
The Holm 

This was my first time to see Fidelio ... .In the first act there is a quartet "Mir is so 
wunderbar. " The four protagonists come down to the footlights ... seemingly unaware of each 
other, they each sing their line of music straight out to the audience as if it were not of their 
doing that the lines intermingle in a complex and perfect harmony that it takes the four of them 
to make.. When the curtain came down on the act I wiped the tears from my eyes and I said to 
Arnold, "Why is ensemble singing so beautiful? What makes it move us so much?" And he said 
"People would be like that all the time if they could. " 

Nuala O'Faolain, Are You Somebody (p 119) 

Susannah Bentwich wanted life in her household to flow with the unforced 

inevitability of art. Everything should be done perfectly, and seem effortless, with no hint of 

strain. To an astonishing extent she achieved the effect she aimed for. Mrs Ramsay, the 

heroine of To the Lighthouse is forever beautiful, loving, always competent. Margery, 

sending a sister a copy of the book for her birthday, wrote "you must read [this book]. I never 

liked [Virginia Woolf! before. couldn't stand Orlando for all its cleverness. But this is deeply felt, 

and in those touches, those constant vivid flashes caught is our own Mother .... Every single word 

is trne and right." 

In the summer of 1893 Susannah and Herbert had seven children and Susannah was 

pregnant. She persuaded Herbert that the family had outgrown "The Limes," and they bought 

a fifty-year lease on 58 Avenue Road. This house, which Herbett named "The Holm," stood 

at the edge of St. John's Wood, then a neighborhood of artists and writers, including Susannah's 

brother Tod. It had plenty of space indoors and out. (Sixty years later it became the residence 

of the Israeli ambassador.) There was a front garden full of chestnut trees, lime trees, and 

syringa that gave a wooded outlook from the windows. The back garden held seven pear trees 

and a lawn large enough for a tennis court. The basement had a large sunny kitchen and a 

playroom, that also served as the week-day dining room, had access to the garden The ground 

floor had a snug study, a drawing room, stretching from garden to garden, with an alcove built 

out to house Susannah's beloved china nicknacks; a dining room papered once and for all with a 

William Morris design of chrysanthemums whose autumn shades threw a mellow light on the 

room and the oil paintings to which it served as a background. 

"The first floor" wrote Margery, "was our Mecca, with Mother's bedroom, and just 

behind it the schoolroom, which was school for most of the children until they entered their 

teens .... Upstairs (with a gate on the landing to prevent any baby's escape) .the youngest squad 

could dispmt themselves to their heart's content. "For the Bentwich children, life in The Holm 

lived in memory as a golden era, however laced with personal trauma or difficulties. 

Herbert was as much in love with Susannah as ever. On March 25, 1894, he wrote from 
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