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         One warm autumn evening in 1955 Mary Trevelyan met T. S. Eliot on the steps of Faber and Faber, the publishing house where Eliot worked as a director. By then the pair had been friends for seventeen years. He was the country’s most famous literary figure – one of the most eminent literary figures in the world, having won the Nobel Prize seven years before. She was an energetic, passionate woman of fifty-eight, nine years younger than Eliot. She had devoted much of her life to the care of students who came to London from all over the world; her deepest wish was for her charges to feel safe and comfortable when they were far from home and for them to return to their native countries with only the very warmest feelings about Britain and the British. She was the kind of woman who knew she could make the world a better place, and whose clear thinking and vigour could shape the lives of those around her, even Nobel Prizewinning poets.

         They climbed into her car. As a red September sun sank behind the cargo ships on the Thames, Mary and Tom went for a drive through London. Mary loved to drive and they cruised through the City, to the Tower and over Tower Bridge, Eliot quoting Shelley as they prowled about in by-ways – as Mary wrote in her extraordinary recollection of her two-decade-long friendship with the poet, a manuscript she called The Pope of Russell Square. Finally, in her account, they pulled up at a fine French restaurant where they ate and drank – and the head waiter bowed to Eliot and asked him to sign a copy of Murder in the Cathedral, which had been first performed in Canterbury Cathedral exactly twenty years before. The couple – and they must have looked like a couple – chatted happily, making plans for the arrival of Eliot’s great-niece Priscilla in a few days’ time. 2

         ‘May I arrange your life for you?’ Mary asked Eliot.

         ‘That is exactly what I want you to do,’ Eliot said, and the two went on to plot out Priscilla’s visit. Eliot gave Mary a silver cigarette lighter. ‘He feels very superior1 having given up smoking,’ she recorded in recollection of that evening. It had been nearly two decades since their first meeting in 1936, when he had come to read, at her invitation, from his work at the Student Christian Movement (SCM) Conference in Swanwick, Derbyshire. That encounter was the foundation of their friendship.

         Mary is one of four women who played a significant role in Eliot’s life. The others are Vivien Haigh-Wood, his first wife; Emily Hale, a friend of his American youth with whom he had an enduring relationship which might have moved towards marriage; and Valerie Fletcher, his devoted secretary at Faber and Faber, many decades his junior, whom he married in 1957 and with whom he found great happiness at the end of his life. His relationship with Mary was a warm, strong bond for many years; it is not easy to categorise. But as it grew and strengthened, she came to believe it might lead to something more. This is a portrait of a romance as much as it is an account of a friendship.

         And why should she not believe their relationship would develop into romance? Though they came from different worlds, they had much in common, the strongest link being their commitment to the Anglican faith. They were both from prominent families: Eliot’s grandfather, William Greenleaf Eliot, had come to St Louis, Missouri – city of Eliot’s birth – to found the Unitarian church there. Ralph Waldo Emerson called Greenleaf Eliot ‘the Saint of the West’.2

         In an echo of his ancestor, T. S. Eliot too blended a religious zeal with practical qualities, especially in his work at Faber and Faber. There were links in his family to Noah Webster, Herman Melville, Nathaniel Hawthorne;3 he once told Mary: ‘I know there are Eliots, non-Eliots and foreigners.’4 His father was a successful businessman, 3his mother Charlotte a poet herself; in 1926 her dramatic poem, Savonarola, was published with an introduction by her son. She was in some ways like Mary Trevelyan, a powerful figure whose power was often thwarted by the age in which she lived.

         Mary also came from a distinguished family in which the ideals of faith and service ran strong. She had been born in 1897, the eldest of six children. (Eliot was the youngest of seven; and so they were at opposite ends of the sibling hierarchy in their respective families, a fact which may well have influenced the dynamic between them.) Her nephew, the biographer Humphrey Carpenter, wrote of the way in which his aunts – Mary and her three sisters – seemed to him to come from a different era:

         
            In their speech,5 though they had been born at the turn of the century, my aunts preserved the vowels of the 1880s or earlier. They never said ‘girl’ but ‘gel’, never ‘cross’ but ‘crorse’, and in the word ‘golf’ the ‘l’ was silent, so that the game was referred to as ‘goff’. They belonged to a sublimely self-confident caste, an enclave of English society which has now entirely vanished, but which can be precisely defined – they were the daughters of a Victorian vicarage.

         

         Throughout her life, Carpenter wrote, ‘she retained the supreme social self-confidence6 of a child who is used to being given precedence over five strong-willed vociferous individuals’. Her confidence seemed expressed in her physique: her nephew wrote that she was ‘not tall, but broadly built,7 with firm features dominated by the strong “Trevelyan” nose, which most members of the family possess’.

         She was more than just the daughter of a Victorian vicarage:8 both of her grandfathers, her father and her brother-in-law were ordained in the Anglican church. Her brother Humphrey (later Baron Trevelyan) was a distinguished diplomat. She was second cousin to the historian George Macaulay Trevelyan, Master of Trinity College, Cambridge: his History of England (1926) was an 4important text in the interwar years. His long affiliation with both the National Trust and the Youth Hostel Association complemented the work which was to occupy Mary’s life.

         The Trevelyans were an influential family with a strong sense of their moral obligation to society. The historian A. L. Rowse noted that they were marked by ‘integrity to the point of eccentricity,9 honesty to the point of rudeness, devoted public spirit, idiosyncrasy held in check by strong common sense; not much sense of humour. That distinguished family were apt to think there were Trevelyans – and then the rest of the human race.’ It’s a sentiment that reflects Eliot’s own characterisation of his family. Mary’s nephew Humphrey Carpenter’s sketch of his youthful visits to her Chelsea flat shows both her energy and what one might call her forceful warmth. When a guest arrived on her threshold,

         
            The door would swing open,10 and there she was, generally with a cigarette in her mouth or hand, always with her opening sentence ready, so that one was immediately swept off on a tide of instructions: ‘You’re twenty minutes late, but it doesn’t matter because it’s only sausages, so I’m going to pour you a gin and tonic, and you will then play the piano to me while I go and cook the supper.’

         

         He captured her perfectly: the feeling, her nephew wrote, was of being ‘treated simultaneously as an adult and a very small boy’. Eliot, it is clear, received the same treatment.

         Mary was not in Eliot’s literary orbit – though she wrote all her life, and was an inveterate keeper of diaries. Music was her love:11 she was an excellent pianist and organist, and had studied conducting at the Royal College of Music under Sir Adrian Boult, the first conductor of Holst’s Planets, and founding conductor of the BBC Symphony Orchestra. For a while she taught music at Radley College and Marlborough School, serving as a parish organist and 5a choir trainer at weekends. She would call herself an ‘uneducated musician’, but it remained a passion throughout her life; there was always a piano in her flat, and music played a significant role in her relationship with Eliot.

         In the early 1930s, she had begun to venture abroad – journeys that would take her, as she wrote, to ‘the ends of the earth’. She travelled to India and Ceylon – and, as so often happens, found that upon her return from these far-flung places she had a new vision of her native land. ‘In London,’ she would write,

         
            I noticed groups of Indians12 on the streets looking lost in the wintry rain, snow and bitter winds. I had intended to return to the musical profession, but began to wonder if I might be able to do something to help these young men, since I had spent such a happy year in their country. One day I met a friend who offered me an appointment on the staff of Student Movement House – a centre for students of all countries. I accepted the offer for a trial period on both sides and, within a year, found myself appointed Warden. And this, though I did not know it at the time, was the beginning of the end as far as my own musical future was concerned. I have never regretted this change of direction.

         

         Even this brief passage gives a sense of what a remarkable woman Mary Trevelyan was. Her character is wonderfully encapsulated by a story she tells of her adventures during the Second World War, published in 1946 as I’ll Walk Beside You. On the last day of September 1944, Mary set off to Europe as part of a convoy of vehicles organised by the YMCA. The conflict was drawing to a close at last. Three and a half months earlier the Allies had landed in Normandy, and victory was now within reach. And so, as Mary wrote, a parade of twenty-two vehicles drove away from Great Russell Street in London, destined for Brussels – which had only just been liberated from the Nazis. Over the next six months the organisation would 6provide respite for front-line troops: by May 1945 nearly 50,000 had passed through the YMCA hostel – a requisitioned luxury hotel – on forty-eight-hour leave.

         It was 9 a.m. when the convoy began to rumble through London’s streets, still strewn with the rubble of the Blitz. There were, Mary wrote, ‘mobile canteen trucks,13 stores vans, and one private car, a Ford V8, which I had the good fortune to drive. This car was the only vehicle able to put up a reasonable speed, and I was placed at the tail-end of the party so that, should accidents occur, I could immediately pass the convoy and inform the leader.’ There were, in fact, three accidents as the train of vehicles lumbered through southern England – which, Mary confessed, she rather welcomed, ‘as I found it rather tedious14 driving a high-powered car at fourteen miles an hour for a long distance and thoroughly enjoyed any opportunity of passing our convoy at forty miles an hour to catch up to the leader’.

         She was herself a powerful engine: her greatest energies were directed towards her work with students from all over the world. She was able to make the connection between what she had seen in distant lands and what help she could bring to those closer to home. She worked hard to make that connection manifest. It was in 1932 that she became Warden of the SCM’s Student Movement House, a hostel serving London University and based in Russell Square – yards from T. S. Eliot’s office at Faber and Faber.

         The SCM had its origins in missionary organisations founded at the end of the nineteenth century. In the twentieth century, SCM became a strong proponent of ecumenism,15 the belief in the global unity of all Christians, no matter what their denomination, nationality or race – an open-mindedness that was evident in Mary’s work and her travels around the world on the organisation’s behalf. Mary did cultivate the bonds of her own family, remaining devoted to her mother: Eliot was always punctilious in sending along his regards to her when he and Mary corresponded. She was not married. 7When she took on the role with SCM, she found surrogate children through her work, and her care for them became a passion; it was a truly global family. As Humphrey Carpenter wrote, ‘It became evident16 that her “family” was going to be this collection of rather lost young men and women, many of them from Africa, India and the Far East.’

         She threw herself into the work, and she was willing to go to great lengths to understand the young people who landed on her doorstep. From the Ends of the Earth, published in 1942, is her remarkable account of a six-month journey undertaken in 1937 to the furthest reaches of the globe: Ceylon (as it was then), India, Burma, Hong Kong, Singapore, China and Japan, as well as the United States and Canada. The slim volume reveals a woman both passionately curious and absolutely fearless: she flew to Beijing – only the second flight she had ever made – on a tiny plane which ‘appeared to be tied together with string’.17

         Her invitation to Eliot was part of her mission to make foreign students feel part of English cultural life. The students with whom she interacted truly came from all over the world: from the Gold Coast and from Nigeria; there were Germans, Scandinavians, Tamils from the south of India, men from Punjab and the North-West Frontier; there were Persians and Lithuanians. In her early days as Warden, Student Movement House was located at 32 Russell Square, one of the last remaining grand houses on the square. (The offices of Faber and Faber were at number 24, where the company would remain until 1971.) Although it was clear the house had seen better days, there were still white marble Adam fireplaces, a grand staircase, floor-to-ceiling mirrors. Characteristically Mary wrote that she liked to think that the house

         
            was glad to give the last twenty years of its life18 to young people from all over the world … tramping up and down the beautiful staircase, crowding into the stately and spacious rooms, talking and 8smoking incessantly, making friends, laughing, playing, happy and unhappy, leaving at last for their homes in far-off countries with many memories and friendships which would last a lifetime.

         

         A student membership cost twenty-six shillings a year – but many students, and especially refugees, would only pay what they could afford.19 That was one mark of Mary’s care for her charges; by the standards of her day she had no regard for race or creed. Students of colour ‘knew that here they need have no fear of the doors being closed20 to them, here they would be treated as ordinary members of society and would be accepted on exactly the same terms as anyone else’. Mary would write of her disgust at the racism often shown in England, noting when people got up on buses or trains so as not to sit by people of colour; she was aware that hotels, dance halls and restaurants, time and again, would not admit a man – or woman – of colour. ‘Why? Just because he has been born under a tropical sun?21 What is there that is disgraceful in having a coloured skin?’

         This forthrightness marked the very beginning of her friendship with Eliot (whose name, incidentally, she misspelled the very first time she wrote to him: ‘Dear Mr Elliott’22). Who would dare to mock T. S. Eliot upon first making his acquaintance? Mary would – as the opening of her manuscript shows with delightful plainness. The Pope of Russell Square is an account of an alliance that offers extraordinary and unusual insight into one of the greatest figures of the twentieth century. It is an account which, although it has been seen by scholars and biographers, has never been fully revealed until now. It is an astonishing document.

         Her account of their friendship was assembled from their correspondence and from her diary. She put it together in the months after they ceased to meet, and the manuscript which forms the basis of this book is divided into halves. The first half, from 1938 to 1948, is composed of ‘mainly letters’, as she herself writes: exchanges back and forth between Mary and her new friend, the famous 9poet, as they grow closer. The second half, from 1949 onwards, is a diary account of their comings and goings over the next seven years, with Tom’s experiences – always – in the foreground. It is a kind of mythologising of her relationship with Eliot: for any written account, any construction, must fictionalise a relationship. The reader gets Mary’s version, not Tom’s. I make an argument for her as a reliable witness, certainly as far as taking down her friend’s opinions of his friends, enemies and world events is concerned. But hiding within her seeming objectivity is a story she kept secret, perhaps even from herself.

         As for its somewhat awkward title, she doesn’t claim credit. ‘The Pope of Russell Square’ was, she wrote, ‘simply a phrase that, at one time, caught on in the literary world – indicating a certain restlessness among lesser lights. I think it was particularly prevalent about the time of the publication of Notes Towards the Definition of Culture.’ Eliot’s Notes appeared in book form in 1948, just the midpoint of their friendship: and around the time too when Mary’s manuscript shifts from letter to journal form.

         She preserved 170 of Eliot’s letters, most of them written between 1944 and 1954. In the later years of their friendship they met so frequently, she noted, and telephoned so often, that letter writing was not necessary. Her wish to record their later meetings as a journal, she tells her imagined reader, had a two-fold purpose:

         
            I decided to write a diary23 of our many meetings; of his talk on many topics, of our church-going, concerts and theatres, of our many dinners and many evenings in my flat. I set myself this task because I have an unreliable memory and it seemed a waste to have so close a friendship with (as many would say) our greatest living poet and not to record some of his conversation.

         

         Yet there is more to it than that. Mary directs all the powerful force of her vigour and attention towards Eliot. He is never not ‘the Poet’ 10– she is given to capitalising that word – but he is too, as she perceives it, her intimate friend, and one in need of her protection and care. Just as her charges at Student Movement House were like lost sheep to be brought into a comforting fold, so was Tom Eliot. She was the practical partner in their relationship, the fixer, the arranger. He complained unceasingly about his health; she was – even when she was actually ill – almost startlingly robust. But the force of her gaze has in it also the intensity of the lover. As time goes on, no detail – of his dress, his bearing, his behaviour – is too small for her to notice. They had been drawn together by their shared interests: their churchgoing, their love of music, their taste for good food and a good glass of something strong. Mary imagined something more than friendship in their future. The manuscript she left behind is, in a very real sense, a romance.

         She guarded the manuscript closely. It now resides in the Bodleian Library at Oxford, and leafing through its pages one gets a powerful sense of Mary’s presence, for it is much more than a typescript. It is a scrapbook as much as a collection of letters and a journal, with postcards and photographs pasted in. Here is a windblown Eliot in a soft windcheater, caught in a candid picture taken in front of the Tennyson Memorial on the Isle of Wight. On 6 March 1950, Eliot appeared on the cover of Time magazine (‘T. S. Eliot: No middle way out of the waste land?’): she carefully pasted the cover and its accompanying article into her book.

         The existence of The Pope of Russell Square has never been a secret; Mary prepared it in hopes of publication and, towards the end of her active life, showed it to her nephew Humphrey – or rather, allowed him to ‘glance at it’, as he wrote; he was not impressed. ‘It seemed to me to consist chiefly of gossip about Church of England matters,24 retailed in amusing but rather lightweight letters from Eliot himself.’ But it was those letters that stood in the way of publication: Eliot’s widow, Valerie, was preparing her late husband’s correspondence for publication in an official edition and did not wish for any 11of the letters to appear outside of those volumes. Her nephew wrote that Mary ‘felt this to be quite unfair;25 could not, indeed, easily be persuaded that the poet’s widow had a legal, let alone moral, right to the copyright’. It was then that Carpenter understood that there might be something more to the manuscript: ‘I began to glimpse the strength of feeling which lay beneath Mary’s apparently lightweight, gossipy friendship with Eliot.’

         At some point in the 1970s, when Mary had moved into a nursing home, Carpenter was dispatched by one of his uncles to collect some piece of furniture from her flat in Chelsea, then being cleared out. It was not a task he was looking forward to; ‘I went there in rather a bad temper,’26 he writes, and was dismayed to see ‘a jumble of papers on the floor’. But he could not resist leafing through the pile, despite his ill temper, and found a version of Mary’s manuscript very different from the one he had been shown. ‘To the best of my belief many people – certainly my family and near friends – have often speculated on the real relationship between T. S. Eliot and myself in the course of our twenty years’ friendship,’ he read. ‘Now, eighteen months after he has married again, I have tried to write what I can about the man I have known and loved for so many years, before time blurs the picture.’

         As Eliot’s biographer Lyndall Gordon has observed, ‘The Pope of Russell Square is the fullest record we shall have27 of what it was like to be Eliot’s companion during his most invisible years of fame.’ But until now that companion has never been given her full due. When Humphrey Carpenter saw the full text of his aunt’s manuscript, he realised that what he had been shown in her lifetime was ‘a severely bowdlerised text’; here, he understood, was ‘the full story’.28

         My aim, in this book, is to reveal that story: the narrative of this friendship, the strength of this friendship, Mary’s hopes for it. I wish to let Mary speak for herself, so that readers may come to know her as I have done in the course of preparing this book. I have worked with Mary’s manuscript to show the closeness – as Mary perceived 12it – that existed between these two remarkable, forceful people, the dynamic between them. This is not a biography of Mary nor one of T. S. Eliot, though of course I have hoped to provide the context of their lives and of the events taking place in the world around them.

         My commentary frames and centres Mary’s account. For clarity’s sake I have corrected Mary’s erroneous spellings, when they occur, and dated letters instead of giving manuscript pages as references. Mary’s account – quoted from her manuscript of The Pope of Russell Square – is rendered in regular type, while my contextual commentary on the events and meetings she describes are rendered in italic type. (There are occasional deviations from this rule for the sake of smooth transitions.) I have kept my focus tight: on Mary Trevelyan’s experience of her friend, and her observations of him. But there was much about his life of which she was not aware. While the reader’s experience will not completely mirror Mary’s, the sense I wish to give is that of seeing Eliot through Mary’s eyes. I refer to her throughout as ‘Mary’, and to Eliot by his surname. This seems to me to reflect the enduring formality of their relationship, even if that was a formality of which she herself was not entirely aware.

         It is a truism, in the twenty-first century, to say that Eliot’s legacy is complex. As Lyndall Gordon has written, he was at one time considered to be ‘the moral spokesman29 of the twentieth century’. She noted, however, that ‘as that century now recedes from view the question is rising whether the huge power of his voice to engage our souls can sustain sympathy for a man who was stranger and more intolerant than his disarming masks would have us believe’. That strangeness and intolerance pervades Mary’s manuscript. One of the fascinations of reading it is the way in which those qualities are far more apparent to the reader than they were to the writer, who was, to a great extent, blinded by her own regard and affection. Eliot, perhaps, doesn’t come out of it very well. But greatness and what is considered virtue – or at least good behaviour – do not necessarily go hand in hand. 13

         In the years of his friendship with Mary – years in which she often arranged his life, and had intimate knowledge of that life – Eliot’s was a cultural voice unparalleled in the Western canon of literature; he transformed the nature and form of that literature, and his influence is enduring and profound. Mary’s direct voice has been largely unheard: she offers a clear portrait of a hitherto unseen T. S. Eliot. She wanted you to hear her story. Here it is. 14
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         T. S. Eliot was all the rage in the student world. Young men in corduroy trousers, floppy ties and long hair carried his poetry about with them and looked intense. In July of this year he was invited to give a Poetry Reading at a Student Christian Movement Conference at Swanwick, in Derbyshire. I had lately been travelling round the world and had therefore missed the tremendous excitement created by Murder in the Cathedral. The long run had just finished when I returned and I did not see it myself until 1947.

         
             

         

         She begins her account of this transformative friendship with characteristic modesty. But it is worth describing something of Mary Trevelyan’s travels in the years just before she met Eliot, for it gives a sense of her passion, her ambition – and her dauntless character. She had three aims for this round-the-world trip,1 she would write: to discover how Indian students had fared after returning to their home continent from London; to go to China and Japan to visit students she had come to know; but also to come to a greater understanding of their cultural, familial and educational background, so as better to assist students from those countries when they arrived in Britain. She planned also to go to the United States, and study international student work there. 

         And so she left for Ceylon, on 1 December 1936, sailing aboard a Japanese ship, the Hakusan Maru. While on board she heard the news of the abdication of Edward VIII. She felt ‘as if the whole British Empire was crumbling’,2 she wrote. For nearly four months she travelled all across Ceylon, then from Madras to Bombay and on to Karachi before flying to Delhi. Flying was still a novel form of transport, and it was Mary’s first flight: the pilot invited her to come to the cockpit. To get there she had to crawl through a narrow passage full of luggage, on all fours, but ‘once 16there it was marvellous,3 though the noise was absolutely deafening and no conversation was possible between the pilot and myself’. From Delhi she went on to Lahore, Peshawar and finally to Calcutta. It had been five years since her last visit: she noted now ‘a new confidence’ in Indians; she remarked that ‘even now the behaviour of some English people4 towards Indians is quite deplorable’. 

         At the end of March 1937 she left India for Burma, Penang and Singapore. Wherever she was, she pitched herself into the life of the place: she wrote of going to see a film at midnight in Rangoon – ‘the “stalls” had no seats,5 so the audience squatted, closely packed, on the sandy floor’. She took another flight to China (‘a completely new country to me’,6 she wrote with energetic delight): this time in a plane which ‘appeared to be tied together with string7 and only the force of the wind kept the door at my side closed’. She then departed for Japan, despite some misgivings – having spent a month in China, she was aware of the rising tensions between the two nations. Not long after she left for home the Sino-Japanese war broke out, provoked by Japanese territorial expansion into mainland China. Yet Mary remained open-minded about Japan: ‘I could not fail to be charmed8 by the country and by the courtesy and hospitality of my Japanese friends.’ 

         She travelled on a liner to San Francisco – her first trip to America – to see the International Houses9 for students built by John D. Rockefeller, in New York, Chicago and Berkeley. These were residential houses, far grander than anything Mary could offer her students in Bloomsbury, but she regarded these American efforts with a gimlet eye, thinking their grandeur was all on the surface: ‘True international friendship10 does not gloss over difficulties and differences, but makes opportunities for discussion together.’ She saw what she called too much ‘vague sentiment’ of goodwill. 

         In her six weeks in the United States she took in a great number of its famous sites: Hollywood, the Grand Canyon, the Rockies, Niagara Falls. She was also very much interested in what she called a ‘particular problem’11 about which she was anxious to learn: that of the ‘American Negro’. She 17met Elmer Carter, editor of Opportunity: Journal of Negro Life; the magazine published writers such as Zora Neale Hurston and Langston Hughes and was a cornerstone of the Harlem Renaissance. Carter was a significant figure in the civil rights movement:12 Mary called him ‘a man of great wisdom and balance’.13 ‘He was emphatic that a vague enthusiasm for the Negro cause was no help, they wanted recognition and the rights of an American citizen.’ She met with Bill Robinson, the famous tap-dancer; after strolling through Harlem, she was taken out to supper by Carter. She was the only white person in the restaurant and the other patrons stared at her. ‘I thought of the many coloured students14 whom I had entertained in restaurants in London, when they, doubtless, shared my feelings!’ After dinner they went to the Savoy Ballroom, where they listened to ‘the hottest jazz’; it was midnight before she could tear herself away. 

         This brief account of her trip gives a glimpse of the nature of her life, her boldness, her sense of adventure, the way in which she was open to experience, to cultures different from her own. She sailed back to England on 14 July 1937 as Europe was moving closer to war. Mary’s concerns, upon her return, were more immediate: the lease of the house on Russell Square was due to expire and Student Movement House required a new home. Mary spearheaded an effort to raise funds to buy the freehold of 103 Gower Street, ‘a very tall, thin house15 about one hundred years old, with a large studio built out behind it, all ready for conversion into the main clubroom’. That she managed this feat in increasingly anxious political circumstances is another testament to her vigour – but also to her vision. She saw that raising funds for Student Movement House could have a significance beyond her own individual aims: ‘I suddenly realised that now, if ever, was the time16 to save the House. Now, if ever, the British Public might realise that we were talking sense; now, if ever they would be ready to put money into international friendship.’ On 12 March 1938, German forces marched into Austria; in September, the British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain met with Adolf Hitler to reach an agreement setting out a timetable and terms for the Nazi takeover of the German-speaking areas of Czechoslovakia, the Sudetenland. Mary 18called this time ‘the most difficult period17 I have ever known in the House, not excepting the outbreak of war a year later’. At news of the Munich Agreement the students were ‘numb and speechless’. 

         
            
[image: ]Students from India relax at Student Movement House.

            

         

         As Mary saw it, the presence of T. S. Eliot in the midst of this was an important distraction for her charges. It is difficult to overstate the importance of his cultural cachet at the time, particularly for young people – as Mary noted. E. M. Forster had written a decade before: ‘Mr Eliot’s work, particularly “The Waste Land”, has made a profound impression on them, and given them precisely the food they needed. And by “the young” I mean those men and women between the ages of eighteen and thirty whose opinions one most respects, and whose reactions one most admires. He is the most important author of their day.’18 

         There could be little arguing with that sentiment. Eliot had begun his working life as a schoolteacher, before joining Lloyd’s Bank in 1917. He spent eight years working there,19 beginning in the Colonial & Foreign 19Department – and his dress and manner could still reflect his former profession. But by the time he met Mary he was firmly established in the literary firmament.20 Eliot’s seminal poem ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ had been published nearly a quarter of a century earlier, in 1915; ‘The Waste Land’ appeared in 1922; that same year the influential quarterly magazine The Criterion was launched, with Eliot at the editorial helm, establishing him as both artist and critic. ‘The Hollow Men’ (1925) and ‘Ash Wednesday’ (1930) followed, cementing his stature at the centre of English-language literature. When Mary and Eliot first became acquainted, his play Murder in the Cathedral had been a sensation, despite what might have seemed unlikely or even unpromising beginnings. In the summer of 1934 Eliot had been invited by George Bell,21 the Bishop of Chichester, to write a religious drama to be staged in the Chapter House of Canterbury Cathedral. Eliot took as his subject the assassination of Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury under Henry II, murdered in 1170 after falling out with the king. The first performance took place on 15 June 1935, with the Roman Catholic actor Robert Speaight as Becket. Conrad Aiken wrote in the New Yorker that ‘One’s feeling was that here at last was the English language literally being used,22 itself becoming the stuff of drama, turning alive with its own natural poetry.’ The play opened in London in November 1935; it was televised for the BBC in December 1936 and toured around Britain before crossing the Atlantic23 to Boston and New York. 

         But Mary’s concerns were practical, not literary, and as her friendship with Eliot began, so it would continue. One of the most striking features of the way she writes about him, and the way that she perceives him, is that she is unfazed by his fame. She is outside his circle of literary admirers and is plain-spoken in her account.

         
             

         

         His visit to the conference seemed to worry the organisers. He had a reputation for being remote and quite incomprehensible. My business there was to direct the music. Perhaps it was thought that I was freer than those who were organising lectures and discussion, and 20perhaps because I was considered tough, at any rate I was detailed to look after the Great Man. I soon discovered that this was quite an undertaking. My first impression of my charge was that he looked cold and miserable and as though he wished he hadn’t come. I have no doubt that I was right. It transpired that he had a cold in the head and a stiff neck, which was very painful. But he was kind to me and, I thought, sympathised with me in my difficult task and did his best to help. He read ‘The Waste Land’ and ‘The Hollow Men’ I remember, with his head on one side, a harsh voice and a face of acute agony. As soon as he decently could, he disappeared to bed and looked much brighter in the morning as he climbed into a taxi and went off to catch his train back to London.

         I well remember that first visit.24 He came with a lady who I took to be (but wasn’t) his wife. The students came in crowds to listen to him and hero-worshipped him to their hearts’ content. After the Reading I asked a selected few to meet him. This was not an unqualified success. The students were nervous and gauche. The Poet looked terrified. Perhaps this was the only occasion on which I was really thankful to see him go.

         At the end of the conference it was the custom to produce a topical entertainment. With the help of a friend I put on a parody of ‘The Hollow Men’, read by a natural mimic from the University of Cambridge – harsh voice, stiff neck and all. Having suspected T.S.E. of a sense of humour I boldly sent him a copy of the parody and received in reply a kindly and amused letter of which I was extremely proud.

         
             

         

         Her parody begins a pattern of teasing: 

         
            
               Here is Lady Proctor,25 the lady of the Week,

               The Lady of kind welcomes.

               Here is the man with Gumboots, and here is the Bugle,

               And here is the famous Poet, and this card, 21

               Which is blank, is the stiffness which he carries

               In his neck, which I am forbidden to see …

            

         

         While her description of Eliot recalls one of Virginia Woolf’s early impressions – ‘Pale, marmoreal Eliot26 … like a chapped office boy on a high stool with a cold in his head’ – it is too a no-nonsense account which calls to mind Humphrey Carpenter’s sense of being treated, in her company, as both an adult and a very small boy. 

         This recounting holds in its shadows so much that would separate Mary from Tom Eliot. There was a great deal she did not know about him, and much that would be concealed as their friendship grew, though she would not perceive that concealment. 

         It was in this month of this year that Eliot’s wife, Vivien, was found wandering the streets in Marylebone, talking ‘in a very confused and unintelligible manner’,27 as her brother Maurice wrote to Eliot; Eliot had left her five years before. By the following month she had been committed to Northumberland House,28 a private asylum in North London. 

         Nor did Mary know anything about the woman who she took to be Eliot’s wife: that was, most likely, Emily Hale. Eliot and Emily Hale had met around 1912 at the Cambridge, Massachusetts house of his mother’s sister; they were performing amateur dramatics devised by Eliot’s younger cousin Eleanor Hinkley. Hinkley adapted scenes from novels, including Jane Austen’s Emma; in one of these her friend Emily played the snobbish Mrs Elton, and Eliot played Mr Woodhouse. Emily, three years younger than Eliot, had grown up in Boston. Her father was a Unitarian minister;29 an infant brother died when she was young, resulting in her mother’s mental breakdown. She attended Miss Porter’s School in Connecticut,30 founded in 1843 by Sarah Porter, who intended, as the school’s website says today, to create ‘an intentional community for young women to gain greater agency in their lives’. She would go on to teach speech and drama, and to become a dramatic figure in Eliot’s life, an embodiment of the idea of romantic attraction but not its realisation. As Lyndall Gordon has written, Emily’s ‘attachment to [Eliot31] – he was 22undoubtedly the love of her life – suggests the possibility of stronger feeling than he perhaps perceived’. 

         Throughout the course of what Mary imagined to be her intimate friendship with Eliot, his connection to Emily Hale would remain almost completely hidden from Mary – though perhaps what looks like subterfuge to a twenty-first-century eye was, to Eliot, a kind of efficient separation. But in this first encounter the reader can see what Mary did not: and indeed, never could. 
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         The war came, and Mary did not see Eliot again until 1940. In early April 1939 Student Movement House departed Russell Square1 for Gower Street. War was declared on 3 September, and a few days later Mary would write that they had to close the restaurant in the house. There was a snack bar ‘in the one room we can light properly. We all crowd in,2 eat, play shove ha’penny and chess unendingly and listen to the daily horrors from Poland.’ 

         Eliot had been writing another play, The Family Reunion, at the end of 1938; it opened at the Westminster Theatre in March 1939. In January 1939 the last edition of the Criterion appeared.3 In October 1939 Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats was published by Faber and Faber, its cover drawn by Eliot himself.4 In February came ‘The Waste Land’ and Other Poems;5 the second of Four Quartets, ‘East Coker’, was published in March in the New English Weekly. Two reprints were made; Faber and Faber published the poem as a pamphlet in September and it sold nearly 12,000 copies. 

         
             

         

         Throughout the Blitz, which started in the second week in September, we had a difficult time with the students, particularly the refugees. Tom was fire-watching (and writing ‘Little Gidding’) three nights a week in London. On one occasion, when the nervous strain was affecting the students to a despairing extent, I asked him to come and do an extra Reading. He saved the situation – calming the students simply by reading quietly, almost monotonously, to them. It was a memorable occasion. Only later did I learn that he had been on duty fire-watching both the night before and the night after the Reading, so it was a real act of heroism. 24

         
             

         

         On 7 September, ‘Black Saturday’, German bombers attacked London, the first of fifty-seven nights of consecutive bombing. Eliot had signed on as an air-raid warden in Kensington, staying up two nights a week, looking out for fires caused by the attacks: exhausting work which found echo in the ‘interminable night’6 of ‘Little Gidding’, the final section of Four Quartets, which would be published in 1942. 

         Mary kept close and anxious watch over the young people in her care, young people far from home. ‘For the first time in its history,7 we had to give up keeping the House open until ten-thirty p.m. and took to closing down half an hour before black-out, for the shrapnel was too heavy to allow students to return to their lodgings in safety and our air-raid shelter was far too small for our numbers.’ In late September, the Indian Students’ Union, the House’s opposite neighbour, took a direct hit, causing much damage to the House. ‘We were windowless,8 doorless, ceiling-less, gas-less, and even water-less for long periods,’ Mary wrote. She wondered if the House should be closed down, but felt it played too vital a role for the students still there. Her private war diaries, kept in 1940 and 1941, show her brisk attitude of realistic stoicism. ‘A perfectly hellish night,’9 she wrote on 4 October 1940, ‘with four high explosive bombs dropped within 150 feet of us at 10.30 pm. Rather to my surprise, however, I slept reasonably well.’ Six days later she noted ‘an awful day – traffic in rain hellish. A bomb on St Paul’s which destroyed the High Altar – but no casualties. The Headmaster of Wellington killed walking out of his house!’ 

         She was well aware, too, that some of her charges faced an uncertain fate. In June 1940 she had organised a recital by Peter Stadlen,10 an eminent Austrian pianist who had emigrated to Britain following the Nazi takeover of his homeland. He would shortly thereafter be interned in Britain and sent to Australia until 1942; Austrian and German members of SCM faced the same fate. ‘At the end of June we had Pre-Internment Dance11 at which every potential internee was greeted, as he entered the room, with shouts of “still here?”’ This treatment caused ‘infinite distress to many of our firmest friends, whose one thought had been how they could help Britain to defeat Germany’. 25

         
            
[image: ]Students from Abyssinia, India, France and Russia play chess at SMH.

            

         

         Student Movement House produced their nativity play – an annual feature – as the year drew to a close. There was always ‘a most unorthodox cast, of Christians and non-Christians, [playing] to a very large audience, the majority of whom were not Christian themselves. This year it was a particularly moving occasion and was surely one of the most remarkable presentations of the Christmas story given in this saddest Christmas since Christ was born.’ The performers came from many different nations: ‘All over the world, in Germany, Japan,12 China, Africa, India, Italy, are young men and women who have taken part in this play in former years, and some of them at least will have remembered the Watchman’s cry, “God keep our land from hostile hand and fire and brand,” and the message of Gabriel, “The Child that is born to set men free!”’ 

         Mary invited a special guest this year; he was able to take the time from his work, and his fire-watching duties, to attend. 
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         I began to see him oftener. He came to the students’ Nativity Play – an adaptation of the York, Wakefield and Coventry plays – and was so pleased with it that he came every year until I left in 1946. After his first visit he asked if I would lunch with him one day in the New Year and then (characteristically) disappeared for three months. But he reappeared and the lunch took place at Viani’s in Charlotte Street. He asked me to choose a restaurant and I found myself in a quandary, as I didn’t know if he was well off or poor. It was a long and fascinating lunch. As we walked back in the spring sunshine I teased him a little and asked him what he was like as a little boy. He embarked immediately on a lengthy story which started: ‘Born on the Mississippi …’ And I was both amused and flattered at having my hand held for an unusually long time on parting.

         
             

         

         Intimations of the course of their friendship appear in this passage: the choice of a restaurant; the way she notes what she believes to be an offer of intimacy; his characteristic disappearance following their meeting; her teasing of him; her questioning personal rather than literary. Though she had noted that he had been at work on ‘Little Gidding’, for the most part she would not remark in detail on his writing. 

         What began to draw them together was their commitment to the Christian faith. Peter Ackroyd has written of Eliot’s ‘new Christian activism’1 around this time; in 1936 he had been a member of the Archbishop’s committee preparing for a conference to be held at Oxford on Church, community and service: there he read a paper on ‘The Ecumenical Nature of the Church and Its Responsibility Towards the World’. He attended meetings at Lambeth Palace in early 1938 to consider the formation of a British section of the World Council of Churches; later that year he took 27part in a meeting of the Council on the Christian Faith and the Common Life. 

         This engagement took place at a time when participation in traditional Christian life was beginning to decline.2 The terrible cost, both human and material, of the First World War had presented an enormous challenge to personal faith, and while the Second World War would not see a significant decline in church attendance (as far as figures are reliably available), there was certainly no increase, and church attendance would continue to fall from this time forward. Mary and Eliot were brought together by what might be seen as an embattled faith. 

         Mary, meanwhile, sought distraction during the Blitz by writing From the Ends of the Earth, an account of her experiences and her travels as Warden of the Student Movement House. She submitted it to Eliot at Faber and Faber, and he was sympathetic when she expressed anxiety over its possible publication. It wasn’t only his decision, he wrote to her on 23 August: ‘You must just compare it to waiting in a queue for a lemon and an onion.’ In a memo in the archives of Faber and Faber dated 1 August, he described Mary as ‘an extremely nice woman’; he said of Student Movement House that ‘it is an extremely useful benevolent institution and Miss Trevelyan runs it very well’. That said, in the memo he described the manuscript – then called Strangers and Sojourners – as ‘rather scrappy’; while he said that her account of her students and their difficulties was ‘extraordinarily interesting’ he still doubted ‘whether the book has enough structure to justify its publication’. He admitted he might be wrong on that front: ‘It is easy reading for anybody.’ His doubts were overruled:3 the book would be published in 1942. 

         She saw his taking her hand in the spring sunshine after a pleasant lunch as a signal of possibility. She began to turn to him for counsel: in the autumn she became part of the team of a BBC radio programme called ‘The Anvil’, described in the Radio Times as ‘Christians meet to answer listeners’ questions’.4 He wrote to her with his thoughts on the weekly questions; she preserved these in her manuscript. He offered 28his reflections, for instance, on ‘National and International Culture’. Prospects for culture, he opined in November, were not good. While his dismissal of internationalism reads uncomfortably today, his analysis shows the danger of binary systems, a danger that has not disappeared, to say the least. Politically, he wrote, there is a tendency to sympathise with either nationalism or internationalism, but both are bad for culture. The one is too narrow; the other is not rooted in anything. Internationalism tends to ‘sterilise culture’ by disconnecting it from the local, and by its recognition as class rather than race as a marker for division. There could be no culture, he wrote, without ‘a culture’. He questioned the pressure for writers to make their work accessible to the maximum number of readers. His musings, however, never made it onto the air – Mary clearly didn’t think they would sound convincing when spoken by her. 

         
             

         

         Unfortunately (or perhaps fortunately, for I could hardly get away with these remarks on my own) although we saw the questions beforehand we were never allowed to bring any notes to the broadcasts and even when I thought I had mastered Tom’s comments, I never managed to memorise them well enough to be of any use in front of a microphone.

         
             

         

         Eliot’s fame continued to grow. He wrote to Martin Browne5 – who had directed that first production of Murder in the Cathedral and with whom he would continue to collaborate – that public activity was a ‘drug’. ‘Burnt Norton’, the first of Four Quartets, had originally appeared in a collection of Eliot’s early poems published in 1936; Faber and Faber produced a separate edition in February 1941; a week later ‘The Dry Salvages’ was published in the New English Weekly. The Times Literary Supplement remarked on its quality of ‘bleak resignation’.6 But on a lighter note – as Mary remarked – that autumn he gave her a copy of Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats, inscribed to her, and with a limerick on the title page,7 to boot. ‘Miss Mary Trevelyan 29/ Is like Godfrey of Bouillion. / For his name means pottage / And her name means cottage …’ (Her Cornish family name derives from ‘trev’, a homestead.) It was the beginning of an exchange of gifts that would go back and forth between them for the next fifteen years. 
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         In the autumn of this year ‘Little Gidding’ saw the completion of some of the last – and perhaps the greatest – poetry Tom was to write (not including two plays) in the time that I knew him.

         The year opened for me with a curious affair of X. Tom came to see me and asked if I would ‘take on’ a young gentleman for him and see what I could do with the problem. He was a wild poet from the East with a passion for T.S.E. He had married an English girl, they were very unhappy and he drank a great deal. One evening, after I had accepted the charge, he set fire to his clothes, because they had been pressed and cleaned by his wife. On another occasion, at 11 p.m., the near-by hospital telephoned that one of my flock was in Casualty, having run into a lamp-post under the impression that it was his wife. I collected the patient and took him back in a taxi to his very sordid Kensington lodging. There was a brilliant moon and a considerable possibility of air-raids. He lay back in the taxi, his feet on the opposite seat, reciting yards of ‘The Waste Land’. After some weeks of struggle I telephoned Tom, to report. I could not resist telling him of a particular episode. The young poet lay back in my office chair, his eyes closed, remarking: ‘I had a fantasy last night. I dreamed that you were my mother and Mr Eliot was my father.’ A dry chuckle from Tom at this: ‘I really think we might have done better than that!’

         The whole affair was the beginning of more frequent meetings, for meals, conversations in my office, long telephone calls and Christian names. Tom would ring up and talk, sometimes for half an hour. I remember, in the course of one of these talks, he said: ‘Stop me if I am becoming garrulous’. The same afternoon, at an Anvil lunch, Dr Welch (then Director of Religious Broadcasting) asked me: ‘Do you know T. S. Eliot? Does he ever speak? He seems such a silent person.’ 31

         
             

         

         The ‘curious affair of X’ concerned Meary James Thurairajah Tambimuttu,1 a Tamil poet from Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) who had arrived in Britain at the age of twenty-two and established himself on the literary scene as the founder of Poetry London (1939–51); Eliot admired his work. He had married an Englishwoman named Jacqueline Stanley in 1940: the marriage was difficult.2 Mary and Eliot together tried to persuade3 the young poet to return home to Ceylon, then under British control; it’s hardly surprising that he did not wish to do so, as the island was on the front line of the war against the Japanese. Tambimuttu would remain in Britain – and his connection to Eliot would endure. 

         The episode reveals a great deal about the developing pattern of Mary’s relationship with Eliot: first, that he appreciated her practicality, her ability to deal with troubled young people, or young people in troubling situations – some time in the summer of the year before he had noted that she must be a ‘mainstay’ for her ‘waifs’. It reveals too his willingness, perhaps, to hand off problems to others, and to look away from what made him uncomfortable. But this episode also shows Mary noting – as she would continue to do – the disparity between the Tom Eliot revealed to her, and the T. S. Eliot that others saw. The former was amusing, confiding; the latter stiff and silent. This is the beginning of her portrait of the intimacy which would come to mean so much to her. She reproduced his notes to her ‘exactly as he typed or wrote them – spelling, punctuation and all’. That too demonstrates what she saw as an intimacy: in writing to her, the great poet might let down his guard. 

         He often wrote to her from Shamley Green,4 Surrey, a village to which he retreated during the Second World War. It was the home of his friends Emily Lina Mirrlees and her daughter Hope, a writer whose long poem Paris was published by the Hogarth Press in 1920. The household was a large one,5 with many evacuees from all over London, mainly women and children, along with numerous cats and dogs. He would return to London a couple of nights a week for his work at Faber and Faber and his duties as an air-raid warden. 

         
             

         

         32I used to hope, anxiously, that he would never be near a bomb, for he wouldn’t know what to do. But he had some rough nights – and gained some of his inspiration for ‘Little Gidding’.

         
             

         

         The first complete typescript6 of ‘Little Gidding’ is dated July 1941; he revised the poem across August and September 1942. Mary includes a page of Eliot’s undated notes for another ‘Anvil’ discussion, in which he cautions against retribution against the Germans: Britain would be at risk of ‘doing ourselves a moral injury’, despite a natural desire to ‘see ’em suffer’. He adds a postscript, however: ‘With regard to foreign nations, the maxim of Old Foxy … is to be adopted: ALWAYS SUSPECT EVERYBODY.’ It’s hard to imagine that this was Mary’s attitude to ‘foreign nations’; but she makes no remark. This was the first letter he wrote her that he signed off ‘Tom Possum’. Possum was the nickname given to him by Ezra Pound in the early 1920s. The name – from an American animal that plays dead when threatened – originally appears in The Stories of Uncle Remus, tales adapted from African American folklore by the American journalist and author Joel Chandler Harris. Eliot often read the Remus stories aloud7 to the Shamley Green crowd. 

         In the spring of this year he undertook a tour of Sweden for the British Council. Mary received a ‘notable’ letter, all in one paragraph, dated 29 June 1942, ‘SS Peter & Paul, 1942’. This is the very first of many letters dated by the calendar of saints: in acknowledging their shared faith this created another bond between them. 

         
             

         

         I ought to have explained to you long ago that I had an Irish grandmother, of a respectable family founded by a man who tried to steal the Crown Jewels. This accounts for a good deal but is far from being the whole story. In my father’s family is an hereditary taint, going back for centuries, which expresses itself in an irresistible tendency to sit on committees … I had to dine with an old friend from Cheshire who in better days was a portrait painter of horses; and I have to do two memoranda about Sweden; I have got involved purely 33out of good nature with a film producer; Miss Storm Jameson wants me to write a poem for a Red Cross Book; I have had to correspond with the Master of Balliol; somebody has knitted me a pair of socks which are big enough to go over my boots …

         
             

         

         He closed the letter with an invitation to have lunch or dinner and ‘tell all that has happened since I have been away’. It is signed ‘your faithful and humble friend’. She preserves too a couple of delightful little personal verses, written especially for her: 

         
            
               To Miss Trevelyan

               Who must needs have efficient nous

               To live in a mission house

               Without cook, maid or scullion.

            

         

         In scrapbook style, she pasted into the manuscript a postcard of Little Gidding church in Huntingdonshire and a copy of the poem printed in the New English Weekly. She also preserved a review by Desmond MacCarthy in which he wrote that ‘I found “Little Gidding” a singularly moving, singularly beautiful8 poem’ on account of its ‘still-deep beauty’ and ‘wistful, artful sincerity’. 

         It is notable that in this year Mary made no mention of the publication of her own book, From the Ends of the Earth. It is a warm-hearted account of a decade’s worth of work welcoming students from all over the world to London. She saw clearly that these young people were not to be dismissed: that they were the future, and that their goodwill could foster fellowship across the globe. ‘Are students so important?’ she asked her readers rhetorically. ‘They talk a lot of nonsense,9 they think they know everything. They are easily swayed, unreliable creatures, full of enthusiasm, full of contempt for the old-fashioned views of their elders … But it is … possible to sow the seeds of real friendship, tolerance and understanding and much else that is good among the products of a free and democratic country. It is possible to send back to many lands young people with happy memories 34of England, people who look forward to acting as interpreters between their countries and ours. These people can make a real contribution to the peace of the world.’ 
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         The reviews – and there were quite a few – were admiring. ‘The dislocating effects of war on social life10 are strikingly revealed by Miss 35Trevelyan in her readable account of the activities of the London University Student Club,’ remarked the Irish Independent. According to Tatler,11 ‘Miss Trevelyan writes of all these young people as being so much present (in memory) that one can hardly realise they have gone away.’ The magazine said the book was recommended ‘as a help to much understanding that we shall need’. And the Manchester Evening News was even more enthusiastic, with hopes that a book like Mary’s could have a powerful political effect. The book, wrote the critic, was ‘a fascinating account12 of an experiment in international understanding … the influence of which may yet help to pull the world out of the abyss’. 

         But Mary kept herself out of the frame. It’s clear that her work found a wide and appreciative audience, but there could only be one writer in her relationship with T. S. Eliot. 

         On 15 September he wrote to tell her of all his appointments, including sharing a stage with John Gielgud at the Royal Society of Dramatic Art, and then remarked that …

         
             

         

         I have an uneasy feeling that in November I have to do a talk, chat or reading, I forget which, for

         
            
               Miss Trevelyan’s

               Tatterdemallions

               And sundry rapscallions …

            

         

         Up until this point Mary had known very little of Eliot’s personal life, and nothing at all about his first wife, Vivien. Eliot and Vivien Haigh-Wood had met in Oxford in the spring of 1915; they were both twenty-six years old. She had been born in Bury, Lancashire, but grew up London. Slender and with dark hair, she was a lively woman and a fine dancer.13 They married at the end of June,14 without the knowledge of either set of parents. Many years later Eliot would write: 36

         
            I think that all I wanted of Vivien was a flirtation15 or mild affair: I was too shy and unpractised to achieve either with anybody. I believe that I came to persuade myself that I was in love with her simply because I wanted to burn my boats and commit myself to staying in England. And she persuaded herself … that she would save the poet by keeping him in England. To her the marriage brought no happiness … To me it brought the state of mind out of which came ‘The Waste Land’.

         

         They were badly mismatched; she was plagued by ill health. The qualities that had attracted him16 – her sensitivity, her daring – came to repel him. The struggle and tension did not only run one way: she suffered from what she called his ‘black silent moods,17 and [his] irritability’, as she wrote to his mother in 1917. ‘Tom is IMpossible,’18 she wrote to a friend in 1919. ‘Full of nerves, really not well, very bad cough, very morbid and grumpy. I wish you had him!’ 

         Eliot’s friends were often unsympathetic to his increasingly isolated wife. ‘Was there ever such a torture19 since life began!’ Virginia Woolf wrote in her diary towards the end of 1930. 

         
            To bear her on one’s shoulders, biting, wriggling, raving, scratching, unwholesome, powdered, insane, yet sane to the point of insanity, reading his letters, thrusting herself on us, coming in wavering, trembling – ‘Does your dog do that to frighten me?’ … And so on, until worn out with half an hour of it, we gladly see them go. This bag of ferrets is what Tom wears around his neck.

         

         Eliot had left her in 1933;20 on 10 July Virginia Woolf wrote that Eliot had left her ‘“irrevocably”; and she sits meanwhile21 in a flat decorated with pictures of him, and altars, and flowers’. 

         On 14 July 1938, Vivien’s brother Maurice Haigh-Wood wrote to Eliot that she was found ‘wandering in the streets22 at 5 o’clock this morning’. He contacted her doctor, who ‘feels V. must go either to Malmaison [a sanatorium near Paris] or to some home, and I am also inclined to think 37that, because there is no telling what will happen next’. He wrote to Eliot again on 17 August: two physicians ‘felt strongly that she should be put into a home’. She was taken to Northumberland House, a private asylum, after Eliot, in concert with her brother Maurice, authorised her committal. 

         In 1933 Eliot had written to his friend Alida Monro that he would prefer not to see Vivien again; he wrote to another friend that he anticipated spending the rest of his life in solitude.23 In his Collected Poems 1909–1935 ‘Ash Wednesday’ had originally been dedicated ‘To my Wife’; he removed that dedication24 in 1936. Learning of this unhappy history was another opportunity for Mary to feel close to Tom. 

         
             

         

         Early in the year I learned by chance … that Tom had been married, that his wife had gone out of her mind and that he had spent a terrible time with her – refusing the help of his friends – until she was finally taken to a Mental Asylum. Although it was obviously distressing for him to talk of that period of his life, he began to do so to me quite often when we were dining and he seemed to find some relief in telling me what he could about it. I have forgotten most of these talks, but I do remember one evening vividly, when he tried to tell me about ‘the terrible experience of watching a mind slipping from the real world to the world of imagination’. He told me they had been married very young and they had never been happy. He thought he had never been in love with Vivien. There was some insanity in her family but he had known of this only after her breakdown. Several times, when driving about London with him, he brought out memories of that time. In Trafalgar Square, pointing to some windows: ‘it was from there that Vivien threw her nightdress out of the window into the street in the middle of the night’. In Paddington, as we passed the dingy flats of Crawford Mansions: ‘we lived there – I was very unhappy. There is the pub – I used to watch the people coming out at Closing Time – that’s the origin of “Hurry up Ladies – its time”.’ 38

         
             

         

         In her recollection she misremembers, or misquotes, ‘HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME’ from ‘The Waste Land’. 

         
             

         

         In November of this year I heard that Maurice Reckitt was going round telling people that Tom had, during the worst period, entirely relied on him and had ‘consulted him at every turn’. With some hesitation I wrote and told him this.

         
             

         

         Reckitt was a writer and Christian sociologist who had corresponded with Eliot in the 1930s; Eliot had participated in the discussion groups25 he promoted. Eliot wrote to Mary on 16 November entirely refuting Reckitt’s account of a close friendship between the two men; he was, Eliot told Mary, ‘one of the last people I should have thought of confiding my private affairs to’. He had no recollection of sharing any of his marital distress with Reckitt. The revelation of Reckitt’s claim dismayed him, he told her, but ‘there is no personal friendship between us to be disturbed, and furthermore nothing of this sort could now hurt me. I sometimes have wondered, however, whether a number of untrue beliefs about this period of my life were not held by a number of people, without ever reaching my ears.’ Perhaps in telling Eliot of what she had heard from Reckitt, Mary had hoped herself for more personal revelation; but none was forthcoming. 

         In December he wrote to thank her for a gift of eggs, and to inform her that he had bought a new overcoat, ‘exactly like the old one – only fresher’. She invited him, of course, to the annual nativity play at Student Movement House, and to take a cup of tea afterwards. He wrote to her on 10 December in reply. 

         
             

         

         I find in the Book of Possum the Wise this maxim: ‘The only way to get anything done is to neglect something else!’ If I am silent, it only means that I have no cup of tea to propose. I should of course like a cup of tea after the Nativity, but I don’t want to divert your attention due to the Nobility, Gentry and Faculty and I shall only hope for a cup of tea with the generality. 39

         
             

         

         He did come to tea before Christmas.

         
             

         

         My office was littered with properties for the Nativity Play and profusely adorned with Christmas cards. While I was answering a telephone call, I heard Tom murmur, as he prowled round inspecting all this: ‘In many ways I infinitely prefer Good Friday’!

         
            
[image: ]Queen Elizabeth with the Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret with Mary at Student Movement House, 1942.
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