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‘One of the funniest, most enthralling and gloriously honest collections of contemporary letters I have yet read … Here is a book to be savoured and revisited … impure and undiluted pleasure, from start to finish’

Miranda Seymour, Sunday Times

‘These letters are a treat … as an example of what a woman can do once she has rid herself of, or at least decided to ignore, the expectations of others – family, men, society – Jessica Mitford will always take some beating’

Observer

‘Wonderfully interesting … Decca possesses all the characteristics of a great letter-writer: she is honest, she is gossipy, she has a good ear, she gets out and about and she keeps bumping into famous people, among them Hillary Clinton, Guy Burgess, Liberace and Martin Luther King’

Mail on Sunday

‘A stunningly complete view of the 20th century and all its major events, from 1923 right up to 1996 – from the perspective of a unique individual … The Jessica Mitford who shines through this collection is ultimately one we would expect to see – frank, fearless, humorous, caring, but never suffering fools gladly. Her writing is vibrant and compelling to the very last page’

Scotsman

‘Her spirit was exhilarating and indomitable and it is a credit to all that is right and just in both England and the US that the one produced her and the other found a place for her’

Irish Times

‘She is not only sharp, but gossipy, frank, hilarious and tender … an inspired commentary on the times’

Sunday Times

‘For sheer pleasure – just to sample the breadth of an extraordinary existence – the book of the season has got to be Decca: The Letters of Jessica Mitford’

New York Observer

‘A labour of love and admiration … a great treat’

Spectator

‘This is a superb collection of letters, and editor Peter Y. Sussman deserves the greatest possible praise and gratitude. His introduction, connecting essays and extensive notes supply all the biographical and historical information a reader needs. Being witty as well as scholarly, he is precisely the right guide through this life in letters of the most astonishing of the astonishing Mitford girls’

Washington Post



To Decca
For her inspiration

And to Pat
For her love and tolerance
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Publisher’s Note

Due to the historical nature of these letters, some of the language and ideas may be offensive to the modern reader. To preserve the integrity of the text, Weidenfeld & Nicolson has retained this content in its original form.



Foreword to the Paperback Edition

Almost immediately after publication of Decca in hardback, there was – oddly for such a solitary and venerable literary art form as letters – a Web’s worth of critics and collaborators. As the editor of these letters of Jessica Mitford (who was known as Decca), I found myself in communication with pre-existing circles of her friends, fans, colleagues and – she would be happy to know – enemies, many of whom I hadn’t known existed. They found me through the Web and shared their recollections and, sometimes, their theories on aspects of Decca’s life and letters that had appeared lost with the passage of time. This collective new media retrieval of the past has provided me with new colleagues and new insights.

A few of the mysteries in Decca’s life may have been cleared up through this email correspondence – facts no longer remembered by her close friends and family members whom I had consulted previously. Other email correspondents called my attention to minor historical errors in events in which they participated.

Decca’s letters contain various endearments that she and her first husband, Esmond Romilly, used for each other. The origins of many of those endearments seemed inexplicable to others, and the principals were no longer around to explain themselves. For example, many of Decca’s wartime letters to Esmond call him ‘darling Cn.’ I am grateful to David Scrase at the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge for the plausible theory that Cn. must be an abbreviation for Cousin (Esmond was Decca’s second cousin), and I thank Decca’s friend Marina Warner for passing along his suggestion.

Even more intriguing are the frequent references to Esmond by the nickname Boot. In letters to her husband, Decca referred to herself as the Slipper, presumably the Boot’s daintier, feminine counterpart. A diligent Australian researcher who is working on a book about Esmond and Decca’s relationship found me on the Web and at first suggested that the Boot nickname might have derived from the Wellington boot, in turn alluding to the famous English school, Wellington, that Esmond left prematurely, under pressure, for his rowdy student radicalism. Subsequently, the researcher Meredith Whitford came up with an even more compelling theory that has won me over:

She pointed me to the satirical novel Scoop by Evelyn Waugh, a Mitford family friend whose work was known to Decca. Scoop was published in 1938, the year after Decca and Esmond eloped to Spain to report on the Spanish Civil War. In his novel, Waugh ridiculed the press through the story of a bumbling foreign correspondent sent by mistake to report on an up-and-coming civil war in a country called Ishmaelia. The name of Waugh’s protagonist was William Boot. It would surprise no one who knows Decca’s humor to learn that she often referred to her first husband by the name of an inept foreign correspondent who somehow stumbled into reportorial fame.

Whitford also came up with a much more speculative but equally enticing theory on Decca’s mysterious references to herself as ‘the Man’ in letters she wrote to Esmond. Perhaps, Whitford suggests, the nickname was derived from part of her formal surname, Freeman-Mitford. After the two rebellious teenagers escaped from her aristocratic family, as Whitford observes, they would have loved the fact that Decca was now a ‘free man.’ True or not – and it can be nothing more than speculation – it’s a pun that is both enjoyable and characteristic of the two young rebels.

My thanks to David Scrase, Meredith Whitford and other sleuths. Letters may be an obsolete art form, sadly, but this new kind of international accessibility and collaboration in one of the media that are making them obsolete provides at least some small consolation.

Peter Y. Sussman

Berkeley, Calif. USA



Introduction

Jessica Mitford, daughter of the second Lord and Lady Redesdale, escaped from the ‘milk-bland life’ of the Cotswolds in pre-war England and spent the rest of her illustrious life and career – and her extensive correspondence – in a kind of continuing conversation, or argument, with her privileged upbringing, her unruly family, and the tempestuous political passions of the era in which she was raised.

She once recalled telling an interviewer that I Led Three Lives would have made a good title for her first memoir, ‘only unfortunately it had been used by the FBI and of course I wouldn’t have anything to do with them as I despise them.’ As usual, her arithmetic was wrong, but uncharacteristically she erred on the conservative side. The myriad lives of Jessica Mitford, known to friends – and even at times to the FBI – as Decca Treuhaft, included the three that she probably had in mind in that 1960 interview: rebellious fifth daughter of reactionary and notoriously eccentric English aristocrats; full-time American Communist Party organizer and civil rights activist through much of the 1940s and ’50s; and, at the time of her interview, a middle-aged author plugging her first book.

Over the ensuing decades until her death in 1996, Decca was best known in the United States as a distinguished and wickedly irreverent ‘muckraking’ journalist, celebrity wit, and author – most notably of The American Way of Death, a runaway bestseller in 1963 that forever changed the country’s funeral practices. In England, she may be remembered best as the Honorable Jessica Mitford, one of the Mad Mitfords or the Mitford Girls, the six sisters who entranced and infuriated the British public through much of the twentieth century.

Along the way, she moved easily among the world’s Most Important People – aristocrats and meritocrats, politicians, radical intellectuals, artists, writers – as well as the misfits and outcasts whose grievances she championed and whose stories she brought to public attention. Very few people could straddle so effortlessly the many worlds she inhabited, but her ability to do so was a source of many of her most enduring achievements, as a writer, as a social critic and reformer, and as a mother, friend, and mentor.

From the time the teenager first made the front pages as ‘Peer’s Daughter’ escaping her largely fascist family and eloping to the Spanish Civil War, Decca was rarely out of the headlines for long. A few years later, after she and her first husband, Esmond Romilly, the brilliant and engaging ‘naughty boy’ nephew of Winston Churchill, emigrated to the United States, their escapades as ‘Baby Bluebloods in Hobohemia’ were serialized prominently in the Washington Post – and syndicated to other papers – and her photo was on the Post’s front page when their daughter Constancia was born. Journalists sought her out every time one of her fascist sisters made headlines of her own. Still later, the press was reporting on Decca’s Communist Party activities and confrontations with congressional Red-hunters and her disinheritance by Baron Redesdale. For decades thereafter, with each new book and article, she gained a new measure of renown.

Decca’s very public life and her inimitable personality are refracted in her extensive, lifelong private correspondence. Her letters amount to a characteristically uninhibited and revealing form of autobiography, but they are also a kind of social history and commentary. The correspondent list of this self-described ‘renegade aristo’ is an idiosyncratic Who’s Who of a century in breathtaking transition, and her always original voice helps to illuminate that century and its quirks.

As newspaper feature writers never tired of reminding their readers, Time magazine conferred on Decca the hybrid Anglo-American title Queen of the Muckrakers. ‘I rather loved it,’ she told one reporter. ‘If they were going to mention me at all, I’m glad it was as a queen.’ But a more appropriate title might be Mother of New Journalism. Decca’s work is a reminder that some of the best journalism comes about in the most unconventional ways. She was a brilliant agent provocateur who, through withering humor, offbeat observations, unflinching directness, and sheer force of personality, flayed social injustice and often provoked her adopted country to glimpse itself with unaccustomed clarity. Like many of the New Journalists, her life and her art were at times inseparable, a kind of social and political theater; her writings and her conduct combined to form a critique of the society in which she lived. The two strains merge in her correspondence, along with the biographical and social roots of that distinctive achievement, going back to childhood.

The Mitford daughters and their brother, Tom – insulated from even their peers by the conventions of their class – grew up in what Decca called in her first memoir ‘a timeproofed corner of the world, foster children, if not exactly of silence, at least of slow time.’ Their parents, she once said, saw England’s socioeconomic classes as ‘traveling along parallel tracks that could never meet or intersect in any way.’

By all accounts, the uninhibited Mitford children lived a self-sufficient life of tradition and frivolity punctuated by their charming but sclerotic father’s blustering outbursts. They filled their circumscribed world with a culture of their own invention; one commentator called them ‘a savage little tribe.’ They played childhood games that sometimes seemed cruel to outsiders; they communicated in secret, made-up languages, and they patented ‘the Mitford tease,’ an unrelenting form of ridicule that Decca later turned outward on the world. She once quoted family friend Robert Kee as saying, ‘It has always seemed to me that your family regards the rest of the world, and everything that happens in it, as a huge joke put on for their benefit.’ Foremost promoter of this form of huge joke – at a time when it was still primarily a form of sisterly torture and then, later, in her popular novels – was the eldest daughter, Nancy.

Lord and Lady Redesdale did not believe in school for their daughters. (Throughout Decca’s distinguished career as a writer, her résumé included the line ‘Education: Nil. Autodidact.’) Decca’s resentment, she wrote, was ‘absolutely burned into my soul,’ so that decades later on another continent, ‘the subject came up and I found myself literally fighting back tears of rage.’ She told her sister Nancy once that when they were children Decca couldn’t confide to Nancy her secret childhood ambition to be a scientist ‘because whenever one told you one’s deepest ambitions it was only to be TEASED UNMERCIFULLY and laughed off face of earth.’

When Nancy Mitford delighted her English fans with novels such as Highland Fling, Wigs on the Green, and The Pursuit of Love parodying her family’s eccentric ways, their early lives became communal legend, so much so that both the public and the family itself were sometimes hard-pressed to separate childhood legend from childhood fact.

Another family friend, James Lees-Milne, perceived ‘a vein of callousness’ in Nancy Mitford – shared by the rest of the family – ‘which almost amounts to cruelty.’ One newspaper critic commented, ‘I think you could say that again, without the “almost”.’

Decca found her protected, upper-class childhood insufferably boring: ‘nothing ever happened.’ She nursed an ‘eternal FEAR OF BOREDOM’ (often capitalized in her letters). She compensated for the monotony with a bracing lifelong passion for controversy and combat. In another letter, she told a friend, ‘You must remember that English people on the whole are a lot tougher than Americans in terms of verbal torture (had you been raised in the hard school of teasing and being laughed at as a child you’d see why!) and general one-up-manship.’ Whatever its origins, Decca always took a perverse delight in stirring things up. ‘Oh dear,’ she wrote a correspondent in 1988 with mock distress, ‘I can see I a) caused a flutter in the dove-cote, b) put the cat amongst the pigeons, or c) the shit in the electric fan, depending if you prefer 19th cent English, early 20th Cent English or modern American …’

Before she found her voice as an activist, social critic, and writer, Decca’s reaction to her stultifying circumstances was to dream of emancipation, beginning at the age of eleven when she sent ten shillings to Drummonds Branch of the Royal Bank of Scotland to establish what she and her ‘obedient servants’ at the family’s bank both referred to as her ‘running away account’.

The social and political cyclones that swept through England in the 1920s and ’30s ultimately took a heavy toll on the Mitford family. Yet, although big social and geopolitical issues were suddenly of immediate and urgent concern, the time-honored routines of the English aristocracy ground on. Decca responded to her times by becoming what the family called ‘a ballroom Communist’ and nurtured her resentments, always dreaming of escape. Her parents and two of her sisters, Diana and Unity, gravitated with much of their class to fascism, gaining international infamy. Brother Tom appears to have been sympathetic to the Nazis as well, though less openly.

Decca leapt at the chance to elope to Spain with Romilly, who had already made a name for himself as a public school rebel and ‘underground’ journalist, a book author, an emancipated minor, a left-wing functionary in London, and a veteran of the Spanish Civil War – all by the age of eighteen. The two soul mates, with a mix of rebellious hijinks and political high-mindedness, conducted what Decca called ‘a conspiracy of two against the world’ in their four-and-a-half-year marriage before Romilly died on a bombing mission in World War II, leaving his wife well placed in Washington with their daughter, Constancia. The prominent New Dealers among whom she lived and worked were another powerful influence in her personal and political evolution.

In 1943, soon after the start of Decca’s second marriage, to radical labor attorney Robert Treuhaft, she realized one of the dreams of her childhood. Now settled with her new husband in San Francisco, she joined the Communist Party. She devoted most of the next fifteen years to the Party, primarily working with the Civil Rights Congress across San Francisco Bay in Oakland, where the family settled in the mid-1940s.

Decca confessed that it was rather uphill work ‘escaping from the private Mitford cosmic joke, originally fashioned by Nancy, into the real world and eventually into the earnest life of the Communist Party.’ The organization for which she labored so single-mindedly was indeed earnest; it was also theoretical and ideological – Decca considered herself nominally a Stalinist at the time – but most of her party activities were far from rigid or abstract. She cared deeply for society’s victims, as individuals, not concepts, and tirelessly championed their rights. With her husband, for example, she defended a penniless, orphaned black ‘shoeshine boy’ named Jerry Newson who was wrongly accused of murder, continuing to defend him for decades, long after his imprisonment would have ended most advocates’ involvement.

Yet, predictably, even during her Communist years, the Mitford in her periodically bubbled to the surface. She was constitutionally incapable of subordinating her humor to any group or ideology. She recalled being hauled before the Party’s Security Commission on charges of joking. When she was subpoenaed by the California Senate’s Un-American Activities Committee, she had the audience laughing so hard that the committee forgot to demand documents it had ordered her to produce. (She was subpoenaed also by the House Un-American Activities Committee, which she listed in her résumé under ‘Honors, Awards & Prizes.’) And ‘Lifeitselfmanship,’ her first published book – actually, a hand-duplicated and personally distributed booklet – was simultaneously a send-up of bureaucratic Communist Party rhetoric and a take-off on her sister Nancy’s famed essay on U (upper-class) and non-U language. (Acting on the complex rationale of the emotions, Decca emulated her oldest sister and craved her approval as much as she resented her stinging sarcasm.)

Decca finally left the Party, not primarily over some issue of high principle but because it had become dull … boring. Rather like London’s debutante circuit.

When Decca was hounded by the FBI from a ‘real,’ albeit menial, non-political job, she was left with little occupational choice but to become a writer. At the age of forty-three, she published her first memoir, Daughters and Rebels (entitled Hons and Rebels in the UK and in the most recent American edition). As an author, with the public platform that came with it, Decca began to find her life’s purpose. She lived out in her new public role the themes that had dominated her earlier lives. That first commercial book was about her unusual upbringing, which had also been the starting point for her sister Nancy’s career as a novelist. Daughters and Rebels was written with the humor, the fearlessness, the directness, and the elegant writing style that characterized Decca’s later work. Her righteous outrage finally found a comfortable home, as did her irrepressible humor.

Decca didn’t make highfalutin claims for her writing or her life. She told her friend Sally Belfrage, ‘I don’t think I could ever take myself seriously enough to go grubbing about looking for my soul – that is, I couldn’t get interested in it, hence religion, psychiatry, consciousness-raising & the like are all totally beyond my ken.’ She told another friend and collaborator, ‘I don’t strive for ‘substance, depth & scope’ as you put it – not that I don’t see the importance of these, but merely because I do better – or find it more natural for me – if I stick to specifics, finding out facts & presenting them without underlining for the reader conclusions they should be drawing, or global Moral Messages that I wish them to absorb.’

One might argue with her observation that she presented facts without underlining – the choice of facts she chose to present was sufficient underlining – but she certainly never stood back from her writing and pointed grandly to a ponderous significance that it didn’t possess. More typically, when she read that Evelyn Waugh had suggested that The American Way of Death lacked a ‘plainly stated attitude to death’, Decca wrote to her sister, a mutual friend, ‘… tell him of course I’m against it.’

Decca wrote of her life with Esmond Romilly, ‘We not only egged each other on to ever greater baiting and acts of outrage against the class we had left, but delighted in matching wits with the world generally; in fact, it was our way of life.’ It was also Decca’s way of journalism.

In a sense she was the quintessential journalist, whether in newspapers, magazines, or books. She loved – compulsively – narrative, information, observations, the revealing cultural trivia on which journalism feeds. And she loved newspapers. She once expressed amazement that her beloved old-world cousin Ann Farrer Horne didn’t read newspapers: ‘I could hardly pry my eyes open in the a.m. were it not for the S.F. Chronicle clattering on the porch; although I admit most of it is not only v. boring but v. forgettable. Once ages ago, when I was about 30 & thought I might be dead soon (near-raped in a rather dismal creek …) I’m sorry to say that my Last Thoughts (as I thought they might be) were not so much for Bob & children as “I’ll never see tomorrow’s paper”.’

The subjects of some of Decca’s most outlandish and amusing letters would fly beneath the radar of most serious journalists – a folkloric remedy to discourage dog trespassing with male urine, for example, or the treatment of arthritis with potatoes – but the same eye for life’s little absurdities focused the world’s attention on funeral purveyors’ Fit-a-Fut Oxford with ‘soft, cushioned soles and warm, luxurious slipper comfort … true shoe smartness’ for the corpse of a loved one. Cushioned soles! Perhaps living in two cultures helped Decca to become so exquisitely attuned to cultural nuances that escaped other commentators.

‘I realize,’ she wrote in a letter to a Communist admirer long after she had left the Party, ‘that often I get absolutely besotted by trivial subjects which haven’t got much to do with the class struggle, but I fear that is a fault of character.’ Whether a fault of character or not, it was a key ingredient of her professional achievements, every bit as much as her ability – acquired in childhood and refined by the Communist Party – to understand issues of class and race and their relation to such cultural trivia.

In Decca’s letters we can also see in stark relief some of the other personal traits that informed and enriched her writing. She was, for example, a verbal clown, an inspired mimic. She dreamed at times of becoming a ‘character actress in [a] telly sit-com’ (to which a friend responded, ‘But you ARE a character actress in a permanent sit-com’), and she recognized in her grandson Chaka Forman – now a professional actor – a kindred spirit. He is, she wrote, ‘an Original, a smashing clown & general free-thinker.’ She delighted in tracing that impish part of her character (and her grandson’s) to a branch of her ancestry – ‘Stanley blood,’ she called it, telling one correspondent it was ‘believed by many of the grown-ups to have been thoroughly bad blood & responsible for the aberrant strains that showed up in so many of us.’

Decca once said mimicry was one of her favorite talents – ‘swooping up the essence of people’ – and she put it to extraordinarily effective use, sharpening the eye for detail and the ear for dialogue that are so much a part of her writing, in her letters as much as in her previously published works.

The American Way of Death was Decca’s best journalism and her breakthrough book. Not only did she authoritatively define a significant yet underreported social failure, but in retrospect, the book defined her. From childhood, Decca hated sham and hypocrisy and the phoniness of sentimentality, and she found the ultimate metaphor for them in the use of chemicals and Potemkin-village clothing to give the appearance of life to those who were, inescapably and irretrievably, dead. As a Communist and social reformer, she hated commercially driven values. Phony pieties and fat profits: put the two together, as they were in the funeral industry, and this Doña Quixote had found a windmill truly worthy of her rapier wit.

That formula – such as it was; it was really only Decca being herself – was replicated in her subsequent books and articles, and it was a unique brew, as many of her flummoxed targets could attest, whether they were funeral directors or Red-hunting legislators, prison administrators or restaurant managers, small-town bigots or international conglomerates, stuffy writers or officious editors. A large cast of self-important characters marches through her published writings and her letters, sacrificial targets of Decca’s caricaturing eye.

The sly Mitford tease – and the fierce honesty that came with it – was bred in aristocratic detachment. In her published works, Decca transformed it into an inimitable combination of social criticism and literary technique, journalism with a twist. She followed in Esmond Romilly’s journalistic footsteps, as she had dreamed of doing even during their marriage.

In her correspondence, we see Decca’s rare combination of talents unfold in slow motion; we eavesdrop on her life and times as she lived them, and on her work in progress. Because her life was so much a part of her journalism, we can also see the evolution of her craft and the unique mindset that gave rise to it. In the letters, she asked questions that would have occurred to no one else; she recorded her interests, observations, and passions on an often daily basis, and she tested them in narratives, developing her formidable storytelling skills. In her letters, as in her articles and books, speeches and interviews, there was unbounded joy in her stories; she reveled in the pure act of expression. Often, there is no clear line between Decca’s published works and the letters, which served variously as a kind of note-taking or thinking out loud, the first-draft observations of a first-rate writer.

Above all, Decca’s life and work exhibited courage – the courage to act on her convictions, the courage to speak truth as she saw it, without cosmetic shading, and damn the consequences. If one consequence was shock … well, she could enjoy that too; it’s part of the Mitford family DNA. Told once by a prison official that he’d let her into his prison if she promised to tell the truth, Decca replied, ‘I don’t promise anything. But I tell the truth by nature, am incapable of doing otherwise.’ She was as forthright in her letters to friends, however uncomfortable that may have been at times for the recipients.

In some senses, this is a book about correspondence as well as a collection of correspondence. A surprising number of Decca’s letters were about the subject of correspondence, or included references to it.

When Decca was growing up in the 1920s and ’30s, the postman came several times a day. Phones were rare and expensive to use, and Lord Redesdale’s phone was off-limits to his children. Decca’s youngest sister, Deborah, recalls their mother sitting up straight in a high-backed chair at eight thirty every morning in the big drawing room at their London home, attending to her morning correspondence before phoning Harrod’s to order food for the day. It was a ritual not unlike that of her American daughter many years later, Decca’s husband recalled. An early riser, Decca would be downstairs by seven o’clock. She had some coffee and began her morning of writing, warming up with a few letters to friends. Decca once wrote that Lady Redesdale ‘absolutely lives for letters’. Decca wrote in another context, ‘Goodness I feel lost and separated without letters.’

Decca fussed endlessly about the unreliability of the mails and of her correspondents, even checking postmarks for timely mailing and delivery. (That too was familial. In the midst of the emotional turbulence surrounding Decca’s elopement, Lady Redesdale remonstrated with her daughter, ‘Please date your letters.’) A postal strike once set her wailing, ‘I’m marooned, stranded.’ Indeed, one of her final requests as she was dying was that checks be made out to a few of the people who were most important in her daily life, including her mail carrier, who had also been a guest at the Treuhafts’ fiftieth anniversary party.

It was almost at times as if Decca – English aristocrat, American Communist organizer, acclaimed binational journalist and author – didn’t know who she was unless letters to and from her relatives and friends were there to remind her.

The very notion of correspondence is an antiquated one for those living in the computer era, and not simply because of its tempting replacement by email and text-messaging. The centuries-old tradition of letter-writing has devolved into just another consumer commodity with an interesting lineage. ‘The exciting little pile’ from the postman that Decca waited for so eagerly every day would today include mostly computer-personalized commercial pitches. Or as she put it, ‘Lucky, these days, to get anything remotely resembling a real letter from an actual person.’ Here, in Decca’s letters, written in social circumstances often not far removed from our own, are some of the last, best examples of a nearly extinct art.

Compilations of correspondence are necessarily biographies of a kind – biographies of individual consciousness, with less intrusive mediation and interpretation than one finds in a traditional biography. I have viewed my role as editor not as ‘telling’ Decca’s life but providing some context and then getting out of the way and letting her words speak for themselves.

In a 1994 letter to her sister Deborah, the Duchess of Devonshire, Decca reported on a meeting with Charlotte Mosley, who had edited a recently published book of Nancy Mitford’s letters. In her letter to the duchess, Decca wrote: ‘After dinner, Cha & I closetted ourselves with her showing me the banned by you bits of Nancy’s letters; some v. catty items about me & Bob, many more about the royal family. You shouldn’t have done that, Hen. The whole point of letters is to reveal the writer & her various opinions & let the chips fall where they may. Censoring them for fear of offending the subjects is in my view absolutely wrong.’

I took that as a kind of directive from Beyond, and yet …

With honesty comes, inevitably, hurtfulness. Balancing the two is the editor’s high-wire act, and I have made a minimal number of omissions where I felt intrusions into others’ private affairs demanded it.

Decca’s views were often stated intensely and provocatively. That they were her views, at least provisionally, may be a mitigating circumstance, but no less painful for those offended by their portrayal – indeed, in some cases, possibly more painful for that reason.

In the selection of letters for this book and in the editing of individual letters, I have tried to avoid the private lives of her correspondents, but obviously, a book such as this one is based on many thousands of editorial decisions on how far to follow Decca’s comments beyond where they intersected with the lives of people to whom she was writing. I have surely made mistakes in judgment, unintentionally straying into what Decca’s correspondents may have considered their personal affairs. I apologize for whatever discomfort these letters cause them. I hope they will understand that the offense results from an attempt to preserve in Decca’s published letters the same refreshingly spontaneous, freewheeling honesty that her correspondents doubtless admired in her when she was living. To smooth out all the dangerous edges in this collection would have been a disservice to her memory.

In a few instances, noted in footnotes, I removed the names of individuals for legal or other especially compelling reasons. For example, I have generally omitted the names of people whose Communist Party affiliation was mentioned in Decca’s letters if I was not certain that their membership was publicly known or self-acknowledged. It is hard to clarify such issues of decades-old affiliations, and it is especially distressing to have to do so because the organization’s nature is still sometimes misconstrued, decades later. Nevertheless, the letters to former and possibly current CP members are often among the most revealing of Decca’s own attitudes toward the Party, so I published them but made every attempt not to ‘out’ possibly covert members.

The first task of an editor in assembling a book of letters is selecting those worthy of publication – separating, among other things, the thank-you notes and dinner invitations from the more revealing and important writings. In the process, of course, I was inevitably imposing my notions of importance on my subject’s life, which is a tremendous act of hubris but one that I undertook with some background, having known Decca for more than three decades.

Collections of letters have a biographical fascination about them, justly, but built-in distortions of the genre limit their significance. As an editor, I cannot find letters that don’t exist, but I can and hereby do warn the reader of the limitations of what they’re reading. The letters do tell an important story – or many important stories – but they cannot be expected to be the whole story.

Many of the people to whom Decca was closest were usually a local phone call away, so there are fewer letters to them. Additionally, during some periods of her life she simply wrote fewer letters, especially during the 1940s and ’50s when she was busiest with family and political organizing. Fortunately, some letters survive from that era, and in letters written years later Decca often reminisced about that important period of her life. She also had fewer national and international connections before her first books were published. Some people with whom she was in active correspondence during those early years – such as Virginia Durr and some family members – didn’t save her letters, and it was only in the late ’50s or early ’60s that Decca began keeping carbon copies of most of her correspondence.

With a very few exceptions, Decca did not polish her letters with an eye to eventual publication. They were often written in a rush, with little regard for the conventions of spelling, grammar, or punctuation. Run-on sentences, sentence fragments, and other such errors abound, as one would expect in this form of communication. Not all the errors were the result of speed. Decca recognized, for example, that the use of commas was ‘never my strong point.’ She told a correspondent, ‘I think commas are often (but NOT always) a matter of personal preference; Nancy hardly ever used them, and E. Waugh used to put them in for her.’ In general, I refused to play Waugh’s role.

Nevertheless, the challenge facing an editor of letters is to ease the contemporary reader’s passage through the correspondence while simultaneously remaining true to the text and tone of the original. The result often appears inconsistent. That is, some errors in grammar or idiosyncrasies in spelling have been corrected to assist the reader in following the text or to correct what can be explained by typing haste alone; others have been left untouched because they may reveal something about Decca or her style or because they were possibly satirical in intent or characteristic in some way (such as English or American spellings). My guiding principle was to stick with the oddities of the original, however inconsistent or erroneous, as much as possible, in order to preserve the tone, informality, and accuracy of the letters. Any changes in grammar, spelling, or punctuation were, I felt, inconsequential in meaning.

A few more words about the nature of my approach to editing these letters:

Ellipses generally indicate either the omission of duplicative or ephemeral material that would be of no interest to the contemporary reader or cuts made to reduce long letters to publishable size. Countless times in her hyperactive correspondence, Decca told the same story to different people, sometimes even in the same words. By and large, those duplications have been omitted. The ones that remain are there for what seem important reasons, often because the repetition shows Decca’s obsession with a subject or because small variations in a story appear to reveal something important about her relationship with her correspondents. Partial duplications can also show how Decca developed an idea or feeling over time.

Despite the trims, I have tried to maintain some of the original context, even when it was of little significance. My purpose has been to allow the reader the same ‘feel’ for Decca’s circumstances as I had in first reading her remarkable letters. I have also wanted to avoid the impression of publishing a book of ‘Jessica Mitford’s Selected Paragraphs,’ although in places that impression is unavoidable.

Another issue I faced was the identification of correspondents, especially those whose names or titles changed over time, whether because of marital status or for some other reason. In order not to confuse the reader with frequent name changes, in most instances I used the same name for each person throughout, usually the name by which the person was best known to family, friends, and the public. Sometimes I settled on a consistent name after consultation with the recipients. Despite my best efforts, some variations were necessary. Obviously, women’s married names were not used for letters before they were married, even if they are best known by those names now. In early letters, I refer to the Duchess of Devonshire as Deborah Mitford, since it would be preposterous to refer to her as ‘the duchess’ before she became one. On the other hand, Robert Treuhaft once told me that his mother, Aranka, was never to his knowledge known by her second married name, Kliot. Throughout her business career, she was known as Madame Aranka. For clarity and consistency, I have settled arbitrarily on Aranka Treuhaft here.

A number of the letters in this book are unsigned. That generally indicates that the available copy was Decca’s own carbon. The original, outgoing copies were presumably signed or legible in a way the carbon copies weren’t.

Finally, a note on the division of this book. People don’t live their lives in chapters, of course; lives are far too sloppy for such easy categorization. Books, however, do come in chapters or sections, as a convenience for the reader. My division of Decca’s letters into chronological sections that seem to define periods of her life is entirely arbitrary. I hope it serves more as a convenience to the reader – an easy place to take a breath – than a definitive judgment on stages of life. With Decca, of course, all her life was a stage.



I

Baby Blueblood And Hobohemian

Just enough letters survive from Decca’s childhood to give a feel for the peculiar nature of the close-knit, even ingrown, world in which she was raised, mostly in a succession of country mansions and the family’s London house. Even without biographical background – available in innumerable memoirs, biographies, and autobiographies of the Mitford sisters and their friends – Decca’s earliest surviving letters convey the self-confidence and freedom that come with a pedigree of privilege, as well as the bantering, chattering, brash playfulness and the sometimes stinging wit and candor that characterized this particular family.

As devotees of the family’s legend are all too aware, in addition to the secret languages and rituals, the children and their parents had numerous nicknames that sometimes showed the daughters’ cult of inventive nonsense and sometimes carried political or ironic undertones. In Decca’s early letters, Baron Redesdale was ‘the Old Subhuman’ and ‘the Feudal Remnant’, among other names, and both parents were ‘the Revereds’ or the Female (Fem) and Male, although they were most commonly and endearingly simply Muv and Farve.

Decca’s parents, she once wrote, were ‘Edwardian by chronology but Victorian in ideology.’ Her father, she said, ‘acquired [an] extra degree of British jingoism, remarkable even for his class and generation’, and she noted that her two Nazi sisters used to refer to him, ‘approvingly and accurately’, as ‘one of Nature’s Fascists.’

Most of the sisters have published their sometimes contradictory recollections, and it is pointless to rehash all their childhood motivations and influences, much less the long-running disputes over the degree of, say, Lady Redesdale’s vague detachment or her husband’s fiery temper, unwavering habits, or atavistic views. Decca’s letters, as well as her memoirs, convey her own reactions, both at the time and in retrospect. Her perceptions of her childhood changed somewhat over time and, more than most writers, she returned to the subject frequently throughout her life, as if she could never quite make sense of it or, indeed, define herself except in terms of the family she left abruptly at the age of nineteen.

Decca once summed up her sisterly relationships before global and family politics shattered their confined world:

Boud [Unity] was the one I really adored. Family relationships at that age changed in a kaleidoscope: first one, then t’other was foremost Loved One amongst the sisters. Nancy was a remote star. Pam, a cypher, a perennial butt of teasing by the rest of us (led by Nancy), & I barely saw her at all; she went off to do farming or something for Diana & [her first husband] Bryan [Guinness] when I was about 12. The Diana relationship (from loving to loathing) … Debo & I, closest in age, veered a lot. That is, I think we always had a certain HONNISH* ADORATION of each other, but hardly any common interests, even when v. young.

Although the Mitfords’ financial resources were in decline during her childhood, partly because of Baron Redesdale’s fascination with buying and building houses, ‘we were sort of cosseted, lapped in luxury & comfort,’ Decca has written. There were always household retainers to attend to their needs and whims. The six daughters were tutored by their mother and then placed, in turn, ‘under the jurisdiction of a series of inept governesses, from whom we learned next to nothing’, she said. The sisters tormented the governesses mercilessly. As but one small example of their habitual defiance, Decca recalled how, when forbidden to say the word ‘damn’, they delighted in infuriating the governess by routinely referring to the cities Rotter and Amster.

Decca’s parents were Conservatives to the core, comforted by the motto on the Redesdale coat of arms: ‘God careth for us.’ Decca dated her earliest awareness of the inequities of the English class system to walks she used to take with her mother near their rural Swinbrook home, bearing small charitable gifts for the ‘village people’. Disturbed by the villagers’ poverty, she recalled asking her mother one day why all the English people’s money wasn’t divided among everyone, so that no one would be so desperately poor. Her mother, she said, replied, ‘But that’s what Socialists want,’ explaining that ‘Socialists want everyone to be poor, but we Conservatives want everyone to be rich.’ Although she never forgot the anecdote, it was years later before she rebelled against the family’s politics. At the time of the general strike in England, when she was nearly nine, she recalled being ‘a confirmed Tory’ and harboring fears of being shot by the ‘Bolshies.’ She volunteered in the strike-breakers’ canteens – a fact that she probably refrained from mentioning when she later joined the Communist Party.

Her early rebellions were apolitical in nature, like the time when she was forbidden from visiting the estates of shocked neighboring families because she had passed along to her dancing-class friends some information she’d picked up about ‘conception and [the] birth of babies’.

In her early and mid-teens, Decca followed her oldest sister and role model Nancy to the left, becoming an ‘avid reader’ of, first, pacifist literature. ‘By age 12, influenced by Nancy,’ she wrote in one letter, ‘I was a crashing intellectual snob.’ Decca then developed a broader interest in Communist and other left-wing periodicals, pamphlets, and books. As she became more earnest and excited about her newfound socialist insights – ‘suddenly confronted for the first time with a rational explanation of society’ – she grew disenchanted with Nancy and her fashionably witty friends, who ‘didn’t take anything very seriously’.

Decca once wrote to her grandson James Forman that at about the age of fifteen, ‘the clarity, the brilliance, the total solution to horrors of war & mass poverty contained in the Communist Manifesto & other writings … burst on me like fireworks.’

Thus began her growing estrangement from her parents and class, which continued as she sulked through weekend house parties and fulfilled the coming-of-age rituals demanded of her. ‘You’ve no idea of the boredom (to me, anyway) of the company,’ Decca once wrote to the writer Alex Haley. ‘Try to visualize twittering debutantes and what we (or I, at least) used to call Chinless Wonders, i.e. the deb escorts – goodness they were DULL fellows. What did we talk about? The latest dance, the next ball, who was going.’ The rituals culminated with her formal presentation at court before ‘what appear to be two large stuffed figures, nodding and smiling down from their thrones like wound-up toys’.

Decca started confronting her parents on their political views, which her mother evidently took as a generalized sign of her unhappiness. She recalled at one point accusing her mother of being ‘an Enemy of the Working Class.’ The ‘genuinely stung’ and angry Lady Redesdale is said to have replied, ‘I’m not an enemy of the working class! I think some of them are perfectly sweet!’

Nancy Mitford, thirteen years Decca’s elder, was a distant model at best by her teenage years. The only brother, Tom, eight years older, had been sent away to school, as boys were, and was also a less immediate influence. And Pam, born between Nancy and Tom, was so different in temperament and interests, as well as age, that she was hardly an influence at all.

As young women, the two sisters to whom Decca felt most attached – the beautiful and supportive Diana, her elder by seven years, and the ungainly, outrageously quirky Unity, three years older, who was Decca’s contemporary in the governesses’ schoolroom – followed their parents to the right … about as far right as they could go. Diana, after three years of marriage to beer heir Bryan Guinness, scandalized her family and her country by divorcing him and beginning an ill-disguised affair with the then-married Oswald Mosley, founder of the British Union of Fascists, whom she later married at the Berlin home of powerful Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels, with Hitler in attendance at the wedding dinner. Still later, during the Second World War, Diana was confined with Mosley in prison. With the exception of their joint appearance at ailing Nancy Mitford’s bedside in 1969, Decca was ‘off speakers’ with Diana for the rest of her life.

At the age of eighteen, Unity, Decca’s teenage comrade-in-rebellion against their parents, was a debutante in London and frequently visited Diana and her paramour. Decca believed Unity was fascinated by Mosley and his uniform and ‘fascinated with the idea of belonging to something’. At about the time Unity joined Mosley’s British Union of Fascists – the Blackshirts – Decca, fifteen, resolved to become a Communist, leading to almost comical competing household displays of posters, swastikas, and hammer and sickles. They threw books and records at each other in their common sitting room ‘until Nanny would come and stop the noise’. Decca sang the ‘Internationale’ with Communist sympathizers she encountered on Sunday walks through London’s Hyde Park with her governess, she later reported. Unity gave the stiff-armed Nazi salute to townsfolk and flaunted her BUF membership and increasingly right-wing views on a far larger stage.

In 1933, Unity traveled to Germany with Diana and attended the Nazi Party congress in Nuremberg. It was, Diana later wrote, a trip that ‘changed Unity’s life’. While Decca and her cousin Ann Farrer were in Paris for their traditional pre-debutante ‘year abroad’, Unity took up residence in Munich, which their mother called ‘her spiritual home’. She soon became an obsessed Hitler ‘groupie’, plotting to catch the Führer’s eye, and basked in his company by special invitation, in Munich and elsewhere. Published photographs showed Unity visiting with Hitler, attending Nazi events and giving the ‘sieg heil’ salute. Among her most treasured possessions was the Nazi Party badge given to her by Hitler.

Later, Diana and Unity introduced their parents into Hitler’s circle, and both were impressed. Lady Redesdale was especially taken with the Führer and fascism and maintained her allegiance long after her husband publicly repudiated his. After a 1937 tea party with Hitler, who incidentally ‘asked after’ Decca, Lady Redesdale gushed in a letter, ‘He is very “easy” to be with & no feeling of shyness would be possible, & such very good manners.’ Decca’s reaction: ‘I was through with the whole lot of them.’ (Many years later, speaking of her family during this period, Decca commented to a friend, ‘Do admit they were a rum bunch, & that I’m the only ordinary one of the lot.’) Her parents’ growing rift on fascism was an important factor in their eventual separation during the war.

At the age of seventeen, as Decca endured the pre-debutante social rounds and brooded about a way to realize her fervent commitment to leftist causes, the activities of her second cousins, Esmond and Giles Romilly, captured her attention. The pacifist brothers were in open rebellion against the Officers Training Corps at Wellington College, their fashionable military prep school, where they disrupted Armistice Day observances by distributing pacifist leaflets in the prayer books. They edited a magazine called Out of Bounds, billed as ‘an exposé of the English public school system.’ Decca wrote in Daughters and Rebels* that ‘Esmond’s abrupt conversion to Communist ideas had come about in a way very similar to my own. He wrote: “I had a violent antipathy to Conservatism, as I saw it in my relations. I hated militarism … and I had read a good deal of pacifist literature. Like many people, I mixed up pacifism with Communism.”’ And like Decca, he chanced upon the Communists’ Daily Worker and began subscribing.

Esmond Romilly ran away from the school at the age of fifteen, trailing headlines about ‘Winston’s “Red” Nephew.’ He entered London’s leftist/bohemian demimonde, editing his magazine and making a living as best he could, for one stretch as a door-to-door salesman. Decca took careful note from afar when Esmond Romilly was detained by police after showing up drunk at his parents’ house with another public school runaway, his chum Philip Toynbee. Romilly was declared uncontrollable, sentenced to six weeks in a facility for delinquent boys, and released as a ward of his wealthy elderly cousin Dorothy Allhusen, a widow who was very close to Esmond and whose own son had died in childhood. In her country house Romilly completed the book Out of Bounds, co-authored with his brother and chronicling their controversial radical activities. Decca read it with admiration when it was published in 1935.

Decca’s world continued to splinter as her beloved sister Unity became an ever more flagrant fascist. Unity thrust herself farther into the limelight in mid-1935 when Der Stürmer published her fawning letter of praise for the publication and its virulent anti-Semitism. In a P.S. she wrote, ‘If you should happen to find room in your paper for this letter, please print my name in full. I do not want my letter initialled U.M. for everyone should know that I am a Jew-hater.’ And everyone soon did know as the English papers reported on the letter. The headline in the Daily Mirror read ‘Peer’s Daughter as Jew-Hater.’

Decca, overcoming increasing bitterness and friction over her favorite sister’s politics – at one point they nearly came to blows – wrote Unity that she hated what she had written in Der Stürmer but loved her nevertheless. Unity returned the sentiment, in a fashion, two years later, after Decca’s elopement, by writing her that she hated Communists as much as Esmond Romilly hated Nazis and ‘My attitude to Esmond is as follows – and I rather expect his to me to be the same. I naturally wouldn’t hesitate to shoot him if it was necessary for my cause, and I should expect him to do the same to me. But in the meanwhile, as that isn’t necessary, I don’t see why we shouldn’t be friends, do you?’ She also told Decca that Hitler had asked about her and as a favor had suppressed news of Decca’s elopement to Spain in the German press.

While Unity was in Munich in the summer and fall of 1936, often in Diana’s company, hobnobbing with Hitler, his inner circle, and his storm troopers, Esmond Romilly headed off to Spain to fight with the Republican forces defending Madrid as part of the International Brigade. He was one of the few English survivors of a bloody battle near the village of Boadilla del Monte and returned to England after six weeks, suffering from dysentery.

Isolated at home with her leftist ideology, yearning to put it to some use, Decca at one point phoned the Communist Party headquarters in London to ask if they needed any women guerrilla volunteers. She also talked with Esmond Romilly’s brother, Giles, about the possibility of running away to ‘where the action was’, Spain, which she later said was ‘a sort of lodestar for people of my generation’, in roughly the same way that the black liberation struggle in the South was for her daughter’s generation several decades later. She was also trying to find a way to meet Esmond, the cousin she’d never met in childhood because of her mother’s dislike for his family. Decca succeeded unexpectedly in January 1937 when she accepted an invitation to spend a weekend at the Marlborough home of Dorothy Allhusen, her own distant relative as well as the cousin and guardian of Esmond Romilly, who Decca subsequently learned was also to be a guest there. (Some accounts imply that Esmond had casually suggested to his guardian that Decca be invited.)

That weekend house party, almost literally on the spur of the moment, began a fairy-tale romance birthed in headlines. Decca said that her ‘first words’ to Romilly were to ask him to take her to Spain with him. He agreed, and over the following days they began plotting secret preparations and inventing a plausible cover story for the escape on which Decca had been intent since the age of eleven. The funds she had accumulated in her ‘running away account’ were critical to the success of the venture. The plot they spun out entailed a series of fictitious letters to Decca’s family, beginning with one to Decca herself from her friends and fellow debutantes ‘the Paget twins’, Celia and Mamaine, inviting her to visit them in France. Written with Esmond’s help and in Decca’s disguised handwriting, that letter was used to secure her mother’s permission for the trip. When they reached France, Decca kept her mother informed on her ‘tour with the Pagets’ in a series of chatty letters en route to Spain, where they finally arrived after a number of delays and detours to obtain visas. The plan was for Esmond to report on the war for newspapers and for Decca to serve as his secretary.

The ‘escape’ of the young couple was devastating to her family – ‘the most frightful nightmare’, in Lady Redesdale’s words.

Just days into their adventure, Romilly confessed he had fallen in love with Decca, who expressed her delight and, as she said years later, ‘that was sort of that.’ The young couple (he was eighteen, she nineteen) were exquisitely matched. ‘The truth is,’ their friend Toynbee wrote in a memoir, ‘that Decca was probably the only member of her class who was suited to be [Esmond’s] wife.’

Thus did Decca join her sisters in international headlines. Their elopement was also amply chronicled in letters between Decca and her mother, as well as in British government cables after Lord Redesdale, armed with a court order, contacted Scotland Yard and the Foreign Office; Winston Churchill got the latter actively involved. Foreign Minister Anthony Eden cabled the consul in Bilbao, Spain: ‘find jessica mitford and persuade her to return.’ Her parents, as Decca put it, ‘engineered our expulsion’ and the British government pressured the teenage escapees to board a destroyer evacuating refugees that was under orders to fetch them. They jumped ship in France, at Saint Jean de Luz, where they were met by a ravenous British press contingent, and continued to report on the Spanish Civil War from a refugee center in Bayonne, dodging English reporters, often with Keystone Kops melodrama, and defying the pleas of emissaries dispatched by Decca’s family – sister Nancy and her husband, Peter Rodd. (‘Jessica Says “No” to Sister’s Plea’ read the Daily Express headline.)

Although the couple’s marriage and rebellious adventures during their several years together – first on the Continent, where Romilly wrote his second book, Boadilla, and then in England and the United States – are recounted in the letters and footnotes that follow and in various memoirs and biographies, a few formative experiences should be highlighted here to cover gaps in the letters that survive.

The longest gap is from the summer of 1937 to March 1939, a period from which only a few mundane notes are available. Virtually unmentioned in the letters from this period are details of the Romillys’ return to England late in 1937. They lived a free-spirited existence in Rotherhithe, a working-class neighborhood near the London docks, getting by financially with whatever odd jobs were at hand – and by gambling, ripping off rich acquaintances, and evading bill collectors – while losing no opportunity to do battle with fascists and to bait the social class from which they descended. Decca saw members of her family only occasionally.

Also unmentioned in the available letters from that era was the devastating loss of their first daughter, Julia, who was born in December 1937 and died five months later of measles. The day after Julia’s funeral, the Romillys ‘ran away to Corsica for three months’, in Decca’s words. Julia’s death was apparently one factor in the next stage of their wandering life, the move to the United States early in 1939. An American friend said that Esmond Romilly brought his wife to the United States ‘to get her out of the terrible sorrow she was in over the loss of the baby’.

The emigration was motivated, too, by what Esmond Romilly described in a 1939 article as ‘the atmosphere of grim depression and resignation’ in England that spring. He mistrusted the reactionary ‘machinations of the Cliveden Set’ and was not at all certain what side Britain would be on in the looming war. British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain had signed the ‘appeasement’ agreement with Hitler in Munich months earlier, and the final defeat of the Spanish Republic was imminent. Romilly vowed to return home to help defeat fascism if Britain entered the war against Germany.

Although it’s unclear whether the Romillys were aware of it at the time, or even if the letter was actually mailed, Decca’s mother had written a ‘Dear Prime Minister’ letter to Chamberlain on November 11, 1938, saying that Hitler, ‘whom I know personally,’ was ‘above all a person of heart’ who was ‘most deeply hurt by the way the Munich statement on “No more War” has been … generally received here.’ She suggested overtures of friendship between the two countries, beginning with ‘a social occasion … & a friendly visit’ involving Hitler, Prime Minister and Mrs Chamberlain, and Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax and his wife.

Political factors certainly entered into their decision, but the immediate precipitants for the couple’s emigration were a process server pursuing them for unpaid utility bills and Decca’s receipt of £100 from a trust fund on her twenty-first birthday – ‘far and away the biggest sum of money we had ever possessed’. As they later wrote in their Washington Post chronicles, ‘Suddenly we hit upon the one obvious thing to do with the money. “Let’s go to America.” That was it. The instant we said it we realized what a wonderful plan it was. It solved everything. America was so vast, so exciting, so far away, that the possibilities in the phrase “Let’s go to America” were endless.’

Among the ‘infinite’ possibilities the Romillys imagined for themselves in the New World were striking up a friendship with ‘an influential businessman’ and reaping the financial benefits of the association – or working their way up to the top of the corporate chain starting as secretaries; hitchhiking ‘starving in the Arizona desert’; working as movie extras in Hollywood; ‘brawling’ with other longshoremen and -women in San Francisco taverns; ‘bums in New York; lions of society in Boston; newshawks in Washington; cowhands in the wild west’. Their plans may not have been fully as fanciful as they portrayed them to the Post’s readers, but they were similarly vague, unrealistic, and open-ended.

With friends, including Philip Toynbee, they spun out grandiose joint plans for joining other English ‘authorities’ on the American lecture circuit, expounding on their areas of expertise in dramatized talks with titles such as ‘How to Meet the King’ and ‘Sedition Spreading at Eton’. Their fellow would-be lecturers defected from the adventure, but the Romillys sailed third-class in February 1939, on their way to re-invent themselves. Major American magazines like Life and Time found them soon after their arrival – perhaps alerted by a passenger manifest – and, once again, the couple ‘could hardly stir without the press on our heels’, Decca said.

They were prepared for all eventualities, with only their wits and twenty-four letters of recommendation from friends of influential Americans, and they spent the next year and a half as well-connected vagabonds on their ‘Grand Tour’ of the country, sampling its regions, stopping here and there to earn a few bucks as retail and door-to-door salespeople, bartender, hostess, ad writer and the like. They collected new experiences, new insights, new friends, and, always, new contacts. With meticulous documentation that remained in Decca’s files at the time of her death more than fifty years later, they amassed fresh letters of introduction and networked, to use a contemporary term, among the rich and well-born, among radicals and New Dealers, artists and intellectuals and anyone else who struck their fancy along the way. It was part adventurous lark, part escape from what they feared was their increasingly fascist homeland. Decca later said they wanted to ‘make our mark in the U.S. or at least mark time until the war broke out’.

Until the news from Europe became urgent and inescapable, the Romillys were, as the Washington Post put it, ‘professionally footloose, unconventional and unpredictable’. The Post’s headline summed it up: ‘Two Youthful Escapists Who Fled to America With a Song in Their Hearts.’ The Post prominently displayed the weekly installments they wrote of their exploits for a month and a half in early 1940, even as global events were making their escapism increasingly untenable.

Although trading on the accents and intangible advantages that their nationality and class afforded them, they were, finally, untethered from social or family expectations, or as Decca put it so eloquently in Daughters and Rebels:

We regarded ourselves as ‘self-made’ free agents in every respect, the products of our own actions and decisions. Yet our style of behavior during much of our life together, the strong streak of delinquency which I found so attractive in Esmond and which struck such a responsive chord in me, his carefree intransigence, even his supreme self-confidence – a feeling of being able to walk unscathed through any flame – are not hard to trace to an English upper class ancestry and upbringing.

Throughout, they ‘stayed glued to the radio’, keeping track of the ever grimmer news from across the Atlantic. Sometimes the news came to them in the form of the headlines that shadowed their lives, most notably when the Romillys were living for a time in Miami – running a bar, the Roma, in which they’d acquired a half interest – and it became apparent that Unity Mitford had shot herself in the right temple in Munich’s English Garden on the day Britain declared war on Germany. (One headline in the Miami Herald read ‘Sister of Adolf’s Perfect Nordic Type Making Own Way as Miami Barmaid.’) Hitler arranged for Unity to receive the best of care, visited her in the hospital, paid for storage of her possessions, and ultimately helped transport her to Switzerland, from where she was taken back to England, but Decca’s beloved sister was left severely disabled, mentally and physically, for the rest of her brief life, with the bullet still lodged in her brain. In retrospect, Decca said, ‘I always thought of her as dead when politics first separated us.’

The couple was still in Miami when word reached them that Germany had begun its offensive against neutral Norway – an assault in which Esmond’s brother, Giles, a journalist, was captured. A month later, in May 1940, when Neville Chamberlain resigned as prime minister and was replaced by Winston Churchill, the Romillys wound up their affairs in Miami and cut short their Grand Tour with a two-week stay in New Orleans, conceiving a child to keep Decca company, and then returned to Washington so that Esmond could enlist in the war against fascism and begin military training.

The letters that track these unique rites of passage begin when Decca was six or seven years old.

To Lady Redesdale

Asthall Manor, Burford, Oxfordshire*

ca. September 1923

dear muv

thankyou 4 the hanky. nanny gave me a little purse with 6d in it because I have stopped sucking my thumb

love from Jessica

To Lady Redesdale

mid to late 1920s

Darling Muv,

I hope you had a good crossing?* Diana and poor Pam want more than ever to have hair off, and Pam did not injoy her visit at all, because everyone says ‘oh yes, of course I like short hair best’ and ‘why don’t you have your hair off’?* please do let them have it please.

[image: Two women, the older one holding the younger one's hair, the young one holding a knife. Handwritten caption: Dinah and Mother.]

To Nancy Mitford and Diana Mitford Guinness

Pontresina, Switzerland

ca. January 16, 1930

Dear Nancy & Corbish,

Last night I went to a party & danced with M. Chaliapine. He is so sweet, he jumped about with me and hummed in a sweet voice to the band. I have struck an acquaintance with his two daughters at the Pontresina Hotel. They are good and nyang* – aged 8 and 17. It is snowing a blizerd to-day.

Love From Decca

To Lord Redesdale

ca. 1931

Darling Morg,*

Thank you FRIGHTFULLY for the delicious cherries they werent a bit too bad. You are an angel. Here’s a sample of my writing for you know what❋ Jessiea Mitford Jessiea Mitford Jessiea Mitford Jessica Mitford.

Well you aren’t too bad are you. I don’t think theres any news well there wouldn’t be likely to be any but still there isnt any. Except could you ask Muv to get (if she possibly could) a present for my Sunbeam,* not to cost more than £0 10s od, & not much less, not clothes, but some sort of nice present for her birthday – she is aged 14.

Much Love From Decca

❋ Pen

To Lord Redesdale

Swinbrook House, Swinbrook, Oxfordshire*

February 9, 1932

You Absolutely Super Jew,*

Well you are a duck I must say dear you do excel in daintiness. Those chocolates were the most delicious I’ve ever tasted, my favourite sort too, logs! My spaniel has been hinking ever since I got them the duck but it wasn’t any cop atall as Nancy would say. I hope you are having a dainty time in London, showing round the Viters.* Do they like the House of Lords? Was it a good show for Sir Walter? Did you know the right times to bow and take off the old bramble, etc? Some of the wrex* have hatched, in fact 7 I think, they are faithful. I hope you are practising your palsey. (if you don’t you be sorry in the future dear. Fig. 1.) …

[image: A hand holding a saucepan and spilling the contents. A man holding a book and looking at other paperwork. Handwritten caption, with an arrow pointing at the man's head: bald patch.]

It is fun to tweak up your gorse dear

On coming in from the gorse the Spanner* had a little wireless (He pulled out a few of the wires, but still.)

With Thanking Love

From Decca

To Lord Redesdale

Swinbrook

November, 1932

Darling Morgan,

You really are an angel to send those simply delicious chocs, thank you so much for them. We did love the films yesterday, Garbo was wonderful, so was Gwili André, the new star. It was a marvellous programme, with 3 really good films besides the Pathé.* Boudle* is still alive, not committed suicide yet.*

[image: Woman (labelled you), mouth open, holding and hitting a doll-sized figure (labelled me). Unclear caption refers to hitting anybody smaller than yourself.]

Please tell Muv that Gladys* has sent my coat & cape, and they are very nice, and give her my love.

Stubby’s* new shoes have come, and a lovely red jumper. She is getting ready for hunting.

Love From Decca

To Lord Redesdale

Paris

late 1933*

Dear Old Fellow,

You good creature. The other day the subject of conversation at my cours* was ‘describe the house where you were born.’ So I described Batsford* & what a lot it cost & how ugly & huge it was, & then I said my papa had the same manie de l’architecture as my grandpère & that he also had built a huge house & now we lived in a garage!* So the mistress said how extraordinary so I said yes you see papa is an être au dessous de l’humanité, un pauvre vieux soushumain* and they were all frightfully interested dear & LONG to meet you.

Well dear I know this letter isn’t very long or interesting but I don’t want to tire the murky old brain.

Love From Decca

Dear you can’t think how perfectly divine & heavenly this Wilde* is (the one who longs for you) & the fem doesn’t like her & she’s frightfully cold to her & when Miss W. says why is your mother so cold I have to say because it’s a cold day. Isn’t it a shame.

To Lady Redesdale

Paris

ca. January 1934

Darling Muv,

Thank you so much for your letter, which I got yesterday morning … It is very comfortable here, & I don’t have to make my bed, & Annette likes the window open, so altogether it is very oke. I had a tiny little cold the other day, in fact it wasn’t really a cold at all, but I sneezed once or twice (that was literally all), and Madame made me breathe in vapour, and she put a horrid mustard thing & masses of cotton wool on my chest, & made me put my feet on a hot water bottle while I was in the house! And yesterday I fell down & gave my knee a really tiny scratch, and she washed her hands in disinfected water, & boiled some water with cotton wool in it to kill any germs that might linger, & washed it for hours, then put on iodine & an enormous bandage with sticking plaster! So you see how well I’m looked after, compared to what I would be at home.* …

Both the Madames La Directrice are coming to tea tomorrow, the very thought makes me almost faint with terror! but as it’s my sightseeing day I shall try to stay out long past tea time.

Well, I think that is all the news I can think of. Give my love to the old Steegson, & to Young Spoon (and to Tray*).

Love From Decca

To Lady Redesdale

Paris

January or early February 1934

Darling Muv,

Thank you so much for your letter. I don’t have much time to write because I have really masses of prep. This week I have 15 pages of history, 6 of history of litterature (mostly dates when books were published, to learn by heart) & 30 pages of Bossuet;* le sermon sur la mort & Oraison Funèbre d’Henriette d’Angleterre! And one has to almost learn it by heart & anyway all the dates & names etc, as well as learning 6 lines of the Bossuet by heart to recite. I don’t know about my rédaction yet but shall hear tomorrow! As the marks are over 20, & they take off 1 for each fault of orthographe & construction, & then take off from what is left for badness of style, or for having put something wrong, I don’t expect I shall have a single mark left. Annette read it & said it was quite good but I expect she thought it would be too discouraging to say anything else!

The other English girl is called Dorothy, her head is shaped like an egg … & she has got an extraordinary pointed nose & very thin, long mouth. She plays the cello all day & always plays the same note as far as I can make out for hours on end. She is quite nice, though …

I’m going to Comédie Française on Thursday, it is ‘le Cid’ … Tomorrow we are going to a play, too, and on Fri. evening we are going to a place which is fort gaie* & there is beaucoup de Jeunesse* to hear the music. Dorothy is going to play her cello, I hope she won’t still play the same old note all the time like she does here.

I haven’t been to the cinema yet, but I’m going next Monday afternoon with my chaperone.* …

I am going to the Cours now so goodbye.

Love from Decca

To Lady Redesdale

Paris

early February 1934

Darling Muv,

Thank you very much for your two letters from Gib, I am so glad you enjoyed your voyage in spite of thinking it wouldn’t be much fun. My quartier was very quiet all through the riots* – which are finished now, they think – in fact much too quiet, I didn’t see a thing except the school boys from the Lycée* opposite the Cours who made a slight row in the street, but they were soon chased away by some policemen, & anyway our professeur pulled the curtains at once (because there was a Cour at the time, & we all looked out of the window to see what we could). I saw a manifestation on the screen, taken from above, with crowds of people dashing away from the cavalry charge. We also saw Chiappe, the préfet de police who was sent away, & all the people in the cinema clapped & booed the new préfet. Lots of people think that Chiappe was mixed up in the Stavisky affair* & also that he allowed manifestations of the Action Française (the royalist paper) but he seems to have been very popular all the same. The communist paper (l’Humanité) which I bought today says that he furnished Stavisky with a false passport & that he bribed a great many ministers & municipal councellors by helping them with the police …

Yesterday all seemed to go as usual; in our quartier the buses & Metro & shops were all going. The headlines in Humanité say: une grève générale sans précédent. Dans le région Parisienne, ni autobus, ni trams, ni postes (the last is quite true). Usines et chantiers déserts, boutiques fermées. Partout en France, arrêt du travail.* The Daily Mail says: French strike ends in fiasco; Metro running; shops & cinemas open.

There is a new girl – the Dutch one – called Pop & I share a room with her instead of with Annette. Her mother & father are being divorced, & today she had a letter saying that her father was going to marry again & although I shouldn’t have thought that would matter she seems very miserable about it & cried for a long time & Madame came & comforted her & said that la vie is dure & the best thing for her to do is to find a gentil garçon & marry him & have lots of petits bébés of her own which seemed to me such a funny idea & so typical of Madame that I nearly laughed – although I am very sorry for Pop. Madame literally wallows in misery & adores recounting to strangers … She adores people who have had unhappy childhoods with lots of deathbed scenes, & burdens to bear beyond their years.

I have been to quite a lot of museums lately, this afternoon we went to see a torture museum, it was thrilling, you saw wheels where people were wrenched limb from limb …

Well goodbye I must go now.

Love from Decca

To Lady Redesdale

Paris

October 1934

Darling Muv,

Thank you so much for the letter & dough which I got this morning. Now to answer the questions.

1) We certainly haven’t had a bath every day as it hasn’t been working part of the time, which is not I suppose exactly Madame’s fault.

2) There seemed to be enough of fairly good food at first, but it has tailed off considerably, & is now nothing to write home about, so I won’t. (Sometimes it’s not too bad.)

3) We haven’t had clean sheets since Madame came back, and this afternoon I asked her if we could, & she said, well perhaps on Monday, but as a rule I only give them every 3 weeks!! so please write to her & hint for them oftener, as open fights are rather embarrassing when you have to live with the person. Madame is really awfully nice, only rather dirty & probably slightly dishonest, like most French People. Isn’t it awful about Peter* having his money stolen, Nancy wrote & told us about it the next day. I certainly think they might tell the police, if they haven’t already, & I am writing to ask her if she thinks it would be any good.

The exam. results came out this morning, I have got 17 out of 20, and Ann* 14. We have got certificates. We are going to the Alliance next month, & have inscribed ourselves this afternoon. We went to a fascinating exhibition of modern pictures, there was one by Tchelitchew of Natalie Paley, it was really lovely. I am longing to see his painting of Diana & the kids, is it finished yet? … We are really very comfortable here although I don’t suppose it sounds to you as though we were, also we like it very much here. Ann is writing to Aunt J about the sheets, too.

I hope Debo likes her school,* I don’t expect she does. Goodness how I envy her.

Margaret Kennedy is going to study at London University for 3 years, starting this winter. I suppose you would think that sounded awful too, I must say I think it sounds terrifically lucky.

The other girls here are as nice as can be, & do whatever we tell them, which is fine.

Love from Decca

To Diana Mitford

Swinbrook

June 17, ca. 1935

Darling Corduroy,

Many Happy Returns of the Day. I’m sorry this present is so beastly. I got it (as usual) at the Little Shop.

I hope you are well. I had a very nice p.c. from Bryan* with a picture of a ship on it. You are lucky to have been out to Germany to see my hated Boudle. Did she write & tell you how she saw the Führer, of whom she writes as ‘Him’ with a capital H, as for Christ or God!! I love my Boude in spite of all.

Love From Decca

To Unity Mitford

Swinbrook

ca. 1935

Dee Droudled Boudle,

Well here I am back again. What agony to leave Paris, you can’t think what a lovely time we had, but still I am thrilled for my dance* which is fairly soon. I do think you might come back for it. I gave Diana a present for you, I am afraid it’s beastly & anyhow I hope you will throw it from you with disgust as it was made by the enemies of Germany.

This is the new Boud song, Id came in to my room in Paris one day & found me singing it to myself. I will write it in English as it is easier to understand & takes up less space.

I went down to St. James’ Infirmary

I saw my Boudle there

Stretched out on a long white table

So cold so beastly so fair

I went up to see the doctor

‘She’s very low,’ he said;

I went back to see my Boudle

Good god!!!

She’s lying there DEAD

Let her go, let her go,

God bless her;

Wherever she may be

She can search the whole world over

And never find a sweet Boud like me.

It has actions, too.

We are going to see Womb* today, & stay there a night. Diana has given me a HEAVENLY evening dress.

Give her my love, & hate to Hitler

Lodge

Vrudub

Je Boudle

Wa ha ha

Ee Ubbjellznbided.*

To Nancy Mitford

Swinbrook

ca. 1935

Darling Susan,*

Thanks for curt note written on a little bit of cardboard purporting to be a p.c.

Susan I fully agree with you about how extraorder it was of me not to like (or rather not to read) Dorothy L. Sayers’ books. I bought one at the station yesterday called ‘The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club’* (attracted by that one word unpleasantness, which occurs so often in Holmes) and I simply never stopped reading it for one second; and now that I’ve finished it I feel I’ve only had a mere foretaste of that awful feeling one must get when one knows for certain that one has finished the whole series. Susan I shall never, no never, read anything else. When I saw that Ld Peter W’s motto was ‘As my Whimsy takes me’ I could have screamed with joy. I note also that the whole book is full of wonderful jokes. Altogether sheer heaven …

Love from Susan

To Diana Mitford

Paris

November 1935

Darling Cord,

I did mean to write ages ago but somehow time really flew.

It is so lovely being in Paris again, we are all enjoying it terrifically, specially me. Do try & get the Boud not to come as I don’t think she’d like it, one doesn’t want a really huge wet blanket in such a small flat.

Cordy it was kind of you to lend me that beautiful fur, it’s naturally made the whole difference to the coat.

We went to Molyneux dress show, where we saw several lovely things, and we are going to Worth’s & Vionnet’s if the Fem can get a card for that one. Yesterday we went to tea with Princess F Lucinge,* she is a spamp I must say & her house is too fascinating & wonderful for words …

Muv saw in the papers that the filthy old Boud has been putting posters on people’s cars, saying ‘The Jews take everything, even our names’ (it didn’t actually say Boud, but of course we guessed). Didn’t it seem awful & in a way unnatural Lady A.S. & the Duke of* having rose petals sprinkled over them. I see it said in the Tatler ‘part of the h.moon is bound to be delightful as it’s being spent in hunting country.’ Well, Cord, goodbye, I do hope you will soon come.

Much Love From Decca

To Jessica Mitford*
Please excuse awful paper

Garmisch, Germany*

February 3, 1937

Darling Decca,

Twin and I are so anxious to see you before you go off round the world. Now I have a suggestion to make – sorry it’s such short notice, but do try and fall in. We have taken a house in Dieppe – that is, Auntie has taken it! We mean to make it the centre of a sort of motor tour to all the amusing places round.* We are going there from Austria on Wednesday, and we should so love you to join us next weekend sometime if you could possibly manage it. There won’t be much of a party – just two boys from Oxford and us three and Auntie. But if you don’t mind that do try and come. Our address there is 22, Rue Gambetta, Dieppe. So perhaps you could send a telegram to me there, if you can come. The boys (Dick and Leslie Cholmley) are coming by Saturday night boats so perhaps you could cross then, or if not on Sunday – anyway, just telegraph. Do you know them, by the way? I think you’ll like them. We shall be so disappointed if you can’t come; we could have asked you before, only we weren’t sure of getting a house. Our house in London is successfully let – I hope yours is.

Much Love, Mamaine

P.S. We hope you will try …

To Lady Redesdale*

Dieppe, France

February 9, 1937

Darling Muv,

I’m writing this in an awfully nice café in Dieppe – it’s very amusing. Thanks so much for your letter.* I’m writing to Juliet about the invitation. The weather is pretty bad here so we probably shan’t be doing much motoring until Thursday or Friday. We have just come back from Rouen; the cathedral is lovely. The Pagets send their love. Dieppe is quite a bright place in spite of this not being the season. I called on cousin Nellie Romilly this morning and was told she was expected here this week. So I’ll go & see her then. (Perhaps Giles or Esmond will be there too).

Much Love From Decca

To Lady Redesdale

Bayonne, France

mid-February 1937

Darling Muv,

I hope you got my telegraph alright to say I was staying a bit longer than I thought. The town has been too lovely, I am simply adoring it, & I don’t think I shall be back till about Saturday (at the latest). We are staying here at Bayonne for a few days in a very nice hotel.* Bayonne is a fascinating place, frightfully pretty with a lovely river & old cathedral. We went in the motor to Saint Jean de Luz, which is quite near; it is very attractive but less so than Bayonne, as it is much more of a tourists’ resort. We stopped in Paris for two days on the way; I telephoned Mademoiselle and Dolly & one or two people, but unfortunately they were all in the country or abroad. The weather here is too lovely, really springlike, & all the cherry trees are in flower already. The food is delicious & wonderfully cheap; you can get a meal with masses of wine & about 3 courses for about 2/- each. I am looking into the bread question like mad as it is wonderful here, & hope to have lots of interesting lowdown on how it is made by the time I get back. I wonder if you have met the bread & gland doctor yet.

The Twins send their love. Give my best love to Farve & Nanny & Debo. Well I must scram now as we are just going off to see some old Bayonne friend of the Pagets living in the neighbourhood.

Much Love From Decca

To Lady Redesdale

Paris

late February 1937

My Darling Muv,

I’m afraid this will come as rather a shock to you. I wish I could have explained the whole thing to you before. But after reading this I do hope you will understand, and forgive me for seeming inconsiderate & deceitful.

When I went to Cousin Dorothy’s I didn’t tell you I had met Esmond Romilly. To put it shortly, by the time you get this we shall be married. I didn’t tell you because I thought you would disapprove of him but I’m sure you wouldn’t if you knew him. You can’t think how happy I am. Peter Nevile* (TEM 9301) knows us both & will explain the whole thing. Esmond has got a very good job as a journalist so I expect we will be in Spain and will have a mass of dough. There is no danger at all where we are going but there might be if you tried to do anything to get me back or stop me doing what I want to. I’m sure you won’t do this as we are naturally on the Government side and I don’t want all Bobo’s* associations to be connected with me. Of course you know how strongly I feel about this. Do remember that I won’t be in any danger & it will all be terrific fun. You will honestly adore Esmond when you know him & please don’t be put off by all the secrecy, the only reason for it was because I wanted to go to Spain with him & I thought you might try & stop me.

I really did feel awful having to invent about the Pagets going to Dieppe, etc. but I couldn’t see any other way to going with him. I don’t quite know when we shall be getting back, but I am longing for you all to see Esmond. I will try & write to you soon, but don’t be surprised if I don’t because it may be a bit tricky getting letters through. Give my best love to all the others & tell Robin & Ann & everyone about our marriage; nobody at all knows so far except Peter Nevile.

Love From Decca

To Lady Redesdale

Bilbao, Spain

March 5, 1937

My Darling Muv,

I got your letter this morning, – very luckily as sometimes they take over a fortnight to arrive. We are having an extremely interesting time here & this place is very quiet. I am quite safe here & am not going to the front. It was so nice of you to write, & I am so sorry you were worried. I really do hope you won’t want me to return as I am very happy here altogether. Also I can’t understand why you are putting off the world tour, I hope it was only a temporary decision & you will change your mind & go.

I will write to you a lot, naturally. It is quite different here from what you might expect; all the churches are open & the government is mainly composed of Catholic Basque nationalists.

Yesterday we visited a prison for political prisoners & prisoners of war; they are frightfully well treated, in fact we thought much better than they deserve when you think how the fascists treat their prisoners.

The people we have met here are very sweet & charming, & we are trying to learn Spanish as quickly as possible. We learn it out of an awful little phrase book of Esmond’s with nothing but useless words like ‘eggplant’ which don’t mean anything even in English.

Do write soon; address the letter to Esmond as before.

Give my best love to all the others.

Love From Decca

PS Naturally I was very glad to get your letter, but not the other message,* I do hope you won’t go on with this, please.

To Lady Redesdale

Bayonne

late March 1937*

I got your later letter yesterday, in which everything sounds very satisfactory. On the question of financial provision, we are quite alright here & seem to be able to live alright for the present, so I don’t see why we shouldn’t continue like this in future. At the same time, Esmond has of course been keeping me entirely since we left England and I really feel I ought to contribute something to the cost of living here. In view of this, I wonder if you could send me my dress allowance? I can’t help feeling it would come in awfully useful.

I’m so glad you managed to arrange everything re the judge etc so well, of course I expect everyone realised that as we had decided what we were going to do it would be of no use in the end to oppose it, & so it was better to give in at once.

Esmond has written a frightfully amusing thing* about it all which I am sending you, do show it round to everyone, specially the Rodds. It is really awfully funny & I’m sure will make you all roar. (Don’t lose it, will you, as I should like it back.)

Well, I must scram now.

Love From Decca

PS The black mercenaries in Esmond’s article refer of course to Hamish* & Mr Whitfield,* & the battalion that passed over into our lines is Nancy.

To Deborah Mitford

Bayonne

March 29, 1937

Dear Old Ho-Hon,*

This is to wish you a very happy birthday, and I hope it will reach you in time. I’m enclosing twopence in stamps for you to buy a tuppeny bar with (it’s really from Esmond, but the thought was mine and I always say the thought counts most on these occasions). I’m sorry it isn’t a diamond bracelet but will make it up to you when we get rich, which I expect won’t be long.

We went to lunch with a delicious mad old duchess today in Saint Jean de Luz: it’s the first time I’ve ever been to lunch with a duchess so you see (what with this and the diplomatic society represented by the Spanish and Panama consuls) I have married into very high society!!*

Yesterday we went to the Bayonne fair, where there is a fascinating fat woman; after seeing her, everyone was made to file past in a row and pinch her legs to show they were genoowine. There was a marvellous shooting range, and your old Hen, who’s accounted for so many moors (sez she!) actually hit the target, and Esmond won a bottle of champagne by hitting the pigeon’s eye three times.

Muv brought the Tatler with you in it. Who’s Mr Dixon? He looks a bit dried up to me, but perhaps he’s far from it.

Write all the family gossip. What do you think of my typewriting. You know I was taken on as a secretary, but I’m still waiting for my first week’s wages. Poor old Squalor …

I wanted to send you a delicious French novel called Prelude Charnelle, but they would have torn it at Dover, I expect, as it’s awfully improper, so I’ll give it to you for your next birthday if the diamond bracelet doesn’t mature.

I’m an Old Ho-Hon

from the river Don

best love from squalor

To Lady Redesdale

Bayonne

April 12, 1937

My darling Muv,

I have just got your letter saying all is ok about us being married.* I’m so glad everything is so satisfactory now; did you have a tricky time fixing the Judge? I hope not! I’m terribly glad Farve has come round to the idea of it too, that’s all very good news.*

We got a parcel yesterday of socks for Esmond which I think you must have sent by the writing of the address. Thank you so much for thinking of it; they are awfully useful & it was very kind of you to send them. The postmark is dated ages ago, so I suppose they must have got held up at the customs; I expect you thought we never got them …

What were Esmond’s parents like when you saw them?

Well I must scram now; do write again soon.

Love From Decca

To Lady Redesdale

Bayonne

April 20, 1937

Darling Muv,

Thanks for your letter & the lovely Vogues which I was awfully pleased to get.

This morning we got the permission of the judge to marry, so we’ll see when it can be arranged. I believe it takes some time on account of the formalities with the consulate & I’ll let you know our plans later, but I don’t think we shall be able to marry before the coronation …*

St. Jean de Luz is seething with excitement about the English cargo boats (I expect you saw about the ‘Potato Jones’ in the papers).* It is full of journalists, & Esmond is acting as ‘News Chronicle’ special correspondent here. He gets a lot of news the others don’t as he does all the interpreting between the Basque consul & the captains of the ships. They are simply furious with the Brit navy, naturally. Doesn’t everyone in England think it’s a bit extraorder of the Admiralty to withhold protection from our own ships? Meanwhile the wretched Basques are starving, & no one is allowed more than one dish of vegetables a day in Bilbao.

By the way, what’s this about me taking an action against Tuddemy?* In the papers the Judge sent us I am referred to as ‘plaintiff’ & he as ‘defendant’. Do explain what happened.* How lovely to be going to Italy & Austria, is Debo excited? Is anyone else going with you?

Esmond has written a lot of his book,* & we also have the job here of listening in to the Bilbao & San Sebastian communiques on the radio, all of which brings in dough. I expect the News Chron will pay quite a lot for all the news about the ships, too …

Well I must scram now & will let you know when we shall be married later. Give Blor* my love, & show her this letter.

Love From Decca

To Lady Redesdale

Bayonne

‘May 7 or 8,’ 1937

My Darling Muv,

Many happy returns of your birthday. I hope you will get this on the 10th. I’m sorry I haven’t written for such a long time, but you know how hopeless I am at writing letters …

The English papers have become such torture about the coronation. I can hardly bear to read them. Thank goodness I shall be out of London for it. Are the others going? I should think unless one was in the abbey it would be skeke* worth it.

I do hope the fact we have had to alter the wedding date to the 15th won’t prevent you from coming.* We weren’t able to fix it for earlier. Let me know which day & time to expect you. Is Debo coming too?

You will try & come, won’t you. I’m glad no one believed the Rodds’ mischief making.* I do think they’re such a bore really.

Love from Decca

PS Give my best love to Boud. Could you also bring my bathing dress & summer sandals if Blor can find them.

To Nancy Mitford

Bayonne

ca. July 1937

Darling Susan,

Thanks for yr. letter. All is oke now really, but Susan I must just remind you of a few things you seem to have forgotten! Susan how you can say you & Rodd were pro Esmond & me living together when you wrote saying how unrespectable it was & how Society would shun me, & Rodd wrote saying how French workmen would shun me. In fact what you actually wanted us to do was to come home to England, in which case I should have been caught by the Ps* & narst old Judge & altogether teased in every way. So what you were really against was both us getting married and us living together not married. Do you admit, Susan. Do you also admit it was a bit disloyal just as I was thinking you were the one I could count on to be on my side through thick and. Anyway it’s all such ages ago now I expect you’ve forgotten a bit what you did do, &, as you say, now we’re married there’s no point in [illegible] …

I am going to have a baby in January (1st to be exact, oh Susan do you remember poor Lottie’s* agonies, & I expect it’s much worse for humans) yes Susan some of us do our duty to the community unlike others I could name. Shall I call it Nancy, I think skeke as I have a feeling it’s going to be a boy, & being called Nancy might prove a handicap to it throughout life. I do hope it will be sweet & pretty & everything. Goodness I have been sick but I’m not any more now.

The bathing here is absolutely heaven, we go to Biarritz nearly every day. Well Soose. End of paper.

Love from Susan

To Nancy Mitford

Dieppe

ca. August 1937

Darling Susan,

Thanks v much for your letter, it is kind of you to ask us to stay – is it alright if I let you know later whether we can come? It looks to me as though we shan’t be able to but I will write & tell you. I hear you have asked Id too. She seems to be getting awfully famous, did you see her review in the Observer?*

I am staying here alone as Esmond has had to go to England for a few days to see about his book.* Blor & Debo are coming out here tomorrow which I’m longing for. Susan the people in this hotel … They are all English & mostly cols. & wives, & there is one horrid old lesbian called Miss Austin who follows me hopefully about with the poems of Baudelaire. Cousin Nelly* is giving a cocktail party for me today to meet the Dieppe society!!!! I’m sure it will be extraorder.

I went to the dentist here day before yesterday & he pulled out a huge back double tooth without any anaesthetic … I felt everything. Susan I never have in all my life of broken arms, appendicitis, typhoid etc. known such agony. I nearly fainted & couldn’t stop trembling for about 2 hours. The dent said the reason it hurt so was because it was seriée* between 2 other teeth, but I said that was a stupid excuse because all teeth are seriées between two others unless one is a toothless deformity. Altogether I teased him quite a lot & was glad to see I made his hand bleed by digging in my flags* while he was pulling. I expect he will get blood poisoning now because they are engrained with dirt from the Tour.

When I got back & to bed I was almost delirious & kept thinking I heard Esmond coming up the stairs although I knew he was in London. Cousin Nelly was awfully nice & scrammed about getting aspirins etc.

The Tour* is being such absolute heaven, we are simply adoring it. I cook the food, you can’t think how good I am at it, it is simply delicious usually I am longing to be off again on it. The scrapage* seems to like it quite too, I feel much better than at Bayonne.

Well Susan I must scram now …

Love from Decca

To Lady Redesdale

New York

March 9, 1939

Darling Fem,

We’ve been here about a week & I must say it really is wonderful, far more so than I expected even. The people are far nicer than I expected & of course very hospitable & kind, for instance one girl we met spent the whole of yesterday taking us round to see apartments for when we leave the hotel …

The hotels are of course wonderful & every room has a private bath & shower.

Well I simply must scram now but I’ll write again soon.

Love From Decca

PS Please give MHonkert my best love, and Hen.

To Lady Redesdale

New York

August 2 or 3, 1939

Darling Muv,

Thank you so much for your letter …

I did roar at what Winston said to Tud, how typical of him.

We are going away for a bit next week – I have resigned from my job as I have another one at Bloomingdale’s, a big shop rather like Selfridges which I’m looking forward to enormously.

… [M]y boss at the fair,* who I loathe, was simply furious when I said I was leaving. We are hardly on speakers now in fact. We have had a lot of terrific rows, she is an awful woman & a terrible snob so I’m pleased to be leaving.

We have got to know quite a few millionaires which is nice, they have fine wire netting round their windows to keep out moths & slow flies so I love staying with them.

I was amazed at Woman suddenly turning up here, I had no idea she was coming & in fact the night before she rang up I dreamt that she & Nancy had died of old age. They came out to see me at the fair & last night we all had a wonderful dinner together at their hotel. They are leaving next week, about the same time we are going out of N.Y.

Did Boud by any chance meet a lade called Mrs Meyer,* she is one of the millionaires & she & her husband have gone to Europe & she was very anxious to meet the Boud. So tell Boud to look out for her. She is awfully nice, her husband is a bigshot here & they live in a sort of Winston Churchill-ish atmosphere of other bigshots.

Debo said how you & she might be coming here for the Fair, I do wish you would, if you decide to come I should come in October when it will be cooler, besides New York is rather dull now because it is so hot people can skeke move. Let me know well in advance because it would be much cheaper to take an apartment for a week or two than to stay in a hotel & I could find you one.

Do give my love to the others & get them to write, I never seem to have time to write many letters & anyway they are practically illegible as we’ve got no ink here.

Best Love From Decca

P.S. Tell M Honkert I’ll write soon.

To Lady Redesdale

New York

September 6, 1939

Darling Muv,

Thanks you so much for your letters. I’m so sorry about your poor Rupert.* I heard about it from Woman when she was here. It seems months ago with the terrible news of the war.

I see in the papers that Bobo is in Germany, do tell me if you have any news of her* & please send her address as soon as you can so I can write to her. Is she going to stay there? Do let me know about her as soon as possible.

We heard the news* on our tor,* I can’t believe it has actually happened. Of course everyone here has been glued to the radio the last 2 weeks, no one thinks of anything else. Do send me news of Tudemy too, if you know any.* I don’t know if the airmail is still any good, it is supposed to go round by Portugal now.

Poor Henderson, I suppose she is dancing alone in the deserted ballrooms now. Do please write as soon as possible, specially about the Boud.

Best Love From Decca

To Lady Redesdale

New York

September 27, 1939

Darling Fem,

Thank you so much for your greetings ’gram & letter – I had a wonderful ’gram from Woman too with a person singing ‘Happy Birthday to you’ which you can get here.

I thought perhaps you would like to hear about our holiday, we really had a wonderful time. Csn Dorothy* gave us a letter of introduction to a girl called Caroline Dubois, who lives in a typical small-town in Pennsylvania. So we wrote to her, & she immediately asked us to stay. We went, & it was absolutely fascinating: she & her family of 4 brothers & a sister in law all live in the same house though they are all quite old, I should think she must be about 36 or 7, & they own a factory & a tiny little coal mine with only 2 men working in it. The town was exactly as you’d imagine with a ladies’ bridge club & a small college. They were wonderful to us & asked us to stay about a week, & then took us on a motor trip to a mountain chalet they have in West Virginia. Caroline is absolutely charming & very unlike the New York Americans.

After that we went to Woodstock, in New England, to stay with some Columbia University professors we met here. In New England people are much more like English people, they talk the same way & one sees village idiots in the country just like England. After that we went to Woods’ Hole, a seaside place in Massachusetts to stay with an extraorder old millionaire woman called Mrs Murray Crane who is a sort of patron of the arts & has a jour every Sunday in New York where boring people come & lecture. We were away about a month & drove 2,000 miles in all.

Now we’re going to leave New York & travel South, towards New Orleans & San Francisco, but letters will be forwarded & if there is anything important & you write airmail they will follow by airmail in America.

I was very much reassured about everyone by your letter particularly the Boud, I was terribly worried about what would happen to her …

Is there a strict censorship on letters to & from England? I can’t make out. None of yours to me seem to have been opened.

Do give old Tud my love when you write to him …

Best Love From Decca

To Lady Redesdale

Miami

November 23, 1939

Darling Muv,

… I’m so glad you really think all the stories* are untrue, the whole thing seems so dreadful & one just doesn’t know what to believe. I wish you could get some real news, but perhaps you will soon. The papers here all had different stories but it did sound as though there might be some truth in it. If so, I feel sure no one would try anything like that twice …

We had a wonderful time driving through the South from Washington. We had letters of introduction to people in a lot of the towns, which of course makes the whole difference. One lot of people in Columbia South Carolina turned out to be part of the old hard-riding Southern gentry, so when we rang them up they asked us to go riding with them that afternoon! Out of complete absent-mindedness I accepted, & of course when we arrived it turned out to be at a very smart Riding Academy & they were all dressed up in special clothes with bowler hats & silver-handled crops, & there was I in a very old pair of baggy corduroy skiing trousers & Esmond in a grey flannel suit. However, I assured them I had spent my whole childhood in the saddle & never missed a chance of riding to hounds; but when I got on the horse (I had to be lifted on by coloured grooms) I was simply terrified. Luckily however when the others started to trot or canter I was able to make its head face the other way so I got out of anything really difficult.

We spent a week in Charleston, South Carolina which is a lovely town very like some in the South of France or Spain …

I don’t really like Southerners much, they are absolutely different from Northerners (as they never stop pointing out) & are mostly rather snobbish. Some of the shacks where the poor farmers live are simply incredible, they are wooden & look like old, broken-down chicken houses. We couldn’t believe people actually lived in them till we saw them inside.

As soon as we got into Florida everything was completely different. Everything is for tourists here which makes it terrifically rich, & every bit of road is covered with huge signs & advts. We drove through several orange & grapefruit groves which were simply lovely, but you aren’t allowed to get out & pick anything …

Tud sent me a cheque for £5 for my birthday, wasn’t it divine of him, but the only thing is you can’t get any money out of England at all now & I can’t cash it; so as you said about poor Rud being so poor I endorsed it & sent it to her. Do you think Tud would think it awful of me? I thought he would have said goodbye to it anyway & wouldn’t mind.

If you get any news of my Boud do let me know right away. I think it must be so dreadfully worrying for you & I suppose Blor is miserable about it. Can you learn anything from newspaper people? They might hear something from other correspondents via USA.

Please give Hon Henderson my love & do ask her to write, I wrote to her ages ago from Washington & she’s never answered.

Best Love From Decca.

To Tom Mitford

Miami

December 24, 1939

Darling Tud,

I kept meaning to write for Xmas & now it’s Xmas eve so this will skeke arrive even by airmail.

We have been having a terrifically busy time here & Miami is a heavenly place boiling hot & with people bathing all through the winter …

[W]e have a terrifically exciting plan on. Esmond got a job here as a bartender (he took a course in Bartending before we left N.Y.) in a very good Italian restaurant. So now we are going to get a share in the restaurant & both work there. So I have written to Drummonds to tell them to send £300 of my dough for it. If you have some time off from being a Capt. do go & hurry them up about it. I have always longed to have a restaurant & am v. excited about it.

Miami is so extraorder, the first flat we got here was simply filthy & even I noted it; there were 2 cane chairs caked with dirt & if you listened to them you could hear a faint crackling of insects inside the cane. The floor was so dirty that one had to take off one’s shoes on the bed so as not to walk on it before getting in. Now we have got a very nice flat which we moved into yesterday. We have got to know some people in Palm Beach; they have a French butler & although he talks perfect English they insist on talking to him in very bad French for the atmosphere.

One hears much less about the war here than in New York, where people talk of nothing else; sometimes one sees a car with a sticker saying ‘keep neutral.’ The general attitude in America seems to be a determination to keep out plus an equal determination that the allies should keep at it. Actually since the arms embargo was repealed most of the feverish excitement about the war has died down.

There is a German merchant ship about 10 miles from here which got chased into port by a British destroyer; there are huge notices up saying ‘50 cents for a round trip to see the Nazi ship.’

Do write all news, I haven’t heard from the Fem or anyone for ages …

Love From Decca.

To Lady Redesdale

Miami

December 28, 1939

Darling Muv,

Thank you so much for your Xmas gram – I meant to write for Xmas but have been terrifically hard at work. I got a fascinating job here when we first arrived selling sham jewelry in a drug store, & had to work 10 hours a day (during which one couldn’t sit down at all except in the lunch hour) sometimes till 12 at night. In most states girls aren’t allowed by law to work more than 8 hours or later than I do at night … It was amazing to be actually working in the Christmas rush – specially as I only got the job on the strict understanding that I had sold jewelry for 2 years at Selfridges’ before coming here. I thought it would be quite easy, but the first morning the head lade snapped at me: ‘Make the locket displays.’ In about 2 minutes I had got all the chains of the lockets hopelessly tangled & she said ‘you obviously don’t know how to make displays. It will take me an hour to untangle those.’ … Another depressing thing was that a previous English girl called Miss Rose had worked there & become a store manager in about 6 months, & she was always being cast up at me like previous families are by governesses. However after about a week I became terrifically good at it & really enjoyed it a lot. However I left the day before Christmas as Esmond & I are going to work in a bar here in a very good Italian restaurant … I’m to be the cashier & general helper but I hope to learn a good deal about the kitchen side too.

We’ve got to know a lot of people on Palm Beach; they are as you may imagine very rich & awful but interesting to see …

Have you had any direct news from Boud yet? Do let me know as soon as you do, & I will too if I hear anything. I do so wish one knew something, it seems such months & I so wonder if she is fairly happy & has enough to live on. I think if you could only get a letter to her it would make a lot of difference. The papers here have had nothing about her since those awful stories reprinted from England …

I enclose a letter for M’Honkert. Do write soon.

Love From Decca

To Esmond Romilly

Miami

early January 1940

Beloved Bird,

I just got your 2 letters of Thursday & am absolutely bowled over by the news, I never really quite believed it could happen. Do you mean to say you actually have in your possession $1000 of crafty old Meyer’s hard-earned savings?* I can skeke believe it. As for the news about all the people who are coming down here, I think it’s simply WONDERFUL. Let me say once & for all you old creach;* 1,000,000 congratulations for being an old miracle working boot.* I have written to my slank* already. Actually the sight of the old Brown writing was in itself enough to make the Man’s day. Also I’m so glad you are having quite an enjoyable time … But please don’t stay too long old Bird. There’s a love …

Old Bird what did I tell you about how it would be snowing. Do you admit now you would have cut a sorry figure arriving in your pale blue beach suit? I hardly think Meyer would have been impressed.

Do try & stay in someone’s house if possible, where you’ll be out of the cold …

Very best love from yr

amazed & admiring Man

P.S. I expect by now you’ve lost the dough at the Bones* or on a drunk, but at your present rate it shouldn’t take more than 1½ hours to get some more. You dear, darling old croat, Goodbye

To Lady Redesdale

Miami

January 11, 1940

Darling Muv,

Do please write & tell me all news of Boud, it is of course absolutely impossible to get anything reliable from the newspaper reports, & the last few days have been so terribly worrying, all the papers here have been saying the most dreadful things.*

The reporters have been after me like mad tho I can’t think how they knew I was here, but they have given me up now. One man offered to arrange a transatlantic phone call to you, everything you said to be recorded & used in a broadcast all over the U.S. Another offered me $1,000 for an article. They’ve been hanging around with cameras outside the house for days.

Every paper says something different about Boud & how she became so ill, and it is so awful not knowing anything. However I am terrifically glad she is at home now as whatever is the matter with her she must be better off at Wycombe where she can have proper food & Blor & everyone.

Do please write soon & tell all the news.

Love from Decca

P.S. I enclose a letter for Boud.

To Lady Redesdale

Miami

February 1, 1940

Darling Muv,

I got your letter today & was so overjoyed to get some news. Yesterday the Miami papers were full of more rumours about Bobo & it has all been so frightfully worrying, until I got your letter dated 9th Jan I didn’t know a thing. The papers say her brain is injured but I’m sure that is completely untrue, from your letter it seems that she has just lost her memory like Tud did after his accident.* Do you know if it is true that she had a terrible quarrel with Hitler as the papers say.

Do write & tell everything because I have no other way of knowing & I can’t think of anything else, it is all so frightful.

I enclose a letter, if she is well enough to read it.

Love From Decca

P.S. I don’t know if the English papers published any supposed ‘interviews’ given by me, some of the papers here did & needless to say they were entirely made up. Please write soon or if there are any more untrue rumours you might send a ’gram.

To Unity Mitford

Miami

January–February 1940*

Darling Boud,

Your Boud is so sorry you are ill, I’ve written to you very often but I think the letters may have gone astray. I’ve been so longing for news of you & am awfully glad you are back home again with Blor & everyone to take care of you.

Esmond & I have got jobs in a Miami bar, you must admit rather fascinating. The other people there are heaven (mostly Italian & Spanish) & we have all our food there which is wonderful, because it’s the most delicious food I’ve e’er noted. We’ve got to know the most amazing people here; for instance, I have one friend whose only interest in life is birth control, & when I go to tea with her she takes me round in her car for free handouts of contraceptives to nigger* families. Miami’s rather like the South of France or Venice, all the people here have got something extraorder about them. Well Boud I’ll write you again soon … & do get well quickly.

Very best love, Yr Boud

To Lady Redesdale

Miami

February 26, 1940

Darling Fem,

Thank you so very much for sending a ’gram, also for your letter, it cheered me up like mad …

I wish poor Boud wasn’t so depressed, do try & keep people like Rud visiting her as I’m sure that must make her feel better. I would like if possible even more news of how she really is, you see the papers here print such awful lies, for instance last month they had rumours that she was dying. One mag. (Liberty’s) offered me 500 dollars for an article about her which naturally I refused; so I see they have an article describing the ‘fabulous mansion at High Wycombe’ & pointing out that Farve is one of Princess Marina’s closest friends, & talking of Winston Churchill as Bobo’s uncle! … We have quite a funny time in the bar because when people come in & ask to see ‘Unity’s sister’ I always say ‘well she’s not here just now, but if you come back tomorrow she may be in.’ One journalist wrote I had said ‘Unity was always a wild youngster’ (I hadn’t even seen him!) & next day it was in headlines in every U.S. newspaper …

Love From Decca

To Lady Redesdale

Alexandria, Va.*

July 22, 1940

Darling Muv,

Thank you so much for your letter. I really am awfully sorry not to have written for such ages but I hope you got the wire I sent you indicating I was still in the land of the living. We left Miami in the end of May. The last part of our time there was awfully pleasant as there was hardly any work to do & we spent the mornings on the beach & the rest of the time eating up the delicious free Italian food. Then we left & travelled up the West Coast of Florida, which is too lovely for words, much nicer than the Miami part. We stayed in New Orleans for a week or so, it is a lovely place just like a Southern French town or rather like Southern French towns used to be up to this year. Then we drove up through Alabama & Georgia & West Virginia to Washington & N. Y. If you look at the map you’ll realise what a colossal distance we’ve been. I must say it’s lovely to be back in the North, I simply loathe the old South & old Southerners, they are completely uncivilised & are too vile about the negroes, in fact they’re just like Empire Builders in their attitude & I found them extremely depressing …

Do continue to let me have news of everyone because otherwise I never hear it. Wasn’t it sad about Cousin Bertram,* Esmond’s mother wrote to him & seemed to be in a terrible state, what with that and Giles being captured.* We tried unsuccessfully to get some news of Giles from here. When you next write don’t forget to tell all news of Boud. I so hope to hear that she is almost better by now. Robin is always most cheerful & hopeful about her in her letters. Give my love to Henderson. I’ll write to her soon, & tell her that if she would like to come over here I could easily arrange a soft berth for the young thing: some millionaire’s household where she would be provided for in the manner to which she’s accustomed as people here have gone mad on the subject of taking in refugees. Well I must scram now but will write again soon.

Best Love From Decca



* ‘Honnish’ was derived from the intricate wordplays that characterized the Mitford sisters’ private childhood languages. The two youngest girls, Decca and Deborah, formed the Society of Hons, named for the chickens they raised for eggs that they sold to their mother (who provided free feed). Decca called the hens ‘the mainspring of our personal economy.’ The name soon evolved into the Society of Hons (reportedly, like the language itself, based on Oxfordshire country pronunciation); their enemies of the moment were ‘Counter Hons,’ and their shared language was Honnish.

* Houghton Mifflin, 1960; published as Hons and Rebels by Gollancz in Britain, also in 1960. It was reissued under the British title in the United States by New York Review Books in 2004.

* The Mitford family lived in this large, gabled house from 1919 to 1926, while Lord Redesdale built a new house on nearby property that he had inherited.

* The letter was written during one of Decca’s parents’ periodic trips to Canada to work Lord Redesdale’s perennially barren gold claim in Swastika, northern Ontario. Lord and Lady Redesdale stayed in a log cabin on the forty-acre claim site.

* Sister Nancy Mitford had set off a family battle sometime earlier by cutting her hair stylishly short without her parents’ permission.

* A Mitfordism for ‘very sweet.’

* Morgan (sometimes shortened to Morg) was one of the Mitford girls’ many nicknames for their father.

* Decca said in her memoir Daughters and Rebels that her nanny got the Mitford girls involved in an organization called the Sunbeams, which matched rich children with poor children with whom they corresponded and to whom they occasionally sent gifts. Decca recalled in her memoir spending hours packing up old clothes to mail to her Sunbeam, a London girl named Rose, and sending her letters describing ‘a highly romanticized account of life at Swinbrook.’ Decca became ‘obsessed’ with getting Rose away from her dismal life in London, but when her mother finally consented to hire Rose as a ‘Between Maid, or Tweeny,’ the experiment ended abruptly and uncomfortably for Decca.

* The spacious country house that Baron Redesdale had built two miles from the village of Swinbrook and where Decca spent much of her childhood. Most of the family was disappointed when they moved there from Asthall Manor in 1926. Decca later wrote that it had ‘the rather utilitarian look of frankly institutional architecture’ and ‘had aspects of a medieval fortress prison, from which quite early on I determined to escape’. The house was often rented out as the family fortunes declined (partly because of the extravagant expense of building Swinbrook House.)

* ‘The Old Jew’ (and its variations) was among the many nicknames the Mitford girls had for their father. The Duchess of Devonshire recalled that their father had a big nose, which ‘was enough to set it off’. She says the nickname ‘was usually accompanied by a drawing with hugely exaggerated nose and an arrow to the top of the head with BP on it – for Bald Patch’.

* Skating instructors at the Oxford ice rink.

* Probably a Decca-ism for chickens. According to Decca’s sister Deborah, the word ‘recs’ referred to chickens’ breath on a cold morning (derived from ‘steaming wrecks,’ as in shipwrecks).

* Decca’s spaniel.

* A company that produced newsreels and, later, feature, magazine, and other films.

* Boudle, or Boud, was the nickname Decca and Unity used for each other in their joint code language, Boudledidge. The words of Boudledidge were often formed by an intricate system of substitution of sounds and letters and contraction or expansion of syllables. Thus, Decca told one interviewer, the word ‘Pal’ became Bal, which equaled Baddle, hence Boudle or Boud.

* References to suicide were part of the Mitfords’ childhood ‘jesting’. Decca has said that as a child, when she quarreled with Unity, she would tell her sister to ‘commit it’ – or, in Boudledidge, ‘gommid id’. About seven years after this letter was written, Unity attempted to commit suicide in Munich.

* The family’s live-in sewing maid, whom Decca mentioned in a number of letters as an adult.

* Another childhood nickname for Decca’s sister Deborah.

* The letter was undated. It appears to be the earliest surviving letter from Decca’s year of ‘finishing school’ in Paris before her debutante season.

* French for ‘course’. Decca appears to have used the word – sometimes with an ‘s’ at the end, sometimes not – to refer to both her classes and the place where they were taught. Her beginners’ course in French civilization at the Sorbonne was specially designed for foreigners.

* The inherited Victorian Gothic mansion where Redesdale and his family lived for the first two years of Decca’s life. It had been built by his father, the first Baron Redesdale, who reportedly spent most of his fortune demolishing an earlier house on the site and building the replacement – hence, his ‘architectural mania’.

* When the family’s London house in Rutland Gate, near Hyde Park in Kensington – necessary for entertaining during the girls’ debutante seasons – was rented out, the family stayed in the Mews, a tiny flat (formerly the chauffeur’s quarters) above the garage behind their house.

* ‘The poor old subhuman’ (‘pauvre vieux soushumain,’ who was ‘dessous de l’humanité,’ or ‘beneath humanity’) was one of Decca’s nicknames for her father. She wrote in Daughters and Rebels that her mother ‘confiscated my allowance for calling him “the Old Subhuman”, but he didn’t really mind’.

* Dorothy (Dolly) Wilde, the niece of Oscar Wilde, a family acquaintance and a glittering light in Parisian artistic and social circles. She was a lesbian and a frequent source of suggestive comments among the Mitford girls. In some of Decca’s accounts, the sisters’ love for Dolly Wilde was part of their jesting, taunting style, with the girls pretending to be in love with Wilde to irritate their mother. In other accounts, Decca portrayed, more seriously, ‘the tortures of jealousy’ she and her sister Unity used to have about her.

* Decca appears to be twitting Lady Redesdale because she taught her children to let ‘the Good Body’ heal itself.

* A dog.

* Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, seventeenth-century French orator, bishop, theologian, and author.

* ‘Very gay.’

* Literally, ‘lots of Youth’.

* Although Decca reassured her mother about her supervised activities in Paris, she wrote in Daughters and Rebels that ‘it soon became obvious, much to our joy, that Madame had no intention of accompanying us to the theater or indeed of supervising our activities in any respect.’

* On February 6, 1934, fascist riots followed the firing of Paris’s right-wing police chief, Jean Chiappe, by Radical Party Premier Édouard Daladier. Fifteen people were killed in the riots and hundreds injured.

* High school.

* Alexandre Stavisky, a financier who had been convicted of fraud in connection with phony municipal bonds, died suspiciously in January 1934.

* ‘An unprecedented general strike. In the Paris area neither buses, nor streetcars, nor postal delivery. Factories and docks deserted, shops shut. Everywhere in France, work stoppage.’

* Nancy Mitford’s husband, Peter Rodd.

* Decca’s cousin Ann Farrer, later Mrs David Horne. Her nickname was Idden (Id for short), the Boudledidge word for Ann. She accompanied Decca for their year of ‘finishing school’ in Paris. Years later Decca referred to her as ‘somebody that I once loved more than any other human being’. (For Decca’s own account of their long relationship, see her letter of August 14, 1980.) Ann Farrer was the sister of Joan (Robin) Farrer, also known as Rudbin, or Rud, and Decca would sometimes describe one and sometimes the other as her ‘favorite cousin.’

* Deborah had been sent to school briefly after her governess resigned. She had previously attended a local school with Decca but left after ‘three days of hell’. Decca was allowed to stay only until the end of her first term.

* Diana’s former husband, Bryan Guinness.

* During her debutante season.

* Apparently Decca’s sister Pam, whose nickname in the family was Woman.

* According to Decca’s sister Deborah, the foremost surviving Boudledidge scholar, the signature lines mean ‘Love Forever, Your Boud.’ The postscript is more obscure: ‘Wa ha ha’ meant ‘funny,’ and the last line, possibly, ‘I’m Jealous’.

* For reasons that are not clear, Decca and Nancy Mitford often called each other Susan, so that letters between them were often both addressed to Susan and signed by Susan.

* A mystery novel featuring the witty, eloquent detective Lord Peter Wimsey.

* Probably Princess Aymone de Faucigny-Lucinge, whose daughter, Anne-Aymone Sauvage de Brantes, later married French politician Valéry Giscard d’Estaing.

* Possibly a reference to Prince Henry William Frederick Windsor, Duke of Gloucester and third son of King George V (and brother of future kings Edward VIII and George VI), who married Lady Alice Christabel Montagu-Douglas-Scott at Buckingham Palace in November 1935.

* This is the phony letter Decca and Esmond Romilly composed as a cover for their elopement to Spain. Decca showed the letter to her mother on February 3. She wrote about the circumstances of its composition twenty-three years later in Daughters and Rebels, but the wording quoted in her memoir differed from this version, as did the wording in her subsequent letters from this period. In her book, Decca was writing from memory of the letter, which was not in her possession at the time. She didn’t see the letter again until 1962, two years after her memoir was published. See letter of July 13, 1962, to Barbara Kahn.

* The dateline isn’t totally legible but appears to be a misspelling of this ski resort on the German–Austrian border, site of the 1936 Winter Olympics.

* Decca wrote in Daughters and Rebels that the motor tour was Esmond’s idea, ‘so that I should be able to write to my mother from various towns in France as we journeyed south without exciting suspicion’.

* This entire letter was part of the elaborate ruse to cover Decca’s elopement with Esmond Romilly, who is mentioned casually in the letter, along with his mother, Nellie, and brother, Giles. Decca also described this letter, again from memory, in Daughters and Rebels.

* The young couple, delayed in their attempt to get Decca a visa for Spain, went back to England briefly through Dieppe, the city where Decca had told her family she would be staying at the invitation of her old debutante friends the Paget twins. While waiting for the boat back to England, Decca and Romilly found that the fictitious address Decca had given her family actually existed, so they rang the bell and picked up mail from home, allowing her to reply and continue the deception plausibly.

* In fact, the couple, still thwarted in their efforts to obtain a visa to Spain, had traveled to Bayonne, near the Spanish border – ‘posting letters to my mother in towns on the way,’ as Decca recalled the deception in her memoir – and finally received permission while there to embark for Spain.

* An acquaintance of Decca, Nevile was Esmond Romilly’s good friend and another cousin of Dorothy Allhusen, at whose home the two young men had met. Before Decca met Esmond, Nevile had been her go-between in approaching Giles Romilly to seek help in running away to join the International Brigade in Spain.

* Bobo was one of Unity Mitford’s nicknames – the name generally used by all of the family except Decca, who called her Boud. It was derived, Decca told Unity Mitford’s biographer David Pryce-Jones, from Baby and her mother’s nickname for her, Little Babe, ‘which became Little Bobe’ (Unity Mitford: A Quest, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1976; also published by Dial Press in 1977 with the title Unity Mitford: An Enquiry into Her Life and the Frivolity of Evil).

* An apparent reference to a telegram to Esmond from the family’s attorneys that read ‘miss jessica mitford is a ward of court stop if you marry her without leave of judge you will be liable to imprisonment = hasties london =’ Hasties was the law firm for Decca’s father, who had gone to court to have his daughter declared a ward of the court.

* This is a fragment of a letter, the beginning of which is missing. Not long before it was written, Lady Redesdale, ignoring entreaties from her daughter, had visited the young couple in Bayonne. This letter was apparently sent in reply to a letter from Lady Redesdale dated March 24, in which she said that she, Lord Redesdale, and Decca’s brother, Tom, had gone to court and explained ‘the whole situation’ to the judge, with Lady Redesdale arguing that ‘you should be married, Farve making no objection.’ (She indicated that, although ‘it was not a very easy task,’ she and Tom Mitford had garnered Lord Redesdale’s consent.) The judge then agreed to revoke his order for Decca’s immediate return in England, but he withheld backing for his ward’s marriage until the families could determine what financial provision the Romilly family would be making for Decca.

* Esmond Romilly had written an elaborate allegory of ‘the recent Redesdale–Romilly hostilities’ portrayed as a war between the Blues and the Whites. In an apparently earlier and simpler version of the parable, ‘the Blues … all unknown to the Whites, were casting covetous eyes on the treasure of the latter. This treasure was the product of 19 years of loving care on the part of the Whites & was as the apple of their eyes. Little did they dream that in the year 1937 the methods of a past barbarism, combined with lying & deceit would be employed to snatch their treasure from them.’ Esmond Romilly was cast as the Commander of the Blues and Lord Redesdale as the Emperor of the Whites.

* Hamish St. Clair Erskine was Nancy Mitford’s first love and fiancé. In Esmond Romilly’s allegory, the use of black mercenary troops and the tearing-up of treaties ‘were a specialty of the Whites’.

* Many years later Decca wrote, in answer to a query from Charlotte Mosley, editor of a book of her sister Nancy’s letters, ‘I’m almost sure that Mr Whitfield was the consul who married Esmond/me. But not totally sure.’

* One of Decca’s nicknames for her sister, derived from their Society of Hens, or Hons. Throughout their lives, Decca and Deborah called each other Hen or Henderson. Decca once gave this arcane explanation: ‘Hon Henderson comes from a Honnish poem based on two sources: John Anderson my Jo John (Burns) hence Hon Henderson my Ho Hon; and the Lars Porsena of Clusium. Hence: Hon Henderson my Ho Hon / By the nine Gods she swore / That the great house of Henderson / Should suffer wrong no more.’

* Decca’s mother later mockingly reproved her rebellious daughter in a letter: ‘I am surprised you fell so low as to go to lunch with a Duchess, I thought your principles would forbid consorting with such.’

* Lady Redesdale had written to say that Esmond Romilly’s father had also consented to the marriage and the judge had lifted his ban, which she attributed to ‘my efforts on your behalf’. In the days that followed, Lady Redesdale pushed the couple to return her favor and ‘arrange to get married now in Bayonne,’ adding that ‘old as I am I cannot agree with the unconventional idea’ of the couple living together unmarried and ‘I could never in a thousand years get used to such an idea.’

* Although Lord Redesdale had consented to the marriage, subsequent letters made clear that he was far from happy about it.

* Lady Redesdale had written to ask the couple to plan an early wedding so she could be present, as she planned to go abroad immediately after the May 12 coronation of King George VI, which the family planned to attend.

* Captain David John Jones was the master of the tramp steamer Marie Llewellyn, which attempted to run guns – hidden under a cargo of potatoes – to Bilbao in defiance of a blockade declared by the fascists to prevent outside aid for Republican Spain. The captain, subsequently known as ‘Potato Jones,’ was reported at the time, apparently erroneously, to have broken the blockade. He did, however, help to ferry thousands of Spanish refugees to France.

* Decca’s brother Tom Mitford’s nickname was Tuddemy (sometimes spelled Tudemy or abbreviated as Tud), which Decca wrote in Daughters and Rebels was the Boudledidge translation of Tom.

* Her mother replied, ‘I don’t a bit understand about you & Tuddemy, plaintiff & defendant? He didn’t come into it in any way at all!’

* Esmond Romilly was in the process of writing Boadilla, his account of the battle at the Spanish village of Boadilla del Monte at which most of his fellow British soldiers were killed.

* The Mitford children’s beloved nanny, Laura Dicks, who was also known to Decca as M’Honkert (with and without an apostrophe) or, by some accounts, m’Hinket. In their book The House of Mitford: Portrait of a Family (Hutchinson, 1984), Jonathan Guinness, Diana Mitford’s son, and his daughter Catherine Guinness said that Deborah Mitford also used the nickname M’Honkert, which they said was derived from the nanny’s verbal tic, part sniff, part hiccup, part ‘little asthmatic gasp’.

* ‘Scarcely’ in Mitford-speak.

* Lady Redesdale was traveling to Bayonne to attend the couple’s wedding. They were married in the British consulate in Bayonne, attended by both mothers. Decca said Esmond remarked to her that their mothers ‘looked more like chief mourners at a funeral than wedding guests’.

* Esmond Romilly had written to Lady Redesdale that he had ‘heard from two separate sources that thoroughly vile things have been said and believed about me by the Rodds to the effect that I was anxious to get money out of this affair – all the more impertinent because the only reason Rodd could produce for Decca going back to England when we saw him at Saint Jean de Luz was, as he put it, that by doing so D. would get an allowance out of her father!’ Lady Redesdale answered that ‘I pay no attention whatever to what is said & form my opinions from my own observation, which in this case leads me to believe that you have done nothing at all to get money, in fact just the contrary, & I have said this to many people.’ She added in a letter to Decca that ‘Actually I admire this independent spirit very much.’

* Parents.

* A childhood dog.

* Ann Farrer was a neophyte actress at the time.

* In late August, Esmond signed a contract with Hamish Hamilton for publication of Boadilla.

* Esmond Romilly’s mother.

* As she often did in this period, Decca seems to have conjoined two words, one French and the other English: ‘serried,’ meaning crowded together, and the French word from which it is descended, ‘serré.’

* Probably fingernails.

* The young couple were touring around France for a few months.

* Although the derivation of the word is unclear, its usage here suggests that Decca may be referring to her fetus.

* Decca had been hired to work at the New York World’s Fair by a woman she described in her memoir Daughters and Rebels as ‘a domineering, fortyish blond’. Her job was as a salesgirl at a Scottish tweed ‘shoppe’ that was part of Ye Merrie England Village.

* Agnes Meyer, a patron of the arts and education and wife of wealthy investment banker and Washington Post owner Eugene Meyer. The couple had met the Meyers through their nephew, John Cook, a friend of Peter Nevile. Through the conservative Republican Meyers, Decca and Esmond Romilly met their liberal Democratic daughter Katharine Meyer, who had recently returned to Washington at her father’s request to edit the Post’s letters to the editor. They became friendly with Katharine Meyer and her boyfriend and later husband, Philip Graham.

* Decca’s uncle – her father’s brother – died on August 7, 1939.

* Unbeknownst to the family or others outside Germany, Unity had shot and seriously wounded herself three days earlier in the English Garden in Munich, shortly after learning of Britain’s declaration of war on Germany. Two days before that, she had written a final letter to her mother asking her to please thank ‘my Boud’ – Decca – ‘a million times’ for birthday gifts she had just received from Decca in New York.

* Presumably the news of the September 1 German invasion of Poland and the British declaration of war.

* The Mitfords’ word for ‘tour’.

* Decca’s brother, Tom, was in the volunteer Territorial Army, then served in the Rifle Brigade at the beginning of the war.

* Cousin Dorothy Allhusen, at whose weekend house party Esmond and Decca had met.

* Newspaper reports on Unity Mitford’s shooting herself.

* Esmond Romilly had flown to Washington to try to borrow $1,000 to pay for a liquor license and become a partner in the Roma bar.

* Perhaps short for ‘creature’.

* Decca often called her husband ‘old Boot,’ for reasons that are not clear. Her other nicknames for Romilly included old Bird, old Croat, old Thinger, and old Brown.

* Decca used the word a number of times in letters to Esmond. Since she often referred to herself in letters to Romilly as Slipper, this word appears to mean ‘Slipper’s bank’. Among the other unexplained names she used to refer to herself was the Man.

* Esmond’s moneymaking schemes often involved gambling, at which he was notoriously unsuccessful. It was something of a family trait, passed down from his grandmother and his mother, who were both drawn to the casino in Dieppe, where they were ‘reckless’ gamblers, in the words of Nellie Romilly’s sister, Clementine Hozier, later Mrs Winston Churchill. Decca is reported to have said that her own mother took an instant dislike to Nellie Romilly when, in her newlywed days, ‘she was accosted by Nellie in Dieppe, who asked her for a loan of £10 to go to the Casino,’ a request that Decca’s mother spurned – and also reported to Nellie Romilly’s mother. Decca has written that Esmond would gamble on anything but seemed especially fond in their London days of dog racing, where he was likely to lose their week’s wages, leaving the couple without even the bus fare home.

* This letter was written within days of Unity Mitford’s return to England, where her arrival set off a media tempest, with pursuing crowds of reporters besieging the family almost from the moment their ferry docked, as they had in Calais, where the family spent the night before crossing the Channel. Decca’s letter was mailed to the family’s Old Mill Cottage in High Wycombe (a small house where they had previously stayed when their other homes were rented out but where they lived most of the time after the 1936 sale of Swinbrook House). But after a few days’ recuperation from her draining trip home, Unity Mitford had been taken to Radcliffe Infirmary in Oxford, where this letter was forwarded by postal authorities. Doctors at the clinic told the family that no further treatment was possible for their brain-damaged daughter.

* Lady Redesdale had been putting a good face on Unity Mitford’s condition. Decca’s sister remained profoundly disabled for the rest of her life, incontinent, physically awkward, and childlike in intelligence. She died on May 28, 1948.

* This undated letter appears to have been the enclosure mentioned in one of the two preceding letters to Lady Redesdale.

* None of Decca’s family members can recall her ever using this word; nor was it used in her childhood home, despite her father’s condescendingly ignorant view of both other social classes and foreigners (he had referred, notoriously, to his niece Joan Farrer’s Argentinian husband as ‘a black’). Perhaps Decca, new to the country and to the South, had picked up a term that was in general use around her and was not yet aware of its highly charged connotations in the United States, although it is remotely possible she was trying to connect sympathetically with her severely injured Nazi sister. The word was used one other time in her surviving letters, although the context suggests that use may well have been a sarcastic comment on the values of some very proper acquaintances.

* Sent from the home of Virginia and Clifford Durr. For more background, see the introduction to the next section of letters.

* Bertram Romilly, Esmond’s father, had died of cancer in May.

* Giles Romilly, Esmond’s brother, was reporting for the Daily Express when he was captured in Narvik, Norway, on April 9, at the start of the German invasion. He was sent to Colditz, a maximum-security German prison camp, where he was kept under close watch with other VIP prisoners because he was Winston Churchill’s nephew. He remained incarcerated for the rest of the war.
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