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‘I don’t write fiction because I can’t invent. For biography I have to remember, and then work round a character. In biography you don’t invent anything, but you interpret. However, that doesn’t mean that you don’t use your imagination.’

Lesley Blanch


Lesley Blanch Remembered –

Georgia de Chamberet

The Wilder Shores of Love – about four nineteenth-century European women who found love and adventure in the Middle East – became an instant classic when it was published in 1954. Lesley Blanch would remark, with pleasure: my title coined a phrase which I still hear people use, or sometimes see in the press – ‘the wilder shores of Westminster’ in a piece on stormy politics, or ‘the wilder shores of romanticism’ on a new fashion. Marianne Faithfull wrote a song called ‘The Wilder Shores of Love’. Cy Twombly’s painting Wilder Shores of Love was used to promote his solo retrospective at Tate Modern.

Author and traveller, racy yet scholarly romantic, Lesley Blanch inspired generations of writers, readers and critics. Her most famous book was about those four women escaping the boredom of convention – a succinct summary of her own life. She left England in 1946, never to return, except as a visitor, and died in the South of France, aged 103, in 2007. Having lived to such a great age, she went from being a household name to a mysterious and neglected living legend.

ALADDIN’S CAVE

My earliest memories are of Lesley in her little house in mediaeval Roquebrune which perched high up over pencil-straight cypresses and the Mediterranean. After skidding along a maze of narrow cobbled streets leading to a thirteenth-century keep, a blue door at the end of a dark alleyway was flung open in a blaze of sunshine, fragrant patchouli, and welcoming exclamations. Lesley and my mother, Gael Elton Mayo, met through their Russian husbands in New York after the Second World War. They remained close despite their peripatetic lifestyles. Lesley was my godmother. She was a frequent visitor to my parents’ flat in the sixties and adored my French father (my mother’s third husband), who she nicknamed ‘Growler’ because of his deep, velvety voice like the Russian opera singer Chaliapin.

In the seventies Lesley gave her house in Roquebrune to her late housekeeper’s daughter who was getting a divorce and had a young daughter to bring up. She moved along the coast, into a small, pink-washed villa submerged in foliage on a hillside beside the bay of Garavan on the French-Italian border. It was near the tiny station built by Queen Victoria, and conversation was punctuated by the occasional passing train. When my mother died of cancer in 1992, Lesley became home from home and I visited her often. She was admired by her friends for her eclectic decorating style which was a blend of the exotic and intimate – Russian ikons, samovars, Qajar paintings, Turkish waterpipes, portraits of striking bearded men, turbaned ladies enlaced in the arms of their lovers, portraits of cats painted over the faces of Bengal Lancers on horseback, a pair of black and white Staffordshire dogs, Mogul toys, Damascene furniture inlaid with mother-of-pearl, Caucasian rugs, Persian embroideries, a low English chair from her nursery and other bric-à-brac – all blending into a harmonious whole.

[image: image]

Lesley Blanch and Georgia de Chamberet, Garavan, 1971.

She chose to wear clothes from the countries where she had travelled – from eighteenth-century museum pieces to bargains found in the souks of the Persian Gulf, or Istanbul – since they were made for comfort. During the day she might dress in a shirt and trousers, but in the evening she would change into a brocaded robe, or a cotton caftan, with a winding turban and velvet slippers; and a necklace of enormous uncut stones and bracelets like cuffs. She could turn the most ordinary of objects, the most normal of rooms, or the most humdrum of incidents into a story. Lesley made a home for her imagination and was happy in her little house filled with treasures from her travels. It was an entrancing retreat from having lived a life of high intensity on many a wilder shore.

A DETERMINED ROMANTIC

The last of a kind, Lesley Blanch brought to a close that elegant line of woman traveller-writer-romantic scholar: Isabelle Eberhardt, Jane Digby, Aimée Dubucq de Rivery, Isabel Burton, Laurence Hope and Lise Cristiani, travelling across the frozen expanses of Siberia.

She had a soft spot for Russian men, was mad about the Orient, and very open-minded. Lesley’s early journalism brings to life the artistic melting pot that was London between the two world wars. Her later writing evokes the Middle East as it once was, before bombs and fundamentalism became daily news. Intense scholarship about those cultures which obsessed her underpins her books.

‘Bohemian’ may be a hackneyed term, but it serves her well. She escaped from Edwardian suburbia and moved between worlds and places. The world and its books were Lesley’s education, not school. Lesley was a paradox: fascinated by past vanished worlds, yet a forward-looking trailblazer. She was a product of her time: an innovator, not a slave to fashion. To the historian Philip Mansel, she was: ‘not a school, a trend, or a fashion, but a true original’.
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Lesley’s desk in Garavan, circa 1981.

She liked to alternate long, serious books with short, light ones. The Wilder Shores of Love was followed by a cookbook, Round the World in 80 Dishes, and her introduction to Regency courtesan Harriette Wilson’s Memoirs. The Sabres of Paradise: Conquest and Vengeance in the Caucasus was followed by Under a Lilac-bleeding Star: Travels and Travellers and her only novel, The Nine Tiger Man: A Tale of Low Behaviour in High Places. Her autobiography Journey into the Mind’s Eye: Fragments of an Autobiography was followed by Pavilions of the Heart: The Four Walls of Love. The biography Pierre Loti: Portrait of an Escapist was followed by From Wilder Shores: The Tables of My Travels. The last book she wrote, specifically for a French readership, was her memoir about her husband, Romain: A Private View. The only one of her books to have been written on the basis of a commission was the biography Farah, Shahbanou of Iran. Lesley’s reputation now rests primarily on two great works of narrative non-fiction, a biography and her autobiography.

A WRITER’S RETREAT

Lesley wrote at a desk in her living room amidst a harmonious assembly of esoteric objects from distant corners of the earth. French windows opened on to cool green shade. Ring doves flew about the terrace festooned with honeysuckle and jasmine, and a superb toad occasionally came and sat on the threshold (he was ignored by the cats). She had a particular affection for him, as she did all creatures. Lesley wrote in longhand, late into the night, or in the morning after breakfast, with numerous domestic interruptions in between. Her research notes and initial drafts were written in lined exercise books. She wrote and rewrote obsessively; as much as ten or fifteen times. Her work was thrown into wicker baskets for safekeeping. At the draft typescript stage she would cut-and-scotch-tape the pages back together again into a better sequence. Susan Train, bureau chief of American Vogue in Paris, first met Lesley in the sixties through Vogue photographer Henry Clarke, and they remained lifelong friends. She usually arranged for one of her secretaries to type up Lesley’s handwritten manuscript before delivery to the publisher, and they would discuss editorial improvements.

On one of my visits in June 2001, Lesley was fretting about the late delivery of an introduction for a reprint of Isabelle Eberhardt’s Journals. So I deciphered her graceful writing and typed it up on my laptop at the table in my bedroom, the smell of datura drifting in through the window. This led to my helping with her memoirs – which are published in Part One of this volume for the first time – when I returned to see her in September that year. I occasionally made comments and asked questions, initially received with a certain sharp-edged reserve, but then we began to look forward to our time together. As well as new writing, she began to search out pieces she’d written before. After breakfast on the first morning of my stay, she would hand me something she had written about New York in the early fifties, a vignette about Marlene Dietrich, or an amusing traveller’s tale about Afghanistan, saying: I’ve got this ready for you.

I became fascinated by the many lives she had led and the different worlds she had known. And I hoped to find out about The Traveller who had fired her imagination, so that later she kicked off the dust of England and left it all behind.

THE TRAVELLER

Born in Chiswick in 1904, Lesley was an only child. Her father was cultivated, clever but idle, and spent his time in museums and galleries, while her elegant, loving mother longed to travel, but never did. For a while, it was her mother’s money that kept the family in style. After St Paul’s Girls’ School and the Slade School of Fine Art, it fell to Lesley to earn a living so she could support herself and her parents. She became a working woman at a time when few women had careers. Although she did illustrations for Illustrated Newspapers Ltd, as well as private commissions, portraits and book jackets, the income was insufficient.

Theodore Komisarjevsky brought Director’s Theatre to England. A friend of Lesley’s parents, he was a welcome visitor to the family home. Her mother and father loved him in spite of themselves, accepting his comings and goings like the flight of some strange bird, a rather disturbing creature whose irruptions into their life brought drama, colour and confusion. I loved him unreservedly: for his strangeness and for the climate of danger that I sensed around him – as adventurer, and as the man of whom, even unconsciously, in my earliest childhood I had been desperately aware.

The opening night of his production of Borodin’s Prince Igor for Sir Thomas Beecham at Covent Garden on 4 November 1919 was a triumph. A great metteur en scène, an inspiring teacher, and a master of theatrical orchestration, his approach to acting was partly based on Stanislavsky’s theories. His sister Vera, who died of smallpox in 1910, created the role of Nina in Chekhov’s The Seagull and was considered to be the greatest actress of the time. As Wagner had done with opera and Diaghilev with ballet, Komisarjevsky dreamed of creating a universal model of theatre with drama. He directed John Gielgud, Edith Evans, Charles Laughton, Alec Guinness and Peggy Ashcroft, all of whom acknowledged their debt to him. Mysterious and cynical with a perverse and impish sense of humour, he was an unpredictable but fascinating character.

In 1921 Lesley was seventeen and Komisarjevsky was thirty-nine. Her relationship with him was, she said, heart-warming through hard times. An older, worldly-wise man, he was sustaining not only emotionally, but also by way of her eventual collaboration with him as a scenic and costume designer. Yet she never talked about him, choosing instead to immortalise him as ‘The Traveller’ in her autobiography, Journey into the Mind’s Eye. She wrote: the Traveller acted disgracefully, abusing every canon of honour. He not only seduced a minor, but the daughter of old friends who had entrusted her to his care while abroad. Yet neither of us had the slightest qualm, nor were we ever found out. The Traveller conducted the whole affair with what was, I suspect, practised care.

As her ‘mentor’, he offered an escape route out of bourgeois suburbia. They travelled together to Paris, or into the provinces. Lesley may have been an unconventional, free spirit, but her instinct for self-preservation was strong.

I asked Lesley about Komisarjevsky the last time I saw her in 2007. She answered: Peggy Ashcroft took him off me.
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Lesley was a talented artist. Her portfolio circa 1923–35 came to light in January 2014. It contains seventy theatre designs, book illustrations, caricature-portraits, artwork for wall panels, and whimsical line drawings of animals. Some are originals and some black-and-white photographs of her work. Eight were included alongside designs by Oliver Messel and C. Lovat Fraser to represent England in New York’s Museum of Modern Art, Theatre Art International Exhibition in 1934. There are scenic and costume sketches for three of Komisarjevsky’s productions: Cimarosa’s Giannina et Bernardone performed at the Théâtre Pigalle in Paris in 1931; The Merchant of Venice performed at Stratford in 1932; and his production of Macbeth in 1933. Lesley’s portfolio raises as many questions as it answers: two costume designs are for the Balanchine–Ravel ballet Daphnis et Chloé. On one, the name ‘Lydia Lopokova’ appears. Three sketches are for a Massine ballet with a terpsichorean theme titled Baroque. On one is written the name ‘Toumanova’, and on another is ‘Delaroria: dance with Shabelevsky’. There are also two designs for Massine’s ballet Rouge et Noir – the sketch for ‘The King’ was included in the MOMA Exhibition. She also created the costumes for David Lichine’s two-act ballet Les Imaginaires, which premiered at the Théâtre des Champs Elysées in Paris and came on to the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, in August 1934.
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Scenic design by Lesley Blanch for Komisarjevsky’s production of Cimarosa’s Giannina et Bernardone, Théâtre Pigalle, Paris, May–June 1931.

Lesley’s designs for Ashley Dukes and his wife, Polish-born ‘Mim’ Rambert, are racy, baroque and beautiful. The Mercury Theatre (home of the Ballet Club, later the Ballet Rambert) in Notting Hill was like a European alternative to the Bloomsbury group.

BRITISH VOGUE

Lesley turned to journalism since, in her view, she expressed herself better in writing. Articles such as her profile of Pushkin for Time and Tide, and also for Harper’s Bazaar, were remarked. She joined British Vogue and became features editor in 1937. During the Second World War she was on the front line of women journalists covering a wide range of topics, and documented the lives of women in the Forces. She collaborated with Lee Miller and the journalist Anne Scott-James, who described Lesley in her thinly disguised autobiographical novel In the Mink: ‘Everything about her was abundant; her talents; her talk; her friendships; her travels; her experiences. Even her appearance was rococo. With her rounded figure, wide innocent eyes and golden curling hair, she reminded you irresistibly of a gilded cupid, knowing neither vice nor virtue, but playful and loving, pouring out affection, humour, ideas, plans, stories, words from her rich cornucopia of personality.’

Lesley left Vogue in 1945, and briefly wrote a column for the Daily Mail, but fell out with the commissioning editor, her love for all things Slav not chiming well with its conventional readership. Edward Hulton hired Lesley to write profiles about the cinema and its stars for The Leader – a journal of current affairs and the arts which was complementary to his successful photojournalist magazine, Picture Post.

ROMAIN GARY

In 1944, Lesley met Romain Gary, born Kacew – a young Russian-born French navigator with General de Gaulle’s Free French Forces. It was a coup de foudre, and it was mutual. She arranged for Lee Miller and Germaine Kanova to photograph Gary in his military uniform and wrote in Vogue, in January 1945, about his first novel, Forest of Anger, which portrayed the Partisan groups in Poland – men and idealists, fighting on for men and ideals, as they do everywhere – and the horrors of war, the little people everywhere, caught up in the maw of world destruction, pitting their ants’ struggle against vast forces. Her concluding words were prescient: for those who are interested in the new writers, here is one of significance.

Lesley was living with friends Eden Box, the artist, and Helen Mansell, in a tall house in St Leonard’s Terrace overlooking the Royal Hospital Chelsea grounds. Gary moved in. The couple married on 4 April 1945, and celebrated at Prunier’s restaurant. She was 41, and he 31. A marriage of minds, their love story has echoes of Flaubert’s Sentimental Education and Stendhal’s The Red and the Black. Gary was posted to Sofia in Bulgaria where Lesley joined him. Life in the French Diplomatic Service took them from the Balkans to Paris, Berne, New York and Los Angeles. From these home bases they extended their travels further – to Turkey, North Africa, Mexico, Central America. Gary spent every available hour writing, and went on to receive France’s most prestigious literary award, the Prix Goncourt, under his own name in 1956, and the pseudonym Emile Ajar in 1975. Under the statutes of the prize to win it twice is not allowed: his literary hoax caused a scandal. Today, he is considered by many in the French literary world to be a more modern writer than Sartre.

Theirs was an unconventional marriage. Lesley travelled alone to wild places to satisfy her wanderlust and research her books which Romain accepted, unlike other husbands in the fifties who expected a wife to be at home cooking dinner every night. She accepted his need for women and sex. Anne Scott-James wrote: ‘They were both of them capable of being loving and sympathetic, or of being absolute hell, and by a miracle the marriage worked out. They were both so damnably intelligent that they must have either got on well or killed each other within a week; luckily, it was the former.’

When not travelling or socialising, the couple would sit snug in dressing gowns, writing their books in longhand as neither one had learned to type. By the time they reached Hollywood their writing careers had taken off. Her success with The Wilder Shores of Love in 1954 was followed by his Goncourt-winning novel The Roots of Heaven. As bestselling authors, the couple were invited everywhere. Lesley talked about how much they enjoyed it, we knew everybody: Aldous and Maria Huxley, Igor Stravinsky and his wife Vera, George Cukor, who became a great friend, Gary Cooper, Charles Boyer – everyone interesting. James Mason, Sophia Loren, David Selznick … Grand Hollywood parties? Oh no, there was never enough money for us to do that. But we had a Russian cook, and it was sometimes very amusing to give a dinner for, oh, Cecil Beaton and Laurence Olivier and Peter Ustinov and Leslie Caron, who was one of the few intriguing women there at that time.

According to those who knew them as a couple, they had a special affinity and similar interests, and were extremely entertaining. They shared a love of books and ideas, as well as animals. My mother used to say that there is a great difference between loving and liking a man, and would cite Lesley’s words about her husband: I’m madly in love with him, but he’s unbearable!

Gary became notorious for his womanising. In her 1957 Diary, Anaïs Nin writes, ‘I met his wife Lesley Blanch, author of The Wilder Shores of Love. She was at first on the defensive – I did not know why. Later I realised it was because Romain Gary is a Don Juan.’ When Jean Seberg, the young star of Jean-Luc Godard’s film Breathless, came with her husband to one of the Garys’ star-studded suppers, it marked the beginning of the end of two marriages.
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Lesley with Smiley, Garavan, circa 1981.

A ROMANTIC TRAGEDY

Lesley’s greatest love was Theodore Komisarjevsky. Of her love for Romain Gary, she would say: he was Russian by birth, and I found The Traveller again in him. Both were exceptionally talented Slav exiles, each a creative mastermind in his realm: one theatre, the other fiction. Their restless spirit appealed to Lesley’s gypsy side which longed to escape the boredom of convention. Each man had a mesmeric effect on her, as though casting a spell. Each man was a faithful friend and fickle lover. Komisarjevsky and Gary were unwittingly cruel to their women, however much they professed to love them.

Like all good storytellers, Lesley mined that rich seam between imagination and reality. She plundered her life and her passions and turned tragedy into beauty, and believed that: learning how to deal with pain is the most important thing in life.

NOW EAST, NOW WEST

Divorce from Romain Gary was finalised in 1963. Lesley made Paris her base – dividing her time between a little top-floor flat in Avenue Mozart and Roquebrune on the south coast – when not travelling. She crossed Siberia on the Trans-Siberian Express; roamed through Outer Mongolia, Turkey, Iran, Samarkand, Afghanistan, Egypt, Oman; and returned to the Sahara which had inspired The Wilder Shores of Love. In Paris she saw old friends – Nancy Mitford, Violet Trefusis, Rebecca West and the Windsors: Wallis was a very nice person and I don’t mind what anyone said, he was highly intelligent.

The arrival of the jet plane in the sixties made travel easier and cheaper. This new internationalism found expression in fashion magazines – shoots in exotic, natural locations could now be arranged. Henry Clarke suggested to Diana Vreeland (editor-in-chief of American Vogue from 1963 until 1971) that Lesley write the accompanying text to his photographs of Arabia, Turkey and Persia which were perfect for feature articles. Lesley’s way of enveloping the Middle East and Islamic world with a poetic aura of mystery and beauty chimed with Vreeland wanting to show readers new horizons.

The April 1965 issue ‘Scheherazaderie for the Sheikh at home’ displayed a Western vision of the Orient with models in dramatic poses inspired by Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes and paintings by Matisse. Vreeland wrote in her ‘Editor’s Note’ for this issue: ‘Lesley Blanch is an adventurous woman, mentally uninhibited. She has proved that in her six books, beginning with The Wilder Shores of Love … Part of the Blanch effectiveness as a writer lies in her first-hand research, her pleasure in sensuous details, her spread of knowledge, and her understanding of love.’

Lesley also did commissions for The Sunday Times. She particularly relished travelling to Afghanistan, the Arab Emirates and Egypt with Eve Arnold to write the accompanying text for the series Behind the Veil and Womanhood. It later became a film for the BBC and NBC. Philip Mansel writes: ‘For [Lesley Blanch], the veil, especially the all-covering burqa of the Afghans, is a means of female self-protection, equalisation, independence, even seduction, the garb of convenience, privacy and honour – rather than part of the mechanics of male domination.’

In Afghanistan, while Arnold was captivated by women and children, Lesley followed The Traveller’s advice: ‘Always explore a new town on an empty stomach, it sharpens the vision.’ ‘Leave the main thoroughfare immediately.’ ‘Spend your time dawdling or just sitting. Let the town come to you.’ ‘Forget monuments. Look at daily life first, it was this which made the men and the events which the monuments commemorate.’

THE OUTSIDER

As Michael Ratcliffe said of Lesley: ‘Scratch any of her more rapturous epithets and you will find, just underneath, a balancing detachment, an unsentimental toughness that has much in common with Nancy Mitford and Rebecca West.’

At times her approach to personalities and events reads like a novel, even though she was a serious writer. She combines rhapsodic abandon, empathy and admiration, alongside historical perspective and scholarly detail. Like Isabelle Eberhardt – one of her more memorable heroines – Lesley rejected conventional European morality. Romain Gary’s quip that, ‘Lesley doesn’t mind my infidelities, she is very eighteenth-century!’ did not mean that she herself was as wanton as he was, but that she was tolerant. Lesley often said that she had always detested conventions, although I greatly respect traditions, being both iconoclastic and traditional. There was a time when, as a woman, to live unconventionally – wild and free – and completely on the outside was the only way to escape a repressed society and humdrum domesticity. Sexual freedom meant emancipation.

A Sheherazade figure, Lesley was a masterly mythmaker. The mistress of reinvention, she remained studiedly private. Writing of The Traveller, she could be describing herself: secrecy was with him a fine art, something he enjoyed practising for its own sake.
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Yves Agid, the oldest son of Dr René Agid and his Swedish wife Sylvia who were close friends of Romain Gary’s, described to me why Lesley had made such an impact on him as a young man: ‘People didn’t know much in the fifties having lived in isolation because of the war; they were not spoiled as we are now. Lesley was a very different, original person, and was married to a man whom I adored. A writer and an intellectual who had travelled, she was ambitious and dynamic. She had a powerful personality: on the one hand almost masculine, and on the other very feminine. There was a space between the assertive, tough, selfish woman; and the feminine and sensual woman. She had an ambivalent, paradoxical quality. On the one hand, she was truly a woman of the twentieth century, yet she wanted to be in a harem. I often wondered to what extent the heroines in her books were projections of herself. She was both strong and submissive, which was disconcerting.’

The Lesley I knew was seductively glamorous, witty, fiercely intelligent and overwhelmingly well-read with eclectic tastes; and much loved by her friends. She was great fun; age did not matter. A good listener, she held her own in conversation; and never lost her curiosity about life.

A great storyteller, her stories were invariably blood-curdling (severed heads outside the gates of Samarkand) or romantic (Sultan Murad’s room in Topkapi Palace). She dramatised her emotions to great effect; and the domestic irritations of life would be given a theatrical twist – comic or tragic, all depending. People who did not know her invariably misunderstood and took her adventurous humour seriously. Darling Self was referred to with a gleeful sense of fun, and the telephone answered with a long drawn out, world-weary: Ouiiii … then her voice would brighten up.

She could also be waspish. I remember – with amusement now – a catfight we had about painting the outside wall leading up to her front door a very particular shade of pink: Lesley was a perfectionist. She had a strong autocratic streak, and relished the company of the great and the powerful. She was vitriolic about her enemies and loyal to her friends.

Her cornflower-blue eyes stayed clear and her mind alert to the end. Her skin was peachy soft when you kissed good morning, and she always smelled delicious – jasmine, patchouli, Serge Lutens’ ‘Arabie’. She preferred the company of men and understood what they wanted, although her life was a celebration of the power of female friendship.

She was coquettish and seductive, drawing a person into her beautiful bubble as though by magic. If they were cast out, it was like being jilted by a lover. Friends and admirers were of all ages and backgrounds: I liked having adventures in far away, wild countries. Everywhere I travelled I collected lots of friends, and yes, I did have lovers too.

Hugo Vickers first met Lesley in 1981: ‘Delicious tea was served and we had a long talk. I knew we would get on before I saw her – she said later that she knew as soon as she saw me at the gate. We were on the same wavelength … She gets many visitors, but turns most away. Usually they ask about “all those Arabs as lovers”. But Shirley Conran was allowed in. She came with flowers. Now they see each other and recently Shirley Conran wrote asking for details about Arab lovers for a novel. Lesley said, “She should have gone out there and found one for herself.”’ Shirley Conran tells me she took this advice. And that she was given insights into Arab culture for her novel Lace by Lesley and the late King of Jordan.

She saw a great deal of Gore Vidal and Howard Austen when they lived on the Italian coast near Ravello. They also talked for hours on the telephone. Vidal said to me: ‘Lesley was the Queen of the Middle East. She was divine.’

Turi Munthe remembers a special relationship: ‘I first met her when I was fifteen. She was staying with my parents, who were out for the evening and asked me to look after her. I was long-haired and adolescent, and furious about having to waste my time with her. Hours later, when my parents came home, they found the two of us singing reggae together. In the meantime, I’d discovered Imam Shamyl, between-wars London and Lady Ellenborough. I’d also slightly fallen in love. And I think she had too. I serenaded her. She told me stories to make a lusty fifteen-year-old boy’s eyelashes curl. And so began one of those deeply privileged friendships between generations. I made her a little younger, and her attention to me made me feel more a man. When I think of Lesley, I see her sitting at home in a turban, but mostly I have a pitch-perfect memory of her voice. I can hear her English, like a foreign language, unlike and better than anyone else’s. These trans-generational relationships are rare. I have had really only one or two.’

A VANISHED WORLD

The work we had begun on Lesley’s memoirs in 2001 stopped just as we were reaching her early working life in London’s bookish and theatrical worlds. She was generally supportive of biographers and historians researching the lives of her better-known late friends – Nancy Mitford, Cecil Beaton and Violet Trefusis among them. Her late ex-husband had become a cult literary figure in France and she always welcomed his biographers into her home, helping them with their research. So when Romain Gary: le caméléon was published in Paris, in March 2004, certain statements and errors made in the book came as a terrible shock. Lesley was completely undone: Do I have to just sit and take it? Susan Train acted as a go-between for her and the lawyers and made claims against the French publisher and author, who were obliged to make a great many corrections for subsequent editions and printings. Although vindicated, Lesley was so disheartened and exhausted, work on her memoir was not resumed. She died aged 103, on 7 May 2007.

This book, On the Wilder Shores of Love: Sketches from a Bohemian Life, completes the work we started on Lesley’s memoirs. Part One, Scenes from Childhood, is about her early years in Edwardian Chiswick, and ends with A London Life which is based on her preparatory notes for a chapter about the twenties and thirties. Part Two, Scenes from the Home Front, is a selection of her writing for British Vogue during the Second World War. Part Three, Scenes from a Marriage, is Lesley’s pithy narrative about her husband, Romain: A Private View, which was written specifically for a French readership and has never before appeared in English. Part Four, Faraway Lands, and Part Five, The Eastern Eye, are a medley of travel pieces, vignettes about people and places, some dating from the sixties and others written between 2001 and 2004.

A seductive and scholarly rebel who was quite happy to own up to having spent a lifetime running away from the shadow of the suburbs, Lesley Blanch lived her dream.


Far to Go and Many to Love –

Lesley Blanch

‘FAR TO GO and many to love,’ said the gypsy woman insinuating her blowsy bulk, shawls, basket and baby into the doorway from where I was buying wooden clothes pegs, and bargaining for a probably stolen honeycomb. I must have been about sixteen at the time and had always found the gypsy people irresistible. They seemed to breathe another air, all far distances and adventure. Their glittering eyes, by turns melting or savage, could cast spells, or see ahead into the future, it was believed.

Today, as I look back over my long life, I see that the gypsy’s sibylline utterances have pretty well summed it up. I see a fragmented whole, many shifting patterns and ways of living, merge, break, form, and re-form. There is no consecutive line or abiding pattern. It is not so much untidy, as restless, forever to new pastures, new emotions or shifting horizons. Were there never any anchors or points d’appui? Yes. Animals and plants, music and books and the gift of being able to look – to observe – which has enriched me along the way.

But where to begin? As I was once, I am no more, either outwardly or inwardly. The patterns of my life were forever changing, forming and re-forming, adapting and developing, a perpetuum mobile of great journeys, biting poverty, nomadic uprootings and agitating romantic interludes. All these different states of being produced a number of different women, among whom I occasionally recognised something of myself, with the fundamental self lurking beneath the latest façade. Then something would happen and the climate would change, the pace quicken, and I would be off again towards some other facet of living and see another self emerging beneath the now rather worn façade. It was a restless life. Indeed, much as the gypsy foretold.

Yet beneath all these alter-ego ladies that slid easily from one state to another – scatterbrain teenager, bookworm, romantic Miss, would-be scholar, painter, breadwinner, journalist, mistress, housewife, traveller and traveller again – there lurked yet another self, some suppressed gene that caused me to long for a house with its land and a roof and rooms, in which to take root. All of my other selves still longed for distant shores, for the eternal Elsewhere, but one self still yearned to unpack and stay put within four walls.

The house in which I now live has gradually acquired subtle qualities which defy or evade strictures of time, distance, or substance. Which is just as well, for at the age of one hundred, one might otherwise be described as washed up on the shores of time. These four walls – pinkwashed in the tradition of the surrounding countryside, the Ligurian coast – have each assumed a special character and evoke different aspects, climates, events or emotions of my long life, as if to compensate for the desolation and loss of almost all my possessions one fatal night in April 1994, when my house and almost everything in it was burnt to the ground. Next morning, standing among the ashes, wearing an odd selection of garments supplied by my kind neighbours who had sheltered me in my nightdress, I realised that I must start life all over again at eighty-something. It was a desolate thought and a desolate scene. Only the blackened, scorched branches that used to brush the windows were still standing against such sooty bricks and beams as still remained. Everything seemed to shiver, still dripping from the hose-pipes of the firemen. Suddenly a feeling of warmth returned as I saw my two cats crawling towards me from some obscure hiding place, to which they must have fled in the night. They were bewildered, hungry and rather resentful. As I stood knee deep in charred debris and broken masonry, they suddenly ran at and up me, clawing as if I was a tree trunk. I realised that I must make some sort of decision, to go or to stay, and rebuild – I stayed.
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The Nancy Mitford memorial window, Garavan.
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The narrow north wall reveals little, being only a frame for my front door, which sometimes admits, besides friends, a chill draught recalling the climate of my English childhood. It is perforated by several wide arches which reveal the hillside above, crowned by a four-hundred-year-old olive tree in all its majesty. Nevertheless a few crumbling recesses in the old stones seem to hold traces of a nursery wall stacked with dog blankets, a rabbit’s hutch and a commodious cage where my white mice scuttled to and fro.

The east wall, the long wall of the living room, is all light and warmth, that radiant and revitalising light of eastern lands – the smiling morning of my travels. I call them the Years of the Minarets – sacred and profane merge harmoniously here. The frost-bound cupolas of an Orthodox Church in Siberia become the crumbling walls of Balkh in Afghanistan’s ‘Mother of cities’ to past ages. The sumptuous golden domes of the Most Holy Meshed dissolve and become a high-prowed dhow sailing to Zanzibar, which in turn dissolves into Tamerlain’s jade tomb at Samarkand, while the Nile becomes a remote Saharan horizon or the Pont Neuf. Across that eastern wall, the ‘Sweete Thames’ of my earliest years still runs softly before turning into the Orontes or filling a well chunked out of rose red rocks at Petra, the city ‘half as old as time’. It is now ringed by hotels and motels, but when I was there I slept in a cave and it was all part of that splendid morning. My eastern wall is a long one, and on it much is written.

The south wall tells of languorous, timeless hours, hours of stillness, breathing musk and jasmine and the heavy breath of the Sirocco, mingling with the datura from outside my window. I hear again the rattle of tric-trac counters, as an oil lamp sways flickering across a whitewashed wall where lizards scuttle, or plop on to my pillow. Here are shadowy paths and soft footsteps in the sand.

This south wall is pierced by a low window which is set above a narrow takht, or divan, and is known as the Nancy Mitford memorial window, made possible by the legacy she left me. This enabled me to acquire an ancient longed-for Cairene moucharabiyeh – one of those traditional, delicately carved, latticework screens through which the inmates of the harem could peer at the world outside. Dear Nancy! How she would have screamed, being represented by a moucharabiyeh; ‘Oh darling! Why must you always give us such terrible words to pronounce,’ she would say, when I went on about Caucasian tribes or the bazaars of Zanzibar. Dear Nancy, some of my darkest days in Paris were lighted by her friendship.

The west wall is not the sunset scene one might suppose, rather, it is that glimmering sheen or luminosity which suffuses the Nile at evening and is known as the Afterglow – ‘And he says much, who says evening’.

[image: image]

Although the walls which surround me now are not those of the old house, they still glow for me as though from elsewhere. Those old walls, which seemed to welcome me and absorb my traveller’s tales when I returned from journeys, had become the rhythm of my life. There were many halts in many lands when I was en poste with Romain, my Russian-French husband – something like eleven major moves across the world in eighteen years, and these walls had come to shelter the harvest of my wandering years. So many homes, in so many lands, so many treasures, beautiful, rare or considered worthless, found along the way and cherished. Crude Afghan hangings, beautiful Caucasian carpets, toiles de Jouy, Persian tiles, Arab robes, many ikons, a brightly coloured lamp from a brothel in Cairo, a Spode teacup for my nursery supper, a magnificent Qajar painting of the court of Fath Ali Shah, and a mysterious Shaman’s wand from Siberia, its black magic stoutly refuted by my mother’s Regency silver teapot. As my possessions accumulated, almost by the hour it seemed, there was a need for more and more space, shelves piled on shelves until there was only the floor left for leaning towers of print.

Above all there were my books, largely concentrated on Russia or the Middle East, but sprawling widely over central Asia, along with everything I had managed to find about the Afghan Wars. I was proud of my library and happy when Oxford’s oldest college, New College, accepted to house it after my death, together with a number of boxes containing notes and letters of research I had made in the Caucasus and Turkey when I was writing The Sabres of Paradise. So many other subjects too: Venetian music, Victorian needlework, folk art, old playing cards from China to Peru – all gone, all lost in the fire.
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