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About the Book

The life of Rosamond Lehmann (1901-1990) was as romantic and harrowing as that of any of her fictional heroines. She enjoyed an idyllic childhood in the Thames valley, and she was much pursued while at Cambridge, but an early marriage to Leslie Runciman was wretchedly unhappy. The phenomenal success of her shocking, first novel, Dusty Answer gave her the means to run off with and eventually marry the glamorous maverick, Wogan Philipps. They lived an apparently charmed existence in Oxfordshire, the golden couple at the very heart of Bloomsbury society. But as Rosamond’s novels (Invitation to the Waltz, the notorious The Weather in the Streets) became ever more successful, Wogan started on a series of affairs, finally disappearing to the Spanish Civil War, while Rosamond embarked on a tempestuous relationship with Goronwy Rees. When Rees left her she began the most important love affair of her life with the poet, Cecil Day Lewis. Nine years later, he abandoned her for the young actress, Jill Balcon – a betrayal from which Rosamond never recovered. A few years later her daughter, Sally, died at the age of 24, an unendurable loss which led Rosamond into spiritualism in an attempt to find her. The Biography of Rosamond Lehmann conjures up with warmth and wit the intimate world of a woman whose dramatic life, work and relationships criss-crossed the cultural, literary and political landscape of England in the middle of the twentieth century.
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Vestiges of Creation

ON THE EVENING of 8 June 1938 Rosamond Lehmann, in company with fifty other well-known writers, sat on the stage of the Queen’s Hall in London. In her late thirties more beautiful than ever, Rosamond in a silvery skirt and purple chiffon blouse made a magnificent figure, with her pale complexion, imposing height and thick, prematurely white hair. The purpose of the meeting was to protest against Fascism, most pertinently Fascist involvement in the Civil War in Spain, and Rosamond herself, for over a decade a prominent member of the English literary scene, had been the event’s prime mover, hiring the hall and writing to a large number of influential names for money and support. By inclination Rosamond shrank from political activity – ‘I was not,1 never have been, a political animal,’ she said once in an interview – but on this occasion she felt a special sense of commitment: her husband, Wogan Philipps, had twice gone out to Spain in support of the Republican cause, and her current lover, Goronwy Rees, ‘that seductive semi-cad’, as she later described him, was also a dedicated opponent of Fascism. Rees was with her that night on the platform. He spoke immediately after the poet Cecil Day Lewis, whose languid tones were in marked contrast to the stocky Welshman’s emotional delivery. Although she had small inkling of it then, it was with Day Lewis that Rosamond, less than three years later, was to embark on the great love affair of her life.

By general agreement Rosamond’s speech, on the Fascist threat to the freedoms of the next generation, was considered one of the most impressive, and when she stepped down to mingle with the audience she was warmly congratulated. One young man, John Guest, who had been brought to the meeting by his cousin, the writer Elizabeth Jenkins, noticed that Rosamond had left her handbag on the dais. Having retrieved it, he went up to return it to her. ‘Thank you,’ she said, smiling sweetly as she took it from him. ‘Oh!’ Guest exclaimed to his cousin, overwhelmed. ‘I feel weak2 at the knees!’

Such a reaction was far from unusual. Men found Rosamond’s lustrous beauty irresistible, coupled as it was with a gentle manner and an air of innocence and vulnerability. One of the most highly regarded novelists of her age – two of her novels, Invitation to the Waltz and The Weather in the Streets, were unquestionably among the most distinguished English fiction produced in the years between the wars – Rosamond frequently found herself in the uncommon position of having her looks reviewed in tandem with her work. Although by the standards of today such treatment might be considered an affront, by Rosamond it was accepted as entirely appropriate. For in an important sense her loveliness was central to her life. An incurable romantic, Rosamond was an intensely subjective writer, whose life closely informed her writing, and the fact that her marvellous beauty lay at the root of her failure to find happiness provided her with a powerful source of inspiration, her own story, of love deceived and innocence betrayed, compellingly narrated in varying form throughout her work. As a novelist she was subtle and perceptive, but in reality she never learned from her tumultuous adventures, driving through her personal dramas high on a sense of injury and injustice, pursuing her perfidious lovers like an avenging Fury.

Rosamond was one of a remarkable group of siblings, prominent among their generation, her brother John a distinguished editor and man of letters, her sister Beatrix renowned as an actress. Cyril Connolly wrote of them, ‘Time was when the Lehmanns,3 like the Sitwells and Stracheys, were a well-knit family full of torque and thrust … a formidable clan … [who] rode through the arts like the Valkyrie.’ All three enjoyed celebrity status, a status which in the view of some of their contemporaries encouraged an inclination towards self-importance. The trouble with the Lehmanns, remarked Stephen Spender who knew them all, is that they think they’re the Brontë sisters, but in fact they’re the Marx Brothers. This criticism could most accurately be applied to John, gifted, but a conceited, pompous man, while Rosamond, vain in other ways, tended to be modest about her professional achievements. Her first novel, Dusty Answer, published when she was 26, was a phenomenal success and made her name known to a reading public all over the world. Yet at the time such fame meant little to her. Her mentors, greatly loved and revered, were members of the Bloomsbury group, specifically Lytton Strachey and Virginia Woolf: it was to their standards that she aspired, and by their criteria that she tended somewhat harshly to judge herself.

An equally important touchstone was her father, Rudolph Lehmann. ‘[My father] stands behind everything4 I have ever written in my life, or ever will,’ Rosamond wrote in middle age, long after he was dead. ‘And if, in spite of it all, I have continued to believe … I would one day discover what to say and how to say it, I owe the belief now, as in the beginning, to my father.’ Rudolph Lehmann was undoubtedly the dominating influence on his daughter’s career, and yet his literary ability cannot begin to bear comparison with hers. A charming, cultivated man, his style was lightweight and ephemeral, and a dilettante’s disposition coupled with a comfortable patrimony ensured that he did never very much with the talents he was fortunate enough to inherit from a distinguished ancestry.

Rudolph Chambers Lehmann was descended on both sides from notable families, the German Lehmanns and the Scottish Chamberses. His paternal grandfather, Leo Lehmann, born in 1779, was a leading miniature-portrait painter in Hamburg. Baptised a Christian in middle age, he was almost certainly in origin Jewish, a fact which became effectively obscured by his nineteenth-century descendants until proclaimed proudly in the twentieth. ‘Of course the Lehmanns are of Jewish descent,’5 Rosamond declared. ‘I think we owe to that what brains & looks we have.’ (During the Second World War Leo Lehmann’s name, together with those of Rosamond, her father and her brother John, appeared in Volume Six of the Forschungen zur Judenfrage, Hitler’s notorious directory of European families with Jewish blood.)

Of Leo Lehmann’s seven sons, two, Rudolf and Henri, studied in Paris under Ingres, both becoming well-known painters and exhibiting at the Salon. A third, Frederick, Rosamond’s grandfather, aged 18 emigrated in the early 1840s to England, and from thence to Scotland, where in Edinburgh he was introduced to the delightful Robert Chambers, celebrated writer and publisher, and editor of Chambers’s Encyclopedia. Chambers’s most famous work, however, had been published anonymously: Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, probably the most important of the pre-Darwinian theories of evolution, had created a furore, attracting much vituperative condemnation particularly from religious bodies. When asked why he never publicly acknowledged such an important work, Chambers would point to his eleven children. ‘I have eleven good reasons,’6 was the reply.

Of these eleven children, eight were girls, so young Frederick Lehmann was warmly welcomed at 1 Doune Terrace, especially as he was a talented amateur violinist, and the Chambers family was musical. Indeed the eldest daughter, Nina, was a pianist of professional standard; she was also vivacious, pretty and intelligent, and in November 1852 Frederick married her. The Lehmann–Chambers link was reinforced nine years later when brother Rudolph met and married Amelia, one of Nina’s sisters, by whom he had a daughter, Elizabethna, better known as Liza Lehmann, the popular singer and composer. Rudolph prospered as a fashionable portraitist in London, and Frederick went into business with the iron and steel firm Naylor, Benzon & Co., first in Liverpool, then moving to the Midlands, where he took a house called Fieldhead on the outskirts of Sheffield. Here Rosamond’s father, Rudolph, always known as Rudie, was born on 3 January 1856. Three years later the family moved to London. A town house was brought in Berkeley Square, and a country house in Highgate which provided a peaceful retreat from the hurly-burly of metropolitan society.

Nina gave birth to two more boys, Frederick (Freddy) and Ernst, and a daughter, also called Nina. The marriage was a happy one: the Lehmanns had a wide circle of acquaintance and entertained lavishly. While a bachelor Frederick had made friends among musicians, such as the violinist Joachim, Carl Hallé, Meyerbeer, Clara Schumann; through his painter brother Rudolf he had come to know Landseer, Millais and Lord Leighton. Nina, accustomed since girlhood to meeting at her father’s house the great figures of the literary world, was on familiar terms with, among others, Wilkie Collins and Charles Dickens, whose assistant editor on Household Words was married to Robert Chambers’s sister. Both writers became regular guests in Berkeley Square, as did Robert Browning, Bulwer-Lytton and George Eliot. ‘It’s sad that I never knew7 my grandparents,’ said Rosamond in old age, ‘because I’m the real daughter of their time.’

As a child Rudie naturally remembered best those of his parents’ friends who noticed and were kind to him. Once when he was taken backstage to see Dickens after one of his dramatic readings, the great novelist swung Rudie up in his arms and kissed him; Browning, grateful to Frederick Lehmann for buying an unlovely early painting by his son, Pen, offered to give Rudie a pony; and Wilkie Collins, plump, bearded and bespectacled, told the children stories and took them to the pantomime.

Rudie was educated at Highgate School and at Trinity College, Cambridge, where he distinguished himself both in politics and sport. Having decided on the law, Rudie was called to the Bar and went out on circuit, but his heart was not in it, the sole distinction of his short legal career the winning of a newspaper prize for the best-looking barrister. His father’s fortune enabling him to do very much as he pleased, he then gave himself over to what he liked best, writing, rowing and politics. In the political arena he made little impression, unsuccessfully contesting Cheltenham (1885) for the Liberals, and Central Hull (1886) and Cambridge Town (1892) as a Gladstonian. In 1889 Rudie with a group of colleagues founded The Granta, as it was then known, a journal modelled closely on Punch, for which it soon established itself as a feeder, with many of The Granta’s contributors graduating directly to Punch, among them Owen Seaman, F. Anstey, A. A. Milne and Rudie himself, who became a member of the Punch table in 1890.

Since boyhood Rudie had been a gifted athlete and dedicated sportsman. He fenced, rode, was an excellent shot and a fine amateur boxer; but his greatest love was for rowing and the river. He wrote three books about rowing, and was one of the first to write about boating as a sporting pastime on a level with hunting, shooting and fishing. His watery world was in the tradition of Three Men in a Boat and The Wind in the Willows, a world of river bank and shady shallows, where you either punted lazily along with a picnic hamper under the seat or, as described in one of Rudie’s characteristic verses, skimmed the surface at speed in an exhilarating contest between two highly trained racing eights:

To make the rhythm right8

And your feather clean and bright,

And to slash as if you loved it, though your muscles seem to crack;

And, although your brain is spinning,

To be sharp with your beginning,

And to heave your solid body indefatigably back …

Rudie’s love of rowing decided him to move from London to Bourne End in Buckinghamshire, to the banks of the Thames, the ‘dear lazy shining Thames’,9 as he dotingly described it. Here he built himself a house called Fieldhead, after the house in which he was born, and here he was able to indulge to the full his lifelong passion. For two years, 1894 and 1895, he captained the prestigious Leander Club at Henley, and his reputation as a coach was unrivalled: he coached both the Oxford and Cambridge eights, as well as rowing clubs in Dublin and Berlin, and went twice to America to train the Harvard crew. Always fastidiously maintaining his amateur status – he fought for years to keep the Olympic Games out of the hands of professionals – he refused to accept any fee or expenses. At Harvard he was greeted as a hero and awarded an honorary degree, the ovation given him in Harvard Square ‘one of the most spectacular10 scenes in the history of athletics at Harvard’. He was received in Washington by Mr Roosevelt and at the White House was presented to President McKinley. The 15-year-old Franklin D. Roosevelt wrote to his parents, ‘Dear Papa and Mama,11 Last night Mr Lehmann, the English coach, gave us an informal talk on rowing. He went to Cambridge with Mr Peabody, and, as you probably know, he is about the greatest authority on rowing in the world.’

Frank Peabody, member of the large and influential tribe of Boston Peabodys, was an old friend of Rudie’s from Cambridge, and it was at his house in Harvard in 1897 that Rudie met the girl he was to marry. The Peabodys had three daughters, and as tutor their mother had engaged a young woman from a good if impoverished New England family. Alice Marie Davis, 23 years old, was a clever, outspoken young woman with fine eyes, a flawless complexion and a slender figure, only a slightly too large chin spoiling her beauty. At 41 Rudie was handsome, witty and flirtatious, but at their first meeting he and Alice fell out over the question of equal education for women, Rudie dismissing the idea as ridiculous, Alice arguing hotly in favour. Soon, however, the two of them grew close, Alice attracted by his charm and sense of humour, he intrigued by her dignity and independence and by a firmness of purpose missing from his own somewhat indolent nature. Both were liberal in outlook and intensely interested in politics. Before long Rudie’s attentions became so marked that Mrs Peabody felt obliged to have a word in his ear, warning him that she regarded Miss Davis almost as a daughter and did not want her hurt. Rudie listened politely, and then with his hand already on the door, or so family tradition has it, he quietly informed Mrs Peabody that, ‘Miss Davis and I12 are already engaged.’

Alice Davis was born in Somersworth, New Hampshire, in 1874, the eldest of four children, three girls and a boy. Her father, Harrison Davis, a widower when he married her mother, died at only 45 as a result of the shock of a business failure: head of a small insurance firm, he lost most of his money after fire destroyed a large number of insured properties to whose owners he was obliged to pay compensation. One of Alice’s uncles, Owen Gould Davis, was a Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright, while another, Harry Phillips Davis, became known as the father of American radio broadcasting. Her mother, Helen, was a Wentworth, descended from the eighteenth-century John Wentworth who had been Lieutenant-Governor of New Hampshire. After her husband’s death, Helen Davis moved the family to Worcester, Massachusetts, where the children were educated at Worcester High School. Helen Davis, although strict, was a devoted mother. In winter she took the children on moonlit sled rides, and in summer moved the entire family to a small farmhouse in Northwood, New Hampshire, where they picnicked by Stonehouse Pond and gathered berries on the hillside.

At 18 Alice was enrolled in the women’s section of Harvard University, Radcliffe, then a new college of only sixty students situated across the common from the main campus. Alice enjoyed her time at Radcliffe, she and her colleagues lodging with families in the town as there were no dormitories, and attending lectures given by Harvard professors, one of whom, Professor Archie Coolidge, lecturer in European History, wrote in a testimonial that Alice was his ‘best girl’, awarding her a double A in the final examination in his course. When her three years were up she found a job lecturing in literature to classes of ladies in Worcester, an occupation she described as ‘rather dull’. Then while on a visit to Boston she met Mrs Peabody, who asked her to come and live with them and teach her three children, ‘a difficult trio’,13 Alice recalled, ‘but I was determined to stick it out for one year’.

Alice and Rudie were married on 13 September 1898, at Piedmont, near Worcester, Rudie supported by three menfriends from England, Alice attended by a sister and two of the Peabody girls. The wedding breakfast was at her mother’s house, after which the newly married Lehmanns left by train for New York, sailing the following day for Liverpool on the White Star liner, Majestic. On arrival in London they travelled in a private car attached to the train at Paddington, stopping first at Maidenhead for the presentation of a silver tray by members of the Maidenhead Rowing Club, before being welcomed at Bourne End with a red carpet, a bouquet presented by the vicar’s daughter and a speech delivered by the vicar. A carriage took them on the short journey from the station to Fieldhead, where they drove through a triumphal arch to be greeted by the servants lined up outside the front door.

Alice was very much in love with her husband, but however great her excitement at coming to England and beginning her married life, it cannot have been easy to face not only a foreign country but a new house, unknown servants, and her husband’s numerous friends and relations, not all of whom were wholly in favour of the introduction into their midst of this American stranger. Rudie, although the eldest, was the last of Frederick Lehmann’s children to marry, and his three siblings had become accustomed to having him to themselves, his sister, Nina Campbell, being particularly possessive of her bachelor brother and thus particularly resentful of the intruder; some of the wives of Rudie’s rowing friends, too, susceptible to his glamorous good looks, found themselves unable to give more than a restrained welcome to his wife. To the young and inexperienced Alice almost every aspect of her new home was unfamiliar. On her first morning, going into the kitchen to interview the cook, she was met by the alarming sight of Mrs McCloud throwing bones and chunks of raw meat to a hungry group of sixteen dogs, including several puppies and a deerhound. Her sense of disorientation was increased when after only six weeks in England she became infected with typhoid, probably as a result of drinking contaminated milk at a dinner in Cambridge, and became so ill that her life was despaired of, the flag on one of the University boat-houses being flown at half-mast. However, by Christmas she was out of danger, and soon afterwards became pregnant, giving birth on 14 October 1899 to the first of her four children, a daughter called Helen, after her mother. Less than two years later another girl was born: as at the time Rudie was editor of a newspaper, the Daily News, it was suggested by a waggish member of staff that the baby be christened ‘Dahlia’. Rosamond, however, was the name preferred by her parents.

The Daily News was Rudie’s third and final venture as a newspaper editor. A lifelong Liberal and fervent admirer of Gladstone, Rudie was vehemently opposed to the imperialistic warmongering characteristic of the age, and in the late 1890s with a group of left-wing colleagues he had taken over the weekly gazette The Speaker, one of the few papers during the Boer War to be pro-Boer and anti-war. The Speaker failed to make its mark, and at the suggestion of Lloyd George, a member of the board, Rudie invested instead in the ailing Daily News, becoming editor in 1901. In spite of an explosive temper, Rudie was liked and respected by his staff; he was decisive, he knew men and affairs, and had a broad spectrum of interests; certainly he enjoyed working with such idiosyncratic contributors as Hilaire Belloc, G. K. Chesterton, H. W. Massingham and Harold Spender, father of the poet Stephen. But although he relished the idea of filling the editorial chair which Dickens had held before him, he lacked the temperament and ambition necessary to succeed at such a demanding career, and lacked, too, the experience to deal with the intrigues and complex managerial problems inherent in the newspaper world; most crucially, he was never able to grasp the economic aspects of the business. ‘His mind’, said his secretary, Archibald Marshall, ‘was not on making14 the paper pay.’ In 1902, after barely more than a year in office, Rudie was obliged to resign.

According to the opinion of one of his friends, Theodore Cook, editor of The Field, ‘[Lehmann] has never been in reality15 a true journalist at heart.… Why he became a proprietor of the Daily News I could never quite understand.’ This view was shared by Archibald Marshall, who had been given the job of Rudie’s secretary on The Granta on coming down from Cambridge, had gone with him to the Daily News, and continued to work for him after his resignation. Marshall was puzzled that such a charming, intelligent, gifted and cultivated man should be so deficient in drive, apparently content to spend his days doing very little of anything.

[He was] singularly unenterprising16 in providing himself with work, or even with amusement. Before his marriage, when I was very much with him at Bourne End … he would sit for hours in his big library, absolutely surrounded by books, and read nothing but the papers. We would take the dogs for a walk before lunch and in the afternoon, and that was his day, until we came to the evening, when there were usually others there. In the rowing season of course it was different, and for a year or two he had a shoot in Norfolk. He had his Punch work, and the weekly dinner, the affairs of the amateur rowing Association took up some of our attention, and during my time with him he wrote a book on rowing, which a publisher had asked him for.… Outside all of this one would have to say that his life was definitely an idle one.

It was as a member of the team at Punch, which he joined in 1890, that Rudie finally found a completely congenial occupation. It suited him that he could work at home rather than in a city office, he found stimulus in the quick sprint of writing to deadline, and on the whole he enjoyed the weekly dinners round the famous Punch table at 10 Bouverie Street, when the subject for the week’s political cartoon was decided upon. Inevitably there were tensions: the editor, Owen Seaman, and the majority of writers and illustrators were Tory, and the atmosphere sometimes grew heated, with Seaman and Sir John Tenniel arguing their high Tory line against the Liberal Lehmann with his inflammable temper. (Another member of the table, E. V. Lucas, wrote years later to Rudie’s youngest daughter that her father was ‘a cherished (if sometimes feared)17 colleague of mine on Punch.’) Nonetheless it was here that Rudie found his niche. In his day he was something of a pioneer, the supreme exponent of a relaxed and gently humorous style, retailing comic anecdotes in a comradely, gentlemanly fashion. Within the limits demanded by the journal, he was extremely versatile, turning out everything from hard-hitting political satire to the lightest of light verse about animals, daily life, sporting pursuits, and later the antics of his children. Among favourite subjects for versification were his beloved dogs, and his poem to his spaniel Rufus, immensely popular, was several times reprinted. True to Victorian tradition, he frequently favoured a lofty, archaic style, full of ‘mayhap’ and ‘lo!’, regularly veering between a luxuriant sentimentality and a tone of whimsical facetiousness; he was fond, too, of the mock heroic, in which he made humble objects the subject of acclamatory address (‘I sing the sofa! …’).18 Equally characteristic was what his friend Alfred Noyes described as ‘the Roman poet’s19 note of sadness, that deep and quiet sadness of a happy man who longs for permanent values in a world where everything seems transitory’.

Rudie found contentment in his life at Fieldhead, although both he and Alice, hoping for a son, regarded the birth of two girls as something of a disappointment. When in 1903 Alice, at nearly 30, produced a third daughter, Beatrix, her sense of failure was so acute that she fell into deep depression. Her melancholy imposed a serious strain on the marriage, the undemonstrative Rudie being ill-equipped to deal with such a condition, and when Alice in despair went off to her mother in America there was for a time some doubt that she would return. While she was away Rudie missed her badly and wrote to her with rare expressions of devotion. ‘I don’t know if it will give you20 any pleasure to know, but it is the fact that I miss you most awfully and begin to think I was a perfect idiot to let you go. In spite of the children the house somehow seems quite desolate, the drawing-room being a particularly melancholy sight, and I’m beginning to hate my widowed bedroom.’ And as the date for her sailing home drew near, he wrote excitedly, ‘This is the last letter21 you’ll get from me in the U.S. Expect the next at Queenstown – and then hurrah for our second Honeymoon!!’ Four years later, to the joy of both parents, a boy eventually arrived.

Once back at Fieldhead Alice quickly settled down, running the household, supervising the nursery and acting as hostess for Rudie who loved entertaining his many friends from the literary, political and sporting worlds. ‘No one’, wrote one of his colleagues, ‘could give a better dinner22 or lead the conversation as a better host on multitudinous topics, than could Rudie.’ The organisational demands made on his young wife were considerable. In 1901 Rudie was appointed High Sheriff of Buckinghamshire, which during his year in office inevitably involved a great deal of hospitality, and sometimes he would invite the whole of the Punch table to dinner, once asking them all with their wives for a day on the river, an occasion which Alice admitted afterwards she had been far too nervous to enjoy. Among their neighbours the most congenial were the Hammersleys, who lived just down-river at Abney, a beautiful, wisteria-covered Georgian house. The wealthy Arthur Hammersley, bluff and blond, had a wife much younger than himself, a dark, Spanish-looking beauty with a thrillingly low voice. Violet Hammersley was sophisticated, well read and musical, with a marked taste for the dramatic. Perhaps unexpectedly she became a close friend of the commonsensical Alice, but the whole Lehmann family were fascinated by her, by her rich, eccentric clothes, her theatrical way of declaiming a story, and her memorable appearances on the river in her very own gondola ferried by Giulio, her very own gondolier. Late in life Rosamond wrote that as a child, ‘I believed Violet Hammersley23 to be a witch.… My tastes too tuppence-coloured to admire that elegance of hers in the high Spanish style which made her one of nature’s works of art.… I thought her very ugly. Her low-toned intensity in conversation troubled me; so did that hooded sombre gaze which impaled her interlocutor.’

In most of Rudie’s occupations Alice took little or no part. He enjoyed above all rowing and the coaching of undergraduate oarsmen, which Alice privately regarded as a waste of his time and intellect. In winter he frequently went away to shoot, either with the Smiths at Hambleden or with Harry Cust at Preshaw in Hampshire, and he regularly rode with that paragon among sportsmen, Lord Desborough, owner of one of the local great houses, Taplow Court. Rudie had his work for Punch, but although Alice tried her hand, very creditably, with a few short stories, writing was never to become an area of common ground. In the mornings Alice coped with domestic matters, and in the afternoons drove out in the carriage to pay calls, while Rudie was either on the river or in the library fulfilling his week’s work, dashing off an ode ‘To a Brussels Sprout’.

Alice doted on her husband and there is no doubt that he was fond of her, but it was she who loved the more. In nearly every respect Rudie was a man’s man, and all his close friends were men. Interestingly, there exists no hint of any love-affair previous to his meeting Alice, although such matters were spoken of in regard to other members of the family: it was common knowledge, for instance, that Rudie’s brother Freddy had a mistress and a family of illegitimate children, while Alice made no secret of the fact that she had had proposals from two men before she accepted Rudie. Yet no rumour of this kind was attached to him. The strongest bond with his wife was a shared interest in their four children, but there is evidence that Alice longed for a more openly affectionate relationship. Strong-minded and forthright though she was, she suffered from his not infrequent outbursts of temper, and suffered, too, from his elusiveness, his emotional detachment, a reluctance to drop the teasing, the ironic tone in favour of sincerity and feeling. ‘I know you’d rather die24 than tell the truth if it’s agreeable,’ she told him, and in a letter written during one of her triennial visits to America she wrote, ‘I’m sailing on the 3rd25 [September] chiefly to be with you on our anniversary. I don’t suppose you’d care a rap if I wasn’t there then, but I care & you’ll have to make the best of it.… Really life is too short26 for these separations. I hope you sometimes feel miserable too!’

The one area of Rudie’s professional life in which Alice was able marginally to participate was the political, her interest in politics being equal to his own. On their first meeting at the Peabodys’ house they had vigorously disagreed over women’s education, and the subject of female emancipation continued to be a contentious issue between them. Rudie at the age of 50 had finally succeeded in being elected to Parliament, representing the Market Harborough division of Leicestershire after the Liberal landslide of 1906. When soon after the election women’s suffrage was debated in the House of Commons, Alice, an ardent suffragette, wrote witheringly, ‘I suppose you will deny27 your liberal principles and vote against the bill this p.m.… [Your] attitude is not due to all the difficulties which one foresees to the passing of a Women’s Franchise Bill … but because you don’t like the sex and think them inferior. This is in sorrow – not in anger this time.’ As the movement continued to attract powerful opposition, Alice grew more openly critical of her husband’s stand. ‘You played a noble part28 on Tuesday night!’ she wrote sarcastically. ‘What rot you all talked – ready and eager to admit that a woman is capable of everything on earth except putting a cross on a voting paper.’ When women were finally on the point of winning the right to vote Rudie commented in a typically facetious manner, making reference to it in Punch in what he called one of his ‘Francescas’. This was a series of light-hearted pieces in which he retailed dialogue purportedly between himself, the genial, wise, long-suffering husband, and his wife, Francesca, with her adorable ‘feminine’ logic. Clearly inspired by actual exchanges with Alice, they are good-humoured, affectionate and gently patronising. The episode entitled ‘The Vote’ was written in July 1917.

‘And now,’29 I said, ‘that you’ve got your dear vote, what are you going to do with it?’

‘If,’ said Francesca, ‘you’ll promise to treat it as strictly confidential I’ll tell you.’

‘There you are,’ I said. ‘Unless you can make a secret out of it you take no pleasure in it. You’re just like a lot of girls.…’

And so on.

This apart, however, their views on politics were similar, both of them liberal, humane, much concerned with social issues, in favour of supporting the victimised and impoverished. In 1899, a year after their marriage, the Boer War broke out. Rudie, an entrenched anti-imperialist, made several highly critical speeches while the fighting was still going on, which took courage. Alice, who whole-heartedly supported him – ‘a hateful, bitter war’,30 she called it – accompanied him on his speaking engagements whenever she could, and was shocked when on more than one occasion the two of them were forced to leave the platform with undignified haste. Later as an MP, Rudie concerned himself in the House with questions regarding the treatment of Kaffirs in Natal and of coolies in the Chinese compounds in the Transvaal. Esteemed by the Prime Minister, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, he was on good terms, too, with Winston Churchill, who when at the Home Office had appointed him to a departmental committee to look into the treatment of foreign aliens on their arrival from abroad. ‘Winston ignorant,’31 Rudie noted in his diary, ‘but as quick to pick up as a bit of hot sealing wax.’

Nine months after the general election of 1910, Rudie after only four years in Parliament decided to stand down, preferring to take life at a more leisurely pace and spend a greater proportion of his time at home reading, writing and messing about on the river. No doubt this was a disappointment to Alice, who had followed her husband’s career with passionate interest, often going with him on tours of his Leicestershire constituency and coming up to Westminster to hear him speak. The self-indulgent, lackadaisical side of Rudie’s nature irritated her, and his less than driving ambition was a constant affront to her firmly held New England work ethic.

There was, however, one overriding advantage in having him more at home: his absorbed interest in his young family, providing for their mother an unfailing claim on her husband’s attention and for the four children an inexhaustible source of drama, excitement and inspiration.
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Prospero and His Magic Isle

BOURNE END IN Buckinghamshire is situated in one of the loveliest parts of the Thames valley, in that country of lush, low-lying pasture and wooded hills that lies between Marlow and Cookham. Here the banks of the river were edged with weeping-willow, with poplar, chestnut, elm and beech, the trees parting at discreet intervals to reveal the landing-stages and boat-houses belonging to the big riverside villas, each with its hedged-off ‘river garden’ sloping down to the water. As a young man to whom rowing and the river were of paramount importance, Rudie had bought a large field beside the Thames where in 1895 he built his house, Fieldhead, a rambling pile of gable and red brick, its style cumbersomely combining arts-and-crafts with stockbroker’s Tudor. Extensively enlarged when he married, it was converted into a family house by the addition of a spacious library for himself and a separate wing for children and nursemaids. Bourne End itself, once a tiny hamlet, had recently been extended by a sprawl of pinched little houses constructed for the workers in the nearby paper mill. There was a modern church immediately opposite the Fieldhead front gate, a Methodist chapel, and a line of featureless shops grandly named The Parade. On one side of the house was a row of squalid cottages, whose urchin inhabitants were to become a source of ambivalent fascination to the Lehmann children gazing down on them from the nursery windows; on the other side was Bourne End station and shunting-yard, only partially screened by a line of poplars; and stretching across the river the great iron railway bridge, effortlessly dwarfing the Victorian gothic of the Fieldhead boat-house.

But the beauty of Fieldhead lay not with the house but in the garden. It was a large garden full of well-stocked beds, pretty walks and arbours, and a number of magnificent trees. Leading away from the house was a wide lawn planted with patches of woodland; there was a walnut tree, chestnuts, a weeping beech, under and around which grew drifts of violets, primroses and daffodils in spring, in summer roses, clematis, peonies and honeysuckle. There were rose beds and herbaceous borders, a lavender walk, a lily-pool teeming with goldfish, an orchard full of apple and pear trees, and a kitchen garden with greenhouses and a redbrick wall for the growing of peaches, nectarines, grapes and figs, beyond which were the gardeners’ sheds and the dog-kennels. A gate at the far side of the lawn led to the river garden, the boat-house and the river itself, with its fast-flowing current, weedy smell, and the constant slap-slap of water against the bank as the busy riverine traffic plied to and fro.

It was at Fieldhead that Rosamond was born in the midst of a thunderstorm at one o’clock on the snowy morning of 3 February 1901, the day after the old Queen’s funeral.fn1 Alice in bed received cables and letters from family and friends, their expressions of congratulation tempered by tactful statements of commiseration. ‘I am disappointed for you1 & Rudie that it is a girl,’ wrote one on hearing of the arrival of a second daughter, while another explained that she could not quite send ‘congrats for I am so sorry2 it was not a boy’.

Although neither Alice nor Rudie was much interested in religion, they liked to support the established Church and observe the conventions, and so the baby was baptised on 13 April in the neighbouring village of Wooburn Green. Rosamond Nina joined 2-year-old Helen in the nursery under the charge of Mrs Pottle: whose regime came to a sudden end when she was discovered one night by Alice lying asleep dead drunk with her head on the nursery table. The nursery maid, lovely Lizzie Hildreth, was then promoted, with a new maid, Lucy, to work under her. Lizzie adored the new baby. ‘You’re my baby,’ she would tell her, and the little girl returned her love, a mutually satisfying relationship which lasted until Rosie was four when Lizzie, pregnant, left to marry her young man.

Rudie and Alice paid their children more attention than was customary among many of their class and generation, yet during their early years all four Lehmann children, Helen, Rosamond, Beatrix and John, were closer to the servants than to their parents. In the nursery, Lizzie was succeeded by Lucy, with nursemaid Julia. Downstairs were the cook, Mrs McCloud, known as Cloudie (whose name made Rosamond puzzle over the rhyme, ‘One misty moisty morning / When cloudy was the weather’); she, too, left when Rosie was 4, her place taken by Mrs Almond; there was a kitchenmaid, a head housemaid, Seymour, who also acted as maid to Alice and tonged her hair, and an under-housemaid; James the butler presided over the pantry assisted by a footman and a boot-boy. Every year, for several months at a time, Cloudie’s seamstress sister, the tiny, lively, witty Mrs Slezina, known as ‘Dickie’, moved into the sewing-room at the top of the house. Out of doors were Moodie the coachman, who looked after the carriage horses, Yankee and Bruno, and three gardeners under the head gardener, Goodman, who lived with his family at the lodge.

In many ways Fieldhead was a paradise for children, and Rosamond always looked back to it with nostalgia as a lost Eden, with its large, beautiful garden, kindly servants and much-loved animals. These included rabbits, a cat called Topaze, and at one time a pair of pigs known as Marmaduke and Millicent, but heading the hierarchy were always the dogs. Rudie was a great dog-lover, and his tall, athletic figure was a familiar sight in the neighbourhood loping over the water-meadows in the afternoons surrounded by his canine pack, a varying assortment of Great Danes, spaniels, mastiffs, St Bernards and Pekinese, on all of whom he doted and at whose deaths he wrote copiously in his diary, often composing valedictory verses in grief-stricken commemoration. Rosie, when a very small girl, used to ride round the lawn on the back of a St Bernard, and when old enough to have a dog of her own was given a black Pekinese, which she adored. The dogs’ cemetery in the garden, with its neat rows of engraved headstones, was regarded as a holy spot.

The children in those days saw little of their parents, who were frequently away from home. Alice supervised the running of the household but was not involved much in nursery routine, while Rudie was now extremely busy, his many interests and occupations detaining him most of the week in London, where Alice often joined him at their small flat in Ashley Gardens. During the four years of his parliamentary career, he spent much time in his Leicestershire constituency, and while Parliament was in session he was in regular attendance at the House. The little girls in their pinafores, Helen, Rosie and the youngest, Beatrix, would watch him walk down the garden to the door leading to the station dressed in his parliamentary uniform of top hat and frock coat looking wonderfully handsome and distinguished. On Sundays large gatherings of relations and friends came down to Fieldhead, among the most frequent visitors E. V. Lucas, A. A. Milne, Owen Seaman, G. K. Chesterton, the Hammersleys, Alfred Noyes, and George and John Drinkwater. Even during the summer holidays Rudie had little time to spare, depositing his family at Felixstowe, Rottingdean or Westgate-on-Sea before returning to London, reappearing only briefly for weekends of fresh air and games on the beach.

It was not that Rudie was indifferent to his children – on the contrary he engaged with them far more than did many an Edwardian paterfamilias – but the demands on his time were numerous. There was Punch and his political career, both of which required heavy social as well as professional commitment; he was besides a governor of Highgate School, and a member of the Thames Conservancy board, and he still regularly coached both the Oxford and Cambridge crews, and the Harvard crew when it came over in 1906; he went more than once to Germany at the invitation of the Berliner Ruder Club, and in summer acted as umpire at the various regattas on the Thames.

An important change took place at the end of 1910 when Rosie was 9 and her father decided against standing again for Parliament. He had come to find increasingly lonely and tiring the long political tours in his constituency, when he was sometimes away from home for weeks at a time: ‘a nightmare (for me)3 of tedium, re-iteration, and dulness,’ he wrote after one such tour, when he had had to attend thirty consecutive meetings. He was worried, too, that he could no longer afford it: after resigning his candidature he recorded, ‘I could not face4 the enormous expense of another contested election (at least £2000). Besides membership of Parliament entails an annual expense of some £700.… Moreover I am separated for the greater part of every week during the session from home and family. On the whole a relief – though not without counterbalancing losses.’

Anxieties over expense had intensified since 1907. In April of that year Rudie discovered to his horror that a stockbroker friend, Frank Boyd May, to whom he had entrusted his investments, had failed and lost all the securities, worth over £90,000, that Rudie had left in his hands. Before any plan of recovery could be put into action, Boyd May shot himself, leaving Rudie to break the news to Alice only hours before she gave birth to their fourth child and only son on 2 June. However, by September he had managed to retrieve £42,000 paid by the dead man’s insurers, which as he himself admitted, ‘[was] on the whole5 not an unsatisfactory termination of a hateful business’. Although their standard of living remained very much as before, both Lehmanns were severely shaken; even Rudie, always inclined to be irresponsible with money, grew noticeably more careful, while Alice became positively stingy, cutting back on household expenses with a ruthless relish and refusing to buy the children new clothes except as an absolute necessity. Her puritanical policy of make-do-and-mend, vigorously pursued from this time on, came to be much resented by her daughters. That summer for the first time Fieldhead was let, with the family variously dispersed, Alice, Beatrix and the baby with Mrs Hammersley at Abney, and Helen and Rosie with their father in the London flat, before they all gathered in a cottage belonging to Aunt Nina at Rottingdean.

With their father more at home, the children enjoyed a much greater measure of his time and attention, and it was he, not their mother, who played the starring role in their lives. When Alice returned to America after Beatrix’s birth in 1903, the two toddlers, Helen and Rosie, enjoyed almost unlimited access to their father, bringing him his letters first thing in the morning, eating breakfast with him, playing in his company most of the afternoon. ‘Helen and Rosamond are6 like two great blush-roses,’ he wrote to his wife. ‘They really are wonderful children for companionship and fun and jokes. They take up everything as quick as lightning and are a most appreciative little pair.… This afternoon they were glued to Mr Noyes who was reading “The Jumblies” to them with immense fervour and pathos.’ He found them infinitely entertaining, and was proud of their cleverness and ravishing appearance. When apart, he and Alice reported on them to each other, and in his diary Rudie described, often at length, their activities and sayings. At the end of 1909 he wrote,

I must add a few words about the children. Except for a few ‘seasonable’ colds they have all been very well, and they are all developing rapidly in their own different ways.

Helen is all candour and frankness. She couldn’t think wrong of any human being if she tried; and, as to saying anything even remotely untrue, it would kill her. Her sense of justice is tremendous.…

Rosie is more reserved, but she too is the soul of honesty. She longs for affection and expands under its glow.…

Peggy [Beatrix], being the youngest, has ‘come on’ more than her sisters. She has left babyhood behind. She is an impishly clever little kitten – whimsical, affectionate, witty and amusing. And full of quaint sayings.…

John is in splendid condition, a great stout sturdy, big-framed thick limbed paragon of a boy, devoted to his mother.

The children idolised their tall, handsome papa and were fascinated by his interests, in which they longed to be allowed to join. And here Rudie, when in the mood, was generous, devising entertainments for them and including them as much as possible in his own pursuits. He played tennis and rode with them, and took them on long walks with the dogs. In spring there was the annual expedition to pick primroses in the fields and copses of Winchbottom; in May bluebell-gathering in the Hedsor woods; at the end of summer blackberrying across the river on Cock Marsh, children, father and dogs plunging into the brambles, each person provided with a chipped enamel mug to hold the fruit; in winter skating on the frozen flood-water that lay at the bottom of Winter Hill, and paper-chases along the valley. At Christmas Rudie filled the stockings and in costume as Santa Claus distributed presents. Particularly exciting for the children was their father’s enthusiasm for motoring. Very early on Rudie began buying cars, one of his first a little Humberette, purchased in 1905, in which he steered himself round the garden. This was succeeded by, in turn, a Packard, a Decauville, a Cadillac and a Humber, in all of which Rudie loved to drive his family sometimes as far as Oxford or Brighton, Alice in hat and veil, the children in motoring caps. One day there was an accident: when steeply descending Hedsor Hill, the brakes failed and the car crashed into a high bank and turned over, throwing out Helen and Rosamond and pinning Rudie under the steering wheel. Luckily no one was seriously hurt.

Highlights for the children were their trips to London with their father, who was always well primed by Alice beforehand with practical instructions of the kind which, she knew, might not naturally occur to him.

Don’t forget the one thing7 needful in regard to Beatrix or you will have to take her out in the middle of the show.… If they could get the 4.50 it would be better … however, if you can arrange to give them tea – or hot buns & cocoa at Paddington – no milk unless boiled – it doesn’t matter if they don’t leave before 5.50. Also don’t forget to send them all into the ladies’ room as soon as they arrive at Paddington.

A keen theatre-goer himself, Rudie enjoyed taking his children to the pantomime at Drury Lane, to Hengler’s Circus, to Hamlet and Peter Pan. When Rosamond was 8 she was taken to see Maeterlinck’s The Bluebird, an experience of enchantment that stayed with her all her life. ‘I was absolutely spell-bound8 and bewitched by it.… The marvellous scenery, and the children walking into a garden full of bright lilies, which seemed to me like paradise, and one of them saying, “But there are no dead.” And I remember thinking, “Yes, I know that, I know that.”’ The following year, 1910, Rudie took the two older girls up to London to watch the funeral procession of Edward VII, having access as a Member of Parliament to a window on Whitehall along the designated route. The two girls were wearing straw hats dyed black, and in the heat of the day the dye began to run down their faces, giving them a grotesque appearance by which their father, usually so proud of his pretty daughters, was not amused. For them, the most moving part of the day had been the sight of Caesar, the king’s wire-haired terrier, trotting along behind the gun-carriage bearing the coffin, and afterwards they were given a harrowing little book called Where’s Master? by Caesar the King’s Dog. Rudie wrote a heartrending poem about the bereaved animal for Punch: ‘Hail, Caesar, lonely little Caesar9, hail!…’

The most seductive element of life at Fieldhead was the river running at the bottom of the garden, ‘the wax-skinned reed-pierced10 olive river’, which was to exert such a powerful hold on Rosamond’s imagination. For Rudie it was the centre of his existence, and thus a matter of priority to introduce his children as soon as possible to water-borne pursuits. One by one he taught them to swim by means of a halter attached to a boathook, recording in July 1911 that, ‘This is a great day11 in Rosie’s calendar, for she swam, for the first time, across the river, I accompanying in the skiff.’ All summer the children played in the water and on the river banks, tugging up weed, picking the yellow lilies, and throwing crusts to the bad-tempered, hissing swans. On warm evenings they tore off their clothes and dashed screaming into the chilly dark-brown depths while their parents watched sitting in deck-chairs under the chestnut tree, the dogs beside them panting at their feet. When he bought the Fieldhead property, Rudie had build an ornate boat-house, now presided over by Oliver the boatman, in which was kept a large collection of fastidiously maintained craft, ‘the single sculler, the pair oar,12 the four, the eight, poised on rafters and stretchers, like gold-brown giant hibernating insects’; there were also a catamaran, a canoe and light skiff, a big punt, and a huge family boat known as the ‘Water-Baby’ complete with enormous picnic baskets. Rudie would row the children one at a time up as far as Cookham Lock or Marlow, and as soon as they could hold the oars he taught them to scull. ‘Both Helen & Rosie13 are now expert little scullers and, what is more, they scull in very pretty form,’ he recorded in 1910.

On fine summer weekends the river traffic was swelled by pleasure craft from Salter’s Boatyard, their rails lined with trippers, dance music booming from the deck. In June and July was the regatta season, when Rudie, chugging up- and down-river in a motor launch, was much in demand as umpire for regattas at Henley, Marlow, Cookham and – a sadly amateurish affair – Bourne End. Colourful crowds cheered on the races, and by night fireworks and a procession of gaudily illuminated boats were watched by the children with the maids from a punt moored to the bank and discreetly decorated with a few Chinese lanterns. Far more serious were the preparations for the Oxford and Cambridge boat race in March, when one or other of the university crews came down to Bourne End to be coached, the children watching in awe as the godlike young men lowered themselves into their fragile shell, to be pushed out midstream by Oliver and Godden while their coach followed in the launch.

But the river could be treacherous. In 1905 there was a tragic accident when the son of a neighbour, Major Burnham’s little boy, was drowned, and once when Rosie was peacefully fishing for minnows she saw something like a giant puffball just beyond the bathing raft that turned out to be a water-logged corpse. Like most children, she was both drawn to and repelled by the concept of death, hearing with a delicious frisson the news that Dora from the sweetshop had had her throat cut by her young man, shaken and appalled when the adored 6-year-old daughter of Moodie the coachman died of diphtheria.

Rudie was a fascinating father mainly because he himself was fascinated by his children, whom he regarded as comic little characters. He made use of them for his humorous articles and light verse for Punch, drawing on the events of the domestic day, retailed in an arch, sprightly style – a picnic, a seaside holiday, preparing for bedtime.

Come, Peggy, put your toys away;14 you needn’t shake your head,

Your bear’s been working overtime; he’s panting for his bed.

He’s turned a thousand somersaults, and now his head must ache;

It’s cruelty to animals to keep the bear awake.…

Describing himself leaving the house to catch a train for London he writes, ‘In the garden I found15 the junior members of the family gathered together to escort me. When they saw me they assumed an air of profound solemnity and doffed imaginary hats in my honour.… “Will his lordship deign to take my humble arm?” said Rosie …’ Servants are given comic dialect and bumpkin names, such as Glumgold the gardener: ‘So I found Glumgold16 in among the cabbages and … he said he’d be gingered if he knew … and that was the question they was a going to arst of us …’ The verse, too, is often ponderously jaunty, such as this one describing ‘A May Picnic’:

I can’t explain,17 though I wish I could,

Why everything tasted twice as good

As it does at home in the cheerful gloom

Of the old familiar dining-room.

Every picnicky thing was there,

Including the girls and the son and heir,

A red-cheeked frivolous knife-and-fork crew

Who hadn’t forgotten, oh joy, the cork-screw!…

Yet the children loved it and admired their father unreservedly for his great gifts.

Tall, handsome and moustachioed, Rudie was indeed a glamorous figure. He was always laughing at and with his children, his favourite among them his third daughter, Beatrix, known as Peggy, who was a natural comedian. But all four worshipped him, trusted his benevolence and generosity, his unwavering sense of justice. ‘He was never one to blame18 or to pass a moral sentence,’ Rosamond wrote. ‘The principle of his life was a humorous benevolence combined with a philosophical scepticism about humanity.’ He was looked up to as an unrivalled source of interest and entertainment, telling stories, operating the magic lantern on winter evenings, and constructing magical effects to enchant them. One of his best, described by Rosamond, was of fairies dancing on the lawn.

‘Daddy, will the fairies come tonight?’19

‘No – no. I don’t think so. Not tonight.’

‘Oh, why not? Why won’t they? Mightn’t they? It’s not windy, it’s quite dancing weather. Couldn’t you whistle for them?’

Presently he lays down his newspaper, extinguishes his cigarette, and says: ‘Well, we’ll see. Just keep a sharp look-out. And mind, not a sound. They’re very shy.’

He has to go upstairs alone, we know, to whistle for them; our stomachs turn over with the suspense and silence. We have almost begun to give up hope when – ah! down they all come like birds in a white flutter. Faintly illumined by my father’s lit dressing-room above us, they dance on the lawn, they swirl and caper in a jerky, spirited, rollicking, rather than a graceful fashion. Then, as suddenly, they all spring upwards and vanish. One night, one fairy is left behind. When my father returns we draw his attention to the white shape sprawling motionless on the lawn. She must be dead.

‘No, no,’ he says, somehow sounding tickled. ‘Fairies don’t die. She’s just a bit winded by all that prancing. You’ll see – she’ll be gone in the morning.’ And she is.

One day, during one of his absences in his constituency, Helen asks me sternly if I can keep a secret. While exploring in his dressing-room she has seen something behind the wardrobe. What? A long pole with lots of strings attached to it, and on the end of each string a cut-out white paper doll. I do not twig, and she has to explain: the fairies! We are stunned. But chiefly I remember our pact to conceal from him and everybody else our prying and our shock.

We must somehow manage never to mention the subject again. No doubt he thought, with relief, that we had outgrown the fairies: and in the instant of our enlightenment, we had.

All this was enormous fun, yet the children were subliminally aware that while their father, the Prospero of their magic isle, could when inclined be the provider of the most deliriously enjoyable entertainment, such entertainment lasted only as long as he himself found it amusing. It was impossible for him to take them seriously. Emotionally he was undemonstrative and remote, and his interest in his progeny quickly evaporated if they were tired or tiresome or in some way under the weather, when the charm and good humour would quickly transmute into a mood of stern displeasure. ‘As far as we were concerned,’20 said John, ‘we were there to amuse him.… There was a kind of affectionate detachment about his attitude which made it difficult for him to see our misdemeanours as anything but absurd and entertaining.’ Rosamond, who idolised her father, recalled, ‘Everybody adored him,21 and he was very beautiful, but he was rather narcissistic, and cold perhaps.’ In many respects he seemed very distant, ‘as all Edwardian fathers were. He was very irritated with us if we weren’t looking wonderful and amusing him. After his death I found one or two letters saying how worried he was about me because I was so vulnerable … but he never told me.… I felt I was not loved, but I was loved.’ It was necessary to be wary, too, of this genial man’s sudden rages, which if rarely directed against the children were nonetheless terrifying to witness. The two most frequent targets were James the butler, whose occasional misjudgements would cause his employer to turn literally white with anger, and of course Alice. More than once Rosamond was the wretched witness of her father’s shouting at her mother, which she later described as ‘one of the deepest traumatic memories22 of my childhood’, and from an early age she was aware that her mother was ‘very unhappy sometimes,23 very, very. But she was totally loyal.’

Rudie inspired in all his children a love of literature, reading aloud to them from his own favourites, the great Victorians, particularly Dickens, and helping them choose books from the library shelves. ‘I had the run of my father’s library,’24 Rosamond remembered. ‘I was allowed to read anything, and did.’ There was a bookcase in the hall where he would put books sent him for review, and from these Rosamond, graduating from her beloved Hans Andersen, E. Nesbit and Les Petites Filles Modèles, began to discover some of the more adult novelists, tell-tale gaps in the shelves indicating which of these had been considered unsuitable by Alice and removed. The children looked with awe at their father as he sat cigarette in hand reading in his big armchair beside the fire, or at his desk worked on pieces for Punch, beneath the gaze of Wilkie Collins and Robert Browning painted by Great-Uncle Rudolf. As a very small girl Rosamond was once introduced to Georgina Hogarth, Dickens’s sister-in-law, an immensely stout old lady in voluminous black with thin white corkscrew curls, who kindly presented both Helen and herself with a miniature attaché case. As soon as they could read, Rudie encouraged the children to write. In May 1905 he noted in his diary, ‘The three girls became afflicted25 with literature this morning. I had to make composition-books for them & they then set to work, Helen to write a story, Rosie a poem, and Peggy a fairy-tale.’

There was no doubt in Rosamond’s mind that her father was a great poet and that one day she would be a great poet, too. Having inherited his copious facility for versifying, from the age of 8 she poured out an unstoppable stream of verse dramas, epics, lyrics and long narrative poems, spending whole mornings sitting in the fork of the walnut tree in the garden equipped with pencil, exercise book and bag of caramels.

No sooner tapped26 than the facile fount began to flow. No trouble at all in those days. Heather, weather, brim, dim, bloom, gloom and off we go: every rhyme rhyming, every fairy flitting, stars glimmering, moon beaming, wind sighing, buds breaking – never stumped for a subject, never uneasy about a sentiment, each completed work as neat, tinkling and bland as a poem by Wilhelmina Stitch, and quite satisfactory to myself.

The best poems of Rosamond Nina Lehmann were inscribed in a fat book bound in pink moiré, one, ‘The Home of a Fairy’, winning a prize from Little Folks magazine. ‘I couldn’t think what I was doing,27 quite, but I realised I was doing what I was born for,’ she recalled years later. ‘And then instead of being unsure of myself and often in floods of tears and feeling a strange despair, I felt I knew who I was.’ Everything she wrote was shown to Rudie for his approval. Her literary ability was the one sure hold on his attention, one which she possessed pre-eminently and which her sisters did not, and therefore even more highly valued. Years later she was to state:

[My father] helped me28 to start trying to select words for their accuracy and weight, and directed my voracious appetite for reading, and encouraged me with unfailing sympathy and patience.… The recollection of that fostering atmosphere in which my childish talent budded has never disappeared.

Rudie’s criticism was detailed and constructive, his manner courteous, and only occasionally did he hurt his daughter’s feelings by bursting out laughing at some particularly fragrant fancy about flowers or elves or woodland glades. Once Rosamond made up to amuse her sisters a frivolous account of a storm-tossed trip to the Isle of Wight entitled ‘The Adventurous Voyage’ (‘It was, I remember,29 a windy day / On which we started for Totland Bay; / And if you’ve learnt your geography right / You’ll find that this bay’s in the Isle of Wight.…’). Rudie was so impressed that he had her copy it out for him to read aloud at one of the Punch dinners, a fact that although gratifying made her slightly uneasy: ‘This was trivial stuff.30 Why not have presented one of my serious works – Poppy Fields, for instance, or Fairy Gold?’

Much of Rosamond’s childhood was spent in the guise of a princess or a fairy, queening it in the rock-garden as Amaranth Aurora or Beryl Diamond, despatching her attendant fairy, Starstripe, to do her magic bidding. She and Helen gave dramatic performances in the nursery, and when she was nine she wrote a play, typically entitled ‘The Fairy Queen’s Farewell to her Ladies’, which featured Helen in the lead as the Queen, Rosie herself as a courtier in a silvery dress with wings, and Beatrix as ‘Prince John’ in knickerbockers and knitted cap. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever laughed31 so much,’ Rudie observed.

Such extravagant bursts of creativity found a less appreciative response in Alice. Kind and conscientious, she was true to her New England Puritan roots in disapproving of emotional expression and believing that it was good for children to have their self-esteem regularly punctured. She saw her maternal role as one of correcting, controlling and putting down. ‘My mother had many a subtle way32 of deflating vanity,’ Rosamond recalled. Once when Rosie was boasting of her poetical prowess to a group of her parents’ friends, Alice interrupted with, ‘Rosie writes doggerel,’33 a remark which, said her daughter, ‘went through me like a sword-thrust’. Rosamond rarely confided in her mother or went to her to be comforted if upset: it was to her father she would rush with her woes, if he were there. The few occasions on which Alice allowed herself to show tenderness were remembered and treasured: one was when Rosamond, suffering from bronchitis, woke up in the middle of the night to find her mother sitting by her bed, and another was when she was ill with tonsillitis and allowed to curl up on her mother’s knee, ‘in a lovely white armchair34 covered with pink roses.… Never so happy in my life.’ Alice herself had fragile health, and her frequent aches and pains tended to make her irritable. Rosie once drew a picture of her mother striding through the garden hitting out with a tennis racquet, a balloon coming out of her mouth saying, ‘I HATE everybody’.

Strict, scrupulously fair and an efficient administrator of the household, Alice had little sense of humour or fun. Very occasionally something would strike her as comic and she would throw back her head and laugh till the tears ran, but this was unusual. ‘People have no business35 to expect happiness in this world,’ she would say dourly. Unlike Rudie, she never played with her children, and when with their mother most of their time was spent carrying out obligations of one kind or another. Alice caused great misery by enrolling Helen and Rosamond in the Girl Guides, and when they were still very young she would take them with her in the carriage to leave cards on the neighbours, the little girls dressed in white beaver hats tied round with a Liberty scarf. Once Rosamond was taken to call on G. K. Chesterton at nearby Beaconsfield. Chesterton, rumpled, stout and asthmatic, talked to her amiably, and picking up a photograph asked if she recognised who the young man in it was. She did not. ‘That’s me,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t know it, would you?’ Generally, Rosie was nervous of strangers, terrified that they would look either angry or ugly; it was a family joke that whenever she was introduced to somebody new, she had to be pushed into the room, anxiously asking her mother, ‘What will their face be like?’ She herself was accustomed to her own lovely features being admired. ‘Isn’t she beautiful!’ lady visitors would exclaim.

Alice accompanied the girls to children’s parties, occasions which were not always an unqualified success. Rosamond was given a party for her third birthday at which the ventriloquist’s doll frightened her so much she had to be carried screaming from the room. On another occasion at a birthday party at Cookham where the children ran races on the lawn, she disgusted her mother by sobbing uncontrollably after coming last in the egg-and-spoon race. Much more fun were the weekly dancing classes, and the noisy, jolly tea-parties with the children of the family who owned the local paper mill, whose indulgent parents allowed them to play romping games of hide-and-seek through the attics of their big house on the hill. But for Rosie the greatest excitement came from the parties at Taplow given for the neighbourhood children by the rich and elegant Lady Desborough, ‘Queen of the “Souls”’. Beatrix disliked going there because she felt they were being patronised, but for Rosamond it was a fine thing to be invited to Taplow Court. Her first visit, aged 8, was to a children’s fancy-dress ball, and the grandeur of the great house and the luxury of her surroundings made an indelible impression. On that occasion the little girl, insignificant and anonymous, glimpsed a young man she was never to forget, Julian Grenfell, eldest of the Desboroughs’ glamorous sons, proud and beautiful in all his glory, ‘striding through the room36 like a god’.

Rosamond was a sensitive, self-absorbed child, thin-skinned and easily reduced to tears. On the one hand she was encouraged to believe herself exceptional, her vanity fed by being allowed to show off to her parents’ friends with her poetic compositions, accustomed to flattering remarks about her exceptional beauty – large brown eyes, pink-and-white skin, thick, wavy dark hair. But at the same time she was well aware that she came first with nobody. This resulted in an imbalance that grew increasingly marked and which was to have injurious consequences throughout her adult life. Ever anxious and insecure, as a small child she suffered from a fear of being abandoned: if her mother had gone out and was later than expected returning to the house, Rosie would be sure she had met with a fatal accident, and would work herself up into a welter of uncontrollable sobbing, terrified that she would be left alone and unprotected. Craving love and attention, she felt she was missing both by her position in the middle of the family. Her mother, she knew, loved best the youngest, John. Rudie’s favourite, far and away, was Beatrix, ‘my beloved Peggy’, who so amused him with her quaint antics and sayings. It is Beatrix about whom he writes most in his diary, and after her Helen, the conscientious little helper, who as she grew older became a trustworthy companion, allowed on occasion to go by herself with her father to town; then John, the son and heir; and last and patently least, Rosamond, who so longed to be first.

Even as a child Rosamond was aware that her happiness depended almost entirely on her standing with her father, whom she both feared and adored. ‘He was very beautiful,37 and all my life I was in love with him. As a result, I have always been fatally attracted to good-looking men who resemble him,’ she recalled in old age. If he were pleased with her, she blossomed; if displeased or, worse, distracted or indifferent, she was miserable.

My constant worry38 was that I was unable to amuse him as much as did my sisters. To be a joke-maker, a clown, a laughter-provoking kind of child seemed obviously the way to win his heart; whereas I was the little girl that cried the most and must inevitably lose status. He really did hate my tears, and used to sigh at me and say, ‘Rosie, Rosie, turn the tap off’; or exclaim impatiently to my mother: ‘What in Heaven’s name is the matter with this child?’ The ‘matter’ was him, I suppose – I didn’t know it, couldn’t have explained the cloud of nameless woe that sometimes overcame me.

During childhood Rosamond was closest to her elder sister. Helen, as fair as Rosamond was dark, was equally beautiful, equally clever; she was, however, a very different, much less vulnerable character, unsentimental, practical, outspoken, a talented seamstress, good with animals and interested in domestic economy. She preferred the real world to the world of imagination, and could hardly wait to grow up, having little time for fairy fantasies and only reluctantly taking part in the high-flown romances that Rosie staged in the nursery. The third sister, auburn-haired Beatrix, on the other hand, was never happier than when performing; although not a beauty like the other two, she was a born actress and a natural clown. Beatrix had had a difficult start, with her mother effectively abandoning her when she was only a few weeks old, and she later suffered torments of jealousy after the birth of John, from which time onward Alice had no time for her at all. Known at her own request as ‘Peggy’, after a beloved pony, she enjoyed dressing up and was much given to elaborate hoaxes. She was a tomboy who lived a vivid fantasy life on her own, running a make-believe shop in the laurels and setting up a ‘field kitchen’ in the Lovers’ Walk. Where Rosamond was timid and preferred to stay within the confines of the garden, happily playing fairies in a disused dog-kennel festooned in pink gauze, Beatrix roamed the back lanes of Bourne End in the self-created role of Lone Scout, wearing a personally designed uniform fastened with a stiff leather belt stuck with knives, ropes and whistles. Her preferred playmates were the poor children from the slum cottages, with whom, unlike Rosamond who found them menacing and alien, she was on the easiest terms of familiarity.

John, born on 2 June 1907, the long-awaited boy, was doted on by his parents and spoilt by everyone, his blond curls and blue eyes clucked and cooed over as his nurse Julia pushed him in his pram, ‘an infant version of Mithras,39 Sun God, rayed round by the layers of a broderie anglaise sun hat, tied in a dashing bow beneath his chins’. John for his part worshipped his sisters, always longing to join in and ready fervently to admire whatever they did, while they, Rosamond and Beatrix in particular, taking advantage of their seniority, teased him mercilessly.

When the time came, John was sent away to prep school, to Summer Fields on the outskirts of Oxford, but Rudie had a low opinion of school for girls and insisted on his daughters being educated at home, building a brick pavilion in the garden designed by the architect George Drinkwater to act as a schoolroom. A Froebel teacher, Miss Winifred Davis, blonde and willowy, was hired to teach a class which included Helen and half a dozen children from the village, as well as Imogen Grenfell who rode over on her pony from Taplow. The main room, lit by popping gas chandeliers hanging from the rafters, was equipped with desks and divided by a curtain, babies one side, older children the other, with a little room at the back where French lessons were given. The school opened in the first week of October 1905, and from the first day Rosamond, aged 4, insisted on joining in. ‘I was brilliantly clever40 in some ways. I learnt to read in a flash, as if I’d always known how to read and was recognising something I’d already known. But sums, oh dear. Despair, despair. It was a family joke that I’d come in sobbing, “Sums are so uneasy, so uneasy”.…’ Unfortunately at the end of the first year, nice Miss Davis left to get married. She was mourned by the children, less so by Alice, who claimed to have found the young woman common. Her successor was a Belgian, Mlle Maria Jaquemin, ‘an absolute fiend’, with a sallow complexion and a decided antipathy to children. Bad-tempered and vindictive, Mlle Jaquemin had many a method of causing dread. She made the girls sew buttons on the sleeves of their overalls so that she could hear the click when they put their elbows on the table, and she was quick to hand out ‘punitions’, even to Rosie who was her favourite, her ‘petite fille douce et bien élevée’. It used to make their father laugh to overhear the girls at her mercy. Helen had a very long neck, and to annoy she would stretch it up as far as she could. ‘Mon Dieu, Hélène, n’allonges pas ton cou comme ça,’ Mademoiselle would say. Then turning to Rosie, ‘Voilà une petite fille qui a un joli cou!’

They all loathed their lessons with Mademoiselle, and it was a happy day when in 1914 she went back to Belgium for her annual holiday and found herself unable to return. After a long interval a letter arrived describing the terrible time she and her family were having, a letter so harrowing that Alice burst into tears. But Helen, speaking for them all, muttered darkly, ‘Serve her right!’

With Mademoiselle’s departure, schooldays were much happier, the school itself growing in size until there were twenty-five pupils. All the children sat the Cambridge Junior and Senior examinations, which Helen and Rosie passed with first-class honours. Rosie was taught the piano, first by Mademoiselle, then by William Spencer, father of the painter Stanley Spencer, who was the organist at Hedsor Church. She was very musical, unlike Beatrix, who was uninterested, and Helen and John, who, like their mother, were tone deaf.

When the Pavilion school broke up for Easter and the summer, the Lehmanns usually went away. Rosamond’s first holiday at 18 months old had been three weeks at St Peter Port on Guernsey, where all she remembered was her outrage at being picked up and kissed by the proprietor of the hotel, Mlle Sidonie, a child-loving spinster with a prickly moustache. Her first taste of abroad was in April 1912 when the three girls with their parents went to Paris for ten days, and in August the following year the whole family went to Château d’Oex in Switzerland.

In between, in August 1912, Rosamond, aged 11, accompanied her mother to America, where Alice went every three years to visit her family. They sailed from Southampton on RMS Oceanic, together with Violet Hammersley, who grew very excited at discovering among the crew several survivors from Titanic which had famously foundered in April that year. Having left Mrs Hammersley in New York, the Lehmanns arrived at Northwood, New Hampshire, a pretty little town where just before the turn of the century Helen Davis had bought Cliffhead, an old farm property at the foot of what was known locally as ‘the Mountain’. This she had restored, renovating the old farmhouse and buildings, and constructing a ‘summer house’ beside it. The countryside of lakes and wooded hills was peaceful and Rosie spent contented days learning the zither from Mrs Davis’s black cook and picking blueberries with her cousins. After several visits to friends and relations in the vicinity they sailed home from Boston at the beginning of September.

By far the most popular destination with all of them was the Isle of Wight, well known to Rudie from boyhood holidays. The first visit as a family was in 1910, to Totland Bay, a newly built village on the west coast of the Island, made up of houses fronted by beds of begonias where boys and girls in white flannels played tennis on smoothly mown lawns. It was the perfect resort for children, ‘[although] I was pleased to discover’,41 Rosamond wrote later, ‘that Totland was not so named, as I had feared, because of its amenities for tots and toddlers. It is very ancient, and means a sacred or holy piece of ground.’ The undertaking was such a success that it was decided to make it an annual event, one which was greatly looked forward to: the journey by train from Bourne End to Lymington in Hampshire; the crossing of the Solent in the little paddle-steamer, then disembarking on the pier in Totland Bay and walking up the path to their lodgings, a comfortable boarding-house kept by a Mrs Scovell. In the mornings they swam and went shrimping among the rock pools and played on the sands, the girls in their brown holland frocks tucked into their knickers, long hair tied behind; in the afternoons they picnicked on the heathery downs or chipped off chunks of the variously coloured cliff at Alum Bay, taking the pieces back in jam jars to be ground down into sand. There were also expeditions by coach and four to Carisbrooke Castle and Osborne House, and explorations of the ruined Napoleonic forts from which you could gaze out at the Needles, at the sailing yachts and the huge grey Union Castle liners steaming slowly towards Southampton. At night could be seen on the mainland the lights along Bournemouth Pier.

For Rosamond the Island was an enchanted place which took hold of her imagination and remained with her always. In a broadcast made in 1946 she said of the holidays there, ‘They were … as different from ordinary life42 as if we’d slipped through a gap onto another plane.’

When war broke out on 4 August 1914 the family were on the Island. A plan to send Helen and Rosamond to relations in Germany for the summer had been abandoned on account of the international situation, to the disappointment of the elder sister, the wild relief of the unadventurous younger. ‘That’s how I saw the outbreak43 of World War One – as a personal and miraculous reprieve. At the same time I was aware that this was wrong and shameful and prayed to become less cowardly and selfish,’ Rosamond wrote. ‘Of the world crisis, I remember only44 that sudden emptiness of the beach and the expression on my father’s face as he sat reading the papers all day, and his saying to my mother: “It’ll be over by Christmas.”’ Although most of the holiday-makers quickly departed, the Lehmanns stayed on. The children were excited by the sudden change, by barbed wire sprouting everywhere, soldiers in possession of the forts, and rumours of spies: Beatrix and John spent an entire afternoon shadowing across the downs a tall man in a straw boater, who turned out to be a literary gentleman walking harmlessly over from Freshwater to visit their parents for tea. At least once a day somebody claimed to have sighted the periscope of a German submarine in the Solent. The family’s German nursemaid, Maria Hasewitz, had to be taken by Rudie to the police station at Totland Bay to be registered as an enemy alien, and when disembarking at Lymington on the journey home they were all asked to state their nationalities, ‘American,’ said Alice, ‘and was all but arrested45 for her pains’.

The war heralded the end of that sheltered Edwardian world which was all that the Lehmann children had known. For Rosamond it saw also the end of childhood, and the onset of a melancholy and emotionally turbulent adolescence. ‘I was being shocked46 out of the enclosed, boundlessly self-centred state of childhood into a world with proportions; and I had no sense of proportion and no idea how to acquire it,’ she wrote later. Even her writing failed her. Proud of having had a poem printed in The Cornhill, she continued relentlessly to submit her compositions until a tactful letter from the editor requested her to stop. ‘That was a great blow to my vanity.’ Then there were the normal disorders inseparable from that difficult age.

In my teens I nearly always47 felt most unwell.… That was one disgraceful secret; the other was the ghastly though thrilling fact of being always in love. I would have liked to lie all day in a hot bath, and stay safe in bed eating enormous meals brought to me, lovingly, on trays, reading novels and dreaming of the loved one of the moment. Instead I had to work for examinations and take exercise and generally pretend to be what I appeared to be: a cheerful, lucky, healthy, well-grown girl preparing to come to grips with life.

Life at that time was grim for everyone, not only for growing girls.

The bathwater was always cold,48 there was not much food, and everybody was totally miserable and it seemed interminable, and everybody was being killed. All my little friends’ brothers, and my father’s younger friends; and he was in total total despair. You couldn’t have imagined this war. It was the end of all hopes.… [My parents] were very deeply-feeling people and the whole thing was an agony to them.

At first, however, the changes to the routine at Fieldhead were relatively minor, the children continuing very much as before, going up to London for the theatre, taking their summer holidays on the Isle of Wight, working in the Pavilion during term. But gradually international events began to impinge. A family of Belgian refugees came to stay for a few days, followed by a series of evacuees from London. The lawn sloping down to the river was ploughed up for potatoes. Alice went to work at the hospital organised by Lady Astor for the Canadian Red Cross at nearby Cliveden, while Rosamond helped at Abney which had been turned into a home for blinded officers, and Rudie joined the 3rd Voluntary Battalion of the Oxford & Bucks Light Infantry. As time passed and reports from the front grew more terrible, there were few who were unaffected. In the summer of 1915 came the shocking news of the death, within a few weeks of each other, of two of the Grenfell boys: their father, Lord Desborough, came over to see Rudie bringing with him Oliver Lodge’s famous book about communicating with his dead son, a subject which Rudie, although appalled by his friend’s tragedy, found distasteful in the extreme.

But despite hardships and disruption, the children’s schooling continued uninterrupted, and Alice, who was a firm believer in higher education for girls, encouraged both Helen and Rosamond to try for Cambridge. Helen would much have preferred a London season, but it was wartime and there was no season, the very idea of which in any case Alice despised, and so in 1917 to Cambridge she went, her sister to follow a couple of years later. The vicar tutored Rosie for her university entrance in Latin and Greek, which she loved, and Algebra and Geometry, which she hated. On these papers, sitting for her ‘Little-Go’ in the pavilion with the vicar invigilating, she only just scraped through, but because she had done so well in other subjects she was awarded a scholarship.

Towards the end of the war, a new anxiety took root at Fieldhead regarding the deterioration of Rudie’s health. He had been feeling vaguely out of sorts for some time, but put his lack of vigour down to exhaustion caused by the exercises and long route marches undertaken with the Volunteers. Apart from an occasional attack of gout, Rudie had always been extremely fit, but from the middle of 1917 he began to suffer from a mysterious shaking and an alarming loss of weight. Several Harley Street specialists were consulted, although it was months before the correct diagnosis was made, of Parkinson’s Disease. By the end of the war he was showing such alarming signs of mental disturbance that Alice reluctantly committed him to a nursing home, where he grew so agitated that he had to be discharged. From then on Alice dedicated herself to his care, determined that he should be nursed at home and never again be taken away. She was ready to structure her life round the demands of the disease, and she expected her daughters when at home to do the same. Over the following years, as the illness took hold and Rudie grew weaker and more incapable, their domestic lives revolved around their father’s armchair, as they were required to feed him, read to him, push him round the garden in a bath-chair, and – particularly disturbing to Rosamond – escort him to the lavatory. Except for visits from neighbours, all entertaining ceased, which was hard for girls of their age. ‘All the weekends of rowing friends and literary friends ended and we never saw anybody. It was a very, very sad time.’

On Armistice Day, Rosamond at 17 was at home after taking her scholarship examination for Cambridge. ‘I went for a long, long walk over the hills by myself, thinking, Well, what do I do next? As all the young men have been killed, I shall never marry. There’ll be nobody left to marry. I remember that quite acutely.’

fn1 In her autobiographical work, The Swan in the Evening, Rosamond mistakenly claims to have been born on the day of the funeral itself, but in fact the funeral was on 2 February.
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