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INTRODUCTION AND THE BEGINNING


From the moment of their birth at the beginning of the twentieth century, Ann and Laura Charteris were raised to be wives. Their only goal would be to marry, and to marry well. Which they both did. Repeatedly. When Ann married a peer, Laura married a viscount. When Ann subsequently married a press baron, Laura married a multimillionaire earl. When Ann finally married the man whom she believed to be the love of her life, Laura also married the man she professed as her great love – a publishing executive who was an ex-in-law of President and Mrs Kennedy. Following the executive’s death, Laura bagged the 10th Duke of Marlborough, becoming a duchess and chatelaine of the mighty Blenheim Palace.


Ann and Laura would be defined by the men they married. But more than marrying often, and well, these sisters inadvertently created another legacy. A legacy that gives the women a rightful place in literary history.


Ann’s third marriage was to a relatively impoverished journalist. While waiting for his impending marriage to Ann, this budding novelist sat down and wrote a spy thriller. Taking the name of a Caribbean ornithologist for his hero, he created a world of intrigue and villains. The novel was called Casino Royale and the character was, of course, James Bond. A character who would go on to become one of the most famous literary creations of all time, spawning the most successful film franchise in history.


As well as a welcome distraction from his upcoming marriage, Ian wrote for entirely practical reasons. He was marrying the 39-year-old Ann Rothermere, the ex-wife of the fabulously wealthy Viscount Rothermere. She had been accustomed to a certain standard of living, and the pressure was on for Ian to increase his income. ‘She baited him to start writing,’ Ann’s niece, Sara Morrison, recalls.1


Ian started writing and huge success followed. Without his marriage, Ian may never have sat down at his typewriter. Without Ann Charteris, there may never have been James Bond.


But Ann’s impact on the Bond novels goes beyond just being the catalyst for their writing. Alongside the character of Bond, Fleming also created one of the most internationally recognised female ‘brands’ of all time – the ‘Bond Girl’. Fleming’s fictional female creation is, in essence, his idea of the perfect woman. A beautiful woman who is socially adept, intelligent, well dressed, the perfect hostess, with more than a hint of iciness at her core. A woman irresistible to men.


A woman like his wife and her sister.


Both women were beautiful. Both sisters possessed a steely determination and hardness that drove them. And both women were irresistible to men. In the Charteris sisters, we have the type of women that Fleming loved. The type of women he sought to portray in his books. The type of women readers would fall in love with and want to make love to.


This is the story of Ann and Laura Charteris.


The Charteris Sisters: The Beginning


Ann and Laura Charteris came from a world of rarefied privilege. Born at the tail end of the Edwardian era, they were seemingly given all of life’s advantages. Born to a father who was the son of a premier earl and a mother who was an heiress, the Charteris sisters were aristocratic and rich. In addition, both women would make their mark as beauties of their day, noted for their magnetism and charisma.


Ann and Laura were at the very epicentre of Britain’s elite upper class. Through both their mother and father, they were related to many of the great, titled families of England. And those to whom they were not related to, the Charteris family called friends. ‘You have to remember how minute the establishment was,’ Laura’s daughter, Sara Morrison, explains.2 The aristocratic class that Ann and Laura were born into was an incredibly tight group of people which was near impossible to infiltrate. A small class of people who lived in grand houses, maintained staffs of hundreds and enjoyed lives of leisure. Men were not expected to have careers and women were expected to do little except make a suitable marriage.


Neither Ann nor Laura were ever expected to get an education or work. Beyond lessons from a governess in the schoolroom, and a brief flirtation with Cheltenham Ladies’ College for Ann, neither woman received any sort of schooling. ‘They were so badly educated,’ Sara confirms.3


While both women were clearly bright, their lack of education affected them both. Their grammar and spelling would remain appalling for the rest of their lives. But emotionally, this lack of education influenced them differently. Ann would surround herself with the literati of the day, challenging and taxing herself. Laura preferred non-stimulating, and non-threatening, adoration. As Laura’s granddaughter, Anabel Loyd recalls, ‘Grandma was potentially bright. A quick brain, she didn’t stretch herself. Ann went on educating herself.’4


For women like Laura and Ann, husbands would be the proxy for a career. Any power or status that women of that era and class could wield would come through the men they married. When bored or dissatisfied with their marriage, the only option would be for women to find a better, richer and more powerful husband. Instead of aiming for a promotion, women like Laura and Ann could only aim for a ‘husband upgrade’.


But this was an era when divorce was controversial and difficult to obtain. Unusually, both Laura and Ann would go through divorces, accumulating three between them. In a world where leisure time was ample, marriages were arranged, and divorcées ran the risk of becoming social outcasts, extramarital affairs were routine. ‘The upper classes turned a blind eye to extramarital affairs,’ one historian recalls of the early twentieth century.5 There was no shock or heartbreak over affairs. As well as accepting their husbands’ mistresses, many wives enjoyed liaisons of their own, with their husbands choosing to live by the adage ‘a gentleman never notices his wife’s affairs’. In such a small, elite world, it was not untypical for husbands and wives to have lovers among their friends. While the affairs were not talked about publicly, the relationships would be common knowledge among their social circle.


Ann and Laura would happily and vigorously adopt this attitude. Both would later enjoy an impressive and energetic roster of extramarital affairs and accept that their husbands did the same. As Laura once said to her daughter, ‘Sex means no more to me than cleaning my teeth.’6


But the way Laura and Ann approached sex, and their relationships with men, would eventually drive a wedge between the sisters. While Ann endeavoured to remain discreet about her romances, Laura relished the attention that came with being the focus of gossip. Having been close while growing up, their closeness would eventually descend into rivalry. ‘They were certainly competitive over men, subconsciously if not consciously,’ Sara concludes.7 As Ann and Laura embarked on love affairs, their differing tastes would further divide the two sisters. As Sara explains, ‘Ann disapproved of Laura’s men. They were not heavyweight.’8 While Ann became increasingly attracted to power and the political elite, Laura wanted adoration. As Clarissa Eden, a friend to both sisters, would later say, ‘Ann brought the energy to politics which Laura brought to sex.’9


Sex appeal is difficult to put into words but both Charteris women had the most raw, compelling and captivating sex appeal. One of her four mothers-in-law would describe Laura as ‘sex on legs’.10 A bishop who met Ann later in life recalled being ‘speechless sitting next to her. Her appeal, it was mesmeric.’11 Their friend, the garden designer and writer Lanning Roper, succinctly described the allure of the sisters: ‘They had the most magnetic sexuality I have ever encountered.’12


But with their collective seven husbands between them, as well as myriad love affairs, there was something other than sex, or even the quest for power and status, driving Laura and Ann. They both lived their lives at a million miles an hour. Theirs was a life of perceived privilege but both women were haunted by their childhoods. ‘They really had no upbringing at all,’ Laura’s daughter recalls.13


When their mother died in 1925, Ann was 12 and Laura was 10. Their father, Guy, was bereft: ‘I never had much heart, but all the heart I had died with her.’14 The 12-year-old Ann was taken to provide comfort to her shattered father, irrespective of her own, confused feelings. From then on, Ann and Laura and their siblings were shuffled between relations and grandparents, with no proper home to call their own. For both of them, early marriages would provide an escape and the solidity of homes of their own. But ‘the blinding horror of their mother dying young’ and their subsequent rackety upbringing would inevitably haunt them, driving them to behave in different ways.15 ‘My mother concealed her feelings. Ann wallowed in hers,’ Sara remembers.16


Ann would spend her life travelling and socialising and had an abhorrence of boredom. As Sara says of Ann, ‘Her boredom threshold was subterranean.’17 While Laura would not achieve the reputation of a society hostess like her sister, she also had her own motivations: ‘Aunt Ann’s fear of boredom was almost as great as my mother’s fear of not being adored.’18


Her unhappy childhood drove Laura to recreate her life as something akin to a fairy tale. Each of her lovers and relationships would take on a gilt and glow, with men falling instantly and passionately at her feet. And when these relationships floundered, Laura would run. As her daughter confirms, ‘My mother ran away from anything to do with unhappiness.’19
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CHILDHOOD


In the same month that suffragette Emily Davison threw herself in front of King George V’s horse, Anmer, during the Epsom Derby, Ann Geraldine Mary Charteris was born at her family home, 26 Catherine Street, Westminster. The eldest child of Guy and Frances Charteris, Ann was born in the early evening of Thursday, 19 June 1913.


Situated near Buckingham Palace, 26 Catherine Street had been built for Ann’s parents by her wealthy grandparents, Francis and Anne Tennant, after Guy and Frances’ marriage on 23 July 1912. The house, a solid and imposing townhouse spanning five floors, on the corner of Catherine Place, is considered enormous by the standards of today. But in 1913, the house would have been thought modest, albeit in one of the smartest areas of town. Despite a cook and several housemaids, the Charterises had no butler or housekeeper, leading Laura to reflect later, ‘Compared to our relations who had a full staff, we felt quite poor.’1


Ann’s father, the Honourable Guy Charteris, was the second son of the 11th Earl of Wemyss. The title had been created in the peerage of Scotland in 1633 for John Wemyss, a Scottish landowner. Over time, the Earls of Wemyss became powerful, intermarrying with other dynastic families and acquiring land and estates across England and Scotland. These included Gosford House in East Lothian; Neidpath Castle overlooking the River Tweed in the Scottish borders; Stanway House in Gloucestershire; and Elcho Castle in Perthshire, leading to the heirs to the Earl of Wemyss being known by the courtesy title of Viscount Elcho.


The title passed through the generations until David, Lord Elcho, son of the 5th Earl, was implicated in the Jacobite uprising of 1745. As a punishment, all of David’s property and titles were confiscated by George II in 1746. Recklessly, David ignored the king and assumed the title of the 6th Earl of Wemyss after his father’s death in 1756. David died in 1787 and was succeeded by his younger brother, Francis, who assumed the title of the 7th Earl of Wemyss, despite not being legally entitled to do so. He also changed the family name to Charteris, in return for being the sole heir to a wealthy maternal uncle. His was succeeded by his grandson, another Francis, who became the 8th Earl of Wemyss.


With the name change came a run of good luck for the Charteris family. In 1810, a second cousin, the 4th Duke of Queensbury, died without heirs. While the dukedom went to another relation, the 3rd Duke of Buccleuch, another family title, the Earldom of March, came to the Charteris family and Francis became the 4th Earl of March. In 1821, Francis was created Baron Wemyss of Wemyss in the County of Fife, in the Peerage of the United Kingdom. Finally, in 1826, Francis obtained a reversal of the confiscation of the family titles of 1756 and legally became the 8th Earl of Wemyss, restoring full legitimacy to the Charteris family.


By 1914, when Ann and Laura’s grandfather, Hugo, inherited the title, the Charteris land and estates had been depleted. But the family were still in possession of the mighty Gosford House in Scotland and the imposing Stanway House in Gloucestershire. When Ann was born in 1913, her great-grandfather, the 10th Earl of Wemyss was still alive. While he and his wife – another Ann, the second daughter of the 1st Earl of Lichfield – lived at the main family home of Gosford House, his son lived at Stanway. It would be Stanway that Ann, and later Laura, would view as the family home.


The family business, such as it was, was politics. In 1883, Hugo succeeded his father as the Conservative MP for Haddingtonshire, before losing his seat in the 1885 general election. But he was re-elected as MP for Ipswich in 1886 and remained so until 1895, also serving as Lord Lieutenant of Haddingtonshire from 1918 to 1937.


The same year that he first entered Parliament, Hugo had married Mary Constance Wyndham – a granddaughter of the 1st Baron Leconfield. Mary and her two sisters became the society darlings of their day, immortalised in an 1899 portrait by John Singer Sargent, which still hangs in the Metropolitan Museum of Art today. Mary and her siblings were founding members of a Victorian social group which was made up of other well-born intellectuals and politicians. Nicknamed ‘the Souls’ by Lord Charles Beresford, the group was established in response to the Irish Home Rule debate. Tired of a lack of honest discussion, the Wyndhams founded a salon where people could have open, spirited political debate without fear of recrimination.


The young Lord and Lady Elcho managed to produce seven children, although the parentage of all the offspring is uncertain. Wemyss family legend has it that when Mary was in Egypt with her paramour, the poet Wilfrid Blunt, she discovered she was pregnant. In a bid to maintain respectability, she made plans to return to England and wired her husband, who was enjoying an affair with the Duchess of Leinster. On receiving the news, Hugo replied by telegram, ‘Do not worry, I too am having a baby.’2


As was typical of their class and background, Hugo and Mary both enjoyed extramarital affairs – a penchant later shared by their granddaughters. The earl would eventually have a long-term affair with Lady Angela Forbes, daughter of the 4th Earl of Rosslyn, while his wife enjoyed a string of affairs with several men – most notably, the future prime minister, Arthur Balfour.


Lord and Lady Elcho’s eldest son, another Hugo, married a daughter of the 8th Duke of Rutland. Their eldest daughter, Cynthia, who later became a noted writer and biographer, married the son of British Prime Minister H.H. Asquith. And their youngest daughter married the 2nd Earl of Plymouth. Thus, the Charteris family seem to be related to the majority of the British aristocracy.


While their father’s side of the family had breeding, Ann and Laura’s mother, Frances Lucy Tennant, came from money. Also hailing from Scotland, the Tennant family wealth came from the industrialist Charles Tennant, Frances Tennant’s great-great-grandfather. Born the ninth of a staggering sixteen children to a farm labourer, Charles served an apprenticeship to a handloom weaver. But he quickly became frustrated with the slow and costly process of bleaching wool. The antediluvian practice involved soaking the wool in stale urine before leaving the material stretched across ‘bleaching fields’ to whiten in the sun.


Sensing an opportunity, Charles purchased several bleaching fields and experimented with different formulas for bleaching. He eventually hit on the winning combination of chlorine and lime, which he patented on 23 January 1798. The new bleaching process was adopted around the world, making Charles the most successful industrialist of his era and earning him a fortune. Establishing Charles Tennant & Company, Charles expanded his company to include metals, minerals, explosives and even railways. By the time he died in 1838, Charles was one of the richest men in the world.


His son, John, took the reins of the company before being succeeded by his eldest son, Charles. Despite being hugely wealthy, the Tennant family were still viewed as ‘trade’ in the harsh world of Victorian aristocracy. While overseeing his family business, the younger Charles set about using his ample cash to transform the Tennant family from ‘arriviste’ to ‘establishment’ in one generation. First, he purchased land and commissioned architect David Bryce to build a house reflective of the Tennant family’s status and power. The result was The Glen, a massive castellated baronial-style house in the Scottish Borders. Second, Charles entered politics, serving as MP for Glasgow from 1879 to 1880 and for Peebles and Selkirk from 1880 to 1886, earning himself a baronetcy in 1885.


Charles married twice, first to Emma Winsloe, with whom he had eight children, including Ann’s grandfather, Francis. After Emma’s death, Charles married Marguerite Miles, with whom he had a further four children. Charles firmly established the Tennants as a political dynasty with two of his sons following him into politics. Even his daughter, Margot, by his first wife, became the second wife of future Prime Minister H.H. Asquith. Charles died in 1906 and was succeeded in the baronetcy by his eldest son, Edward, who became MP for Salisbury. Two years before Ann was born, Edward was raised to the peerage as Baron Glenconner of The Glen in the County of Peebles in 1911.


Ann and Laura’s mother, Frances Tennant, was born in 1887 to Anne and Francis Tennant. As the granddaughter of Sir Charles Tennant, 1st Baronet, Frances had a privileged upbringing. She grew up between homes in Morayshire in Scotland and Romney in Kent, where her parents later bought Lympne Castle. In 1912, she married the son of the Earl of Wemyss, Guy Charteris.


Born in 1886, Guy had attended Eton and Trinity College, Cambridge. As a second son with no estate to inherit, unusually, Guy went out to work. His career seems to have made little impact on his family life as all of his children remained mystified by their father’s work. As Laura recalled in her memoirs, ‘I believe he had some kind of work at a place called the “Investment Registry”, but I would say he was an inefficient and uninterested man of business.’3


When war was declared, Guy joined the Shropshire Infantry, later transferring to the Scots Guards in order to go to the front. He attained the rank of captain and fought in the Somme in 1916 before being invalided out of the army. After the war, Guy returned to work for the Investment Registry, a now-defunct government department which monitored government assets and investments. But this was work in the very loosest sense of the word. There was much leisure time in which Guy could indulge his real passion – ornithology – a love which he passed onto his eldest daughter.


The marriage between Guy and Frances may not have matched the grand unions of their siblings: Frances’ sister, Kathleen, married the Marquess of Granby, who later became the 9th Duke of Rutland, while Guy’s brother, Hugo, married the Marquess of Granby’s sister, Lady Violet Manners. But the union between the second son of Earl of Wemyss and the eldest daughter of a strand of the wealthy Tennant family was an entirely and suitable match. As the first of a new generation of Charteris children, Ann was born into the very highest echelon of British society – a rank that she would be aware of for the rest of her life.


Two years after the birth of Ann, on 10 August 1915, Frances Charteris gave birth to a second daughter, Frances Laura. Confusingly, the record of her birth at Somerset House lists the baby as Jean Charteris. This mistake can potentially be explained by the fact that Laura was a strapping 12lb when she was born – nearly killing her mother in the process.4 Doctors battled to save Frances’ life, which may explain why Guy Charteris chose a wholly inappropriate name for his second child.


The two eldest daughters of Frances and Guy Charteris were quite different in character. Ann was more bookish, with a serious outlook on life, spending her time writing poetry and reading books.5 Meanwhile, Laura happily admitted to viewing life as more of a joke. She was more outdoorsy than her older sister, with a passion for animals. She enjoyed country pursuits like riding, shooting and playing golf with her Tennant grandparents in Scotland.


On 10 February 1919, the Charteris family swelled with the birth of another daughter, Mary Rose Charteris, an event that seems to have made little mark on the lives of Ann and Laura. Finally, on 11 December 1922, a much longed-for boy was born and named Hugo, Guy’s brother, who had been killed in action in Egypt in 1916. Typical of all younger brothers everywhere, Hugo was adored by his siblings, who treated him like their very own living doll.


Initially, the Charteris children had a happy, carefree childhood. Laura recalls roller skating along a traffic-free Catherine Place with visits to St James’s Park. The nursery floor at 26 Catherine Street was ruled by the aptly named Nanny Oger. Both Laura and Hugo recall Nanny Oger as unkind – she once kicked Hugo across the nursery floor while he was sitting on a china potty.6 Such behaviour might seem shocking from someone who was in loco parentis, but Oger may have been pushed to her limits by the four spirited Charteris children, whose pranks included putting frogs and worms in the beds of their nanny and governesses.


There were divisions within the schoolroom which threw the children’s different characteristics into relief. ‘Hugo always said that Mary Rose was a victim of her two sisters,’ Sara Morrison recalls.7 While Ann took a more tolerant attitude towards her youngest sister, which would continue into adulthood, Laura terrorised Mary Rose. ‘For certain Laura bullied her,’ Sara confirms.8 Even Laura herself is brutal in her recollections of her late sister in her memoirs: ‘My younger sister I never liked much.’9 The discord in the schoolroom became such a problem that Mary Rose was separated from her siblings and dispatched to stay with a rotation of relatives for much of her childhood, the excuse being that the smog in London was not good for Mary Rose’s health.


For Ann and Laura, their happy childhood came to a brutal end in 1925. Throughout the autumn, Frances Charteris was frequently unwell. During the last weekend of October, she travelled to Stanway to stay with her Wemyss in-laws, leaving the children in London. When she returned, she entered a nursing home on Park Lane to undergo a gynaecological procedure.


On the evening of 4 November, she was visited by three of her children – Ann, Laura and Hugo (Mary Rose was on yet another extended visit to her Asquith cousins). On the afternoon of 5 November, Ann and Laura were told by their governess, Mlle Angerhoff, that their mother had died. In an era when the disease of cancer was thought of as base and unmentionable, Frances had died of cervical cancer. Ann was taken to Guy’s study to provide comfort to her grief-stricken father while Laura and Hugo were left in the school room, mournfully watching the fireworks of bonfire night.


The Charteris children did not attend their mother’s funeral, which took place in Aberlady Parish Church in East Lothian in Scotland (a memory which rankled Ann and later affected her own decision to allow her youngest son to attend his father’s funeral). Following the funeral, life changed beyond all recognition for the Charteris children. Without Frances, Guy felt unable to cope with his children and the Catherine Street house was sold. He moved to 24 Oxford Square, near Hyde Park, where the Charteris children would spend only brief, intermittent spells. From 1925 onwards, Ann and Laura had no real home, constantly moving between the homes of their grandparents and relations.


Stanway House in Gloucestershire was the closest thing to a real home for the children. After the death of the 10th Earl of Wemyss in 1914, Hugo and Mary Charteris had chosen to keep Stanway as their primary residence, paying annual visits to Gosford House in East Lothian. Built of the local stone, which Ann and Laura would forever refer to as ‘golden’, Stanway is a rambling, gabled manor house.10 With a gatehouse and façade designed by Inigo Jones, the house lies in the heart of the Cotswolds, dominated by vast, leaded windows looking out to a magnificent lake and rolling parkland.


At Stanway, Ann preferred to spend time indoors, reading and talking with her grandmother, Mary, always known to the children as ‘Grumps’. Laura became the apple of her grandfather’s eye, with the pair playing endless card games and riding together. Despite their separate lives, the Earl and Countess of Wemyss endeavoured to provide a happy home for their grandchildren. Their Charteris cousins – David, who became the 12th Earl of Wemyss in 1937 and Martin, later Lord Charteris and Private Secretary to Queen Elizabeth II – were frequent visitors and playmates, as were the children of Guy’s sister, Cynthia Asquith.11


Another frequent visitor to Stanway was the novelist and playwright, J.M. Barrie. In 1926, the year after their mother’s death, Barrie wrote a play for the Charteris children called ‘The Wheel’. Barrie drilled the children in rehearsals, making sure they were word perfect for the performance.


The play starts with the discovery of a magic wheel in the nursery at Stanway. Ann is the first child brave enough to step through the magic wheel, followed eventually by her siblings and cousins. The children are transported to their futures, as imagined by Barrie. Prophetically, Ann uttered the line, ‘I shall be snapped up by a nobleman in my first season.’ Laura introduced herself as ‘Name Laura – Profession Vamp’, a surprisingly prescient prediction of her future.12


Tragically, Barrie also convinced 8-year-old Mary Rose that she could fly. She believed him and jumped from the roof of a barn. ‘She had a terrible fall at Stanway,’ her niece remembers.13 Her actions and subsequent injuries further convinced the adults that she was imbalanced and should be separated from her siblings.


The Charteris children also spent time with their Tennant grandparents in Scotland. The Tennants split their time between Hyndford House, a surprisingly suburban Victorian house just along the coast from Gosford House, and a grander residence, Innes House in Morayshire. Here, days were crammed with brisk, outdoorsy activities such as golf, tennis, picnics, fishing, swimming and riding. While Laura seemed to thrive in this environment, Ann preferred the more sedate, academic life at Stanway. Her time at Innes was spent in the solitary pursuit of reading poetry in the library.


Whatever Laura or Ann’s preferences for grandparents or houses, Anne Tennant was the grandmother who fulfilled the practicalities of the Charteris children’s lives, arranging dentist and medical appointments, buying clothing for the children and making a concerted effort to help Mary Rose. She also recognised that Ann was increasingly bored and needed stimulation.


As a result, Ann was dispatched to Cheltenham Ladies’ College. This was a highly unusual step for a girl of Ann’s background. While boarding school for boys was a requisite, girls did not commonly have a formal education much beyond a governess and a spell at a finishing school. Unfortunately, Ann loathed Cheltenham Ladies’ College, resenting the curtailments on her freedom, and she begged to be removed. After one disastrous term, Ann’s father and Cheltenham Ladies’ College decided mutually that Ann would be better off elsewhere.




3


TEENAGE YEARS


As Ann and Laura became teenagers, they began to appreciate the power that they were able to exert over men. Neither Ann nor Laura were classically beautiful, but sex appeal is mysteriously inherent and surpasses a lack of physical perfection. In her memoirs, Laura recalls her first experimentation with flirting. At the age of 12, her teenage cousins, Martin Charteris and Michael Asquith, claim Laura ‘bitched them up’ – a rather crass way of saying that Laura was leading them on, testing her burgeoning sex appeal on her hapless cousins.1


In 1930, Ann turned 16 and was judged too old for a governess. In April, she travelled to Paris to be ‘finished’, where she was enrolled at the Villa Marie Antoinette in Versailles. Intended to prepare young women to ‘come out’ in society, lessons focused on social graces and deportment. Girls would be taught how to run a household and manage staff, as well as activities thought appropriate for upper-class women, such as drawing and painting.


The lessons at the finishing school were not of primary importance to Ann, who was more interested in the experiences that such a vibrant city had to offer. She thrived in Paris, enjoying the sights, sounds and culture of a new city. But many of the skills which defined her as a hostess for the rest of her life were gleaned from her education in Versailles. While she learned the art of entertaining at the feet of her Wemyss grandmother, the basics, such as management of household staff, were learned at Versailles.


Another rite of passage took place during her time in Paris when Ann fell in love for the first time. At a dance, Ann met a 6ft 6in Frenchman called Jean in the autumn of 1930. Their conversation revolved around the remarkably unromantic subject of the fall of the French Cabinet. Nonetheless, when Ann fell asleep on the journey home, she woke to find her hand being held. Sadly, the romance was short-lived as Ann had only one more week left in Paris. But in the great romantic fashion, Jean surprised Ann with three pink carnations at the Gare du Nord as she boarded the train for London. His parting words epitomise the power that Ann was to hold over men for the rest of her life, ‘Au revoir, Enchantereuse.’2


Ann returned for Christmas 1930 at Stanway before she and Aunt Violet ‘Letty’ Benson made plans for Ann’s season in London. The antediluvian process of ‘coming out’ was a rite of passage for all well-born young women up until the latter part of the twentieth century. The season involved a round of balls, cocktail parties and events – the most important of which was the court presentation. Primarily social, the season was intended to provide girls with an opportunity to meet other girls of the same background, in order to create an appropriate social group. The secondary aim was for the girls to find a suitable husband.


Families would decant to their London houses for the season, which began in late May and lasted until early September. Each girl would have their own ‘coming out’ party, consisting of a ball or cocktail party in a private house or one of the big London hotels. While some families were happy to splash the cash and host ostentatious parties, daughters of more economical families would share their coming out party with a friend or relation. Bearing in mind the cost involved in doing a season – a house in London, myriad outfits for the debutante, a party – and given the economic climate of the 1930s, when many aristocratic families were reeling from the Great Depression, small wonder that these families looked for ways to make a saving.


The rules during the season were strict and the girls were never unchaperoned. Mothers would attend every party with their daughters, sitting in gilt chairs which lined the ballrooms of London, While the more outrageous daughters might slip away from a ballroom to attend a forbidden nightclub with a beau, the stern presence of a chaperone made licentious behaviour almost impossible.3


Presentation to the king and queen at Buckingham Palace was the focal point of the season, the ceremony conferring respectability on each debutante. Intended to remain exclusive to the upper echelons of British society, debutantes had to meet certain criteria in order to be presented. Girls could only be presented by women who had been presented themselves, and could only attend wearing long, white gowns with a train. On their hands would be white gloves to their elbow and in their hair would be three ostrich feathers. A string of pearls around the neck of the debutante was permitted, but other jewellery was frowned upon.4


Ann was presented at court by her Aunt Letty, the former Lady Violet Manners. Having five sons but no daughters, Aunt Letty happily undertook the role of chaperone for both Ann and Laura during their respective seasons. Ann moved between the London houses of her relations during the season, staying with both sets of grandparents, as well as her father in Oxford Square. Her other Tennant aunt, Kathleen, the Duchess of Rutland, always known as ‘Kakoo’, gave Ann her traditional ‘coming out’ party. Ann wore a white dress decorated with silver and green flowers, which she loved, according to her diary of the season. But her happiness was marred by a spot on her nose which infuriatingly kept shining through her make-up.5


Nevertheless, Ann was a hit with the young men, known as ‘debs delights’, during her season. With her dark hair and grey-green eyes, Ann was beginning to show a hint of the allure she would later develop. While she had no particular beau during her first season, her diary for 1931 does list her favourite men, which included both Lord Shane O’Neill and Maurice Bridgeman, the younger son of the former Home Secretary William Bridgeman, the 1st Viscount Bridgeman.6


Attractive, despite a rapidly receding hairline, with a mature and confident manner, the 29-year-old Maurice made quite an impression on the now 18-year-old Ann. In September 1931, he drove Ann to a weekend house party given by her aunt, Lady Mary Strickland, at Apperley Court, in Gloucestershire. During the journey Maurice proposed. The proposal was a curious mixture of romance and practicality. Maurice told Ann that he adored her and wished to marry her. He also talked through his financial situation so that Ann would understand how much money she would have as Mrs Maurice Bridgeman. Ann does not seem to have been put off by this level-headed approach to marriage. In her diary, she described Bridgeman as a ‘sensible unromantic man’.7 While the offer was tempting, Ann refused his proposal, telling him to wait three years and then ask again. She was determined to see who else was out there.




4


FIRST MARRIAGES


It was during her second season in May 1932 that Shane O’Neill became a serious suitor for Ann. At 25 years old, he was five years older than Ann. He was tall, good-looking, extremely popular with both men and women, rich and titled.


Shane O’Neill was born on 6 February 1907 to Arthur and Lady Annabel O’Neill. His father was the second but only surviving son of Edward O’Neill, 2nd Baron O’Neill. In 1902, Arthur had married Lady Annabel Crewe-Milnes, daughter of the 1st Marquess of Crewe. The couple settled in Ireland and Arthur was elected to the House of Commons for Mid-Antrim in January 1910, succeeding his uncle, Robert O’Neill. The couple had five children, of whom Shane was the third child and eldest son. When war was declared, Arthur O’Neill joined the Life Guards and was sent to the front. On 6 November 1914, he was killed on Klein Zillebeke Ridge, earning the dubious accolade of being the first MP to be killed in the conflict. Shane was 7 years old when his father died, becoming heir to his grandfather, the 2nd Baron O’Neill.


The O’Neill family was one of the most prominent families in Ireland and Shane was able to claim descent from Niall Glundub, a tenth-century king of Ailech, an area in modern-day Northern Ireland. In 1868, Baron O’Neill of Shane’s Castle was created as a title in the Peerage of the United Kingdom for William O’Neill. He was succeeded by his eldest son, Edward, who represented County Antrim in the House of Commons from 1863 to 1880. After the death of his eldest son, William, in 1882, Edward’s second son, Arthur became his heir apparent. When Arthur was killed in 1914, Shane became the heir.


Shane grew up between Ireland and England, spending time at his grandparents’ home, Shane’s Castle in County Antrim. At the age of 15, Shane’s mother, Annabel, suddenly remarried Major James Hamilton Dodds after twelve years of widowhood. A son, James, was born shortly afterwards, followed by another son, Quentin, in 1926. Shane was fifteen years older than his oldest half-brother and seventeen years older than his youngest half-brother. Inevitably, he felt excluded from his mother’s second family and, much like Ann, spent his childhood shuffling between relations.1


After Eton and Sandhurst Military Academy, Shane entered the 8th Kings Royal Irish Hussars. On 19 November 1928, Shane’s grandfather, Edward, 2nd Baron O’Neill died at the age of 89. The new Lord O’Neill promptly resigned his commission, leaving the army with the rank of lieutenant, and joined the board of the Gillet Brothers Discount Company.


While Ann’s diary shows that Shane was one of her particular friends during her first season, the pair were in no way romantic. Enjoying his post-army freedom, Shane was enjoying the social world and the ease with which he could attract women.2


While Ann and Shane kept in touch and saw each other at occasional house parties during the winter of 1931, by the time the season proper began in 1932, Shane seemed to get serious. With a demanding and lucrative job in the city, the 25-year-old Shane clearly felt it was time to settle down. Ann also found herself increasingly drawn to the handsome peer. At a dance in May, Ann overheard Shane ask a girl if she would like to sit out the next dance with him on the stairs. Not wanting to ruin her dress, the girl refused. Ann, clearly seeing an opportunity, said, ‘I don’t mind ruining my dress’, and promptly sat down.3


In June 1932 Shane proposed to Ann and she accepted. The match seemed to be made in society heaven. He was rich, good-looking and from good Anglo-Irish stock. She was pretty, entertaining and from an equally old and respectable family. Lord O’Neill’s mother, now Lady Annabel Dodds, was pleased with the match. However, she immediately began to irritate her future daughter-in-law by mispronouncing ‘Charteris’ as two syllables, rhyming the surname with ‘Tartars’.4


Ann was only 18 when she became engaged and 19 when she married. She had barely spent a year out of the school room and was now committing her life to a man. But this was a time when people married young, irrespective of naivete and immaturity. And Ann was as naive as they came. Despite having had many admirers, Ann knew little of sex or relationships. Laura gleefully records in her memoirs how Ann, at the age of 16, went out with a young man who was staying with the vicar at Stanway. When the man kissed her goodnight, Ann came screaming into their bedroom, worried that she was pregnant.5


Nor did the fact that Ann and Shane were vastly different personalities seem to occur to either the young couple or anybody around them. Being slightly older, with an army career under his belt, Shane had at least some experience of life. He was confident and serious, with a forceful personality. He was ready to settle down and continue to build his career in the city. Ann was immature, fun-loving and believed life would change little for her after her marriage. She saw her future as primarily social while Shane wanted quiet evenings and early nights. Hindsight might suggest that the odds were stacked against Ann and Shane, but the wedding was set for October and plans forged ahead.


Tuesday, 6 October 1932 dawned grey and rainy. As the guests entered St Margaret’s, Westminster, the conversation was focused on the forthcoming general election, which had been announced that morning by Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald. Despite large-scale unemployment and poverty across the UK, the wedding of Ann and Shane was an extravaganza. Crowds surrounded the church as the ceremony, dubbed the ‘wedding of the year’ by the press, took place.


Ann wore a white satin gown with long sleeves and a demurely high neckline, with just a single string of pearls around her neck. The dress was starkly simple, reflecting the change from the elaborate wedding dresses of the 1920s. The gown had a 10ft-long train, carried by two page boys, and a veil patterned with small flowers. In her hands she carried a bouquet of white roses and freesias from Stanway. As Ann and her father arrived at St Margaret’s, the crowds of onlookers roared with pleasure. The impact of Ann’s arrival was intensified by the presence of ten bridesmaids following her up the aisle, all wearing Grecian-style headdresses and carrying bouquets of red roses. Shane wore a dark morning suit, his light hair slicked back.6


Leaving St Margaret’s, Shane looked happy but solid and serious, with a beaming Ann on his arm. She looked very young and almost bird-like, with her slender frame dwarfed by her train. Despite the dress and the accoutrements of the wedding, Ann looked plain and gawky, displaying none of the allure she was to exude later.


At the wedding party following the celebration, Laura, who was a bridesmaid, was introduced to a fellow guest, David Long, the Viscount Long of Wraxall. The 17-year-old Laura was not impressed with his opening gambit: ‘You must have an inferiority complex, having such a pretty sister.’ Unbeknownst to David Long, he hit a very sore point as Laura was jealous of all the attention her sister was receiving. As she stalked furiously away from David Long, little did Laura know that she had just met the man she would later marry.7


The newly married O’Neills started their life together in fashionable Montagu Square, just north off Oxford Street. They began to entertain, holding small dinner and drinks parties for friends and business associates of Shane’s, with Ann slowly growing in confidence in her role as hostess. The couple were rich by the standards of the day and lived well. But Ann quickly became bored of her new husband. While she enjoyed gossip, parties and entertaining, Shane was serious. ‘He had no humour,’ Sara Morrison recalls.8


But socially, the young O’Neills were a triumph. With the birth of their first child, Raymond, on 1 September 1933, Lord and Lady O’Neill appeared to be a young couple who had everything. But any hopes that a baby would discourage Ann from endless socialising were quickly dashed. She loved her child but, having received a scant parental upbringing herself, she did not let a baby interfere with her social life. Similarly, Shane, who had been raised by a distant mother, was not overly present. Typical of their class and generation, the O’Neills quickly relegated the baby to a nursery and the care of a nanny, leaving the couple free to explore their increasingly diverse interests.


In 1933, Laura was ready to be presented and enjoy a London season for herself. Again, Aunt Letty was pressed into action. Laura was overcome by the grandeur of her presentation at Buckingham Palace and found herself fighting back tears. As she made her curtsey, accompanied by Aunt Letty, she later recalled detecting a twinkle in King George’s eye.


Like Ann before her, Laura was a hit during the season. And much like her sister, Laura was more popular with the debs’ delights than the debs themselves. Laura, at 17, was more aware of her own sexuality than Ann had been. There was something very knowing about the young Laura. She was more classically beautiful than her sister, with dark hair and eyes. She also already had the sex appeal which Ann would only develop later. While this appeal may not have been the fully formed sexual magnetism that people recall of Laura later in life, this pull was enough to intrigue the men and irritate the women. As one of her acquaintances remembers, ‘She loved men … she was a different person if a man walked into the room.’9


During her season, Laura was taken up by legendary society hostess Emerald Cunard, who would also later become friends with Ann. Born Maud Burke in San Francisco in 1872, she grew up in New York, before marrying Sir Bache Cunard, the grandson of the founder of the Cunard shipping line. Sir Bache was twenty-one years older than his wife and while he adored her, the couple had little in common.


While Sir Bache stayed at their country home, Neville Holt Hall in Leicestershire, Maud remained in London and rebranded herself as ‘Emerald’. Emerald was a consummate hostess, with people clamouring to be at her table. It was not just her audacious mixing of guests that provoked comment and conversation. Emerald enjoyed discussion bordering on conflict around her table. She would frequently be provocative to rouse a reaction from a guest, making her parties wild and exciting. Later, when Ann became a noted hostess, much she had learned from Emerald could be seen at her own table. ‘She definitely enjoyed conflict,’ Anabel Loyd claims of her great-aunt. ‘She was naturally iconoclastic.’10


At her first lunch at the Cunard townhouse in Mayfair, Laura was surrounded by politicians and academics. She recalled feeling intimidated but tried to keep up conversation with the men seated on her right and on her left. Towards the end of the meal, Lady Cunard bitchily decided to put Laura on the spot. Firing down the table, the terrifying grande dame of London society said, ‘I think it is time we heard something from little Laura Charteris.’11 Laura panicked and told a wildly indiscreet story about her grandfather and his current mistress, Lady Angela Forbes, leaving her hostess open mouthed at such frankness.


Laura’s favourite beau during the season was David Spence-Colby, the son of Captain Cecil Spence-Jones. But David Long was also keen to make up for his faux pas at the O’Neill wedding and began to chase Laura. The two Davids were both amateur steeplechasers and when David Spence-Colby was thrown off his horse and tragically died, their mutual grief naturally brought Laura and David Long closer together.


They began to see more of each other and his thoughts began to turn to marriage. While David’s thoughts were romantic, Laura viewed marriage in entirely practical terms. As her daughter recollects, ‘Marriage meant an escape from Stanway and Aunt Letty … and a home of her own.’12 And besides, David Long was a highly eligible bachelor. ‘My father was the first competition that she won. The point was the catch. It was a triumph for each of them,’ Sara concludes.13


The Long viscountcy was created in May 1921 for David’s grandfather Walter Long, who was a leading Conservative politician. He served as Secretary of State for the Colonies and First Lord of the Admiralty. Following Arthur Balfour’s resignation as Conservative leader in 1911, Long was widely tipped to be leader of the Conservative Party. However, when a leadership contest threatened to divide the Conservative Party, Long and his fellow contender, Austen Chamberlain, sportingly withdrew in favour of Bonar Law.


David was born Walter Francis David Long on 14 September 1911 to Brigadier General Walter Long, son of the 1st Viscount Long, and his wife, Sibell Vanden Bempde-Johnstone. When David was 6 years old, his father was killed in action in Hebuterne, France, on 28 January 1917. King George V was so overcome by the death of such a promising young general that he took the unusual step of sending a telegram to Viscount Long expressing his sympathy. With his father’s death, the 6-year-old David became heir to his grandfather, inheriting the viscountcy at the age of 14.


But, following his father’s death, tensions developed between David’s mother and his grandfather. The Long family owned two grand properties. South Wraxall Manor was a rambling Tudor manor house, just north of Bradford-on-Avon which had been in the family since the fifteenth century. A Long ancestor, Sir Walter Long, had been a friend of Sir Walter Raleigh, and South Wraxall Manor is believed to be the first place in England where tobacco was smoked. However, the 1st Viscount Long preferred to reside at another family property in Wiltshire – Rood Ashton House in the village of West Ashton. The enormous house consisted of eleven principal bedrooms and thirty-five secondary bedrooms and was considered a grander home than South Wraxall Manor.


The tension between Lord Long and his daughter-in-law, Sibell, came from his love of Rood Ashton House. Following the death of his son, Lord Long wanted the young David to spend time at the house, which he would eventually inherit. Lord Long hoped that Rood Ashton House, rather than South Wraxall Manor, would be the boy’s eventual home. However, Sibell Long refused to allow her son to spend time with his grandfather. A situation exacerbated by her marriage in 1921 to Major, later Lord, Ralph Glyn and a move to Yorkshire where David grew up. The new Mrs Glyn further alienated her ex-father-in-law by sending young David to Eton when previously all Long boys had attended Harrow.14


The estrangement meant that, despite being his heir, David was not close to his grandfather. As Lord Long had feared, the young David had little affection for Rood Ashton House. After Lord Long died, the house was sold, ending nearly 300 years of family ownership.


After Eton, David went to Sandhurst and joined the Coldstream Guards. From his base in Windsor, David was still able to enjoy the social events of the season and formed a friendship with Shane O’Neill, who had been a few years ahead of him at Eton. The friendship resulted in an invitation to Shane’s wedding to Ann and his first meeting with Laura.


After proposing marriage to Laura, David met with Guy Charteris. Concerned that Laura, at 17, and David, who was 21, were too young, Guy suggested that the couple delay their engagement for six months. ‘The trouble was both were frightfully spoiled,’ Sara recalls. ‘My grandmother later described them as “children colliding”.’15 The couple refused to be separated, their respective families capitulated, and the wedding was set.


Laura looked beautiful when she married David Long at St Margaret’s Westminster on 14 November 1933. As the wedding date came so soon after Remembrance Day on 11 November, David and Laura had to walk past a field of memorial poppies outside the church – a poignant backdrop to their wedding. Laura wore a simple, shimmering satin dress in off-white, with a flowing veil of tulle. David wore a dark morning suit, top hat and carried a rolled-up umbrella, looking more like a merchant banker en route to the city than a groom on his wedding day. Press photographs from the wedding day show David looking happy and proud, a great beam of a smile plastered across his face. As he leaves the church with his new wife on his arm, Laura looks preoccupied and uneasy.


In a kitschy twist, Laura dressed the five bridesmaids and five page boys in Charles Dickens-inspired costumes. She was escorted down the aisle by a phalanx of miniature Victorians, the boys in Oliver Twist suits, the girls dressed as pint-sized Nancys.16 Following the wedding reception, the new Viscount and Viscountess Long spent their wedding night at a friend’s house in London (‘a bit of a flop,’ as Laura remembered),17 followed by a few nights at the Ritz in Paris.


Shortly after their wedding, the Longs departed for New Zealand where David had accepted a job as aide-de-camp (ADC) to Lord Bledisloe, the Governor of New Zealand. Almost as soon as the six-week boat journey began, the couple realised their incompatibility. Having barely spent any time alone together during their courtship, the couple had not appreciated that they were polar opposites. The racy, excitable Laura clashed with the more conservative David. While Laura enjoyed socialising with their fellow passengers, who included the noted decorator, Elise de Wolfe, and the politician Victor Cazalet, David wanted the journey to be more of a honeymoon, with the couple spending time alone together. Their increasing fractiousness was not helped by Laura feeling unwell. Advised by Ann before her wedding to see the noted gynaecologist, Cedric Lane-Roberts, Laura had had a cripplingly embarrassing interview, during which she had been advised on how to use the Dutch cap – an early but haphazard diaphragm.


Thinking that she was protected from pregnancy, Laura believed that she was only suffering from seasickness. As the boat travelled towards the equator and the heat intensified, she became increasingly lethargic. Finally, as the ship arrived in Colombo, David forced his wife to seek medical help and a local doctor confirmed her condition, despite Laura’s protestations about her Dutch cap.18 Still feeling unwell on arrival in New Zealand, Lady Bledisloe, the wife of the governor general, immediately dispatched Laura to a doctor. Again, her condition was confirmed, much to the horror of Lady Bledisloe, who did not want a baby to be born at Government House.


The Bledisloes were a popular couple in New Zealand. Lord Bledisloe had been an MP until his retirement in 1928, after which Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald had asked him to be the fourth Governor General of New Zealand in 1930. The first Lady Bledisloe had died in May 1926 and on 16 April 1928, he married the Hon. Alina Cooper-Smith – the daughter of the 1st Baron Glantawe, a Welsh industrialist. During his term as governor general, Lord Bledisloe had taken the unusual step of cutting his own wages, as well as those of his staff, in sympathy with New Zealand citizens struggling during the Great Depression. He had also forged a better appreciation of Maori culture among New Zealanders, even referring to ancient Maori leaders as ‘king’ when addressing them.19 Lady Bledisloe had made her own reputation as an engaging and somewhat eccentric hostess at Government House.


While David and Lord Bledisloe established a good working relationship, the relationship between Laura and the governor general’s wife was distinctly frigid. Unfairly incurring the ire of Lady Bledisloe due to her pregnancy, Laura failed to ingratiate herself with either the governor general or his wife. During her first formal dinner at Government House, Laura committed the cardinal sin of sitting on the floor after dinner, when the ladies retired to the informality of the drawing room. The next morning, she was summoned to Lady Bledisloe’s bedroom for an absolute blasting. She was reprimanded for her behaviour, as well as the infinitely more shocking act of wearing red nail varnish. Laura was furious, and from then on referred to the Bledisloes as ‘The Bloody Slows’, although Lord Bledisloe would later stand as godparent to Laura and David’s daughter.20


Miserable in New Zealand, Laura resented the expectation that she would act as lady-in-waiting to the governor general’s wife. She was bored by life in Wellington and was increasingly unwell as her pregnancy progressed. ‘She felt so ill all the time,’ her daughter remembers her mother’s recollection of her time in New Zealand.21


Barely 18, Laura wanted fun and glamour. Instead, she was pregnant, lonely and forced to spend her time attending rather dry official events. She began to write desperate letters to her Wemyss grandfather, imploring him to come and take her back to England.


In response to his beloved granddaughter’s pleas, the 11th Earl made plans to travel to New Zealand, arriving in May 1934 in the company of his mistress, Lady Angela Forbes. Lord Wemyss immediately informed the Bledisloes that Laura would be returning to England with him.


There was no great love lost between Laura and the Bledisloes, but David had thrived in his role as ADC and was reluctant to resign after only a few months in the job. Realising that staying in New Zealand would cost him his marriage, David reluctantly decided to return to the UK. The decision was bolstered by Lord Wemyss promising David that he would find him a lucrative job in the city. Already worried about supporting a wife and child on a military salary, as well as the cost of upkeep on the remaining Long estate, South Wraxall Manor, David agreed to resign and return to England.


The entourage left Wellington in June 1934 on RMS Rangitata. Travelling back to England via Panama, Laura spent time with fellow passenger George Bernard Shaw. Despite travelling with his wife, Charlotte, Bernard Shaw made repeated passes at the heavily pregnant Laura.22
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