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In Troublemaker, the biographer Carla Kaplan makes the
case that Decca was a prototype social justice warrior
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You could be forgiven for feeling that we reached peak Today's Quizle
Mitford a long time ago. There is a limit to how many .
times one wants to hear about the six sisters (plus Q: Which island natic
brother) who grew up between the wars in a Cotswold has no official capital?

manor house screeching “too divine” or “extraorder” at

Test your knowledge
each other and displaying all the self-satisfied @ —mirieeoo
eccentricity that came with being the children of the 2nd

Baron Redesdale.

Thanks to Nancy Mitford’s autobiographical novel The
Pursuit of Love (1945) and Jessica “Decca” Mitford’s
memoir Hons and Rebels (1960), both of which have
been endlessly recycled for stage and screen, most
recently this summer in the TV series Qutrageous, the
myth of the Mitford girls as thoroughbred fillies with
silly nicknames, China doll complexions and an
unfortunate soft spot for Hitler has been seared into the

popular imagination.

Books newsletter News, reviews, author interviews and
suggested reads from our literary editors.
Sign up with one click

The problem with the “Mitford Industry”, a phrase
coined by Jessica, is that it has tended to congeal the
sisters into one indigestible pudding of toffs-behaving-
badly. So it is salutary to be reminded that, as each girl
reached the age of 18 or so, she cut loose from the
Mitford mothership and made her own way in the world.
And of no one was this truer than Jessica, who in 1937
ran away with her second cousin, Esmond Romilly, to
fight against fascism in the Spanish Civil War. This
elopement of a peer’s daughter with Winston Churchill’s
nephew caused a furore in the press and sealed Decca’s
reputation as the “red sheep” of the Mitford family.
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Jessica has drawn several biographers in the years since
her death in 1996 at the age of 78. The latest is Carla
Kaplan, an American academic whose previous books
include a meticulous study of white women’s
involvement in the Harlem Renaissance. No surprise,
then, that Kaplan’s interest in the Mitford red sheep is
centred less on her early life of privilege in the
Oxfordshire countryside with the other Hens (the tribal

nickname the sisters gave themselves) and more on her

decades-long career as an American political activist.

TROUBLE
MAKER

Jessica
Mitford

After Romilly’s plane crashed in 1941 while he was
serving in the Canadian Airforce, Mitford settled in
California, marrying again in 1943 — her second
husband, Robert Treuhaft, was a civil rights lawyer. From
their dingy digs — one of her many childhood nicknames
had been “Squalor” — Decca embarked upon a career of
speaking truth to power. Her most celebrated book, The
American Way of Death (1963), ripped into the avaricious
funeral industry. After devouring magazines like
Mortuary Management and Concept: the Journal of
Creative Ideas for Cemeteries, Decca went undercover as
a grieving relative. Her interviews with undertakers

exposed such abominations as the “burial negligee” and
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the “bra-form”, designed to keep postmortem breasts
looking perky. Her real outrage, though, was reserved for
the way that bereaved customers were tricked into

squandering their life savings on such icky send-offs.

ADVERTISEMENT

The American Way of Death cemented Decca as the
“queen of the muckrakers”, a moniker given to her by
Time magazine of which she remained inordinately
proud. From here she took on the American justice
system, particularly the way that prisons were used to
warehouse a disproportionate percentage of black men.
Mitford wasn’t simply a dogged researcher and deft
synthesizer of facts and figures, she was a passionate do-
er too. Every prisoner who wrote to her was guaranteed
a swift reply — a useful relic of her country house

manners.
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Jessica Mitford was involved in the failed campaign to prevent the
execution of the convicted rapist Willie McGee

COURTESY OF CONSTANCIA ROMILLY, BENJAMIN TREUHAFT, BEN WEBER AND OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY
LIBRARY

Troublemaker does not dwell on Decca’s inner life, quite
possibly because she didn’t have much of one. The
absent-minded mothering she received as a child was
hardly conducive to introspection: when she broke her
arm for the second time, Lady Redesdale merely sighed,
“Poor Little D, she doesn’t seem to have bounce.” Even
the much-vaunted relationship with her sisters turns out
to have been a matter of teasing insults rather than
soulful heart-to-hearts. An interviewer once asked Decca
whether sisters stood between her and life’s cruel
circumstances. “Sisters were life’s cruel circumstances,”

she snapped.

e The Mitford sisters like you’ve never seen them

before
Indeed, one of the great revelations of Kaplan’s book is
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just how bitchy the other Hens were about Decca behind
her back. Their letters are stuffed with nasty remarks
about her Jewish husband, black son-in-law and middle-
aged spread. Their main carping, though, was reserved
for Decca’s political beliefs. Diana and Unity Mitford had
both become fascists in the 1930s in the face of the
international threat posed by the Soviet Union. Decca’s
continuing fealty to communism, even after Stalin’s
atrocities emerged in 1956, appalled them. It was all “so
terribly sad”, according to Deborah, the youngest sister,
who was by then installed at Chatsworth as the Duchess
of Devonshire. When Decca published her fond and
funny account of the Hens’s shared childhood in 1960
they naturally loathed it: “Ninety per cent lies and
rubbish,” grumbled Diana, aka Lady Mosley, the

unrepentant Nazi.

Jessica Mitford, aged five

COURTESY OF CONSTANCIA ROMILLY, BENJAMIN TREUHAFT AND BEN WEBER

Decca’s dislike of introspection probably explains why
people found her difficult to know. Friends were
unaware that her first baby with Romilly, a girl called
Julia, had died of measles at just under six months. She

was similarly silent years later when her ten-year-old
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son, Nicholas, was killed in a traffic accident. The price
of this “concrete upper lip” was a drinking problem that
grew worse by the decade until, one day in 1994, she
simply decided to stop. You cannot imagine a Mitford at

an AA meeting, offering herself up to a higher power.

ADVERTISEMENT

* Read more book reviews and interviews — and

see what’s top of the Sunday Times Bestsellers List

This ability to pick a course and stick to it even when
circumstances changed explains what Kaplan identifies
as the limitations of Jessica’s political thought. Staying
committed to the American Communist Party even after
many on the left had moved on, Decca regarded the
arrival of second wave feminism in the late 1960s as a
dangerous bourgeois distraction. Books like Betty
Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique struck her as “mushy”
and she cringed at the term “sisterhood”. This explains
why, by the time she was writing her final book, The
American Way of Birth, in 1991, which dealt with the
medicalisation and monetisation of obstetrics, many of
her revelations about unnecessary c-sections and
inflated hospital bills struck critics as old hat. “None of
this is new,” declared Newsweek, while another reviewer
declared flatly: “Mitford misses the mark.”
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Jessica Mitford, left, with her sisters Nancy, Diana, Unity and Pamela in
1935

ALAMY

Kaplan has written the most well-researched biography
of Jessica Mitford to date. She is also, refreshingly, less
interested in her as one of the infamous Mitford girls
than as a pioneering advocate for what we now call
“social justice”. The result is a book that is light on the
usual beats of Mitfordia — the pranks, the frocks, the
casual antisemitism — and pays Decca the real
compliment of treating her as a public intellectual. By
the time she was middle aged, the Mitford narrative,
steered mostly by Nancy, had firmly fixed Decca as a
social malcontent and angry runaway who was acting
out ancient family tensions through the culture wars of
the mid-20th century. But, as Kaplan wisely asks, what
exactly is delinquent about devoting your life to causes
that strike you as mattering terribly even if it means
losing the respect of the people you still, despite

everything, love the most?

Troublemaker: The Fierce, Unruly Life of Jessica
Mitford by Carla Kaplan (Hurst £27.50 pp616). To
order a copy go to timesbookshop.co.uk. Free UK

standard P&P on orders over £25. Special discount

available for Times+ members
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