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         Praise for Different Drummer:

         
 

         

             


         


         ‘Parry’s great achievement is to explain why, despite all his flaws, generations of dancers wanted to work with this exacting choreographer and why his ballets still matter.’ Sarah Crompton, Daily Telegraph

         
 

         

             


         


         ‘Through astute observation and exhaustive research, Parry delivers not just the life of a choreographic genius but also charts the history of modern British classical ballet.’ Neil Norman, Daily Express

         
 

         

             


         


         ‘Different Drummer… is at once an assiduously detailed history of the man and a psychological deconstruction of his work. ... Parry’s compassionate account enables us to approach it with new understanding.’ Luke Jennings, Observer

         
 

         

             


         


         ‘A work of remarkable, wide-ranging achievement ... the book runs to over 750 pages but every one of them is relevant.’  Dancing Times  

         
 

         

         
 

         

             


         


          ‘In Different Drummer, Parry has given us MacMillan the man, in all his troubled, dramatic, hysterical creativity.’ Judith Flanders, Sunday Telegraph 

         
 

         

             


         


         ‘A truly excellent biography ... Jann Parry has written a most marvellous, informative and enjoyable book, which exposes so much new knowledge and insight about the man and his ballets; it is a tour de force that joins the premier league of dance biographies.’ Graham Watts, Londondance.com

         
 

         

             


         


         ‘Parry chronicles MacMillan’s life and career with clarity and objectivity. She analyses his means and motives with sympathetic insight and records his triumphs and tribulations through assiduous and meticulous research. ... Different Drummer will remain the definitive biography of Kennth MacMillan.’ Edward Thorpe, Ham and High

         
 

         

             


         


         ‘A masterful insight into the nature of creative genius and the pain and trials that often mark such paths. Sensitive but without resorting to hagiography, this is as fascinating to those who love dance and saw MacMillan’s work, as it is to those who are merely interested in the nature of artistic endeavour.’ The Lady

         
 

         

             


         


         ‘Jann Parry’s scrupulous biography sensitively relates the savage works to the artist who produced them.’ Plays International
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            29 October 1992


         
 

         Sirens screeched in Covent Garden, the streets and alleyways around the Royal Opera House resounding with their wails until the former market area seemed to be howling. Ambulances had rushed to respond to the Opera House’s emergency call, while the first-night audience cocooned inside the old theatre remained unaware of the turmoil behind the scenes. A body had been found backstage, slumped in an unlit corridor. The off-duty member of the stage crew who found the unconscious man assumed he was a tramp who had somehow wandered in from the street and collapsed in the maze of artists’ dressing-rooms. She informed the stage-door staff; overhearing her report, Anthony Dowell, the Artistic Director of the Royal Ballet, realised at once who it must be. Company staff had been searching with increasing concern for the choreographer of the three-act work that was nearing its conclusion on stage. He was inexplicably absent and the dancers were becoming aware, as they glanced into the wings, that something was terribly wrong. They could see ashen faces, running figures, frantic consultations. Meanwhile the audience was engrossed in the unfolding drama of Mayerling, Kenneth MacMillan’s tragic ballet, remounted with a new star in the lead.

         
 

         MacMillan had arrived at the theatre early in the evening of 29 October 1992, accompanied by his wife, Deborah. He wanted to reassure the dancers that he was confident they would justify his faith in them. In fact, he was tense and nervous himself, as always before a production of one of his ballets. Mayerling is a demanding work, requiring the dancer in the role of Crown Prince Rudolf of Austro-Hungary to remain on stage almost throughout the three acts. The former Bolshoi principal, Irek Mukhamedov, was taking the role for the first time; the Royal Ballet’s young Italian ballerina, Viviana Durante, was making her debut as Rudolf’s mistress, Mary Vetsera.

         
 

         As MacMillan and Deborah took their usual house seats in the Grand Tier, the theatre’s General Director, Jeremy Isaacs, leaned across the aisle and whispered, ‘Good luck.’ The curtain rose on the funeral with which the ballet begins and ends. Black-clad mourners shelter from the rain under glistening umbrellas as a coffin is lowered through a trapdoor at the rear of the stage. Only when the scene is reprised at the conclusion of the ballet does the audience appreciate that the burial is that of Mary Vetsera, killed by Rudolf in a suicide pact.

         
 

         Overcome with anxiety during the first act, MacMillan left his seat, telling his wife he was suffering from a panic attack. He had been prone to such attacks for most of his life. He had learned to recognise the symptoms – breathlessness, palpitations, cold sweats – and to some extent, how to deal with them. He also knew that he had a damaged heart after a serious heart attack four years previously. But on this occasion, he ascribed his distress to nerves about the first-night performance of Mayerling, revived after a gap of six years.

         
 

         Deborah tried to calm him down and offered to fetch him a cup of tea. They went together through the pass door leading from the front of house to the backstage area and the staff canteen. She brought him the tea while he sat on the stairs leading to the canteen, talking to staff and dancers passing by during the interval. When the warning bell rang for the start of the second act, he told Deborah to go back and watch the performance on his behalf, while he rested in the green room.

         
 

         During the next interval, Deborah searched for her husband to let him know that all was going extremely well on stage. He was not in the green room and had not been seen in the canteen. She asked Anthony Dowell to have MacMillan urgently paged over the backstage Tannoy. Dowell joined in the search, while Deborah alerted other members of staff.

         
 

         Desperately worried, she went back into the auditorium for the last act, standing behind the row of staff seats. Suddenly, St John Ambulance first-aiders, always present during performances, ran past her. She knew her worst fears had been realised. As the audience remained absorbed in the onstage drama, Dowell led her to the opera dressing-room corridor, where MacMillan was lying. His body was cold, the look on his face one of surprise. He had probably been dead for about an hour.

         
 

         While Deborah cradled her husband’s body in her arms in the dressing-room corridor, Jeremy Isaacs was fetched from his seat. The ballet was coming to an end and decisions needed to be taken. The dancers would have to be told as they came offstage, with Mukhamedov and Durante among the last to know. The cast could hardly be expected to take their bows smiling as if nothing had happened. Isaacs was convinced that the audience should be made aware that a great choreographer’s life and an era of the Royal Ballet’s history had ended while they were watching a magnificent performance. He would break the news of MacMillan’s death on stage soon after the curtain came down – even though no doctor had yet officially declared MacMillan dead.

         
 

         At the conclusion of Mayerling, Rudolf takes Mary behind a screen and shoots her before turning his gun on himself. He crashes to the ground, bringing down the screen that has hidden Mary’s body, lying on a bed. Her clandestine funeral is a sombre coda to this devastating scene of self-destruction.

         
 

         In the audience we were still struggling to regain our composure as the heavy, red Opera House curtains reopened and Mukhamedov stood alone on stage to receive our applause. After such a shattering finale, applause is normally a cathartic release for spectators and performers alike. Mukhamedov looked stricken, his face and body drained. The sound of clapping swelled to let him know that he had conquered a challenging ballet, but he seemed unable to acknowledge the applause. The curtains closed to let the entire cast assemble for their communal bows – the usual convention.

         
 

         By now, most of the company knew what had happened. The stage manager, Keith Gray, had broken the news to Mukhamedov shortly before he took the first curtain call on his own. He had had to face the audience deep in shock. Gray, as agreed with Isaacs, waited until the rest of the cast had swept forward and back in their initial curtain call before giving Isaacs the signal to go on stage and make the announcement to the audience. Isaacs stepped in front of the dancers and held up his hand for silence. The applause ceased as he said, ‘It is with deep sadness, and in shock, that I have to tell you that the great master whose work we have seen performed here tonight, Kenneth MacMillan, has, during the performance, suffered a heart attack and died.’ A woman’s voice wailed in disbelief. Isaacs continued, ‘I ask you to rise and bow your heads, and to leave the theatre in silence.’

         
 

         The horseshoe-shaped auditorium was charged with emotion that had no outlet. Reactions to Isaacs’s brief speech reverberated around the packed house of over two thousand people, arranged in tiers up to the domed ceiling. Apart from some strangled sobs, the unnatural hush in the theatre was broken only by shuffling feet as the audience filed out of the dimmed theatre – an eerie echo of the funeral scene we had just witnessed in the ballet. The curtains had closed on the cast, by now holding each other in distress. There was nowhere more fitting for them to grieve: they were part of the drama of MacMillan’s death.

         
 

         For a man of the theatre, it was an impressive way to go. Nobody present will ever forget the impact of learning of the choreographer’s death – although each person remembers the details of the experience slightly differently. For those close to MacMillan, however, it was a private tragedy transformed into a public spectacle. For Deborah MacMillan, Isaacs had made an over-hasty decision to declare her husband dead before a crowd of strangers, who were to know of his death even before their teenage daughter, Charlotte. Deborah rushed home to tell her. Charlotte had to be told before the news broke on the radio. Deborah would otherwise have wished to remain with her husband’s body, which she had to leave in the theatre.

         
 

         MacMillan, a reclusive man who let his ballets speak for him, had sought privacy in his last moments, dreading the indignity of collapsing in public. Deborah believed that the announcement of his death should have waited until the following day, after which obituaries would appear. Friends, admirers, ballet-lovers and the rest of the world would have time to absorb the news of his death, and further tribute could be paid at his memorial service. This took place four months later in Westminster Abbey, where the achievements of national figures, from political leaders to great artists, are ceremonially honoured. Yet perhaps for Kenneth, the working-class boy whose fierce ambition had been to perform on the Covent Garden stage, and then to direct the famous ballet company based there, the Royal Opera House was indeed the right place to bow out.
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         To his public, Kenneth MacMillan was an enigmatic figure. His ballets would lay emotions bare, challenging and provoking audiences, but the man who created them remained a mystery. He would grant interviews when required to do so, but there were few profiles or long articles about him in the press. He’d agree to be recorded, occasionally, for radio or television – but he gave little away. He wasn’t disobliging, just laconic. He would not, or could not, explain his ballets or reveal the sources of his inspiration. He was cagey about his early experiences, often misleading interviewers if he did talk about his youth.

         
 

         For many years, he hid his face behind dark glasses and a moustache. The dancers with whom he worked were often unable to see his eyes during rehearsals. When he appeared on stage (without the glasses) to take a bow after the premiere of one of his ballets, he looked like an animal caught in the headlights. Although he sometimes wore a suit, or very occasionally a dinner-jacket for first-night curtain calls, he frequently appeared in ill-fitting trousers whose crotch hung down to his knees. It was hard to imagine he had once been an elegant classical dancer.

         
 

         When he first came to attention as a talented choreographer in the 1950s, he was a tall, languid young man with a mop of dark hair and an ever-present cigarette. By the time of his international success with Romeo and Juliet, his first three-act ballet in 1965, his hair had gone prematurely grey. Shortly afterwards he left the Royal Ballet for three years to become Artistic Director of the (then) West Berlin Deutsche Oper Ballet company. Reports filtered out that he was having a hard time with the German opera-house system, in which ballet traditionally occupied second place. On his return to take over the directorship of the Royal Ballet in 1970, he was a changed man. His health was poor: he had collapsed in Germany as a result of stress and alcoholism, and although he appeared to have recovered fully from a stroke, he was psychologically fragile.

         
 

         He kept his difficulties private, acquiring a reputation for remaining obdurately silent at Royal Ballet press conferences and at Board and committee meetings. Only his closest friends, and the woman who was to become his wife, knew the extent of the anxieties he suffered. The first Director of the Royal Ballet to have come from within its ranks, he was beset by managerial problems from the start. He had inherited a company riven with resentment at his appointment and at the changes inflicted on the way it was run. The nature of the Royal Opera House as an institution, and its relationship with its funding body, the Arts Council, had altered radically by the 1970s. Expectations of what ballet should be were also shifting, as Opera House audiences grew more conservative and contemporary dance broke new ground.

         
 

         MacMillan came in for savage criticism, both as Director of the nation’s leading classical ballet company and for his own creations. Reviewers in Britain and in America, when the Royal Ballet went on tour there, split into two camps, defenders and deplorers. Their reactions affected box-office takings and influenced management attitudes towards him, making him feel beleaguered, even paranoid. Yet he continued to choreograph extraordinary ballets, a number of which have won acceptance as modern masterpieces.

         
 

         After he resigned as Artistic Director of the company in 1977, his work became darker, even more controversial. He pushed the boundaries of ballet further than anyone had dared, courting hostility from critics and audiences alike. He remained elusive, spending part of his time in the United States with American Ballet Theatre, as artistic associate and choreographer. Although he valued his four-year experience with ABT (while retaining his links with the Royal Ballet), he was scarcely known to the American public as a personality. The opposite of a self-promoter, reluctant to make use of the media, he was also ill-suited to socialising at fund-raising galas on tour across the States.

         
 

         When he re-emerged on the London ballet scene at the end of the 1980s to create a long-awaited three-act ballet, The Prince of the Pagodas, few people outside the Royal Ballet knew how ill he had been after a serious heart attack. He had to pace himself carefully to complete the choreography, which starred an unknown youngster, Darcey Bussell, who was to become one of Britain’s favourite ballerinas.

         
 

         The Pagodas premiere coincided with his sixtieth birthday. Assumptions that he had mellowed were soon confounded by what turned out to be his last work, The Judas Tree. Brutal and uncompromising, it contained themes that had preoccupied him throughout his creative life: sexual provocation, betrayal, collusion in wrong-doing, crippling guilt and a longing for redemption. The Judas Tree initially confounded its audiences. MacMillan was more of a puzzle than ever, shielding himself in obligatory publicity photographs behind the huge upturned collar of a black overcoat.

         
 

         After his death, obituaries and eulogies described his career but not the man himself. He had kept his secrets, confiding only in his wife and the psychiatrists and psychotherapists he consulted over the years. He let his ballets speak for him, preferring not to discuss them with his dancers or his closest friends, let alone with journalists. He dreaded and disliked writing, although towards the end of his life he started to draft an account of his early memories. He gave up, dissatisfied by his attempts to express himself in words. (His draft memoir informs the first part of this biography.)

         
 

         Stories recounted by friends and former dancers who remember him as gregarious and funny as a young man are hard to reconcile with the reclusive figure seen at the theatre or heard on the radio, talking in a melancholy drawl. People who had known him during the lowest time of his life in Germany painted conflicting pictures of him, ranging from a fiercely creative artist to a lonely man sunk in abject misery.

         
 

         Acquaintances who had lost touch with him over the years were surprised to learn that he had married, had had a daughter, and had been honoured with a knighthood.

         
 

         His family knew a different side to him from the one he presented in public. Even they, however, found out more about him from his ballets than from his conversations at home. The diaries he kept during his last years are tantalisingly unrevealing about his inner life; they are aide-memoires, briefly noting events and his terse opinions about his own work and that of others. Researching his biography has required detective work in assembling the missing-pieces jigsaw of his boyhood and early career as a dancer. Once he started choreographing in his twenties, the ballets reveal how closely he identified with his central character – the damaged innocent, the vulnerable young person whose trust is betrayed. This person is marked from the start as a misfit, someone who longs to be like the others but who is destined to remain an outsider, ultimately alone. In many of his ballets, the key figure is the heroine, traumatised by events over which she has no control; in his later works, however, the already damaged central character, often male, is culpable, bringing about his (or her) own destruction.

         
 

         MacMillan created over seventy works in a variety of genres, and he was never consciously autobiographical. His overt source of inspiration might come from films or books; above all, it sprang from the music he chose and from the bodies and personalities of the dancers who interested him. What came out in the rehearsal studio often surprised him: he preferred not to analyse what he had done, even while acknowledging that his subconscious had been at work. Then, once his ballets entered the repertoire of a company, they took on a trajectory of their own as performers’ interpretations of roles changed, though the choreography remained the same. The dramatic power of the roles – for women, Juliet, Manon, Mary Vetsera, the Chosen Maiden in his Rite of Spring; for men, Romeo, Des Grieux, Lescaut, Crown Prince Rudolf, the Foreman in The Judas Tree – continues to attract dancers from many different countries. Internationally famous guest artists have taken them on, while the MacMillan repertoire has been an important reason for dancers choosing to join the Royal Ballet.

         
 

         The ballets have been performed widely since MacMillan’s death in 1992, as companies have clamoured to stage them. Meanwhile, the man who created them has remained more elusive than ever. This biography sets out to examine his background and the origins of the themes that recur so obsessively in his work. It is an account of how the neuroses that tormented him fuelled his career as a creator. He was never to have an easy life: he achieved his ambition to be an artistic director at considerable cost to himself, and although he eventually found happiness as a husband and father, he always felt himself an outsider, marching to a different drum from his fellows.

         
 

         The source of his sense of dislocation, of never belonging, lies in his childhood. Yet his handwritten memoir does not give the picture of a troubled boyhood: his deepest feelings remained buried. Although his perception of himself was of a lonely child, his schoolmates and early friends report that he was not an outcast, isolated in the playground or picked on by bullies. Indeed, he seems to have been a confident, outgoing youngster until his mother’s death when he was twelve set him apart. Then, like the fictional Billy Elliot, a motherless miner’s son, he found his own means of expression through dance, defying his working-class background to do so.

         
 

         According to his draft memoir, and the recollections of his surviving relatives, he had been a much loved child, an afterthought when his mother was forty, following three surviving siblings. He was born on 11 December 1929, as the worldwide economic depression followed the Wall Street crash. ‘I must have been an expensive baby to have been delivered in a nursing home,’ he speculated. The earlier MacMillan children (one of whom died in infancy) had been born at home: Kenneth saw the light of day in the Davar Maternity Clinic in Dunfermline, the ancient royal capital of Scotland, birthplace of the philanthropist Andrew Carnegie and of Moira Shearer, the ballerina and film star.

         
 

         The MacMillan family had established itself in Fife, across the Firth of Forth from Edinburgh. Kenneth’s father, William, was one of six children born to David MacMillan, bricklayer and stonemason, and Jane McNeil. She had been a weaver in a damask linen factory at the time of their marriage in Dunfermline in 1892, when she was nineteen. They were recorded on their marriage certificate as living next door to each other in Golfdrum Street, an old part of the town, in north-west Dunfermline. David MacMillan’s father, a tinsmith, was evidently illiterate, for he had signed David’s birth certificate with an ‘X’. Jane’s father, Matthew McNeil, Kenneth’s great-grandfather, is variously described on marriage and death certificates as a coal miner, a labourer and ‘a hawker of earthenware’ – a pedlar of jugs and pots, sold door to door.

         
 

         David and Jane would appear to have been the first in their families to have done quite well for themselves, to judge from photographs of them, soberly dressed and surrounded by their large family. By the time that Kenneth was old enough to remember his paternal grandmother, she was a formidable Scottish matriarch in her sixties. David had earned enough as a builder to provide for all six children, although the youngest, Jean, William’s baby sister, remembered that they celebrated birthdays with simply a dumpling for the birthday child: with luck, if she had been a good girl, there was a threepenny bit inside.

         
 

         William had left home to earn his living as a coal miner shortly before the First World War broke out in 1914. He enlisted in the army, aged twenty-four, in May 1915, serving as a gunner with the Highland Fifth Royal Garrison Artillery. A photograph of him in uniform, taken at the Dunfermline studio of D. Cummings Simpson, intrigued Kenneth, possibly because the resemblance between father and son was so marked. He wrote in his memoir:

         
 

         

            Gunner MacMillan W stares stubbornly at Mr Simpson (or was it an assistant?). Behind him is a would-be elegant rococo screen edged with sham pre-Raphaelite stained glass. Father’s feet firmly planted on a grubby tufted carpet show off his polished boots and puttees, but his fierce grip on the back of the chair beside him betrays his unease in this boudoir composition. A badly placed aspidistra and some cut flowers complete this ill-conceived picture. My father was not good humoured enough to find it funny.

            


         
 

         In fact, the formally posed photograph was typical of those taken of soldiers at the time, many of them later serving as mementoes of men killed in action.

         
 

         William MacMillan’s Highland regiment was posted to East Anglia on its way to the battlefields of France. The soldiers, as part of their training, were required to guard the waterworks that served the coastal resort of Great Yarmouth. There William met and courted Edith Shreeve. Her family lived in a tied cottage belonging to the Ormesby Waterworks, the private company that managed the reservoir, built in 1855 to provide fresh water for Yarmouth. Her father, George William Shreeve, was employed as an engine minder, operating the water pumps – a step up from his previous job as an agricultural labourer. Her mother, Mary Anne (née Sales), was a local girl, born and married in the same rural parish as her husband: Rollesby, West Flegg, a short distance along the coast from Great Yarmouth.

         
 

         Edith May Shreeve was the youngest of three children, with a ten-year gap between her and the eldest, Louise. Edith was ‘in service’, working as a kitchen maid in the nearby town of Sheringham, when she fell for her Scottish soldier. She was already twenty-eight when she married William MacMillan on 2 December 1916, though she took a year off her age on the wedding certificate. He was three years younger than she was and about to leave for France, with a strong likelihood of being killed. Edith was very probably pregnant by the time of her wedding, for her first child, Jean, was born just seven months later, on 3 July 1917. Family legend had it that the bungled delivery was in the cottage at Ormesby, and in using forceps, the local doctor had ripped off the baby’s ear and punctured her eardrum. The ear was stitched back on, leaving a scar and permanent damage to Jean’s hearing. Although her hearing had seemed passable as a youngster, she had to rely increasingly on guesswork and lip-reading as it deteriorated. She was completely deaf by the time she reached her twenties, and her voice became flat and gruff once she could no longer hear herself speak.

         
 

         William, who had been mustard-gassed during the Battle of the Somme, was officially demobilised from the army in January 1919, two months after Armistice Day. He had been unfit for action since suffering the German gas attack, an experience that left him mentally and physically scarred. His lungs were permanently damaged and the skin on his face and neck, burnt by the mustard gas, would break out into sores. He had been sent back from the front to hospital in Scotland. Once discharged, he refused further medical treatment and would not apply for a disability pension. He wanted nothing more to do with the army and never spoke to his family about his wartime experiences. Later in life, he even discouraged his youngest son from joining the Scouts: ‘the uniform’ was the only reason he gave Kenneth.

         
 

         Disillusioned by post-war conditions, William often talked of taking his family to the Soviet Union. He listened to broadcasts from Russia (in English) on the radio and believed that Soviet socialism had abolished poverty and unemployment. He was not, however, a member of the Communist Party and made no moves to emigrate to the USSR. Years later, his eldest son, George, would repeat the claim that ‘someone in authority’ had visited the family house to deliver a warning against listening to communist propaganda. William brought up both his sons to mistrust the ‘authorities’ who tried to exercise control over their lives.

         
 

         Damaged though he was, William managed to find a job as a labourer at a gasworks near Dunfermline. He had sent for his wife and young daughter to join him in Scotland, where they lived with his parents before moving into a stone-clad terrace house in the village of Crossford, a mile and a half from Dunfermline. The house, on Main Street, was near the post office and the Pitfirane Arms Hotel. The next MacMillan children would be born there. Betty arrived in 1920; then came the first son, David, who died at six months in 1923. After the birth of another son, George (named after Edith’s elder brother), two years later, there was a five-year gap before Kenneth, the last and dearest to his mother’s heart. According to his Scottish aunt Jean, Kenneth was always called ‘my pet’ by Edith. ‘She wouldn’t let the wind blow on him,’ said Jean, disapprovingly. ‘Whatever he wanted, she gave in to him.’

         
 

         Edith MacMillan, transplanted from her East Anglian setting, found her husband’s Scots family daunting – especially her redoubtable mother-in-law. Kenneth recalled as a small boy tiptoeing quietly around his grandmother’s house with his mother, both of them overawed by the way that Jane MacMillan doled out linen from a large wooden box like some Eastern empress. ‘Presumably dispensing such largesse helped her manipulate her large family. She was a great fat lady who dominated her small husband and many children, including my father, who was always subdued in her presence.’

         
 

         Soon after Kenneth was born, his father lost his job at the gasworks. A workmate had been injured in an industrial accident. William MacMillan testified at the compensation hearing that the accident had been caused by the gas company’s negligence. The injured worker won his compensation; William was sacked.

         
 

         In the Depression years of the 1930s this could have been a calamity. Resourceful, William turned to poultry farming, selling eggs and dressed chickens in Dunfermline market. He had kept hens in the garden at the back of the house to feed his family and supplement his earnings; now he leased extra land for two thousand free-range birds, rearing them from chicks in incubators. His eldest son George remembered the family sitting up late on Friday nights, plucking the feathers from forty to fifty chickens into tin baths, arms covered with Vaseline to prevent fleas running up them. Kenneth was too young to help with the plucking but remembered the pleasure of collecting eggs from under the warm breasts of the hens, and marvelled at his gentle mother’s ability, ‘without turning a hair’, to wring the necks of chickens due to go to market.

         
 

         On Saturday mornings, the family transported their produce by car, a bull-nose Morris Oxford, to Dunfermline, a grey-granite city dominated by its cathedral, built in the ruins of an eleventh-century Benedictine Abbey. The kings of Scotland are buried there, including Robert the Bruce. The Scotsman credited as the creator of modern Freemasonry, William Schaw (1550–1602), has a monument in the Abbey. Membership of a Freemasons’ lodge is usually confidential, but William MacMillan left his membership card among his papers after his death. It is dated 1920, the year he returned to Dunfermline after the First World War.

         
 

         While William and his older children sold eggs and chickens in Dunfermline marketplace, Edith would go to variety-show matinees, taking Kenneth with her, as soon as he was old enough to keep still. He usually sat on her lap, unwilling to lose physical contact with her until he had to. Dunfermline’s main music-hall on Reform Street, grandly named the Opera House, held Highland-dancing classes on Saturday mornings, before the variety show. (The building was to be dismantled in the 1980s and reassembled in Sarasota, Florida, as part of the Asolo Centre for the Performing Arts.) Kenneth joined in the classes from the age of four. ‘That was where it all started,’ reckoned his brother George. ‘Kenneth was always interested in dressing up and dancing, so Mother let him pursue it as he grew up.’

         
 

         Scottish children routinely learn their country’s dances from an early age. Such youthful training helped develop the co-ordination and elegantly arched feet that Kenneth was to display as a ballet dancer. He retained few memories, however, of his early dance classes or indeed of his first five years in Scotland. His visual flashbacks were disconcertingly bleak. Instead of the golden days of a happy childhood, he recalled an umbrella blowing inside out as he and his sisters struggled against the wind, crossing a hump-backed bridge. ‘Like dreams, unimportant details persist and try to take on a significance, but only the quality of the bleached northern light remains to disturb me.’ Another memory of bad weather was even more disturbing: ‘Once when a great storm cracked over our village, Mother was so terrified that she hid with me in a cupboard under the stairs. Her fear of storms has stayed with me since.’ It was an experience that later merged with wartime terrors, when he and his mother cowered together in fear of falling bombs, listening for explosions as the Luftwaffe attacked Britain.

         
 

         He clearly recollected his first shock at being parted from his mother when he went to infant school in Dunfermline. He had enjoyed the bus ride with her and had no idea that he was going to be left behind in the classroom until he saw her leaving through a glass door. He was outraged when the teacher ‘hauled me to the front of the class and called me a cry-baby’. He refused to attend school unless his mother accompanied him. She gave in, indulging her youngest child and washing her hands of George, a blond, headstrong boy who played truant from school, risking the strap from his father. George was frequently beaten by William, who never laid a hand on Kenneth, protected as he was by his mother. Kenneth later confided to a friend that his mother had breast-fed him until he was four. He told a psychotherapist that he and his mother were ‘far too close’: the therapist, Marianne Jacoby, concluded that he had never been weaned psychologically.

         
 

         Kenneth was five when he left Scotland for East Anglia in 1935, realising when he was somewhat older that the family had done a ‘moonlight flit’, leaving unpaid bills behind. He, George and their mother went south by overnight train; William and the two teenaged girls travelled in the family car, their sole remaining possession apart from their clothes. Kenneth was told never to mention the circumstances in which the MacMillans had arrived in Great Yarmouth – the first of many secrets that were to haunt his youth.

         
 

         He came to believe that his father had gone shamefully bankrupt, unable to keep up the lease on the failing chicken farm. George, however, in recounting the family’s history, attributed the move from Scotland to their father’s stubborn pride. When the limited lease on the farmland expired, William had been outbid for its renewal. He was offered the loan of some land elsewhere by a friend, possibly a fellow Freemason, but ‘said he’d have no more of it and sold up, basically for pennies’. The family had been told by Edith’s elder sister Louise that plenty of jobs were available in Yarmouth. William opted to take his chances down south – an unwise decision, as it turned out, for the economic Depression of the 1930s affected every part of Britain.

         
 

         Great Yarmouth, then as now, was a popular seaside resort, with numerous piers straddling its pebble beaches. Once an important fishing port, especially for herring, and a naval base, it had become increasingly reliant on visitors in search of inexpensive family holidays. Hotels, boarding houses and hostels crowded along the sea front in the 1930s. They still do, although almost all have been redeveloped; mobile-home parks now cater for those who are on tighter budgets.

         
 

         Before the extensive damage inflicted by World War II bombing, the town retained much of the street layout of its medieval past. Yarmouth (the ‘Great’ incorporates once neighbouring villages) was originally a settlement on a sandbank at the mouth of the Yare estuary. As the town grew and prospered in the twelfth century, its expansion was restricted by the narrow space between the sea and the rivers Yare and Bure. A fortified wall, completed by the end of the fourteenth century, prevented it extending further for centuries to come. The cramped town Charles Dickens described in David Copperfield had scarcely changed in structure by the time the MacMillans moved there. The three main streets, running parallel to the coast and river, were still connected by narrow, cobbled alleys known as ‘rows’: the narrowest, ‘Kittywitches’, was only thirty inches wide. The upper floors of the houses in this area overhung the passageways; the inhabitants could reach out of their bedroom windows and touch each other’s walls (or so Kenneth remembered).

         
 

         The higgledy-piggledy Old Town, with its cobbled market at the centre, was where the MacMillans would end up living. The rows, whose housing was considered substandard and overdue for redevelopment in the 1930s, were largely destroyed by wartime bombing. The few buildings that remained were subsequently demolished, so that no complete row remains today. Yarmouth’s historic past, including the streets and dwellings Dickens described so vividly, is no longer visible.

         
 

         When the MacMillan family arrived in 1935, they stayed first with Louise, ‘Aunt Louie’, Tiptod, in her small house at Runham Vauxhall, near Great Yarmouth railway station, while William looked for work. He was reduced to taking whatever short-term jobs he could, as a labourer or a cook in hotels. The battered car from Scotland was soon sold, for just £5. The impoverished family of six outstayed its initial welcome with the Tiptods, ‘straining sisterly affection to breaking point’, Kenneth was told. They moved into two-room lodgings near by: the boys shared one bed, their sisters another in the same room. Their parents slept in the remaining room. Their landlady refused to acknowledge that the beds were infested with bugs: ‘The old lady squirmed uncomfortably when Mother drew back the sheets and squeezed a bedbug between her thumbs. It occurred to me that it might have been my blood that made dark spots on the linen.’

         
 

         They moved again, to the low-rent area near the market square where Kenneth was to stay with his family for the rest of his childhood. The terrace in which the MacMillans lived was made up of former fishermen’s smoke-houses, in which kippers had been strung up to cure under the roof. Even in their own two-up, two-down rented house, there was little privacy. Aged six or so, Kenneth walked in on his parents making love: ‘I wandered into their bedroom smoking a make-believe sugar cigarette, hoping to shock them. At first they did not hear me and I watched fascinated, knowing and not knowing what they were doing. They hardly paused in their love-making and told me to leave the room.’

         
 

         Whether or not young Kenneth was psychologically disturbed by seeing his parents in the act of sex, he recorded the event in his memoir decades later with affection, pleased that his parents were still physically attracted to each other in spite of their straitened circumstances. He continued to share a bedroom with his brother George. The five-year age gap between the two boys meant they had little in common, especially since they went to different schools. Kenneth was sent first to Northgate Infants, then to Northgate Junior, while George went to Yarmouth’s Hospital School, originally established in the seventeenth century to educate poor children from the town’s workhouse. It retained a reputation as a ‘rough’ school, whose pupils would end their education at the age of fourteen.

         
 

         The brothers squabbled in their shared room. One night, during a pillow fight, Kenneth was knocked off the bed and broke his collar-bone. His father had to carry him two miles to the nearest hospital. George was in trouble yet again. He was supposed to be old enough to know better, while Kenneth, his mother’s pet, was the innocent victim.

         
 

         He might also have been subjected to his brother’s sexual experimentation. Although there is no mention of such taboo intimacy in Kenneth’s draft memoir about his childhood, he told his wife that George had involved him in activities about which he felt ashamed and resentful. Such memories, recounted later in life, are impossible to verify. However, as Kenneth grew older, his animosity towards George became pronounced – unusually so, even for brothers who were very different in character and interests. The curdled sibling relationships in his ballet My Brother, My Sisters might owe something to Kenneth’s uneasy feelings about his own brother, whatever did or did not take place between them as they grew up. 

         
 

         While they were still youngsters, the two boys were prepared to collaborate in earning whatever money they could on Saturday mornings. Their uncle had made them a handcart out of fruit boxes and perambulator wheels, which they used to ferry holiday-makers’ luggage from the station to the hotels and boarding houses, waiting expectantly for a tip. A useful source of small change was the Garibaldi Hotel, a large multi-storey hostel (now a single-storey disco club), where working men from the East End of London were housed for their summer holidays. The men, a boisterous bunch, used to take part in the town’s street carnival, jiggling collecting boxes for local charities. They were happy to lean out of their upstairs windows and throw coins to street-urchin Kenneth, who improvised a tap dance on one of the wide downstairs windowsills, while George whistled a tune and collected the pennies.

         
 

         As a child, Kenneth had no inhibitions about performing in public. He had enjoyed his Scottish-dancing lessons in Dunfermline, and he soon discovered end-of-the-pier talent competitions in Yarmouth. Lots of children performed in them, as much for entertainment as in the hope of winning not very valuable prizes. Kenneth had learned to tap dance by joining up with two girls of about his age, Joan Tooley and Daphne Morley, who lived at the bottom of his street and who went to Saturday-morning dance classes at the Little Theatre. Joan Tooley believes that Kenneth’s mother paid for his weekly tap classes, which cost one shilling – ‘quite a lot in those days, but somehow our mums managed it’. Joan liked Kenneth’s mother: ‘She was always kind to us children. She was plump, with grey hair. His father was dark and a bit fierce, with a Scottish accent. We were frightened of him. I think he had a touch of Scottish temper. Once something upset him and he got hold of me and tore my dress.’

         
 

         William MacMillan might not have approved of his younger son’s activities, but he let Edith indulge him. She was proud of his dancing ability, especially when he started to come home with prizes. The Little Theatre classes were run by Miss Jean Boulton, a ‘no-nonsense’ teacher whose pupils regularly took part in competitions on Britannia Pier. She taught ballet as well as tap, so Kenneth must have been aware of ballet from quite early on. Unable to afford a costume for the talent competitions, he exploited his waiflike appearance by wearing short trousers with braces over his thin, shirtless shoulders. ‘I must have got this idea from some film,’ he said. ‘Obviously, I was hoping for the sympathy of the audience.’ Small and skinny, he won the end-of-the-pier competitions so regularly that ‘Uncle’ Neville Bishop, who organised them, bribed him not to compete. By then, Kenneth had accumulated enough prizes in the form of ashtrays and fish knives to keep the family over-stocked with fancy items.

         
 

         The MacMillans lived in genteel poverty while William struggled to find and keep a job. In the summer-holiday season he worked as a cook in seaside hotels, as did Edith once Kenneth was old enough to look after himself. In winter, jobs were hard to come by. William, angry and despairing at his loss of dignity as the unemployed head of the family, turned to alcohol for comfort. ‘I sensed that my mother colluded with him and turned a blind eye when he kept back his drinking money from his infrequent wage packets.’ The two girls, Jean and Betty, contributed to the house-keeping when they found work as shop assistants or hotel maids; they probably helped pay for Kenneth’s tap classes.

         
 

         His clothes were bought on credit, under an arrangement known as ‘buying on the club’. As he recorded in his memoir:

         
 

         

            ‘Wear now and pay later’ read the sign in the shop where my new Sunday suit was chosen. I accidentally ruined this new suit on its first outing when I fell into a ditch, catching minnows on my long walk home from Sunday School.

            


         
 

         The suit had still to be paid for, to his mother’s distress.
 

         

            Mother shopped for food around the corner at the Co-op. The cashier sat in a glass booth high above the counters, receiving the shoppers’ money from an overhead tramway system and despatching the change and receipt back along the same route. ‘Can I pay you later?’ I heard my mother shout at the cage. The cashier looked around anxiously and then nodded her agreement. The other shoppers stared at us. Mother had shamelessly asked for credit and was given it. I did not know what anguish it caused her, but I squirmed in disbelief, wrapped in my infantile snobbery.

            


         
 

         He wondered whether the cashier had been one of Edith’s clients at her fortune-telling sessions.

         
 

         

            My mother was often asked to tea because she said she could foretell the future by reading the tea leaves. Mysterious and convincing, she spoke like an actress savouring the subtlety of her performance. ‘I come from gypsy blood,’ she told her listeners conspiratorially. I nearly fell off her lap in surprise. She never could substantiate this claim but the idea appealed to me. Her need to be admired by an audience surprised me but I was aware how much she enjoyed it. I realise now that it was from these moments that my love of theatre began.

            


         
 

         He was already entranced by the cinema. As a small boy, he was a regular at the Saturday-morning children’s shows at the Plaza cinema in the marketplace, featuring cowboy serials and ‘Flash Gordon’. ‘I would sit with one leg tucked under me – a surprisingly comfortable position – endeavouring to make out what the actors were saying through the cacophony of noise the forty or more excited children were making during the hour-long show.’ As he grew older, he and his brother would go to the double feature in the evening, watching Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney films, Hollywood romances and musicals: young Kenneth was a keen fan of Fred Astaire’s elegant tap dancing. The boys’ Saturday-night treat was tripe and chips, soaked in vinegar and wrapped in newspaper packets, from one of the stalls opposite the cinema. ‘In winter, when the greenish-yellow glow of the lamps in the marketplace tried to penetrate the coastal fogs and mists, it was cosy and inviting in the cinema.’ It was his place of safety and escape; films would continue to feed his imagination as he grew up, becoming a prime source of his inspiration as a creator of ballets. When he was a child, there were no books at home. Films were his window into a world outside Great Yarmouth.
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         Kenneth was nine when Britain declared war against Germany in September 1939. By May 1940, when German troops occupied the Low Countries, across the North Sea from the East Coast of England, Britain prepared itself for invasion. The government decided to evacuate children from the coastal areas most at risk. The official notice, issued on 28 May 1940, warned parents: ‘You are free to make up your own mind. BUT YOU MUST MAKE UP  YOUR MIND AT ONCE. It is your duty to do so for the sake of your children.’ Registration forms agreeing to evacuation had to be returned to schools by 9 o’clock the next morning. It was a difficult decision for Kenneth’s parents, especially Edith, to make. George, eager to leave school, wanted to stay in Yarmouth and start working; ten-year-old Kenneth was the one who would have to be sent away. He had never been parted from his mother before, and there was no knowing where he might be sent or what kind of people would look after him. Other local children, however, including most of those from his school, would be going. His parents signed the registration form and packed his bag in readiness. They waved goodbye to him at Great Yarmouth train station at the end of the week, a stifling hot Sunday, 2 June 1940. In a massive feat of organisation, 47,000 children from East Coast towns were put onto 97 trains and sent inland.

         
 

         Kenneth and his Northgate Junior schoolmates were transported to the small Nottinghamshire town of Upper Broughton, not far from Melton Mowbray, and a long way from Yarmouth. They gathered in the village hall, luggage labels bearing their names and addresses hung about their necks, waiting to be selected by local families. Kenneth, an urban child, ended up on a farm, where the farmer’s wife bathed him in a rainwater butt – or so he reported indignantly to his friends when he left Broughton after just a couple of weeks. He had written to his mother threatening suicide if she did not come and take him home at once. He was justified in being confident of his mother’s love and of his power over her. Instead of telling him to stick it out in Broughton with his schoolmates, Edith fetched him back to Yarmouth – unwittingly exposing him to an onslaught of bombing raids as the Battle of Britain began.

         
 

         The first German air raid on the town was on 11 July 1940. By August, a continuous stream of bombers and fighter planes flew overhead as the Luftwaffe attacked Royal Air Force bases near by. The Luftwaffe carried out more raids on Great Yarmouth than on any other East Coast town. Its wide harbour was an easy target for bombers aiming at the port and the naval and merchant ships moored there. (Two naval bases had been established in the harbour in 1940 to protect convoy routes and sweep sea-mines.) Kenneth remembered overhearing conversations at the start of the war between Yarmouth people, reassuring each other that their long, narrow town would be quickly overflown: ‘It never occurred to them that the bombers would go in longways, which is what happened.’ In addition to deliberate attacks on the port, German planes returning from inland raids on the Midlands jettisoned their remaining bombs on the town as they were chased out to sea.

         
 

         On 31 October 1940, the family had a narrow escape when a bomb landed on a house close to theirs, in Swirle’s Place by the market square. Kenneth was playing in the street; George was down by the river, fishing; their mother, who was in the back yard, took shelter in the outside privy; Jean, safe indoors, was unable to hear the full effect of the devastation because of her deafness and was unaware that her mother was banging on the door to be let back in. Their house, though not directly hit, was sufficiently damaged for the MacMillans to have to abandon it and move near by to 12 Stanley Terrace, which they rented for the rest of the war (and which Kenneth was eventually to buy for his sister Betty’s family).

         
 

         William MacMillan, by now forty-eight, had been required by the wartime Labour Exchange to return to Scotland, where he worked as a labourer in the King George V Docks in Glasgow. Jean and Betty were employed in Great Yarmouth as factory hands, often on night shifts, so they came home mainly to sleep by day. George was working as an apprentice carpenter in the building trade. Kenneth, after his unscheduled return from evacuation, stayed with his mother at home. At night, during air raids, he, George and their mother slept under their newly acquired Morrison shelter, a large steel contraption that could also be used as a table. ‘I used to lie awake, nudging George and asking if the plane that in my imagination targeted our house was Ours or Theirs. Always he replied “one of ours” and to my irritation went back to sleep.’ During the day, Kenneth attended lessons organised by an enterprising woman in the back room of an ice-cream parlour while he waited for a place at the Hospital School, where George had been. It was one of the few schools to remain open in Yarmouth during the early years of the war.

         
 

         The family’s latest house in the centre of the Old Town was in a very vulnerable area. The tightly packed streets contained factories as well as dwellings; the German bombers knew exactly where their industrial targets were, as their maps, captured later, revealed. On 1 February 1941, a stick of twelve high-explosive bombs dropped by a Dornier 17z demolished Grout’s silk factory, which made bandages and parachutes, and Dyson’s glassworks, both close to the marketplace and its surrounding houses.

         
 

         Kenneth, out in the streets with other children, heard the Dornier flying dangerously close overhead and actually saw a bomb leave the aircraft. The plane flew so low that bombs ricocheted off the road into the upper storeys of buildings alongside. The panic-stricken boys managed to reach an air-raid shelter just in time. They were then led through the rubble outside and taken into an undamaged house to recover from shock. Grout’s factory was ablaze, the streets were closed off and Kenneth was unable to return home for several hours, by which time his family was frantic with worry. News had spread that a boy injured or perhaps killed in the raid had been taken to hospital. George was sent to find out, fearing the worst. By the time he returned to find Kenneth safe at home in the kitchen, being fussed over, he ‘wasn’t best pleased’ with his brother. Kenneth recalled ‘getting my ears boxed by George for not going straight home and telling my mother I was OK’.

         
 

         That night, as they listened to the wireless, George remembered hearing ‘Lord Haw-Haw’ (William Joyce) broadcasting Nazi propaganda, claiming that the compassionate German pilot of the Dornier bomber had waited until Yarmouth factory hands had clocked off at noon before releasing his bombs at 12.21 p.m.

         
 

         Just four days later, a bomb fell through the roof of the Regal cinema, where Kenneth’s mother Edith was in the audience watching the film The Doctor Takes a Wife, starring Loretta Young. The bomb did not explode and no one was hurt, but Kenneth knew how scared his mother must have been, having just had a similar experience himself. After these close shaves, Edith decided to move out of town with her two youngest children to her mother’s cottage by the waterworks in Ormesby, further along the coast. The house was small and simple, with an outdoor privy, a pump in the yard for cold water and no electric light, but they would be safer there at night, when the air raids were at their worst. From Ormesby, they could see the sky over the port at Yarmouth lit up by fires caused by the bombs and hear the pounding of anti-aircraft guns. During 1941, Great Yarmouth experienced 167 air raids, which killed 109 people and destroyed much of the congested Old Town – although the MacMillans’ terraced house remained standing.

         
 

          

         Kenneth was very fond of his maternal grandmother, Mary Anne Shreeve, who entertained him by teaching him how to knit and crochet – skills he never lost. Edith needed her mother’s help in looking after the boys because of her own ill-health. She was increasingly subject to seizures, seemingly brought about by high blood pressure and kidney disease. (There is no record of the diagnosis.) Her body had become bloated, probably through retention of fluid caused by her malfunctioning kidneys. She suffered epileptic fits, during which she made an alarming noise as her muscles convulsed before she fell unconscious. Sometimes she lost control of her bladder. These fits frightened and disturbed Kenneth. They were a family secret that had to be kept from his friends – a potential source of shame. He was acutely embarrassed on his mother’s behalf by her seizures, dreading that she might make a spectacle of herself in public. He was also terrified that she might have a fit while they were alone together during an air raid and he would not know what to do. She had been his rock, his source of love and security; now she was vulnerable, unreliable, and he was helpless.

         
 

         Kenneth’s grandmother, by now in her eighties, could not be of much assistance when Edith was taken ill. One night, the brothers were woken by the sound of their mother having a particularly bad seizure. She frothed at the mouth, lost consciousness and would not come round. Knowing there was nothing their grandmother could do, George banged frantically on the wall of the bedroom to summon the next-door neighbour to fetch a doctor. There were no telephones in the cottages and the nearest public phone box was some distance away. The anxious boys could only sit and wait. By the time the doctor came, Edith was conscious again, her body flaccid and very sore. The doctor tried to reassure her frightened sons, saying, ‘Don’t worry, your mother will never die of a fit.’
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         In spite of his worries at home, and the almost nightly bombing of Yarmouth, Kenneth managed to do well at school. He had been found a place at the Hospital School in time to prepare for the 11-plus examination, which determined whether a pupil went to a grammar school (and possibly to university) or left school at fourteen, as George had done. No one on either side of Kenneth’s family had gone on to further education: the men started their working lives as labourers, the women mostly went into service. Wartime conditions meant that Jean and Betty, Kenneth’s older sisters, were trapped in factory work. Clever Kenneth, his parents hoped, would have a different future.

         
 

         His promise was evident in a play he wrote when he was eleven, ringingly entitled Right Shall Triumph! The Hospital School teacher who set the assignment might not have conquered Kenneth’s erratic spelling, but had evidently taught his pupils how to prepare a play script, developing the plot from scene to scene. The list of dramatis personae was headed by the hero: ‘The Prince, K. MacMillan, disguised as a begger’; subsidiary characters included ‘the Lord High Chanseller’ and a ‘peasent girl’. Special effects required by the young writer–producer encompassed thunder and lightning (‘short sharp flashes with a torch’) and rain (‘rice on brown paper’).

         
 

         The carefully handwritten script concluded with Act IV celebrations in the palace ballroom, as the prince graciously invited his bride-to-be, the humble peasant girl, to dance with him. With hindsight, it was the childish forerunner of one of MacMillan’s earliest ballets, Laiderette, which involved a low-born girl swept off her feet in an aristocrat’s ballroom – though the ballet’s ending would not be the statutory happy one.

         
 

         Soon after writing the play in the summer of 1941, Kenneth passed the 11-plus examination with ease. He did well enough to be awarded one of twenty-four places at Great Yarmouth Grammar School, his schooling paid by a scholarship from the Borough Council’s Education Committee. His proud mother filled in his entrance form, explaining that his father was absent on war work in Scotland. Her youngest child was launched on a route that would set him apart from the rest of his family. To her regret, he would all too soon be physically separated from them: the Grammar School had been evacuated to East Retford, in Nottinghamshire.

         
 

         Retford, at the heart of the East Midlands, some twenty miles from industrial Sheffield, is an ancient market town surrounded by agricultural land. Situated at the junction of two railway lines, one linking London and York, the other serving the Midlands, it was an important rail centre. Many evacuees were sent there, from Leeds, Birmingham and the West Midlands, as well as from the East Coast. Several military camps were based nearby, swelling the population with soldiers and airmen. Thanks to Retford’s position on the Great North Road, the A1, a constant flow of wartime traffic roared through the town, as convoys made their way to and from the southern coastal towns. The youngsters from Yarmouth (who included the girls from the High School, also evacuated to Retford in 1940) were still very much caught up in the war, though they were safer than they would be at home.

         
 

         This time, Kenneth was well prepared to leave home and even looked forward to escaping from his restricted life at his grandmother’s cottage, with the constant worry about his epileptic mother. He went by train with other Yarmouth pupils in the middle of August, ten days before term began. New arrivals reported first to the King Edward VI School, an imposing redbrick Victorian edifice housing the local grammar school, which now shared its premises with the transplanted Great Yarmouth boys. There the newcomers were allocated their billets, the homes of Retford families who were required to take in evacuee children for a weekly payment of 10s 6d a head.

         
 

         Kenneth was initially placed on a temporary basis with the Greenham family. Betty, one of the daughters, remembers their new ‘guest’ staging a performance in their back garden. Kenneth borrowed her red jacket as his costume and tap-danced on the board that her brother used for his model railway set. The attendance fee was a sweet. Betty was impressed by his self-confidence. ‘I was quite a little show-off,’ Kenneth said of himself as a boy. His next billet was not nearly so congenial, as he informed an older schoolmate, Victor Stowers, with whom he linked up on the daily walk to school. Kenneth said he was lonely, so Vic asked his kindly foster-parents (as evacuees’ paid hosts were known) if they would take Kenneth as well.

         
 

         Bill and Annie Selby were a childless couple in their mid-forties, living in a short street of railway workers’ houses. Everyone in the cul-de-sac knew each other well. They were all familiar with the ‘knocker-up’ from the railway company, who would come down Richard Street at four in the morning to summon engine drivers like Bill Selby to work at the goods yard. The three-bedroom houses, built in 1889 at the height of the railway boom, had long, narrow gardens overlooking fields and woods. A pig sty at the bottom of each garden was put to good use during the war: the pigs ate the household scraps and the householders ate the pigs.

         
 

         Annie Selby was a jolly, warm-hearted woman, proud of her cooking. The two schoolboys sat down to four meals a day, though Kenneth remained thin as a rake. ‘It must have been very strange for them [the Selbys] to have had their home and their lives invaded by two teenage boys, when they had never had any children of their own,’ he marvelled later in a newspaper article about his childhood. But the Selbys were generous people, who opened their house at No. 7 to other youngsters living in the street, as the two girls who lived next door recalled with affection at a reunion of locals and evacuees sixty years later. They and Victor Stowers remembered the routine all the families in Richard Street followed. Bath night was once a week on Fridays, in a tin bath in front of the fire, followed by a change of underclothes; during the rest of week, especially after sports, the boys strip-washed. Monday was washday, clothes laundered in a copper container that had to be heated from the early hours of the morning until the water reached boiling point.

         
 

         Vic had a bicycle, which he would ride on errands for the Selbys, such as fetching pails of maggots from the reeking Retford tannery for Bill to use as fishing bait in the River Idle. Kenneth’s parents couldn’t afford to buy him a bike, so he walked everywhere. Annie would take the two boys with her on regular twice-weekly visits to the cinema – usually the Majestic or the Roxy. Kenneth was already a film addict, and Victor soon became one. ‘We were partly educated by Hollywood,’ Stowers (who became a teacher) commented.

         
 

         They had time to go to the cinema during the day because the Great Yarmouth boys had to fit their schedule of lessons in between those for the resident Retford pupils. Great Yarmouth Grammar School occupied the King Edward VI School building between 8.50 and 10.10 in the morning, then between 3 and 5 in the afternoon. Saturday-morning lessons were between 8.50 a.m. and 12.45 p.m. The rest of the day had to be filled with sports, lectures, debates, cadet parades, drama rehearsals, choir practice and other activities – otherwise it was thought the boys would get up to mischief in town. The evacuees profited from the extra attention their teachers, in loco parentis, felt obliged to give them. ‘We probably became more middle-class,’ said Graham Swann, one of Kenneth’s schoolmates, who went on to become a scientist and pioneer of satellite communication. ‘Dedicated teachers who were with us all the time saw the potential in us working-class lads and raised our aspirations. They filled our spare hours with music and plays and lectures. We were better off than we would have been at home.’

         
 

         Many more opportunities for entertainment were available to them than in bomb-damaged Yarmouth. Thanks to the large number of servicemen and land girls in the area, all three cinemas remained in operation and there were frequent performances, professional and amateur, in the Town Hall, Corn Exchange and Little Theatre. As he grew older, Kenneth would take part in performances for ‘Salute the Soldier’ and ‘Wings for Victory’ weeks, organised to raise money for the war effort. Retford was proud of its patriotic enterprise, which included releasing schoolchildren from their lessons during harvest time to help local farmers collect the crops: ‘We bent to the task until it was difficult to unbend, picking fifteen tons of potatoes a day,’ reported the GYGS Chronicle in May 1942.

         
 

         Retford did not entirely escape the German air raids. Townspeople could see the sky lit up by fires caused by bombs in Sheffield, and hear German planes overhead. A bomb was jettisoned by Grove Woods, not far from the Selbys’ back garden, leaving a huge crater. Incendiary devices landed near the school playing fields, in a dramatic firework display. The schoolboys collected shrapnel as souvenirs: Kenneth hung on to his for years, until the handle dropped off the suitcase in which he kept the heavy metal fragments. Later in the war, on 4 February 1944, a Wellington bomber, ‘one of ours’, crashed into Whisker Hill Woods, killing the aircrew. The souvenir-hunting boys retrieved the crew’s Horlicks tablets and added tracer bullets to their collections. Although Kenneth later remembered these near-encounters with death with horror, at the time they were exciting to boys who considered themselves indestructible.

         
 

         Kenneth had been at the school for only two terms when personal tragedy struck. He returned home for the Easter holidays in April 1942 to learn that his mother had died. Victor Stowers remembered the school train arriving at the station in Yarmouth and Kenneth’s father and sisters waiting with drawn faces to break the bad news. Edith MacMillan had died the night before of a heart attack during a seizure – the doctor’s reassuring prognosis had been wrong. While Kenneth was away at school, her health had deteriorated so badly that William MacMillan had been granted compassionate leave to return from his wartime job in Scotland in order to care for her. Kenneth, by now aged twelve, had not been told how ill she had become. On his arrival home, his father instructed him to kiss the corpse, which had been laid out in the front room of the Stanley Terrace house, and told him not to cry.

         
 

         Kenneth’s physical distaste at having to kiss his mother’s cold, dead lips was mixed with guilt. Although he loved her, he had felt huge relief at being able to go away to school, free from his dread of her frightening fits. ‘I used to wish she’d die,’ he told his wife many years later, ‘and then she did.’ He reproached himself that, as a small, needy child, he had forced her to love him. He had clung to her physically, demanding to be breast fed, to sit on her lap, to be with her at home; and then he had been repelled by her disability as he grew more independent. (He invariably said in interviews that he was eleven rather than twelve when his mother died, so he must have thought of himself still very much a child, divided by loss from his older self.) In his distress, he was angry at his mother for deserting him just as he was making the first, temporary break from home; he was far from ready to leave her. ‘At her funeral, I felt like a stranger,’ he wrote. ‘A darkness settled on me like a cloak.’ Unable to express his welter of confused feelings and his terrible grief, he bottled up his emotions. He was to pay the price later in life, as a succession of psychiatrists would tell him.

         
 

         After his mother’s funeral, Kenneth went back to school in Retford for the start of the summer term. The long train journey was a period of limbo, cutting him off from home and the distress of his family. He had no time to mourn with them and he had to cope, on his own, with life at school. His father had told him not to cry, so he didn’t. Vic Stowers, who shared a double bed with him for a while at the Selbys’ before a separate room was made available, reported that Kenneth never cried himself to sleep. He was quiet and withdrawn, however, especially in the months that followed his mother’s death. His teachers’ comments in their end-of-term reports on his work and conduct made no mention of the loss he had suffered. He continued to do ‘good, keen work’ in English and history and was ‘most promising’ in art classes: ‘He uses his imagination as well as his brush.’

         
 

         The hardest period for him was the return home in the holidays. He spent much of his time alone with his father, as his sisters were working and his brother George had been sent by the Labour Exchange to work in the docks in Tilbury, the port serving London. Kenneth had never had a close relationship with his father, who had left the boy’s upbringing to Edith. William didn’t know what to make of his youngest son. Distraught after his wife’s death, he was lost and lonely without her. He asked Kenneth to share his bed so that he would feel some kind of warmth and companionship at night. Kenneth was reluctant, but he, too, felt isolated and afraid. He lay silent and rigid with terror at the air raids alongside his father, who forbade him to give in to his fear.

         
 

         Jean and Betty, who worked night shifts at the sugar-processing plant on the outskirts of Great Yarmouth, tried to come to his rescue by taking him with them to the factory. For Kenneth, it was an adventure that turned out to be a disappointment. ‘The women had to lug heavy sacks of sugarbeet into piled-up mounds, on which they perched me, hoping that I would fall asleep. But I could still hear the bombs falling on the town. I disliked my father but I was conscience-stricken at leaving him, so I remained at home after that, still afraid but less full of remorse.’

         
 

         Worst of all was the Christmas holiday at the end of the year Edith had died. William had been unable to find employment in Yarmouth. Redundant and aimless, he turned more and more to alcohol. The responsibility of caring for Kenneth, who turned thirteen in December, was almost too much for him. ‘Every day he listened for rumours of a fresh coal supply, ready to rush to the depot to scoop up what he could to keep us warm. He shuffled around the town like a derailed train. It was impossible for him to get back on course.’ Although Kenneth’s sisters managed to organise a semblance of a family Christmas dinner, they both escaped to celebrate New Year’s Eve with friends. William and Kenneth stayed bleakly at home, listening on the radio to the Hogmanay celebrations in Scotland. ‘Our lack of communication was highlighted by the silence that followed. It was my father’s winter and he froze me out. He pulled his hair into an odd little forelock as he sat on the fender in front of the now-empty grate.’

         
 

          

         The hair-twisting detail is recorded in one of the drafts of Kenneth’s memoir, but he had nothing more to say about his father’s or his own grief. Most of his early adolescent years, apart from school holidays, were spent away from his family. Yet his painstaking account of his childhood concentrates on Yarmouth, largely ignoring his schooldays in Retford, where he lived with his ‘foster-parents’ and grew up with his peer group at school. The interests he developed were formed during term time, at what must have seemed a long distance from home. His relationships with his own family, however, were the crucial ones, which is no doubt why he focused his written descriptions on his father and Jean.

         
 

         Jean, his favourite sister, mothered him as best she could. His affection for her was tinged with guilt, for he felt awkward about her deafness and the loud, gruff way she spoke. ‘I thought she sounded like a man and hoped my embarrassment did not show. Inwardly, I suffered from the usual teenage self-consciousness. My flawless view of Jean was shattered by her inadvertent demonstration of imperfection.’ He was painfully aware that she was damaged, as his mother had been by her fits, reinforcing his sense that he could not totally rely on the women who loved him most. He was torn between compassion for their weakness and fear of being somehow involved in their humiliation.

         
 

         None the less, he greatly admired Jean and the stylish way she and Betty managed to dress, in spite of wartime clothes rationing. Jean was the prettier of the two, slender, with a cloud of dark hair. ‘They went to “Irene”, a hatshop in the King’s Road near the town hall. They sported twin “Mrs Miniver” hats and Astrakhan-trimmed swagger coats when they paraded into town to have a cup of ersatz coffee at Green’s cafeteria.’ Movie-mad Kenneth thought that the headgear had come straight from Hollywood, for under each hat in the shop window a printed card announced ‘The Rita Hayworth’, ‘The Betty Grable’, ‘The Lana Turner’. He was disillusioned when he discovered that Jean’s ‘Greer Garson’ could be seen on other heads around the town.

         
 

         Whenever they had a night off, smartly dressed Jean and Betty went to ‘the pictures’ or the local dance halls. Great Yarmouth was filled with servicemen out for a good time and there were plenty of local women ready to provide it. William MacMillan deplored these ‘bloody pick-up joints’ and tried to impose a curfew on his daughters. He resented their independence – and the fact that they had jobs while he did not – and feared for their reputations. Without his wife to soften his overbearing nature, he behaved like a martinet with his adult children. Betty soon escaped his control by marrying an airman, Victor Harmer, but Jean was trapped, being called a whore by her alcohol-fuelled father when she returned home late.

         
 

         Kenneth vividly recalled a night when Jean, eager to get out of the house, asked him to escort her to the Aquarium Ballroom; he was to be her dancing partner in order to disarm their father’s suspicions. Prudish young Kenneth was appalled to find the staircase leading to the sleazy dance hall jammed with soldiers and sailors reeking of body odour, beer and Brylcreem. They sized up the girls as they entered and Jean was immediately swept away from Kenneth’s side. Standing awkwardly against the wall, he was disconcerted to see Jean gazing dreamily into her partner’s eyes. ‘She was adept at pretending to hear the band (which was excruciating) when she had a strong enough partner to lead her. When it was my turn, I felt small and feeble as I foxtrotted her awkwardly around the room. I hated the men who ogled her.’

         
 

         He was well aware what the dancing often led to. Youngsters roaming the streets around the dance halls would find used condoms floating in the town’s emergency water tanks. Although Kenneth refused to believe that Jean could be capable of casual sex, he might have shared some of his father’s turbulent feelings when William pursued her one night and dragged her screaming from the dance floor. William swore violently at her in front of the other revellers and continued cursing her on the way home. Then he threw her out of the house, shouting at her never to return. Kenneth, aghast, was strictly forbidden to go in search of her or to speak to her. Conflicting loyalties made him nervous about meeting her by chance after she rented a room not far from Stanley Terrace. When he did see her approaching on the far side of the street soon after she had been banished, he turned his head ‘like a traitor’ to avoid looking at her.

         
 

         ‘She called to me and as I ran into her arms I was shocked that I had even feigned indifference. How could I so easily abandon her?’ This acute experience of his – of anyone’s – capacity for betrayal would appear in his ballets time and again. So would his understanding of a vulnerable individual, at the mercy of an uncaring society: Jean, his mother, his father, himself. It was a knowledge that would be hard won, scarring the barely adolescent boy he still was.

         
 

         With hindsight, he believed he had sensed something incestuous in his father’s obsessive concern for Jean, and his absolute refusal to countenance her having a sexual life of her own. Kenneth thought she had once tried to tell him about it while he was a youngster, implying that their father had ‘broken the rules and could no longer hide his feelings for her’, but she stopped when she saw Kenneth’s baffled reaction. He wrote in his memoir that when he later raised the subject with her, long after their father’s death, she turned away and did not answer. He interpreted her evident unease as shame and anger at the memories he had stirred up. He became convinced that their family was riven with abusive secrets that no one dared acknowledge.

         
 

         William’s very different attitude to his daughter Betty had puzzled young Kenneth, as he tried to make sense of adult morality. Betty’s husband Victor had no sooner been posted to Singapore than she took up with the captain of a gunboat stationed in Yarmouth harbour. The sailor was made welcome in Stanley Terrace, even though it was obvious he was having an adulterous affair with Betty. William appeared to condone Betty’s behaviour while punishing Jean harshly, making her the scapegoat of his confused feelings. Kenneth was caught up in the collusion over Betty’s affair by being invited on board the gunship, where the captain gave him a pair of leather gloves of the kind seamen wore on their North Sea missions. He flaunted the gloves at school but knew that his silence, when Betty’s husband Victor returned, had been bought.

         
 

         Girls of his own age were still something of a mystery to Kenneth as he reached puberty. He consulted the agony columns of his sisters’ magazines, hoping to gain an insight into the opposite sex and sex itself. Copies of Health and Strength magazine, with its unerotic nude photographs, were of little help either. ‘I had a healthy curiosity about sex, but my fantasies were unfocused and narcissistic. The women that I saw on the cinema screen were beautiful, wayward and enigmatic, unlike my mother, sisters and the girls I knew. I remained relatively uninformed about female anatomy.’

         
 

         His own anatomy was a source of bewilderment. He had been daunted by the size of the penis of a boy he met at the outdoor swimming pool adjoining Yarmouth marina. The pool was supposed to be reserved for members of the armed forces, but local children managed to sneak in. Bertie, a big stout youth, was soon surrounded by admiring small boys in the changing room. ‘Quite at ease, he proudly accepted our compliments on his big dick. The masculine preoccupation with size made me feel inferior and I jealously wondered if with a little work I could make mine as big.’

         
 

         Bertie’s confident air of experience, however, turned out to be misleading. Kenneth befriended him, in the hope of acquiring information. ‘“It’s so embarrassing when I get an erection on the bus. What do you do with yours?” I enquired. He looked bemused and I suspected his knowledge of sex was as limited as my own.’ Some years later, he heard that Bertie had got a job as a bus conductor in Yarmouth (misled, Kenneth conjectured wickedly, into expecting ‘a life of priapic bliss’).

         
 

         Back at school in Retford, Kenneth described, graphically, to other boys in his class a naughty soft-porn picture he had seen in a book. It was an illustration of a small boy sitting on a chamber pot, alarmed by his erection. Two scantily dressed women were standing by, one with a big sword. The boy’s hands were clasped in an entreaty not to cut off his penis. Kenneth’s startled schoolmates assumed he must have access to ‘adult’ publications issued by the well-known publisher Macmillan, whose name resembled his. He apparently said nothing to disabuse them.

         
 

         Writing about his early sexual memories, he blamed his poor marks and lack of concentration in maths lessons on his sexual daydreams. ‘I was troubled by the frequently changing objects of my desire,’ he wrote, noting that his girlfriends’ names were Thelma, Sylvia and Hazel. He made no mention of boys. His fumbling experiments with girls never amounted to much because he lacked the courage to go further. He might have been intimidated by the headmaster’s warning to the older boys at school assembly of the consequences of ‘a moment of ecstatic passion’. The vivid turn of phrase was repeated to Kenneth by Vic Stowers, by then a prefect. He had been informed that a much admired boy at the school, who was in the football first eleven, had been expelled for getting a schoolgirl pregnant. They were both still under sixteen when the child was born. The scandal electrified the school. Over fifty years later, at an evacuees’ reunion in Retford attended by the author, GYGS old boys recounted this story as one of their enduring memories.
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         Kenneth’s urge to dance became stronger than ever after his mother’s death. He had always enjoyed dancing, from his earliest Highland-dancing classes in Scotland to his end-of-the-pier performances in Yarmouth. Now, in his adolescence, he dreamed of being like Fred Astaire – fleet-footed, elegant, witty, able to transform an everyday world into something fantastical. Dancing would become his way of channelling and controlling his welter of inarticulate emotions – and it was something he knew he could do well. He would not have been able to formulate exactly what he was searching for, but he knew he needed guidance.

         
 

         Thanks to a stroke of luck, he found the finest dance teacher in the area. Annie Selby’s sister lived across the road in Richard Street and she had a granddaughter, Jean Bradley, who was determined to go on the stage. Jean’s elder brother, Ron, also wanted to become a performer. They were both promising pupils of Miss Joan Thomas, the best-known dance teacher in the region. Miss Thomas taught in Retford three days a week, staying at the Bradleys’ house from Thursday to Sunday. In return for her accommodation, she gave Jean free private lessons. Hanging over the Selbys’ front garden fence, Kenneth used to watch Jean practising for her lessons. Jean also borrowed a room in which to practise at the local tax office, after hours. Kenneth, accompanied by a local boy whose mother worked at the office, would come and watch her, fascinated by her ability to do both ballet and acrobatics.

         
 

         Joan Thomas, then in her early twenties, was an enthusiastic and enterprising teacher, performer and producer. She lived with her parents in the Admiral Rodney public house in Southwell, a village some way from Retford. Her former pupils remember her as ‘rather well bred, not working-class, as a lot of us were’. She taught dancing in the back room of her parents’ pub during the first half of the week. Then she came to Retford, where she rented a small industrial shed as a dance studio, offering classes in tap, musical comedy, acrobatics, ballroom and ballet. She had about a hundred pupils in all from the local catchment area: a core of regulars, almost all girls, and numbers of children and adults who came and went. ‘Everybody knew me,’ she said proudly in her eighties, when she was still involved, with her daughter, in running what become known as the Rodney Schools of Dancing.

         
 

         Her most ambitious wartime project had been in May 1941, four months before Kenneth first arrived in Retford for the start of the school year. She had recruited ninety local children for her biggest ever pantomime, The Shoe Woman (based on the nursery rhyme of ‘The Old Woman Who Lived in a Shoe’). ‘Stupendous attraction!’ announced her advertisement in the Retford, Gainsborough and Worksop Times. ‘Nearly 500 gorgeous costumes, set in a number of beautiful scenes. Produced and presented by Joan G. Thomas, in the Town Hall. All dance classes cancelled owing to panto rehearsals.’

         
 

         The five performances sold out and the production was reviewed at enthusiastic length in the Retford, Gainsborough and Worksop Times, in spite of wartime restrictions on newsprint. The balance sheet, however, revealed a loss of £10. Expenses – costumes, sets, the hire of the Town Hall and a local band – had accounted for the vast sum of £246 14s 5d. After that, Miss Thomas scaled down her productions.

         
 

         She continued to enter her pupils for dancing competitions and examinations, ensuring that their successes were recorded in the local paper as well as the specialist national magazine, the Dancing Times. She was a hard taskmistress, insisting that her favoured pupils practise for at least an hour every day. ‘You had to have an adult sign your honesty book that you had done your practice, and woe betide you if you hadn’t,’ said Jean Bradley. ‘I practised every day except Christmas.’ Jean had already passed her first ‘major’ ballet exam, the Royal Academy of Dancing Elementary examination, at the age of nine. When Ken, as she called him, asked her to teach him some steps, she suggested he joined Miss Thomas’s classes.

         
 

         Annie Selby said he shouldn’t, as dancing wasn’t right for boys, but Annie’s sister stood up for Kenneth. Her grandson Ron danced, she said, so if Kenneth wanted to learn, nobody should stand in his way. He started with once-a-week tap lessons, brushing up his end-of-the-pier skills. He paid for his classes out of his pocket money. When Miss Thomas spotted him trying out pirouettes, copying the girls in her ballet classes, she promptly recruited him as a potential partner for the girls. Boys were prized because so few were prepared to endure the inevitable teasing at school. Although Kenneth later claimed that he was the only boy in Miss Thomas’s school, there were others, as well as Ron Bradley. One of them, Roger Levick, remembers being impressed by Kenneth’s passion for dancing: ‘He was a very vital young fellow – always leaping about, trying things out.’

         
 

         Kenneth could not afford ballet classes as well as tap, so Miss Thomas wrote to his father, saying that Kenneth’s talent should be encouraged. William MacMillan, who had little idea what ballet was but mistrusted it as an occupation for the male sex, replied that he was not prepared to fund extra lessons and that, in any case, his son was destined to be a doctor or a lawyer. There was no point in wasting his time in dancing classes. Doreen Anthony (whose mother played the piano for the classes) remembers that Miss Thomas ‘had quite a tussle with Ken’s father … he obviously didn’t realise how formidable she was. She would go to war for talent she wanted to nurture.’ When William refused to pay up, Miss Thomas taught Kenneth for free, disregarding his father’s objections.

         
 

         She co-opted him into her musical-comedy classes, also called ‘stage dancing’, so that he could participate in her shows. She encouraged her pupils to make up dances for themselves as homework, and to co-operate in groups, setting things for each other in their favourite style – stage, ballet or tap. ‘Ken definitely had a good brain,’ Miss Thomas said. ‘He picked up steps very quickly, and made lots of suggestions about what we should do. He wasn’t a bundle of joy but he fitted in, specially when we all went off together to do shows and competitions.’

         
 

         Kenneth had found the first of his substitute families. Although the elderly Selbys were good to him, they did not share his interests, any more than his own family did back in Yarmouth. Here, in Miss Thomas’s classes, was a group of like-minded young people, all eager to please their teacher. Joan Thomas was vital and inspiring, full of self-confidence: her impressionable pupils believed she was the fount of all dance wisdom. Many of them, including Kenneth, probably had a crush on her. According to her former ‘girls’, she was a theatrical Miss Jean Brodie. She was adept at harnessing adolescents’ ambitions, urging them to make the best of themselves, to be disciplined young professionals. ‘She gave you pride in yourself, though she was careful about handing out praise: “If I said you were any good, you wouldn’t work”,’ remembered Jean Bradley. Her elite pupils were distinguished by uniform clothing when they travelled to competitions. The girls wore siren suits: all-in-one outfits with elasticated waists and a hood, the wartime equivalent of modern tracksuits; the boys wore dark trousers, a white shirt and a red bow-tie. They were told that they represented Miss Thomas wherever they were, so they were not to be seen loitering in the streets or eating fish and chips out of newspapers. ‘The other kids thought we were snooty because we didn’t mingle outside our dance group,’ says Doreen Anthony.

         
 

         That was fine by Kenneth. He needed to keep his dance activities and his school life separate. He could be two different people, without having to explain himself. To be dance mad was normal in Miss Thomas’s troupe, and anyone who didn’t understand would be excluded. He had succumbed to the compulsive nature of dance training, with its clear code of rules and rewards. For a talented youngster, as he was, every new achievement was a source of pride. The physically demanding classes obliged him to shut out, temporarily at least, his anxious internal monologue: by concentrating entirely on what his limbs and feet were doing, he could think of nothing else. His naturally obsessive tendencies, instead of gnawing at him inwardly, would go into mastering a discipline. He did his hour’s practice every day, holding on to the wooden fence at the end of the Selbys’ back garden. Vic Stowers, sworn to secrecy, noticed that skinny Ken was developing strong leg muscles. The harder he practised, the more adept he became at accomplishing difficult exercises. His self-esteem rose and he was gratified by the respect shown by Miss Thomas’s pupils and by their rivals on the dance circuit, as he began entering competitions.

         
 

         His schoolteachers must have given him permission to perform in public with Miss Thomas’s troupe. There is no mention of his dance activities in his end-of-term reports, however, until the final one. His teachers might have accepted that his out-of-school interests were his own affair; his father, reading his reports at home, did not need to be informed about his dancing. He kept very quiet among his schoolmates about his dance classes, fearing that he would be mocked. Learning ballet, in particular, would be regarded as unmanly – or so he thought, knowing his father’s reaction. Ballet has always suffered from the assumption that male dancers must be effeminate, and schoolboys can be callously cruel. So Kenneth was secretive about his dancing, although his closest schoolfriends, Ernie Fulcher and Percy Read, would sometimes come and watch him. They, like Vic, had promised not to tell.

         
 

         Once school lessons were over, Kenneth hurried to join in Miss Thomas’s rehearsals, which took place either in Ebsworth Hall, at the back of St Swithin’s Church, or in her dance studio, a tin shed near the slaughterhouse. She had kitted out the stark space with borrowed mirrors, barres around the walls and a coke-burning stove with a big flue pipe. ‘It was cold, but you soon got warm,’ says Doreen Anthony. Miss Thomas and the pianist – Doreen’s mother – huddled by the stove while the students worked up a sweat. Only live music was used for Miss Thomas’s classes and performances, played either on the piano or by a hired band, such as the local factory’s ‘light orchestra’. ‘She was just as tough on the players as she was on us performers,’ said Mary Fawkes. ‘We carried on rehearsing until we all got it right.’

         
 

         They performed frequently. Retford, like other towns, organised ‘Holiday at Home’ weeks, encouraging local talent (not that Miss Thomas needed much encouraging) to put on shows for residents unable to travel to holiday resorts in wartime. For the regular fundraising weeks in aid of the armed forces, Miss Thomas would hire the Town Hall and the Butter Market beneath it, which provided a dressing-room area for her numerous pupils. The audience sat on folding chairs lined up on the hall’s wooden floor, which was otherwise used for ballroom dancing. Miss Thomas’s troupe was always ready to take part in concerts in factory canteens and perform at fêtes and sports days.

         
 

         Mary Fawkes’s mother was largely responsible for the recital costumes, with the help of other mothers. Mr Fawkes kept a haberdashery shop, so his wife had access to sequins, feathers and elastic corset material – scarce commodities during clothes rationing. Outfits were made of parachute silk or black-out material, dotted with sequins. No flesh-coloured tights were available for the girls, who slapped wet-white lotion, mixed in a bucket, on their legs. Boys usually wore their basic dance uniform of dark trousers, white shirts and bow-ties. Kenneth initially performed in musical-comedy routines, singing and dancing to popular tunes such as ‘Deep Purple’ and ‘Ain’t Misbehavin’. Miss Thomas commented, however, that he wasn’t a showbiz extrovert, craving attention and applause: ‘He was lanky and lyrical – he danced with his soul. He did everything as well as possible,’ she said, ‘but for himself, not for other people.’

         
 

         He must, however, have been seeking her approval. She was now the most powerful woman in his young life, and the most alluring. For most of the time he spent with her, engaged in a very physical artistic discipline, she was stripped down in practice clothes or wearing revealing stage costume when she performed with her troupe. For him, she represented ambition, pleasure, excitement, feminine sensuality; and paradoxically, being with her, whether in dance classes, rehearsals or exposed to the public’s gaze in performances, was to be in a place of safety. He had no need to be fearful. He knew exactly what was required of him as a dancer, what was good and what needed improvement. On stage, dancing a well-rehearsed routine, he could be in control, no longer lost or lonely. Since Miss Thomas valued him, encouraging him far more than her girls because he was a talented boy, he knew she wouldn’t abandon him.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         Back in Yarmouth for the summer holidays, Kenneth continued to perform – tap dancing, not ballet. He needed to get out of the Stanley Terrace house and away from his morose father, so he joined the Empire Orpheans, an amateur concert-party troupe based at the Empire cinema. The group was run by Edward Bowles, the manager of the cinema, which included live shows. The fourteen or so members, mainly plump teenage girls, provided their own costumes: Kenneth wore his Retford bow-tie outfit; his tap shoes were cricket boots with metal taps added by the local shoemaker. The Empire Orpheans, accompanied by Mr Bowles on the piano, toured American and British air-force bases in Norfolk. (The Second Air Division of the US Army Air Force had fifteen bases in East Anglia.) One Empire Orphean show, Forces’ Delight, augmented by guest artists, lasted two-and-a-half hours. ‘My mind boggles today to think how awful we must have been,’ Kenneth told Peter Crookston in The Times in 1991. ‘The airmen were very kind. They would feed us well and give us chocolates.’

         
 

         William MacMillan remained uncomfortable with his son’s dancing activities, mistrusting the attraction of dressing up and greasepaint for a growing teenager. He had no way of keeping Kenneth entertained during the school holidays, leaving him to wait, silent and resentful, outside the pubs William frequented. Whenever George was at home, he was instructed to take Kenneth around with him and his mates, so that the boy would move in masculine, older company. This enforced arrangement suited neither brother. Kenneth recollected, in his memoir, being posted as look-out, bored and suspicious, while George tried to seduce local girls under the pier. When George MacMillan learned, late in his life, that Kenneth had used this experience as the germ of a ballet, Triad, he scoffed at his younger brother’s account of what went on: ‘Absolute nonsense. Kenneth had a vivid imagination. A gang of us used to play fox-and-hounds along the sea front. If we set out first, we’d hide while the ones who were hounds searched for us. Kenneth had to keep watch to see if they were coming. I wasn’t up to anything with the girls – their brothers would have been with us.’

         
 

         True or otherwise, Kenneth was disturbed by the sexual conquests George and his friends boasted about while he hung around, eavesdropping. Still inexperienced, he was surrounded by older girls in the Empire Orpheans who enjoyed the attentions of the servicemen for whom they performed. The girls in the troupe were his main opportunity for sexual discovery but his encounters with them led only to frustration:

         
 

         

            Early experiments with Sylvia were clinical and passionless. A couple of terms later, pretending sophistication, I lay on top of Thelma in her Morrison shelter but I still did not know how to proceed. Clearly aroused, I kissed her frantically but lacked the courage to take the next step. Her silent reproach made me think I should have stuck with Sylvia instead. But she was soon impregnated by a sailor and forced to marry when she was sixteen.

            


         
 

         Kenneth became practised at keeping his life in separate compartments: home had nothing to do with school; dancing was distinct from both. He could be one kind of performer when he was with the Empire Orpheans, another when he was with Miss Thomas’s troupe in Retford. At school, he was adept at entertaining his fellow pupils by imitating their teachers – a mimic’s gift he exploited all his life. He could take off women as well as men, enjoying the school’s odd convention of addressing all lady teachers (pressed into teaching boys during the war years) as ‘sir’. His fellow pupils’ laughter made him feel popular and accepted; he was disguising his deep-rooted sense of isolation as a motherless boy.

         
 

          

         His theatrical talents had meanwhile been recognised by his school-teachers. In his first year, he, Ernest Fulcher and Percy Read had persuaded their form mistress, Mrs Phyllis Pereira, to help them produce A Christmas Carol. Kenneth was Scrooge, wearing a dressing-gown, his thick dark hair powdered grey. Ernie Fulcher was Marley’s Ghost and Percy Read was Bob Cratchit. The Christmas goose consisted of papier mâché covered in batter, ‘cooked’ with the help of a teacher, Rose Masters, who still remembered the enterprising production decades later. Candles, a precious wartime commodity, could be used only on the night of the performance itself, which took place in St Swithin’s Church Hall, to an invited audience of ‘foster-parents’, who were obligingly appreciative.

         
 

         Then, before his voice broke, Kenneth was cast in the leading role of Kate in the school production of The Pirates of Penzance in 1942, boldly playing against teachers such as John Benson Whitehead, the deputy head. Whitehead ran the school’s dramatic society and produced the annual play (or operetta) in Retford Town Hall. Kenneth enjoyed singing as a boy soprano and would accompany Vic Stowers to all sorts of church services in order to join in the hymns. Neither boy was particularly religious, but there was precious little else to do on Sundays, especially in winter.

         
 

         The whole school was required to learn Stanford’s setting of the Te Deum by heart as a ‘leaving present’ for the headmistress of Great Yarmouth Girls’ High School. Both schools, jointly evacuated to Retford, took over St Swithin’s Church for their choral performance to mark the headmistress’s retirement. The boys’ headmaster, A. H. G. Palmer, was a keen musician who played the organ for the Te Deum and for Naylor’s Benedicite, another substantial work sung by the school. Percy Read said both works, which were learned over a considerable length of time, were imprinted on his memory for ever after.

         
 

         The headmaster, Mr Palmer, nicknamed ‘Alfie’, organised a fortnightly music-appreciation circle for senior boys at his house. They listened to records from his large collection and were taken to concerts in nearby towns. Kenneth was eligible to join the circle in his third year, when he was fourteen. Palmer would sometimes begin morning assembly by announcing a piece of music – the third movement of Tchaikovsky’s Fourth Symphony, for example – and the whole school would stand and listen to the recording. Kenneth always received good marks for music, though he never learned to read a score. He would continue to absorb music by listening, as he had been taught to do at school.

         
 

         He also profited from the dedication of an art master, Gilbert (‘Sammy’) Sayer, who noted Kenneth’s ‘remarkable aesthetic qualities’ in his final school report. Kenneth and Percy Read were keen members of the art guild Sayer had established, rivalling each other to achieve the highest marks or have their work put on display. Sayer would often ask the two boys to suggest subjects and settings for sketching expeditions around Retford and its countryside. According to Read, he was a teacher of the old school, who insisted on a proper grounding in the ‘disciplines’ of art, rather than encouraging free expression: ‘Sammy used to say, “Learn to look and not just see”, and he set us exercises in composition, light and shade, perspective, proportion … I am amazed at how much we absorbed from him.’

         
 

         Sayer instructed them in the principles and practice of stage design. The art master was responsible for the set of one of the school plays, Patrick Hastings’s thriller Escort, performed in the Town Hall in December 1943. He showed the boys how to make a model stage, build a staircase and paint a lifelike portrait as part of the decor. Kenneth was later to try his hand at designing sets for ballets, years before he started choreographing his own work. Once fully fledged as a choreographer, he was confident about collaborating with professional designers and fine artists. Great Yarmouth Grammar School had given him a good grounding for his future career in the theatre.
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         The year that Kenneth turned fourteen, 1944, was to be a momentous one for him. By now in Miss Thomas’s Senior Troupe, he was appearing frequently in her shows. He was beginning to be fancied by the girls he was required to partner. They found him good-looking, with his soulful eyes and crop of dark brown hair. ‘Hazel Ledger had quite a crush on him,’ remembers Doreen Anthony, who was still a junior girl and therefore not in his league. ‘Hazel went all goo-ga over him – we used to tease them. But I think the girls were keener than he was, at that age.’

         
 

         His preoccupation was not girls but ballet: ‘I woke up one day at the age of fourteen to find that out of the blue everything had crystallised. I had to be a ballet dancer,’ he told Peter Crookston in 1991. His revelation was partly the result of hours of reading in Retford’s municipal library, as he told Glenys Roberts in 1985: ‘There I found lots of books on Nijinsky and I was transported into a world which seemed so exotic to me, living at a time when death and destruction was an everyday occurrence.’ Also in the library were copies of the Dancing Times, going strong since 1910. In its paper-rationed pages was an advertisement from the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School in London, established by Ninette de Valois to supply dancers for her company – later to become the Royal Ballet. The wording was enticing: ‘The entry of suitable male students under the age of seventeen will, owing to wartime conditions, be particularly welcome, and in such cases, the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School is willing to provide free tuition.’

         
 

         De Valois had kept her school and company running throughout most of the war, even when Sadler’s Wells Theatre was requisitioned as a shelter for bombed-out Londoners. The company had to move out, but the school remained in a rehearsal studio at the top of the theatre. De Valois needed a constant supply of male students to replace dancers called up for military service. As well as the advertisement offering free tuition for boys, she appealed, through the Dancing Times, to teachers throughout the country to let her know of any promising male dancer: ‘At sixteen he may be vital to the continuance of British Ballet; at seventeen it may be too late.’

         
 

         Kenneth urged Miss Thomas to intensify his ballet training so that he would be eligible for a scholarship before he was too late. He had spotted his escape route from his home life into an exciting profession that was crying out for boys like him. Miss Thomas decreed that he should prepare himself with proper qualifications. She entered him for the Grade One examination in the Royal Academy of Dancing’s ballet syllabus, which then encompassed five junior grades. It was a courageous undertaking for a fourteen-year-old, since the girls taking Grade One at the same time would have been very much younger. (Miss Thomas’s infant prodigy, Rosemary Burton, had passed Grade One at the age of four.) Kenneth was awarded the top ranking of Honours, with 90 marks out of 100. ‘The examiner [Irene Hammond, a well-respected RAD figure] remarked upon the great promise he showed in ballet work,’ reported the Retford Times on 26 May 1944 – no doubt prompted by Miss Thomas. She started teaching him the rudiments of the first major RAD examination, Elementary.

         
 

         But first she entered him and her other best pupils in the All-England Dancing Competition at Northampton in June. An annual contest, even in wartime, it received a record national entry of two thousand competitors in 1944. Kenneth MacMillan gained honours in ‘musical comedy with song’ and came fourth in ballet, out of nearly sixty entries. Jean Bradley won the All-England Acrobatic Cup and later went on to star as a contortionist at the Blackpool Ice Drome. She married Paul Raymond, the ‘erotic entrepreneur’, and became choreographer for the strip shows in Raymond’s Revue Bar in Soho from 1958 to 1972.

         
 

         Miss Thomas’s troupe appeared shortly afterwards in Retford Town Hall, reprising their prize-winning numbers in a ‘musical revuette’ entitled Reaching for the Stars. One of the numbers for Kenneth and the senior girls, to ‘If I Had My Way’, had been adapted from a solo he had devised for himself. Miss Thomas had been too busy to think up a dance for him, so he had invented his own. He had won £10 performing it in a competition, a considerable sum for a youngster. Many years on, Joan Thomas, still agile in her eighties, demonstrated to the author a hornpipe step she had been impressed enough to remember from his original dance. He had begun to choreograph, without fully understanding the meaning of the term.

         
 

         Since Kenneth’s ballet exam results and the Reaching for the Stars revue were reported in detail in the Retford Times, his dancing triumphs can hardly have remained a secret from his schoolmates. He claimed, in an interview with Nicholas Tomalin in 1965, ‘When I won any little prizes and my name was in the local paper I used to swear blind it wasn’t me.’ He wouldn’t have fooled them for long.

         
 

         The boys’ attitude to ballet was in any case changing, thanks to the initiative of the headmaster and the Retford Arts Committee on which he sat. They organised a lecture–demonstration in the school hall on 24 June, entitled ‘Ballet How and Ballet Why’. Retford had just experienced its first-ever visit from a professional ballet company, organised by the Committee for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA), the wartime forerunner of the Arts Council. Ballet Rambert had performed for two nights (and one matinee) in the Town Hall on 11 and 12 April, during the Easter holiday. The programme had comprised Les Sylphides, Bar aux Folies Bergères, Death and the Maiden, Façade, Carnaval, and the pas de trois from Swan Lake. GYGS boys who had remained in Retford during the Easter break had gained free access to the performances by arranging the chairs and helping unload the scenery. But ballet-mad Kenneth wasn’t there. He had to return home to Great Yarmouth because his grandmother was seriously ill.

         
 

         He was present, however, for the lecture–demonstration in June explaining the background to ballet. The speaker, Deryck Lynham, was one of the founders of the Ballet Guild in London, and author of several books on ballet. The demonstration was given by Molly Brierley, who had just danced the leading role in the Ballet Guild’s latest production, The Last Curtain. However rudimentary the school hall may have been, the lecture–demonstration was given by people who knew what they were doing. Equally evidently, Kenneth’s school had no firmly held prejudice against ballet.

         
 

         He, however, was in a certain amount of trouble. He had received three detentions for unsatisfactory conduct in the spring term of 1944, and seven during the summer term. His school reports did not explain the reason for the detentions, but since the sudden increase in bad conduct marks coincided with his fixation on ballet, his Grade One exam and the number of performances he was doing, he was probably inattentive and late for school lessons. Although his father was angry with him when he came home for the summer holidays, William MacMillan was even more furious with the master who had administered a caning severe enough to leave weals on his son’s bottom. William, who resented overbearing authority, wrote a letter of protest to the school on his son’s behalf. Vic Stowers, who remembered being surprised and impressed that the letter had been sent, doubted that it would have had any effect.

         
 

         By the next term, the school was back in Great Yarmouth. As far as the pupils were concerned, the return to their home town after the school’s four-year stay in Retford came as a surprise. The decision had been taken by the governors of the boys’ and girls’ grammar schools after the youngsters had broken up for the summer holidays in July 1944. By then, the Allies had landed in France and were battling to advance. Since Britain was no longer under direct threat of attack from the Continent, Great Yarmouth was considered safe enough for its schools to reoccupy their original buildings. The beaches along the coast were being cleared of the landmines and barbed-wire barriers placed against invaders, although it would be years before the resort could return to normality.

         
 

         Both head teachers wrote to the Retford Times to thank ‘the loyal citizens of Retford for their kindness, generosity, patience and self-sacrifice over the past four years’. The paper’s editor commented, ‘The news has been received with mixed feelings by the townspeople … joy that the evacuees are at home, though they will be greatly missed.’ The youngsters had left for the summer holidays without realising that they would not return: they had not been able to say goodbye to their ‘foster-parents’. Vic Stowers kept in touch with the Selbys, returning to visit them as well as writing to them regularly; Kenneth did not, for which he later felt remiss: ‘I was so hell-bent on a career in the theatre that I could not wait to get away,’ he wrote in a letter to Stowers in 1991. ‘I must have seemed so careless and unthinking.’

         
 

         He was still only fourteen and incapable of seeing further than himself. As far as he was concerned, the Selbys were already in the past. He was totally absorbed in planning his future.

         
 

         Kenneth’s brother George had been posted abroad after joining the Royal Army Service Corps. Life at home was going to be bleak enough without being deprived of his all-important ballet lessons. Kenneth’s priority was to find himself another ballet teacher before his father realised what he was up to. Fortunately, the best-qualified instructor in the area was easy to track down: Kenneth had only to ask his school teachers’ advice. Conveniently for him, Miss Phyllis Adams (Mrs Roche) was related by marriage to two of his teachers: the deputy head, ‘Jimmy’ Whitehead, and the English teacher, Amy Roche – ‘a real old battleaxe’, according to Percy Read. Her sister-in-law, Phyllis, was to prove the next mentor and mother figure that Kenneth craved. Miss Thomas in Retford had set him on the right route; Miss Adams was to be the key that opened his future career.

         
 

         Born in Yarmouth, Phyllis Adams had won a scholarship to Flora Fairbairn’s Mayfair School of Dancing in London, where she studied for five years in the 1920s. Her teachers included Anna Pruzina and Laurent Novikoff, who had danced with Anna Pavlova’s company and Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes. Phyllis performed in A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the Old Vic and danced at the London Coliseum. Instead of pursuing a professional career as a dancer, she decided to return home to Yarmouth at the age of twenty-four and establish her own dancing school. She continued to use her maiden name of Adams even after she had married a merchant seaman, by whom she had four children. She brought them up on her own during the war years, while her husband was at sea with the merchant fleet.

         
 

         In 1944, the Roche family was living in a white stucco villa, Appledore, along the cliffs at Gorleston, across the river from Yarmouth proper. Miss Adams’s dancing school was closed during the war because most of her pupils had been evacuated, but she still gave classes when and where she could. Her securest form of income was from the ballroom-dancing lessons she gave to soldiers at the Conservative Club in Yarmouth.

         
 

         Kenneth had to pluck up the courage to face Miss Adams, whom he feared might be as formidable as his teacher Amy Roche. He rode his bicycle to the cliffs at Gorleston two or three times after school, still wearing his blazer, and circled the streets, not daring to knock on the door of 4 Bernard Road, which still had an anti-aircraft barrage balloon tethered outside. When he finally tapped on the door, and a kindly woman opened it, he blurted out as fast as possible, ‘I want to be a ballet dancer. I want to get a scholarship to the Sadler’s Wells School.’ ‘Oh, do you really?’ she said. ‘In that case, you’d better come in.’ Kenneth had found his next surrogate family.

         
 

         Phyllis Adams’s children, Merrill, Wendy, Martin and Andrea, were all younger than Kenneth. She had a sick mother to look after, so the family had forgone evacuation from Yarmouth. Miss Adams was unwilling to leave the house for long, so she would sometimes give private dancing tuition in the kitchen at the back of the villa. Wendy remembers a sailor coming for tap lessons while the children waited hungrily outside the kitchen door.

         
 

         The warm kitchen was where Kenneth did his daily class, straight after school, hanging on to a dresser in lieu of a ballet barre. It was a curious piece of Arts and Crafts oak furniture, part kitchen dresser, part bookcase, known to the family as ‘Road and River’, after the inscription carved along its front. Miss Adams, aware of her partly trained pupil’s talent, was happy to teach Kenneth without charge. She found him a pair of green tights and some black ballet shoes; when they wore out, his sister Jean paid for another pair. Miss Adams praised Kenneth’s instinctive grasp of technique: he had to be shown a step only once to understand how to do it.

         
 

         She must have been dismissive about the quality of his former ballet teaching, for Kenneth was later to play down the role of Joan Thomas in his training, saying he owed everything to Phyllis Adams. Miss Thomas and her troupe receive no mention in his draft memoir, nor does the signet ring that her students clubbed together to buy him as a memento after he had left Retford. He might have been embarrassed about their amateur entertainments now that he was preparing to become a proper ballet dancer. In any case, he had relegated his involvement with them to his Retford past, along with the Selbys, and switched his allegiance to Miss Adams.

         
 

         She impressed upon Kenneth the artistry of the career he wished to pursue, telling him about the Russian ballet tradition in which she had been taught, as well as the English virtues of de Valois’s Sadler’s Wells company. She had a stack of back copies of the Dancing Times, piled up to the ceiling of her little office. Wendy used to watch Kenneth set out to cycle home, laden with Dancing Times magazines. ‘He’d come back the next day for more and question Mother like mad about what he’d read. She suspected he sat up all night and devoured them. She’d never had a pupil so hungry to learn.’

         
 

         Kenneth took to eating his meals with the Roche family. They grew their own vegetables in the garden, so wartime rationing was less of a problem than it might have been. Wendy, the middle daughter, looked on Kenneth as an elder brother because he was around so much. ‘We used to play together, even though he was a lot older than I was. We’d play ball games and chase each other around the house and along the beach. He hadn’t really had a family childhood, so he was catching up, in a way.’

         
 

         Mary Miller, another of Miss Adams’s pupils, although at a slightly later period than Kenneth, had much the same experience with the Roche family: ‘For me, like him, it was a revelation that life could be fun – not just a question of survival during the war. We’d both had rather bleak times at home in Yarmouth.’ Mary had been evacuated to Retford, along with the Great Yarmouth Girls’ High School, at the same time as Kenneth. One of her many billets was near his at the Selbys, so she sometimes joined him on the walks to and from school. ‘He was the first boy who didn’t tease me, and he had lovely big, dark eyes.’ She had to leave school at fourteen to look after her mother, but she managed eventually to follow Kenneth’s path to Miss Adams’s school and house when the ballet bug bit her. ‘Phyllis Adams was a rather imposing lady, with a big bosom and beautifully arched feet in high-heeled shoes. Very fine ankles,’ Mary recalled. ‘She wouldn’t let anyone get above themselves, but she had a great sense of humour. She was a natural mother figure, without being sentimental about it.’

         
 

         According to Wendy, her mother was a firm but kindly teacher: ‘She wasn’t a shouter. She believed in bringing things out in her pupils.’ Kenneth was sufficiently confident of his progress – and impatient for his future – to apply for an audition at the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School by the end of 1944, less than six months after meeting Miss Adams. He wrote a letter in his father’s name, without consulting him, to Miss Ninette de Valois, Principal of the school: ‘Dear Madam, My son, who is nearly fifteen, wants to be a ballet dancer and many people think he is very talented.’ William MacMillan must have been taken aback when a letter arrived inviting his son to an audition in London.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         Ninette de Valois was not likely to have been taken in by the youthful handwriting. She would, however, have paid attention to the separate letter that Phyllis Adams had written to the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School, recommending her hard-working pupil. An audition was arranged for Kenneth shortly before his fifteenth birthday in December 1944. His father must have agreed, however reluctantly, because Kenneth, accompanied by his sister Betty, set out on the earliest morning train from Yarmouth to London. They had to make their way to the Prince’s Theatre (now the Shaftesbury) in Shaftesbury Avenue, where the Sadler’s Wells Ballet had, temporarily, been in residence since September. The company carried on performing throughout the hostilities, apart from a brief hiatus after war was declared. When they were not on tour, their London seasons were usually at the New Theatre (which in 1973 became the Albery and since 2006 has been the Noël Coward Theatre); they had moved towards the end of 1944 into the more spacious Prince’s Theatre, which had a larger stage.

         
 

         Kenneth’s ad hoc audition simply involved taking part in the company’s daily ballet class. De Valois had little time to spare for try-outs of hopeful students for her school, so he just had to cope as best he could. Kenneth always remembered his acute embarrassment and anxiety when she barked at him for arriving after the class had started. (He had lost time searching for the rehearsal room in which the class was held.) He cannot have been unacceptably late, for the dancers were still at the barre. He was placed between two ballerinas, Margot Fonteyn and Beryl Grey, a nerve-racking position for an inexperienced fourteen-year-old: he would have recognised who they were from his avid reading of the Dancing Times. He copied whatever they did, trying to remember Miss Adams’s instructions and corrections for his still raw technique. He had never seen professional dancers in action before, let alone ballerinas of the stature of Fonteyn, Grey and Moira Shearer. When he returned to Yarmouth, he confided to Wendy Roche that he was over-awed by ‘all these girls who could bend backwards until their heads touched their bottoms’.

         
 

         He had to wait until after Christmas to learn whether he had won the longed-for scholarship. Ninette de Valois wrote to ‘Miss Roche’ on 8 January 1945, provisionally accepting him for the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School, if his parents (sic) agreed. The school, which had closed for three months at the height of the v1 ‘flying bomb’ attacks in mid-1944, after a bomb had landed very near Sadler’s Wells, had reopened, though London was still under threat. Miss Adams must have explained that Kenneth was eager to start full-time training, as he was a relatively late starter in ballet. In her letter, de Valois commented:

         
 

         

            I was extremely impressed with the boy from every angle. He was well grown, well made, has a good presence and is obviously intelligent.

            
 

            What he has managed to do in one year nine months is quite extraordinary. I think his parents would be very wrong to stop him taking it up. I have to go to France with the company for the next eight weeks and would suggest that we hold over the matter of his Scholarship, maintenance, etc., until the Summer Term, which would start somewhere about May.

            
 

            I would most definitely like to take him on, but it is almost impossible for me to arrange, at such short notice, matters with his parents; also, London is pretty ‘lively’ at the moment at nights. [Censorship forbade direct reference to v1 bombs and v2 rockets.] I do not feel he has anything to lose by waiting another eight weeks or so.

            
 

            For your information the maintenance grant is given when the parents have submitted to some form of ‘Means Test’. Actually, the tuition would be free anyway, so it is only a question of his board and lodging in London. You have my permission to show this letter to his parents, and I thank you for bringing to my notice such a talented youngster.

            
 

            Yours sincerely,
 

            NINETTE DE VALOIS

            


         
 

         Kenneth had achieved his ambition and no one was going to hold him back. His father had to give way, even though he had wanted his youngest son to pursue a ‘respectable’ (and well-paid) profession. Jean and Betty would have added their pleas to those of Miss Adams to give Kenneth his chance. William MacMillan might even have been secretly proud that his ‘well-made’ son had been chosen for a scholarship to a training institute in London.

         
 

         The two months’ wait would have seemed interminable to Kenneth, as he went back to school for his last term. His final report in March 1945 was a good one: under ‘personal qualities’, he was commended for being ‘a thoughtful and conscientious worker … a pleasant personality with a keen sense of loyalty’. An unnamed teacher had added the bald comment: ‘Learns ballet and dancing.’ This time, he had had only three detentions for unsatisfactory conduct. He had won prizes for Junior Art and Junior French Reading, which were announced at school assembly along with other boys’ achievements – and then he was singled out as the winner of a scholarship to the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School. ‘I nearly died of embarrassment because I didn’t realise he [the headmaster] was going to do anything like that,’ Kenneth recalled later, in the television documentary Out of Line. Ernest Fulcher, who was standing next to Kenneth, says that a titter ran round the assembly hall, from the Shells (the lowest form) to the Upper Sixth. Kenneth took his schoolmates’ reaction stoically at the time but was too mortified to show his face at the school ever again. He was convinced he was a figure of fun. Other former members of the school, however, claim that they were impressed by his achievement.

         
 

         Aged fifteen years and three months, Kenneth had effectively finished his formal education, leaving grammar school without any qualifications. He had been given a solid early academic foundation: many of his schoolmates went on to university. But in spite of his consistently good end-of-term marks, especially in English, Kenneth was always to feel inhibited about expressing himself in writing. Later in life, he would prepare drafts of letters to sort out what he wanted to say in advance; he would ask writer friends, such as the critic Clement Crisp, to check and advise on articles and programme notes that were to appear under his name. When he tried to start writing his own memoirs towards the end of his life, he went over the same ground, time and again, anxious about committing himself to a final choice of words. He wrote in pencil, then in ballpoint, scratching out and repeating variations of the same phrases. Although he could sometimes become blocked when creating choreography, he never felt as uncertain of himself as he did when faced with a sheet of paper.
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         When Kenneth finally arrived in London in the spring of 1945, the v1 and v2 scare was over, though the war in Europe would not be declared at an end until VE Day on 8 May. Although the Sadler’s Wells Ballet company did not return to its home theatre until July, performing in the meantime at the New Theatre, the students had come back the previous year. Kenneth joined their daily classes, which took place between 9 a.m. and 2 p.m. in the rehearsal studio at the top of the 1930s theatre. There was some attempt to continue their academic education in the late afternoons, though the youngsters paid little attention. ‘We were all packed into the upstairs bar at Sadler’s Wells and we sat at long tables. We used to scrawl all over the wooden tables and ignore the unfortunate teacher, Mr Greenwood,’ Kenneth recalled. Not until well after the war was over could the school offer proper educational facilities.

         
 

         Kenneth had been found a place to stay in Highgate, North London, in a house filled with other dance students. The large property in Hornsey Lane was owned by Michael Boulton’s mother, who looked after her son’s friends and fellow students. Michael had joined the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School after leaving Summerhill, the co-educational school run along experimental lines by A. S. Neill. ‘I was a wartime gamble by Ninette de Valois,’ said Boulton. ‘I was given a scholarship without ever having put on a pair of tights, whereas Kenneth already knew how to dance.’

         
 

         Mrs Boulton was a great organiser: ‘One of those women who managed to do things, even during the war,’ her son said. ‘We had a big garden at the back, with vegetables and hens to lay eggs for us all. There were around ten students in the house at any one time, boys and girls, lots of them in transit as they found other lodgings nearer Sadler’s Wells.’ De Valois, in her book Come Dance with Me, paid tribute to the parents who allowed their children to train at the school during wartime conditions in London. By the time Kenneth arrived and the worst was over, there were only ten boys, all on scholarships, out of some forty pupils. Their numbers were to be boosted, once the war was over, by young recruits from the Commonwealth: Canadians, Australians, New Zealanders and South Africans, who arrived in force. They came because their dance teachers, most of whom had trained in Britain, had impressed on them that Sadler’s Wells – and London – was the Mecca of the ballet world. Many of the Commonwealth students, homesick and hungry in post-war austerity, passed through Mrs Boulton’s house before finding lodgings together.

         
 

         The main meeting place, outside the theatre itself, was a dingy little café near the Angel underground station. It was run by a Miss Coe, an ageless spinster who took the orders, and her mother, who prepared them. The Coes were willing to serve tea and toast all day long, as the youngsters gathered at the trestle tables after class and rehearsals. Between them all, they had little money to spend. Kenneth relied on postal orders from his family: his brother George contributed regularly from his army posting abroad, and his sisters sent what they could. Jean would sometimes supply him with the treat of a home-made cake, which was carefully shared out among his friends.

         
 

         The choice of meals at the Coes’ café was limited. Kenneth became one of the ringleaders in obliging Miss Coe to recite the menu (which they all knew by heart) so that they could hear her unchanging Cockney litany: ‘Mutton toad, sausage toad, beef and two veg., or I’ll do you a nice egg.’ Kenneth would then request politely, while the others muffled their giggles, ‘Miss Coe, I didn’t quite get that – would you run through it again?’ ‘Toad’ consisted of a cheap meat filling cased in batter, usually accompanied by cabbage. Miss Coe’s mother sat behind the serving hatch all day, patting the cabbage helpings into shape. Kenneth perfected his imitation of her: long chin, hairnet, cabbage-patting. He was equally adept at mimicking her daughter’s weary whine.

         
 

         Quiet and shy at first, Kenneth had found his milieu. He had learned at school how to make people laugh, but he had protected himself against mockery by guarding his secrets – especially his passion for dancing. ‘For the first time, I was with people I could talk to about the things I really felt,’ he wrote in his memoir. The Coes’ ‘cayff’ was a great place for gossip and heated discussion, mainly about ballet. The students assessed each other’s progress and argued about the abilities of dancers in the Sadler’s Wells company: ‘Every performance was dissected in detail,’ said Michael Boulton. The students were given tickets to three or four performances in the New Theatre every week. If the theatre was sold out, four students at a time were allowed to watch from the wings. Competition was fierce for places allocated on a first-come, first-served basis. Boulton went regularly, as did Kenneth, arriving early to be sure of a place.

         
 

         The first ballet Kenneth ever saw was Giselle at the New Theatre in April 1945, with Beryl Grey and Alexis Rassine in the leading roles. In those days, Giselle was given as part of a double bill – preceded in this case by Frederick Ashton’s comic Façade. Façade was entertaining, but Giselle, for Kenneth, was, at last, the real thing. It was the perfect introduction to ballet as powerful dance-theatre: it has a tragic story that gripped his imagination, and a poetic second act in which a female corps of ghostly Wilis haunt the night in long white tutus. They move in unison as if with a single will, their skirts flying as they leap and dart in fleet steps. Giselle, as ethereal as a nineteenth-century romantic-ballet lithograph, dances tirelessly to save her remorseful lover from death. ‘It was as if I’d been watching ballet all my life,’ Kenneth said. ‘It wasn’t surprising at all. It was exactly as I’d imagined it.’ There on stage were the images he had seen only in photographs, as he pored for hours over copies of the Dancing Times. His teachers, Joan Thomas and Phyllis Adams, had described ballets to him, giving him mental pictures of what he was striving towards. Now, watching the company he hoped to join, he saw what his amateurish efforts were supposed to look like, danced by experienced artists on stage, with dramatic lighting and scenery. This was the theatrical magic he craved and in which he continued to believe, even as he and his fellow students analysed how it was done.

         
 

         There were no male teachers at the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School when Kenneth joined. Classical-ballet classes were given by Ninette de Valois and Ailne Phillips. Ursula Moreton taught mime and Ruth French was in charge of the Royal Academy of Dancing syllabus. Boys were taught alongside girls, without male role models. Given wartime conditions followed by post-war austerity, most of the young men lacked the necessary upper-body strength to lift their partners convincingly in pas-de-deux work.

         
 

         The students had been fortunate, however, in benefiting from the teaching of Vera Volkova. She was a Russian exile who had trained with Agrippina Vaganova in Leningrad (now St Petersburg), before leaving for Shanghai, where she met her English husband. She came to London with him and set up her own ballet studio in West Street, near Leicester Square. Margot Fonteyn, Pamela May and other Sadler’s Wells Ballet dancers would go to her West Street classes, braving de Valois’s disapproval at what she perceived as their treachery. Then, bowing to the inevitable, de Valois co-opted Volkova in 1943 to give company class and to teach at the Sadler’s Wells School.

         
 

         Their relationship subsequently soured, and de Valois told Volkova to choose between Sadler’s Wells and West Street. Volkova chose her own studio. Many dancers (and students) followed her there, defying de Valois’s ban. West Street became a Mecca for visiting dancers during the post-war period until Volkova left Britain for good in 1950. She eventually ended up in Copenhagen, where she trained the Royal Danish Ballet and a succession of internationally famous dancers, who came to her for expert coaching.

         
 

         Volkova, with her Russian background, was particularly good at developing strong jumpers – one of the reasons that Rudolf Nureyev was to seek her out in Copenhagen after he defected to the West in 1961. Thanks to her classes, Kenneth became a proficient leaper, learning to split his long legs in the air like a Russian. Still gangly as a student, he was very supple and had highly arched feet – so much so that he used to borrow a pair of pointe shoes after class from tall, long-footed Nancy McNaught, to demonstrate that he could do the same steps en pointe as the girls.

         
 

         De Valois wanted her students to gain as much theatrical experience as possible while they were still in training. Before Kenneth arrived, she had drafted senior students into the Sadler’s Wells Opera production of Smetana’s The Bartered Bride. They went on tour with the Opera company during the war, performing dances arranged in 1943 by a Czech exile, Sasha Machov. When The Bartered Bride returned to Sadler’s Wells Theatre at the end of 1945, de Valois intended that the latest batch of students would perform in it as well. Her plan was that once they graduated from the School, the chosen ones were to form the core of a new, junior company, based at the Wells. As the Sadler’s Wells Opera Ballet, they would dance in opera productions and develop their own repertoire of ballets to take on tour. At Sadler’s Wells Theatre, they would take the place of the senior troupe, which was about to become the resident ballet company at the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden.

         
 

         The move had been planned even before the war ended. The Opera House was leased during the war years to Mecca Enterprises as a palais de danse. Seats in the auditorium had been boarded over to make a dance floor for amusement-starved Londoners and servicemen on leave. When the five-year lease ran out at the end of 1944, Mecca was out-manoeuvred in its plan to renew it by a consortium of opera-lovers, headed by the music publishers Boosey & Hawkes. The Covent Garden Trust was formed and the government persuaded to take over the building. The Royal Opera House, instead of being run by a commercial company, would be subsidised as a lyric theatre for ballet and opera by public funds, channelled through CEMA (which was to become the Arts Council in 1945). CEMA’s chairman was the influential economist John Maynard Keynes, who was married to the Russian ballerina Lydia Lopokova.

         
 

         Instead of assuming that opera would take pride of place, Keynes was predisposed to favour the interests of ballet. He knew that de Valois’s company had grown out of Sadler’s Wells Theatre and into the heart of the nation, thanks to its valiant wartime performances. Audiences, including servicemen in the armed forces, had become loyal followers of the dancers, who had toured the country in trying conditions. It was effectively Britain’s national ballet company and it deserved to be housed at the centre of the capital, in Covent Garden. A national opera company could be established later from scratch: the Sadler’s Wells Opera was considered too weak for such exposure. In a series of adroit moves, Keynes arranged for Sadler’s Wells to be compensated for the loss of its ballet company with a transfer fee of £15,000 and a second troupe of dancers to serve its opera company and entertain its ballet fans.

         
 

         De Valois, alarmed at the scale of the prospect before her, had hesitated over moving her hitherto small-scale company into the big league. But this was an offer she could not refuse and the deal was agreed by the end of 1945. The Sadler’s Wells Ballet (which would retain its original name until it was granted a Royal Charter in 1956) started preparing its grand production for the reopening of the Royal Opera House. It would dance the full-length version of Petipa’s The Sleeping Beauty, until then better known in Britain by its Diaghilev-era title of The Sleeping Princess. By the time of the opening gala on 20 February 1946, every dancer in the company would be involved, as well as numbers of students as extras: they were needed to fill out the stage picture, costumed as pages, peasants and courtiers.

         
 

         Overawed, Kenneth and his classmates inspected the empty auditorium while the theatre was under construction. It adjoined the Covent Garden fruit and vegetable market, which was still very much in action. The cavernous stage seemed to them ‘as large as an aircraft hangar’, as Kenneth was to describe it later in his programme notes for The Prince of the Pagodas. They were longing to appear on it, but although many of the girls in the ballet school would be needed as pretty pages or junior nursemaids, boys such as Kenneth were still too green and gawky to be entrusted with such an important premiere. They could only stand and watch The Sleeping Beauty rehearsals, while they waited to find out if they would make their stage debuts at Sadler’s Wells, dancing in the Bartered Bride opera production.

         
 

         The opera revival’s first night at the Wells was on 26 December 1945, two weeks after Kenneth’s sixteenth birthday. Eager for his first chance to appear in a professional production, he and another youngster, Donald Britton, put their names down for an audition. More experienced students had already been accepted as members of the new Opera Ballet company but Kenneth and Donald were still trainees. They prepared themselves carefully for their try-out, having been told by a practical joker in the opera company that they would, of course, be expected to audition wearing full stage make-up. The boys arrived with garishly painted faces for what turned out to be a routine rehearsal in street clothes. The opera staff were not particularly concerned about the dancers’ ballet skills, provided they knew what they were doing. These two did, so they both got their first jobs as clowns and peasants – the best Christmas present two stage-struck sixteen-year-olds could have wanted.

         
 

         The principal focus of the students’ excitement, however, was the main company’s lavish new production for Covent Garden, with sets and costumes designed by Oliver Messel. The Sleeping Beauty was to symbolise the awakening of the Royal Opera House – and the nation – from wartime austerity to peace and eventual prosperity. The theatre’s meagre resources had to be stretched to the limit. Scene-painters transformed war-issue canvas into a fairy-tale palace; wardrobe seamstresses concocted courtiers’ robes out of rationed fabrics and old curtains. The numerous costumes, including the tutus that looked so light and gauzy, needed to be durable: the production was to run for seventy-eight consecutive performances in the opening season before being given a rest.

         
 

         On the first night, 20 February 1946, there was no room in the wings for ballet students not required in the production. The gala was as splendid as post-war conditions permitted: apart from invited dignitaries, many in the audience were still wearing uniforms or utility clothing. More formal outfits had evidently just come out of storage, for there was a perceptible smell of mothballs. King George VI, Queen Elizabeth and the two young princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret, arrived to occupy the royal box to the right of the stage, where they were visible to most spectators. Lord Keynes, standing by to greet the Royal Family, was overcome by severe chest pains. He was taken to his box to rest, while Lydia Lopokova did the honours for him. Although he felt able to watch the ballet after the second interval without further distress, he did not have much longer to live. Several weeks later, following an arduous trip to the United States, he suffered a major heart attack. He died at home at Easter, while The Sleeping Beauty continued its run.

         
 

          

         The gala has gone into Royal Ballet legend as a triumph, setting the seal of Establishment approval on de Valois’s hitherto modest company. De Valois had developed the young Margot Fonteyn (by now aged twenty-six) into the company’s prima ballerina, flanked by other excellent principal dancers, such as Beryl Grey, Pamela May and Moira Shearer, as well as the former Bolshoi soloist, Violetta Prokhorova. But apart from Australian Robert Helpmann, who partnered Fonteyn’s Aurora on the opening night, most of the male contingent were rusty after serving in the armed forces. Many had been demobbed only at the end of 1945, giving them less than two months in which to transform themselves back into dancers.

         
 

         The corps de ballet was unaccustomed to performing in such an imperial-scale production on such a large stage. Mary Clarke, describing the first performances in her history of the company, noted, ‘Large groups of courtiers or fairies were not making their presence felt sufficiently, and although the performance was beautifully rehearsed and well executed, it did not have any great strength of impact.’ None the less, for enthusiastic youngsters such as Kenneth and his fellow students, who had no basis for comparison, The Sleeping Beauty was the most magnificent production imaginable. They were able to be in the audience by the second night, impatient to be part of it. Kenneth saw every performance for three weeks before he was co-opted first as an extra, then as a dancer in the Act III mazurka.

         
 

         Standing at the back of the stalls, night after night, he struck up a friendship with another avid student, John Cranko, recently arrived from South Africa. Cranko, at eighteen, two years older than Kenneth, was already determined to become a choreographer. He had tried his hand at ballets in Cape Town and had come to London as soon as he could to join the Sadler’s Wells School and then the company. He and Kenneth first enthused over the production and then discussed it in depth. Cranko, more analytical than inexperienced Kenneth, who had only recently seen his first Giselle, led their discussions about The Sleeping Beauty’s structure and the challenges it posed for dancers. ‘We, John Cranko and I, were immensely impressed with the choreography of the Petipa classic and I knew that I had not seen anything so magical in my young life,’ Kenneth remembered in Dance Gazette (June 1990). Both future choreographers were thus imprinted, early on, with the steps and structure of The Sleeping Beauty, ‘as beautifully and formally laid out as the gardens of Versailles’, according to Kenneth.

         
 

         Both were soon appearing on stage in Oliver Messel’s fairy-tale costumes, continuing their friendship as they graduated from walk-on roles into dancing ones, swelling out the corps de ballet. (Their first, shabby, communal dressing-room bore a sign marked ‘Pages, Mice and Students’.) Cranko’s main ambition was not to make his way through the ranks to soloist status: he was interested in learning more about how ballets worked. Kenneth, a much better dancer than Cranko, dreamed of taking on the roles he watched. In a few years’ time, he would be dancing featured roles in the Act III divertissement of The Sleeping Beauty: Florestan in the pas de trois, and, briefly, the virtuoso Bluebird.

         
 

         Kenneth was formally accepted into the junior company, initially called the Sadler’s Wells Opera Ballet, in time for its first season of ballets, which opened at the Wells on 8 April 1946. His pride in his first full-time contract was undermined by the news that his father was seriously ill with broncho-pneumonia. A telegram to Sadler’s Wells summoned him urgently to the Yarmouth hospital on 29 March. George, whose regiment had been posted to Mombasa in East Africa, was not granted compassionate leave, so Kenneth and his two sisters went to their father’s deathbed without him.

         
 

         Struggling to describe the scene in his notes for his memoir, Kenneth recalled trying to shut out his feelings, and his father’s ranting voice, by concentrating on the drunken swearing of another patient on the ward. His father, meanwhile, was cursing Jean as a ‘bloody whore’. Uncomprehending in her deafness, she asked what he had said. ‘We pretended that he was delirious, which was a half-truth. My father asked me to kiss him, and I hesitated for a moment, taken aback by this sudden and simple request for affection.’ William then declared that Kenneth was the only one of them who would come to any good. ‘Betty looked at me in disbelief as he focused on the end of the bed and called out “Edith”, as if he could see our mother. This supernatural experience seemed to calm him and he closed his eyes.’

         
 

         A nurse came in and pronounced William MacMillan dead. Betty and Jean gave way to tears, while Kenneth sat like a stone.

         
 

         

            I was overcome by loneliness, and later at the funeral, when George had returned, I felt like a stranger, unable to join the others in their grief or to offer any comfort. My mother’s death had left me untrusting of love and I was unable to give my father the warmth he craved. It was an emotional paralysis that masked my real feelings for years to come.

            


         
 

         Puzzled by his seeming indifference to the most dramatic personal events in his life, sixteen-year-old Kenneth returned to London immediately after his father’s funeral. Parentless, he no longer had a home to which he felt he belonged. De Valois had been reluctant to let him go for more than a few days, since he was needed for the final rehearsals before the launch of the Sadler’s Wells Opera Ballet. His souvenirs of his father were a clock in a wooden case, presented to ‘Gunner MacMillan on the occasion of his wedding to Edith Shreeve’, and a ‘silk’ dressing-gown. Kenneth had requested it as a present from his father, to wear in theatre dressing-rooms over his ballet clothes. William had sent the imitation-Noël-Coward dressing-gown (probably made of artificial silk) to Kenneth for his sixteenth birthday. Proud of his youngest son’s success, William had swallowed his distaste for the unmanly ballet world: if Kenneth wanted a dressing-gown, he deserved one as good as any of his fellow performers.

         
 

         William did not live to see Kenneth perform as a professional ballet dancer. George, who died in 2000, never attended any of his brother’s ballets. He did not ask for an invitation to a performance, and Kenneth seems never to have extended one. He had elected to make his career in dance without the involvement of the male members of his family.
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         De Valois’s plan for her junior company at Sadler’s Wells was that it should dance an audience-friendly combination of existing ballets and specially created ones. Young dancers could cut their teeth on such well-tried favourites as Les Sylphides and Act II of Casse-Noisette (as the Nutcracker was then called); she and Ashton would give them those of their ballets no longer suited to the large Covent Garden stage, and the company would have its own resident choreographer, Andrée Howard.

         
 

          

         Performances at first were to be just once a week on Monday nights, with occasional Saturday matinees. Ticket prices were kept low, in accordance with Lilian Baylis’s policy of accessibility for her Sadler’s Wells Theatre. The novice corps de ballet, aged between fifteen and seventeen, was reinforced with experienced soloists from the Covent Garden company. With time, the most talented of the juniors would graduate into the senior company. Choreographers who had learned their craft at Sadler’s Wells could then make ballets for the Royal Opera House stage.

         
 

         The Sadler’s Wells Opera Ballet danced its first full evening of ballets on Monday, 8 April, ten days after the death of Kenneth’s father. The programme opened with de Valois’s Promenade from 1943, adapted for the new company. It was a slight and charming suite of dances, linked by a lepidopterist who concentrated on catching butterflies in a park while young people came and went about him. The Lepidopterist was Claude Newman, the company’s ballet master. Kenneth, who was not entrusted with a role in Promenade on the opening night, was later cast in the pas de trois, with Peter Darrell and Diana Field.

         
 

         The first mention of MacMillan’s name in a printed programme is in the second ballet, as a Gentleman in Andrée Howard’s Assembly Ball, created for the company. Set to Bizet’s Symphony in C, the ballet had no story other than the interplay of guests at a society ball. Kenneth was one of four sophisticated gentlemen, along with Michael Hogan, Peter Darrell and Alan Baker. The triple bill ended with the ‘Kingdom of the Sweets’ divertissement from Casse-Noisette. The leading role of the Sugar Plum Fairy was taken by Margaret Dale, a guest from the Covent Garden company. Seven years later, she would choreograph a ballet with Kenneth MacMillan as the leading character.

         
 

         The young company’s debut was warmly received. ‘There was such infectious vitality, the dancers were manifestly so eager and enthusiastic, that they persuaded us to ignore minor shortcomings and simply enjoy the occasion with them,’ reported the News Chronicle. Kenneth, even though numbed by his father’s death, could not help being caught up in the excitement. He was a professional dancer at last, earning all of £2 10s a week. His time was fully occupied with rehearsals for the growing repertoire. By July, when the company set out on its first regional tour, four more ballets had been added: Fokine’s Les Sylphides, Ashton’s Façade, de Valois’s The Gods Go A-Begging and a new work, Khadra, by a member of the senior company, Celia Franca.

         
 

         Kenneth by now had moved from Mrs Boulton’s house in Highgate to lodgings in Myddleton Square, just behind Sadler’s Wells Theatre. He shared a room with Michael Hogan, known to fellow dancers as Michel because his mother was French. According to Hogan, the place was so shabby that the lace curtains disintegrated if they were touched. ‘The house was run by an old lady, a Jehovah’s Witness, who was always trying to convert us.’ Hogan had no objections to sharing a room because he came from a large family and was used to acting as big brother:

         
 

         

            Kenneth was shy, hiding his nervousness. He didn’t articulate his feelings. We talked endlessly but not about ourselves. We were both grammar-school products who had become totally obsessed with ballet, so we had quite a lot in common. We played records and discussed the ballets we’d seen and how the other dancers performed.

            


         
 

         The discussions continued at Miss Coe’s ‘cayff’, where the company, no longer students, still gathered for tea and toast after rehearsals. On pay-day Friday afternoons, they abandoned the cheap, dingy café for the brighter lights of the Lyons Corner House near the Angel underground station. After treating themselves to chocolate éclairs with synthetic cream for tea, they went to the local flea-pit cinema, keeping just enough money from their wage packets to pay for their lodgings.

         
 

         The lease of the house in Myddleton Square was soon taken over by Paul Wilson, a former major in the Intelligence Service who became a photographer. He kept on the tenants, including an art student named Anthea, who had become a close friend of Kenneth. ‘Not necessarily a girlfriend,’ says Hogan. ‘He needed someone outside the ballet world.’ They used to go to art exhibitions and galleries together. Once the company started touring, however, Kenneth’s constant companion became Greta Hamby, a dancer he had known since their time together at ballet school, when she was still only fourteen. A photograph from those days shows her smiling, sitting on his knee.

         
 

         Greta, as a youngster, was small, fair and skinny, ‘hungry for everything’, she says. ‘You have to bear in mind how young we all were. We were like a family of kids, all going round together. We’d go and watch horror movies, Cocteau films, The Red Shoes [released mid-1948] over and over – we couldn’t get enough.’ Josephine Gordon, one of their gang of dancer friends, remembers Kenneth saving Greta’s life in the Lyons Corner House: ‘She choked and went blue in the face. Ken pulled her arms up with a flourish – he seemed to know what to do.’

         
 

         This action-man image sits oddly with one of Kenneth’s nicknames of the time, Lily Loo. ‘He was tall, gangly, gazelle-like, with these lovely dark eyes. He’d outgrown his strength,’ says Jo Gordon. Hamby emphasises fondly what fun he was as a young man: ‘He was very gentle, with a wicked sense of humour. His impersonations were quite lethally good. And he was used to going around with girls, because of his sisters and the kids at his dancing classes.’

         
 

         As well as being ringleader at Miss Coe’s café, he conducted seances in a Sadler’s Wells dressing-room. There are echoes of his mother’s theatrical tea-leaf readings in the way the dancers were required to put their fingers on an upturned glass as Kenneth summoned the spirit of Joseph Grimaldi, the Victorian clown who used to perform in the old Wells Theatre. ‘Grimaldi’ would prophesy via the movements of the glass who would get married and who would dance certain roles, until laughter or tears brought the session to an end. The seances became a craze within the company, played whenever time was heavy on their hands.

         
 

         The teenage dancers treated the theatre like a playground. When they were required to perform in a long opera such as Faust, in which they were needed only for the Walpurgisnacht ballet, they would play hide-and-seek for the rest of the time through the theatre, hiding in skips and going onto the flat roof, forbidden territory at night. They would cut it fine for their entry, rushing on stage at the last minute, barging into the opera chorus and getting into trouble for singing along instead of dancing mutely. Outside rehearsal hours, they expended energy practising the ballet lifts they were learning and inventing new ones, using the smallest and lightest of the girls, like Hamby and Gordon, as gallant guinea-pigs.

         
 

         ‘We were an odd generation because we hadn’t really had time to grow up,’ reflects Greta.

         
 

         

            We were children of the war, and then we were pushed hard, physically, while we were still very young. De Valois used to tell us, ‘You have to grow up three years for every one because you’re professionals.’ If a girl was missing from class because she had a bad period pain, Madam [the form of address by which she was known to members of her company] would say, ‘Get her in here at once.’

            


         
 

         No quarter was given. However immature and undisciplined the dancers might be in their private lives, they were expected to be perfectionists where work was concerned.

         
 

         For the first time, Kenneth and other former students from the school were being instructed by expert male teachers. Their ballet master, Claude Newman, taught the boys’ class; Keith Lester, a well-known professional dancer and choreographer, and Michael Somes, from the Covent Garden company, gave them pas-de-deux lessons. The home-grown contingent of male dancers was still pretty frail in technique and physique. The stronger men were mostly better-fed ‘colonials’ from the Commonwealth, as the postwar arrivals began to be taken into the Sadler’s Wells Opera Ballet. It was soon nicknamed the Home and Colonial, after the London department stores of the time.

         
 

         South African John Cranko, for example, got into the company simply because he could accomplish lifts the British youngsters could not. George Gerhardt, one of the few mature male dancers to join the company in its earliest days, announced that he was leaving as it was about to go on tour for the first time in July. Gerhardt, built like a tank, was the only man who could bring off the impressive lifts in Celia Franca’s ballet Khadra. Cranko persuaded Peggy van Praagh, the junior company’s ballet mistress, to let him audition by trying the difficult lifts. Still a student at the ballet school, he trained every night in his digs with weights and got the job – though he subsequently suffered a hernia.

         
 

         Nearly nineteen, Cranko soon became a magnet around whom a coterie of dancers clustered. He had a charming, outgoing personality and a fund of stories about his life in South Africa, as well as about the racy social circles he was discovering in London. Allegiances were starting to shift as the youngsters found their feet and forged their new identities. Most of them, especially the teenage girls, were sexually inexperienced, still rather shocked by those who ‘went all the way’. They were more interested in discovering themselves as performers, learning fast in the hot-house atmosphere of their early tours. Cranko, worldly, openly homosexual, was studying them as potential material for his choreography. The company was to be his laboratory.

         
 

          

         The first provincial tour, for six weeks in July and August 1946, was to Exeter, Brighton, Bath, Cambridge and Cheltenham, ending with a season in Finsbury Park, North London. The Sadler’s Wells Opera Ballet was intended to serve the smaller theatres in the regions, which had little or no other opportunity of seeing ballet, while the Covent Garden company visited the cities with large theatres. Peggy van Praagh, later to be the junior company’s Assistant Director, was in sole charge of the troupe on tour. She had been a member of the Ballet Rambert and of Antony Tudor’s London Ballet before joining de Valois’s company during the war. Well accustomed to the rigours of touring, she dealt good-humouredly with her young charges’ boisterous behaviour. The boys became so drunk during their first week on tour that they failed to turn up for morning class, learning their lesson the hard way as they struggled to make it through matinee performances.

         
 

         The tour served as their summer holiday, especially in the pleasant seaside resort of Brighton. There they strolled along the pier and promenade and practised ballet lifts in their bathing suits on the beach. Photographs of the period show Kenneth laughing among his dancer friends, a peer group equivalent of the family album snaps of him as a boy on the seashore at Great Yarmouth. He and his fellow dancers had bonded into a close-knit clan, all of them young, mutually supportive and living in a near-fantasy theatrical world that had largely dislocated them from family life.

         
 

         He no longer had much cause to return to his former home town. His sister Betty and her husband, Victor Harmer, had moved into 12 Stanley Terrace, where their two sons would grow up. Kenneth did not belong there any more. He had cut himself off from George, who was still with the army in Mombasa, by writing to tell him that he wanted to end their one-way correspondence. Hurt, George stopped writing. He had sent dutiful letters to all the family while he served abroad, enclosing money orders, some of which were passed on to Kenneth. If Kenneth snubbed his brother as abruptly and heartlessly as George recalled, it might have been because Kenneth was trying to obliterate their shared past. He believed, in any case, that his ballet career would have met with scorn from George and his fellow soldiers in an army barracks. He saw no point in exchanging letters containing information that could have been of little or no interest to either of them.

         
 

          

         He did remain in regular contact with Jean, his favourite sister, who had married after their father’s death. Her husband, Arthur Sparham, who was ten years younger than she was, had been a kitchen porter in a hotel where she had worked at the end of the war. They set up together as boarding-house keepers in Yarmouth. Kenneth was always welcome there if he did want to visit her and the town. Jean wrote regularly, and lovingly, to Kenneth throughout her life; he kept her letters, and evidently did reply, if not as often as she would have wished. He confided in Greta Hamby how concerned he was about Jean’s deafness: he was always investigating better hearing-aids for her. He rarely talked about the rest of his family, however, even to Greta, and he expunged all trace of a Yarmouth accent from his voice. He was reinventing himself, adopting the distinctive light camp whine that successfully disguises so many dancers’ origins, as well as signalling a group identity.

         
 

         Back in London for the last leg of the tour in late August, the Opera Ballet performed in the little open-air theatre in Finsbury Park. ‘If it rained, we used to count how many people turned up to see us,’ remembers Greta Hamby. ‘If there were fewer than in the company, we were allowed to abandon the performance and go off to see something else. Usually another ballet company.’ During their tour, Peggy van Praagh had brought them briefly back to Covent Garden to catch the first-ever visit of the Ballet Theatre company from New York (later known as American Ballet Theatre). The young dancers were wildly excited by their first exposure to American ballet, in particular Jerome Robbins’s Fancy Free. Created in 1944, it depicts in vivid vernacular dance the adventures of three sailors on shore leave in New York – the genesis of the movie musical On the Town. Robbins himself was one of the sailors in the 1946 London performances, along with Michael Kidd and John Kriza. British audiences had never seen men in a ballet company perform so exuberantly and so engagingly. Returning to their touring digs, the Opera Ballet boys danced their version of Fancy Free up and down the train corridors, leaping off the tables and seats in emulation of the sailors.

         
 

         They had already been stimulated by chic, modern French ballet. The Ballets des Champs-Elysées had arrived at the Adelphi Theatre in London in April, just as the Sadler’s Wells Opera Ballet launched its own season. Since the Wells company was performing only on Monday nights, they had spare evenings to see their French contemporaries. The newly formed Ballets des Champs-Elysées, run by Boris Kochno, Diaghilev’s former assistant, featured ballets by Roland Petit, still only twenty-one. Kenneth was particularly taken by his Les Forains, about a wistful group of strolling players. Its motley performers looked like weary Picasso acrobats as they went through their circus routines in Christian Bérard’s stylishly minimalist set.

         
 

         Petit returned regularly to London in the years to come, with the Ballets des Champs-Elysées, then with his own company, the Ballets de Paris. They were part of an influx of foreign companies, introducing new and old repertoires to ballet-hungry audiences. Ballets from the Diaghilev era and its aftermath were still doing the rounds, revived by, among others, Colonel de Basil’s Ballets Russes and the Marquis de Cuevas’s Grand Ballet de Monte Carlo. Kenneth was able to catch up fast with works he had only read about, performed by these visiting troupes as well as by British companies.

         
 

         Post-war audiences were avidly curious, not yet ossified into wanting to see the same handful of ‘classics’ whose names they recognised in advance: Swan Lake, The Sleeping Beauty, The Nutcracker, Giselle. Choreographers were experimenting with all kinds of styles and subject matter. There was no consensus view, then, that ballet was a minor art form, dealing mainly with fairy stories. As Kenneth had found within months of seeing his first-ever ballet performance, ballet could encompass murder, insanity, suicide and unbearable grief: it could also be comic, vulgar, witty and sophisticated.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         The Opera Ballet’s repertoire expanded rapidly as it settled in for its first full season at Sadler’s Wells, from October 1946 to the following May. Among the new works it acquired were some gorily melodramatic ones, providing the dancers with opportunities to try out their acting abilities. Anthony Burke, who had recently joined the company as a choreographer as well as a dancer, came up with The Vagabonds, based on a Thomas Hardy poem, ‘A Trampwoman’s Tragedy’. Two gypsy men want the same girl. Her lover kills his rival and in the ballet is in turn ritually executed by the tribe. The girl goes mad with remorse and dies; the lovers are reunited in death. Kenneth, whose own ballets would often feature such sexual triangles, had a minor part as one of the gypsy band.

         
 

          

         Kenneth had already appeared in a workshop ballet by Burke, Masquerade, which was later taken into the repertoire. Burke had made it for the Royal Academy of Dancing Production Club, which had been set up before the war to encourage the creation of new works. The Production Club flourished in the immediate post-war years, presenting matinees at the New Theatre and Sadler’s Wells. Kenneth danced in a number of these workshop matinees.

         
 

         Andrée Howard, the company’s resident choreographer, had also taken on a nightmarish subject for her new ballet, Mardi Gras. She had been a successful choreographer and designer with the Ballet Rambert, but she had suffered a succession of nervous breakdowns after the war. She was given electric-shock treatment, which distressed her and impaired her confidence. By the time de Valois asked her to make ballets for the new touring company, Howard was prone to agonise over her creations. For Mardi Gras, in November 1946, she took as her theme a quotation from a Shakespeare sonnet that reflected her own inner turmoil: ‘My grief lies onward and my joy behind’. A young girl is lost in a terrifying world of fantasy, surrounded by grotesque carnival figures and circus performers. Anne Heaton, still only sixteen, was the girl who eventually sees herself lying in her own coffin. Kenneth was one of the sinister revellers.

         
 

         Mardi Gras came in for criticism as being too morbid for a young company, so Howard revived one of her earlier ballets, La Fête étrange, based on the chateau-party episode in the novel Le Grand Meaulnes. Delicate and wistful, the haunting work had been created for the small wartime London Ballet. Howard expanded its choreography and its designs, by Sophie Fedorovitch, for the Sadler’s Wells stage. Greta Hamby, paired with Kenneth as party guests, remembers having a row with Kenneth because she claimed he wouldn’t partner her properly. He was entrusted only with corps-de-ballet roles, mostly anonymous. One of the few ballets in which his flair for comedy could be exploited was Ashton’s Façade, in which he was one of the clod-hopping Tyrolean mountaineers, along with Cranko and Peter Darrell.

         
 

         By the time the company set out on its second tour in May 1947, it had a new name. Instead of the Sadler’s Wells Opera Ballet, which implied it existed mainly to perform in operas, it would be known as the Sadler’s Wells Theatre Ballet. The tour opened in Brighton, where Kenneth made his debut in his first featured role as a professional dancer: Florestan in Fokine’s Carnaval. The role is a small but important one in a charming ballet from 1910 that is now rarely performed. It requires technically accomplished dancers who can also make a strong impression as commedia dell’arte characters. The leading roles went to Leo Kersley, alternating with David Poole as Pierrot; Donald Britton as Harlequin; and Anne Heaton as Columbine. The company was coached by the former Russian ballerina Tamara Karsavina, who had been Fokine’s original Columbine – and the production was much praised.

         
 

         Brighton also saw John Cranko’s first ballet for the company. Adieu had originally been given as a party piece at the Vic–Wells New Year Ball, where de Valois had enjoyed it. Only five dancers were involved but the whole company was aware that Cranko was being tried out as a future choreographer, and his status rose accordingly. Kenneth, who knew that his friend was not highly regarded as a dancer, was impressed that John’s ideas for ballets were being taken seriously by Peggy van Praagh and de Valois. Cranko’s Tritsch-Tratsch Polka, which de Valois had seen on the same occasion as Adieu, was soon added to the repertoire, and Kenneth would have a role in the next one, Children’s Corner. Cranko was on his way.

         
 

         When the company returned to Sadler’s Wells, tired after the twelve-week tour, they were coerced back into shape by Harijs Plucis, the burly Latvian ballet master of the Covent Garden company. Kenneth still had a lot to learn. ‘For the first time, Plucis made me realise how, actually, men should move. He was appalling to us in class if we didn’t jump at the speed he wanted us to – and we were mostly skinny little boys who were starved from the war,’ he said in an interview with Susan Crow.

         
 

         Greta Hamby confirmed that Kenneth ‘wasn’t filled out enough on top to be a good partner’, but he was fast becoming an elegant dancer. He had certainly advanced sufficiently to catch the eye of Frederick Ashton who came to cast his new ballet that October. Peggy van Praagh had requested his Valentine’s Eve, an early Ballet Rambert piece from 1935, but Ashton decided to create a fresh work for the company to the same music, Ravel’s Valses nobles et sentimentales – the title of the new ballet.

         
 

         He wanted it danced by five very young couples; Kenneth, one of the chosen men, was still only seventeen. In the original for Rambert, a red velvet Valentine heart had been passed among the performers, as the principal girl tried to make up her mind whom to choose. The new version was more abstract, though the girl (Anne Heaton) still flirted with two rival suitors. The couples changed partners from waltz to waltz, silhouetted sometimes against curved screens that suggested an ante-room to a ballroom. Ashton demanded that his dancers yielded their bodies to the music rather than to each other, preserving an almost Edwardian decorum. The theatre director Peter Brook, writing as a critic in the Observer, commented that Sophie Fedorovitch’s pink and claret designs ‘evoke a mood, hot-house and Proustian, that catches the very essence of the waltz’.

         
 

         Kenneth told Susan Crow he was intrigued by Ashton’s collaborative approach in choreographing Valses nobles:

         
 

         

            He’d ask me, ‘What did you think of that?’ which surprised me – that someone like him would ask a mere dancer what they thought. Actually, he must have sensed something in me that I didn’t even know then: that I wanted to be a choreographer, because he used to bring me out of the corps de ballet and sit me down next to him and say, ‘What do you think?’

            


         
 

         Company members of the time – Maryon Lane, Nadia Nerina, Leo Kersley, Peter Darrell – remembered Kenneth constantly improvising and experimenting in rehearsals, which Ashton must have noticed. He gave Kenneth challenging steps, with frequent turns, twists and changes of direction.

         
 

         His interest in Kenneth may also have been because Ashton was a promiscuous homosexual, to a degree that drove Michael Boulton’s mother to warn de Valois that Ashton was a threat to the young dancers in her charge at her boarding house. At the time of Valses nobles, however, he was in love with an American dancer, Dick Beard. He wrote to Beard that Valses nobles was ‘a ballet about us’. Ashton’s biographer, Julie Kavanagh, points out that the ballet contains poses echoing those in Ashton’s treasured collection of photographs of Beard by the Life magazine photographer Hans Wild: ‘Behind every dreamy, photogenic attitude of the five boys lies the image of Beard … the narcissistic poses have the studied elegance and veiled erotic charge of fashion plates.’

         
 

         Although Ashton the romantic might have been evoking the glamorous, absent Beard as he created the ballet, he was involved at the same time in a more down-to-earth affair with a young English dancer in the Covent Garden company, Brian Shaw. Shaw (whose family name was Earnshaw) was friendly with several dancers in the junior company, including Peter Darrell. While Shaw was still a ballet student, he had lodged with the Skinners, Peter’s parents. Peter Skinner, on joining the junior company at the same time as Kenneth, had adopted the stage name of Darrell: Skinner was felt to be too reminiscent of the untheatrical shoe-store chain, Lilley & Skinner.

         
 

         Darrell, the same age as Kenneth, was openly homosexual. His mother, Floss, assured one of her son’s gay friends, ‘Don’t worry, I know all about Peter. I just let him get on with it.’ The Skinners lived in West Drayton, near Heathrow Airport, above and behind the tobacconist’s and newsagent’s shop owned by Peter’s father, Leonard. Kind and rather fey, Leonard would collect his son’s friends after Saturday performances and drive them to West Drayton to stay. When the Skinners moved to Pulborough in Sussex, Leonard would meet the dancers on tour in Brighton and take them home for the weekend. Ashton and Shaw were often among the car’s passengers, which included Kenneth as well as Cranko, Peter Wright and anyone else who wanted to get away from the theatre. Darrell would remark in later years that if his father’s car had crashed with them all in it, Britain’s choreographic talent would have been wiped out overnight.

         
 

         Kenneth certainly moved in homosexual circles – it would have been hard not to in a ballet company at that period – without yet knowing what his sexual orientation might be. Discreet friends suggest that he experimented with men, which was far easier than with the inexperienced young women in the company, who would be terrified of pregnancy. Whatever he did he kept secret, for he was never seen with a ‘pal’ even among friends who were unabashedly camp. Gay theatricals had no inhibitions when they were among their own kind, but he did. If the objects of his teenage lust were indeed male, he was uncomfortable with the realisation, and he was embarrassed by the attentions of older men. He told Lynn Barber in 1982, ‘I was terribly, terribly shy. I used to think, you know, that people of thirty were old, and to have a conversation with an older person was agony for me. I thought I was hideous looking because I had adolescent acne – I thought I was awful. And I was very puritanical, very shockable … I was so shy I wouldn’t dare do anything, not even kiss’. He could not escape the internalised pressure he had known since childhood of his father’s and older brother’s hostility towards homosexuality. Kenneth knew that if he was attracted to men, he was confirming their conviction that all male ballet dancers were ‘queer’.

         
 

         His closest emotional relationships were, and always would be, with women. After his mother’s death, the important women during his boyhood had been his sisters and his ballet teachers, Miss Thomas and Miss Adams. The powerful figures in both Sadler’s Wells Ballet companies were women: Ninette de Valois and her assistant Ursula Moreton; Peggy van Praagh and her assistant Barbara Fewster. He had been used to the company of young female dancers during his adolescence, and got on well with the girls in the corps de ballet, who regarded him as Greta Hamby’s boyfriend. ‘They were inseparable – young and sweet like a couple of does,’ remembers Leo Kersley. ‘Yes, we were an “item” for a long time when we were young,’ Hamby confirms. ‘But we held hands, nothing more. In those days, we didn’t have sex with each other. After we’d known each other for ages, he once said to me, “If we feel like this in a year’s time, shall we get engaged?” But when the time came, it was rather too late for me.’

         
 

         In the meantime, there was the attraction of the smart talk, bitchy gossip and intellectual stimulation of the gay world – whether or not sexual activity was involved. Those with ambitions to be choreographers talked endlessly about what could be done – what they would do – with ballet. They were educating themselves by going to art-house films and getting to know the work of the stylish artists who designed for the Ballets des Champs-Elysées. Darrell and Cranko, both well connected with London’s gay scene, seemed immensely sophisticated to Kenneth. Darrell, raffish and good-looking, was taken up by the remnants of the Bloomsbury Group. He used to boast of being invited to Bunny Rogers’s bohemian fancy-dress parties. (Rogers, a socialite from the 1920s onwards, was a friend of Ashton.)

         
 

         Cranko had been introduced to the gay underground world of London soon after he arrived in Britain. According to a letter quoted by his biographer, John Percival, a friend from South Africa had taken Cranko to ‘some queer pubs which are too fantastic and revolting to be true. Lewd songs are sung over the microphone … Leicester Square on a Sunday night has to be seen to be believed, and half the police are queer too!’ Homosexual acts were still illegal at the time, and were to remain so, even among consenting adults, until well after the Wolfenden Report was published in 1957, but a gay subculture flourished in post-war London. Notoriously louche bars and clubs were not difficult to find; more discreet establishments were well known through the gay grapevine. The politically inspired crackdown on homosexuals (which was to catch Cranko ‘soliciting’ in Leicester Square) was not brought ostentatiously into effect until a high-profile campaign in the late 1950s.

         
 

         Cranko and Darrell, both ruthlessly promiscuous, were briefly lovers. Darrell was aware (as he later told a friend, Geoffrey Baskerville) that Kenneth had resented their closeness at the time, feeling unfairly excluded from ‘the sexual timbre of their triangle’. Darrell had soon acquired the nickname Vida, after the character played by Ann Blyth in the Hollywood film Mildred Pierce. The story goes that as he and a group of friends came out of the cinema showing the film, one of them protested, ‘Surely, nobody would steal their mother’s lover’ – and everyone turned and looked at Darrell.

         
 

         Darrell and his coterie (sometimes including Kenneth) would entertain themselves by dressing up in drag for cabaret turns at parties or simply to pass the time in each others’ digs. One weekend when Darrell’s parents were not at home, he and the others raided Floss’s wardrobe and went down to West Drayton station. There they flaunted themselves in Floss’s clothes, waving at trainloads of soldiers going past. They took delight in shocking the respectable landladies of Jack Carter’s flat by posing as catwalk mannequins during Sunday-afternoon tea parties. Whenever Carter, a freelance dancer and choreographer who was often ‘between jobs’, invited company members round to tea, he and his boyfriend, Norman MacDowell, would go to the United Dairies corner shop and distract the shopkeeper by asking for something off the top shelf while they filched cakes for their guests.

         
 

         Carter played the piano for the afternoon’s entertainment. He was ‘Eileen Joyce’, the celebrity concert pianist, while the boys swapped outfits with the girls, modelling their street clothes. They were delighted to overhear the two landladies tut-tutting about ‘strange women’ in the house. As one of the party, Ronald Emblen, remarked years later, with the wisdom of maturity, ‘We used to get high just on tea and laughter. We were so poor that not a drop of alcohol passed our lips. Nobody would have predicted we’d turn into alcoholics as we grew older.’

         
 

         Recollections of those who were young and skint in the immediate post-war period are rose-tinted with wonder at their innocence. No drink, no drugs, all the excitement of sexual experimentation, if they were lucky, without major heartbreaks. They were not yet burdened with responsibilities, and they had still to make their reputations – reputations that would later be imperilled if they were exposed as homosexuals. This was the happiest, least-troubled period of Kenneth’s life. He was accepted as an insider among people who shared his obsession with dancing. They were all confident about their future in ballet, though at this stage Kenneth had not formulated his ambition to be a choreographer. Inevitably, as they grew older, their optimism soured. A remarkable number (including Kenneth, Cranko, Darrell and Carter) turned to alcohol to numb their anxiety and distress as their careers became more demanding and their emotional lives messier.
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         Kenneth’s big chance to prove himself as a dancer came at the start of the Sadler’s Wells Theatre Ballet’s next tour in May of 1948. Ashton had so enjoyed the enthusiastic response of the young company to Valses nobles that he offered to revive his 1933 Les Rendezvous for them. This effervescent ballet had entered the repertoire at the end of 1947 and was a favourite on tour. Kenneth, initially, was only in its corps de ballet but he had such a retentive memory that he knew all the roles. Only a few dancers are blessed with a photographic memory that enables them to pick up all the steps in a ballet, whoever performs them: men or women, soloists or corps de ballet.

         
 

         At the start of the tour in Brighton, the leading male dancer slipped during the finale of Les Rendezvous on the greasy Theatre Royal stage. The accident happened at successive performances to three different men. Kenneth, dancing in the corps, stepped in during each performance to replace first Leo Kersley, then Donald Britton, then Michael Boulton. By the next night, there were no uninjured principals left to perform the role. Kenneth took over as leading man in his own right, dancing choreography that had been created in 1933 for the Polish virtuoso Stanislas Idzikowski. His fellow dancers were impressed by his insouciance, as well as envying his ability. As Kersley remarked in 1992, ‘Kenneth was lucky. He had no time to work up a state of nervous anticipation for weeks, but simply jumped on, into one of the most technically demanding roles in the repertoire.’

         
 

         Shortly afterwards, on tour in Cheltenham, the leading lady in Les Rendezvous, Elaine Fifield, injured herself in mid-performance. As she finished her solo variation, with its spinning grands jetés en tournant, whirling faster and faster on the steeply raked stage, she crashed into one of the braces holding the scenery. She fell, winded, into the wings, and Kenneth promptly replaced her, dancing her numerous entrances and exits across the stage as well as his own. Since he remembered all her steps and could do them, most of the audience was unaware what had happened.

         
 

         The surge of adrenalin, which would result in panic attacks and crippling stage fright later in his career, here helped him out. The young company was trained, in theory at least, to respond in a professional fashion to any theatrical setbacks. Kenneth was congratulated for his coolness and rewarded with more prominent roles. Peggy van Praagh, like de Valois, tended to categorise dancers according to physical types. Kenneth, they had decided, was to be groomed as a future premier danseur, a prince rather than a villain or a jester. He was destined to be the romantic Poet in Les Sylphides or Siegfried in Act II of Swan Lake. In a Ballet Annual essay in 1950 entitled ‘English Male Dancers: A Curious Prophecy’, he was singled out from his fellows as a potential ‘notable danseur noble’.

         
 

         Such physical typecasting overlooked his comic abilities, as his friend John Cranko had recognised. Cranko had chosen Kenneth for a witty role in his Morceaux enfantins, created for the RAD Production Club in 1947 and then taken into the Theatre Ballet repertoire in April 1948 with a new, English, title, Children’s Corner. All the characters were dolls, in a ballet reminiscent of Leonide Massine’s La Boutique fantasque. Kenneth was a Massine-like dago with a smarmy moustache, the Great Admirer of Mlle Piquant, pretty Patty Miller’s empty-headed ingénue.

         
 

         Cranko had already been transferred to the main company at Covent Garden in September the previous year, so that he could gain experience by working with established choreographers. He continued to make works for the Theatre Ballet, of which he was to become resident choreographer in 1950. De Valois was carefully pacing his progress. He was fortunate, as a South African, in not being eligible for National Service in the United Kingdom armed forces. The two-year compulsory military service was to interrupt many of his fellow artists’ careers until it was abolished in 1960.

         
 

         De Valois believed that her young men should not claim exemption without good cause. No one now remembers why Kenneth did not do National Service. He must have received his call-up papers by the end of 1947, when he turned eighteen, and have been required to undergo a medical examination. There were, however, sympathetic balletomane doctors prepared to issue exemption certificates on medical grounds. Michael Hogan, for example, was let off National Service as unfit for service life because he was ‘a nervous wreck after being caught in a bombed house in Battersea’. Kenneth could have claimed exemption on much the same grounds – and he had highly arched insteps, considered a liability for army boots and parade grounds. Whatever the reason he was excused, he would never have resorted, as Peter Darrell boldly did, to a declaration of homosexuality, which was taboo in the armed forces.

         
 

         Kenneth was to join Cranko at Covent Garden in September 1948, when he became one of the stream of dancers graduating from the second company to the first. He still had a long tour to complete, before van Praagh would agree to release him. He went on the company’s longest-ever tour – fifteen weeks – from the end of April to August 1948. Extended to sixteen towns, the tour was referred to as ‘Hell, Hull and Halifax’.

         
 

         Most of the theatres were poorly heated and maintained, run down after wartime privations. Dressing-rooms were cramped and bleak, hot water hard to come by. Daily class and rehearsals usually had to take place in drill halls, school gyms or pub function rooms. For Kenneth, conditions of life on the road as a professional dancer were no improvement from his days as a youthful amateur hoofer in Retford or Yarmouth.

         
 

          

         Still, he enjoyed the theatrical-gypsy life of travelling with a close-knit group of friends. Leo Kersley, nine years older than Kenneth, remembered him at this time as a ‘tall, extremely thin, rather gawky youth with observant eyes in a lantern-jawed face, often to be seen holding hands with Greta Hamby, never talking very much or using a great deal of unnecessary energy rushing about, but watching the world with a slight smile that served to conceal fairly well whatever he was thinking’. Other dancers, closer to Kenneth in age, were party to their gang’s shared laughter. They developed running jokes into a code of their own so that the mere mention of a key word, usually one of Kenneth’s, would set them off into hysterical giggles.

         
 

         On tour, the dancers spent most of their waking hours together. They were both allies and competitors, hoping to step into each other’s shoes. Their lives were largely organised for them, though they had to be self-disciplined within that imposed structure. They had to find their own digs in each town, turn up on time for train calls, be at the theatre several hours in advance to prepare for a performance; yet they were also treated like children whose opinions were of no significance. They were expected to do as they were told, to accept their rank within the company without question. Their teachers and coaches were strict and somewhat aloof: no one dreamed of discussing personal problems with the ballet staff or of drawing the management’s attention to one of their number with psychological problems or domestic difficulties. There was a conspiracy of discretion that protected the frailer members of the company but which could also result in their isolation. Kenneth was not alone in feeling an outsider in the midst of a crowd.

         
 

         By now, some of the youngsters were beginning to pair off rather more seriously, to the alarm of those in charge who dreaded emotional crises and unwanted pregnancies. A strict look-out was instituted (somewhat belatedly) for couples who disappeared in search of privacy. There were few opportunities, in any case, to escape from the pressures of being constantly together on tour. Company members had to develop survival techniques in order not to drive each other mad, especially during the interminable Sundays when they travelled slowly, in unheated stopping trains, from one provincial centre to another. Even the most innocuous ploys to pass the time by playing games could have unintended consequences: on one train journey, Greta Hamby remembers, a word-association game seriously upset Kenneth when he kept coming up with the word ‘Mother’.

         
 

         A long-running canasta craze meant that a group of card-players always gathered in the same train compartment, ignoring the others. Peggy van Praagh usually sat with the more mature members of the company, including the two South Africans, Cranko and David Poole, with whom she felt at ease. The younger ones were the gigglers, sending up the landladies of their digs or reciting dialogue from films they had all seen. Kenneth might have been laconic but he managed to be at the centre of his own clique. ‘He didn’t shut himself off,’ says Greta. ‘At least, not at this stage. He wasn’t a loner – he joined in everything.’ His skills in knitting and sewing, learned from his maternal grandmother in her Ormesby cottage, came in useful on long, tedious journeys. He would sew on the ribbons for Greta’s pointe shoes and undertake commissions to knit leg-warmers and crossover woollies for the girls.

         
 

         The ‘Hell, Hull and Halifax’ tour finally ended in Ireland in July, with two weeks at the Grand Opera House in Belfast and one at the Gaiety Theatre in Dublin. De Valois, who came from an Anglo-Irish family and was born in Northern Ireland, came out to see a performance in Belfast and was pleased by the dancers’ standards and the audience’s appreciation. She confirmed that Kenneth was to be promoted to the Covent Garden company in time for the start of the 1948–49 season. Greta was told that she would follow later, when a place became available in the female corps de ballet. Their ambitions to be regarded as dedicated, grown-up professional dancers were about to be realised.

         
 

         Kenneth’s most pressing task was to get himself a passport, so that he could travel with the Covent Garden company to Paris, Düsseldorf and Hamburg in September – his first trip abroad. Aged eighteen, he declared himself to be exactly 5ft 10¾ in. tall (his eventual full-grown height was 6ft 1in.), with a scar on his left temple as a distinguishing mark. The scar came from a blow with a saucer that Michael Hogan had thrown at him during an argument whose cause neither of them could recall. The passport photograph shows a long, solemn face with defensive dark eyes – a face that could almost be his father’s, pictured in his World War I uniform.

         
 

          

         The senior company had travelled extensively in Europe since peace was declared, first sent abroad by ENSA to entertain the Allied troops and then by the British Council to restore cultural links with war-torn countries. The dancers had endured Spartan conditions on their tours, their reward the gratitude of the artists and audience members they encountered. This tour, from 21 September to 3 October, was to be a more pleasurable one, thanks to ten days in Paris at the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées, the art-deco theatre where Nijinsky’s Le Sacre du printemps had its notorious premiere in 1913. The Sadler’s Wells Ballet had performed there on previous visits, so veteran members were able to advise newcomers such as Kenneth what to expect, where to eat and what to sight-see. He was thrilled by his first experience of Paris. Under German Occupation, the buildings had been largely undamaged, unlike the bomb-blasted towns on the German leg of their tour, Düsseldorf and Hamburg.

         
 

         There, Kenneth appreciated what Allied bombing had done to the cities and people he had thought of as ‘the enemy’, far away in an unknown country. Now, as the company travelled by military train through the shattered industrial landscape, he saw how they, too, had suffered. Gilbert Vernon vividly remembers waking in the small hours of the morning at an unscheduled stop in the Ruhr valley and seeing lines of hollow-faced, poorly dressed Germans staring resentfully at the train, the station in which they stood nothing but twisted girders. When the company reached firestorm-flattened Hamburg, they performed in a garrison theatre for the benefit of the Allied Army of Occupation: no other theatre was still standing and the audience consisted of soldiers, not local civilians.

         
 

         When the company returned to the Royal Opera House in mid-October, the pattern of Kenneth’s daily life had changed. Instead of going to Sadler’s Wells, his journeys were now to Covent Garden or to the dance studios at Baron’s Court in West London. Because there was insufficient space in the Opera House to accommodate the company’s dancers, most of their classes and rehearsals took place in the studios at the ballet school, which had been relocated in 1947. The dancers’ performance schedule meant that they had to commute between the Baron’s Court and Covent Garden underground stations – a ritual journey that ended only when the Royal Opera House was substantially rebuilt in time for the Millennium. Though the nineteenth-century opera house, with the tiers of seats and boxes in its horseshoe-shaped auditorium, would have seemed glamorous to Kenneth in comparison with dingy Sadler’s Wells, it was to remain in need of restoration for many years to come. The interior was still dark and shabby, with no funds to replace stained carpets and wallpaper or repair the peeling plasterwork. Backstage dressing-rooms were cramped, the plumbing and electricity unreliable.

         
 

         The theatre, facing Bow Street Magistrates’ Court, was an integral part of Covent Garden market, where fresh produce – fruit, vegetables and flowers – was assembled for sale in the early hours of the morning. Ballet and opera staff and artists mingled with the market porters as their professional paths crossed; they drank in the same pubs, one lot of workers going off duty as the other workforce started. Fans queuing for tickets overnight outside the Opera House would share the spoils of fruit dropped from the baskets the porters carried stacked on their heads. Covent Garden was a democratic, hard-working environment, not a temple to the arts. But the theatre held out the promise of beauty and excitement, an escape from the greyness and austerity of post-war London.

         
 

         (Performers and ballet-going regulars referred familiarly to the Royal Opera House as the Garden. The nickname fell out of use once the market had moved in 1973 to Nine Elms in Battersea, and the piazza behind the opera house became a popular tourist destination synonymous with ‘Covent Garden’.)

         
 

         Now that he had joined the senior company, Kenneth was demoted from soloist to corps-de-ballet member. He was nonetheless selected to learn as an understudy one of the four secondary male roles in Ashton’s Scènes de ballet, which had received its premiere earlier in the year. Set to an acerbic Stravinsky score, the neoclassical choreography is technically demanding, for Ashton was challenging the ability of his dancers in their grand new Opera House setting. He was also testing his own ingenuity by composing choreographic patterns based on geometry. The score, a seductive mixture of jazzy conceits, swooning melodies and a triumphant peal of bells, was Stravinsky’s response to the ending of the war in Europe. Kenneth responded rapturously to his first exposure to danced Stravinsky. By learning Scènes de ballet as well as observing it closely in performance, he was absorbing Ashton’s craftsmanship as a choreographer. It would always be his favourite Ashton work.

         
 

          

         Cinderella, Ashton’s first three-act ballet, was meanwhile in preparation for the Christmas season. Premiered on 23 December 1948, four months after Kenneth had joined the company, it was part English pantomime, part Petipa ballet féerie. Ashton and Robert Helpmann, still the company’s leading man, made an irresistible spectacle of themselves as the Ugly Sisters. Kenneth and the other male members of the corps had little to do, their main task being to escort the ladies at the ball during which Cinders meets her prince. (He soon graduated to the demi-soloist role of one of the Prince’s four friends.)

         
 

         Kenneth frequently said that he was ‘a terrible partner – really terrible’. He claimed to have broken the ribs of a corps-de-ballet girl as he lifted her in the ballroom scene. None the less, as he gained experience, he was in demand to partner the taller women in both companies. Peggy van Praagh invited him back to dance the sole male role in Les Sylphides on tour with the Theatre Ballet, and he later performed the role at Covent Garden, with one of the senior ballerinas, Beryl Grey, who does not remember having any complaints about his partnering skills.

         
 

         In May 1949, the Covent Garden company paid its first visit to Florence, where they performed in the Maggio Musicale festival at the bomb-damaged Teatro Communale. The weather was glorious and wine was cheap and readily available – a complete contrast to cold, bleak Britain, which was still in the grip of rationing. The dancers were given a grand reception at the British Consulate. Greta Hamby, who had recently been transferred to the senior company, went to the party with Kenneth. ‘A bit squiffy’ by the end of the evening, on her own admission, she inspected the formal guest list. There she found the name of Lady Ada MacMillan. She promptly ripped the page in two, declaring, ‘This time, Kenneth, you’ve gone too far!’ A real Lady Ada had indeed attended their party – and Kenneth took her name back with him to Britain. All the boys in the ballet had girls’ nicknames, camp soubriquets acquired by the straight men as well as the gays. Kenneth would eventually swap Ada for Zelda, bestowed on him years later in Stuttgart.

         
 

         Kenneth and Greta were back together in the same company, after being separated for seven months. His initial concern that she might be lost in the big company proved unfounded. She was maturing from a skinny shrimp into a beauty, well able to look after herself. He was meanwhile moving up within the ranks, being tried out in the virtuoso role of the Bluebird in the last act of The Sleeping Beauty, with Rowena Jackson as his Princess Florine. He loathed the spectacular pas de deux, preferring to be cast in the pas de trois that opened the Act III wedding divertissement. Choreographed by Ashton in 1946 to the sparkling music originally designated for the ‘Jewels’ dances, it was known to the Royal Ballet as ‘Florestan and his Two Sisters’. The male dancer escorts and supports the two women, and shows off his elevation in a series of darting grands jetés. Kenneth was particularly good at these, describing a clear arc in the air as he leapt. Ashton advised him to turn his head sharply towards the audience at the apex of the jump, for added impact.

         
 

         He was chosen for the role of Florestan when the Covent Garden company took The Sleeping Beauty to New York in October 1949. De Valois was about to present her Sadler’s Wells Ballet for the first time to American audiences, touring through the United States and Canada. The impresario for this momentous visit was Sol Hurok, who had agreed that the grand gala premiere should be The Sleeping Beauty – a potentially risky decision, since Americans were unused to three-act, three-hour-long ballets. De Valois selected her opening cast carefully, for she knew that reputations would be made or lost on that first night: the company’s international name depended on its success, as did Margot Fonteyn’s. As Aurora in The Sleeping Beauty, she would be showcased as a ballerina to rival any other in the world. Moira Shearer, in spite of her movie fame in America in The Red Shoes, would appear only briefly in the Bluebird pas de deux (with Alexis Rassine) in the opening performance; she would assume the leading role on the second night.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         Elaborate preparations were under way, for the company was to be presented as a proud flagship of post-war Britain. Arrangements were made for the women to be dressed by British couturiers, including the highly fashionable House of Worth. ‘We had day and evening dresses, and silk stockings, which most of us had never even seen,’ remembers Greta Hamby. ‘We were told to wear white gloves with our dresses and lectured about how we were representing England.’ The men’s outfits were evidently regarded as less important, for they were expected to provide their own. Ashton’s society-hostess friend and patron, Alice Pleydell-Bouverie, regarded this as unfair. She arranged for the men each to be given two free shirts by a Fifth Avenue men’s outfitters when they arrived in New York.

         
 

         The company crossed the Atlantic in two separate chartered planes on 4 October 1949, the men in one BOAC Super Constellation, the women in another. The VIPs had left earlier, on a scheduled flight: that group included Fonteyn, Helpmann, Ashton, Leslie Edwards and David Webster, General Director of the Royal Opera House. De Valois, who was meant to be with them, postponed her journey because of a migraine and travelled later with the men instead. This enabled her to keep an eye on Constant Lambert, the company’s Music Director, who was liable to arrive the worse for wear after a long journey. Flights were arduous in the days before jet engines, with several stops en route. (Appalling weather conditions stranded the VIPs’ plane in Reykjavik, delaying their arrival at La Guardia airport by fourteen hours.) The transatlantic journey was Kenneth’s first experience of flying, about which he was to develop a crippling phobia.

         
 

         Fortunately, a week had been allowed for rehearsals, giving the company an opportunity to recover from the flight and the change of time before the opening night, 9 October, at the Metropolitan Opera House, which was then on Broadway between 39th and 40th Streets. The Hurok organisation had launched a massive publicity campaign about the Sadler’s Wells Ballet, suggesting that the glorious mantle of the Russian Imperial Ballet had fallen on the British company, gallant survivors of the war. There was record advance booking for the New York season, but de Valois was still nervous whether American audiences would sit through the three acts, plus the long prologue, of The Sleeping Beauty.

         
 

         The Sunday night of the premiere was stiflingly hot. Inside the packed Met (not yet air-conditioned), which seated three and a half thousand, were members of both governments and diplomatic corps, as well as the Mayor of New York and his entourage. ‘The atmosphere … was like a jungle minutes before a tropical storm,’ wrote Fonteyn in her autobiography.

         
 

         

            Applause greeted the Oliver Messel decor before anyone danced a step. When I ran out on to the stage there was a burst of sound. It drowned out the music and also some part of my mind, for I have never been able to remember anything between those first minutes of deafening applause on my entrance and the incredible reception after the third act pas de deux.

            


         
 

          

         At the start of the third act, when the fairy-tale characters enter to celebrate Aurora’s wedding, the applause drowned out the music for Florestan and his two sisters. Kenneth, standing in the wings while Pamela May and Nadia Nerina danced their variations, missed the music cue for his entrance in the coda. He dashed on late, leaving out his speciality – the spectacular grands jetés that had won him the role. He did them impeccably in subsequent performances, with his colleague, Gilbert Vernon, giving him a hand signal from the wings for his entry, just in case.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         After the tumultuous applause on the first night had finally ended, the company was escorted by police outriders to an official reception at Mayor O’Dwyer’s residence, Gracie Mansion. Kenneth was photographed there, in the company of Greta Hamby, Moira Shearer and her fiancé, Ludovic Kennedy. Also present were famous figures from American ballet companies: George Balanchine, Jerome Robbins, Lucia Chase, Nora Kaye and Agnes de Mille. Parties abounded that night: Kenneth had disjointed recollections of dancing down Broadway with John Cranko and Alfred Rodrigues (another South African member of the company) and then attending yet another party with Alexandra Danilova.

         
 

         Danilova had left Russia in 1924 with George Balanchine and, after joining Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, had a glittering career as an international ballerina, including dancing with the Sadler’s Wells Ballet at Covent Garden during the 1948–49 season. Balanchine had meanwhile established the School of American Ballet and the New York City Ballet, thanks to the foresight and generosity of Lincoln Kirstein. Kirstein, a great Anglophile, was keen to set up a transatlantic exchange of ballet companies, dancers and choreographers. The arrival of the Sadler’s Wells company in the States and its triumph in New York made the entente easy to arrange.

         
 

         Kirstein invited Ashton to create a work for New York City Ballet the following year, while Balanchine staged one for the Covent Garden company. City Ballet would pay its first visit to London in 1950; Sol Hurok made the Sadler’s Wells Ballet’s tour of the United States and Canada a biennial (sometimes annual) event. British and American dancers came to know each other well, although Ballet Theatre members tended to be more regular visitors to London than City Ballet ones.

         
 

          

         New York’s excitement over the Sadler’s Wells dancers (and Fonteyn in particular, with Time magazine putting her face on its front cover) helped ensure the success of the rest of the tour. After four weeks in New York, they went on to Washington, Chicago, Richmond, Philadelphia, East Lansing and Detroit; then they continued to Canada – Toronto, Ottawa and Montreal – flying home in time for Christmas. The dancers were lionised wherever they went. ‘We were used to post-war austerity and now suddenly everything was available,’ comments Greta Hamby.

         
 

         

            It was like a hellishly rich box of chocolates opening up all at once. Not just food but all sorts of luxuries. We were plied with alcohol at parties and everything tended to go a bit peculiar. People showered us with presents. Kenneth was given cuff-links by stage-door admirers – men, inevitably: all the boys got cuff-links, it was par for the course.

            


         
 

         Inevitably, heads were turned by all the attention. Some dancers disappeared for assignations, returning in the small hours in a limousine. Others bedroom-hopped within their hotels, encountering company members doing the same thing as they passed on the iron fire-escape ladders between floors. (In New York, most company members stayed at the Bryant Hotel, in the theatrical centre of Broadway, while the principals were in the grander Hotel St Moritz, at the edge of Central Park.) ‘But some of us were still very innocent,’ says Hamby.

         
 

         

            We were taken to one party in a coach. There were lots of good-looking men to dance with – I was having a lovely time until somebody said, ‘You do realise they’re all women?’ And I just said, ‘Don’t be so stupid. You’re just jealous.’ But they were women in drag. So we insisted on getting back into the coach, where our butch ballet mistress was looking very sad and uncomfortable.

            


         
 

         The company travelled across America and Canada by steam trains with freight-pulling locomotives. For one-night stops in the smaller cities, everyone slept on board, travelling overnight to the next town. There were plenty of opportunities for in-train entertainment. The dancers would squeeze, as many as possible, into one bunk of their Pullman coaches for impromptu parties. For a birthday celebration, they would take over one of the washrooms, fill the handbasins with gin and decorate the mirrors with loops of lavatory paper. Guests were invited to bring a bottle and pay an entrance fee of ten cents, as a tip for the obliging porter. The cabaret was usually provided by Kenneth MacMillan, Kenneth Melville, Peter Clegg and Ray Powell. They were licensed jesters, joined by anyone else who wanted to let off steam. Peter Franklin White, who kept a diary of the American tours, which he later turned into a book, Sadler’s Wells Ballet Goes Abroad, noticed that Kenneth never liked being on his own. He might not have been as naturally extrovert as his fellow jesters, but he was not going to be left out.

         
 

         His letters about the tour to his sisters back in Yarmouth were ‘reticent’, according to Betty, but were evidently exciting enough for her to have read out details to a local reporter from the Eastern Evening News. The article, published on 18 November 1949, was headlined ‘Young Yarmouth Dancer Fêted in US’. Betty, identified as ‘Mrs V. E. Harmer of 12 Stanley Terrace’, assured the reporter that nineteen-year-old Kenneth would send a telegram to her the moment he returned, as ‘he always lets her know as soon as he is back’. The article mentioned the famous dancers with whom he was now associated: Margot Fonteyn, Moira Shearer and Robert Helpmann. ‘He seems bemused by the fact that he is being fêted by stars of the stage and screen who, a few months ago, were only names to him. He mentions Danny Kaye and many others, and he has attended a reception given by the Mayor of New York.’

         
 

         The article likened the local boy’s rise to fame in the ballet world to ‘the metamorphosis of Cinderella herself’. In its account of Kenneth’s career to date, there was no mention of his Retford dance teacher, Joan Thomas. Credit for his ballet training went to Miss Phyllis Adams of Yarmouth, ‘who describes him as “absolutely exceptional”’. Betty told the reporter that she had not seen Kenneth dance since he was fourteen, tap-dancing in summer talent competitions. Although he had performed in Norwich with the touring company the previous year, she said she had been unable to attend because she had two small children to look after.

         
 

         Since Yarmouth is not far from Norwich, Betty could surely have made babysitting arrangements in order to see her brother perform as a professional dancer. She had been the one, after all, who had accompanied him to London for his audition for the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School. But Betty had suffered badly from depression in the aftermath of the war and had undergone electro-convulsive therapy; she might not have been able to travel on her own, and her husband, Victor (by now earning a living as a builder), was unlikely to have accompanied her to a ballet matinee. Betty was probably deluding herself that ‘when Ken gets back to England in December he will come down to his home in Yarmouth as soon as possible [where] his two nephews are looking forward to his visit, for just as in his own childhood he taught his playmates to dance, so now he tries to teach them’. This sounds like a sentimental invention by a journalist, with or without Betty’s connivance, since Kenneth rarely visited his former home town. Whenever he did, he stayed with his favourite sister, Jean, at her boarding house but spent most of his time with Phyllis Adams’s family.

         
 

         Greta Hamby confirms that although Kenneth kept in contact with his sisters, sending them photographs of her with him as his girlfriend, he never took her ‘home’ to Yarmouth: ‘He didn’t go back often. He felt wrong, out of place.’ He liked staying with Greta’s family in Teddington, near London. They took care of him, making an appointment for him with their family doctor because he was convinced he had something wrong with his heart: ‘He used to get terrible palpitations and he couldn’t breathe. It was nothing to do with going on stage – that came later. But our doctor couldn’t find anything wrong with him.’

         
 

         Kenneth was evidently suffering anxiety attacks from this early stage in his career. They were to become overwhelming later, impelling him to seek psychiatric help. It is now thought that there may be a genetic cause for some panic disorders, which are often associated with depression. The underlying causes of chronic anxiety, like those of depression, are complex and at this point in Kenneth’s late adolescence, no one diagnosed his symptoms. He did not seem neurotic or unhappy; his palpitations appeared to be a purely physical aberration. Ballet dancers tend to breathe shallowly, using the top of the lungs instead of their full capacity; any nervous tension can then lead to hyperventilation, the rapid breathing characteristic of hysteria. The heart speeds up, the brain races, sweat pours off and the sensation of panic takes over, which is often identified as stage fright. Performers who recognise the onset of stage ‘nerves’ can learn ways to calm themselves down, starting with slow, unrushed breathing, followed by relaxation techniques. Such basic practical advice was not available to Kenneth at the time; nor was any psychological counsel about the possible causes of his palpitations.

         
 

          

         He must have been worried about the similarity of his symptoms to those of his parents’ ill-health. His father’s damaged lungs, burned by mustard gas in World War I, had meant that William’s breathing was impaired; he was prone to bronchitis and died of pneumonia. Kenneth’s mother suffered from seizures, but since he never mentioned her fits, a family secret, to Greta, she had no key to his apparently groundless obsession about his own health. The company ethos, instilled by de Valois, was that dancers kept any personal problems to themselves and ‘got on with it’. If they had injuries or serious health conditions during the ballet season, de Valois sent them to see a doctor at Bart’s Hospital. The company’s preferred doctor was another cause for concern, however, for Greta suspected he took a more than professional interest in Kenneth: ‘He was a very handsome, charismatic man and he rather took Kenneth under his wing. He said he wanted to “groom” him, which made us a bit dubious about the whole thing.’
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         Back at Covent Garden by the start of 1950, Kenneth was involved as a dancer in several new productions. Balanchine arrived in London in March to start mounting his 1941 Ballet Imperial for its British premiere in April. (He also created a new work for the Sadler’s Wells Theatre Ballet, Haydn Concerto.) Although the company quickly grasped the formal grandeur Ballet Imperial required, the speed and energy of Balanchine’s neo-classical choreography to Tchaikovsky’s Second Piano Concerto were harder to assimilate. Moira Shearer was considered by balletomanes to have had greater success than Margot Fonteyn in the leading role; Beryl Grey was acclaimed as the second ballerina, partnered in the pas de trois by two tall men, Kenneth and John Field. Kenneth was impressed by the sophistication of the choreography but did not feel he or the company had fully grasped the essence of Balanchine’s style. When New York City Ballet came to Covent Garden a few months later, Kenneth gave up his summer holiday in order to stay in London and watch its dancers in action. Fascinated to the point of obsession about what ballet could do (and having already seen a number of Balanchine ballets performed by other visiting companies, such as American Ballet Theatre and the de Cuevas troupe), he wanted to study how dancers trained by the choreographer himself executed his style.

         
 

         Before City Ballet arrived, however, Kenneth had been chosen for a new work by Roland Petit. During the Sadler’s Wells Ballet’s season at the Met in New York, Petit’s company, now called Les Ballets de Paris, had been performing near by. De Valois had seized the opportunity to invite him, as well as Balanchine, to choreograph for her dancers. Petit had eagerly accepted a commission for May 1950. The ballet turned out to be Ballabile, a suite of dances for five men and five women, to music by Chabrier, arranged by Constant Lambert. The fantastical designs were by Antoni Clavé, who had designed Petit’s sensational Carmen the previous year. For his first ‘English’ ballet, Petit insisted on casting dancers with considerable stamina. According to Gilbert Vernon, one of the select few along with Kenneth, ‘De Valois told us to think of it as “our Symphonic Variations” but it wasn’t anything like as good.’

         
 

         Ballabile was a quirky divertissement with no through story line. It opened with dancers doing their daily exercises at an improvised barre and continued in a series of unrelated scenes, for which the cast had to keep changing costumes: a circus interlude; ‘Sunday on the river’, with bicycles, a boat and a fisherman; a Spanish fiesta; a comic funeral with umbrellas in the rain and a glamorous widow, who went off happily with one of the mourners. Kenneth was antagonised by Petit’s expectation that he should prove himself. He was to tell Susan Crow, ‘He said “What can you do?” which I thought was awful, so I answered “Anything”.’ As a consequence of this boast, Petit made him try out and endlessly repeat a difficult combination of steps that never, in the end, appeared in the ballet. According to Vernon:

         
 

         

            Kenneth had these long, supple legs and Roland made him go right down in a full plié, come up with a huge developpé at head height, spin round and go right down again. He had to do it over and over, a killer on the knees. It was the first time I saw Kenneth really angry. He felt that Roland was amusing himself at his expense.

            


         
 

         Vernon, too, suspected that Petit was a bit of a sadist with his English cast. As the Ringmaster in the circus scene, Vernon had not succeeded in moving his head in the way Petit wanted, and had almost had his ears yanked off as a result. So he and the rest of the cast were not surprised when the choreographer told them all to be ‘very nervous’ on the opening night. ‘We already were,’ said Vernon. ‘But then Constant [Lambert], who spoke good French, explained that Roland meant nerveux – all spiky and alert. That we could do. Interestingly, it’s the quality that was to be typical of Kenneth’s early ballets.’ Clavé’s vivid, angular designs – ‘perfectly enchanting’, according to Richard Buckle – might also have influenced Kenneth’s taste in decors for his own early ballets.

         
 

         His disappointment over his role in Petit’s creation might have been sharpened by his longing to dance like Jean Babilée, the macho French leading man of Petit’s various companies. Instead, he was required, yet again, to show off his long legs and elegant line. Babilée had been a revelation to English dancers when he first arrived with Les Ballets des Champs-Elysées: he was the Nijinsky or Nureyev of his day, with a magnetic, animal appeal. He had been the angst-stricken, dungaree-clad protagonist in Petit’s Le Jeune homme et la mort, driven to suicide by his female muse, Death. In the fund-raising galas for Nijinsky at the Empress Hall the previous year, Babilée had danced the role of the priapic faun in L’Après-midi d’un faune, with a young Rambert dancer, Margaret Hill, as the chief nymph. Like Hill, whom he was to know later, Kenneth had been bowled over by Babilée’s charisma, telling Susan Crow, ‘He was the first man I saw really jump high. Even when he did Bluebird, all the women fell for him.’ Kenneth rued the fact that his own dancing was likened to Alexis Rassine’s: the company’s slender danseur noble, Rassine had fine legs and feet but was hardly a sexual icon.

         
 

         April Olrich, who danced with Kenneth in Ballabile’s Spanish fiesta finale, insists that by now he was a good partner. They giggled together over his imitations of Petit’s French accent and shared a running gag about Kenneth’s legs. When she first joined the company, Olrich had been awed by a seance Kenneth had conducted with a ouija board one rainy weekend: the lights had dimmed, the table levitated and every message from the spirits was pertinent. During Ballabile rehearsals, he confessed that he had manipulated the seance, raising the table with his knees. Either of them had only to refer to his knees for the giggles to start all over again.

         
 

          

         Balanchine’s New York City Ballet arrived in July 1950 for a six-week season at Covent Garden (10 July–19 August). A welcoming first-night party had established instant friendships and reaffirmed existing ones. Because the season was so long, many of the American dancers had rented flats rather than stay in a hotel. Kenneth and a group of ballet enthusiasts happily took up the open-house invitation of three corps-de-ballet girls: Ruth Sobotka, Arlouine Case and Una Kai, who shared a flat in Ryder Street, near St James’s Park. Together with male City Ballet dancers Brooks Jackson and Shaun O’Brien, they went around together as a gang all summer long. Instead of being on his own during his holiday break, Kenneth found himself at the heart of a transatlantic family, caught up in the gossip and intrigues of any company on tour. It was a heady atmosphere in which to absorb the ballets NYCB had brought to Covent Garden.

         
 

         The repertoire was predominantly American, with ten works by Balanchine and ballets by Jerome Robbins, Todd Bolender, William Dollar and Lew Christensen. Also included was Ashton’s Illuminations, recently created for City Ballet as part of the reciprocal arrangement between the two companies that Kirstein had brokered. The Balanchine ballets in the season spanned a wide range, from neoclassical works (Serenade, Symphony in C, Concerto Barocco, The Four Temperaments) to dramatic ballets (The Prodigal Son, Firebird and Orpheus, to the Stravinsky score Kenneth would eventually use in 1982). There were also some of his light-hearted pieces: Bourrée Fantasque, coincidentally to some of the Chabrier music Petit had chosen for Ballabile, and Jones Beach, for which Balanchine shared the choreographic credit with Robbins.

         
 

         Jones Beach apart, the Robbins ballets were intense ones: The Age of Anxiety, based on the Auden poem of the same name (to Leonard Bernstein’s Second Symphony), featuring four lonely, insecure people; and The Guests, in which two young lovers from different social groups dare to go off together, despite the disapproval of the other guests – ‘our old friend, the problem of minorities’ sniffed the anonymous Ballet Annual reviewer. Kenneth was impressed by both ballets – The Age of Anxiety, in particular, because it showed how ballet could reflect the apprehensions of a generation living in the shadow of war.

         
 

         He was also affected by Lew Christensen’s Jinx, to Benjamin Britten’s Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge, which MacMillan would use seven years later for his first ballet for an American company, Winter’s Eve. The title refers to an unlucky clown, shunned by the other circus performers for constantly causing mishaps; one of them turns on him and beats him to death, with the connivance of the troupe. The clown returns to haunt them, for a jinx cannot be killed. It is a dark version of the performing-troupe scenario used in many ballets, from Fokine’s Petrushka to Petit’s wistful Les Forains, Walter Gore’s Carte Blanche – and MacMillan’s later Noctambules (1956) and The Poltroon (1972). The New York City Ballet season had a lasting effect on him, once he came to choreograph.

         
 

         Further influences were the dramatically charged ballets brought not long afterwards by American Ballet Theatre. The company came to the Royal Opera House (28 August–9 September) before its return to the States after performances at the Edinburgh Festival. By now, the summer break over, the Covent Garden company was rehearsing in London, preparing to set out on its second American tour on 6 September. There would have been time for Kenneth to see Fall River Legend, Agnes de Mille’s dance-drama about axe-murderess Lizzie Borden, and two Antony Tudor ballets, Pillar of Fire and Romeo and Juliet. Nora Kaye, as on the company’s previous visits to London, was the outstanding dance-actress of the ABT season.

         
 

         Once on tour in the United States, the Sadler’s Wells Ballet dancers were too busy performing to be able to see what their American colleagues were dancing. The company’s second American tour was its longest ever, lasting for five months. Sol Hurok, their impresario once again, reckoned de Valois’s company was a guaranteed money-spinner, and the Royal Opera House was eager to earn all the dollars it could. The dancers would not return until after Christmas, by which time Kenneth would have turned twenty-one. Accounts of him during the tour make him appear more carefree than he would ever be again. He looked jaunty and cheerful in a ‘Farewell to the Ballet’ publicity photograph reproduced in Ballet Annual, in which the dancers were lined up in front of the big, double-decker BOAC Stratocruiser that would fly them to New York. This time, the male dancers as well as the women had been equipped in advance with English-manufactured clothes, serving as a shopfront for British industry. Anne Heaton remembers John Field was kitted out with a ginger-coloured suit, ‘well made but absolutely vile’. In contrast, Kenneth was lean and elegant in a light-grey suit, waving conspicuously as he stood next to smartly dressed Greta Hamby.

         
 

         The three-week season at the Met opened on 10 September with Swan Lake, with Fonteyn and Somes in the leading roles. The company was apprehensive in case the opening night proved an anti-climax after the delirium during The Sleeping Beauty the previous year. New York audiences proved as warmly appreciative as before, although they managed to contain their outbreaks of applause until the Black Swan pas de deux. Admirers fêted the dancers with parties and presents. There were plenty of opportunities for amorous adventures, without too many questions being asked: flings on tour didn’t count.

         
 

         After New York, the company (a hundred and twenty strong, including staff, orchestra and stage hands) travelled by dedicated trains, known as the ‘Ballet Special’, for twenty-one thousand miles through America and Canada. For the five-week journey through the Midwest, they had a dining car and lounge cars, as well as six Pullman sleeping coaches. The stage staff were in one coach, sleeping during the day and getting up early to unload the scenery for the next performance. The orchestra was allocated two Pullmans and the dancers three – two rowdy ones and a ‘sedate’ coach for those who needed to sleep. Journeys were slow and jerky, with long delays: their steam train had to give precedence to faster diesel trains transporting American soldiers to the Korean War.

         
 

         Some stops were more glamorous than others. In Atlanta, the dancers were invited to a lavish Southern breakfast party – eggs, bacon, peaches and grits – on a cotton plantation. In New Orleans, they toured the jazz clubs and went skinny-dipping in the sea; arrested for indecency, they were let off after special pleading by de Valois. In St Louis, they appeared simultaneously with a circus in the auditorium next door. At the first of their joint performances, the tragic ending of Swan Lake was disrupted by the climactic big bang of the human cannonshot, which hurled a small man and his aunt across the circus ring. After pleas from the ballet staff, the circus hands kindly agreed to postpone the explosion until Swan Lake was over. The dancers then ran next door in their tutus to witness the cannonball act that had so unnerved them the night before.

         
 

         Towards the middle of the tour, the company was temporarily free of the train in Los Angeles, staying for two weeks in the luxurious Ambassador Hotel on Wilshire Boulevard. Sold-out performances at the Shrine Auditorium were attended by a galaxy of movie stars, a prospect that intensified the dancers’ nerves. ‘What’s the matter with you lot?’ asked de Valois. ‘They’re only a lot of old pros who’ve made it in Hollywood.’ She was singularly unimpressed by the British colony’s plans for a Hollywood opening-night party. The hosts, film actor Ronald Colman and his wife, Benita Hume, had invited only the principal dancers: de Valois put her foot down and vetoed the party because the whole company was not included. It was a principled stance Kenneth would always remember.

         
 

         Sol Hurok threw a party instead at the Coconut Grove. Among the film stars present were Greer Garson, Gene Tierney, Joseph Cotton and Cyd Charisse. Charlie Chaplin acted as master of ceremonies for a dance competition. According to Greta Hamby, she and Kenneth were having one of their tiffs when the music for the charleston started, and Kenneth declared, ‘Come on, we’ve got to do this.’ (The charleston had been added to Ashton’s Façade for the second American tour, performed by Kenneth and Anne Negus, so he was well rehearsed.) He grabbed Greta and danced her onto the floor without either of them realising it was a competition. Although Kenneth’s supple legs broke the rules for the maximum height of the kicks, they won, to their mutual surprise. The man’s prize was an alarm clock, the woman’s a voucher from the Niemann Marcus store. ‘I went with Kenneth and bought an orange dress,’ remembers Greta.

         
 

         During the Los Angeles stay, the company was taken on a visit to the Hollywood film studios. Peter Franklin White photographed Doris Day on the Warner Brothers lot as she tried to strike ballet positions; Kenneth and Greta sat next to her in the studio canteen. Moira Shearer was fêted, thanks to The Red Shoes and plans for her involvement in future films. By the end of the fortnight, the British dancers had become quite accustomed to Danny Kaye and Gene Kelly, who came to see the ballet nearly every night.

         
 

         San Francisco was next, followed by five gruelling weeks of one-or two-night stops through the Midwest. All but two of the journeys were made overnight, the dancers, musicians and stage staff joining the train after each performance was over. Orchestra members tended to stay up late into the night, playing cards and gambling ferociously in their two coaches. The dancers, who were supposed to catch up on their sleep before daily class at the next stop, would often join them. The corps de ballet slept in the upper bunks of the three dancers’ coaches, with soloists and principals in the more comfortable lower ones. As Fonteyn commented in her autobiography, ‘Very soon romances, serious and fickle, erupted and evolved in complicated patterns. Dramatic eternal triangles inevitably formed, bringing bliss to one compartment and tears to the next.’

         
 

         By the time the company reached Chicago on 19 December, they rejoiced in being able to stay put in the Sherman Hotel for a fortnight over Christmas. They were given a series of parties by generous locals, by the British Consul and by David Webster, General Manager of the Royal Opera House, who sent money for a celebration at the hotel after the Christmas-night performance. Alfred Rodrigues organised a cabaret, which featured Kenneth, Leslie Edwards, Ray Powell and Rodrigues himself, dressed in jeans, check shirts and Swan Lake head-dresses. They rushed on stage, then slumped on their luggage in despair at having just missed the ‘Ballet Special’ train. To the tune of ‘Everything’s Up-to-date in Kansas City’ from Oklahoma!, they sang, ‘We’re the swans they left behind in Kansas City’. Kenneth then put on pointe shoes and appeared as a tall Fonteyn lookalike. ‘He could do her smile – the curl of her lips. He was a wicked mimic,’ remembers April Olrich. The entertainment also included a duet by Kenneth and Anne Negus, ‘Poor Chloe’, sending up Ashton’s forthcoming ballet for the company, Daphnis and Chloe. Ashton, perhaps fortunately, had just left Chicago, to be home in time for Christmas.

         
 

         The company’s fortnight at the Sherman Hotel coincided with a trade convention of salesmen carrying mysterious little boxes. ‘You know what they are, don’t you?’ Kenneth said to April. ‘They’re undertakers, selling miniature coffins to each other. I got in the same lift and showed them my Bryant & May box with dead matches inside. That gave them a shock.’ Olrich, who was young enough to believe everything Kenneth told her, collapsed in hysterics of horror and laughter. ‘You could never be cross with Kenneth, even when he played practical jokes at your expense. He was just naughty and charming.’

         
 

         Although he and Greta had still been regarded as a couple at the start of the tour, she had by now outgrown their relationship. Glamorous and confident, she was much pursued by American admirers. She had caught the eye of the famous show-business photographer, Maurice Seymour, who was based in Chicago. Practically every star in films, the theatre and ballet had his or her publicity photographs taken by Seymour. He loved ballet dancers, and declared that he wanted to make Greta Hamby ‘the most photographed woman in America’. When she came down, unromantically, with chickenpox and had to be left behind in Chicago, she was flattered that Seymour comforted her with fruit and flowers. Kenneth was in no position to compete.

         
 

         The tour finally concluded in Montreal at the end of January 1951. It had been too long, according to Ludovic Kennedy, who had followed Moira Shearer (by then his wife) on the ‘Ballet Special’ by car for much of the five-month trip. ‘I cannot help wondering whether such a very long tour, without any break in the middle and with but a short holiday at the end, was in the company’s best interests,’ he wrote in his account of the trip. Exhausted, the dancers succumbed to illness and yet more injuries on their return. The tour had earned the company half-a-million dollars in profit, taking over 2 million dollars at the box office. By the time of the next tour, two years later, Kenneth was no longer a member of the Sadler’s Wells Ballet.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         Back in London, Kenneth moved out of his digs near Sadler’s Wells into a series of rented flats. In one disastrous experiment, he shared 22 Gloucester Place Mews with a moveable feast of dancer friends, most of them gay: Peter Darrell, Gilbert Vernon, Brian Shaw, Tom Douglas and Anthony Manning. They moved in with a housewarming party that never ended – so much so that Tom Douglas, who had first found the flat, decided to live elsewhere. He and Manning set up home at 32b Sinclair Road in Shepherd’s Bush, where Kenneth soon joined them. Gloucester Place Mews, filled with bodies, had become known as ‘The Snake Pit’, after the film starring Olivia de Havilland in which a mentally ill patient in an asylum is exposed to swarming snakes as shock treatment.

         
 

         When Jeffrey Solomons, who was to become a close friend, first met Kenneth at one of the overcrowded dancers’ flats, he was sprawled in an armchair, one leg draped over the arm, a cigarette dangling from his lips, knitting. ‘He didn’t say anything – he never did, in front of strangers. I rather dismissed him as a wimp. And he couldn’t stand me being brash and loud.’ Later, they met by chance on Waterloo Bridge, going to the National Film Theatre, which they both attended regularly.

         
 

         

            We started talking to each other properly for the first time. He knew I had a brother who was retarded and who had epilepsy. He had to be put in a home (he died in his early forties). Kenneth asked me, ‘Does it worry you?’ I said, ‘Do you mean, am I afraid of going mad? If so, “Yes” is the answer. Why, does it worry you?’ And he said, ‘Yes, it worries me very much.’ That started our friendship: we could understand each other’s fears.

            


         
 

         They were both obsessive about the war:
 

         

            Our boyhood had been dominated by it. We grew up in an atmosphere of anxiety and unease – me, because I’m Jewish, Kenneth because he was nervous anyway. I had decided I was going to win the war for Britain by being a heroic fighter pilot. When it ended, I felt relief as well as disappointment because I was never going to be a hero. And I think Kenneth shared those mixed feelings.

            


         
 

         They developed a private language about the apocalyptic horrors of war, calling anything they feared and dreaded ‘polythycalithic’. Newsreel footage of the Nazi concentration camps had been seared into their consciousness, as they had watched, in the cinema darkness, magnified images of emaciated bodies, corpses and traumatised survivors.

         
 

         Solomons was a dedicated music-lover, so he took Kenneth to concerts as well as endlessly playing records in his company. He was largely responsible for extending Kenneth’s range of musical experience beyond the works to which he was exposed in ballets. If Solomons developed an enthusiasm for a particular composer or type of music, Kenneth was obliged to follow suit, although he had his own preferences: he liked twentieth-century music – Stravinsky, jazz, quirky French composers. The two of them fell into a habit of frequenting the same record shops (usually on Saturday mornings), listening to music in the soundproof booths provided for potential customers, but rarely having the money to make a purchase. The EMG Hand-made Gramophones store behind the old Shaftesbury Theatre was a favourite haunt, until the staff came to recognise them as habitual browsers, not buyers. They also went to exhibitions and art galleries together: Solomons, who had a good eye, was later to become a successful art dealer.
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