. Aunt Emily was never glamorous but she was always my mother, and I loved her.

At the time of which I write, however, I was at an age when the least imaginative child supposes itself to be a changeling, a Princess of Indian blood, Joan of Arc, or the future Empress of Russia. I hankered after my parents, put on an idiotic face which was intended to convey mingled suffering and pride when their names were mentioned, and thought of them as engulfed in deep, romantic, deadly sin.

Linda and I were very much preoccupied with sin, and our great hero was Oscar Wilde.

‘But what did he do?’

‘I asked Fa once and he roared at me—goodness, it was terrifying. He said: “If you mention that sewer’s name again in this house I’ll thrash you, do you hear, damn you?” So I asked Sadie and she looked awfully vague and said: “Oh, duck, I never really quite knew, but whatever it was was worse than murder, fearfully bad. And, darling, don’t talk about him at meals, will you?”’

‘We must find out.’

‘Bob says he will, when he goes to Eton.’

‘Oh, good! Do you think he was worse than Mummy and Daddy?’

‘Surely he couldn’t be. Oh, you are so lucky, to have wicked parents.’

This Christmas-time, aged fourteen, I stumbled into the hall at Alconleigh blinded by the light after a six-mile drive from Merlinford station. It was always the same every year; I always came down by the same train, arriving at tea-time, and always found Aunt Sadie and the children round the table underneath the entrenching tool, just as they were in the photograph. It was always the same table and the same tea-things; the china with large roses on it, the tea-kettle and the silver dish for scones simmering over little flames—the human beings of course were getting imperceptibly older, the babies were becoming children, the children were growing up, and there had been an addition in the shape of Victoria, now aged two. She was waddling about with a chocolate biscuit clenched in her fist, her face was smothered in chocolate and was a horrible sight, but through the sticky mask shone unmistakably the blue of two steady Radlett eyes.

There was a tremendous scraping of chairs as I came in, and a pack of Radletts hurled themselves upon me with the intensity and almost the ferocity of a pack of hounds hurling itself upon a fox. All except Linda. She was the most pleased to see me, but determined not to show it. When the din had quieted down and I was seated before a scone and a cup of tea, she said:

‘Where’s Brenda?’ Brenda was my white mouse.

‘She got a sore back and died,’ I said. Aunt Sadie looked anxiously at Linda.

‘Had you been riding her?’ said Louisa, facetiously. Matt, who had recently come under the care of a French nursery governess, said in a high-pitched imitation of her voice: “C’était, comme d’habitude, les voies urinaires.’

‘Oh, dear,’ said Aunt Sadie, under her breath.

Enormous tears were pouring into Linda’s plate. Nobody cried so much or so often as she; anything, but especially anything sad about animals, would set her off, and, once begun, it was a job to stop her. She was a delicate, as well as a highly nervous child, and even Aunt Sadie, who lived in a dream as far as the health of her children was concerned, was aware that too much crying kept her awake at night, put her off her food, and did her harm. The other children, and especially Louisa and Bob, who loved to tease, went as far as they dared with her, and were periodically punished for making her cry. Black Beauty, Owd Bob, The Story of a Red Deer, and all the Seton Thompson books were on the nursery index because of Linda, who, at one time or another, had been prostrated by them. They had to be hidden away, as, if they were left lying about, she could not be trusted not to indulge in an orgy of self-torture.

Wicked Louisa had invented a poem which never failed to induce rivers of tears:


‘A little, houseless match, it has no roof, no thatch,

It lies alone, it makes no moan, that little, houseless match.’



When Aunt Sadie was not around the children would chant this in a gloomy chorus. In certain moods one had only to glance at a match-box to dissolve poor Linda; when, however, she was feeling stronger, more fit to cope with life, this sort of teasing would force out of her very stomach an unwilling guffaw. Linda was not only my favourite cousin, but, then and for many years, my favourite human being. I adored all my cousins, and Linda distilled, mentally and physically, the very essence of the Radlett family. Her straight features, straight brown hair and large blue eyes were a theme upon which the faces of the others were a variation; all pretty, but none so absolutely distinctive as hers. There was something furious about her, even when she laughed, which she did a great deal, and always as if forced to against her will. Something reminiscent of pictures of Napoleon in youth, a sort of scowling intensity.

I could see that she was really minding much more about Brenda than I did. The truth was that my honeymoon days with the mouse were long since over; we had settled down to an uninspiring relationship, a form, as it were, of married blight, and, when she had developed a disgusting sore patch on her back, it had been all I could do to behave decently and treat her with common humanity. Apart from the shock it always is to find somebody stiff and cold in their cage in the morning, it had been a very great relief to me when Brenda’s sufferings finally came to an end.

‘Where is she buried?’ Linda muttered furiously, looking at her plate.

‘Beside the robin. She’s got a dear little cross and her coffin was lined with pink satin.’

‘Now, Linda darling,’ said Aunt Sadie, ‘if Fanny has finished her tea why don’t you show her your toad?’

‘He’s upstairs asleep,’ said Linda. But she stopped crying.

‘Have some nice hot toast, then?’

‘Can I have Gentleman’s Relish on it?’ she said, quick to make capital out of Aunt Sadie’s mood, for Gentleman’s Relish was kept strictly for Uncle Matthew, and supposed not to be good for children. The others made a great show of exchanging significant looks. These were intercepted, as they were meant to be, by Linda, who gave a tremendous bellowing boo-hoo and rushed upstairs.

‘I wish you children wouldn’t tease Linda,’ said Aunt Sadie, irritated out of her usual gentleness, and followed her.

The staircase led out of the hall. When Aunt Sadie was beyond earshot, Louisa said: ‘If wishes were horses beggars would ride. Child hunt tomorrow, Fanny.’

‘Yes, Josh told me. He was in the car—been to see the vet.’

My Uncle Matthew had four magnificent bloodhounds, with which he used to hunt his children. Two of us would go off with a good start to lay the trail, and Uncle Matthew and the rest would follow the hounds on horseback. It was great fun. Once he came to my home and hunted Linda and me over Shenley Common. This caused the most tremendous stir locally, the Kentish week-enders on their way to church were appalled by the sight of four great hounds in full cry after two little girls. My uncle seemed to them like a wicked lord of fiction, and I became more than ever surrounded with an aura of madness, badness, and dangerousness for their children to know.

The child hunt on the first day of this Christmas visit was a great success. Louisa and I were chosen as hares. We ran across country, the beautiful bleak Cotswold uplands, starting soon after breakfast when the sun was still a red globe, hardly over the horizon, and the trees were etched in dark blue against a pale blue, mauve and pinkish sky. The sun rose as we stumbled on, longing for our second wind; it shone, and there dawned a beautiful day, more like late autumn in its feeling than Christmas-time.

We managed to check the bloodhounds once by running through a flock of sheep, but Uncle Matthew soon got them on the scent again, and, after about two hours of hard running on our part, when we were only half a mile from home, the baying slavering creatures caught up with us, to be rewarded with lumps of meat and many caresses. Uncle Matthew was in a radiantly good temper, he got off his horse and walked home with us, chatting agreeably. What was most unusual, he was even quite affable to me.

‘I hear Brenda has died,’ he said, ‘no great loss I should say. That mouse stank like merry hell. I expect you kept her cage too near the radiator. I always told you it was unhealthy, or did she die of old age?’

‘She was only two,’ I said, timidly.

Uncle Matthew’s charm, when he chose to turn it on, was considerable, but at that time I was always mortally afraid of him, and made the mistake of letting him see that I was.

‘You ought to have a dormouse, Fanny, or a rat. They are much more interesting than white mice—though I must frankly say, of all the mice I ever knew, Brenda was the most utterly dismal.’

‘She was dull,’ I said, sycophantically.

‘When I go to London after Christmas, I’ll get you a dormouse. Saw one the other day at the Army & Navy.’

‘Oh Fa, it is unfair,’ said Linda, who was walking her pony along beside us. ‘You know how I’ve always longed for a dormouse.’

‘It is unfair’ was a perpetual cry of the Radletts when young. The great advantage of living in a large family is that early lesson of life’s essential unfairness. With them I must say it nearly always operated in favour of Linda, who was the adored of Uncle Matthew.

Today, however, my uncle was angry with her, and I saw in a flash that this affability to me, this genial chat about mice, was simply designed as a tease for her.

‘You’ve got enough animals, miss,’ he said, sharply. ‘You can’t control the ones you have got. And don’t forget what I told you—that dog of yours goes straight to the kennel when we get back, and stays there.’

Linda’s face crumpled, tears poured, she kicked her pony into a canter and made for home. It seemed that her dog Labby had been sick in Uncle Matthew’s business-room after breakfast. Uncle Matthew was unable to bear dirtiness in dogs, he flew into a rage, and, in his rage, had made a rule that never again was Labby to set foot in the house. This was always happening, for one reason or another, to one animal or another, and, Uncle Matthew’s bark being invariably much worse than his bite, the ban seldom lasted more than a day or two, after which would begin what he called the Thin End of the Wedge.

‘Can I bring him in just while I fetch my gloves?’

‘I’m so tired—I can’t go to the stables—do let him stay just till after tea.’

‘Oh, I see—the thin end of the wedge. All right, this time he can stay, but if he makes another mess—or I catch him on your bed—or he chews up the good furniture (according to whichever crime it was that had resulted in banishment), I’ll have him destroyed, and don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

All the same, every time sentence of banishment was pronounced, the owner of the condemned would envisage her beloved moping his life away in the solitary confinement of a cold and gloomy kennel.

‘Even if I take him out for three hours every day, and go and chat to him for another hour, that leaves twenty hours for him all alone with nothing to do. Oh, why can’t dogs read?’

The Radlett children, it will be observed, took a highly anthropomorphic view of their pets.

Today, however, Uncle Matthew was in a wonderfully good temper, and, as we left the stables, he said to Linda, who was sitting crying with Labby in his kennel:

‘Are you going to leave that poor brute of yours in there all day?’

Her tears forgotten as if they had never been, Linda rushed into the house with Labby at her heels. The Radletts were always either on a peak of happiness or drowning in black waters of despair; their emotions were on no ordinary plane, they loved or they loathed, they laughed or they cried, they lived in a world of superlatives. Their life with Uncle Matthew was a sort of perpetual Tom Tiddler’s ground. They went as far as they dared, sometimes very far indeed, while sometimes, for no apparent reason, he would pounce almost before they had crossed the boundary. Had they been poor children they would probably have been removed from their roaring, raging, whacking papa and sent to an approved home, or, indeed, he himself would have been removed from them and sent to prison for refusing to educate them. Nature, however, provides her own remedies, and no doubt the Radletts had enough of Uncle Matthew in them to enable them to weather storms in which ordinary children like me would have lost their nerve completely.




Chapter II

It was an accepted fact at Alconleigh that Uncle Matthew loathed me. This violent, uncontrolled man, like his children, knew no middle course, he either loved or he hated, and generally, it must be said, he hated. His reason for hating me was that he hated my father; they were old Eton enemies. When it became obvious, and obvious it was from the hour of my conception, that my parents intended to doorstep me, Aunt Sadie had wanted to bring me up with Linda. We were the same age, and it had seemed a sensible plan. Uncle Matthew had categorically refused. He hated my father, he said, he hated me, but, above all, he hated children, it was bad enough to have two of his own. (He evidently had not envisaged so soon having seven, and indeed both he and Aunt Sadie lived in a perpetual state of surprise at having filled so many cradles, about the future of whose occupants they seemed to have no particular policy.) So dear Aunt Emily, whose heart had once been broken by some wicked dallying monster, and who intended on this account never to marry, took me on and made a life’s work of me, and I am very thankful that she did. For she believed passionately in the education of women, she took immense pains to have me properly taught, even going to live at Shenley on purpose to be near a good day school. The Radlett daughters did practically no lessons. They were taught by Lucille, the French nursery governess, to read and write, they were obliged, though utterly unmusical, to ‘practise’ in the freezing ballroom for one hour a day each, when, their eyes glued to the clock, they would thump out the ‘Merry Peasant’ and a few scales, they were made to go for a French walk with Lucille on all except hunting days, and that was the extent of their education. Uncle Matthew loathed clever females, but he considered that gentlewomen ought, as well as being able to ride, to know French and play the piano. Although as a child I rather naturally envied them their freedom from thrall and bondage, from sums and science, I felt, nevertheless, a priggish satisfaction that I was not growing up unlettered, as they were.

Aunt Emily did not often come with me to Alconleigh. Perhaps she had an idea that it was more fun for me to be there on my own, and no doubt it was a change for her to get away and spend Christmas with the friends of her youth, and leave for a bit the responsibilities of her old age. Aunt Emily at this time was forty, and we children had long ago renounced on her behalf the world, the flesh, and the devil. This year, however, she had gone away from Shenley before the holidays began, saying that she would see me at Alconleigh in January.

On the afternoon of the child hunt Linda called a meeting of the Hons. The Hons was the Radlett secret society, anybody who was not a friend to the Hons was a Counter-Hon, and their battle-cry was ‘Death to the horrible Counter-Hons’. I was a Hon, since my father, like theirs, was a lord.

There were also, however, many honorary Hons; it was not necessary to have been born a Hon in order to be one. As Linda once remarked: ‘Kind hearts are more than coronets, and simple faith than Norman blood.’ I’m not sure how much we really believed this, we were wicked snobs in those days, but we subscribed to the general idea. Head of the hon. Hons was Josh, the groom, who was greatly beloved by us all and worth buckets of Norman blood; chief of the horrible Counter-Hons was Craven, the gamekeeper, against whom a perpetual war to the knife was waged. The Hons would creep into the woods and hide Craven’s steel traps, let out the chaffinches which, in wire cages without food or water, he used as bait for hawks, give decent burial to the victims of his gamekeeper’s larder, and, before a meet of the hounds, unblock the earths which Craven had so carefully stopped.

The poor Hons were tormented by the cruelties of the countryside, while, to me, holidays at Alconleigh were a perfect revelation of beastliness. Aunt Emily’s little house was in a village; it was a Queen Anne box; red brick, white panelling, a magnolia tree and a delicious fresh smell. Between it and the country were a neat little garden, an iron-work fence, a village green and a village. The country one then came to was very different from Gloucestershire, it was emasculated, sheltered, over-cultivated, almost a suburban garden. At Alconleigh the cruel woods crept right up to the house; it was not unusual to be awoken by the screams of a rabbit running in horrified circles round a stoat, by the strange and awful cry of the dog-fox, or to see from one’s bedroom window a live hen being carried away in the mouth of a vixen; while the roosting pheasant and the waking owl filled every night with wild primeval noise. In the winter, when snow covered the ground, we could trace the footprints of many creatures. These often ended in a pool of blood, a mass of fur or feathers, bearing witness to successful hunting by the carnivores.

On the other side of the house, within a stone’s throw, was the Home Farm. Here the slaughtering of poultry and pigs, the castration of lambs and the branding of cattle, took place as a matter of course, out in the open for whoever might be passing by to see. Even dear old Josh made nothing of firing, with red-hot irons, a favourite horse after the hunting season.

‘You can only do two legs at a time,’ he would say, hissing through his teeth as though one were a horse and he grooming one, ‘otherwise they can’t stand the pain.’

Linda and I were bad at standing pain ourselves, and found it intolerable that animals should have to lead such tormented lives and tortured deaths. (I still do mind, very much indeed, but in those days at Alconleigh it was an absolute obsession with us all.)

The humanitarian activities of the Hons were forbidden, on pain of punishment, by Uncle Matthew, who was always and entirely on the side of Craven, his favourite servant. Pheasants and partridges must be preserved, vermin must be put down rigorously, all except the fox, for whom a more exciting death was in store. Many and many a whacking did the poor Hons suffer, week after week their pocket-money was stopped, they were sent to bed early, given extra practising to do; nevertheless they bravely persisted with their discouraged and discouraging activities. Huge cases full of new steel traps would arrive periodically from the Army & Navy Stores, and lie stacked until required round Craven’s hut in the middle of the wood (an old railway carriage was his headquarters, situated, most inappropriately, among the primroses and blackberry bushes of a charming little glade); hundreds of traps, making one feel the futility of burying, at great risk to life and property, a paltry three or four. Sometimes we would find a screaming animal held in one; it would take all our reserves of courage to go up to it and let it out, to see it run away with three legs and a dangling mangled horror. We knew that it then probably died of blood-poisoning in its lair; Uncle Matthew would rub in this fact, sparing no agonizing detail of the long-drawn-out ordeal, but, though we knew it would be kinder, we could never bring ourselves to kill them; it was asking too much. Often, as it was, we had to go away and be sick after these episodes.

The Hons’ meeting-place was a disused linen cupboard at the top of the house, small, dark, and intensely hot. As in so many country houses, the central-heating apparatus at Alconleigh had been installed in the early days of the invention, at enormous expense, and was now thoroughly out of date. In spite of a boiler which would not have been too large for an Atlantic liner, in spite of the tons of coke which it consumed daily, the temperature of the living-rooms was hardly affected, and all the heat there was seemed to concentrate in the Hons’ cupboard, which was always stifling. Here we would sit, huddled up on the slatted shelves, and talk for hours about life and death.

Last holidays our great obsession had been childbirth, on which entrancing subject we were informed remarkably late, having supposed for a long time that a mother’s stomach swelled up for nine months and then burst open like a ripe pumpkin, shooting out the infant. When the real truth dawned upon us it seemed rather an anticlimax, until Linda produced, from some novel, and read out loud in ghoulish tones, the description of a woman in labour.

‘Her breath comes in great gulps—sweat pours down her brow like water—screams as of a tortured animal rend the air—and can this face, twisted with agony, be that of my darling Rhona—can this torture-chamber really be our bedroom, this rack our marriage-bed? “Doctor, doctor,” I cried, “do something”—I rushed out into the night——’ and so on.

We were rather disturbed by this, realizing that too probably we in our turn would have to endure these fearful agonies. Aunt Sadie, who had only just finished having her seven children, when appealed to, was not very reassuring.

‘Yes,’ she said, vaguely. ‘It is the worst pain in the world. But the funny thing is, you always forget in between what it’s like. Each time, when it began, I felt like saying, “Oh, now I can remember, stop it, stop it.” And, of course, by then it was nine months too late to stop it.’

At this point Linda began to cry, saying how dreadful it must be for cows, which brought the conversation to an end.

It was difficult to talk to Aunt Sadie about sex; something always seemed to prevent one; babies were the nearest we ever got to it. She and Aunt Emily, feeling at one moment that we ought to know more, and being, I suspect, too embarrassed to enlighten us themselves, gave us a modern text-book on the subject.

We got hold of some curious ideas.

‘Jassy,’ said Linda one day, scornfully, ‘is obsessed, poor thing, with sex.’

‘Obsessed with sex!’ said Jassy, ‘there’s nobody so obsessed as you, Linda. Why if I so much as look at a picture you say I’m a pygmalionist.’

In the end we got far more information out of a book called Ducks and Duck Breeding.

‘Ducks can only copulate,’ said Linda, after studying this for a while, ‘in running water. Good luck to them.’

This Christmas Eve we all packed into the Hons’ meeting-place to hear what Linda had to say—Louisa, Jassy, Bob, Matt and I.

‘Talk about back-to-the-womb,’ said Jassy.

‘Poor Aunt Sadie,’ I said. ‘I shouldn’t think she’d want you all back in hers.’

‘You never know. Now rabbits eat their children—somebody ought to explain to them how it’s only a complex.’

‘How can one explain to rabbits? That’s what is so worrying about animals, they simply don’t understand when they’re spoken to, poor angels. I’ll tell you what about Sadie though, she’d like to be back in one herself, she’s got a thing for boxes and that always shows. Who else—Fanny, what about you?’

‘I don’t think I would, but then I imagine the one I was in wasn’t very comfortable at the time you know, and nobody else has ever been allowed to stay there.’

‘Abortions?’ said Linda with interest.

‘Well, tremendous jumpings and hot baths anyway.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I once heard Aunt Emily and Aunt Sadie talking about it when I was very little, and afterwards I remembered. Aunt Sadie said: “How does she manage it?” and Aunt Emily said: “Skiing, or hunting, or just jumping off the kitchen table.”’

‘You are so lucky, having wicked parents.’

This was the perpetual refrain of the Radletts, and, indeed, my wicked parents constituted my chief interest in their eyes—I was really a very dull little girl in other respects.

‘The news I have for the Hons today,’ said Linda, clearing her throat like a grown-up person, ‘while of considerable Hon interest generally, particularly concerns Fanny. I won’t ask you to guess, because it’s nearly tea-time and you never could, so I’ll tell straight out. Aunt Emily is engaged.’

There was a gasp from the Hons in chorus.

‘Linda,’ I said, furiously, ‘you’ve made it up.’ But I knew she couldn’t have.

Linda brought a piece of paper out of her pocket. It was a half-sheet of writing-paper, evidently the end of a letter, covered with Aunt Emily’s large babyish handwriting, and I looked over Linda’s shoulder as she read it out:

‘… not tell the children we’re engaged, what d’you think darling, just at first? But then suppose Fanny takes a dislike to him, though I don’t see how she could, but children are so funny, won’t it be more of a shock? Oh, dear, I can’t decide. Anyway, do what you think best, darling, we’ll arrive on Thursday, and I’ll telephone on Wednesday evening and see what’s happened. All love from Emily.’

Sensation in the Hons’ cupboard.




Chapter III

‘But why?’ I said, for the hundredth time.

Linda, Louisa and I were packed into Louisa’s bed, with Bob sitting on the end of it, chatting in whispers. These midnight talks were most strictly forbidden, but it was safer, at Alconleigh, to disobey rules during the early part of the night than at any other time in the twenty-four hours. Uncle Matthew fell asleep practically at the dinner-table. He would then doze in his business-room for an hour or so before dragging himself, in a somnambulist trance, to bed, where he slept the profound sleep of one who has been out of doors all day until cockcrow the following morning, when he became very much awake. This was the time for his never-ending warfare with the housemaids over wood-ash. The rooms at Alconleigh were heated by wood fires, and Uncle Matthew maintained, rightly, that if these were to function properly, all the ash ought to be left in the fireplaces in a great hot smouldering heap. Every housemaid, however, for some reason (an early training with coal fires probably) was bent on removing this ash altogether. When shakings, imprecations, and being pounced out at by Uncle Matthew in his paisley dressing-gown at six a.m., had convinced them that this was really not feasible, they became absolutely determined to remove, by hook or by crook, just a little, a shovelful or so, every morning. I can only suppose they felt that like this they were asserting their personalities.

The result was guerrilla warfare at its most exciting. Housemaids are notoriously early risers, and can usually count upon three clear hours when a house belongs to them alone. But not at Alconleigh. Uncle Matthew was always, winter and summer alike, out of his bed by five a.m., and it was then his habit to wander about, looking like Great Agrippa in his dressing-gown, and drinking endless cups of tea out of a thermos flask, until about seven, when he would have his bath. Breakfast for my uncle, my aunt, family and guests alike, was sharp at eight, and unpunctuality was not tolerated. Uncle Matthew was no respecter of other people’s early morning sleep, and after five o’clock one could not count on any, for he raged round the house, clanking cups of tea, shouting at his dogs, roaring at the housemaids, cracking the stock whips which he had brought back from Canada on the lawn with a noise greater than gun-fire, and all to the accompaniment of Galli Curci on his gramophone, an abnormally loud one with an enormous horn, through which would be shrieked ‘Una voce poco fa’—‘The Mad Song’ from Lucia—‘Lo, here the gen-tel lar-ha-hark’—and so on, played at top speed, thus rendering them even higher and more screeching than they ought to be.

Nothing reminds me of my childhood days at Alconleigh so much as those songs. Uncle Matthew played them incessantly for years, until the spell was broken when he went all the way to Liverpool to hear Galli Curci in person. The disillusionment caused by her appearance was so great that the records remained ever after silent, and were replaced by the deepest bass voices that money could buy.


‘Fearful the death of the diver must be,

Walking alone in the de-he-he-he-he-epths of the sea’ or ‘Drake is going West, lads’.


These were, on the whole, welcomed by the family, as rather less piercing at early dawn.

‘Why should she want to be married?’

‘It’s not as though she could be in love. She’s forty.’

Like all the very young we took it for granted that making love is child’s play.

‘How old do you suppose he is?’

‘Fifty or sixty I guess. Perhaps she thinks it would be nice to be a widow. Weeds, you know.’

‘Perhaps she thinks Fanny ought to have a man’s influence.’

‘Man’s influence!’ said Louisa. ‘I foresee trouble. Supposing he falls in love with Fanny, that’ll be a pretty kettle of fish, like Somerset and Princess Elizabeth—he’ll be playing rough games and pinching you in bed, see if he doesn’t.’

‘Surely not, at his age.’

‘Old men love little girls.’

‘And little boys,’ said Bob.

‘It looks as if Aunt Sadie isn’t going to say anything about it before they come,’ I said.

‘There’s nearly a week to go—she may be deciding. She’ll talk it over with Fa. Might be worth listening next time she has a bath. You can, Bob.’

Christmas Day was spent, as usual at Alconleigh, between alternate bursts of sunshine and showers. I put, as children can, the disturbing news about Aunt Emily out of my mind, and concentrated upon enjoyment. At about six o’clock Linda and I unstuck our sleepy eyes and started on our stockings. Our real presents came later, at breakfast and on the tree, but the stockings were a wonderful hors d’œuvre and full of treasures. Presently Jassy came in and started selling us things out of hers. Jassy only cared about money because she was saving up to run away—she carried her post office book about with her everywhere, and always knew to a farthing what she had got. This was then translated by a miracle of determination, as Jassy was very bad at sums, into so many days in a bed-sitting-room.

‘How are you getting on, Jassy?’

‘My fare to London and a month and two days and an hour and a half in a bed-sitter, with basin and breakfast.’

Where the other meals would come from was left to the imagination. Jassy studied advertisements of bed-sitters in The Times every morning. The cheapest she had found so far was in Clapham. So eager was she for the cash that would transform her dream into reality, that one could be certain of picking up a few bargains round about Christmas and her birthday. Jassy at this time was aged eight.

I must admit that my wicked parents turned up trumps at Christmas, and my presents from them were always the envy of the entire household. This year my mother, who was in Paris, sent a gilded bird-cage full of stuffed humming-birds which, when wound up, twittered and hopped about and drank at a fountain. She also sent a fur hat and a gold and topaz bracelet, whose glamour was enhanced by the fact that Aunt Sadie considered them unsuitable for a child, and said so. My father sent a pony and cart, a very smart and beautiful little outfit, which had arrived some days before, and been secreted by Josh in the stables.

‘So typical of that damned fool Edward to send it here,’ Uncle Matthew said, ‘and give us all the trouble of getting it to Shenley. And I bet poor old Emily won’t be too pleased. Who on earth is going to look after it?’

Linda cried with envy. ‘It is unfair,’ she kept saying, ‘that you should have wicked parents and not me.’

We persuaded Josh to take us for a drive after luncheon. The pony was an angel and the whole thing easily managed by a child, even the harnessing. Linda wore my hat and drove the pony. We got back late for the Tree—the house was already full of tenants and their children; Uncle Matthew, who was struggling into his Father Christmas clothes, roared at us so violently that Linda had to go and cry upstairs, and was not there to collect her own present from him. Uncle Matthew had taken some trouble to get her a longed-for dormouse and was greatly put out by this; he roared at everybody in turns, and ground his dentures. There was a legend in the family that he had already ground away four pairs in his rages.

The evening came to a climax of violence when Matt produced a box of fireworks which my mother had sent him from Paris. On the box they were called pêtards. Somebody said to Matt: ‘What do they do?’ to which he replied: ‘Bien, ça pête, quoi?’ This remark, overheard by Uncle Matthew, was rewarded with a first-class hiding, which was actually most unfair, as poor Matt was only repeating what Lucille had said to him earlier in the day. Matt, however, regarded hidings as a sort of natural phenomenon, unconnected with any actions of his own, and submitted to them philosophically enough. I have often wondered since how it was that Aunt Sadie could have chosen Lucille, who was the very acme of vulgarity, to look after her children. We all loved her, she was gay and spirited and read aloud to us without cease, but her language really was extraordinary, and provided dreadful pitfalls for the unwary.

‘Qu’est-ce que c’est ce custard, qu’on fout partout?’

I shall never forget Matt quite innocently making this remark in Fullers at Oxford, where Uncle Matthew had taken us for a treat. The consequences were awful.

It never seemed to occur to Uncle Matthew that Matt could not know these words by nature, and that it would really have been more fair to check them at their source.




Chapter IV

I naturally awaited the arrival of Aunt Emily and her future intended with some agitation. She was; after all, my real mother, and, greatly as I might hanker after that glittering evil person who bore me, it was to Aunt Emily that I turned for the solid, sustaining, though on the face of it uninteresting, relationship that is provided by motherhood at its best. Our little household at Shenley was calm and happy and afforded an absolute contrast to the agitations and tearing emotions of Alconleigh. It may have been dull, but it was a sheltering harbour, and I was always glad to get back to it. I think I was beginning dimly to realize how much it all centred upon me; the very timetable, with its early luncheon and high tea, was arranged to fit in with my lessons and bedtime. Only during those holidays when I went to Alconleigh did Aunt Emily have any life of her own, and even these breaks were infrequent, as she had an idea that Uncle Matthew and the whole stormy set-up there were bad for my nerves. I may not have been consciously aware of the extent to which Aunt Emily had regulated her existence round mine, but I saw, only too clearly, that the addition of a man to our establishment was going to change everything. Hardly knowing any men outside the family, I imagined them all to be modelled on the lines of Uncle Matthew, or of my own seldom
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