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Introduction

Back in 1965, when I started work on this biography, Ian Fleming had been dead less than a year. Sean Connery had made the first two Bond films, Dr No followed by From Russia with Love, which ironically was released a fortnight after Ian’s death. And at that point, no-one, not even the most devoted Bondophile, would have predicted eighteen more successful films to come, and that Ian’s creation would become the most famous secret agent in the world and the most profitable serial figure in the history of the cinema.

When I knew him, Ian Fleming was one of the last people you would ever think of achieving this sort of immortality. I first met him when he offered me a job on what now seems the prehistoric Sunday Times, providing material for the ‘Atticus’ column he edited. I was in my early twenties, he in his mid-forties. I recall the slightly shiny lightweight navy-blue suits, the dark-blue-and-white-spotted bow ties and the sad, sardonic smile as he clenched the Dunhill holder between his battered teeth, and drew heavily upon his umpteenth Morland’s Special of the morning.

In the office he was always something of a loner, and known also as a book collector and a dedicated golfer. He enjoyed a privileged position in the office, and by midday Friday no sooner was his copy put to bed for that Sunday’s edition than he was off in his sleek black Thunderbird, speeding down the road to Sandwich, and looking forward to his first round of golf on what he called ‘the best golf course in the world’, St George’s. Unlike anyone else on the paper, he played bridge with the proprietor, Lord Kemsley, and the manner in which he had ‘stolen’ the wife of another press grandee, Lord Rothermere, placed him in a social stratosphere way above us humbler hacks. Over his private life he maintained the reticence of the ageing womaniser he was, but never more so than on the subject of his true relationship with James Bond, which to me was always something of a mystery.

Take his explanation that he came to write Casino Royale while on holiday in Jamaica to take his mind off getting married for the first time at the age of 43. Writing a bestseller at breakneck speed may have fitted in with some Old Etonian ideal of effortless excellence but, as I learned when researching this biography, it simply wasn’t true. Ian had been secretly planning the book for years, and Casino Royale involved several months of serious revision before he considered it fit for publication. As for the character of Bond, the truth was more complicated than he ever cared to say – or than I entirely realised when I wrote this book.

I now believe that, far from Casino Royale being a sudden tour de force written as a sort of marital therapy, Ian was actually creating Bond in an attempt to ward off a profound mid-life crisis. As this story of his life makes clear, his natural reserve concealed a deeply discontented man who always felt that, as a younger son, life had stacked the odds against him. The hero father, killed on the Somme when Ian was nine; the rich, dominating mother; and the brilliant older brother, Peter Fleming: all had left him with a set of high ideals against which he could only fail. Even his acclaimed war service in naval intelligence had failed to satisfy him. As Deputy to the Director of Naval Intelligence, he knew all about action but was never really part of it. He was the man behind the desk who sent younger men off to kill and be killed in the line of duty. This troubled him and left him with the secret fear that, unlike those brave young men and his own heroic father, he lacked physical courage and the killer instinct.

The truth was that, by the time the war had ended, there was something intolerable in Ian’s situation. Here he was in his late thirties, outwardly the most enviable of men – a handsome, heterosexual bachelor with influential connections in society, journalism, the City of London and the secret service world in Britain and America. He had even bought himself the perfect haven to escape to, that tiny private cove in Jamaica where he built himself a typically spartan holiday house, which he called ‘Goldeneye’.

But none of this resolved his problems. He needed money. He refused to return to his old job as a City stockbroker. His attempt to create a foreign news service to rival Reuters, where he had also worked before the war, failed to produce the fortune he had hoped for, and he settled for his job on the Sunday Times instead. At the same time he was involved in his star-crossed love affair with Ann Rothermere and, as she was pregnant with his child, he had agreed to marry her when her divorce came through. It was out of this uneasy combination of circumstances that James Bond was born.

As I discovered, during his boyhood Ian had formed the habit of escaping from the world by immersing himself in old-style thrillers like ‘Sapper’’s tales of Bulldog Drummond and the Richard Hannay stories of John Buchan. Now he was doing something similar with the Bond books, except that he was no longer an adolescent reader but a middle-aged author with a wartime experience of the secret service world. As an author, he was at liberty to dream up his own plots, dominate his hero, treat his women as he wished, survive the most appalling situations and eliminate any villain of his choosing. Even his lurking doubts about his personal courage could be overcome. In his books, by taking on the guise of Bond, he could imaginatively embark upon the most hazardous of missions, armed with little more than bravery, resourcefulness and that all-important ‘licence to kill’ which Commander Ian Fleming RN had never actually enjoyed in real life.

By creating Bond, this complex man had turned his daydreams into fictional reality, and in the process he had hit upon the perfect alter ego for himself to make the dissatisfactions of his life bearable and even exciting.

During the six years following Casino Royale, when he wrote his most memorable books, Ian was at his happiest, as he lived two separate lives – the daily round of an unhappy marriage and the exciting Walter Mitty world he escaped to in the person of James Bond. And during these six brief years Bond was Ian’s slave and faithful friend. They travelled together, saw and relished life together and, as he went on writing his books about him, Fleming naturally endowed this alter ego with an increasing number of his own prejudices, tastes and secret longings. These included his decidedly old-fashioned attitudes to politics and women, his worship of the Royal Navy and, despite his admiration for America, his unshakeable conviction that Britain would always be the most important country in the world.

During their early years together, Agent 007 upgraded and enhanced Ian’s everyday existence. Throughout his life Ian had always been trying to ward off chronic boredom. Now, by making Bond his ally and travelling companion, he not only had the perfect cover for going anywhere he liked in order to research Bond’s next adventures, but he also suddenly possessed an extra pair of eyes, through which he was discovering a wonderfully exciting world around him.

Once he was with James Bond, the familiar casino at Le Touquet was transformed into that place of life-and-death adventure he described in Casino Royale; Saratoga Springs with its mud baths and its race track became the sinister world of Diamonds are Forever, and a short trip they made to Istanbul together turned into an exploration of the struggle with a Russian hit-man that became the climax of From Russia with Love.

Suddenly the world was almost everything Ian had dreamed of, and I now believe it was this close identification he had with Bond that helped to make the early books the classic thrillers they are. I also think it was his deep involvement with his hero that made him so extraordinarily cagey on the subject. I remember after I had read Live and Let Die saying to him what a great film it would make.

‘My dear fellow,’ drawled the maestro in words the irony of which still makes me smile, ‘let us not exaggerate. Caviare for the general: that’s all my books will ever be. Caviare for the general…’

For as well as making Bond his imaginary alter ego to allay the deep dissatisfactions in his life, Ian also hoped that in the process James Bond would bring him two more things he had always longed for: fame and money.

Since writing Casino Royale he had in fact been doing everything he could to sell the James Bond film rights to any taker but, incredibly, it took over eight years for the hottest property in the history of the cinema to find a buyer. And when at last it did, something very odd occurred. The Frankenstein-like monster that was Bond began to stir.

Feeling he was written out, Ian had decided to kill off his faithful hero after finishing From Russia with Love. But Bond was not to be so easily destroyed, even by his creator. With sales of the books now booming, more were needed, and from now until his death Ian was on the treadmill of producing a new title every year. The strain of this, and particularly the feeling that he was ‘running out of puff’, led in turn to the humiliating fiasco of the plagiarism law-suit against him over the film version of Thunderball, which undoubtedly brought on the major heart attack that helped to kill him.

To give the tale its final Gothic twist, while Ian was becoming increasingly dispirited and sick, James Bond was flourishing, no longer his creator’s faithful slave but in his new livelier, sexier and wittier embodiment in the young Sean Connery.

At the time, the studios were busily putting round the story that Ian was delighted at the prospect of this virtually unknown young Scot playing the part of Bond, but it was not that simple. Ian was certainly delighted at the prospect of a big success at last, but secretly he loathed the thought of losing Bond to someone else, and particularly to this virile, working-class Glaswegian actor. When Ian finally did meet Connery they got on well enough, for by now he had been forced to come to terms with the way Connery had hijacked his precious alter ego. Not only was the new James Bond classless, humorous and non-political but he was also young and sexy, which sadly his creator no longer was.

The timing of the release of the first film, Dr No, was particularly cruel. The heart attack hit Fleming not long before the premiere. It was the beginning of his final battle with what he called ‘the Iron Crab’ – his chosen term for heart disease. But whatever the doctors told him, he refused to cut his daily intake of 60 Morland’s Specials. The invulnerable James Bond smoked them too, and they hadn’t done him any harm. Besides, whatever his feelings about Sean Connery, as far as the film was concerned, Bond had come up trumps at last, and was starting to provide him with the fortune he had always craved. But as so often in Ian’s life, it came too late. James Bond was flourishing while Ian was dying, which he did in 1964 at the ridiculously early age of 53.

I often think about the Ian I knew and wrote of in this book, and what has happened to his dream-relationship with Bond. The verdict of the film critics and the Bond enthusiasts alike appears to be that Bond has won and that, half a century after he was created out of Ian’s mid-life crisis, the worldwide popularity of James Bond has made Ian himself somehow irrelevant, and his name little more than the identifying logo on the most profitable brand-name in showbiz history.

But, having seen the films and just re-read this book, I’m not so sure. For what are these films, but dreams? And whose dream was it anyway? I enjoy the films a lot, and what always surprises me about them – even the most recent – is how much of Ian they retain. For just as with his dream, it is also Ian’s own character that appears to have set the inescapable parameters for all the James Bond movies.

All the actors who played James Bond exude that element of effortless savoir vivre which was so much a part of Ian’s personality. In the cinema one takes for granted Bond’s inherent expertise over food and drink, and the detached, sophisticated way he has with women. Like Ian, he is always a quintessentially stylish figure – and it is no accident that Ian’s own favourite mode of dress, down to those lightweight, dark-blue suits, continues to this day to be James Bond’s standard uniform. For Bond, like Ian, is an elegant man, and even in his sometimes murky trade of secret agent, 007 is never anything but the most fastidious man of action – as Ian would have been himself. Again like Ian, while perfectly at home with luxury, Bond must always show a natural instinct against anything parvenu or flashy. Flashiness, along with all the manifestations of outrageous wealth, is left to the retinue of grotesque villains it is Bond’s perpetual role in life to conquer.

As with Bond, a love of gadgetry was another of Ian’s passions, together with a smart boy’s knowingness about the way life functions. ‘If you ever want a trouble-free flight,’ he once told me, ‘make sure to book on Friday the thirteenth.’ He also apparently believed that he could spot the giveaway features that betray life’s greatest criminals. I remember him once asking me in passing if I’d noticed that Lord Kemsley had ‘criminal lobes to his ears’.

Above all in the films, it seems to be the sense that Bond is ‘cool’ which appeals to the young in every generation. Without being absolutely sure how to define it, I realise that Ian himself was one of the coolest characters I’ve ever known. His ‘coolness’ showed in many ways: the suave exterior, the slightly cynical detachment, the unspoken courage and, most of all, in his absolute avoidance of self-pity.

Somebody calculated recently that a quarter of the population of the world has at some time or other seen a James Bond movie. I can’t entirely believe this, but even if it is remotely true it makes me think that in its way Ian’s creation of James Bond has to be one of the most staggering achievements of any twentieth-century writer. Who else has created a character so many people recognise and whose adventures they still continue to enjoy fifty years year later?

Along with this, I am now struck by what appears to be a final twist to this whole extraordinary story. For a sick man haunted by the thought of failure, there is a wonderful posthumous come-uppance in his hero’s never-failing popularity. I know how Ian suffered from his wife’s smart literary friends – among them Peter Quennell, Randolph Churchill, Malcolm Muggeridge and Evelyn Waugh, who used to call him ‘Thunderbird’ behind his back and made no secret of the fact that they thought his books the acme of vulgarity. It troubled him that Ann thought so too – although she was not averse to spending their vulgar royalties. ‘Surely, Ian, it’s not the sort of book one dedicates to anyone?’ she replied when he asked her to accept the dedication of Casino Royale.

But what nobody knew when I wrote this book is that time would bring with it a completely unexpected happy ending, for ultimately, of course, Ian won, hands down, beating his family ghosts and his literary tormentors. Noel Coward, who loved him, said of Ian that he died ‘because life failed to come up to the dream he had of it’. But finally the dream did not betray him. Nor did Bond.

I began writing this book shortly after Ian Fleming’s death in 1964, basing it partly on my own memories of him, partly on his private papers, and also on a series of interviews with an extraordinary collection of his contemporaries – school-friends, close relations, colleagues, teachers, mistresses, former spies, racketeers, enemies and faithful friends around the world.

Since writing it, many of them have died, but little has subsequently emerged to make me change the general picture or the overall conclusions of the book. Therefore, to preserve whatever virtues it possesses – together with its immediacy and flavour of the period – I have thought it best to leave it exactly as I wrote it, references included.

Paul Gallico and Noël Coward were both kind enough to let me include previously unpublished material they wrote; and copyright letters from Somerset Maugham and Edith Sitwell appeared by permission respectively of Spencer Curtis Brown and the executors of the estate of the late Dame Edith Sitwell.

JOHN PEARSON
2003


1
The Flemings of Nettlebed

There are ugly houses and ugly houses, but this one is a monster, an architectural tyrannosaurus which has blundered into these Oxfordshire beech woods from another age and somehow become preserved, dead but completely intact. It is a convalescent home now. The grounds flutter with nurses, the windows reflect the grey faces of Londoners brought here to get well, but a monster it remains, and as you turn your car off the main road from Henley-on-Thames to Oxford and peer down the drive between the rhododendrons at this house with its fierce red walls, its elaborate portico, its jagged roofs and chimneys and cornices, you murmur to yourself – who?

Who can have had the money, the energy, the lack of self-consciousness to build Joyce Grove in the first place? Who can have wanted it? And what sort of life can they have led, the people who lived here in this house in its appalling prime?

Within these questions lies much of the boyhood and background of Ian Fleming. For Joyce Grove was the house which his millionaire grandfather Robert Fleming raised as the tribal centre for his family at Nettlebed, near Henley, in 1904, four years before Ian Fleming was born. In many ways the Flemings of Nettlebed were a unique Edwardian family.

The site had been occupied for at least two hundred years already on the day Robert Fleming reached for his architects. There had been a small William and Mary house which had taken its name from Cornet Joyce, one of Oliver Cromwell’s men who put his name to the death warrant of Charles the First, and Robert Fleming bought this house and all the land round about. He was then a tall, abstemious man in his early fifties with a fine moustache, a powerful sense of rectitude and a Scots accent, dedicated to country pursuits and to making money rather than spending it. In 1909, five years after he built Joyce Grove, he was to start his own private bank of Robert Fleming and Company at 8 Crosby Square in the City of London (the bank is still there and still flourishing), and he had recently bought a town house in Grosvenor Square, where he could carry on the entertaining that had become expected of him. There was no ostentation in all this. He was a simple-living man who merely happened to have become very rich. It is said that he never took a taxi in his life and that but for the episode of the overcoat his new house at Nettlebed might never have been built at all.

Robert Fleming’s overcoat was good but ancient – it had done him sterling service over the years. One afternoon, however, when his wife was mending its slightly frayed cuffs, some friends called, and one of them had the bad manners to say bluntly to Mrs Fleming, ‘But isn’t it odd for you to be repairing the overcoat of a man who is already a millionaire several times over?’

Possibly she had never before fully understood the extent of her husband’s wealth, but from that moment at any rate the days of the unpretentious William and Mary house were numbered. Mrs Robert Fleming had a will of steel, and within a matter of months pickaxes had demolished the mellow brickwork of the house named after the regicide of Nettlebed and the first bold stones of the new Joyce Grove were rising in its place.

Somewhere beneath all that extreme carefulness over such things as taxi fares there must have been a streak of romantic extravagance in Robert Fleming: for by the standards of 1904 his new house was undoubtedly the best that money could buy. No window was left plain if stained glass could possibly be used instead. No balustrade remained uncarved. There was a hint of Chartres, a memory of Spa, an echo of all the most recent châteaux built along the valley of the Loire, with craftsmen brought over from France to achieve the correct effects. There were to be forty-four bedrooms, a great fireplace of Carrara marble weighing eleven tons, and the largest conservatory in south Oxfordshire.

Beautiful it was not, but in its way the new Joyce Grove was ideal for the people for whom it was built: it was comfortable enough and remarkably spacious and it was a symbol of where they stood and what they had accomplished. In just over a quarter of a century the Flemings had accomplished a very great deal.

The story of how Ian Fleming’s Scottish grandfather made his millions would have been appreciated by Samuel Smiles as a demonstration of the Victorian gospel of self-help. One of seven children, he was born in 1845 and brought up in one of the poorest districts of Dundee. The family had originally been farmers in a modest way around Braemar, but Robert’s father, John Fleming, seems to have been of an independent and ambitious disposition. Not only did he break away from the Established Kirk and join the Free Church of Scotland, but he left his father’s farm, entered the flax industry in Perth and in 1840 set up his own lint mill on the banks of the Isla at Coupar Angus. Three years later a crisis in the flax industry ruined him, and he was lucky to get a pound-a-week job as overseer in a jute works in Dundee. In those days Dundee had some of the worst slums in Europe. Five of John Fleming’s children were to die of diphtheria in the tiny house in Liff Road. The two survivors were Robert and John, and from the Free Church of St David’s School in Brown Street they both won scholarships to the Academy section of Dundee High School. ‘My brother, Robert,’ wrote John Fleming later, ‘took chiefly mathematics at which he became very proficient.’ When they left school at the age of fourteen John was apprenticed to the wood trade and Robert became a clerk with the important Dundee textile firm of Edward Baxter.

What is so striking about the success story of Robert Fleming is its apparent ease and straightforwardness. At the age of twenty-one this frugal, clear-sighted, hard-working Scottish book-keeper was made private secretary to the senior Mr Baxter; at twenty-five he got the chance for which he had clearly been predestined by the stern Calvinist godhead of Dundee. Sent to the United States to represent his firm, he immediately appreciated, with the precision of a mathematician and the assurance of a young man on the make, the investment possibilities which the New World was offering the Old. In the aftermath of the Civil War the pound sterling stood at a premium of from six to eighteen per cent over the dollar; America was crying out for capital; and Dundee, despite its slums, had capital to invest. It was his method of tapping this capital which made him a millionaire.

When he was old and successful Robert Fleming was acknowledged by bankers and financial journalists as the ‘Father of Investment Trusts’. This was not strictly true. The principle of joint investment in a number of carefully selected enterprises was known to the Venetians and the medieval German merchants of the Hanseatic towns. But when twenty-eight-year-old Robert Fleming formed the Scottish-American Investment Trust in Dundee in 1873, he was certainly beginning a new chapter in the story of Victorian high finance. Originally he intended to raise £150,000 by public subscription and place the money in a number of American enterprises where the yield would be between ten and twelve per cent instead of the six per cent obtainable on the stock markets of Edinburgh and London. But as on the first day the issue was wildly over-subscribed by enthusiastic Dundonians, the prospectus was withdrawn and a new one for £300,000 substituted. From that moment the Scottish-American Investment Trust and its secretary, Mr Robert Fleming, never looked back, and to this day Robert Fleming and Company advise many well-known investment trusts.

Before Robert died in 1933 he had crossed the Atlantic 128 times. He trafficked on equal terms with Wall Street barons like J. Pierpont Morgan and Jacob Schiff. He completed the financial reconstruction of the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe, the Denver and Rio Grande, and the Cuban railroads. ‘He had,’ as his grandson Richard Fleming puts it, ‘a sort of sixth sense about how much debt any enterprise could safely stand.’ When asked for advice by young men entering on a career in the City he rather depressingly boiled down all his experience into the words, ‘Lairn to say no, laddie. Lairn to say no.’

During the last half of the nineteenth century the incursion of new, wealthy, self-made Scottish families like the Tennants and the Macmillans brought an exotic element into the placid mainstream of English society. With a Scots-loving Queen upon the throne these northern nabobs, with their tartans, their accents and their money-bags, were accepted and quietly absorbed. But although they could become Anglicized these families were not English – least of all the Flemings. ‘Never forget you’re a Scot,’ Ian Fleming’s mother would repeat to him when he was a child. In the circumstances he was hardly likely to, for the Flemings were always something of a clan: even today they gather as a family every August at Black Mount, an Argyllshire deer-forest of some 100,000 acres originally bought by Robert Fleming and today jointly owned by his surviving son and daughter. The impressive old Scottish millionaire at the head of the tribe into which Ian Fleming was born was a man who, like all good Dundonians, seems emotionally never to have left his native city; and his wife, Ian Fleming’s redoubtable grandmother, who celebrated her seventieth birthday by grassing a couple of stags, was also Scottish. Clearly the vast success of the investment trust movement which made Robert Fleming such a name in the City of London left the granite core of the Flemings’ Scottishness unscratched. The two sons, Valentine and Philip, were sent to Eton and Oxford and groomed to take their place in society and the family business. But the family itself remained a solid, closely integrated Scots family with a physical toughness rare in the south, a Calvinistic sense of the passionate importance of achievement and great carefulness with money.

Ian Fleming’s father, Valentine Fleming, appears as one of those rare, slightly baffling Edwardian figures of whom nothing but good is ever spoken. From his father he had inherited his physical strength, his family sense and his love of the accepted sports of a country gentleman. At Eton he rowed in the eight. At Magdalen College, Oxford, he took a second in history and only missed his rowing blue because of a boil on a crucial spot at a crucial moment. He read for the Bar but never practised, and he listed his recreations for Who’s Who as ‘deerstalking, salmon-fishing, fox-hunting, hunts a pack of basset hounds’. The only Fleming characteristic he seemed to lack was ambition, but as a rich young man this hardly mattered: he was universally liked and had an acceptable willingness to do whatever was expected of him. Though not deeply interested in politics he became an exceedingly conscientious MP for South Oxfordshire. He loved the countryside but dutifully took his place in his father’s office in Crosby Square. He was a pacific man but accepted a commission in the Oxfordshire Yeomanry and used to train his men in the grounds of Joyce Grove. As a Fleming the one untypical act of his life came at two-thirty on the afternoon of Friday, February 18th, 1906, when at the age of twenty-four he married Miss Evelyn St Croix Rose at St Paul’s Church, Knightsbridge.

Young Miss Rose was not one of those restrained, tweedy, county girls. She was a bird of paradise, with very large eyes and a high natural colouring which must have been particularly striking in the days before women wore make-up as a matter of course. The portraits Augustus John painted of her when she was in her forties show a Goyaesque beauty, hard, strong-featured, the self-absorbed face of an acknowledged prima donna used to getting her own way as very beautiful, very rich women usually do. Her family was of Irish, Scots and Huguenot descent; apart from John of Gaunt, whom she always claimed as one of her forbears, her most distinguished ancestor was Sir Richard Quain, a surgeon from County Cork who became Physician-Extraordinary to Queen Victoria and editor of the famous Dictionary of Medicine.

The bride and the groom seem to have exemplified D. H. Lawrence’s requisite for a satisfactory marriage in that they were as different as two people can be. Where he was cautious she was extravagant. Where he was temperate she was passionate and given to outbursts of sudden devotion and equally sudden rejection. She was demanding, beautiful and a law to herself. He was honourable, kindly and remarkably concerned with his duty to society. Yet as sometimes happens in such marriages of opposites they seem to have been devoted to each other: Valentine Fleming was one of the few people who ever knew how to handle the remarkable woman he had taken as his wife.

In the high Edwardian style Robert Fleming settled something more than a quarter of a million pounds sterling on his son, and Valentine Fleming used part of it to buy a country place at Ipsden in Oxfordshire, a mock-Gothic, fairy palace of a house whose beech woods, in the period phrase, marched with the beech woods of Joyce Grove. There was stabling for the horses, kennelling for the basset hounds, several hundred acres of rough shooting and that vital proximity to the head of the family which allowed the tribe to remain intact. The following year the first son, Peter, was born.

Soon afterwards Valentine Fleming took a short lease on 27 Green Street, off Park Lane. It was here, in Mayfair, on May 28th, 1908, slightly less than twelve months after the birth of her first son, that Evelyn St Croix Fleming was brought to bed of another child, again a boy. He weighed nearly nine pounds and was given the good Scots name of Ian, followed by Lancaster, in memory of John of Gaunt. All his life the two names were to symbolize the curious mixture of genes he had inherited from the two very different sides of his family.


2
The Difficult One

Ian Lancaster Fleming was a large, healthy, exceedingly naughty child. Nannies adored him, parents and grandparents were devoted to him. With Peter and, in due time, the two younger brothers, Richard and Michael, he was brought up in the large house at Ipsden in a sort of woodland paradise, and it is hard to think of more pleasurable circumstances and surroundings for a small boy. Yet almost from the start Ian Fleming seems to have been the difficult one of the family, the one for whom allowances had to be made. The restlessness which followed him through life began early.

Around the age of four he took against porridge and began emptying it over the top of the nursery wardrobe, until the smell or the fungus finally revealed what Master Ian had been doing with his breakfast. At five he objected to dumplings, and when he put them down the lavatory and found that they would not flush away he tried to force them down with one of the weights from a grandfather clock. The dumplings remained, the pan was shattered.

He must have been a spoiled, humorous, strong-willed boy; for the world he reacted against with such evident disapproval was as ordered, comfortable, and successful as only the upper reaches of late Edwardian England knew how to be. The family business was prospering. In 1909, with the private banking house of Robert Fleming and Company successfully established, Ian’s grandfather was already shrewdly backing the Anglo-Persian Oil Company in addition to American railroads.

Valentine Fleming was prospering too. Since his election as Tory MP for South Oxfordshire in 1910 (the seat had formerly been held by a Liberal, Philip Morrell, husband of Lady Ottoline Morrell) his circle of friends had widened, and his fellow MP and brother officer in the Oxfordshire Yeomanry, Winston Churchill, would sometimes join his weekend shooting parties.

Mrs Valentine Fleming was busy as mother and hostess. The house in Green Street was given up. In its place the Valentine Flemings bought Pitt House, a Georgian mansion on the brow of Hampstead Heath, where the Elder Pitt, the Earl of Chatham, had lived during his attacks of melancholy, ‘shutting himself off from all communication with the outside world, even from his own family and servants’. Despite these sombre associations the house and its superb situation seem to have suited Mrs Fleming. It was ideal for her four children, and her husband had to travel no more than five or six miles to get to the House of Commons. She liked to give musical parties at Pitt House, and she herself was a talented violinist.

Ian Fleming seems to have been the only member of the family to react against all this, and his childhood was to leave him with a set of antipathies which lasted for life. They consisted in the main of precisely those things the rest of the clan loved best. He hated horses and he disliked dogs. He had a horror of family gatherings, particularly at Christmas, and would do almost anything to avoid having to go near Scotland – ‘all those wet rhododendrons and people with hair on their cheeks sitting round peat fires wrapped in plaid blankets’. He had no interest in politics, no ear for music and, according to his brother Peter, ‘no feeling for land’. He was a good shot and a good walker but he never took to any of those sports which the rest of the Flemings seemed to live for. ‘Well, Uncle Phil,’ he is supposed to have remarked one year at Black Mount, ‘if I have to make a choice I suppose I would rather catch no salmon than shoot no grouse.’

Evidently from the start he had one of those natures for which the world is uncomfortable in whatever shape they find it; and during the next few years the world had no intention of making things any easier for him.

First came the war. In August 1914, not long after his second son’s sixth birthday, Captain Valentine Fleming rode off at the head of C Squadron of the Oxfordshire Yeomanry for France, and in December he was promoted major. From now on, with her husband away most of the time in France, it was Mrs Valentine Fleming who had to bring up the family. She took this very seriously, and in 1915, when she had to find a boarding school for her two eldest sons – aged eight and seven – she set off on a whirlwind tour to see for herself and settled on Durnford School, near Swanage, in the Isle of Purbeck. It was a singular choice and one which was to have repercussions on the character of her second son. For at that time Durnford School was unlike any other successful preparatory school in England.

It had been founded in 1893 by an immensely stout short man called Tom Pellatt, and the more successful the school became the more it reflected Pellatt’s extrovert and eccentric view of life. It occupied a large Jacobean house of Purbeck stone, and Pellatt presided over the establishment more like some rumbustious eighteenth-century Dorset squire than a twentieth-century prep-school headmaster. According to his daughter, Hester Chapman, the novelist and historian, ‘When he came to Durnford after a spell as a junior master at Marlborough, he had the completely novel idea for those days that boys should be happy at school. As he was something of a schoolboy himself, he was remarkably successful.’

He blasted out a natural pool in the rocks where the boys used to swim naked every morning, and he gave them an extraordinary amount of freedom, aiding and abetting them in many of their escapades. Corfe Castle was near by, and the boys were free to explore that whole stretch of romantic smugglers’ country.

But for all this there was a price to be paid, particularly by new boys. The freedom Pellatt believed in led to a good deal of bullying. Food was rough, dormitories unheated and few
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