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EDITOR’S NOTE

Patrick Leigh Fermor’s first sight of Deborah Mitford left a lasting impression. She did not even notice him. It was at a regimental ball in 1940 when he was a twenty-five-year-old officer in the Intelligence Corps and she the twenty-year-old fiancée of Andrew Cavendish, recently commissioned into the Coldstream Guards. She had eyes only for her husband-to-be.

They met again as acquaintances at parties in London in the early 1950s, but their friendship truly blossomed in 1956 when Paddy took up a long-standing invitation to stay with Andrew and Debo – by now the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire – at Lismore, their magnificent neo-Gothic castle overlooking the Blackwater Valley in County Waterford, Ireland. This fairy-tale setting with its rich historical associations cast a spell over Paddy’s romantic spirit, stirring his love of pageantry and heraldry, of wild open country and odd encounters, of archaic language and local lore. He also fell for Debo. It was not an exclusive love – he was devoted to Joan Eyres Monsell, the woman who was to become his wife – but a deep, platonic attraction between two people who shared youthful high spirits, warmth, generosity and an unstinting enjoyment of life.

Debo was the youngest of the six beautiful Mitford sisters, whose exploits and extreme political opinions made them household names; she was also the most well-adjusted. The family’s rather isolated upbringing in the Oxfordshire countryside, immortalised in Nancy Mitford’s novels, suited Debo and she considered her childhood to have been happy. Unlike her sisters, she never resented not being sent to school – dreaded the idea in fact – and followed them into the schoolroom where they were taught by a succession of governesses. From her mother, Lady Redesdale, who after her own mother’s death had taken over the running of her father’s household at the age of fourteen, Debo inherited an excellent head for business and a natural talent for organising, qualities that proved useful when, in 1950, Andrew inherited the dukedom and the vast Devonshire estates. In 1959, he and Debo decided to move back into Chatsworth, the family’s magnificent house in the Peak District of Derbyshire, which had not been redecorated since the First World War and had been occupied by a girls’ school during the Second. Andrew devised a way of paying off the death duties that were owing after his father’s death, amounting to some eighty per cent of the estate, and Debo threw herself with gusto into restoring the house and reopening it fully to the public. She started shops and a restaurant, a children’s playground and a farmyard, helping to transform a debt-ridden inheritance into a thriving enterprise. In the early 1980s, she embarked – rather unexpectedly given her claim never to have read a book – on a writing career. The House, an account of the restoration work, was the first of ten highly individual books she has produced about Chatsworth and the estate.

When Debo and Paddy began to write to each other, in 1954, Paddy’s reputation rested on an impressive war record and two books: The Traveller’s Tree: A Journey through the Caribbean Islands and The Violins of Saint-Jacques, his only novel. He had spent most of the war in Crete where, after the Allied retreat from the island in 1941, he was among a small number of British agents who stayed to help organise resistance to the Nazi occupation. In 1944 he led the successful abduction of Major-General Heinrich Kreipe, the German commander in Crete, a daring operation that won him the DSO. The exploit became famous, not because Paddy himself has ever written or even talked much about it, but because in 1950 his second-in-command,William Stanley Moss, published a best-selling book, Ill Met by Moonlight, which was later made into a film.

After the war, wanderlust took Paddy to the Caribbean, Central America, France, Spain, Italy and, most often, to Greece where he and Joan decided to settle in 1964. They built a house in the Peloponnese, in an olive grove overlooking the sea, camping for two years on a plot of land while the house, which they designed themselves, rose up around them. With its classical and oriental features, and a cloistered gallery that leads into a huge, light-filled drawing room opening on to a terrace, the building fits so well into its surroundings that when a white goat wandered in one day, followed by six more in single file, they looked quite at home as they trooped across the floor, into the gallery, down twenty steps and into the landscape again, neither the goats nor the house seeming in any way out of countenance.1

Mani and Roumeli, published in 1958 and 1966, revealed Paddy’s deep regard for his adopted country and were well received, but A Time of Gifts and Between the Woods and the Water, the first two volumes of a projected trilogy published in 1977 and 1986, made him known to a far wider reading public. His extraordinary account of an eighteen-month journey on foot across Europe, from Holland to Constantinople, which he embarked on in 1933 at the age of eighteen, is the stuff of a Bildungsroman; but whereas in coming-of-age novels the youthful protagonist emerges wiser but often disenchanted by the tough process of maturity, Paddy’s real-life journey did nothing to dent his infectious enthusiasm and capacity for wonder.

Paddy, like Debo, is apolitical by nature. Hitler’s Brownshirts remained on the periphery of his awareness as he walked across Germany in 1934, the year after the Nazis came to power. And there is barely a mention in his letters of the coup d’état in Greece in 1967, when a military junta seized power and suspended civil rights until parliamentary democracy was restored seven years later. Debo’s lack of interest in politics is partly due to temperament and partly to choice. After witnessing how radical politics tore her family apart, separating her parents and dividing her sisters, she decided that they were not for her.

Paddy and Debo began to correspond in 1954, not very regularly at first – there would be a volley of exchanges then silence for several months – but when something caught their interest and they knew the other would be amused, they sent off a letter in the hopes of a reply. Both were natural writers and storytellers, and kept up with a number of other correspondents: Debo mainly with her four sisters, Nancy, Pamela, Diana and Jessica, and with her two closest friends, Daphne Bath, who married Paddy’s comrade-in-arms Xan Fielding, and Kitty Mersey, affectionately nicknamed ‘the Wife’. Paddy wrote chiefly to Joan (whenever he was away from home), to his friends Ann Fleming and Diana Cooper, and to Balasha Cantacuzène, a Romanian painter with whom he had fallen in love when he was twenty. Gradually, as their circle of family and friends grew smaller, their letters to each other grew more frequent. Diana Cooper and Ann Fleming died in the 1980s; Kitty Mersey and Daphne Fielding in the 1990s; in 2003, Paddy lost Joan, and Debo lost her last surviving sister, Diana.

As writers, they were perfect foils for each other. Unless Paddy was making a plan or asking a quick question – in which case he would scribble a few lines headed ‘In unbelievable haste’ or ‘With one foot in the stirrup’ – his letters are sustained pieces of writing, as detailed and beautifully wrought as his books. With the eye of a painter, the pen of a poet and a composer’s ear for language and dialogue, in his letters he often sounds like a musician practising scales before launching into a full-blown symphony, and indeed two of his books, A Time to Keep Silence and Three Letters from the Andes, were based on letters to Joan. In complete contrast, Debo’s letters are breezy and spontaneous. Dashed off almost in telegraphese at times, they are sharp, idiosyncratic and funny. Where Paddy is dazzlingly erudite, widely read and a polyglot, Debo is defiantly (at times disingenuously) a non-reader, puncturing any intellectualising or use of a foreign word with, ‘Ah oui’, or ‘quelle horrible surprise’. Paddy has an omnivorous interest in culture, while Debo is interested in the country side, preferring country fairs to literary salons. Agricultural and horticultural jargon is the one linguistic area where she can outshine Paddy.

Much of the charm of the letters lies in their authors’ particular outlook on life. Both are acutely observant and clear-sighted about human failings, but their lack of cynicism and gift for looking on the bright side bear out the maxim that the world tends to treat you as you find it. On the whole, the people they meet are good to them, the places they visit enchant them and they succeed splendidly in all they set out to do. This light-heartedness – a trait that attracted many, often less sunny, people towards them – gives their letters an irresistible fizz and sparkle.

Some six hundred letters between the two correspondents have survived, and many more must have been written, particularly by Debo during the first decade of their friendship. Paddy’s peripatetic life before 1964, when he settled in the Mani, meant that letters occasionally went astray. Even after making Greece his home, he was often travelling and not always able to keep track of papers. There is a gap of four years at the end of the 1990s where no letters at all from Debo have been found.

Each correspondent reacted very much in character to the editing of their letters. Debo, unconcerned about perfect style or syntax, let hers stand as she wrote them, while Paddy’s exacting standards made it impossible for him to let any glaring infelicities slip through and he has polished his, changing word order here and there, deleting repetitions and rectifying punctuation.

The choice of letters is mine and so are the excisions. As in any correspondence between friends, there were many plans for meeting, reports on health, grumbles about the weather and the slowness of the posts, all of which make for dull re-reading. Paddy and Debo also kept up a running exchange of riddles, ditties and jokes that have, on the whole, lost their freshness, and they have mostly been excluded. These cuts have been made silently and any ellipses are Paddy and Debo’s own.

One of the great advantages of having both correspondents at hand during the editing of their letters is that I have been able to draw on their memories of people and events, and, where possible, have used their recollections in the footnotes. At times, re-reading a letter evoked a longer, more detailed reminiscence and these have been added in italics in the main body of the letters.

1 Patrick Leigh Fermor, ‘Sash Windows Opening on the Foam’, Architectural Digest, November 1986, reprinted in Words of Mercury, edited by Artemis Cooper (2003), pp. 126–30.


PATRICK LEIGH FERMOR
by Deborah Devonshire

Iam told Paddy was born in 1915. Not possible! Hardly a grey hair, upright, trudging for miles up and down dale, or swimming for hours according to whether he is in England or in Greece, he is adored by my youngest grandchild as well as by his own generation; an ageless, timeless hero to us all.

I first saw him at a fancy-dress party in London. He was a Roman gladiator armed with a net and trident, and his get-up suited him very well. I had heard of him, of course. Everyone had. By 1957, the story of his exploits in occupied Crete had been made into the film Ill Met by Moonlight with Dirk Bogarde as Paddy. It is still shown on television from time to time.

It was in 1942 and ’43, living so closely to them in shared danger, that he became deeply devoted to the Cretans, and the bond between him and his old comrades is as strong as ever.

For eighteen months, Paddy and his great friend Xan Fielding lived in the mountains of Crete disguised as shepherds (I wouldn’t put him in charge of my sheep, but never mind) and in constant danger of being caught by the enemy. Then came the spectacular coup in 1944 when he and Billy Moss, an officer in the Coldstream Guards, kidnapped the German general, Heinrich Kreipe.

Their prize was bundled into the back of the German official car: Moss drove them through a town in the blackout, Paddy sitting on the front seat wearing the general’s cap, in case anyone should glance at the occupants. After a four-hour climb on foot to the comparative safety of a cave in the mountains, they spent eighteen days together, moving from one hiding place to another and sharing the only blanket during the freezing nights. When the sun rose on the first morning and lit up the snow on the summit of Mount Ida, the general gazed at the scene and quoted a verse of an ode by Horace. His captor completed the next six stanzas. Such a duet under such circumstances must be unique in the history of war.

When he was sixteen and a half, Paddy was expelled from The King’s School, Canterbury, for holding hands with the greengrocer’s daughter, sitting on a crate of veg. What to do next? A military crammer was tried but didn’t seem to suit, so he mooned around London, making friends who lasted a lifetime. At the age of eighteen (‘and three-quarters’, he says, for accuracy) he yearned to go to Greece. He could not afford the fare so he walked there. What a lesson to young people now, who write to strangers asking for money to enable them to travel.

Years later, his walk inspired A Time of Gifts and Between the Woods and the Water, perhaps the two most acclaimed of all his books, winners of endless literary prizes and translated into more languages than probably even Paddy knows. His love of Greece prompted him and his wife Joan to build their glorious house on the sea in the Mani, living in a tent and working with the masons till it grew into the idyllic home it now is.

He is one of those rare birds who is exactly the same with whoever he is talking to. Children recognise him as a kindred spirit. With his formidable scholarship and prodigious memory, he is just as able to spout Edward Lear or ‘There was an Old Woman as I’ve heard tell, who went to market her eggs for to sell’ for them, as Marvell or Shakespeare, via Noël Coward, for grown-ups.

Try to get him to sing ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’ in Hindustani with his Italian translations of ‘John Peel’ and ‘Widdecombe Fair’. John Peel’s hounds – Ruby, Ranter, Ringwood, Bellman and True – turn into Rubino,Vantardo, Rondo Bosco, Campanelli and Fedele.

Tom Pearse, Tom Pearse
Lend me your grey mare,
All along, down along, out along lee,

becomes:

Tommaso prestami tua grigia giumenta
Tutti lungo, fuori lungo, giú lungo prato.

[image: image]

And Cobley’s gang are:

Guglielmo Brewer, Jacopo Stewer, Pietro Gurney,
Pietro Davey, Daniele Whiddon ed Enrico ’awke. 
Ed il vecchio zio Tommaso Cobley e tutti quanti etc.

Or get him to recite the longest palindrome, ‘Live dirt up a side track carted is a putrid evil’, delivered, for some unknown reason, in the broadest Gloucestershire accent. Just the entertainment for a winter’s night.

Handsome, funny, energetic and original, Paddy is a brilliant, shining star – how lucky my family and I are to have had such a friend for so long.

Adapted from an article written for PLF’s eighty-fifth birthday, Daily Telegraph, 10 February 2000.


DEBORAH DEVONSHIRE
by Patrick Leigh Fermor

In autumn 1940, Smedley’s Hydro at Matlock in Derbyshire – a bleak, castellated and blacked-out Victorian pile, perched high above the rushing Derwent (whose mineral springs, it was said, could turn a bowler hat into a crystalline fossil overnight) – was crammed with polyglot officers of all ages and origins. It was the Intelligence Training Centre, which sounds more important than it was. The war wasn’t going well and it was thought that a ball would cheer us all up, so we did our best with balloons, chrysanthemums and streamers. Many of the officers were musical, so we had a band and it went with great brio.

Henry Howard, one of the instructors, brought over a spectacular couple from nearby: a tall, slim ensign in blues and an incredibly beautiful girl; nobody could look at anyone else. They were both twenty. There was nothing showy about their dancing – rather the reverse. We all wished we knew them, but it was out of the question: they seemed to be sleep-dancing, utterly rapt, eyes shut as though in a trance. He was called Andrew Cavendish and she was Deborah, the youngest Mitford sister.

‘Funny, Howard bringing that Mitford girl over,’ a crusty old student said when they had gone. ‘After all, this is meant to be the Intelligence Training Centre, and there is a war on.’

The war had been over for a few years when we met again at a fancy-dress drinks, and then at a party with two fast boats sailing up the Thames laden with eccentrically dressed passengers. Andrew had been through the war with the Coldstream Guards and won an MC in northern Italy. Deborah had been busy with a score of tasks, and both were at grips with bringing Chatsworth back to life. I was very pleased to be asked to stay, having already visited Lismore. ‘Our dump looms when you turn left after the church. You can’t miss it. It sticks out like a sore thumb.’

There is no need to describe that amazing house; everyone knows Chatsworth. It was an unexpected heirloom: Andrew’s older brother had been killed in action in 1944, and his father had died in 1950. This brought a stack of new duties, and new things to enjoy (and see that everyone else enjoyed). He dealt with all tasks with seriousness, speed and decision. When he served as Minister of State for Commonwealth Relations in the Macmillan Government (‘pure nepotism of Uncle Harold’s’), he did it with impressive ability.

In the country, Andrew had a genius for marking historical and family events with enormous gatherings. The house and all hotels for miles around filled up with guests, staff and tenants; vast tents went up all over the grounds, and there were fountains, music, feasting, tumblers, sword-swallowers and players of obsolete instruments. There were pageants, ballets, cantatas. It was a sort of Field of the Cloth of Gold – all to be blown away, except from memory, with the smoke of the last firework: scenes so magical that departing cars had to go several miles before they could safely turn back into pumpkins. I can see Andrew, like a tired youthful Prospero, in his study – a vast cave full of books – planning new splendours, ticking off a list of new engagements, perhaps brooding on almshouses for grey-beards yet unborn.

How different from the winds and snow of the Huantay mountain range in Peru! Andrew and I had been included, as minor amateurs, in a mountaineering expedition in the Andes. It was so congenial that the same party clambered all over the Pindus. We then tackled the Pyrenees with Xan Fielding, and were about to try the not very arduous Elburz range in Iran, when the Ayatollah came to power.

Lismore Castle, the Devonshires’ home in Ireland – built by King John, lived in by Sir Walter Raleigh and plumbed by Andrew’s aunt by marriage, Adele Astaire – looks like a castle out of Le Morte d’Arthur. I was allowed to stay (‘in order to write’) in the tallest tower, where there was no sound but the admonitory gurgle of bathwater climbing up its pipe before dinner, the flutter of a flag overhead and thousands of birds. It looked down on treetops and a bridge over the Blackwater River with a strange echo. Files of salmon shimmer upstream towards the Knockmealdown Mountains and herons glide by almost in touching distance.

[image: image]

In the village lived Dervla Murphy, the great travel author, and a few fields away grazed the beautiful Grand National winner Royal Tan, a present to Debo from Aly Khan. He had run four times in the great race, and had come in first, second and third, and fell only at the last fence in the fourth, which he would otherwise have won. This fine horse had fallen platonically head-over-heels in love with a very small donkey and they were inseparable. However, I made a good impression by wheedling the horse away by hours of stroking and soft talk, then furtively slipping a bridle over his head. I felt sorry for the little donkey as we went down the lane to the blacksmith’s, who welcomed Royal Tan like a prince. ‘Arrh! He’s seen a lot of crowds in his day!’ he said, and then, as an afterthought, ‘I’ll just put a light slipper on him.’

Later, there was a lot of riding through the spring woods with Debo, my wife Joan, and Robert Kee. There was a picnic under the fairy oak at Abbeyleix, and an afternoon when we were bent on having a shrimp tea. A sort of spell hung over the whole region. Nobody was at home when we went to nearby Dromana House. It was oddly silent. No Villiers, no Stuarts. There was an open window, so we clambered in like Bruin Boys of riper years. A few old letters were scattered about and a dismembered double-barrel gun and some moulting foxes’ brushes. Dusk was falling, so we tiptoed away.

Equally vain to try and reproduce the comedy of Debo’s and her sister Nancy’s exchanges, much of it schoolroom reproach. When the fire at Lismore had gone out, Nancy said, ‘I note no bellows’, and, imploring Debo to stop whatever she was doing, ‘Borah, I beg!’

Thanks to Nancy’s books we know a lot about the Mitfords. ‘Our lives were absolutely secure and regular as clockwork’ (this is Debo writing, not Nancy). ‘We had parents who were always there. An adored Nanny who came when Diana was three months old and stayed for forty years. Mabel in the pantry and Annie the housekeeper. Animals were as important as humans – mice, guinea pigs, a piebald rat belonging to Unity, poultry and goats, and the animals of farm and stable.’

Debo’s fondness for animals has never left her. Chickens seem to have been her first love, and they are still high on the list. Sheep are particular favourites; she knows all about them, every variety and breed, and she haunts sheep sales. Rare breeds abound at Chatsworth. For a time there was a whole troop of tiny horses. She is shadowed everywhere by two whippets.

Shops have always held particular glamour for her – her favourite book is Beatrix Potter’s Ginger and Pickles – and this has given rise to shops full of country food, butchers’ shops, carpenters’, shops selling rustic tackle and pretty well everything an estate can produce.

Although she hates books and has never read any of mine, or those of any other writer friends, she has written several books about Chatsworth and its surroundings. She writes with ease and speed, and wonders what all the fuss is about.

Adapted from an article written for DD’s eightieth birthday, Daily Telegraph, 31 March 2000.
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