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Chapter 1. Escape from my conditioning.

Before that tremulous night in Bhopal, I had decided that when we left India, we would return to Canada, a young free open country, and make a new life there. In England, old, unmoving and oppressive, I had only known loneliness and  discouragement, in between the storms.

This  plan seemed imprinted on my mind when the film-show of my life, appearing on a screen, lifted me off my feet and flung me into a fire, barely conscious of my existence and, unable to alter it, we changed boats at Liverpool and sailed on to Quebec.

I could cut out this senseless journey and take up the story at the point of the lover’s sweet return to England where I  ended the first book so neatly. But life is never neat, least of all my own, and I am going on with this ragged tale for the one remarkable story it contains – my mother’s encounter with a hungry bear.

We stayed several weeks in Ottawa where, conscious now of my task, I began work on a long dramatic poem. With her finer painting powers lost, my mother accepted a commission to paint posters for the Canadian Pacific Railways and we set off  for the Rockies – all expenses paid.

With a guide and ponies carrying our luggage, her paints and food supplies and sleeping in mountain cabins, we climbed for several days to Lake Maligne where spring had not yet come and snow was still lying about.

We lived in the warden’s cabin until a cabin-cum-tent was erected which became our living quarters and my mother’s studio. I slept and worked in a small tent set among the trees, for quiet, some fifty yards away.

In spite of the cold, my mother began work at once, rising at dawn to catch the wonderful effects and sitting by the lakeside or rowing out into the middle. When I was not working, I caught the trout in the streams which were our only fresh food. Everything else came out of tins and packets.

For many weeks we lived in this idyllic way and then the sun grew hot, spring came and with it the awakening life.

One  morning, when my mother was back from the lake and sitting on her bed touching up her sketch, she heard a sound outside and the next moment the canvas door was ripped open and a large brown bear walked in. He was hungry after hibernation and smelt food and came to get it. She knew that the brown bear does not kill deliberately like the grizzly but that his pat is nearly as lethal. Fearing that a noise would bring me from my tent, she picked up her  easel and clicking the three spiked legs, advanced silently, looking into his  eyes..

He stopped, then retreated down the steps and she flung the breakfast bacon into a tin. When he lumbered back a minute  later she faced him again and he retreated again, coming and going for nearly an hour.

That night the warden slept outside her tent with a gun and an impregnable food cupboard was built and nailed to a nearby tree. After he had broken into the assistant warden’s tent and ripped open a bag of  flour, they shot him.

The great beast, risen from long sleep, looked thin and mangy lying dead. And it was his land, all the rights were on his side. We were intruders and his murderers.

He broke the steps of the tent and my mother fell and hurt her back and a small seaplane was sent to take us out. In the meantime, my work stopped, the fire cooled and then went out, the fine creative power drained away, the ecstasy dissolved around me and I dropped from that bright mastering reality, deflated and half dead.

Chapter one – points of continuation.

I had escaped from my prison of false thinking, hearing and seeing – of false desires and false living and now I had to free my mother, still holding onto everything, ready to go on struggling for commissions,, take on all the old strains and repeat the tragic pattern.

Returned to England and stepped ashore rejoicing. It was 1932 and I was 24.

Bought West Wratting Mill as a working home but when my demon returned, ran away to Paris.

Returned for the Cambridge Bye-Election.

Sell cakes in Cambridge market to get money to restore the mill.

TheWest Wratting Theatre Camp. My first play, ‘The Wind & the Mill’ produced.

My mother turns to flower painting.

She goes to Venice to sketch and I work as a waitress until the boat leaves for Leningrad.

Chapter 2. Fourth World Theatre Festival.

The Festival opened in Moscow on September 1st 1936, with a week of performances and events followed by four more days in Leningrad. Six hundred  people travelled from all over the world when travel to Russia was only just starting, when no new hotels had been built and the old ones were overcrowded.  Strangers had to share rooms and people roved about the packed dining-room of the Metropole searching for tables and waited hours for their food.

The revolution was still young and the energies and resources of the country were being directed into, and used for, industrial development and public works with housing, clothing and services ignored yet, the arts, which in the west in any comparable situation, would have been regarded   as superfluous luxuries, were considered of supreme importance and raised to the same level as science and technology and pursued with the same vigour and efficiency.

There was no entertainments ‘industry’ supplying what the public is supposed to want and creating a second culture of an inferior and often pernicious kind. One standard and one only prevailed, the highest, creating a truly national theatre based on the enthusiasm of the masses and which was an integral part of the country’s life.

New post-revolutionary dramas were added to the repertoires of the famous old theatres – the Bolshoi, the Moscow Arts and the Maly – while some forty new ones had  already been built in Moscow, with hundreds more under construction throughout the Union.

As well as the great professional theatres, classical and revolutionary, and those of the national minorities and the childrens’ theatres, there was a vast amateur  or folk theatre, represented by companies displaying immense talent, competence and range.

As Henri Lenormand, the French playwright said at the time, ‘Moscow is the Promised Land for Art’

Some foreigners, on the other hand, maintained that all this was imposed or just ‘circuses’. These critics did not appreciate that art was being recognised, perhaps for the first time in modern history, as one of the basic components of life, to be drawn out from the centre of every individual and set collectively at the centre of the world.

This explains the scale and force of the explosion while the quality was perhaps due to the fact that the artistic sensibilities of the Russian people  had been suppressed but not debased, as everywhere else.

Again, without understanding, the critics condemned the new drama for its tendentiousness and infantilism. The plays inevitably reflected the great upsurge while, at the same time were undoubtedly being used as essential instruments of the revolution

They were educational plays, using heroic themes to mobilise the workers for the great construction tasks and to inculcate in them an understanding of the revolution, the new morality, new social patterns and ideal personal relationships, all stemming  direct from the Tolstoyan concept of art as a moral force – as a messianic activity.

I also found them naïve and boring. But if ‘literary men were being enlisted in the campaign against drunkenness, illiteracy and wrecking…for spring sowing, the building of canals…and expected to portray ‘models of labour heroes’ …works of art saturated with the heroic struggles of the world proletariat, the victory of socialism and reflecting the wisdom of the Party’ and this meant that the great creative writers were being censored and silenced and made to wait, I accepted that this was the price that had to be paid for the creation of the New Man and the New Society. And waiting was not a new experience for the artist, here or anywhere else.

Every day, from early morning until late at night, there were performances, visits back-stage and to rehearsals and theatre schools, meetings, discussions, receptions and excursions. It was my  real baptism in the waters of the theatre and the total immersion transfigured me then and has graced me ever since.

On September 8th, I wrote to my mother from Moscow.

  ‘At last I sit down to write to you – the first moment I  have had after an exhausting but marvellous week, including an ‘affaire du coeur’!  Today, the 600 have gone back to Leningrad where the Festival finishes & I stay peacefully here. My news is most exciting’

  ‘On the morning of my arrival, I went straight into the dining-room for breakfast & plumped down beside a pleasant looking girl, an American, & we talked at once She seemed to know everyone  & was telling me how she could help me when, at the same instant, an artistic looking man passed our table, spotted me & sat down at the next & began to stare. ‘That is Shaveitch’ she said, ‘the great conductor. Would you like to meet him?’ and finishing her breakfast, she got up, introduced him & went, leaving him sitting with me!

  ‘We talked like old friends, then went for a walk, then lunched together, then  met again after the theatre & talked half the night!  It is because of him that I have broken away from the Festival tour &  am staying on here.

  ‘He is Russian but an American citizen & his life is spent touring the world conducting concerts & grand opera. He is in Russia now, not only for a series of concerts but to launch an original scheme of his own – the substitution of recorded music for live orchestra so that full scale opera can be taken to every isolated & barren corner of the world – with only a conductor & singers.. England & America rejected it because of the cost but Russia has accepted it.

Vladimir Shaveitch was cultured, worldly and a great musician. He was not the father-teacher I was always looking for but, after the cloistered years, he enthralled me. And soon we were lovers.

He had a wife and daughter reposing idly  in some Spa on the Continent, unwilling to accompany him and face the discomforts of Russia. They were shadowy, far-away, figures and as our love grew in the stimulating atmosphere, they receded altogether.

The Metropole, which had been a fashionable hotel in Tzarist times, was now a teeming microcosm of Greater Russia. Peasants, workers and soldiers, Cossacks, Georgians, Mongolians and the inhabitants of the arctic regions who, arriving as deputies and delegates from state farms, factories and communes, bivouacked around the tables. Divesting themselves of  skins, furs and leg-wrappings, they ate slowly and silently, then, gathering up their antique coverings, moved dreamily towards the fine imperial suites assigned them.

Vladimir  and I watched the drama in the dining-room every night, the slow service working in admirable collusion with the native love for  hours of  profound conversation and in  the day-time, I went with him to his recording sessions and to his meetings in the Ministry.

On September 20th I wrote to my mother:

  ‘I am simply loving Russia. The people are so friendly. I meet painters, actors, writers & musicians – they are the aristocracy here [with the scientists]. They receive the high salaries & occupy the positions of honour. Here,  brains are the only passports – money is despised. All the top theatre people have received me. I only have to say that I want to write for the stage & they are all over me. I am an artist & artists have no nationality. I get free tickets for all the theatres &  half a dozen lovers at my beck & call. How different from England. V says that England is the most stoney,  inartistic country in  the world…At the end of the month I leave with V for Sverdlovsk in the Urals  for a week of concerts…’

When left to myself, I studied the language and walked  about. Beauty and Play were the lovely faces we had seen, day after day, but when the Festival was over and the prosperous foreign crowds had gone, the other faces, the human side of this high covenant appeared. 

Beggars, wrapped in rags, were everywhere. People were sleeping under arches while the fortunate were herded into squalid rooms, the shops were empty, the queues stretched along the pavements and transport hardly existed. The city looked drab and grim.

But inside the theatres, Beauty & Play were as lovely as ever and, night after night, the capacity audiences signified their choice. It was the time of the purges when the city was even grimmer that it looked – the price of the choice when translated into political terms, even higher than we knew.

Then, unannounced – his wife and daughter arrived. Coolly, he introduced me and as coolly I play-acted before them. His wife was old and looked so dull, He had told me that they seldom met and then, only as friends and I supposed that boredom had brought them, in the end, to Moscow.

They both took to me and did everything to cultivate my friendship and I was forced to respond, hating the duplicity and always trying to avoid them, while Vladimir adopted a pose of casual unconcern and our alliance continued  and the Sverdlovsk plan remained unchanged.

When the day came for us to leave, we slipped out of the Metropole separately and into a waiting  car which  took us to the station where I forgot my discomfort as we walked up the platform and into a coupe of the Trans-Siberian Express – that fabulous train.

Vladimir relaxed and embraced me and then we climbed out again and stood, excited and happy, among the other passengers, waiting for the whistle.

Suddenly, an advancing wind hit us, there was a movement of people and the next instant they were upon us, the wife screaming first at Vladimir and then at me, the daughter standing quietly watching – amused and sympathetic..

Vladimir was a monster of lust and duplicity and I a depraved English whore and the more she shouted, the more enraged she grew. I thought she was going to attack me.

The passengers collected round us, some anxious to intervene and the guard appeared. When, from sheer exhaustion, she quietened down  a little, Vladimir led her aside and tried to talk to her while I, feeling that  the situation was impossible, fetched my bag from the coupe, prepared to let him travel alone.

However, the next moment, the whistle blew, the passengers clambered aboard, Vladimir rushed back, picked up my bag and almost picked me  up as well, the train moved – and  I was on it. A figure ran crazily after it, then stopped and stood on the empty platform – looking.

I loved him even more. All that I was and had I wanted to give him now. At once laughing and crying I embraced him and the unstoppable journey  began. In a special. Niche at the end of our carriage stood a samovar, guarded and burnished by a priestess, an old peasant woman who soon brought us our first cups of tea. We unpacked and settled down in our comfortable and well-appointed little home, the murmur of wheels and the tender vibrations like quick-acting  tranquillisers.

Like a serpent moving over the surface of the world, hour after hour  it thrust its way across the steppe, through great seas of forest, occasional clearings and  an occasional settlement – through mile upon mile of unpeopled emptiness.

After two days we reached Perm where Dzerzinska  joined the train with her accompanist, having given  some recitals on the way. She was the prima donna from the Bolshoi with whom Vladimir was to perform. A large and beautiful Wagnerian woman of pre-revolution  days and French culture.

Early the next morning we reached Sverdlovsk. The coming of the two celebrated artistes had been publicised for months  and the time of their arrival notified, but when we stepped out into the night, no one was there to meet them and when the train went on,  we were left standing in space and Stygian quietness.

The two men went in  search of a telephone and returned to say that droshkys  were being sent to fetch us. When they came at last, we  separated and drove one behind the other along a rough country road and then through  dark, unpaved deserted lanes between old wooden houses, to the hotel. It was newly built and the pride of the town, the driver told us, as he reined in his horses.

We were received by the fawning manager and asked to wait a minute or two before going up to our rooms.

After five minutes, Dzerzinska  sent her accompanist to find out what was causing the delay. He returned with the manager, grovelling now, who begged us to wait – just a little longer.

  ‘I am rehearsing this afternoon and I have to have some sleep. To receive me like this is disgraceful…scandalous…you ought to be corrected…the Peoples’ Committee out to be corrected…the Provincial Council ought to be…

He ran and did not return and the accompanist went out and in and an hour passed. Then, lifting her great body off  her chair, she strode out of the room shouting as she went, at everyone and at no one and then  came back, raging still.  And another hour went by.

Then the word came. Everything was ready. We climbed the stairs – the lift was not working yet – walked along a bleak corridor and into our respective rooms where a stark scene lay before us..

Two old iron bedsteads, a small  round table and two hard chairs completed the furnishings while on each bed was a straw mattress, a brown rag and what seemed like a  pillow of stones.

Vladimir showed no surprise and I said nothing. I opened my travelling bag and took out my towel and soap and went into the bathroom  and turned on the bath tap. No water came. I tried the basin, then pulled the lavatory plug then, looking behind and beneath, saw that the pipes were not connected to the fittings. There was nothing that we could do except take to our straw couches.

As soon as I woke I opened the door and saw that a woman was now presiding over the samovar on the landing. She promised to find a bucket which we could place under the drain and to keep us supplied with tiny jugs of hot water, always on the boil for the tea. She told us that our rooms were empty when we arrived and that while we were waiting they were searching the town for furniture..

Meeting in the dining-room for breakfast – it had the appearance of a works canteen or soldiers’ barrack room – we all sat down on a bench at one of the communal tables strewn with coarse uncleared china standing in pools of spilt tea.. After some coffee of  an obscure substance and a dish of an uneatable texture  were served, Dzerzinzka announced that in future she would take all her meals at the  Artists Club – and Vladimir applauded the idea. And silently, I did too..

Sverdlovsk, where in a cellar the Tzar and his family were shot, was now a fast-growing industrial town producing the armaments for the coming war, out of reach of any invading army. And when the great factories were built and the workers brought in and a new town was grafted on to the old one, the culture of the capital came, too. The new spiritual centres were the theatre and the concert hall and it was there that we walked after that unspeakable breakfast.

The members of the local symphony orchestra came forward smiling and took their places on the platform and the rehearsal began. I sat at the back listening and within me, here in the middle of Asia, loving and being loved, my own art leapt and called. It was not my golden thread that I saw  now but the white light of my task.

Afterwards, we went to the Artists Club. The dining-room was crowded and we squeezed in where we could and the talk was rich and noisy but when the food came – it was as bad as the hotel. We ate caviar, black bread and Caucasian grapes, washed down  with vodka, every day – and nothing else.

The next evening every seat in the hall was booked and over-booked for the first performance. I helped Dzerzinska dress, for there were no professional dressers and when the moment came, saw them both on to the platform and then slipped out into the auditorium. Vladimir mounted the rostrum and Dzerzinska sat down in front of the players.  I sat on the floor in one of the aisles among a thousand Russian workers and their  worker wives.

In the interval, I hurried back-stage and first helped Vladimir change his shirt – he was always wringing wet when he came from the rostrum – then ran to Dzerzinska. At the end, the great strong crown rose and  clapped and went on clapping and called them back and back. When they reached their dressing-rooms at last, I ran from one to the other to embrace them.

We went to the Club for supper where more cheers and applause greeted them and hugs and handshakes enfolded them. And we lingered there all night, in the hot smoky atmosphere, eating our caviar and grapes.

They gave three concerts together and Dzerzinska, two  recitals and always the hall was full and the reception great. On one of our free nights, Vladimir and I   went to see Tchaikovsky’s ‘Queen of Spades’ performed by the local opera company. The production was as good as the one that we had seen in Moscow. Lenormand did not look far enough. Not just Moscow but the whole of Russia was the ‘paradise for art’

When we were waiting to leave for the station, we were told that the train was full that day and would not be stopping. And the next day was the same.. If it filled up at Vladivostock, there was no chance for anyone halfway. Small planes hopped from town to town and we waited three days for one of these, worn and patched and, from our broken seats looked down as it bumped and struggled above the forests and came down into a clearing every  two hours to re-fuel.

The Metropole was now a battle-ground. At first, I sat alone in a distant corner of the dining-room but his wife soon spotted me and came charging through the tables to attack me. I jumped up and ran away before she reached me and after that, lived on snacks in the café. But even then, I was always dodging her. Vladimir came to me in my room for a short time every evening and, at the end, stayed talking sadly all night.

 It was the end of October. The first piercing  Siberian winds were reaching Moscow and I only had my summer clothes. It was time I left . And I did not want to stay. I felt trapped now in this love and suffocated by the exotic atmosphere of the Metropole and the violent emotions which it contained and nourished

I was conscious now, that I always loved in two ways at once – as a woman and as an artist. And I could not separate them. When I loved for myself, I also loved for my task, attracting, creating and extracting the experience that I needed. Now that I had loved and lived this Russian journey through, I could stop and go, recover my freedom and use what I had gained

I travelled from Leningrad to London on a small cargo boat, carrying  about half a dozen passengers. It was heavily laden, even the decks were stacked, with timber and casks of butter.

When we came through the Kiel Canal and out into the North Sea, a storm was raging and the great sheltering bay at the mouth of the Elbe was filled with shipping, waiting for it to abate. But we did not join the timid conclave. Our  captain was a Soviet man and, hoisting the Hammer & Sickle, he steered his ship into the storm.

One meal was served and then the buffeting began. The kitchen closed, no fires or burners could be lit and my fellow passengers retreated to their bunks.

We were driven off our course and the short passage across the North Sea which usually takes  twenty four hours, took five days. When we sailed victoriously up the Thames, all the timber had gone overboard and the ship was spread from  stem to stern with butter. I never knew if the captain was made a Hero of the Soviet Union or cast into a gulag.

Throughout the voyage, standing beside the captain on the bridge, I was never frightened, only awestruck and  amazed at this greatest-of-all piece of theatre and Socialist Realism.

Fifty years have passed since that journey to Russia and the great creative writers are still silenced- and in the west they are,too. In the one place there is art, pure and pervasive without freedom of thought and in the other, thought unleashed producing art which is debased, neurotic and negating – or just ignored and undelivered

Under these diverse rules and pressures, the writers wait, helpless but not  hopeless, for the sun of the spirit to reappear and melt the ice which now covers the globe

However disappointing [or just unfinished] the Great Experiment and whatever the New Soviet Man is like, he cannot have lost , of been denied, the love of beauty that was in his soul and manifest in every movement and utterance of his body when I worshipped him , all those years ago.

Chapter 3. He Was Like a Continent’ produced at the Roosevelt Theatre. New York

West Wratting was the training ground where I had mastered the techniques of my task and where proof would now be given me or where I would fall before I started..

A good theme was what I wanted. Themes came into my my mind, excited me for awhile and then died and were discarded – and this went on until desire became despair. And then one stuck.

It was the drama of modern man: his corruption and his fall, played out on two different levels: in the cold nebulous region of thought and ideas and in the warm human existential one of action , written in verse and based upon a philosophy of nature.

The conductor of an orchestra, renowned as an artist, is visited by three delegates from the World of Ideas who persuade him, in the interests of economy, efficiency and power, to dismiss his players and substitute recorded music for their live performances.

The night arrives when an opera is performed for the first time in this new way, with the conductor not interpreting and directing, but merely keeping the singers in time with  the machine.

They are unhappy, the unemployed musicians are clamouring at the stage-door, and before the end, the conductor goes mad and first shoots his brother, one of the singers, and then himself.

It was the story of the man whom I had loved and lived with on my Russian journey, transposed into an art form and then given back to me. It was the flaw in his scheme, the mechanization of artists and of western man. It was Vladimir’s theme and it was good. Proof! I had it!

I sent it round, certain that all the theatres would jump at it. It came back and back with printed slips and angrily I looked round at the fifty London theatres sucking in the crowds for the fluffy comedies and musicals, thrillers and revivals, occasional classics and twice-nightly revues.  Nothing really new and great, poetical and visionary.

Talented directors, actors and designers were employed to keep going this profitable merry-go-round of shoddy entertainment and escapism. In America, on the other hand, I heard that great things were happening in the theatre and once again I turned my back on England, sold the mill, took most of the money, left my mother homeless and sailed for New York where, if I stayed, she meant to follow.

I walked up and down Broadway day after day, in and .out of all the theatres and agencies. Everywhere, I left a script of the play – and everywhere it was rejected. But not with printed slips.

The managements all talked and gave me coffee and told me that I had come too late. The golden years were over, another slump had come and theatres were closing and actors were out of work. They were kind as they passed me from one office to another but in the end, I wondered if there was really any difference between the printed slips, the cups of coffee and the edicts of the Kremlin: between a boom and a slump, between a revolutionary society and a liberal one. The playwright who has the power to write beyond ideology and the programmed historical moment or above the trendy and commercial, is censored or rejected – and must be reconciled to waiting

I talked to the actors crowding the agencies and ate cheap meals in the actors club where, a few weeks before, a young girl, not long out of drama school, had thrown herself out of a window. Despair was everywhere and only a war in Europe , people said, could save them. I turned to the Groups.

An actor-director, Nicholas Grey, who had worked with Rheinardt on ‘The Miracle Play, was planning to start a try-out theatre. Keenly aware of the difficulty of getting a new play on  to a stage, he wanted to provide a shop-window where managements could see them.

I went to see him. He had read my play and was ready to produce it. He already had the nucleus of a co-operative company and all he needed was the initial capital.

Meetings followed with his production manager. The total cost of a short try-out with an unpaid, profit-sharing company, was estimated at £500. And I thought it cheap. I had sold the mill for £1500, left  some of it with my mother, paid my passage, learnt how to live economically in New York and I still had plenty of money.  We agreed and things went ahead.

A down-town  theatre on the Bowery, the Roosevelt, was hired at a low rent, notices were sent out, auditions were held, the caste was chosen and rehearsals began.

   Production troubles and mistakes.

  Threatened by the Stage-hands Union.

  Equity’s demands.

  Doubts about the casting

   Turning it from a try-out into a run and a publicity campaign

   Turmoil among the actors.

Into it all my mother came. She had travelled thrid class and now found herself a cheap room on the West side and waited discreetly. I told no one that she had come. I wanted to be alone with this desperate enterprise – and there was nothing she could do.

 Then, Robert Coleman, drama critic of the Mirror befriended me., listened to my anxious tales, taught me what I did not know and guided me to do the awful thing which, in the end, I had to do.

‘It was a mistake to turn it  from a try-out into a run’ he said. In a try-out a bad production doesn’t matter. The managements see through it to the play. In a run, if the production is bad, the critics will pan the the whole thing, however good the play. And once they do that – the play never stands another chance.. And from what you tell me and I guess, this production will be bad.

‘Then, what shall I do? Even if I could persuade them, we can’t change it back into a try-out’

‘No. You can’t but you must stop the first-line critics from coming – the Big Four. They’re the ones who’ll kill it The rest don’t matter.

‘How can I do that?

‘I’ll do it for you. Then we’ll wait until the opening and talk again

The rehearsals proceeded, the play took shape and as the opening night approached, hope and excitement grew – and so did the jealousies, the rows and the intrigues.

On February 17th,1938, just four months after my arrival, New Yorkers travelled down to the Bowery for the first-night of the much-talked of English play – and all 1400 seats of the Roosevelt Theatre were filled.

I never saw Nicholas or any of the production team with whom I had worked so closely. They seemed to melt away and as I stood at the back in the darkness waiting for the curtain to go up, I knew that this opening was a closing, that all was over and I was alone once more. And I did not care .I had got my play onto a stage and learnt much and proved that I was a playwright. The new play was now the thing.

In the interval, Robert Coleman came to me..

‘The play is good. The production is not as bad as I expected but it is heavy and humourless and the opportunities in the text are not taken. Some of the acting is good but the two leads are terrible. You must take it off and get a first-class Broadway production’

I was aghast. ‘Take it off? I expect it to fail even if the top critics are not here to kill it. But how could I close it down myself?

‘Of course you can. The author has all the rights here. If you don’t it will just die of inanition and that will be as bad as a panning.

It was well received at the end and the next day, the notices of the critics who had come were good and Robert Coleman’s write-up was splendid. But when I met him a few days later, he was more emphatic than ever about stopping it.

‘The fact that it has been so well received in spite of the production, he said, is all the more reason why you must take it off and go for Broadway’.

My mother was more hurt by it all than I was. She criticised the production, hated the leading players,  hated the failure, hated me losing my money – and hated  Nicholas. But she kept all this hating to herself while we packed and prepared for another journey

 At a party before  we left, I met a cultured and fascinating German woman, circulating among the top people. She was very friendly. ‘If you ever come to Germany, look me up’ she said, handing me her card. Baroness Rosalind von Schirach was the name that was on it. The next day, my mother and I left for Cape Cod.

Chapter 4. The Epic.

We rented a quiet bungalow and I began work on ‘The Isle, the Sea & the Crown, the story, in verse and prose with chorus, of Edward VIII’s  love for Mrs Simpson and his abdication and the story of England, from her prehistoric beginnings to her mystic  future. It was an epic of the sea which kept me bound and driven for sixteen years.

When the tourist season opened and the houses filled up with disturbing summer visitors, we travelled on, up the New England coast, ending on the island of Grand Manan where cabins were built for us on Hay Point, jutting out into the sea

I worked there all the summer and in a house on the mainland all the winter, returning to New York in the spring, a year after I went away. It was not good to have let so much time pass and interest in the play evaporate but the agent, handling the  play received me optimistically, expecting me to stay and work with her. But again I went away.

It was 1939 and war was coming. The memory of the first war when I  was a child, in Victoria, and of seeing the soldiers go  and not being able to go with them, was still so strong. I had to be in this one. And I had to go to Germany before it started.. When I told the agent, she asked me why? Why  I did not stay  and keep out of it and  go on with my  work? And suddenly, I realised  that there was another course – a choice. That I could think of safety and consciously preserve my life and stay: or risk what I loved and lived for – and go.

For awhile, this seemed like a terrible dilemma until I saw that unless I lived the life of the world and did not try to escape it, I could not write. That I must accept the awful paradox, trusting that I would always be looked after, even if could no longer see my golden thread. We left for Europe.

I rushed  headlong into the madness of the world, let my lovely agent go, let my play go – and threw away my chance.

Chapter 5.  Nazi Germany.

We arrived back in England in May 1939 with £50 left of our capital of £1500 but neither of us were  in the least concerned by its loss. The year and a half in America had been productive in work and experience and the money, we felt, had been well spent.A fortnight later, dividing the remains between us, my mother went to Normandy to sketch and I, to Berlin.

The state of the world obsessed me now. In England, the stagnation, decadence and hopelessness were worse than before I went away and in America, the evils of Capitalism were even more evident and shocking. When I read Hitler’s ‘Mein Kampf’, I ignored the wild demented passages and the ugly repetitious style, seizing on the fresh ideas and the vision and energy which lit up every page.

Many of the social measures seemed so enlightened and the call to the German people to rise from their bitter condition and march forward, filled with strength and joy, into a new Nordic age of purity  and mystic power and purpose, excited me

In my ignorance of German history, I thought all this was new, that National Socialism was a purely contemporary phenomenon, a spontaneous revolt against  Western society, against its rationalism, its mechanised patterns and decadence – its monstrous  imbalance. And because I was in revolt against the spirit of the age myself, I was attracted. At the same time, I felt a deep uncertainty.

Books only gave half the answers. I always had to feel as well as read, to know the truth. Now, I had to go and meet the people, tread the ground they trod and breathe the air they breathed. Experience what they were experiencing.

I found a cheap pension, clean and pleasant, wrote to Rosalind von Schirach, went to an office where foreigners were given advice and help and asked for a literary agent – then, on June  20th wrote to my mother.

  The head of it, Herr Kohler, is awfully nice. There are no agents, he told me, everything goes through some State department which he will put me in touch with & also introduce me to a woman writer with good connections. Tomorrow, he is taking me to see a labour Camp- one of the achievements of the new Reich….No one expects war and he thinks that England and Germany must and will come together That is what they all want….He denies the atrocity stories and says that the Jews still own 50% of all Berlin property & are not anxious to leave. I have seen them in the streets & shops & restaurants hang out the sign, ‘Jews not desired’

I did not believe the stories and  I soon got used to   the signs and when I learnt that the theatre there was dominated by them at every level, and that the four leading playwrights had set up their own production company to break their stranglehold and I had glimpsed something of this in New York, I listened to Hitler’s propaganda and became their critic, too. And now I was condoning their persecution.

My letter went on.

‘ The food! It’s marvellous! I never spend more than  1d/3 on goose, venison, chicken, fish – served on silver platters. Why cook at home? Why live in England & eat in Lyons Corner Houses, in dirty sloppy pubs, in inexecrable lodgings…..I am progressing  very quickly with the language & I love the atmosphere & the quiet peaceful city. It is so easy to make friends here.

I was already mesmerised and when Rosalind von Schirach telephoned me and I heard her voice and felt the force that possessed  her , I fell apart and one half of me fell out into this German drama and slipped, half consciously, into a role which, as I played it, I  became it and held it until the moment when I looked over the edge, saw what I  came to see, and sprang back to my centre and to sanity.

I did not know what lay behind and beneath me and that what had struck me apart was the response of my own primitive and intuitive nature. I did not know about the forces, good and evil, dormant and explicit, still powerful in German society: the confused heritage of gods, religions and heresies – of legends, myths, magic and mysticism: the fascination exhibited for symbols, pagan rites and regalia – for geomancy and race – the great cauldron of archaic practices and aims, unrepressed emotions and dark intuitions which, inspite of Christianity, the Enlightenment and Newtonian science, had been kept on the boil until Hitler came to stir it, fan the fire beneath it and watch boil over onto the international stage.

On June  21st I wrote to my mother again.

  She rang up in an excited flurry, ‘I have moved my apartment & only just got your letter. I am at your disposal. What do you want to do? Where do you want to go?…’I want to see things, works, not sights and first I want to talk to you’ I said ‘I am terribly busy now but we will meet next week’    So, after 4 days of impatient apprehension, I can rest for I have attained the first stage of my German journey….I have sent her a copy of the play 

On the 27th I wrote again.

  I am still waiting for the Baroness but, in the meantime, the writer, a journalist, is acting like an unpaid agent. We trot round all the Ministries, interviewing the big-bugs of Art & Culture & now we are going to publishers. The play has caused great interest & astonishment among those who have read it & been passed as pure National Socialism!  Not surprising since its theme is anti-materialism & anti-mechanization & a plea for the recovery of nature, intuition, simplicity & art.

On July 1st I wrote again..

Last night I dined with the Baroness –in a restaurant. We got on splendidly. She is even more charming than I remembered her &, in her own surroundings, looks even more beautiful & mythological. The first thing she  said to me was, ‘Would you like to go to the Party Congress at Nurnberg in September?  I can get you an invitation’ The honour of all honours. I was staggered’

She was delighted with me – late unexpected fruit of her New York mission. And my coming to Germany at this time, my play and my performance had all convinced her that I was another Nancy Mitford. No more rehearsals were needed, my part was fixed, the curtain was up and I was on the stage playing in the first scene of the drama.

I soon learnt how close she was to Hitler. She was waiting then for a summons. She was always waiting, she confided to me. Sometimes she saw him immediately and sometimes she had to wait for weeks. And the waiting was agony. It was obvious  that she was not only in love with her political work – but with him. I did not know then how many women were, that the whole German nation was infatuated. I little thought that I would soon succumb to his hypnotic power myself.

We talked for several hours and agreed that while she was in Berlin I would go about with her, talk to leading Party members and meet her friends We left the restaurant together and walked until our ways diverged, then stopped and she took and held my hand. ‘Your play is remarkable’ she said for the third time during the evening. Then, letting go of me, her arm shot up in the Nazi salute.

I had observed this,of course, everywhere, but being a foreigner had been able to ignore it. But now I couldn’t. It was in my part, a solemn, vital, ever-repeating piece of my performance which I had to learn at once. I looked into her eyes and raised my  right arm and pronounced the ‘Heil Hitler’.

I wrote again.

She has asked me to come & live in her pension. But mine is cheap & I am happy & think it best not to be too close…..Today, she took me to the HQ of the German Womens Organization. The woman at the head of it is .one of Hitler’s ministers. They are trying to  strike the balance which I have always thought was right for women – an advanced form of family life for the majority & every opportunity & encouragement & equality for the minority – the intellectual woman & the artist. I have never thought that all women should go out into all work when so much of it is destructive of men, too, in the world as it is. Only a New Order will bring real liberation to women – and  to men.

She is frightfully busy. They all are – all working frantically & fanatically for the regeneration of the country There are no unemployed when millions loaf in idleness everywhere else. You catch the enthusiasm. I want to be building the new world,too. My work is of such a monastic character – yet greater than the work of a thousand pairs of hands – a thousand rushing feet!

I have today received a letter, a declaration of love from Herr Kohler. The poor man has left for his holiday, for which I am rather relieved, but left behind this sorrowful confession. If I respond by so much as a cheerful postcard he will come tearing back. I must think how to reply…So glad you are happy.

On July 7th I wrote again.

Your letter has come telling me that you are going home. I am sorry. You ought to wander along the Normandy coast to a pleasanter place, bathe & go on longer. You seem to be  enduring too much dirt & discomfort & bad food. A holiday which should be joyful – ruined again…There was a terrific war scare in  London & Paris over the week-end, I learn. The Italian papers say that it was faked for political reasons, the German, that England & France are suffering from nerves. England is certain that war will come this summer. Here, they are sure it won’t, that Hitler will get Danzig without it.

  I like & admire von Schirach. I don’t know whether she really likes me, or is just doing her duty by me but I do know that she likes my work.  ‘Your play is the cleverest thing I have ever read written by someone young’ she told me  and she has lots of ideas for it when the theatres open again. And she is very influential. They say that one day she will be a great woman leader. She has Magnetism! She is really a singer but has given it up for Germany…It is a crusade which they are all on – inspired by the one man – a genius spirit - _ and as their ideals are fine I hope they will get what they want

I drove about  with Rosalind and sometimes with the official who looked after the Windsors when they were in Germany,visiting  factories, workers’ rest homes, convalescent homes, maternity homes, sports camps and organic farms.

At a sports camp, under the direction of Rosalind’s brother, Baldur von Schirach, the Reich Sports Leader , I saw hundreds of uniformed boys of all ages who were spending their holidays in log cabins, in lovely wooded country, not only playing games but drilling and marching and listening to lectures and, at night, sitting round camp fires singing Nazi songs.

They were not  carefree impish children but little soldiers in a para-military organization  with a destiny so awesome and responsibilities already so monstrous that there was no joy in their faces and they all looked tired out. And the marching boys of the Hitler Youth with spades over their shoulders which, one day, would be guns, looked even more exhausted and miserable.

However, when I visited a Womens Labour Service camp in which high and low came together and worked for the country, they all looked very happy and I applied for a period of service, thinking it would be a good way of getting inside the minds of the young. After I had satisfied the authorities that neither my parents nor any of my grandparents were Jewish, I waited to be called.

On July 10th I wrote.  

I am doing nothing more with the play. Even when Grundgens returns & the theatres reopen & my friends do all they can – nothing can come of it, for art is dead here. They are too busy building the New Order to play [as Russia can] or dream about anything else – and my play will have to wait again…I am going to an art festival in Munich  with von Schirach.’

Without having summoned her, Hitler now ordered Rosalind to return to her home in Wiesbaden. He was testing her, she said. It sounded as if he was torturing her. She left in misery and I was on my own. But I was established and did not need her any more My telephone rang every day with invitations and appointments.

One morning, I went to the HQ of the Technical Industries  to meet ‘a very important person’ He received me with the usual ‘Heil Hitler’, a fierce handshake and an expression of unconcealed hatred. He then harangued me for an hour on the decadence of England and the risen might and united will of Germany under the Fuhrer..

This was the other side of the  relationship which, as I climbed, I encountered more and more. Even when the masks were pleasant, I could feel behind them the jealousy of England and her imperial history.

This man was powerful and particularly virulent and the wrong answers could have wrecked me there and then. But I no longer needed to worry. In this mad society, I was now mad myself. I had grown into my part and was playing it perfectly. I said what he wanted to hear and when I left, raised my arm to his arm and lifted my voice to his in the ridiculous puppet act – heedless of the inner wave of unbelief and shame.

My way ahead was now clear. I meant to climb as high as I could – then leap to him! And there was nothing to stop me. I was already a good Nazi. I read the Party literature and even considered changing my language and writing in German. English  now seemed such a weak vehicle. I even considered living in Germany. I meant to go on  until  I was more than a good Nazi – until I had a German soul.
I bought a large coloured photograph of the Fuhrer, sitting on a parapet at Berchtesgaten with the Bavarian Alps behind him and I placed it on my table. Not just because his picture hung in every house and public building and I thought it an essential prop in the play, but because his hypnotic spirit hung in the atmosphere – and I loved him and loved to gaze upon it and weave fantasies around it. I thought about the Partei Tag at Nurnberg when he would see me, fall in love with me and take me as his mistress. But always when the drama reached this swooning climax I wondered how long the mystic passion would last and how soon I would be able to come down from the mountain top and, in my cottage in England, write of the god whose love I had known.

Rosalind’s friends were now my friends.Liza was a large soft, demonstrative woman who always received me with emotion and relieved the strain  under which I was living. To be with her was like sitting in the sun. She wore the swastika and adored Hitler and was swept along by it all – foolish and blind but so comforting.

A high military family invited me to lunch. My hostess was the widow of a general and the daughter of a general and her four sons were in the army. Thin and nervous, she sat bolt upright at the end of the table and glared at me throughout the meal.

  ‘A woman’s role is to bear sons for the Fuhrer and the Fatherland’ she told me. And from this exalting point in time and space I knew that she was dreaming of the day when her sons would land upon the cliffs of Dover. And I smiled agreement with my new German soul.

Rosalind returned and Hitler received her. She came away from the meeting transfigured, pouring out her passion and inflaming mine.

  ‘I shall see him again in Munich when we go down for the exhibition. It will not be possible for you to meet him there but in Nurnberg I can arrange it. I spoke  about you.

It was all coming true. She knew what I wanted. To stand before the Fuhrer, feel the touch of his hand, look into his eyes and experience a mystic oneness  was what every German craved: to be enfolded in his arms was  the dream of every German woman.

We went about together  again until the time came to leave for Munich. The exhibition of modern German art, ‘Der Tag das Deutsches Kunst’ lasting a week, was the occasion for the Fuhrer’s appearance and a small-scale rally of the Party leaders. Rosalind booked us a coupe for the overnight journey.

The station was closed to the public and special trains waited at all the platforms. In my anxiety to be on time, I arrived so early that the station and the trains were quite empty. I found our coupe, put my things in side and jumped out again and waited for her at the carriage door and, as I stood under the rounded glass roof, one by one the travellers came walking fast up the platforms. With their swastika badges in the lapels of their dark suits, their identical bags and determined faces – they all looked exactly alike.

Soon, they were coming along in tens and twenties, then fifties, then in hundreds, all men, all alike,  hard and black and advancing. Now filling the platforms and filling the trains, all hard and black – a horde. The only sound the tramping of their feet, their single will  distinct in their vibrations – all trapped inside the glass. And suddenly, I saw.

The glass exploded and the ground opened and terror, like a violent pain, gripped me. I wanted to hurl myself against the black tide and run out of the station, run out of Berlin, out of Germany, run back to the safety and sanity of England for, at that moment, I recovered my own sanity.

I had slipped into a dangerous part and played it  like a native until , on the other side of madness, I saw what I had come to see and experience – evil, identifiable and with a place of its own. But I could not run away. I held on to the carriage door and to myself until she came – the only woman to appear out of those infernal waves.

I could not speak. She thought I was ill and I let her think so, making that  a pretext for climbing at once into the upper berth where I lay, still at the centre of that terrible vision.

Not until  the train moved out into the open, out of the inverted crucible of concentrated evil, did I come back into the light. The movement and music of the rails helped then to allay my state of shock. In the morning I appeared quite normal and when we arrived, Rosalind went to stay with friends and I went to my hotel and we did not meet again for several days. She was too busy and too happy keeping close to the Fuhrer and this gave me time to recover – and think.. And I did not mean to leave. It was all too interesting and I was still keen on that meeting at Nurnberg, not to assuage a demented postcard passion but not to miss the monstrous crowning scene of this black Germanic play. In the meantime, I had to be careful not to show that I had changed.

Towards the end of the week, Rosalind reappeared and took me for a walk but she was too wretched to notice any change in me. A friend in Munich was in love with her

 ‘How could I marry him’ she cried out, when my soul belongs to the Fuhrer?’

She still hoped that the Fuhrer would claim more than her soul and he kept her reeling between  hope and despair .She was torn between a love that was superhuman and exalting and one that was sweet but unremarkable.

I returned with her to Berlin and then avoided her as much as I dared. Herr Kohler was back and I turned to him.

On July 23rd I wrote to my mother. Only one cryptic sentence at the end gives any hint of what had happened. I was writing to please the censor now. One of her letters had been opened by the German Customs – and one of mine by the English.

 ‘Well – my news. I adored Munich. It is a city of artists and I saw all the sights. I also saw Der Fuhrer  quite close & sat at the next table in a smart restaurant, to Dr Goebbels & his family. It was an amazing week – one got a pretty complete picture of the new Germany. There is a fiery force within which one feels the whole time….

Herr  Kohler was a large quiet man. A Party Member. He had to be.I liked him when I first met him yet his heavy detached manner did not appeal to me then and his staid, unheroic love bored me. But now I saw him with new eyes and clung to him  and we soon understood and trusted each other although, right to the end, we spoke guardedly, never giving ourselves away completely

Almost every evening, after he had left his office, he called for me and took me out to one of the lakes where we walked along the sandy shore and through the woods and then dined in an open-air restaurant, talking, talking, talking about everything – except the Party and the Fuhrer. I was still not called to the camp but my Nazi life was even more hectic as I met new people and earlier friends came back from their holidays and my play was being read and read.. After days filled with interest but strain, these lakeside evenings were so restful. I was not in love with him but I loved being with him. He was so sane and I felt safe.

On July 30th I wrote a short letter to my mother.

 I am still having a very full & interesting time - & now the excitement of Nurnberg can be felt everywhere…A friend of Rosalind’s , Frau von Schilling, arranged for me to be shown over the HQ of the Chemicals & Munitions Industries and the  Editor of their newspaper decided, off his own bat, that I should see the Chief. And so, the next day, the three of us arrived on the stroke of the clock at his door, all trembling – the other two were literally trembling! I expected to talk about chemicals & was all prepared with intelligent scientific cliches. But nothing of the sort. He just cannoned off into politics and, once again, I was  thoroughly strafed! But I had my answers  and in the end we were in complete sympathy & he said that he hoped to meet me again in Nurnberg & we grasped each other’s hands, vowing Anglo-German friendship etc etc! I emerged - & we all did – absolutely exhausted – the conversation had been so intense…

My acting now was even more consummate. And it had to be, for I had three roles now. I had kicked out my German soul but I had to go on playing my part as the good Nazi – and I felt like a  spy, frightened of exposure. At the same time, because I still loved  these passionate people and the ultimate ideal for which, as the Chosen Ones, they were striving – the purification and salvation of their tribe , I felt like a betrayer. And hovering on the dark  side before a great cosmic battle, I was a fascinated spectator – unable to drag myself away.

On a postcard, on August 4th, I wrote;

I have developed 10 years in the last 6 weeks. I’m simply on fire with energy & ambition & the marvellousness of life – it’s lovely to feel that in the background there 

is always you.

Hitler’s demand  for Danzig was now dragging the world into another crisis and as I sat with Herr Kohler, gazing over the placid waters on those beautiful August  evenings, waiting and watching with things worsening every day, politics forced their way into our conversations and we talked of the coming storm.

The year before, at the time of Munich, the British Embassy had sent all its nationals home, their holidays spoilt and their occupations needlessly abandoned. And now, warnings were going out again and people were scurrying away. I had never called upon the Embassy, for it had no place upon my stage and  it was from Herr Kohler that I learnt what was going on. His organization was a branch of the German Foreign Office.

 ‘It may blow over as it did last year’ he said.

  Yes. And I won’t be sent home, only to find that I needn’t have left.’

   No. You needn’t go now. If war  is really coming I shall know in time for you to get away.’ And I trusted him and from that time put my life into his hands.

I now received a message from Rosalind. She was leaving  Berlin and wanted urgently to see me. She was distraught when we met.

  ‘I cannot believe that war will come’ she said, ‘but if it does, let us try not to lose touch, whatever happens, and wherever we may find ourselves. The British have all gone except for the National Socialists – and you. They are staying of  course, but you will have to leave. Unity is very ill in hospital’ she added. Unity Mitford had had a mental breakdown.

  ‘I am not leaving yet’ I said.’it may blow over again

  ‘It may’ Then she repeated what  everyone was saying and still hoping. ‘We still believe that the Fuhrer will obtain everything he wants  - without war. ‘I was silent. I had stopped acting. They did not want war but they wanted all the fruits of it

  I will not say good-bye ‘ she ended. let us just wish each other whatever happiness destiny will grant us and both pray for a future in which our two countries may be one.

She drew herself up and rendered the homage which was so hateful to me now but instead of reflecting it, I threw my arms round her and kissed her – for I loved her. Loved her and deceived her.

The next day, I went to the café in the Kurfurstendam frequented by the British Nazis. They were all there, about a dozen of them and I sat down among them and talked to William Joyce [Lord Haw Haw]  They asked me if I was staying and when I told them that I wasn’t they lost interest and  sank back into silence. They were a gloomy little group and I soon left them.

Soon after that, the heavy bombers began flying low over the city – day and night. They were something new, never experienced in any war before and they unnerved everyone

Herr Kohler could not leave his office now for long and we stopped going out to the lakes. Instead, we dined in the city and then strolled in .one of the parks, sometimes in the Unter den Linden.

  ‘Things are getting very serious’ he told me now.’The German army is massed along the Polish frontier. If England fails to uphold her treaty with Poland and the Allies weaken, then Danzig will fall into Hitler’s hands, the Reichswher will not need to move and the crisis will blow over. You must stay beside your telephone so that I can keep you informed.’ For the first time, then, he put his arm round me. ‘If it comes’ he went on. ‘I shall arrange ways, through neutral countries for us to write to each other and I shall wait, no matter what happens until the time comes when I can ask you to marry me.’

I was silent. If this dream would help  to carry him through the war then silence was the only thing. I let him kiss me, gently and tenderly, and then  we rose from the park seat and walked back into it all. The gloom that lay upon Berlin now was so black and thick that one could almost grasp it.

Every two hours he telephoned with the latest of the ever-changing reports. ‘War is coming, you must leave, or, ‘It will blow over, you can stay’. And on August 25th I wrote on a postcard to my mother;

  ‘If you read the papers & listen to the rumours – don’t be nervous. I am kept informed & have everything planned & shall get away on the last train quite comfortably . Until the last chance of peace is lost there is no point in getting rattled & being hustled away with the sheep. But when the last message came , I was thoroughly unnerved  by the bombers – and thankful to be leaving

  ‘The last passenger train from Warsaw to Paris passes through Berlin at midnight tonight. You must be on it. He told me now. ‘ I will call for you as usual’.

We dined in our favourite restaurant, then walked to our favourite park and sat down on our  favourite seat. He had checked with the railways again and again and before we left the restaurant, he telephoned once more. The train had left Warsaw, he was told. There was nothing now to fear and believing that the strain, all the strains, were over, I relaxed as I sat beside him.

  ‘It may still blow over’ I said. ‘Hitler may get Danzig without a war’

  ‘ No. England will stand by Poland ‘.

The train was not passing through one of the big central stations but drawing up at what seemed like a suburban halt which was unlighted and quite empty when we reached it. We stood in the dark waiting.

It was an hour late and when it came, full from end to end, we ran up and down trying to open doors. The passengers were holding onto them and when Herr Kohler forced one open, several tumbled .out and then fought to get in again. The station master was watching and Kohler hurried up to him and then returned.

 ‘ He says a relief train is following. You’ll have to wait for it. Nothing would ever get you onto this one..

The train went on, leaving us standing in the dark once more and for the first time I  felt frightened.

 ‘ If it doesn’t come’ he said at length, ‘you’ll go underground for a few weeks, until the big troop movements are over and then I’ll get you out through Denmark’

I didn’t like the prospect but I still trusted him and when, after another hour, it arrived as full as the first, he became a fighter. He opened a door and lifted me up and thrust me in and a kindly man inside held on to me. He then drew back and put his whole  weight against the door to get it shut.

I was engulfed.I could not see him but when the train moved I called out out to him – called out my love and gratitude.

They were all Poles -  fleeing before the storm. As we stood, wedged together, some lying on top of each other, I wriggled to a window and when dawn came, looked out – upon Europe going to war again..

As the train traversed this ancient path of marching armies, I saw the abandoned fields and the turmoil in the villages. The young men had already gone and now the horses were being mobilised. And I seemed to h.ave seen it all before. Years ago, when I was modelling battlefields in the mud spread on my playroom floor, I had imagined it, Now, the pictures flashing past me were not just the dramas  of the moment being repeated along the way, but scenes upon a screen revolving through the centuries and coming round again and again – and I wept the more because I knew them.

The  Warsaw –Paris Express which should have run right through, stopped at Achen and we had to walk across the frontier where I posted a card to my mother.

Sunday 27th Aug. 10.30 am. Crossing the frontier now – reach Paris tonight. All love P.

Then, with my British passport, I passed quickly through the Customs Post and when I reached the empty train which  stood waiting on the Belgian side, I looked back and saw the great crowd still on the German side, unmoving. About a dozen people followed me.

  ‘They haven’t got visas’ one of them told me, ‘and they are all being sent back.

Paris was blacked out. I posted another card then went to stay with a friend A few days later, I crossed the Channel on a steamer crowded with returning British and arrived in London ion August 31st.  The next day, the German army crossed the Polish frontier and two days later Britain declared war

Until the Declaration on September 3rd, when direct communication stopped, long tragic letters came every day from Adolf  Kohler.  ‘If there is no  hope for us, if you should go out of my life altogether, it would kill me…without you I do not want to live.

After that, for the next two years, his letters reached me first through Sweden, then through Denmark [until it was over-run] and then through Portugal. And if I could not reply with equal ardour, I answered them warmly out  of gratitude for what I owed him and compassion for what he suffered.

Many letters were lost and when they stopped altogether I did not know if all the lines were finally cut or – if he was dead.

Chapter 6. The War.

In a cottage in Wales, far from the  vibrations and hysteria of the world, I went on with the epic – until France fell. We than returned to London , I went to the Labour Exchange and a fortnight later reported for work in the Central War Room of the War Office run by  four high-powered women. .The Chief greeted me  and explained  the work as she took me round the room.

‘This is the Central War Room.  Maps of every  war front throughout the world are on these walls and information comes in all the time by telephone and despatches and as it comes we do two things – alter the flags on the maps and pass it on to the Air Ministry and the Cabinet  War Rooms, so keeping them identical with ours. The Admiralty maintains its own War Room.

‘At any moment we must know the position of every British Unit on every front down ‘to Brigade strength, as well as the positions of all the Allied divisions, so that when ‘people come in or telephone for information, we can give it them at once.

It takes six weeks to learn these maps, the Chief went on, ‘But if you like maps and have a good memory, you might do it quicker’. 

I had a good memory and I did like maps and after  less than six weeks I was a fully qualified member of that little team upon which pivoted all the information of the war.

It was 1941 and the reports that came into us,  hour by hour, were always bad and growing worse, and the maps all round us showed the state of the world. All the countries of Western Europe had been overrun, ships were sinking, bombs were dropping and soon, the German armies invaded Russia. And as towns and cities fell, armies were encircled and populations exterminated, and we pushed the flags back and back removing divisions altogether, the atmosphere in the War Room grew frigid. We ceased to feel. It was all too much.

We were set in that quiet, comfortable room  with cups of tea brought to us twice a day  while the fury spread  and smoke and carnage covered the globe. And I felt like a god on Mount Olympus looking down unmoved upon the sufferings  of men while all I did was to mark them up with flags..

After nine months I could not bear it any longer. I had to come down into the world and feel and suffer, too – be human. A few weeks before my job became a Reserved Occupation, I resigned and  joined the Army.

.

 Chapter 7. The Auxiliary Territorial Service.

When I walked trough the gates of Pontefract Barracks, No 9 ATS Training Centre, on July 17th 1942, I fell from the top of Mount Olympus to the bottom. I ceased being a god and became an Intake. And when a bunk in Room 10 of Minden Block was given me and every private entitlement was left behind, I stood among the conscripts, nervous but glad. And wrote to my mother.

  ‘Arrived! Had tea. This huge military barracks, turned over to the ATS, feels like Potsdam! The real thing! I am in  a room with 50 recruits [the only ‘lady’! ] …..We are sitting on our bunks all busy writing home, while martial tunes blare from the wireless.I feel moved and meditate on the significance of the occasion, not only for myself but for all these girls drawn from all parts of England…Bugles call us to food &, I suppose , will wake us at dawn   What ho! for the life of a soldier!.

However, we were soon jerked up from our peaceful letter writing and noble meditations, ordered into line  and marched off and the long  process of  purification and transformation began.

Our identity cards were taken, we were questioned, stripped and examined, plunged into boiling baths, dabbed with purple paint, de-loused, inoculated and vaccinated. Our clothes were parcelled and posted back to our families as if we had died – which indeed , we had. Died to what we once were, not knowing what we were now and what we would become. Even our new numbers were not given us at once

I entered as a driver but because of the shortage of officers I was put up for a commission, preceded by a Cadre Course.

I had joined the army to share the common experience on every level, to drop to the bottom – but not to stay there. I meant to climb out of the ranks as quickly as I could . I could live humbly as a writer but not in this hierarchical society where a commission not only gave one .privileges – but power. And I wanted power: to use for my own ends for I had not only come to feel and endure, but to teach.If I could not write and teach then I would talk and teach.

I was not interested in the  war itself but in the new society that would come out of it in which poverty would be eradicated and equality would reign, in which  art would be released in every soul and beauty enter into everything. The old dream of a  golden age age! And I meant to preach it – preach revolution

At the end of every course there was a Passing-out Parade and a Concert Party. The companies   put on performances and as soon as talent was discovered and the Concert numbers settled, began rehearsing.

Suddenly, I realised that my first trial had come:  that the world  of the sub-culture towards which I had a mission, was here in the Barrack Room and sooner than I expected, I would have to challenge it and put my faith to its first hard test.

With tap dancing, boozy monologues and smutty skits and sketches being rehearsed by all the other companies, I persuaded mine to do something different, to perform a little topical playlet

I wrote it in an hour, we rehearsed and tried out the lighting on the stage and when the night came, took our turn between the gaudily costumed popular acts, enthusiastically applauded by the recruits , the Pioneers whistling and stamping at the back..

The title of our play was ‘The Nightmare’. In the middle of a dark stage was a bunk on which lay a recruit in Army-issue pyjamas and covered with an Army blanket, asleep  with a spot-light upon her.. As she sleeps she dreams and the voices of her tormentors speaking out of the dark in rhymed, doggerel verse, singly and in unison, reflect the anguish of her mind as she suffers again, in macabre and farcical terms, the tortures through which recruits were dragged. At the end, she screams, falls out of the bunk and wakes.

The officers sitting in the front row looked amused and the great khaki crowd behind them watched, listened, smiled and applauded . Our bold contribution to the evening’s entertainment was accepted. My first puny blow at the philistines

Chapter 8. The OCTU

When I arrived at No1 Officer Cadet Training Unit on November 26th 1942, I felt shy and strange: quite literally like a fish out of water. I had been living for so long in another heavier  element, sucked down into the deep dark waters of the barrack room, my organs had changed and I had to learn to walk and breathe normally again in the light air of the cadet company.

The halls of residence at Craigmillars belonged to the University of Edinburgh. They were built at wide intervals round playing fields and tennis courts and each contained a company of cadets

Everything was good and designed to help us through the strain and agony of the course. For unless one could be detached and indifferent  to the results – it was agony. On every level- mental, psychological and physical the training was stiff, the pass-marks were set high and we  were not detached , we were all too keen. And at the end of the first month there was a great weeding out and I wrote to my mother:

  ‘The atmosphere now is truly awful. They are throwing people out wholesale               and panic and mass  terror reign It has been described as a blend of Inquisition, Gestapo and back-to-school! A tap on the shoulder, spirited away to an interview, then emerging from the torture chamber in a state of moral wreckage – all told that they lack the necessary quality of leadership.

We were given four days leave at Christmas and  as I could not  reach my mother in the time, I went to a hotel in North Berwick. When I returned to Craigmillars I wrote again.

  ‘ People have been trickling away all the week…most painful  and violent scenes. Some took it so badly that they slanged the CO and threatened to sue the War Office! They were awful types & would have made poisonous officers. My platoon is reduced from 25 to 15. Ambition trying to soar without wings is a sorry sight: the first fall brings out brings out the worst in human character…I look forward to the wretched day of Exodus  It wouldn’t surprise me if, by that time, I  am thrown out myself! The training is so terrifically stiff  now.

The survivors breathed more freely, appropriated the vacated rooms and settled down to several more  grinding weeks leading up to the final examinations and the finish. I did not really fear not passing and yet…and yet?. I was so ambitious myself. There were Guest Nights, Parades and Theatricals and a new challenge soon faced me.

Before the end of the course there was the prescribed entertainment when each company, advised and supervised by the Education Officer, put on it own show.

We formed  a company committee. My interest in the drama was already known, for the theme of my test lecture had been ‘The Theatre as the Temple of the Future’ and so I was listened to with a certain respect and after  I had read the prologue to my sea epic, it was chosen, not saying who had written it – and no one asked or cared. We called for actors and began rehearsing And I wrote to my mother

‘Last night, the companies had their first combined rehearsal. We did our play very well but at the end, the Education Officer condemned it. It was over the heads of the permanent company, she said, the cooks & orderlies etc who looked after us, as well as the troops who would be invited from neighbouring units. They would cough, shuffle their feet, scrape their chairs and walk out. They would be so bored.  She then stood up & turned to the assembly and, in killing tones, asked if they didn’t all think the same and, all being sheep and all having just put the most awful tripe on the stage, a little more genteel but otherwise not very different from the barrack-room stuff – agreed with her.  We protested, refusing to accept her judgement & in the end she agreed to call a meeting of our company & let them decide. We were not fit to, she said.

The next evening, in the ante-room, we gathered. Few cared about the play. They came to enjoy the row.. When the vote was taken we won by a majority of 8. One told me afterwards that  they had voted for us out of sheer curiosity . they wanted to see this controversial piece. The whole OCTU was in an uproar. Such is the cultural climate, even on this level

‘The Marriage Night of the Isle & the Sea’, a poetic fantasy written in rhyming couplets, dramatises  the creation of the British Isles when the ice cap rolled back and a channel was formed and Britain became cut off from the land-mass of Europe and her history, based upon sea-power, began

Throughout the twenty minutes there was absolute silence: not a cough  , the sound of a boot, or the scrape of a chair and nobody walked out.  The great mixed audience sat entranced by this little poetic and mythical drama. This time, I had really done it. Given simple, yet high art to the barbarians. And they had taken it

At the beginning of August 1943,  now with two stars, I arrived at HQ ATS Severn District Heath camp, Cardiff

The Group Commander gave me the choice of staying there as Assistant Adjutant or taking over an isolated platoon in Newport. 

I chose the platoon and went to Newport, the HQ of the Bristol Channel  Ports . The Bristol Channel, with its thirteen ports, was one of the five great port areas of Britain. They were the vital regions of the country, the life-lines, into which and out of which, by convoy, everything came and went.

All the shipping was under the direction of Movement Control with  offices in the barracks  at Newport and all the ports were worked by men of the Royal Engineers. A company of ATS clerks, teleprinters,telephonists, drivers, cooks and orderlies completed the HQ establishment. The platoon which I took over was quartered in an old school close to the docks, with a detachment out in the country at a Command Supply Depot . 80 Auxiliaries altogether.

Chapter 9.Love affair.

I liked and admired the ATS officers in the Mess  but it was a small group of men, temporary war-time officers drawn from many different spheres of civil life, who became my friends. Every night, after dinner, we gathered round the fire in the ante-room while the click of snooker balls, a pleasing background noise, came through to us from the next room

The Colonel did not live in the Mess but with his family in a house on the edge of the golf  links and, upon its greens and fairways, he spent most of his time and disposed of most of his  energies. He looked into his office most mornings and then disappeared for the rest of the day. On Mess nights he dined with his officers. Although his  Second-in-Command, Major Gordon Hannen, was continually  covering his absences, his daily ‘inspection of the golf course’ was a well-known joke in the War Office as well as up and down the ports.

He could enjoy his war like this because Major Hannen knew more about the job than he did himself. From water-logged tents pitched on a marsh six months before the war began, he had helped to build the whole organization, integrating and expanding the thirteen ports stretching from Swansea to Chepstow, and the huge operational network which it soon became was largely his creation. He was one of the group with whom I sat and talked.

I left India not wanting to marry and when my task became clear, marriage was out of the question altogether, for how could I write with a husband , children and domestic duties. And what man would allow me even to try? Most were unsympathetic, if not actually hostile, to a woman’s talents and my task, I was sure, demanded all of me. With occasional diversions, perhaps, , mine was a one-track life, austere and ascetic. Personal happiness I would have to renounce. And wasn’t the happiness, the ecstasy, that came to me from my work – enough? Why should I expect both? For eleven years I had lived the life of a  devotee – most of it enclosed. And I  liked it,, had found it satisfying, for a nun was in my nature and a sacrificial life appealed to me.

When I arrived in the Mess at Newport, I was pleased to  be among men again, for I enjoyed their company even if I had no amorous desires or matrimonial ambitions, but as the weeks went by I became more and drawn towards Major Hannen and the nun withdrew as gradually I fell in love.

He was  different from other men. A man who would understand me and my work, I felt sure. A man I could marry, perform my task and enjoy personal happiness. Have both, after all.

All this, however, was but a waking dream, a hopeless joy each time I saw him in the mess, for he was married with a boy at Sandhurst and a girl at school.

I knew that he liked me but I read nothing exceptional into this for he was chivalrous towards all the ATS officers in the Mess. A nd life continued in this troubled way until one night, he asked me to walk across the barrack square with him on some small errand and when it was discharged, suggested that we walk on to the flat where the ATS officers were quartered  and spend what was left of the evening there, away from the eternal crowd. It was the week-end and he knew that the others were away –and such visiting was quite in order.. I was surprised  and pleased but nothing more. We sat down on the sofa and talked of things in general until he stopped – and then continued:

  ‘This is the first time that we have found ourselves alone.’

  ‘  Yes. There is no aloneness in barrack life’ I was excited now and trying to hold the unbelievable moments up.

 ‘   For a long time I’ve wanted to be alone with you.

  ‘  So have I’   I  answered, wildly letting them go.

  ‘  Because I love you – but didn’t mean to tell you.

  ‘  And I love you. 

  ‘  I know you do.

  ‘  I shall have to ask for a posting’

  ‘ No. No.

  ‘  How can we go on?

  ‘   I don’t know. But you must not go.

And so, I was flung into a vortex and my double life began. We were both in positions of authority, being watched all the time and needing to set an example. Now we had to keep up appearances.

A fortnight later, he was in hospital with flu and when we heard that he had double pneumonia I grew frantic with anxiety and telephoned the hospital every day for news, from kiosks in the town. But when the  crisis passed and visiting began I went to see him twice a week until a relapse occurred, his condition was grave, visiting was stopped and his wife was sent for.

The next day, I saw a stylish-looking woman in a fine fur coat standing ouside the Mess. The next moment she got into a car and was driven away. They were nothing to each other  but she could see him – and I couldn’t.

The condition cleared and  we began  writing.

January 14th 1944. Maindiff Court Hospital

  For sheer beauty of expression your letter to me has no equal in my mind, for the big things it expresses reflect the greatness of yours. You speak of the future and ‘so much to live for’. For you, youth, beauty, independence and a brilliant brain with which to create. For me, just a re-building scheme with  not much time to complete. And yet, with a  certain background, I know that I could surprise myself – just the inspiration, the pride, the coming back each night to report progress and cherish with passionate understanding, the Lady of my Dreams.  And she. I wonder if her tasks might the lighter seem if there, at call, were gentleness, sympathy and companionship. Now I am infringing…I am so very much better and hope to be allowed visitors next week.

The ban on visiting was lifted and I went from him straight to my mother in Aldbury, on leave. And he wrote

February 14th. M.C.

  I listened to your footsteps growing fainter on the metalled roadway – fainter, fainter while my heart ached and the cursed weakness of my body held me captive. Gone were the dark waves of  your hair, the brown translucence of your eyes, the divine smile, the  radiance – and still those steps receded. Never have I felt so utterly alone. One hour dragged by, a second passed – you were in the train and with that thought came a gleam of consolation and by degrees my deadened senses cleared. Said my Head to my Heart, ‘Why do you weep, you poor self-centred child, when you know that she goes to home and happiness and rest?. Would you deny her any of her joy?

  As my mind roves, I wonder that two lives in two such diferent currents of experience can have reached  so close a unity. We seem to think alike, view alike and strive alike : was it these bonds which drew us into early friendship? We did not drift for lack of human contact nor slide by physical desire. Some superhuman magnet force claimed and knit and held us  when we scarcely knew each other’s second names.  I shall not reason but give  humble thanks. Wilfully I have ttransgressed. I felt all that and so much more.

When I arrived in Aldbury and gave my mother the latest news, she  said, ‘Go back to him. He needs you’

February 15th. M.C.

‘Your letter reached me at lunch-time. To catch you before you both leave for London, a bare line must suffice when my whole being seethes in wildest ferment and clamours for expression….I am so deeply touched by your mother’s generosity…that you will cut short your leave with her and come to me next Saturday…I live at the very pinnacle of anticipation…my mind in new but glorious tumult…’

February 20th.M.C.

‘This heavenly week-end has  drawn to a close and we must  face another spell of separation. I am not going to write of all the joy that your visit brought me nor of the surging passions that engulf me now – that would only pierce your heart anew – but of the future when the suffering will be over…

February 24th.M.C.

 The letter which you wrote me on your leave, really turned the tide. Before, I knew that I loved you and always would: I knew I had no right  to seek  even your sympathy and understanding: I knew it was for you to choose the way you felt was right for us both…And you were right – I would have stood by that choice and gone away. But, had I at any future date been free, I would have sought you out through continents and lands, across the waters of the seven seas and over mountain ranges and trackless wastes and fetched you back…Oh, that beloved letter… The news. I am leaving here on March 6th for the Convalescent Home at Bridgnorth. We went on  writing.

At the end of March , to add to all the strains and stresses  Unit Censorship began and  I had to open and read all the platoon letters every day. At the end of April he left the Convalescent Home.

After five months during which, by means of letters, we confirmed our love and grew together: when, as in a hot-house of intensive cultivation, the writing, the waiting and the suffering advanced our knowledge of each other, we met at last, in normal circumstances and, in a Shrewsbury hotel, spent our honeymoon night.

The next day, we returned to the Barracks ,separating once more before entering the gates – I to my quarters and Gordon.to his, resuming his command only a few weeks before D.Day

Chapter 11. D.Day and the love affair continues.

On the eve of the Invasion of Europe, Gordon was at his desk day and night. He look3d strained but happy wwhen we met every evening for dinner in the crowded Mess where the talk was of trivialities, with bursts of meaningless laughter and we could only exchange a few guarded words.

To the general tension was added the tension of our  dissembling. We were both determined to avoid regimental gossip and I subscribed whole-heartedly to his favourite maxim of command. ‘a Unit is as good or as bad as the C.O.

On May 7th  I wrote to my mother.

  ..all is so different here – and wonderful. I see him every day but there is little time and opportunity to get away alone. …we snatch moments and life seems good and, combined with external events, stirring and packed with excitement.

On May 15th I wrote again.

   We had an ‘Eve of Invasion – Waterloo – Ball’ here on Friday. I enjoyed it for Gordon  was there and we danced together. Last week, I went up the valley to Nantyglo to speak at another ‘Salute the Soldier’ gathering. To the whole mining population of the valley – in the fine big chapel, from the preacher’s gallery.

June5th I  wrote to her.

Due to double censorship, even my letters are censored now and so, for the sake of all concerned, the shorter the better. My heart goes out to all censors!…Do you know al about the detection of gases and the working of your gas mask? Also butterfly bombs?. Don’t go near or touch any peculiar object. They’ll be dropping things everywhere when the fun starts..

On June 12th I wrote again.

  ‘Well! The Great Day came! And all the ships were away! We had been so keyed up for it that it seemed rather flat, like an anti-climax, perhaps because we were all so tired. We watch the course of history now with reserved but steady optimism and hope that it may all be over this year…G and I have so much to be thankful for – not separated like so many…He is always up to his eyes in work – carrying the whole thing’

He was soon discovering hide-outs  to which we could disappear at week-ends, there were the usual platoon dramas and then leave started again. My mother arrived  and we spent it  in a hotel in Port Talbot, Gordon joining us at week-ends. And then, the inconceivable happened. With a few days to arrange the work that I was leaving, and arrange myself, I was sent off on a Staff Course designed to lead to promotion and, of course, to my posting. 

When I first joined up I was ambitious and would have liked high rank , responsibility and importance but now, all I wanted was to get out of the army, marry Gordon and get back to my work. 

In a note to him, I wrote.

 ‘ I cannot see beyond the war’s end but now I want nothing more than to wait for it ‘with you in this, the ante-room of Heaven.

Chapter 12. Royal Holloway College.. Invalided out.1945.

I suffered a month of strenuous training and boredom The examination papers which I handed in at the end  were blanks and I returned to Newport with a nervous breakdown. I reported to Gordon – my C.O.

 ‘ A posting came through for you – to Leicester’ he told me .’ I knew you wouldn’t want to go and so I stopped it. 

‘Stopped it! I would have liked to go – to run away from everything , from my platoon,, from Newport and – from him! The moment of truth struck, shocked me – and was suppressed.

‘ I think you  ought to go altogether’ he went on. ‘I think you’ve had enough and I can arrange your discharge. Shall I?’ And I saw, not my golden thread, but the white light of my task, the epic which, left for six years, driven down but never free of it, I could at last get back to.

‘Yes.’ I answered.

I went on sick leave and was  then discharged. The war ended and we both returned to London. He went back to his wife and his sumptuous flat in Mayfair but came to our tiny flat in Westminster at week-ends. After we had been away together to produce the evidence he began divorce proceedings and then left is wife. I found him a bed-sitter, nearby, comfortable but austere.

When the spring came, after an ailing and unhappy winter, unable to get to my work I packed a rucksack and set off for Kent to find myself a cottage.

‘Are you going to leave me here in that awful room? Gordon burst out.

‘You can come and stay with me at week-ends.

I found an old game-keeper’s cottage, my mother came to help me scrub and clean it and when I was settled and working, invited him to visit me. I didn’t want him. Didn’t want to have my work disturbed – but I had to ask him

He arrived in a taxi, looked round silently, went up to his room and then asked for the bathroom. When I opened the door of a small box-room and showed him the chemical closet. He exploded.

I’m not staying in a place like this. I’ll go back to the village and see if the hotel can give me a room for the night

He was calmer the next day when we walked and talked but when he returned to London, he went back to his wife and his sumptuous flat – and the nun came out of the shadows

Chapter 15. ‘The Brothers’.

In 1947, Miron Grindea, editor of  Adam International Review, published, with my war  gratuity, a paper-back edition of ‘He Was Like a  Continent’ the play which  I produced so disastrously in New York, with a splendid foreword bt Dame Sybil Thorndike. And I waited for reviews.

One came from Dublin and one from Cape Town, both long and appreciative – but nothing else. Even Dame Sybil could not save it from the indifference of the literary establishment and when my disbelief and disappointment passed, I saw the endeavour simply as a brave leap which could never have succeeded.

Now that I did not have to stay near London for Gordon, I returned to the moors  and in Farndale in the North Riding of Yorkshire I put the epic aside and  wrote ‘The Brothers’ and sent it to Dame Sybil. And she wrote:

‘I find your play very interesting – quite as interesting as the other one…but I just can’t think which would be the right management to submit it to I myself am tied up for a very long time. Your method of writing is most exciting and the play ought to be done. If you don’t place it, contact me again’.

I sent it to several directors – and then Gordon became involved. We had been estranged   but when we met again and  I told him what I was doing, and the difficulties, he offered to back the play.

On May  14th 1950 I wrote to my mother:

  ‘Gordon’s money has altered the prospects. There are now several  possibilities and Peter Zadek, a clever young director would like to do it….Home life suits Gordon. After two years he looks heartier  every time I see him!…I have been very busy – but little pleasure – all nervous, irritating things, mostly concerned with the pushing of this damned play – such effort is needed  to force it onto a stage And the time I have wasted and still waste.  I must get back to work

On July 10th I wrote.

‘ I went to Peter Zadek’s party last night. The more I get to know him the more I like him & have confidence in him. We talked the whole thing over & he said a remarkable thing, ‘There’s only one man who really ought to do this play – Gordon Craig’! I was flabbergasted & said I thought he was dead.’  ‘No’, Peter said. ‘He lives  in Paris & I heard only the other day that he would come back to England & stage a play if someone offered him one that he liked. How wonderful it would be if we could.’

When I learnt that Craig was in Vence, not Paris, I sent scripts of ‘The Brothers’ and ‘He Was Like  A Continent’ there and with them, the following letter

  Dear Mr Craig, 

Two days ago I heard that if you were offered a play which interested you, you would come back into English theatre to produce it and I was prepared to dash to Paris and find you out and sit on your doorstep until you emerged and I could push this script into your hands and beg you to read and consider it…Then, this morning,  even while I was making my preparations, I learnt where you were, with the result that you will receive it from the decorous unflurried  hands of a French postman and not from a travel-stained, wild-eyed woman kneeling in the dust at your feet!

  I already have a young director [an Austrian] who would be happy to work under you.. I would come to see you and talk about it

And  now let me despatch it by the fastest plane and then wait stoically for your acceptance – or  refusal. Whichever it may be I shall have made my intrepid bid  for  the master of the European theatre.

 I am also enclosing a copy of an earlier play

On July 21st he replied from Vence with a long letter , ending,

  All I can do is to thank you for letting me read your remarkable play  and to get this fiery glimpse of you. It will be done by some careful producer – the young Austrian! – impelled by you.

Heaps of good luck- and God bless you. Gordon Craig. I treasure your letter.

He had turned down my plea, yet both Peter and Gordon felt that the tone of the letter was so sympathetic that we should not take it as a categorical ‘no’. A personal meeting, we thought, might be all that was needed to stir his interest to the point  where he could be persuaded to throw himself into the project. I sent a telegram proposing a visit and when his answering wire came  ‘Indeed do come so welcome’  set off. Gordon was excited when he gave me the money for the journey  ‘The most important enterprise in your life’ he said,’ and you must do it in style

I arrived in Vence in the afternoon of August 4th and put up at the big hotel in the Place. We had arranged no meeting place or time but when I walked out into the sauntering crowds – I saw him at once – in white Bedouin robes, looking like a prophet, sitting at a café table and as I walked towards him he rose. ‘We met, knowing but unknowing, under the plane trees in the Place’ I wrote on a postcard to my mother.

We were like old friends meeting again, picking up each other’s thoughts and words and ways out of some former life and giving them a natural continuity in this one. As we left the town and followed a path between olive trees, he talked – wild, uncatchable, beautiful talk – about the theatre, art, everything, hour after hour and into the night. And the next day it was the same, his mind and imagination leaping and dancing as he drew me ever closer and deeper into his passionate world – which was my world, too, so that time stopped and life became a dream and my purpose in coming was all but forgotten.

After two days I wrote on another postcard:

  ‘The mountain is so beset with landslides, precipices etc that, lofty & beautiful & compelling as it is, I yet doubt if I shall reach the summit. But the attempt is worthwhile in itself’… Then, I broke the spell.

The Chagalls lived outside Vence and I telephoned Virginia and told her that I was visiting  Gordon Craig and she invited us both to lunch. But when he heard what I had done, he flew into a rage , condemning Chagall himself , his work and everything about him, saying that if I went he would never speak to me again. I had to choose between Chagall and him. I went.

When I returned, I could not find him. He had taken a bus to La Tourette,the next little town and stayed the night, the next day returning still angry and resentful. But we soon walked and he talked again

A day or two later, he told me that he had begun working on my old play, ‘He  Was Like a Continent’ and he pulled the book out of his pocket and showed me a beautiful little design drawn on the fly-leaf and, in the margins on every page were comments and stage directions. I was pleased but not excited for I was back in the dream and the drawing was  part of it – not real. And when, the next day,, we had another  violent quarrel and he drew  the book out of his pocket again and viciously obliterated the drawing with a thick black pencil and then, page by page, laboriously erased all his flattering comments and directions – I watched without really caring. For I knew 

by this time,  that if I could wake and walk out of that dream at the end of the week – he couldn’t. He lived in that suspended state and however interested he might become, any real sustained work was beyond him. The little sketch was Craigian and beautiful but it was only a pencilled breath – drawn to be destroyed..

I wrote on another postcard:

  ‘The stresses & distresses, advances & prostrations, storms & invitations increase every day! I have reaped the whirlwind! But how wonderful the turbulence is!  The Russian painter is a little lamb beside the English fury!’

We spent many hours in his room looking at old play books, designs, photographs and other treasures, stowed in his seventeen trunks ranged  in a line round the walls. All the records of his life were in them and I sat on the floor  half buried by memorabilia, looking, still listening – still entranced.

At the end of the great exhibition and the running story of his life, he handed me, with a gleeful expression and rather ominously, a small black notebook containing, he told me, the names of all the people who, throughout his life, had displeased him.

I flicked through the pages but I did not want to read the names. I did not like holding it and I put it down quickly.

The same day, the mood and the talk changed:, dropped from his visionary self to another self – from the sublime to me.

I was to give up my work and live with him. We would find a little house outside the town, for we loved each other and must be together. He was the lover now, young again and ardent and I did not have to say yes or no – it was all settled.

On the last night  we quarrelled again. Although I had been silent, he told me that I did not want to come and live with him and never would, because I was too vain. Not vain about myself – he wished I were – but about my work. I loved my work – not him. And my work was rubbish. I couldn’t  write a play. I couldn’t write ten good lines and as I wept beneath the onslaught he went on and on, his eyes so cruel, his ferocity infused with so much pleasure – and I hated him.  Later that night, when the devil had changed back into the angel of utmost beauty and refulgence, I took him up to my room to restore to him, if I could, a moment of his youth.

I left the next day and wrote on the plane: ‘I am on my way back, passing over Avignon, Orleans, Chartres – the grandeur that was France – feeling as magnificently cloudy as the clouds on which we ride!’

As soon as I arrived I telephoned Peter. He came at once and we sat up all night talking about Craig. In the morning, the first letter arrived. During the next seven weeks he wrote every day, sometimes several times a day,  each letter multi-paged, rich, poetical and decorative – some even illustrated. Many of them angry, impatient, resentful – then again loving.

When he went to Italy and expected me to go with him, I  seized on this distraction and stopped writing, bored and exhausted. He wrote briefly once or twice – baffled and annoyed. The game was over and my name, I am sure, was entered in the little black book

However much I may have admired his work in the past abd and loved him as an artist now – I disliked him as a man. I was irritated by the criticism and condescension, the ‘male chauvinism’ which, on every page, jumped out of the poetry and sweetness of the writing.

He resented me as an artist, bowing only momentarily and rather crazily to my talents as a way of getting me out there to minister to him in a subservient, mistress relationship which would have ended  within a week, in vanity and violence – and my revolt. And so, when I stopped, so cruelly it would seem, I felt no guilt – only thankfulness to be free.

Now, while waiting for the ultimate reconciliation, I have tried to stop judging and accept that in the world as it  now is, great art and even great spiritual teaching must often be conveyed by imperfect vehicles. And perhaps the only reconciliation between the irreconcilables is in the play between them

Chapter 19. Production of ‘The Brothers’. Sir C.P.Ramaswami Aiyar.

On February 13th1951. ‘The Brothers’ opened at the Watergate Theatre with a cast of eight, for a run of two weeks. The  auditorium held only a hundred and on the first-night it was filled, largely by my  friends and those of the company. Few  critics came 

In spite of the small cramped stage, Peter Zadek’s direction was very good and so was the acting while Peter Ury’s music was beautiful and right. Usually  attempts to marry spoken words with music fail, the music distracting from the words but on this occasion the two flowed mellifluosly together and the power of the words was enhanced.

The next day, four notices appeared.  The critic of ‘The Times’ condemned the play for its commonplace theme and ignored Peter’s fine direction. ‘.Whats On’ dismissed it contemptuously in two lines. ‘The Stage’ and ‘Theatre Newsletter’ on the other hand, praised the importance of the theme [the trail of endless fratricide transcended by an act of love] and general excellence of the play.

The Watergate had lost its glitter and its following and with   no help from the national press, there were  few bookings and we began ‘papering’ the house, giving blocks of tickets to Charing Cross Hospital and to St Martin’s in the Fields and offering them to people passing along the Strand.

 In the second week the bookings picked up and by the end, the theatre was full. Afterwards, it seemed  as if it had not happened for no sign was received from anywhere and no sound echoed back, not a ripple moved the dark indifferent waters of London. All that talent and effort and money went silently down.

Dame Sybil came during the second week – and wrote afterwards ‘I was very impressed with the way the play  ‘came over’. It is a difficult play  for the ordinary theatre-goer but there should be a place for such a work…The theatre is a heart-breaking place, I fear.’

And a few days later: ‘Thank you for your nice letter. I am truly sorrow that fortune did not favour the play – but do write another soon Don’t let the disappointment hold you and we’ll hope for better luck next time. And I’ll do anything I can to help when the time comes’ . She was a lovely friend.

Peter Zadek went back to Germany where he soon became Intendant of an important  theatre in Bochum and well-known for his outstanding productions. Peter Ury stayed in England and achieved little. I never knew how many of the actors managed to hold on to the ladder, so narrow and over-crowded ,  pitched with its top leaning safe in the sun and how many fell off  it into the hopeless streets

As to myself. I, too, had thoughts of leaving England, made clear in a letter written to a firm of literary agents., three months later, asking me if they might represent me but when I sent them the script. they ignored my letters and telephone calls.

 ‘I have suffered so much from callousness, couldn’t-care-less self-importance, quite apart from the commercialism and corruption… I left England in 1927 because of all this and returned only for the war and I am now thinking of leaving again for I will not wait  and wait, be pushed aside and wear myself out suing for favours from people who are preoccupied with stars, revivals, glittering re-hashes and do not care for what is new and vital and struggling to come up. England has always done her best to crush her young writers but I will not be crushed…

When  this angry mood had passed I reconciled myself once more to waiting, only impatient to be getting on with the epic. And my mother waited, too.  She did not even see the play but, for my sake as she believed, kept in the background throughout, intimidated by the old cruel taunt at ‘mothers living with their unmarried daughters’.

On the last night of the PEN Club Congress in Edinburgh in 1951, all the  labours, wrangles and amusements of the week culminated in the customary banquet when a row of famous authors sat at the top table and rose one after the other to deliver the prescribed after-dinner speech.

All  alike, all mannered, self-conscious  performances: the laughs they played for, the wit and cleverness they tried for – all so poor and  provincial. And I listened bored and critical, longing for the last to get up and get it over. And when he did, it was I  who sat up, looked up, reached up and hardly breathed, wishing that he might never stop.

Small, dark and unsmiling, aged 71 then, Sir C.P.Ramaswami  Aiyar was unheard of as a writer but as a statesman and  one of the ‘Round Table’ negotiators and designers of Indian Independence, he was inter-nationally known

A master of the English language, he used its power  and its riches   to lift the whole gathering off the frivolous ground. It was not oratory. It was completely emptied of personality : a pure intellectual and spiritual statement delivered by a Yogi out of knowledge and detachment

He spoke for a long time and when, at length, he stopped and the people left the tables, I pushed through them and followed him out into the vestibule where he was already surrounded. I was the last to reach him.

‘Thank you for that wonderful speech’ I blurted out. He smiled for an instant and then turned. He had had enough. He was escaping me. I had to stop him

‘I have lived in India and I want to go there again. Could I have a talk with you? He looked round.

 .’I am catching the London train tonight. Where do you live?

  ‘London’

  ‘Telephone me at Grosvenor  House and come and see me.. And he hurried away.

From Edinburgh I sent him a copy of my play,’ He Was Like a Continent’ and when I returned to London he invited me to tea.

His suite was high up , overlooking the Park and when he opened the door, once again  the sweet unexpected smile instantly altered his solemn, rather forbidding face. My book was on a low table and when we sat down it was the first  thing he spoke about.

 ‘When I read you play I was thrilled. I thought I wasn’t going to like it. I though you were just another woman writer of mediocre novels..

We talked about it until a waiter brought in the tea and then the real talk began – the words that I had come for, the riches I adored, the authority that I saluted.

Suddenly, I stopped listening as a wave of loving rose and spread through me, powerful and desiring, and I knew that, at last, I had found my father-teacher-lover. And at the same moment He recognised me.

Gordon was a husband whom I did not really want, Gordon Craig an actor and poet and too childish to be a father. I felt  like his mother and he my Ariel son. In Sir C.P. I had found the all-enfolding presence that I longed for – that always  comes when the one who longs is ready..

.

By the time he left for India  a few days later, the relationship of a past life was   resumed and it endured for the next fifteen years, until he died – and then once again was broken. Through out that time, hardly a week passed without a letter and no continent could contain us without a meeting.

’

Dr Sir Chetpat Pattabhirami Ramaswami Aiyar was a Dravidian from Madras in South India. Following the legal traditions of his family, he was called to the Bar and became  inter-nationally known in the famous Krishnamurthi and ‘Mr A’ cases.

In winning the case for the Krishnamurthi family against Leadbeater and Dr Annie  Besant, he won her friendship. ‘You have defeated us  ‘ she said when she went up to him afterwards and took his hand, ‘but you fought fairly and now come and join us’ He became general-secretary of  Gandhi’s  Independence Movement  and always called her his political guru..

He rose to become Advocate-General for the Madras Presidency and a millionaire and then, quite suddenly, gave up his lucrative practice and entered full-time politics. He broke with Gandhi’and was elected to the Madras Legislature, choosing to work for Indian Independence by constitutional means. When he became a member of the Viceroy’s Council, he attended all the Round Table conferences in London and was a member of the Indian delegation to the League of Nations

When Independence came, in 1947, he was invited to join the new government but declined because he was not in agreement with Nehru’s foreign policy of non-alignment. He wanted to align India with the West. He then retired from politics and turned   to the academic world – to teaching, writing and administration. It was these peripatetic labours which were beginning  to engage him now. His wife had died many years earlier.

In India, the five stages of life as laid down in the ancient manuals are still, as an ideal, adhered to. The Hindu passes from  the childhood stage to that of student, and  from the householder and maker of money to that of the wise man serving the community. After that, giving all his money and possessions away to his family and to the poor, he retires to an ashram to prepare himself for the next life. Sir C.P  had nobly mounted all but one of these stages – even having given away most of his fortune.

Chapter 20. Scar Top and Sir C.P’s teaching.

When he began his work at  the Academy of Asian Studies in San Franscisco with   a class of twelve students and audiences of  ‘intellectuals’ twice a week , leaving him time to read  and write ‘and dream about many things [and us] , his letters became an avalanche. One a day and sometimes two. His craving for  union became more and more their  dominant theme  with as many variations upon that theme

‘When India meant something in philosophy and religion’ he wrote, ‘it also lived a life of magnificence in the arts – literature, even erotic   and passionate  painting and sculpture, architecture, wonderful textiles, pottery and ivory carving and fresco  statuary as in Ajanta Kellora.

‘Our love is, to my mind, predestined and we must fulfil its call and message. It should be an inspiration for your creative work and at the same time lift you above small distractions.. Control of passion in the merely negative sense is death to the artist and the creator. The climax of passion, after its strenuous preliminaries , is not quiescence, but the serenity of fulfilment. True Yoga is not a turning away from the world but perfection after a full life and prosperous endeavour.

Indian culture does not confuse impotence  or passivity with the infinite quiet, the tremulous peace, that succeeds mighty effort and throbbingly passionate fulfilment. The love of Radha for Krishna is both a love spasm and a symbol of spiritual unity. It is a dance with its frenzies and its deep pauses.

There is no need to abjure passion. Y our duty is to experience it at its intensest and to its fullest extent.. This is true fulfilment for essentially there is no distinction between   passion and love  and the artist’s  urge for creation and the saint’s cry for union with the Universe.

All passion, all high endeavour has its travails and pains as well as its ecstasies  and I invite you to attain all these and not be selfishly aloof. Peace or repose is not to be achieved by flying away from the world of manifestation – of longing & love  and aspiring and failing and rising again. Bruises and wounds are the glory and  prerogative of the warrior as well as the laurel. Be the warrior, my loved one!. Accept your life and our life. Therein is the guarantee of the future.

Thus spake my beloved teacher once again and still more sternly. Was I a coward or a cripple that I could adore his teaching, yet wholly fail to rise to its sublimities and endorse the immemorial prescription for perfection. I did not know.

He admonished me and charged me with my duty and told me what I ought to be and do, yet as my lover he could not play Krishna to my Rhada and as my father, he confused me more by rejoicing in all that had come to pass and in all that would inevitably unfold. And called to high endeavour as an artist by my mentor, did I not experience the ecstasies and pains of passion and suffer the bruises and wounds of the warrior as I struggled in the world of manifestation. Did I not accept my life as it was, prescribed by my inner guide  and as a nun, cry for a different one-ness? How hard it was to love and serve  two masters.

By this time I had found the working home that I wanted. High on the moor above Hebden in Wharfedale, set back from the scar and unobservable from below, stood a traditional long-house of unusually fine proportions, called Scar Top. It had once been  a hospice, on the route over the moor to the Abbeys of Jervaulx and Fountains. Pilgrims had stopped there – and cobblers carrying sandals for the monks.

In recent times, it had  been a Youth Hostel and then had stood empty and half derelict, ravaged by the weather. I fell in love with it and arranged to rent it. Out of reach of unwanted transmissions and vibrations, I had the grandeur, the drama, the freedom and all the little luxuries of the high hills and I danced  inside as I looked down upon my nearest neighbours – 500 ft below.

The lecturing mood passed and my father-teacher-lover  became – just a man: an exile upon Earth, separated and lonely and yearning to give and to receive. And he wrote:

‘The description  and drawing of the house on the moor fascinated me. You have got the seclusion and closeness to nature that an artist so .often demands so as to be alone with his dreams & so that his surroundings may respond to his tumultuous questionings…You are, nevertheless part of the life of that Europe whose intrinsic unquiet & turbulence, are, and have been your environment.

Again:

It is true that, financially & professionally, I have been perhaps too facilely successful & I have never been in need of the so-called fundamentals of the outer life…… It is undeniable, however, that you have lived through more poignant & distracting years of travail [both physical & psychological] than I have. But if your privations & handicaps cannot be obliterated from your inner consciousness, some of their consequences can, at least, be averted in the future…In threading one’s way through a tangled & dark forest it is a solace to have a fellow-traveller who can hold your hand and I shall seek to share your burdens  and to eliminate the  loneliness of your soul. We have leapt towards each other. Let us hold each other closely and plan and dream together.

Again:

‘You must fulfil yourself as an artist .That is your metier, your destiny & your duty…My duty & joyfully imposed mission will be to smooth your future path, do all that is possible to make your  ‘passion’ unfrustrated. But, there is no gainsaying that yours is a fight that has to be waged with your world, with your literary background. And you are correct in assuming that you are bound to solve your riddle by every means at your command – revolt, challenge, apostasy or other desperate means -  and I shall stand by you, in so far as anyone can help in what is ultimately a solitary struggle..And to relieve or render supportable your ‘isolation’ I shall see that you do not have to suffer any pecuniary strain any longer – so long as I live

‘I want you to feel fully, to live fully & to fight joyfully [if need be desperately] for the things that, to you are worth fighting for you  This is why I have given you the fullest freedom…We may pursue separate psychological  tracks but  we shall come together at the end of the journey…I am your true soul mate & lover & I have no doubt as to our final inter-linked destiny.’

I was happy and content now for I was getting back to work, to the epic His letters should have made me happy, too, particularly the last one, a poignant expression of longing, an outpouring of seemingly selfless giving and benevolence. They did and they didn’t.

I could see the gap between his dreams and reality and the emcumbrances of his condition and environment  which held them both apart: the endless fault between promise and performance. His vision could not be grounded and his proffered gifts could not be grasped. As my own private passion dilated on the moortop, I became still more ungraspable  myself. Still more unbalanced – mad. We were equal in our disabilities   We had leapt to each other, we belonged to each other yet in spite of our needs and all our words, we could not really touch – except somewhere beyond.

When the desperate days of trying to light the inner fire were over and it caught and  blazed and I began, I settled into the chaotic, never-knowing pattern of my working life: to divine days of utmost creativeness and progress, to sleepless nights and idle days when I walked the moors for hours  despairingly and to the dread days of physical malaise. My mother was so nervous about the bogs and cliffs and sudden overtaking mists that she sent me a horn with a blast which carried for two miles although I doubt if it would ever have been heard  down below. I always carried a pocket compass. The first great theme of the epic –is the sea. And it was by the sea that I lived for the first year of the writing; on Hay Point on the Island of Grand Manan where, on stormy days, the spray dashed over my cabin roof . Now, as the drama moved towards its climax, the hills, the winds and the clouds were the elements that I needed.

The window of my bedroom-workroom was like a television screen. I watched it day by day, for the happenings, not somewhere else, but which came at me until I was on the screen myself, a diminutive actor in the eternal drama of the seasons.

The wind never ceased. It was so strong sometimes that I could lean upon.it. And soon the first snow fell and the screen became white. The underground pipe from the wind-pump a quarter of a mile away, froze and I melted snow  for water. Mr Longthorne struggled  through the drifts with my provisions and his brother, the postman, struggled up with Sir C.P’s letters which were as frequent and as long as ever although the once dominant theme, my need for physical fulfilment and our union now, had receded before a new  sensitivity and unveiling of its opposite – separation now, concern for my freedom and union after attainment, or ultimate union as perhaps the only certainty. It was the message of Scar Top  And he wrote:

‘My darling  Storm-Goddess, It is clear that Scar Top has taken you by storm [literally and figuratively] & that you feel akin to the elements & their fierce joy & that you are essentially ‘rested’ after all your searchings & outer quests. Your description of the intoxicating air & wild grandeur makes me long to be near you and share your thrills The situation of your house is wonderful and  the absence of the smaller comforts adds to its charms’.

The subtle changes in our relationship continued. For a year I had had no working home and done no work and been entirely caught up in the miracle of our meeting. The sheer beauty and authority of the father-teacher whom I had found at last and the forcefulness of the lover  had overwhelmed me and I had lain bewildered and inert in their arms.

Then, when I started work again in my mountain fastness I recovered from the divine shock and leapt up, in a movement of defiance and retreat. And now I changed  again I was once more master of myself and of my new situation. From a position of retreat I moved out into one of understanding and comradeship – and pursued  it on my own terms .  My letters became less intense and less concerned with ourselves and more with the  world around us. And again sensitive to this change in me, he changed as well

Then,  when the likelihood of war became still greater, eleven leading writers drew up the ‘Authors World Peace Appeal and immediately, 800 others signed it.

I could not wait for the post to transmit my signature and I rushed with it to the organising place, talked excitedly  to the people and,  and a few days later, learnt that I had been appointed to the executive committee.. I was still an outsider, the eternally unknown writer, floating ungrounded through the world. AWPA now gave me a position in life and the interest and action which I always needed  when I was resting from my work

The Appeal, aligning British writers with the Warsaw intellectuals and the World Peace Movement, signalled the rise of a new political force in this country which; as it gathered influence, ruffled the Labour Party and convulsed the PEN Club And Sir C.P wrote:

‘You cannot imagine how utterly satisfied  and joyous I am to learn of the recognition at the AWPA conference of what you are & stand for – a forward looking & fervidly inspired pioneer – one of those rare spirits that live as much in & for the future as in & for the vivid present…you have no alternative but to remain amidst that  crowd & to fight your way upwards & outward… an artist must unfold his personality in the context of many varieties of experience. But, even  though you may not know it,  you are among the elect and do not fit into the commonplace milieu. Yes. Politics may be an exaltation of the change that has taken place but it  is not your politics alone but your lambency and incandescence  that have worked the miracle at long last…I can surely take the credit for having taught you to write such alive, throbbing, electrically charged letters  I love and cherish them’.

I wrote to my mother;

 ‘I am not going away again. It is no use continually running away. I mean to stay it out as the second great change in my life approaches . I must think the thing through to its climax . I must resolve the impasses which I have got my life into – and cure myself and be reborn a second time. The first time it was as an artist – this time it will be spiritually – and already I am changed. And I promise you that  never again will you have to endure from me the irritability & inconsideration which you have borne so beatifically during the last 10 years or more.

The light which exploded at Scar Top was, in fact, my third illumination and rebirth and the journey upon which I was now setting  forth was not a new departure but just another stage of the one I  had been on since I was born.

This time, my new politics must have been an agent but Sir  C.P, appearing as my master and daemon was, in truth, my guide and my goad. The very violence of my feelings as I, in turn, received, rejected , felt betrayed and then accepted  his teaching, his caring and his loving must have forced the hour forward while the awareness of our ultimate belonging, must have clarified the path and lifted me along. And if he was my daemon, Scar Top was the mountain of my transfiguration.

He finally understood me now and knew before he heard. And he wrote

 ‘If amidst the hills and moors you can journey to ‘yourself’ you are truly on the way to attain & may God help you to travel quickly to your goal.  In a marvellous, mysterious fashion, I was prepared for your letter with its new vision & its wonderful realisations….

Chapter 21. Sir C.P becomes Vice-Chancellor of Annamali  University and then of Banaras. University.

When his term of teaching in San Francisco  ended with the probability of a meeting, his letters became frenzied. And the more he professed to want to leave me undisturbed, the more disturbing they became.

‘Our  communion must be resumed, implemented & perfected…I need your comforting presence & want to be near  you for weeks,  if not for months. I will come to you wherever you are and bathe myself in you as I ardently yearn to do.  In letter  after letter, he set down his commitments and begged me to give him a ‘detailed outline of my programme. Then, knowing that this question was taboo, he repeated it in a subtler way.

 Although I hunger & thirst for you yet, if your work demands solitude & withdrawal into your inner self I shall leave you completely free to settle  your programme. I shall not rush you.

When, at last I committed myself to meeting him, he wrote: ’Your letter sounds worried & distracted but I am confident that when we meet & commune with each other things will be clarified & straightened out.  I returned to London and he came to stay in my flat.

The crowning stage in Sir C.P’s life began in 1947, the year of Indian Independence, when he retired from politics and turned to the academic world in which he was now rising to the top as fast as he had risen before.

The volcanic love irrupting into the mellow tranquil scene must have sharpened the work of these last years but  at the same time, must have been as trying for him  as it was for me. He found himself passionately pursuing a timeless, dateless, ungraspable beloved while I had a lover forever striving to  harness me to his affairs. We had met again but on a level of time and place and physicality  that we could not manage and were not meant to reunite completely.

Perhaps I would have liked all this wooing and even liked to have been harnessed [as some women do] if I had not been already wedded to my work. In a former life I had been wedded to him, he told me now He was not only my father-teacher- lover – but my husband. All advancing out of  another incarnation to claim me  and  although I acknowledged all these incestuous relationships , yet less and less did I want  to be claimed.

He could be wedded both to his work and to me. I had loosened the bond somewhere and could  not assent to an immediate resurrection of this marriage.

One of the great flaws in this world lies between promise and performance and the great  disappointment lies in the failure of the pursuer ever to catch up with the pursued – the pursued never waiting for the pursuer. The desperate love of my pursuer was the expression of an everlasting loneliness, carried from life to life.

He spent two days in the flat and then took me to the Metropole Hotel in Brighton. A huge Victorian hostelry on the sea front, very appropriate  for couples like us, whether occupying double or discreet single rooms

Whatever his foibles, I delighted in his company and   in the hours and hours of his teaching, marred only by the hours of loving.  It was during these euphoric Brighton days that he made the startling suggestion that we should formally marry. I was  not expected to decide at once and when I thought about this prince and pauper marriage, a picture of myself with money, title, position and opportunity glowed before my eyes only to be followed instantly by one which lingered like an unstoppable  nightmare. If I had been his wife before in some high Brahmin household, I pitied my past self

A week seemed to satisfy the hungering and  to quench the thirsting. Any longer would perhaps have been intolerable. He went on to Nice  to lead the Indian delegation at the PEN Club Congress and I went to Copenhagen to attend  a  conference of  the peace Movement.

When I returned to the moor, I wrote to my mother:

  ‘Although I have finished a scene, I am working badly & feeling miserable –but I keep going. I think I am a bit exhausted with the long struggle. It is 14 years now since I began this epic work & it has lain like a load upon me  ever since – consciously or unconsciously always with me – and still I cannot see the end’

And again on another postcard:

  ‘No news. Day follows day in absorbed unsatisfactory struggle. Oh, the pain of it as I feel the power & poetry ebbing away and little done & all the promise & the hope changed from  substance into shadow. But I shall go on until I have squeezed out the last sweet word & grand oration…I haven’t learned  to  accept pain & I haven’t the courage to keep it to myself but must continually cry out…It would be nobler if I never posted any of my wretched letters….

The strain of the work had grown too great and quick relief was what I  wanted and didn’t know how to get. Sir C.P could  not give it me, my spiritual journey was postponed and my politics were only occasional fireworks. The work was all – I was the work. The work, the work- and finding the strength to finish it

In December 1952 I went to Vienna to another of the great Congresses of the People for Peace, signed the  Vienna Declaration and reported back to the committee in London When I returned to the moor I wrote to my mother

Another bad night. I came back feeling unwell but I was so keen that I risked it. The weather is right, everything is right – except me. I may  have to give up & go without writing a line…  And to this , my mother reacted instantly

 ‘It would be the greatest rest for  me if I came up to you. I will bring a mattress & put it  on the floor. I should love to come. I would find plenty to do. I might even bring my paints & we’ll have Christmas there…Say the word & I’ll come at once.

I sent a telegram. ‘Don’t come. Working now’ followed by a letter``

‘I might have known that the first thing you would think of would be to come journeying  all the  way up here. You are wonderful! But here I must be alone – for better or for worse. Here,  one  must either recover & work or decline & crawl away. There is nothing in between. By staying in bed or in my chair for several days, I got much better….and somehow I am doing some work & so feel less desperate.

In January 1954  I wrote

‘I am getting along a little better now but the end of this  gigantic work is just a stale, tired, forced affair. It will not be the work of art I hoped for but a work of the will – tragic because it should have been so sublime. All I  can do is to strain every nerve to finish it – my only consolation will be in having sustained it to the end. And the end is tremendous- the history of the whole world condensed  into one scene.

And on another postcard.  ‘I am in a weird world on top of this mountain,   work 6-7-8 hours  a day, sleep  when I can, eat little, not knowing from hour to hour & day to day how it will go – blissful when it goes well – suicidal when it doesn’t – a nightmare world. The village is another world  when I go down there at night. I return up the mountain a little  more normal until I get inside the house & the struggle starts again - & the feel of madness. But I don’t seem able to do this work in any other way.

I worked all through the  autumn on the Epilogue and by December  of 1954 it was finished. The grand ever-extending, tragical  drama which had possessed me for more than sixteen years was finished.. 

The next day, I went down to tell my friends. They had all been watching and waiting for so long.. They smiled and one of them embraced me and shouted in her gladness

‘Now, you must read it to us’!

I telephoned my mother and then climbed again and went back into the house, always so filled  with stress as well as rapture – with ecstasy as well as pain, but now, emptied of its purpose, light and careless, its grim hold upon me, broken. And the rain was coming through the roof now and dripping down onto my bed.

The next evening I set off in the  dark clutching my precious manuscript, and was surprised to see hurricane lamps swinging and torches flashing among the houses below and when I crossed the bridge over the beck, I could hear voices and the tramp of feet upon the cobblestones. Usually so dark and silent at this hour, the whole village seemed astir.

I went to the cottage where I was expecting to read to a few people. When the door opened, my  friend came out. ‘It’s not here’ she said. My room’s not big enough. It’s at Mountpleasant and the whole village is coming. Come on’  And we joined the people carrying chairs and baskets. The women had baked specially.

The room was already half full. When I began they were crowded close and some were standing. I read, then stopped    while we ate and drank strong tea and discussed the play, then read again. And like this it went on half the night.   The next day, an undated letter came from my  mother.

 ‘I, who waddle down stair by stair, simply leapt the whole flight when they called out that the telephone was for me.  I dreaded it , expecting awful news –the worst. After your postcards day by day, I feared you would crack up. What a relief. I did not realise’, until afterwards, how strung up I was. At last the strain for you is over. That awful nightmare is over and you are free. Your work will be recognised. You can go to India now. The world is yours. This is the great turning-point of your life.’

And I replied.

‘Don’t talk to me of turning-points. I have had so many and know all about them. Say  only that what I set my hand to – I have done’

Mr Longthorne came up the hill for the last time to fetch my trunks and I rode down with them on the trailer, behind the tractor.
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