
 

VIVIEN BETTI 

Vivien was born in Tuscany in 1904 into the glittering if eccentric world of the Anglo-Florentines. She 

met Sitwells, Actons, Bernard Berenson and had many friends from the Corsini, Ricasoli, Capponi and 

Strozzi families. Living with her grandmother ‘Nonna’ (her parents being in Egypt), she learnt 1860s 

style English. Once when I drove off on the wrong side of the road with her in Rome, I wondered why 

she kept saying ‘On the other hand’ so firmly ...............  

She never spent a day at school, but her governesses educated her so well that at 65 she had no trouble in 

getting a degree in Social Sciences. 

Vivien came to England a few times, staying with her other grandmother (Bertha Jennings-Bramly) at 

Boarstall Tower not far north of Wheatley. A keen member of the Ladies Alpine Club, she climbed the 

Matterhorn in the twenties when not many women had done it. Tapestry design and Greek style dancing 

after Isadora Duncan were other interests. 

At this time, her father, who had been military governor of Sinai and founder of Cairo Zoo, was building 

a town for the Bedouin at Burg-el-Arab in the Western Desert. While Vivien was staying at his house 

nearby in the ‘20s and ‘30s, suitable young men would be brought out for her inspection. All were 

dismissed. ‘Desert Club’ people coming through included Rosita Forbes, Count Almasv (of English Patient 

fame) and especially Freya Stark. 

June 1940 found Vivien looking after ‘Nonna’ in Florence. A call came to say she would be interned if 

she wasn’t on the next train out of Italy. Leaving reluctantly, she made her way to the frontier, through a 

France about to collapse, and caught one of the last boats across the Channel. 

Vivien joined the army (I remember her resplendent uniform that September) and was soon posted out to 

Cairo. She spent much of the war there, though invading Italy in person at a later stage. But Vivien 

always refused to say what her duties had been. So a few years ago I sent for her record of service from 

the Ministry of Defence. It turned out that she had worked throughout for Combined Staff Detailed 

Interrogation Service. 

Now, soon after the war, Vivien married an Italian, Domenico Betti, eighteen years her junior. He had 

fought in the Nembo Division with the Germans to the end, and gone to ‘DeNazification Camp’ so that 

when we teased her that she must have applied pressure to make him agree to marry her, well  

Actually, I believe that 

a mutual interest in Romanesque architecture brought them together. They hoped to have a child, but 

sadly it was too late. Together they worked to find new homes for the displaced persons thrown up by the 

war, first at Capua and then with International Social Service and the Red Cross in Rome. An example: 

an Italian arrived, having walked across Europe with his Lithuanian girlfriend after the collapse of the 

Eastern Front. They wanted to marry but she had no papers. Impasse in Italy. But Vivien was able to 

arrange for them to be married in the Vatican City, which made it legal. I called at his home island of 

Pantelleria a few years age and inquired: he had died, but ‘La Polacca’ was still alive and living there 

with her children. 
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But eventually the difference in their ages told; Domenico made a girl pregnant, and, at the age of 75, 

Vivien thought it best to leave the home they had made together in the Alban hills near Frascati. She 

came to live near me in Wheatley. I never knew much about her activities here, but I gather that she 

worked for Help the Aged, the St Vincent de Paul Society, had poetry readings and joined in Wheatley 

ecumenical activities. At one of the latter, on her 90th birthday, she was wished ‘many happy returns’ - 

her reply: ‘not too many, I hope’. She was a keen member of Our Lady of Lourdes congregation, and 

gave the Neopolitan crib which is now in a side-chapel. Vivien even went up in a microlight when well 

into eighties. She couldn’t live without a dog. Her last one, Brandy, eventually had a stroke and could 

only walk in circles so that his lead would go round her ankles and over she would go. I remonstrated 

with her, but she replied ‘Nonsense. I was taught to parachute in the 8th Army and I know how to fall’.  

But it couldn’t last, and at 95 she broke an arm, was bitten and scalded. She did return home from 

hospital for a few months, but another fall meant she had to transfer to the Triangle nursing home. Here 

she was well looked after for nearly three years and, being local, friends could drop in to see her. 

Eventually, at 98, she simply faded away like the old soldier she was. 

Vivien seemed to us to have a pre-first war outlook. She lived very simply, and served her country, her 

church and above all her fellow human beings by giving her surplus income to charity and by hard work. 

Jasper Scovil (nephew) 


