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Luscombe, 1962, one of David's landscapes inspired by the Devon countryside
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Five years later, the free-spirited Lorna moved on from Lee to a youthful Lucian
Freud (aged 19, he was 11 years her junior). She sat for several paintings, probably
the best known being Woman with a Daffodil and Woman with a Tulip. She
became an artist herself and as she grew older, retreating increasingly into rural
life (not to mention her Roman Catholic faith), established her name locally as a
painter. She later introduced Lee and Freud to her nieces Kathy Polge and Kitty
Garman whom they would, respectively, go on to marry.

« Who fried their brains trying to make Lucian Freud sexy and original?
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Yasmin David was 19 when she discovered that Lee was her father. Her name had
been decided upon because its Y initial was formed from Lorna and Laurie’s
conjoined Ls upside down. “Yasmin discovered a book of Laurie Lee’s poetry
dedicated ‘to Lorna and Y’ and she put two and two together,” her daughter Clio
says. “She went to the Queen Anne in Fulham, London, the pub where Lee
habitually drank, but as soon as she spotted him, lost her nerve and walked out.
He followed her out onto the pavement. ‘Are you Y?’ he asked.”

‘Amid the many old photographs that Clio has unearthed, she found a picture of
her three-year-old mother in the arms of Lee.

“It felt very emotional when I first saw the photo because he’s looking at her
‘with such love and it captured this moment,” Clio says. “After that they didn’t
see each other again until she was 19 and she guessed he was her father. Before
that she didn’t know and in the photo she was too young to remember him. So
they were bittersweet really, my feelings when I first saw it... but I am so happy it
exists as an image.”
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Portrait of Clio David by Yasmin, 1978; Yasmin with Rose by Lorna Wishart, 1959
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Lee, it would seem, had always wanted to be part of Yasmin’s life. He had once
visited Worthing art college, he confessed, standing outside just so he could
watch her. By the time they reunited, he was married and went on to have
another daughter. He wrote Cider with Rosie in 1959.
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Lee and David started a correspondence that they kept up until Lee’s death in
1997. But “it was particularly intense in those first two years”, Clio says. She

draws attention to two early letters.

In a missive from Germany, sent to David shortly after their meeting, Lee writes:
“Don’t desert me whatever you do. You are the one spark in my shadowy life...
The stable clock has just struck six, and there is snow all over the landscape and
the moon is shining, and the birds in the aviary (which include several peacocks
and golden pheasants) are making nocturnal tropical noises in spite of the
‘winter cold. Darling, I have thoughts of you every day and dreamt of you.”

David’s reply is equally lyrical and just as emotional: “Don’t forget me! I have
missed you too much this past fortnight, although I have been too busy, all the
meals and things to do. But two weeks, after just re-finding you, is too long.
Maybe this sounds comical to you after 21 years. Sitting here on the drawing
room floor I can watch the seagulls diving backwards and forwards over the
‘willows, such a winter light, threatening snow, the one time the ground and trees
feel more frail than the sky.”
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An untitled landscape from David's watercolour series
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The charismatic Lorna must certainly have proved a powerful influence on her
daughter. “Lorna was a dream for any creative artist... she was a natural muse, a
catalyst, an inspiration,” David once said. She certainly learnt from Lorna how to
live life on her own terms. “Because that’s what the Garmans did,” Clio adds. But
the quintessentially poetic vision of Lee, the man who turned out to be her
genetic father, seems embedded in David’s nature. “It’s amazing how alike their
‘writing is,” Clio says, sweeping a hand lightly across the tied-up and sorted
stacks of letters that, not so long ago, she had found hidden, higgledly-piggledy,
in a chest. “When you read her notebooks, you can see so many similarities. It’s
there in their love of nature, in the way they looked at plants and wildlife, in the
‘weather diaries which my mother kept every day. They had a shared love of
poetry, of art and the countryside.”

« Cider with Rosie author Laurie Lee reveals village secrets in ‘lost’ interview
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It’s there in the paintings too, in the dozens of unframed, unsigned, undated,
untitled pictures that Clio found stacked — “almost as if they were waiting to be
discovered” — in a cupboard and which visitors can now go to Honiton to see.
The art-historically-minded will spot the derivations: the deliquescent
atmospherics of JMW Turner, the Englishness of Samuel Palmer, the visionary
symbolism of William Blake. Yet, at the same time, these poetic landscapes
remain determinedly idiosyncratic. “My mother was a chip off the old block,”
Clio says. “But she was also her own person.” Her pictures can play as powerfully
expressive and deeply personal a role as any other character in her family’s
extraordinary (and continuing) tale.

Yasmin David: The Nature of Light s at the Thelma Hulbert Gallery, Honiton,
Devon from Sep 12 to Oct 31
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How my mother found out she was
Laurie Lee’s secret daughter

The artist Yasmin David was 19 when she met her real father. His influence
is there in her paintings going on display for the first time
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Yasmin David as a child with her biological father, the Cider with Rosie author Laurie Lee, in Sussex in 1940
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ature or nurture? The face-off is familiar. The answer is always a

mixture, but seldom more emphatically so than in the life of the artist

Yasmin David, as her daughter Clio discovered. Rummaging in the
cupboards of her old family home, Clio unearthed secret evidence of her
mother’s long-hidden story along with the hundreds of paintings, drawings and
sketches. They now bring David’s luminous artistic legacy to light.

‘When David was a teenager, she discovered that her father was the Cider with
Rosie author Laurie Lee — and her paintings (and writing) have echoes of his
spirit and love of the natural world.
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This weekend, an exhibition of David’s work — The Nature of Light — opens in
Honiton. It marks the first time that her paintings have been shown in Devon,
where she moved with her husband, Julian, in 1961 and remained until her death
aged 70 in 2009.

David in 1974
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The pictures that go on show, many never displayed before (David showed only
once in her lifetime, briefly and in her early youth), speak of her wonder at the
‘wildness amid which she lived. David painted the high banked tunnels of the
steep Devon lanes, the lushness of grasses where she lay down to daydream, the
drama of cloudscapes in wind-tumbled skies. But was it nature or nurture that
fostered this vision?

The backstory is riveting. David was the daughter of Lorna Wishart, the youngest
in the Garman family of nine siblings. All were committed bohemians. A brother
‘was the lover of Peggy Guggenheim. A sister became the second wife of Jacob
Epstein. Another ran off with the penniless poet Roy Campbell. And another
married a South African poet but had an affair with Vita Sackville West.
However, it was Lorna, the baby, who was the most flamboyant. “The most
beautiful creature I have ever seen” was how Guggenheim described her.
Cressida Connolly, chronicling the life of this unconventional family, describes
how Lorna dressed in “beautiful and unusual clothes, smelled of Chanel No 5,
‘went riding on her horse at night, drove a chocolate-brown Bentley, and would
strip naked to swim in inviting lakes or rivers or 10-metre waves”.




