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THE MITFORD SISTERS 

Nancy, Pamela, Diana, Unity, Jessica, Deborah 
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Introduction 

The New York Times headlined their article about the six sisters ‘A Nazi, a Fascist, A Communist, a 

Novelist, a Countrywoman, a Duchess - All the Mitford Sisters’. They were indeed notorious, and 

rarely out of the news throughout the 1930s, 40sand 50s. Between them they were close to many 

key figures of the last century. They knew Winston Churchill, John F Kennedy, and Hitler, were 

friends with Evelyn Waugh and Maya Angelou, sat for Augustus John, Lucien Freud, and Cecil 

Beaton, entertained the Queen, the Duchess of Windsor, and Katherine Graham, and were guests of 

Goebbels and Givenchy. 

How did these six sisters, offspring of parents whose highest hope was that they would marry well, 

achieve so much and become so famous? There are some indicators within the family tree that they 

would not have quiet lives, nor be unassuming personalities. 

Grandparents and Parents  

Grandfathers on both sides of the family were notable in their day. 

The Mitfords were a family of landed gentry from Northumberland going back to the 11th Century. 

Grandfather Algernon Bertram Freeman-Mason was a diplomat, politician and author who in 

addition to the large inherited estate in Northumberland, also owned property in Oxfordshire and 

Gloucestershire. Following his education at Eton College and Oxford he entered the Foreign Office, 

during which he worked in St Petersburg, Shanghai and Japan. He wrote a book called Tales from Old 

Japan, and then left the Diplomatic Service. He was later to advise W.S. Gilbert on Japanese culture 

and also inspired a march during the composition of Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Mikado. On inheriting 

the Batsford Estate in Gloucestershire he moved to the Cotswolds in the late 1880’s and his love of 

Chinese and Japanese landscape influenced his design of the arboretum. He became the Member of 

Parliament for Stratford Upon Avon (1892-1895). He had pre - and extra marital affairs, and was 

considered to be the possible father of Clementine Hozier, in the course of an affair with his wife’s 

sister. Clementine married Winston Churchill. 

The Mitfords’ maternal Grandfather Thomas Gilbert Bowles, was a politician and journalist, who 

launched the popular satirical magazine Vanity Fair (not the magazine we know today) and The Lady, 

founded in 1883, still famous around the world. He was known as an authoritarian figure and used 

Vanity Fair and his position as a Member of Parliament to humiliate and attack his opponents. He 
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was also viewed as being witty, with lots of energy, and The Times described him as ‘having a dislike 

of compromise’. With his gift for writing and opinionated single mindedness, the Mitfords may well 

have inherited his talent and traits. 

Father (Fave) – David Bertram Ogilvy Freeman -Mitford 2nd Baron Redesdale  

Mitford’s legendary eccentricity was evident from an early age. As a child he was prone to sudden 

fits of rage. He was totally uninterested in reading and education, wishing only to spend his time 

riding horses. He was expected to attend Eton with his brother and then join the army. However, 

due to his disinterest in education, he was sent to a less prestigious school, failed the entrance exam 

to Sandhurst and was sent to Ceylon to work for a tea planter. He later joined the Northumberland 

Fusiliers and fought in the Boer War where he served with distinction and where he was wounded, 

losing one lung. He resigned from the army and for a time he worked for his Father-in-law as a 

Manager of The Lady magazine, which he disliked intensely, before later re-joining the 

Northumberland Fusiliers with the outbreak of the First World War. He was allegedly mentioned in 

dispatches for his bravery at the Second Battle of Ypres, where his brother was killed, then invalided 

out in 1916. This was also the year he inherited the title 2nd Baron Redesdale following the death of 

his father. It was legacy rich in land though not in revenue. With 7 children to feed and 5 servants to 

pay, he could not maintain the large home at Batsford which he had inherited. 

He bought and extended Asthall Manor and then moved his family to Swinbrook. All the children 

expect the youngest, Deborah, disliked Swinbrook, which was colder and less spacious than Asthall 

Manor, with no wonderful library they could use. The expense of these moves particularly building 

Swinbrook in Oxfordshire nearly ruined him, as he was a poor manager of money. This and his 

disappointment that 6 out of his 7 children were girls led to deterioration in his temperament. 

Despite his moods, his daughters adored him as in between his rages he was an indulgent father and 

made them laugh when he was in a good mood. Deborah, who had the most positive memories of 

her childhood, wrote that when he and Nancy started sparring with each other, they were like ‘a pair 

of comedians of the first order’. Jessica remembered him only as being loud and unpleasant. 

Redesdale was an instinctive xenophobe and he came back from the First World War with a dislike of 

the French and hatred of the Germans. During the 1920s he developed extreme right-wing views 

and became a member of several anti-Semitic organisations. Accompanying two of his daughters 

Unity and Diana to Germany he was to be won over by Hitler’s charm, until the start of the Second 

World War. Redesdale was a Patriot and became once more violently anti-German. Following the 

death of his only son Tom during the Second World War, and seeing Unity in precarious health 

following her suicide attempt he became a very depressed man. After years of political arguments 

with his wife, he moved out, living a reclusive life in their family home on the Island of Inch Kenneth, 

a small island off the west coast of the island of Mull, living with Margaret, a parlour maid from the 

family home. He later moved to Redesdale in Northumberland, and died there in 1958. He is buried 

in the St Mary’s Church graveyard in Swinbrook.  Maintaining links with their father became 

increasingly difficult for his remaining children in the latter years of his life. He left money to all but 

Jessica in his Will, after her threat to leave her share of Inch Kenneth to the Communist Party. His 

title passed to his brother. 

  



Page 3 
 

Mother (Muv) - Lady Redesdale 

In 1904 David married Sydney Bowles, the daughter of Thomas Bowles, a journalist and Conservative 

MP who had founded the Vanity Fair and The Lady magazines. 

Her children, particularly Nancy, had mixed views of their mother, and Jessica saw her as distant and 

uncaring in their early years. Her own mother had died when she was seven years old, and at the age 

of fourteen she had taken full responsibility for running her father’s household. She had learned 

financial management and followed strict regimes with her children.  Physically undemonstrative, 

she rarely exhibited any signs of maternal warmth, which led to her children all competing for her 

attention.  Lady Redesdale taught all her children at home until they were eight, after which the girls 

were moved to a classroom to be taught by a governess. Neither of the parents believed the girls 

should be educated beyond basic literacy, as for women of their status, life was expected to be 

focussed on marriage and entertaining, however their mother was primarily blamed for this 

approach. 

Following a visit to Germany and having experienced the Nuremberg Rally with her husband and two 

daughters Lady Redesdale too was won over by the charm of Hitler, and his professed love of 

England. Despite the outbreak of the Second World War, she stuck with her Nazi sympathies, while 

her husband grew angrier at Hitler’s actions. This led to estrangement from her husband followed by 

a divorce in 1943. 

On her return to England from Germany in 1939 Unity needed to be cared for, and it was primarily 

her Mother who looked after her until her death in 1948. She gained more respect and even 

adoration from her other daughters in her later years, as they reflected on what she had to cope 

with due to their independent, and often challenging nature. Jessica was surprised and delighted 

that her mother took up her offer to stay with her family in California, and was described by Jessica 

as a ‘perfect guest.’ The Sisters agreed that Deborah was her favourite, as she had caused her 

mother less anguish than the others. She died on the island of  Inch Kenneth. 

Nicknames 

The Mitfords used a wide range of nicknames: Deborah and Jessica called each other Hen, and by 

extension Henderson, because of their love of chickens, and Jessica and Unity were each called 

Boud, from a private language they invented. There were also cruel names too. Nancy called 

Deborah ‘9’, the mental age beyond which she claimed her youngest sister had never progressed. 

Nicknames were invented for their parents, husbands, friends and acquaintances, e.g. The Queen 

Mother was known as Cake, and John F Kennedy as Fat Friend. After each name below is listed a 

range of nicknames, which they used throughout their lives. 

 The Mitford Family  
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The Mitford Sisters 

Nancy (Lady/The Old French Lady/Naunce/Susan/Soo) 28/11/1904-30/6/73 

Nancy was the first born of the seven Mitford children. As was 

the way in upper-class families, responsibilities for Nancy’s day-

to-day upbringing was delegated to her nanny and nursemaid. 

Mother Sydney advised Nanny never to challenge her child. 

Nanny Hastings was later to describe Nancy as self-centred and 

uncontrollable. With the birth of Pamela just before her third 

birthday, and Nanny’s need to look after the new baby, Nancy’s 

world fell apart. Throughout her childhood and young 

adulthood Nancy was to vent her displeasure on her sister.  

She was home schooled, which frustrated her, and continued to 

be a source of displeasure and dissatisfaction throughout her 

life. After much pleading she was allowed a year at boarding 

school, which was more like a finishing school. She loved being away from home, where she could 

meet people and experience life. She entered Society at 18, and was formally presented at Court, 

after which she could attend balls and parties as part of the London Season. She befriended Evelyn 

Waugh, fell in love with Paris on a short visit, and began writing to supplement her allowance from 

her Father encouraged by Waugh. Caricatures of family and friends pervaded her novels. In Highland 

Fling her father was the jingoistic hot-tempered General Murgatroyd – a precursor of the formidable 

Uncle Matthew in her later more well-known novels eg The Pursuit of Love. 

Her marriage to Peter Rodd was mainly unhappy, and in various biographies he was described as 

unscrupulous, unfaithful and unable to hold down a regular job. He resented her spending many 

hours writing novels or editing various publications. She suffered two miscarriages during this 

period. 

One of the most significant moments of her life was joining her husband in the South of France, and 

spending several weeks as a relief worker assisting refugees who had fled General Franco’s armies in 

the final stages of the Civil War. The experience hardened her against fascism, and Nancy and Rodd 

supported England and France during the Second World War. Later Nancy was to describe her sister 

Diana to MI5 as “a ruthless and shrewd egotist, a devoted fascist and admirer of Hitler”. Diana never 

found out about this betrayal until after Nancy’s death. She also informed on Pamela and her 

husband stating that they too were fascists. 

During the start of WWII Nancy worked as an Air Raid Precautions Driver. After Rodd departed 

overseas in the Welsh Guards, Nancy lived in London alone, and was to look after Jewish families 

evacuated from bombed areas of the East End in their London home which had been requisitioned 

to provide a refuge. After a brief affair resulting in a third difficult miscarriage she agreed to a 

hysterectomy. 

Working in a book shop in London during convalescence she met and fell in love with French Colonel 

Gaston Palewski, who was to be the love of her life. She moved to Paris to be near to Palewski, who 

had become a member of De Gaulle’s post war provisional government. She completed her most 
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successful novel The Pursuit of Love, which sold 200,000 copies. Located near to Palewski she settled 

down to write, see her lover when he was available and spent the rest of her time socialising. “I am 

so completely happy here, and have such passion for the French” she wrote to her mother. 

Evelyn Waugh remained a close friend, encouraging and advising her regarding her novels. Her 

article on “U and non-U” (Upper-class and Non-Upper-Class) which she wrote with tongue in cheek 

about speech patterns of the social classes, became the buzz phrase of the period. Hundreds of 

people wrote to Nancy worried about being snobs or common! 

As her reputation grew, she wrote a column for The Sunday Times and some highly successful 

biographies. President De Gaulle recommended that his cabinet read her biography on The Sun King 

Louis XIV. In her final years she moved from Paris to Versailles, due to rising rents in Paris, and 

infrequent visits from her lover. She began work on her final book Frederick The Great. Nancy’s 

latter years were dominated by her illness. She received honours for her literature from France and 

England gaining a CBE and Chevalier Medal. She died and was cremated in Versailles. Her ashes were 

taken to Swinbrook and were buried alongside her sister Unity. 

Pamela (Woman/Wooms/Woomling) 25/11/07-12/4/94 

Pamela, the second child of the family, would look back on her childhood days 

with pain, as she had Polio which restricted her activities, and made her an 

easier target for her sister Nancy to bully. Like all of her sisters she was home 

educated. This did not trouble her as it had Nancy and Jessica. 

She loved living in the countryside and learning about nature. She adored 

cooking and could remember most recipes she tried. She delighted in managing 

a farm owned by Diana’s first husband Bryan Guinness in Biddesden in 

Wiltshire. Pamela ran the Biddesden dairy farm until the end of 1934. After her 

broken engagement she had many suitors but formed no deep attachments. One of these was John 

Betjeman, the future poet laureate who idolised her and twice proposed unsuccessfully. Her hobby 

was motoring, and she made several journeys to the Continent in her open-topped car. 

In 1936 she married a millionaire, physicist Professor Derek Jackson (1936-51), and lived with him in 

Oxford and then Tullamaine Castle in Ireland. Their joint passion was for their long-haired 

daschunds, and the dogs may have made up for the children Derek did not want, and Pamela could 

not have. Derek got on well with Oswald Mosley and when Diana and Mosley were sent to Holloway 

Prison, it was Pamela and Derek who looked after their young sons. When the Mosleys were 

released in 1943 and had nowhere to live, Pamela and Derek immediately offered to take them in. 

Nancy attended Pamela’s wedding, but saw little of her until after the war, as she did not like Derek 

and he in turn did not like her treatment of Pamela. 

Following her divorce after 15 years of marriage she settled in Zurich and shared her life with 2 

female companions. In her old age she returned to England to live in Woodfield House in 

Gloucestershire, becoming an acknowledged expert in rearing hens, an interest acquired from her 

mother, and continued also by Deborah. 
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Diana (Nardy, Cord/Corduroy/ or Honks 17/6/10-11/8/03 

The third of the Mitford sisters, Diana was considered the most beautiful, 

and attracted Bryan Guinness -heir to the brewing industry - as soon as 

she was out in Society. It was the wedding of the year in 1929. The couple 

had £20,000 a year to live on, owned a London house, a Hampshire 

Estate and a Dublin home. She gave birth to two sons. 

In 1932 she was a Cecil Beaton-photographed Goddess at a summer Ball 

in her Chelsea House, dancing in a dress covered in diamonds. Oswald 

Mosley declared his love for her that night. He had charisma, and was a 

high-profile Conservative and Labour politician, rejecting or rejected by 

both. He had in 1932 decided that Fascism was the only way forward 

following the global collapse in 1929. Diana became besotted, fell madly 

in love, and against family advice she left her husband, although Mosley 

would not part from his wife. Mosley was a powerful man she could love, and at the same time gave 

her a cause to which she would dedicate herself too. Guinness very gentlemanly offered fake 

evidence of his infidelity for a divorce, and Diana moved to Belgravia with her children, where 

Mosley discreetly visited. 

She was a social pariah, and for a period of time her younger sisters were not allowed to visit her, 

her brother would not speak to her and she risked losing her sons. When Mosley’s wife Clemmie 

died of a ruptured appendix, he was free to marry. Grieving and feeling guilty, he commenced an 

affair with his sister-in-law. Diana headed to Bavaria with her sister Unity who was at 19 already a 

member of the British Union of Fascists. They were given tickets to attend the first Nazi Nuremburg 

Rally and the following year they attended the second Nazi Rally as guests of Hitler. Hitler provided 

Diana with a chauffeur and Mercedes to attend the Berlin Olympics. Diana remained Mosley’s 

mistress, tolerant of his infidelities. She became pregnant, and had an illegal abortion. From 1936-39 

she used her Nazi links to push for Air Time Ltd, a German based commercial radio transmitting 

music to Britain with adverts where she could sell cosmetics, reputedly to fund the British Union of 

Fascists.  The project for a radio transmission collapsed when war was announced. 

Moseley and Diana were eventually married by special Reich permission in the home of the Nazi 

propaganda chief Joseph Goebbels in Berlin in 1936, with Hitler as guest. Diana’s first son with 

Mosley was born in 1938 and they made the marriage public. Mosley offered the services of the BUF 

to the British Government, but he was loathed as potential collaborator should the Nazis invade. 

Diana was watched closely. Sister Nancy and her ex- Father-in-law denounced her as “a dangerous 

and sinister woman” MI5 documents released in 2002 described Lady Mosley and her political 

leanings. "Diana Mosley, wife of Sir Oswald Mosley, is reported on the 'best authority', that of her 

family and intimate circle, to be a public danger at the present time. Is said to be far cleverer and 

more dangerous than her husband and will stick at nothing to achieve her ambitions. She is wildly 

ambitious.” In 1940 Mosley then Diana were imprisoned in Holloway Prison’s F- Wing and left her 

two youngest sons, Alexander, who was eighteen months, and Max, who was eleven weeks, and not 

yet weaned, with their nanny at Pamela’s home, where they stayed for eighteen months. Diana 

missed her four children, who paid intermittent visits to the prison to see their mother, however her 

greatest complaint was being apart from her husband. After initially living apart, Prime Minister 
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Churchill granted her request to be together in a small house in the grounds of Holloway Prison. The 

public were not happy to hear of the home comforts the couple enjoyed, including listening to 

records and sunbathing in their garden. Many angry and patriotic people petitioned against the 

decision to free them in 1943, which was due to doctor’s advice regarding Mosley’s ill health with 

phlebitis. Jessica wrote to Winston Churchill to demand they be kept in jail because their release was 

‘a direct betrayal of those who have died for the cause of anti-fascism’. Despite Nancy’s own 

behaviour in 1940, in writing to the Home Office to warn them about Diana, she criticised Jessica, for 

doing just the same. The Mosleys remained under house arrest in Newbury until after the war.  

Showing no change in her political leanings Diana edited a far-right magazine called The European. 

They left England by boat in 1949, living first in Ireland then Paris, which remained their home until 

Mosley died in 1970. She mourned him for the rest of her life. In her memoirs there was no 

repentance or apology for her fascination with Adolf Hitler. In a Desert Island Discs radio programme 

of 1986, when confronted with the number of Jews killed during the Holocaust, she simply 

challenged the number and said it was exaggerated. Diana also wrote books including a biography of 

the Duchess of Windsor, a close friend and neighbour. 

Unity (Bird/Bobo/Boudle/Boud) 8/8/1914-28/5/48 

Unity Valkyrie was described by her mother as a sensitive, introverted 

little girl, who often hid away if anything was said to upset or embarrass 

her. By the time she was eight she was naughty and disruptive. More 

solemn than her sisters, in an effort to stand out she behaved 

outrageously. When she was fourteen, because she was so difficult at 

home and desperate to leave home, Lady Redesdale made an exception 

and sent Unity to boarding school. The schools she attended could not 

deal with her behaviour, and she was expelled from all three. In London 

Society she behaved shockingly and stole writing paper from Buckingham 

Palace. Going against her Mother’s wishes, on her visits to art school in 

London she saw her sister Diana who had separated from her husband, and met Mosley, Diana’s 

lover. She became intrigued then passionate about fascism, joined the BFU, becoming an extrovert 

member, wearing her black shirt everywhere. She became determined - some writers described it as 

obsessed - to meet Hitler.  

After attending the first Nazi Rally in Nuremberg in 1933 with Diana she moved to Munich in 1934, 

learned the German language and met Hitler in 1935 after finding out where he visited, and became 

very close to the Fuhrer until the outbreak of war. Diana’s biographer Jan Dalley described how 

Hitler was extremely superstitious, and he believed this blond well-bred Englishwoman was sent to 

him. She was invited to party rallies, and state occasions, becoming one of his inner-circle. So 

horrified and saddened at hearing the news of the war between England and Germany, Unity 

attempted suicide in 1939 and with a bullet lodged in her head she lived as an invalid, cared for by 

her mother and others until her death at the age of 33 on the island of Inch Kenneth. The buyer of 

Inch Kenneth from the Mitfords described finding the house full of Nazi posters and flags.  
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Jessica (Decca/Hen/Henderson/Boud/Susan/Soo/Squalor) 11/9/1917-23/7/1996 

Jessica Lucy Mitford was the fifth daughter of the family. She described 

childhood with her sisters as torture. She was determined to leave home 

from an early age and created a Running Away Account. She became an 

anti-fascist in her teens, and secretly eloped at 19 to civil Spain to marry 

her second cousin Esmond Romilly, a young man she had much admired 

for his anti-fascist politics from afar, causing her family a great deal of 

worry and distress. The elopement of these well-connected young people 

(Esmond was Winston Churchill’s nephew), made front page news. The 

couple moved to London, and lived in the East-End and Jessica gave birth 

to her first child, Julia Decca Romilly, in December 1937. The baby died in 

a measles epidemic the following May. She moved to America in 1939 

with her husband where Esmond joined the Canadian Air Force. Constancia (Dinky) was born in 

February 1941, nine months before Esmond was killed on a bombing raid over Nazi Germany. 

Winston Churchill, who was in America visiting Roosevelt, saw Jessica and gave her the details of 

Esmond’s disappearance. Very little was written or expressed about these very tragic occurrences 

between the sisters. In her own book ‘Hons and Rebels’, his death was recorded in a footnote. 

Jessica buried her grief as her family had taught her. She turned her anger on Diana and ‘her 

precious friends’. 

After her husband’s death, she did not want to return to her ‘filthy fascist family’, so Jessica decided 

to stay in America, and found a job in the Office of Price Administration, a federal agency established 

to prevent wartime inflation, and fell in love with her future husband, American Civil Rights Attorney 

Robert Treuhaft, whom she married in 1943. The following year she became an American citizen. 

An Active member of the American Communist Party and a Human Rights campaigner, Jessica, 

alongside her husband Robert, refused to testify in front of the House of Un-American Activities 

Committee for which she lost her passport until a clerical error enabled her to visit Europe once 

more. She later resigned from the Communist Party out of disillusion with Stalinism and rigidity in its 

structure, which she had written about in a book, ‘A Fine Old Conflict’. 

The couple had two sons, Nicholas, who died at the age of 10, and Benjamin. The surviving children 

later were to describe their mother’s approach to parenting as ‘benign neglect’ and ‘not touchy-

feely’. 

Jessica was a very successful writer, first of an autobiography which made her famous, and also 

investigative journalism. Her most popular and first published book was ‘Hons and Rebels’, which 

was an entertaining account of her childhood, her eccentric family, and early adult life, but which 

caused much distress in the Mitford family. As an investigative journalist she visited Montgomery 

Alabama in 1961 to explore Southern attitudes and ended up being caught up in a riot between civil 

rights activists and the Ku Klux Klan. Following the riot, she marched to a church in which a rally with 

Marin Luther King was to be held. Rioters again attempted to cause trouble, and she, along with 

Martin Luther King and his supporters, had to remain barricaded inside until freed by the State 

troops. 
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Through his work with unions and death benefits, her husband became interested in the 

unscrupulous practices in the funeral industry and encouraged Jessica to write an investigative 

article about it. This gained much attention from the media and led to Mitford’s second book ‘The 

American Way of Death’ (1963), which became a best seller and led to Congressional hearings on the 

funeral industry.  Her longstanding interest in civil-rights cases found expression in the book ‘The 

Trial of Dr Spock’ (1969), an account of the famous paediatrician’s trial on conspiracy charges for 

anti-war activities during the Vietnam War. Her later books included biographies of Philip Toynbee, 

Grace Darling and another investigative book on the American prison service. 

Despite the closeness she had felt to Diana as a child, she refused to communicate with her sister 

following Diana’s marriage to Oswald Mosley, only keeping one letter between the two sisters. They 

were only to see each other at funerals. Unity was viewed in a more sympathetic vein by Jessica, and 

they maintained links, which she hid from her husband, until Unity’s death. Deborah was the sister 

she wrote to the most. Despite her father’s decision to disinherit her, Nancy thought this unfair and 

handed over her share of Inch Kenneth to Jessica. She eventually bought it outright and allowed her 

mother to live there until she died. Jessica herself died in 1996 and had a very simple inexpensive 

funeral and memorial service. Deborah called her the night before she died. 

 

Deborah (Debo/Hen/Henderson/9/Stublow/Miss) 31/3/1920-24/9/2014  

Deborah Vivien Freeman- Mitford, later Cavendish, was the youngest and last surviving of the six 

Mitford sisters, an afterthought she implies in her own memoir, and 

dismissed because she was not a second son. Deborah - like her sisters - 

was home schooled, and was content at home, in the Swinbrook 

schoolroom and with her ponies, hens, goats and other animals. As a 

small child she worshipped Nancy, only to be treated with amused 

condescension. Her oldest sister would repeatedly remind her that 

‘everyone cried when you were born’, on account of her being another 

girl. Her staunchest ally was Jessica, and the two remained close 

throughout childhood and adolescence. They developed their own 

childhood language and used it in adulthood. Jessica recalled Deborah 

spending hours in the chicken house, learning to impersonate hens 

laying eggs. She was devastated when Jessica eloped, and wrote ‘It cuts into Hen’s heart not be 

going to her Hen’s wedding.’ The beginning of the war was a particularly miserable time, as she felt 

bereft at losing Jessica, and then travelled with her mother to Switzerland to bring Unity home after 

her suicide attempt, finding Unity completely changed. She was then to witness the break-up of her 

parents’ marriage and see the struggles her mother had in looking after Unity. Wartime, love and 

the distressing situation at home all played their part in making a fairly swift decision to marry 

Andrew Cavendish soon after their engagement.  She met her husband to be at a Society Ball and 

thought that - as Andrew was only the second son of the Duke of Devonshire - she would live in 

poverty. Deborah spent the first two years of her marriage following her husband who was in the 

Coldstream Guards, and living in a variety of homes. During the war years she gave birth to three 

children, one of whom died. She was to finally and tragically experience the death of four babies, 
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with 3 surviving. When Andrew’s brother died in action in 1944, he became the heir. Deborah 

became Duchess of Devonshire in 1950 following the death of her husband’s father. 

An astute and capable businesswoman, she was mainly responsible for putting Chatsworth (their 

family home) on a sound footing. Her drive and enthusiasm led to the development of many 

commercial ventures, including the Chatsworth Farm Shop, Chatsworth Food, and Chatsworth 

Design. She was very ‘hands-on’ and was seen around the estate helping to sell tickets. 

She took to writing in her 60s, primarily about the history, maintenance and gardens of Chatsworth, 

including a book about her adored chickens, ending with her memoir at 90 years of age ‘to put the 

record straight’. The duchess lived in Chatsworth until her husband the 11th duke died in 2004. Her 

final set of rooms were in the Old Vicarage in Edensor, a hamlet on the Chatsworth estate, with her 

butler of 50 years, a secretary and a large number of chickens. Following the death of her Mother, 

she became the sister the other 4 surviving sisters confided in, and therefore all wrote regularly to 

her. The collection of letters between the sisters remain in Chatsworth House. 

Letters Between Six Sisters 

It was their great talent as letter writers which led me to find out more about the Mitford Sisters. I 

read their book “Letters Between Six Sisters”, a selection of unpublished letters between the six 

siblings, after receiving it as a gift. 

One cannot underestimate the importance of letter writing to all six sisters. The correspondence 

between them span eight decades, and were written from locations including Chatsworth, Holloway 

Prison, and homes in Paris, Munich, and California. The earliest surviving letter is one sent from a 

nine-year-old Unity on holiday in Sussex to thirteen-year-old Diana, who had stayed at home. The 

last was a fax sent from the eighty-three-year old Deborah to the ninety-three- year old Diana who 

was dying in Paris. The collection of letters constitutes not just a unique social and historical written 

account of the 20th Century, but also a very personal one focussing on the relationship between the 

six sisters. The sisters had one brother, Tom, who was sent away to school at eight, while his sisters 

were taught together at home. Tom wrote to his parents, but rarely to his sisters. 

The correspondence between the Mitford sisters actually consisted of some twelve thousand letters 

and over four million words, of which around five percent were selected by the editor, Charlotte 

Mosley, the daughter-in-law of Diana Mosley for the book. She describes her decision to choose the 

letters which focussed on the relationship between the sisters, and select “striking, interesting and 

entertaining passages”, as well as those that are particularly relevant to their lives. 

The Mitford sisters all wrote in longhand, except for Jessica who learned to type at the beginning of 

the Second World War. The proportion of existing letters from each sister varies greatly: political 

differences led Jessica to destroy all but one of Diana’s letters to her, while the correspondence 

between Diana and Deborah, the longest-lived sisters, runs to around three thousand on either side. 

The Mitfords used a wide range of nicknames for each other, the majority started in their close-knit 

childhood days. They also created nicknames for their parents, friends, acquaintances, and in some 

cases husbands. Their own nicknames continued to be used between them all throughout the 

decades, until the longest living sisters, Diana and Deborah, sent their last letters to each other in 

2002 with the endearing Darling Debo, and Darling Honks. 
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The letters in the book “Letters Between Six Sisters”, are previously unpublished, except for a dozen 

previously included in “Love from Nancy”. They wrote to each other to confide, tease, gossip and 

laugh at each other. The joking relationship between then acted as a safeguard, creating an 

environment in which tensions could be defused before they grew too serious. Nancy as the eldest 

was usually the instigator of these practices which she carried on into adulthood, partly in 

commemoration of childhood days, and partly because her jealousy of her sisters was never 

resolved. Teasing could be used as a cruel weapon, or a way of deflating self-importance. Jessica was 

to look back and describe her sisters as difficult to live with because of their cruelty. As the years 

went by, they began to reflect on their childhood years, and tragedies experienced, considering with 

a little more empathy and honesty what life had really been like for themselves and each other. 

Diana wrote that she regarded it a fault of her upbringing that it should be considered unthinkable 

to admit to any ‘weakness, misery or despair’. Deborah wrote to Diana in 2000, ‘I am looking back at 

the ghoulishly embarrassing diaries of mine, and can hardly read them. When Decca’s (Jessica) baby 

died I just wrote a sentence, and then went on to write about fishing with Farve ‘(Father). When 

Jessica went to America she wrote ‘Do write’, but I didn’t know what to write, we had cut off from 

each other and my life was so banal’.  Despite all of the letters sent, this was a fairly rare intimate 

moment. Certainly, all six sisters had the capacity to withstand (or hide) private tragedy, and public 

criticism with unusual resilience – often appearing insensible to other people’s opinions and learning 

to wear a mask, hiding their own vulnerability. Deborah herself expressed little emotion following 

her own tragic baby deaths, and Jessica never talked about the death of her children either in letters 

or within her own autobiography.  

In later life, the sisters became aware of the value of their letters, and of the possibility that one day 

they might be published. In 1963, Nancy advised Deborah that it was a good idea to throw nothing 

away, because the correspondence of a whole family would be ‘gold for your heirs’. The sisters’ 

letters are kept in an archive in Chatsworth House, where they were collected by Deborah, with the 

exception of those written to Jessica which are in the Rare Books and Manuscripts Library State at 

Ohio State University. 

Selected Letters – to focus on particularly dramatic and memorable moments in their lives, as well 

as to provide an insight into the personalities and political direction the sisters chose to follow, (or 

not). The letters also shed some light on the fluctuating, challenging and close relationship they 

had with each other.  

NANCY TO DIANA AND DIANA’S REPLY 1932  

Nancy wrote to Diana, following the news that Diana was going to divorce her loyal and loving 

husband Bryan Guinness, and father of their two sons, to have an affair with Oswald Mosley. 

27th November 1932                                                                                                 Swinbrook House, Burford 

My Darling Bodley, 

Thank you for the lovely week I had, I enjoyed myself to the full. Mitty (Tom, their brother), and I 

spent the whole of yesterday afternoon discussing your affairs, and are having another session in a 

minute! He is horrified, & says that your social position will be nil if you do this. Darling, I do hope 
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you’re making the right decision. You are SO young to begin getting in wrong with the world, if that’s 

what is going to happen. 

However, it is all your own affair and whatever happens I will always be at your side. As you know & 

so will anybody who cares for you, and perhaps the rest really don’t matter. 

With all my love, Nance 

REPLY FROM DIANA  

Darling Naunce, 

You are divine to me. I don’t know what I would do without you. I have read your book (Christmas 

Pudding 1932), and it simply heavenly and beautifully written, and I read it out loud to The Leader 

(Oswald Mosley), and we laughed so much we couldn’t go on reading. 

Bryan has now arrived, and is in a state of airy bliss and longing for me to start work on his flat. He 

says I can have the pick of the Cheyne Walk furniture, and I am giving him two or three pictures. I 

told him about the country shoes and crepe de chine. The future appears to be roseate specially now 

he’s so gay and bright. I ought to get you a diamond necklace – last chance! 

All love, Diana 

Either Diana wasn’t telling the truth, or Bryan was hiding his true feelings, as other records show he 

was distraught, and asked Diana to find him a flat.  

UNITY TO DIANA 1934  

Diana’s closest confidante in the family during this period 

was Unity and they wrote to each other regularly through 

the pre-war years. Written in gushing tones about 

meeting Hitler and his followers, there is also a totally 

naïve description of the events on June 30th in the Night 

of the Long Knives, when Rohm, and members of his 

staff, were dragged from their beds and shot, ostensibly 

for plotting a coup. 

 

Dear Nard,                                                                                                         Koniginstrasse  121,   Munich 

I’m so dreadfully sorry to hear you were ill, and couldn’t go to the great meeting (Mosley had 

addressed a large audience at Olympia, Kensington, where violent fights had broken out between 

Blackshirts and Communists). It does sound heaven. What an outcry in the papers though! As to Bill 

Anstruther-Grey (an M.P. and critic who signed a petition decrying the violence), I’m longing to see 

him thoroughly beaten up. 

Such a terribly exciting thing happened yesterday. I saw Hitler. At about 6 last night Derek (a friend), 

rang me up from the Carlton Teeraum & said that He was there. Of course, I jumped straight into the 

taxi in which in my excitement I left my camera. I went and sat down with them (Derek and relatives), 
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& there was the Fuhrer opposite. His aunt said ‘You’re trembling all over with excitement’, and sure 

enough I was, so much so that Derek had to drink my chocolate for me because I couldn’t hold the 

cup. He sat there for one & a half hours. I couldn’t believe it! When he went, he gave me a special 

salute all to myself. 

Do write &tell me whether or not you think Olympia was a success? I suppose all of those absurd 

attacks in the papers are bound to do the Party a certain amount of harm. The accounts in the 

German papers were marvellous. 

I do love hearing about your stories about the kits (children), in your letters, do always tell me if they 

say anything funny. 

With best of love from Bobo 

FROM UNITY TO DIANA  

Sunday 1st July1934                                                                                          Koniginstrasse 121,   Munich 

Darling Nard, 

The excitement over the Rohm affair is terrific, everyone is horrified. No one knew about it until last 

night. I heard rumours after dinner and immediately went into the town, where there were printed 

accounts of it stuck up in the chief squares. 

Today no-one can talk about anything else, and there is a rumour that Schleicher (The former 

Chancellor of Germany), and his wife, Rohm (Chief of Staff of the SA), and Heines (The SA 

Commander), have all killed themselves. I am so terribly sorry for the Fuhrer – you know Rohm was 

his oldest comrade & friend. How anyone could do what Rohm did I don’t know. It must have been so 

dreadful for Hitler when he arrested Rohm himself, and tore off his decorations. Poor Hitler! 

With best love to you, the Kits & Nan from Bobo 

UNITY TO NANCY  1934 

Nancy had started to write ‘Wigs on The Green’, another semi-autographical novel, and also an 

article in The Vanguard – ‘Fascism as I see It’, both mocking Mosley, and calling for a great Leader. 

Darling Nancy,        

Thank you ever so for your letter. How lovely, are you really going to give me a party when I get 

back? I actually return next Thursday the 19th, but have to go straight to Swinbrook, and please give 

me time to have my one & only evening dress altered by Gladys, so it fits me, otherwise I couldn’t 

possibly come. 

Now seriously about that book. I have heard a bit about it from Muv, & I warn you, you can’t possibly 

publish it, so you’d better not waste any more time on it. Because if you did publish it, I couldn’t 

possibly speak to you again, as from the date of the publication.  And as for the article, I’m furious 

about it. You might have a thought for me, all the boys know you are my sister you know. 
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You must come to Swinbrook when I get back, as you will be wanting to see my 304 postcards of the 

Fuhrer, I am sure.  

Unity follows this with a joke about leaving her Mother in the middle of Munich because she 

wouldn’t do a Nazi salute to a memorial to Nazi Soldiers.                                      

And finishes, Heil Hitler! Love Bobo 

In 1935 Jessica, Unity and Diana were still close as they had been since children. Two years later 

politics would separate Jessica and Diana them forever. Jessica was more lenient with Unity than 

with Diana, possibly recognising some vulnerability in Unity’s nature. 

JESSICA TO DIANA June 1935                                                                           Swinbrook House, Burford 

Darling Corduroy, 

Many Happy Returns of the Day. I’m sorry this present is so beastly. I got it as usual from The Little 

Shop in Burford. 

You are lucky to have been out to Germany to see my hated Boudle. Did she write and tell you how 

she saw the Fuhrer, of whom she writes the capital H for Him, as for Christ or God! I love my Boud in 

spite of all. 

Love from Decca 

DIANA TO UNITY Diana recalling her marriage the day before. 

7th October 1936                                                                                                                                     Berlin 

Darling, 

I am sitting in a bower of orchids envying you, because I expect you are still in the Fuhrer’s train. 

Yesterday was the loveliest and at the same time the most terrible day for me. The wedding itself 

was so beautiful, and the sight of the Fuhrer walking across the sunny garden from the Reichskanzlei 

was the happiest moment of my life. I felt everything was perfect, the Kit (Mosley), you, the Fuhrer, 

the weather, my dress, Magda, the Standestbeamter, the Doktor, and even Bobbie and Bill (Friends 

of Mosley). She recalls Mosley’s childish behaviour, brought on by his jealousy of Diana’s admiration 

of Hitler. He tried to say everything he could to wound me…. 

Well darling, I can never thank you enough for all your sweetness, and we will have a lot to talk 

about over at home. 

All love and masses of kisses, Nardy 
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UNITY TO JESSICA The news of Jessica’s elopement with Esmond had just reached the Redesdales,  

two weeks after her elopement.  

3rd March 1937 

Darling Boud, 

Peter Rodd is going off to try & find you so I ever since we heard. am writing this on the chance. I do 

hope he will find you. I expect you know what agonising worry the whole family has been in. It was 

really as if there had been a death in the family when I arrived – it still is, people are always coming 

round to console, or are sending flowers. ……. When I returned, I couldn’t believe that my wool 

gathering Boud wouldn’t be on the doorstep to greet me. I miss my Boud dreadfully, more than I 

would anyone else in the family.DO come back Boud, no one will prevent you from marrying Esmond, 

& they are all so unhappy, so is your Boud. 

With best love from your Boud 

 

UNITY TO DIANA the last letter written before Unity’s attempted suicide, and written the day before 

Neville Chamberlain as the British Prime Minister declared war, and the day after the German Army 

invaded Poland. 

2nd September 1939 

Darling Nard,  

Your letter of the 30th just arrived. You can’t think how thrilling it is every time I hear the letterbox 

click, as always expect every letter to be the last one that will get through. I listened in to the English 

news last night, it seems quite hopeless doesn’t it. I think Chamberlain & Co are criminals & should be 

hanged. 

In case you didn’t hear the Fuhrer’s speech, this is what he said about England. ‘Ich habe England 

immer wieder, eine Freundschaft und, wenn notwendig, das engste Zusammengehen angeboten. 

Aber Liebe kann nicht nur von einer Seite angeboten werden, die muss von der anderen ihre 

Erwiderung finden. 

Last night we had a blackout for the first time, the streets were so pitchy black one had to feel one’s 

way. Today I covered my windows with black paper. 

I fear I shan’t see the Fuhrer again. Nardy, if anything should happen to me & the English press try to 

make some untrue story out of it against W, you will see to it that the truth is known won’t you. 

When the war is over, do try to get Boy back, I’m so worried about him. Baby knows where he is.  

Very best love, to you & the boys, from Bobo 

Hitler’s Speech Translated was -: ‘I have proposed friendship with England again and again,and when 

necessary, the closest collaboration. But love cannot be one-sided, it must be reciprocated.’ 

Baby was Unity’s Great Dane 
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UNITY TO DIANA   sent to Holloway Prison 

20th November 1941 (passed by prison censor)                                          The Mill Cottage, Swinbrook  

Darling Nard, 

Well Nard, About the 1st December, I could come then, again. May I come? I do love visiting you. And 

you know now I am well again; I can’t bear life. I mean this war! You see when I first came back, I 

thought all of this was a play and I was looking on. Now I know I have a part to play & I can’t bear 

acting it! 

Next week I will visit Woman, which will be fun, I shall see Max! Oh Nard, I love, adore Max. 

V Best Love, Nard, from Bobo 

 

 JESSICA TO DEBORAH 1951 

19th October 1951                                                                                     730 59 th Street, Oakland, California                        

Dearest Hen, 

Thanks very much for your letter. I think it’s a wonderful idea about you coming out here. I long to 

show you the children. I am sure they are quite unlike yours. However, before you take the plunge, I 

think I must warn you of a few things.  

1) We lead an extremely un-Duchessy life here. For instance if you stay with us you would have 

to sleep on the couch in the dining room, we don’t have a spare room here of course , you 

could stay in a hotel Only how to pay for it? Which leads me to: 

2) You can’t bring more that $25 out of the country, so you would be completely at our mercy 

once here. We’d love to have you, but wouldn’t be able to pay for you a hotel. However, 

people do come to stay and sleep on our couch, so maybe you would do that. 

3) Our life becomes daily more uncertain. A lot of our friends have been thrown in prison & one 

never knows who’s next. (Not that we expect to be, at least not until February, but I’m just 

warning you). 

Now that you’ve heard the worst, I DO hope you’ll still come. There is one more thing: I do work very 

hard, in fact day and night. If you come, I would plan to take a week or two off, but if some 

emergency came, I’d have to scram back to work. 

So do come. Let me know so I can take time off work. I’m sending pictures of the children, looking like 

Angels, they are not at all like this in real life but are quite dirty most of the time as well as noisy and 

spoiled. This is not their fault, we never seem to have time to really bring them up, poor things. 

However, they are all beautiful and clever, which makes up for their faults. We are longing to see you 

soon. Please let us know of your plans. 

Your Loving Hen 
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DEBORAH TO DIANA  

Deborah wanted to share with Diana the message which had come from Jessica to say although she 

was very busy, she would rush to be with Nancy and living in France, who was very ill, and expected 

not to last long. 

Deborah also wanted to share some of her new initiatives introduced at Chatsworth. 

21st May 1971                                                                                                         Chatsworth   Bakewell 

Darling Honks,  

Now Honks I enclose something very touching from Hen. I’ve sort of told the Lady that she’ll come if 

pressed & I’m sure she won’t be pressed. I couldn’t bear it if Hen made all that huge and expensive 

effort & then not be welcome. Do tell what you think. It shows what a heart that old Hen has got, 

still, under all the fury and bitterness, (which I think she’s nigh on shed, a lot anyway). 

We have a summit here re the farm. The dotty-seeming answer may be to have parties to see the 

cows being milked, school children & the like. Most of them have never seen anything of that kind.  

Much Love, Debo 

 

Sisters without Deborah 

 

At the end of July 2003, during the intense heat that took over France that summer, Diana suffered a 

stroke and died peacefully at home with her family, including Deborah, around her. After the short 

simple service she wanted, she was cremated, and her ashes were buried next to Unity’s in the 

churchyard in Swinbrook. With her death the extraordinary correspondence between the Six Mitford 

Sisters came to an end. 

I had letters from you & the Lady (Nancy) & Henderson (Jessica) today, wouldn’t it be dread if one 

had a) no sisters b) sisters who didn’t write.  

Deborah to Diana 25th July 1965 

Sources: The Mitfords Letters Between Six Sisters Edited by Charlotte Mosley and various 

Newspaper online resources following their deaths. 


