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STORY BEHIND THE BOOK

Crossing borders and making (good)
trouble, Jessica Mitford was a model for
our times

By Kate Tuttle Globe Correspondent, Updated November 26, 2025, 9:28 a.m.
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One of the first things that struck Carla Kaplan about Jessica Mitford was her voice —

not in speaking but on the page. “She has one of the most recognizable voices in the
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history of English writing. You read anything by Decca [Mitford’s lifelong nickname]

and you instantly know it’s her,” says Kaplan, whose book “Troublemaker: The

Fierce, Unruly Life of Jessica Mitford” (Harper) comes out this week.

Mitford is known today mostly for her books “The American Way of Death,” a keen-
eyed expose of the funeral business published in 1963, and her 1960 family memoir
“Hons and Rebels,” about her aristocratic English upbringing among a brood of
dazzling siblings. But as Kaplan chronicles, her political views were paramount and
consistent. She eloped to Spain to aid the anti-fascist cause and to follow Esmond
Romilly, her distant cousin and first husband. The couple moved to the US during
Hitler’s rise to power, and after Romilly was killed in the war (“she never stopped
blaming the fascists for [his] death,” Kaplan says), Mitford became a fixture in anti-

fascist and anti-racist activism.

Kaplan, a professor at Northeastern, had previously written about Zora Neale Hurston
and, in “Miss Anne in Harlem,” about the wealthy white women who served as
benefactors to writers in the Harlem Renaissance. “They were filled with good
intentions, but they were failed allies for the most part,” Kaplan says. “I was thinking

my next book had better be about a successful ally.”

Unlike most of her sisters — Nancy, a novelist; Debo, a duchess; Diana, who married

British fascist Oswald Mosley; and Unity, a friend and perhaps lover of Hitler himself
— there had never been a non-academic biography of Jessica Mitford. That fact struck
Kaplan as “crazy, because she’s far away the most interesting of all the Mitford sisters,

hands down.”

Kaplan was still working on “Miss Anne in Harlem” when she began researching

Mitford. “I really wanted to write a book about somebody who succeeded in crossing a
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lot of social lines — class, race, gender.” Mitford was able to work within Black
communities in part because she was an extremely hard worker and effective writer,
but also, Kaplan adds, because she was so unapologetically herself. “She became a civil
rights activist completely authentically as who she was. She certainly never tried to
hide that she was a white British woman — she didn’t announce her background, but

she didn’t lose that upper crust accent.”

“She cared about the people she worked with,” Kaplan continues, “and that is a really
critical lesson in what it takes to learn real empathy. We don’t pretend we’re all the
same, we understand that we’re different, and she made the point that you don’t have
to be like people to care about justice for them to care about their rights, to care about

their concerns.”

Mitford is a woman for our times, Kaplan says. “I have such a strong sense that her
model is a vital one for the current moment, for people who are feeling despair at the

threats to democracy. She’s the model who tells you it can be done.”

Carla Kaplan will read at 7 p.m. Monday, December 1, at Harvard Book Store.

And now for a few recommendations ...

Gyles Brandreth’s account of the Milne family and the environment into which the

beloved bear first made his appearance, “Somewhere, a Boy and His Bear: A. A.

Milne and the Creation of “Winnie-the-Pooh™ (Harper), is timed for the centennial

of Milne’s first book about Pooh, Piglet, and the rest of the denizens of the Hundred
Acre Wood, a fictional version of England’s Ashdown Forest. Perhaps unsurprisingly,
the real lives of the Milnes were more complicated than the simple stories about a

hapless bear and his friends.
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A former Boston Globe staffer, Janice Page edits arts and culture coverage at the

Washington Post. In “Year of the Water Horse” (Pegasus), she writes with wit and

warmth about the process by which she and her husband completed their family with

an adopted daughter from his family’s ancestral region in China.

Kate Tuttle edits the Globe’s books section.

Kate Tuttle, a freelance writer and critic, can be reached at kate.tuttle@gmail.com.
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