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            To Steve, of course
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            RHYTHM – is the pulsating arrangement of lines, spaces, masses, colours, emphasis … which carries the design and makes it live.

            Cyril Power

            
                

            

            Movement is a continuous line or curve.

Find that curve and feel the leap.

            Sybil Andrews
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            BEGINNINGS
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         On the evening of Thursday 4 July 1929, women in cloche hats and chiffon dresses, men in chalk-striped suits, or blazers and cravats, clattered up the steps to the Redfern Gallery in Old Bond Street. Inside they found a glowing array of prints, ochre and scarlet, sky blue and sea green, wild geometric patterns alongside boldly cut scenes of buses and escalators, horses and machines – the first exhibition of British linocuts. Some people laughed, others were entranced. This was a democratic art, claimed the organiser Claude Flight, and everyone could try it. Lino was cheap, he said, the best cutting tool was an old umbrella spoke and the easiest way to get a good impression was to rub the paper with the back of a toothbrush.1 Was this a joke, a child’s art class posing in a London gallery? Or was it, as Flight proposed, a new form, perfect for the modern world? It seemed that he was right. Linocuts, a small yet significant corner of avant-garde art between the wars, became a craze, their clear lines and bright colours shining out against the darkness of the Depression. Over the coming decade, the Redfern’s artists would see their work shown around the world, in exhibitions across Britain and Europe, in the USA and China, Canada and Australia.

         Linocuts were cheap, two or three guineas, good for presents – and that is how my own interest began. As a student, my father rowed in the college boat, ‘the eight’. When he married my mother, his best man, who had rowed in the same boat, gave him two linocuts on tissue paper. These were The Eight by Cyril Power and Bringing In the Boat by Sybil Andrews. I have known them all my life – in my father’s study, then my mother’s hall, blasted by sunshine, and finally on the stairs in my own home, and though I loved them I walked 2past them without a thought for years, hardly even reading the signatures. Recently, however, I began to wonder about the artists and their lives. When I found out more, I wanted to tell their story and look more closely at their work.

         In 1922, when Cyril was nearly fifty, he abandoned his twenty-year career as an architect, left his wife and four children, and set off to London to join Sybil, a twenty-four-year-old art student. At the end of her long life, far away in Canada, Sybil roundly denied that they were lovers – and who can deny her the right to possess the facts of her own life? There are many kinds of couples. If this story is, in the end, a love story, it may not be the kind we expect. To their friends they were certainly a unit, ‘Cyril and Sybil’. For twenty years they worked together until they went their own ways in 1943. At that point, or later, a great clearing-out occurred: all the letters that they wrote to each other over the years have disappeared, burnt, destroyed, lost. I have a vision of smoke rising from braziers in back gardens, scorched pages fluttering and curling, handwriting vanishing into air.

         They left scraps and fragments, Power scores of sketchbooks, Andrews scribbled appointment diaries and scrapbooks stuffed with cuttings and photos, music and cards – a ragged collage of two lives. We can, however, follow their journey as artists, from oddly matched watercolourists in a country town to innovatory print-makers at the heart of the London scene, from ‘Sybil and Cyril’ to ‘Andrews and Power’. Their prints summed up the dizzying mood and unease of the late 1920s and early 1930s, while at the same time they looked back, to a dream of a pre-industrial life. These contradictions, too, were part of their world. Their work, in all its variety, is the heart of the story, the core of this book.
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            I: MEETING
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            1: WAR
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         When Sybil Andrews came home to Bury St Edmunds in late 1918 the town was not quite the same. But then neither was she. Bury felt small after Bristol, where she had been welding aircraft parts. The smell of malt and hops still wafted over the streets from the Greene King brewery. She could still look up at the ironmongers, Andrews and Plumpton, in Guildhall Street, and see the window of the room where she was born, walk down to 117 Northgate Street where she had lived since she was seven and past the cathedral and the abbey ruins, to the rivers Linnet and Lark, meeting and flowing on to join the Ouse, running through the wetlands to the Wash and the grey North Sea. Yet though much was familiar, Bury had been marked by the war.

         The Suffolk Regiment served in all major battles on the Western Front, and in Macedonia and at Gallipoli. Sybil’s elder brother Geoffrey, a twenty-year-old engineer in 1914, fought in France and Belgium until a hunt for men with experience of motors led to a transfer to the Royal Flying Corps in 1916. He came home, wounded, after the Armistice, swathed in bandages and causing a stir in St Mary’s Church.1 But many boys never returned. Others were maimed, gassed or shocked. ‘It can seem very personal,’2 Sybil said, ‘one’s friends going away, coming back mutilated or not coming back at all.’ She kept some relics all her life, like the sheet music marked ‘sent from the trenches, from Billy Harvey’, a setting for ‘A Perfect Day’3 (‘Le Jour Divin’) with its poignant ending:

         
            
               Quand le crépuscule touche à sa fin,

               Et l’ami rend son dernier baiser!

               ——

            

         

         6War had always seemed near, yet unreal. At two Sybil had seen her uncle Henry Gardener Andrews in his Suffolk Yeomanry uniform with its bright yellow frogging, when he came to say goodbye to her mother before setting off to fight in the Boer War. (Henry stayed in South Africa, married and had children.) At six,4 in 1904 in the Butter Market, she watched the unveiling of the statue to the fallen in that war. In September 1912, when she was fourteen, a huge training exercise took place around Thetford, twelve miles away over the Norfolk border, drawing observers from across the world, from Germany to Argentina and Siam. Local papers reported that ten thousand people turned out to see the planes.5

         That was entertainment. Real war was not. Yet it felt exciting, in the baking summer of 1914. Boys Sybil knew were billeted in tents among the lakes and ponds, oaks and beeches of Hardwick on the edge of the town. They came to the Andrews’ house for meals or a bath and it amazed her that ‘here were all these men with aeroplanes and the latest equipment practicing manoeuvres on the Buttes, the place where they practiced with bows and arrows in earliest times’.6 Her bedroom window looked over stable yards, and she could hear the cavalry coming, ‘the clip of the horses hooves and the sharp commands of the officers – going off to the Station and to war.’7 Sybil organised dances at the Angel Hotel with a schoolfriend, Dorothy Jarman,8 daughter of the town photographer, who ‘met and married a young man right off’ – not Sybil’s style. ‘How sad dance music has sounded ever since the war began,’ as Rebecca West wrote.9

         Townsfolk grew used to soldiers in the streets, coming in from nearby training camps:10 the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders in their kilts, and men on their bikes from the local Cyclist Corps. In 1916, on the great Elveden estate in the heaths and forests of the Brecklands, north of Bury, men were trained to use the first tanks, to be shipped to the Somme that September. The noise of mock battles boomed across country, yet the Elveden Explosives Area became known as ‘the most secret place on earth’.11 Meanwhile, streams of 7wounded were sent back from the front. Four doors from Sybil’s home a house at 113 Northgate Street became a Red Cross hospital, and many women volunteered. Sybil had a photo of her mother Beatrice, serious in her nurse’s uniform,12 hands in the pockets of her starched skirt, her narrow waist cinched by a belt, hair tucked beneath cap, watch pinned to chest.

         On the night of 29 April 1915, a Zeppelin crossed the East Anglian coast, pounding Yarmouth and Ipswich before heading for Bury. First a looming shadow appeared against bright moonlight, then booms and thuds, the clatter of roof tiles and roar of flames. All the street lights were on, despite the Lighting Act, and more light flooded out as people opened windows to see what was happening. One incendiary narrowly missed the Andrews’13 ironmongers, which escaped burning only because the east wind blew the flames away. A year later, on 31 March 1916, a second Zeppelin attack killed seven people, including a young mother and two of her four children. The horse-drawn funeral procession weaved past pavements packed with soldiers, small boys in caps and women pushing prams. When the War Memorial was put up in 1921, it bore the names of 427 Bury men who died overseas, and the seven who perished at home.14

         
            *

         

         Sybil was quick and clever. When she left Thetford Grammar School in the summer of 1915, aged seventeen, she worked for five months for a land agent in Daventry in Northamptonshire, leaving with a glowing testimonial to her typing and shorthand and keeping of rentals and wage-books.15 But then, as she said, she was ‘pitchforked into war’.16

         In Bury, the garage of Thomas Nice & Co. in Abbeygate Street became a small munitions factory where women made shells, and the engineering firm of Robert Boby was subcontracted to Vickers,17 8to make armaments. In July 1915 Boby’s appealed to the Women’s Social and Political Union (who turned from suffrage to a nationalistic war effort) for women who could work lathes and drills. Sybil could work a lathe: she had spent her childhood running in and out of the family ironmongers, and in 1916 she enrolled in the Women’s Welding School at Notting Hill. The first of its kind, the school was run by Miss E. C.18 Woodward, ‘a metal worker of long standing’, squat and smiling in her overalls and leather apron. The first thing Sybil learned was how to use the low-pressure acetylene torch, her eyes protected by black goggles, her hair under her cap, aiming at ‘metal so welded you feel it is impossible it ever could have been two pieces’.19 From London Sybil went to the Standard Motor Works in Coventry, welding parts for biplanes like the Sopwith Camel, clocking in at six thirty in the morning and off at eight at night. The next stop was Bristol, working on the first all-metal planes. The legendary ‘Bristol Fighter’, the F2B with its Rolls-Royce engine, made its maiden flight in September 1916: within eighteen months the factories at Brislington and Filton, where Sybil worked, were producing over two thousand aircraft a year. The atmosphere was intense: the flashing sparks, the foot-long yellow flame flaring from the nozzle of the blowpipe, the smell of oil and hot metal, the shouts and quips and songs. She could always work furiously under pressure and she joked about the dangers in a poem, ‘Ten Little Welder Girls’:20

         
            
               Ten little welder girls sitting in a line.

               One blew up her safety valve,

               Then there were nine.

            

         

         She remained inspired by the power and dynamism of industry and labour. In her linocut Sledgehammers (1933), men swing hammers at a central forge, its glow lighting their arms and faces. She based this on a scene remembered from the war. At Coventry the 9women welders only used the smaller blowpipes, but one day there was a call from the blacksmith’s shop to bring a large blowpipe to tackle something awkward that they couldn’t deal with in the furnaces. As all the men were busy, she was sent, forced to handle a huge blowpipe that she had never used before. ‘It frightened the life out of me,’21 she said, adding briskly, ‘most exciting’:

         
            There were five men waiting in the Blacksmiths Shop with sledgehammers – the dark shop – just the glow from the furnace.22 They were stripped to the waist and heavily tattooed and made a wonderful picture and together with the rhythm of the sledge strikes, for me, unforgettable. 1 Stroke 2 Stroke 3 Stroke 4 Stroke 5 Stroke Crash-Crash – and the sparks flying and the glow from the red-hot metal – it was like something out of time, old time.

         

         When the Armistice was declared on 11 November 1918, the Filton factory closed for three days’ holiday. Two weeks later the Ministry of Munitions ended all contracts for Bristol Fighters. Like hundreds of others, Sybil went home.

         She kept a photograph taken in Bristol,23 in a serious pose, wearing pearls and black muslin sleeves, her thick brown hair swept to one side. This was not the Sybil her friends knew. In other pictures she is slim and gangly and slightly awkward, with a chopped-off fringe, broad face and grin. But the photo held a certain truth, for her war work also showed her serious side. When she fell ill with pneumonia in Coventry, a friend took her to a Christian Scientist healer, a connection she returned to later. And if physical sickness could be healed, emotional pain could be thrust down too. ‘I’m so sorry,24 old thing, that years back you had trouble,’ wrote one of Sybil’s friends, ‘G’, who had been jilted. ‘Why didn’t you tell me about it & let me try to help when you were in Cov.? Still you evidently are braver than I … However, my dear, you are happy again now & I am awfully glad. You always were wonderfully cheery.’ 10

         True, Sybil was cheery, glad to be back with her family. But she was also restless. After an independent life it was hard to settle back.

         
            *

         

         Some of the planes that Sybil Andrews worked on were sent to the airfields on the Kent coast, like the one at Lympne, high on an escarpment looking down over the town of Hythe, where Second Lieutenant Cyril Edward Power – CEP as he often signed himself – was in charge of aircraft repair. A few miles away, in Folkestone, thousands of refugees had arrived from Belgium in 1914, and the small resort soon became the main embarkation point for France. During the war over ten million soldiers sailed back and forth – going out, coming home on leave and returning to the front.

         When war began Cyril, an architect and historian of medieval buildings, had been married to his wife Dorothy (‘Dolly’) for ten years and had two sons and a daughter. He was forty-two, too old to fight, but in 1916 he volunteered for a commission in the Royal Flying Corps and trained as an equipment officer and administrator. Practical and enthusiastic with a dry sense of humour, he was good at getting on with people, organising the ground crew, sending out planes, arranging repairs and modifications in response to urgent suggestions from pilots. Ships and aircraft had always fascinated him. A comic sketch from 1909 showed ‘An architect’s flying machine,25 not remarkable for gaining great altitude’, with the airman in his goggles sitting in front of a gas canister labelled ‘reserve of ideas’ and absurd captions for different parts. In London, Cyril had watched the balloon and aeroplane races round the capital with his small children: at nine or ten the eldest, Toby,26 became obsessed with flying, subscribing to the weekly magazine Flight, which, he said, ‘enabled me to confound young pilots that I met at my father’s aerodrome’. Many of those young pilots would die in the air, their planes crashing into the mud of the trenches or plunging into the sea. At the start of the war, aircraft were fragile biplanes, unarmed and used only for reconnaissance, ‘eyes in the sky’. The pilots took guns with them and grenades in their pockets to ward off attacks, and soon machine guns were added, to make primitive fighter planes, and bomb racks so that bombs did not have to be dropped by hand – but they still had no navigational aids except unreliable compasses and basic maps.11
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         12Lympne started life in November 1915 as an airfield for the Machine Gun School at Hythe, but in March 1916 work began on a new site, an emergency landing field for the Royal Flying Corps. When Cyril arrived the team were making do with tents and temporary wood and canvas hangars, but by October 1916 they had six brick sheds for repairs. Lympne became the ‘No 8.27 Aircraft Acceptance Park’, a hub for aircraft going to France or being sent back for repair. Rapid design improvements and increasingly powerful engines brought waves of new planes, each more sophisticated, a marvel to those who flew them. Much later, in 1930, combining two of his passions, Power wrote:

         
            No sooner do we evolve and perfect something than by the laws of progress it is superseded and scrapped in favour of something which proves better and more efficient.28 If you want a historic example of this, take the evolution of medieval building structure as manifested in the scientific experimental development in French cathedrals. Or, if you prefer a modern example, the rapid progress of Aircraft design during the Great War.

         

         While ultra-modern planes absorbed his mind, Cyril loved Lympne as a place ‘steeped in history’,29 Sybil remembered – the ancient Portus Lemanis, a shore fort at the end of the Roman ‘Stone Street’. Time present and time past flowed together.

         
            *

         

         13Ancient history and modern wizardry meant little to others on the coast. When the wind was in the east they could hear the guns booming from France. On the Somme there were over a million casualties between 1 July and 18 November, with the deaths of 125,000 British troops – each a separate tragedy to those who mourned the ‘undone years’,30 in Wilfred Owen’s words. The horror filled the poetry of Owen and his peers, making the trenches nightmarishly present. In Britain the price of food doubled. Thousands of men and horses had been sent to the front, reducing production; the wheat harvest was poor, the potato harvest failed, and German U-boats attacked supply ships. While hunger grew, the home front faced a new threat. On 25 May 1917, twenty-three Gotha G.IV bombers launched a daylight raid on London – the first air raid by planes rather than airships – and when dense cloud forced them to turn back, they attacked the Channel ports and army camps. It was early evening, around six o’clock. In Folkestone,31 people squinted skywards as the planes approached, saying later that they looked like a swarm of insects with the evening sun glinting on their wings. It was Whitsun Bank Holiday: children were playing in the streets and women were queuing outside a grocery shop, where a new load of potatoes had been delivered. The bomb that landed on the queue killed forty-four people instantly and seventeen more died later.

         No British planes could climb high enough to stop the German aircraft: at Lympne they dropped nineteen bombs on the airfield. Power’s 1917 sketchbook shows a litter of wrecked aircraft. He was appalled by the destruction and loss of life, yet captivated by the power of the machines themselves, a dual response expressed in his vertiginous linocut Air Raid of the mid-1930s. Memories of war stayed with him, imparting a darkness to his work. At Lympne the grimness was amplified by the bizarre doings almost next door, where the flamboyant Sir Philip Sassoon, who had succeeded his father as MP for Hythe and was aide to Field Marshal Haig, commander-in-chief of the British forces, was building a house, splashing 14out the Sassoon inheritance and the Rothschild fortune from his mother. His house, Belcaire,32 looked out across Romney Marsh to the sea, and when the war ended the designer Philip Tilden was hired to make it ‘the epitome of all things conducive to luxurious relaxation after the strenuousness of war. It was to be a challenge to the world, showing people that a new culture had risen from the sick-bed of the old, with new aspirations, eyes upon a new aspect, mind turned to a new burst of imagination.’ Sybil Andrews and Cyril Power would also see their art as part of an innovative post-war culture, ‘a challenge to the world’, with new imaginative visions. But theirs was not Sassoon’s world, with its Rex Whistler murals and Italian gardens.

         In April 1918, when the RFC and the Royal Naval Air Service merged to become the RAF, Lympne gained full status as a First Class Landing Ground, the base for 120 Squadron. After the Armistice squadrons coming home waited here to be disbanded, but soon the RAF left and the base was closed. Cyril, like so many others, had to start civilian life again. He went back, not to London, but to his wife’s home town, Bury St Edmunds. On leave he had visited his family here while they lived with Dolly’s parents, George and Alice Nunn,34 in Berril House, set in its long garden running down to the River Lark, with pear trees trained against the wall. For Dolly’s father, bedridden after a stroke, Cyril made an illuminated chart showing where the five Nunn sons were serving – the eldest,35 George, had emigrated to Australia and was a lieutenant with the ANZAC forces; Gerald, who had gone to Canada, fought with the Canadian infantry like Sybil’s brother Geoffrey, and died at Amiens in September 1918; the third, Sidney, was with the Suffolk Regiment at Ypres and in the Balkans; and the youngest two, Hugh and Ernest, were also with the Suffolks in the trenches. This was just one Bury family, looking at the maps, following the war overseas.

         The losses of the war were unbearable – over seven hundred thousand men had died and a million and a half were injured – and up to 230,000 men, women and children died in the flu epidemic of 151918–19. Lloyd George had promised ‘a country fit for heroes’ but a short post-war boom was followed by a slump and unemployment rose as state-run industries like shipbuilding or aircraft manufacture were handed back to their owners. There were protests and marches and fears of unrest in the wake of revolution in Russia – 120,000 troops were sent to Glasgow to deal with the riots in ‘red Clydeside’ – and blotches were appearing on the pink map of Empire, with trouble in India and the protectorates of the Middle East. Idealists pinned their hopes for world peace to the League of Nations, founded in January 1920 after the Paris Peace Conference. But in Bury St Edmunds, where Cyril Power and Sybil Andrews were facing a peacetime life, the townsfolk’s main concern was to re-establish their old commercial and social patterns – to make the world, not new, but as close as they could to what had gone before.

      

   


   
      
         
16
            2: SYBIL
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         Sybil Andrews was an artist of the machine age but she was also a girl from a Suffolk town, formed by its life and traditions. ‘From my earliest recollections’, she wrote, ‘Bury St Edmunds has been the centre of my life.’1 She saw her linocut Market Day (1936) as typifying ‘the whole life of an agricultural town like Bury St Edmunds’,2 since without the market ‘there would be no reason for its existence’.

         
            Market day was very important to the whole community. There came the fresh fruits, vegetables and meats, the farm wives in their best clothes came into town for their day off, and, afterwards, the men came and swept up the cabbage leaves from the vegetable stalls. And what would the country be if, all over, there were not similar communities who grew up, as we did, around the Abbey?

         

         Others in this abbey community found it tight-knit and dull, with tension between labourers, pushy tradesmen and smart gentry. In an earlier generation the novelist Ouida (Maria Louise Ramé),3 who was born in Bury, wrote the town off, disguised as Cantitborough, as an old maid dressed for a party, ‘the slowest and dreariest of boroughs’, where ‘the inhabitants are driven to ring their own door-bells lest they rust from disuse’. But the Andrews family had no need to ring doorbells. Sybil’s grandfather Frederick Charles bought the ironmonger’s business in Guildhall Street in 1862, two years after Ouida’s sneer, advertising it as ‘a furnishing ironmonger,4 bell-hanging, whitesmith and iron-foundry, and stockists of plough shares, knife machines, iron bedsteads’ and ‘maggot and sheep-dipping lotions’. The business flourished and in 1884 Frederick became Mayor of Bury,5 re-elected three years later. When his son Charles married Beatrice Martha Trigg in 1893, they moved into the rooms above the shop: Sybil was born here, on 19 April 1898. She was the third child, after Geoffrey, born in 1894 and Joyce (‘Joy’) in 1895. In photographs the family grows around her: Sybil as a baby in Beatrice’s arms; a two-year-old on the arm of her mother’s chair, with Joyce and Geoffrey behind; aged four, in a frilled dress, the group now including Margaret (‘Mike’), born in 1902; aged five, with neat fringe and lurking smile, a year before the youngest child, Henry (‘Hal’), was born.17
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         18Charles Andrews was a gentle man,6 much loved by his younger sisters, a naturalist and artist, producing memorable studies of plants and birds, the odd one out among the mechanical, practical Andrews men. The Andrews looked forward, selling modern tools: Beatrice’s family, the Triggs, looked back. Beatrice’s father Henry (who changed his name to Trigg from Prigg, a name already changed, understandably, from Prick) lived on the edge of town at Babwell Friary by the River Lark,7 in a sixteenth-century house with a smart Georgian front, built among the ruined walls and fishponds of a Franciscan friary. A keen antiquarian, Henry resigned from the National Provincial Bank to be curator of the Museum of Antiquities for the Suffolk Archaeological Society, becoming known as ’one of the leading lights of the Suffolk Institute, more truly an archaeologist in the modern sense than others of his generation’.8 His pride was his dig around the village of Icklingham, nine miles away, where he proved the existence of a Roman villa and cemetery. Beatrice helped him, and after he died in 1894 she and her sisters gave some of his finds to the Bury Athenaeum, the town’s main library; these formed the core of the collection when Moyse’s Hall, a twelfth-century merchant’s house, became the town museum in 1899. Two years later Beatrice published her father’s findings, with manorial documents and wills, in the Icklingham Papers.

         That year, when Sybil was three, the family moved from the shop to the sixteenth-century ‘Greyfriars’ at 60 Whiting Street, five 19minutes away: this was the house that she called ‘my childhood home’.9 Beatrice was friends with the leading local historians, one of whom, the pioneering archivist Lilian Burroughs,10 remembered Sybil as a small girl ‘shepherding Margaret in a white pinafore, while Henry was a baby, tucked under one of his mother’s arms, so that she could practise scales with the other hand’. Music was always important to them, and Sybil remembered her mother ‘rippling up and down the piano’.11

         The children played in the walled garden with its walnut tree, bowling green and croquet lawn, and in the abbey ruins with its great bed of fennel,12 whose smell Sybil hated. To begin with they had a governess, and Sybil went weekly to dancing at ‘Miss Tinkler’s class’ in the Angel Hotel. Each Christmas, when her Andrews grandparents Fred and Carrie gave a party at their home, Ivy Lodge,13 a solid red-brick villa with shrubbery, Fred sent a sedan chair to carry the children.14 She loved her grandfather’s shop, with its ‘smell of Parafin,15 oil and tools. I think of going into the old original A & P and wanting scissors or pocket knife and the beautiful items one was offered to choose from.’ Her aunt Agnes did the book-keeping in old-fashioned copperplate, ‘all stiff and starched, just like old Aunt Agnes’. Agnes was one of a bevy of aunts – her father had four sisters.16

         Childhood, she said, was full of happy memories. But a family rift grew after 1901, when Frederick took his nephew Robert Plumpton as partner alongside Charles: in 1905 Charles left the business, citing ‘illness’. To economise, the family took a smaller house, 117 Northgate Street, still within the medieval grid of streets. At nine, Sybil went to the Langton School in nearby Hatter Street, and that July she was the youngest participant in the great Bury Pageant in the abbey gardens.17 Historical pageants, evolving from the Arts and Crafts interest in folk culture at the end of the previous century, became newly popular after the impresario Louis Napoleon Parker staged a hugely successful one in Sherborne, Dorset, in 1905. The Bury show (directed by Parker himself, as Master of Ceremonies) lasted a whole afternoon, and was staged eleven times, only once being drowned by summer rain, when the actor playing the Abbot of Beaufort bravely wore a mackintosh over his costume. Over 1,800 people were involved, acting, building sets, making costumes, playing in the orchestra.20
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         21Like most pageants Bury’s was stubbornly local. Its seven episodes ran from a white-clad Boudicca shouting her resistance to the Romans (neatly, Bury’s mayor was the arrogant Roman leader), past the oath of the barons that preceded the Magna Carta, to end with the visit of Elizabeth I. Inevitably, the central scene was the martyrdom of St Edmund, King of the East Angles, killed by the Danes in 869 for refusing to renounce his faith: tied to a tree, shot with arrows and then beheaded. His head, thrown into the woods, was miraculously guarded by a wolf. Sybil thought Edmund ‘a man of real courage – chin-up to that gang of murderous Danes’,18 but her favourite scene was the procession of the Benedictine monks evicted at the dissolution, a swaying row of men, heads bowed beneath their hoods, their cloaks black against the bright costumes of the crowd.

         A pioneering cinematographer, Ronald Bates, made a vivid half-hour film of the pageant,19 full of twirling court dances and energetic fights, boisterous Morris men and lines of heralds and pages. Women chatter, children push and giggle, men stride past, their sideways glances suggesting a determined keeping-up with the Joneses. Although pageants claimed to involve the whole community all leading roles went to local dignitaries. As one correspondent to the Bury Post complained: ‘Bury has paraded in fine clothes,20 and reproduced many noble acts in pageant, but what has she learned to do in deed, or was the lesson all in vain? What is she going to do for her unemployed this winter, and the families who are in cold and want?’

         The Andrews family all paraded in those fine clothes, and the drama and colourful patterns of movement would have been exciting for an artistic child, yet Sybil’s memories mix nostalgia and coercion. 22She had to join in, she said, as all her family had a role. She loved dressing up but on the back of a photo of her mother and herself in Tudor costume she scribbled:

         
            Sybil would laugh & was forbidden to laugh or smile – the more she was forbidden,21 the more she laughed & could not stop, till the photographer got angry & Mother became angry & after dire threats Sybil somehow gripped her jaws together & the picture was taken.

            I remember it as though it was yesterday.

            In those days no one was allowed to smile or laugh when a photograph was taken. Why? Why not laugh? What else would a child do? & how unnatural not to laugh on a memorable occasion.

         

         She was hard to hold still, prone to laughter, always on the move. This had its perils. Twice a week cattle were led to and from the butcher’s shambles through the narrow Looms Lane, across the road from her home. If caught between the high walls as the cattle came down, there was no escape: ‘So I would have to flee at the top of my speed to get myself round the corner out of the way, if I saw cows coming.’22 Once a bull followed her when she took shelter in a yard, ‘so I was not much better off, because I got inside and we were both inside, to my terror.’

         There were other terrors, harder to describe. In May 1910, when relations with his father had become strained to breaking point, Charles Andrews set off for Canada, leaving Beatrice and their five children. His reasons, and Beatrice’s reaction, are unknown. Spurred by the row with his father, he may have seen a chance to prove himself in a new world and planned to bring the family out after him. Whatever the cause, that spring he offered to escort his cousin Maud and her four children, who were sailing to meet her husband John Edwards, already in Saskatchewan. Sybil was twelve when Charles left. She missed him badly. 23

         Her father’s departure haunted her.23 When she was nearly sixty she asked his sister, her elderly aunt Mabel, what had happened, telling her that Charles never heard from his own father again. ‘What disclosures we seem to be making!’ replied Mabel. She herself had always stayed in close touch with Charles, and was horrified to hear that he never had a single letter from Frederick. ‘That certainly surprises me because in every other way the latter was such a real Christian … Where was his conscience and balance of conduct?’ On the morning that Charles and Maud set out, taking the 8.40 train to Liverpool, he left a distraught family at his parents’ home, Ivy Lodge. Mabel and her sister Agnes had rushed from the breakfast table to see them off at the station. Coming home, they found their elder sister Edith red-eyed, the maids distressed and the dining room in disarray. At family prayers, when they were all kneeling, Frederick Andrews had suddenly burst into tears, pushed the Bible aside ‘and bowed his head, unable to utter another word’.

         Mabel remembered her elder brother with deep affection – the way Charles called her ‘Little May’, how he gave her ‘a beautifully made doll’s swing, ready to suspend’, how he made prints from leaves with Indian ink. ‘Did he ever show you these works of art, & the way he did them, & the useful gifts he gave?’24

         
            He was a rare one for drawing birds in minute detail.25 Poor old Charlie – he was such a dear fellow, but all through his life he missed parental affection and attention and was to my mind deprived of sympathy and recognition, encouragement as to his talents. He was a lone and affectionate member of the family, but always, as it were, shelved. His was a most sad life, if only you knew. It was in him to love his home and especially his children, but odds were always against him.

         

         In Liverpool, with Maud and her children, Charles boarded the SS Victorian. On his docket his previous job was given as ‘none’, 24and future ‘farming’. From Halifax in Nova Scotia he took the long, slow train, travelling over 2,700 miles to Delmas, a hamlet in western Saskatchewan. A year later he was in the small town of Battleford nearby with Maud and her family.26 Over the next twelve years he moved around, working in hotels, on the railways, in the fields. When war broke out in 1914, Sybil’s brother Geoffrey, perhaps thinking that this was a last chance, sailed to Canada and met Charles before joining the Canadian forces. Sybil too kept in touch, and in July 1917, when she told him how much she enjoyed her welding work, he wrote easily, their manual labour a bond: ‘I suppose it is aluminium work that you are on now.27 That must require very careful handling, as it is awkward stuff to weld. Don’t you find it very hot work this weather?’ Was she having to work as hard as she had in London? Did the factory work on Sundays? Did she wear a uniform or just overalls over her clothes? He told her of his garden, full of vegetables: ‘if I should be here another year’,28 he said, he would get chickens. He was there another year and more, writing home affectionately to Mabel and to Beatrice, his ‘dear Bee’, and to his children.

         
            *

         

         So far as Sybil knew there were no artists in her family – apart from her father, with his studies of birds – but painting was always part of her life:

         
            We children all had paintboxes from our cradle,29 not with the idea that we were going to be wonderful artists but to keep us quiet & amused on bad days. I loved my paintbox & well remember the birthday which brought me my first proper paintbox with little china pans of colour … I remember the smell of it now. It was my best loved possession.

         

         25At school there was drawing and painting every week and later, she wrote, ‘I was in & out of the local School of Art at times, evenings copying plaster casts & such like dull things, not much fun.’ She had one local role model in the artist Rose Mead, who had trained in London and Paris, becoming a friend of Augustus John, and had exhibited at the Royal Academy until she came back to nurse her sick mother in 1897, the year before Sybil was born. She made her living largely from portraits, including one of Sybil’s grandfather, and was the costume designer for the pageant in 1907. A striking figure, Rose was a firm feminist, keen for women to have a career, and Sybil remembered her fondly. She did remarkable work for those days, she thought, and was ‘very kind and helpful to myself in my early Art struggles’.30

         During the war drawing was an escape from welding work, and in 1918 Sybil enrolled in John Hassall’s Correspondence School, studying after work and at weekends. Hassall (father of the wood engraver Joan Hassall) had worked in advertising and was famous for posters like ‘The Jolly Fisherman’ jumping across the sands announcing ‘Skegness Is So Bracing’, and the ‘Kodak Girl’ brandishing her camera. One can sense the legacy of his flat colours and thick black lines, his economy of reference and skill at movement – and his humour – behind Andrews’ linocuts. His London art school closed at the start of the war and in 1917 he launched his extremely successful correspondence course (many soldiers were encouraged to draw as relaxation). His advertisement has the same ring as Sybil’s own writings – forward-looking,31 ditching convention, convinced of the importance of the artist’s role: ‘Don’t be content with doing mere conventional Art work or sketching just to amuse yourself. Break away and be yourself. Be greater than yourself. Put passion into your work. Impose the power of your talent on others. It is the hand of the Creative Artist that fashions the world.’ ‘Art is Life,’ wrote Hassall. Sybil agreed.

         Hassall gave his students clear guidance, like crisp instructions about combining colours in a print, and sent painstaking personal 26comments on their work. His course-book cover showed a woman perched on a high stool, peering at an easel announcing ‘The John Hassall Way’,32 above a scrawled ‘Tempus Fugit’. Time did fly for Sybil. After the war, she became an assistant teacher at the Portland House School in Guildhall Street, a square Georgian house with pedimented door. It was run by the two Misses Underwood, Polly and Edith Mary, whom John Hallily (later the actor John Le Mesurier), a pupil there at the time, remembered smelling ‘of hot milk, petit-beurres biscuits and ever so slightly damp mackintoshes’.33 Edith was in charge, and since she signed her name with her initials, was always known as EMU. Sybil taught literature, history, natural history and geography – everything except maths – and her pupils missed her when she left. ‘Drawing and painting were never the same again’, wrote one:34

         
            and I don’t know what happened to Eng Lit. The Ancient Mariner has been part of my life. I think you gave us a competition to draw & paint the beasts out of the sea also the Forsaken Merman, Robert Bruce and his spider and the Lady of Shalott. I am still at home in the text of Henry V. You chose all the right bits to learn.

         

         While she taught, Sybil kept up her correspondence course, ‘getting all I could from it.35 Getting up at 5 am & doing my Life Drawing studies from myself & a long mirror. It was sometimes jolly cold at that hour of day.’ Life classes for women artists were still disapproved of, and it was hard to find models, but Sybil was tenacious: even with frost on the windows and fingers stiff with cold, she could be her own model. She knew what she wanted to do. She was busy at the school, but her true career, she hoped, would be her art, and that demanded sacrifice and effort. ‘I was one of five, and no father.36 There was no money. I had to work for what I had – but the work was the exciting part.’ Later, in a book for her students, she wrote adamantly, adopting the masculine pronoun: 27

         
            
               The refrain of this book is37

               ‘work, work, work’

               But to the artist – ‘work’

               Does not mean some horrible, boring chore,

               But his Life-blood

               And when he is not working,

               Then for him, it is wasted time,

               Wasted life.

            

         

         In 1919 she rented a studio and two years later she appeared in the town directory as ‘Sybil Andrews – artist’.38
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         In 1920 Cyril too was restless. But while Sybil was just starting out, he already had a full life behind him.

         Bury St Edmunds seemed a sensible place to start again after the war, but it was very much Dolly’s home town, not his, full of her family’s history and connections. The Nunns and the Debenhams, her mother’s family, came from generations of Suffolk farmers and although their fortunes had suffered from grain imports from the United States and Canada, she had grown up in a moated farmhouse at Beyton, seven miles from Bury. By now her father George had retired from farming to become a corn agent, but the hall of their house in Bury was still full of guns and carefully polished riding boots. Until his stroke George set out twice a week to the market,1 ‘renewing old friendships, stick in hand and walking with his fist punched into his back’. His wife Alice was more austere. Her grandson Toby thought her cruel, but he also remembered her teaching him bezique and cribbage, and ‘snoozing by the fireside in a large cane chair with the East Anglian Daily Times draped over her head’.2

         Cyril’s background was different. His grandfather, Edward William Power, told him that the Powers were traders and sea captains from Waterford in south-east Ireland. ‘They were Catholics & I understand half of them became Protestants & it caused a break in the family & my great grandfather (or possibly it was his father) Captain John Power left Ireland with the other Protestant members of the family & settled at Bristol.’ Captain Power sailed from Bristol to the West Indies, and, possibly in the triangular trade, to Africa: ‘Shipped slaves to the West Indies?4 And brought sugar cargo back to Bristol?’ This was mere surmise, but uncomfortable nonetheless. 29By contrast, his aunt Alice assured him that one relative had been Mayor of Cork, and another the Bishop of Newfoundland (Michael Power, 1804–47, actually the first Catholic Bishop of Toronto). ‘She also told me, as did my grandfather that his father (or grandfather, I am not sure which) went out to fight for the Poles, under Kosciusko & was known as Kosciusko Power.’ This ancestor served in the late eighteenth century under Tadeusz Kosciusko, who fought in America in the Revolutionary War, becoming a friend of Thomas Jefferson, and then gained fame as a national hero in Poland’s struggles against Russia and Prussia. ‘I have not done any researches into this,’ Cyril scribbled, abandoning his scattered notes of emigrants, sea captains and adventurers, soldiers and bishops.

         Despite ups and downs of fortune – ‘My grandfather came into money (inherited from his father presumably) but I believe he spent it all’ – the household into which Cyril Power was born, in Chelsea, on 17 December 1872, was well off and stoutly respectable. On both sides his parents’5 families had, literally, played a part in building Victorian Britain. His paternal grandfather and his father were architects. His mother’s father, Zephaniah Deacon Berry, who began as an ironmonger, like Sybil’s grandfather, was an engineer with his own iron foundry. Based in Pimlico, Z. D. Berry & Co.6 installed gaslights all over London and when Cyril was five, a fair-haired boy in frogged coat and Eton collar, they cast the iron benches for the Victoria Gardens on the newly built Embankment. That year, after decades of delay, workmen finally hoisted up the huge obelisk of Cleopatra’s Needle, and the nearby seats had monumental Egyptian-style armrests of kneeling camels and busty sphinxes: they stood (and still stand) on raised platforms so that strollers could watch the barges on the Thames. The main designer was George Vulliamy but the detailed working plans were apparently drawn up by Berry’s son-in-law Edward William Power,7 Cyril’s father.30
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         31Cyril, the eldest child, grew up with his brother Ralph and two sisters, Edna and Yevonde, in a high-Victorian world of plush furniture, aspidistras and dinner gongs, with the clear expectation that he would follow his father as an architect. Encouraged to draw from childhood, in quick sketches he caught his family life:8 his bearded grandfather peering over his spectacles; his father, with obligatory whiskers, tweed jacket and tight waistcoat; ‘Mamma at dinner’, on a chair with her bustle behind her and a potted palm on the table; his brother practising cricket strokes; his sisters in sailor dresses and tam o’ shanters, holding their father’s hands on Dover quay as fishermen unload their baskets.

         The drawings are full of detail and wit. On a stray page he writes a quick diary for July 1887: visiting his father’s office, watching a cricket match and sketching at Hampton Court and Sunbury Lock, where he drew an atmospheric crush of boats deep in the lock, with the tall gates ahead and the water slowly pouring in. By seventeen he could evoke a sailboat swinging into the wind in a few bold strokes, but he could also render the fine detail of Hertford’s timbered buildings and the ‘Norman work,9 arches capitals etc at St Margaret’s Church at Cliffe’, and produce delicate drawings of his cello and violin. In one atmospheric ink and wash sketch, stretching across two pages, he drew a lane in Southgate,10 near his grandparents’ home, the backs of houses floating beyond a shadowed fence, an effect both precise and haunting.

         Cyril’s mother Amelia died in 1891 and when Edward married Ada Barnes two years later Cyril acted as a witness, signing his name with a flourish. In his father’s office in Queen Victoria Street, his professional start was unconventional, but successful. His designs appeared in the magazine The Builder,11 ranging from plans for Arts and Crafts-style houses in Walton-on-Thames to an elaborate drawing of proposed alterations to the neo-Gothic interior of St Cuthbert’s church in Kensington in 1896.12 St Cuthbert’s would become the centre of high Anglo-Catholic worship, and its design had a pre-Reformation feel. In the 1890s, emulating medieval craftsmen, artists, architects and craft workers often organised 32themselves into ‘guilds’ and Cyril – a lover of early church architecture – was asked to design objects at St Cuthbert’s for ‘the Guild of St Oswald’. But his ambitious plans went further, including a grand new organ and reredos, and caused heated disputes with rival designers. Although he insisted that his designs had been approved by the vicar and parish, the reredos commission was given instead to the clergyman Ernest Geldart.

         In 1900 he won the Royal Institute of British Architects’ Soane Medallion,13 awarded ‘to an architect under 30 who submits best design for specified subject’, with a design for an art school. With the medallion came a £100 studentship for continental travel. This suited Cyril, who loved France: in 1898 he had supervised the building of a hotel on the promenade at Dieppe on his father’s behalf. (In 1942 his son Kit, a naval lieutenant taking part in the raid on Dieppe,14 was given orders to blow up the same hotel.) By his thirtieth birthday in 1902, he was well on his way, and was elected an Associate Member of RIBA.

         The study of British churches was also related to his faith: as the century turned, he converted to Roman Catholicism. He recorded no agonies over his conversion, no sense of wrenching himself away from his Anglican upbringing. Like the brilliant apologist Ronald Knox,15 who would convert in 1917, he had already drifted into the Anglo-Catholic ‘ritualist’ side of Anglicanism, feeling that an accident of history, the Reformation, had severed the English church from its true roots. His Catholicism was an affirmation of continuity, of being at one with old traditions of belief, sharing the community of pre-Reformation worshippers and builders. Sybil later said that his Catholicism was born more of a love of pageantry and ritual than a debate over doctrine, and this was partly true, but beneath his joviality and worldliness lay some profound inner need – a hunt for grace, a deep searching for a place to belong, a vision of sacrifice and redemption that transcended the rush of modern life. Although his profession was practical, he was driven by a dream. 33

         On one of his trips, cycling across the country collecting material on old churches, he visited St Ethelbert’s church in Hessett, near Bury – a typical Suffolk Perpendicular church, still with its fifteenth-century rood screen. The vicar here was a high church Anglican and, as Cyril’s son Toby explained, he was ‘attracted by a rural church where the aesthetics of ritualism could be found in pure and simple background’.16 The attraction was not, however, restricted to rood screens and ritual. Through this connection he met the vicar’s niece Dorothy Nunn, ten years his junior.

         It was a long engagement. Dolly, who waited patiently while Cyril tried to get himself established, followed him into his new faith,17 received into the Roman Catholic church in Bury, in July 1903. They were married on 27 August 1904 in the Catholic church of St Edmund in Bury, and moved into a flat in Kenilworth Court, Putney. Here their first son, Edward Raymond Roper Power – always called Toby – was born in November 1905. By then Cyril had an office in Lamb’s Conduit Street in Holborn, and soon a job with the Ministry of Works, where he helped with the design for the King Edward Building, the imposing new General Post Office in the City of London. He was doing well, and the Powers’ next home was ‘a bijou rough-cast villa’18 downriver in Sheen, with dinner guests in formal clothes. They seemed set for an unspectacular suburban middle-class life. Then, suddenly, after some unexplained financial crisis, they were off to a flat above a police station in a poor area of Catford in south-east London: their second son, Cyril Arthur, was born here in 1908. By now Cyril’s parents had died, and the only relatives of the older generation were his unmarried uncle Charles Berry, secretary to the Berry engineering company, and his aunt Ellen, who shared a gloomy, over-furnished house in Belgravia, ‘redolent of the Forsytes’. But although the family silver came from this respectable pair – worthy of Galsworthy’s Forsyte novels – hard cash was not forthcoming.

         Nonetheless, Cyril’s fortunes brightened again. The Powers moved further into the city, to Greenwich, to a street next door to the Naval 34College. Greenwich was a busy, lively place, loved by all the family. They made good friends in the dockyard and the naval museum, and Cyril took the children along the river and up on the hill behind. In winter they went skating on the pond at the top of the hill, to the tunes of the organ-grinder, among stalls selling roast chestnuts and oranges. From the Observatory they looked down over the elegant buildings of the Queen’s House to the sweeping curve of the Thames, bending round from St Paul’s in the west to the marshes in the east. Across the river, busy with shipping, lay the great West India, Royal Victoria and Albert docks, linking London to the world beyond. In their own house, so close to the river, ‘there was much excitement’, Cyril’s son Toby remembered, from the dock fires nearby, including one night when all the family had to turn out in their dressing gowns, ‘my father clutching his violin!’19 – his most precious possession.

         In all this time, Dolly seemed to take everything with equanimity. She was a quiet, unflappable, affectionate woman who let trouble flow over her, happy to walk through the streets of Greenwich with six-year-old Toby rattling his stick against the railings of the museum as she trundled his small brother in a pushchair, ‘seated on a box containing a pair of live lobsters that we were taking to the fishmonger for boiling.’20 To add to their income, Cyril gave classes on medieval architecture at Goldsmith’s College in South London. From 1906 he was also ‘Instructor in Design’ at Birkbeck College, and taught at University College London.21 A natural teacher, engrossed and ebullient, he was happier in this role than in his struggles as an architect. Writing notes for his students, he explored ideas of architecture as organic, developing cell from cell, and elsewhere he mused on the different emotional impact of vertical and horizontal lines. Sometimes he was writing for them – or for himself – as artists, almost forgetting their architectural aims: ‘Make the most of the materials at hand,’22 he urged. ‘It is wonderful what there is to be got out of what are at first sight unpromising materials. Bee can extract sweetness from the humblest flower.’ On a page headed ‘ON ELIMINATION’, 35he stressed the need to refine a subject to its essentials. Opposite a sketch made on a rainy morning, ‘Tone heavy and grey relieved with highlight. Overcast. Leaden sky’, he noted that this might seem uninviting, but,

         
            on half closing the eyes one saw immediately how to compress the subject & eliminate all the secondary detail. Looking at it thus, the foreground of the station platform with their reflected lights stood up strongly & the signals beyond silhouetted themselves against the background. All the minor uninteresting & distracting detail disappeared, while the principal masses & details stood out clearly & the background simplified itself & became subordinate.

         

         Sybil Andrews would later echo his words, stressing the importance of drawing, of abstracting ‘in order to learn what is vital,23 what is basic … Simplicity is Knowledge.’ The urge to simplify and the finding of beauty in unexpected places would be guiding principles.

         Cyril loved music, theatre and film – he had a friend who was a projectionist in one of the new cinemas, and took the boys up to town to see the films. He was in London when Roger Fry’s exhibitions of Manet and other post-Impressionists caused upset and ecstasy in equal measure in 1910 and 1912.24 He was there too for the dynamic Futurist shows of 1912, when the group’s leader, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti,25 proclaimed excitedly that ‘London itself is a Futurist city!’, praising its flashing, coloured electric lights, ‘enormous glaring posters’ and ‘brilliant hued motor buses’. But Cyril, at this point, looked to the past more than the future: he was a historian, a recorder of churches rather than railway stations. Based on years of weekends travelling and researching, cycling to distant towns, looking and drawing, his lively, scholarly three-volume History of English Medieval Architecture was published in 1912. A pioneering work – admired as such by Nikolaus Pevsner – it was full 36of appreciations of the structural and decorative genius of medieval builders. Struck by the windows and traceries of the late thirteenth-century choir at Gloucester, Power wrote:

         
            It was a daring conception,26 revolutionary in character, and as audaciously carried out. Step by step as the windows had widened since the mid XIIIth century, so had the glass painter followed hard behind the mason, greedily seizing on and jewelling the traceried panels with all their glory and radiance of scintillating colour attainable by stained glass alone.

         

         He never lost that ingenuous excitement. Almost every page is illustrated, sometimes with delicate drawings of bosses or carvings, sometimes with cross-sections of individual features such as mouldings, showing how these varied and developed. However distant their subjects, these accurate diagrammatic drawings, with their right angles folding into curves and swellings, and their fluid lines reduced to near-abstraction, also foreshadowed his future style.

         Soon the Powers moved again, to the suburb of Hither Green a little to the south, and then again, back to Catford. ‘Though my mother must have found my father difficult owing to his failure to be an adequate Provider,27 and his somewhat “Gauguinesque” behaviour, I never became aware of marital quarrels,’ wrote Toby, adding that ‘doubtless this was due to her long suffering patience and practical good sense.’ Six moves in ten years suggest that Cyril could never settle, never quite earn enough to keep the family secure, but it also shows a pattern typical of the times, renting rather than buying, and moving on when the lease ran out to somewhere more attractive, or, more often, just to somewhere cheaper. Catford seemed a safe haven, a place to stay: Cyril rented an allotment and filled the house with seed catalogues, and painted a banner for Empire Day celebrations at ten-year-old Toby’s school, with the school motto, ‘Perseverance Conquers’. His small sons (the priest called them ‘Bubble and Squeak’) became altar boys at the local Catholic church. In July 1914, their third child, Joan (‘Peggie’), was born. Then came the war, with the Zeppelin raids, searchlights piercing the night sky and the sound of exploding bombs. When Cyril volunteered in 1916, Dolly took the children to live with her parents in Bury. The family’s London life ended.37
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            *

         

         After he was demobbed, Cyril tried to pick up the threads of his architect’s career in Bury. He took a house at 4 Crown Street, Chequer Square, in the shadow of the Norman Tower, right in the town’s historic centre. In front was the busy square and behind lay the churchyard gardens and the west front of the ruined abbey where the swifts whirled and shrieked in the long summer evenings.

         But – there was always a but – Dolly and the boys sighed over Power’s lack of business sense. When he was demobbed he received a gratuity of £500, a huge sum, enough to buy lasting security. Instead, in a burst of exuberance, he bought top-of-the-range bicycles for Dolly and himself and blew the rest on an HMV gramophone and a pile of records, remembered by Toby as ‘a lot of opera,28 the whole of Carmen and Tannhauser, several songs by Galli-Curci, Liza Lehmann, the Shropshire Lad, Borodin, Stravinski, Debussy, Ravel, Peter Dawson, Rachmanninoff, Wagner and many more. Over a hundred in all.’ The house was full of music. Cyril played the piano, viola, fiddle and organ, and belonged to an octet which practised in their house, with Dolly providing coffee and plates of coconut pyramids. (Toby also remembered ‘the angry throwing up of the window of a house opposite in the square loudly protesting about my father’s piano playing about midnight’.29)

         The Theatre Royal was only a couple of hundred yards away,30 and every year a repertory company put on two weeks of opera – Carmen, Aida, La traviata and Il trovatore, Gounod’s Faust, Pagliacci 39and Cavalleria rusticana. Another company provided an annual fortnight of Shakespeare, and still others put on pantomimes, musical comedies and revues, or variety shows like ‘The Conrad Troupe of Crazy Coppers’. As soon as a new show arrived, Cyril immediately befriended the actors, who stayed in theatrical lodgings the other side of Chequer Square. The Powers were also involved with the Amateur Operatic and Dramatic Societies, with the boys acting as prompters or stagehands or taking small roles, like Kit’s walk-on part, blacked up as a boy in Othello. Nearby, they could see the latest films at the cinema, from Charlie Chaplin to Tarzan of the Apes.

         Meanwhile, having blown his demob money, Cyril had to make a living: his teenage sons felt very conscious of their ‘slenderness of means’, wincing at the lack of new clothes. Briefly, the family fortunes were saved when he was given a commission to work on alterations to Chadacre Hall near Long Melford in Suffolk. The Irish brewer and philanthropist Edward Cecil Guinness – created first Earl of Iveagh in 1919, and owner of the huge estate at Elveden – had bought the grand Regency house, with its parkland, terraces, lake and walled garden, from the Halifax banking family, planning to make it the first agricultural institute in England, providing ‘free agricultural education for the sons of farm labourers,31 small-holders and small farmers’. At Chadacre, which would open in September 1921, Power designed the new buildings and the conversion of the maze of rooms.

         It seemed that he had found the perfect patron.32 He had smaller commissions too, like designs for the cricket pavilion and club house at Clacton, where they sometimes went on holidays, and for work in the village of Mistley, forty miles away near Manningtree in Essex, where his younger sisters – of whom he was very fond – farmed next to each other. Edna and Yevonde Power had married brothers, Tom and Leonard Champness,33 who had both turned to farming in their twenties after beginning professional careers. (Cyril’s brother Ralph, a stockbroker, married their sister Maud, but this ended in divorce in 1918, to all-round shock and distress.) The Champness brothers’ 40move to the country – an unusual choice for their class – was driven by romantic views of the countryside rather than realistic calculation. At Mistley, Edna and Tom ran the Church Farm, while Yevonde and Leonard had the Dairy Farm, with byres, bull shed and a long cool dairy full of metal churns and wooden butter-making machines. This was not toiling in the fields but gentry farming, with tennis parties, houses full of books, and gardens with long herbaceous borders where the sisters ‘trailed around in long Liberty fabric dresses’.34 At the Dairy Farm, beyond the kitchen, which was always full of people coming and going, Cyril embellished the hall fireplace with painted decorations, ‘heraldic, floral and calligraphic’.

         Mistley would always be a refuge. But in the early post-war years, although he was not earning much, Cyril appeared blithely satisfied with life at Crown Street, always sure, in Micawberish fashion, that something would turn up. And something did, though not in professional terms. In 1919, three minutes’ walk away from his house, past the cathedral and the Athenaeum and the imposing Abbey Gate, across the wide open space of Angel Hill, Sybil Andrews was renting her studio.
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            4: ANGEL HILL

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         Sybil’s studio was in Crescent House, curving round a corner at 28 Angel Hill. From her wide, airy room the old town was spread out before her. ‘My window faced directly onto Angel Hill … and the whole expanse of the Abbey gate … together with St James’s cathedral,1 the Athenaeum,2 the Norman Tower (ten bells) St Mary’s church (8 bells), eighteen bells if I remember rightly and what a glorious sound.’ Cyril showed this view in a watercolour, The Athenaeum and Angel Hill, in 1921. By then they were working together.

         How did they meet? Sybil’s recollection was that they simply met on the street – she was struggling to draw a house and he stopped to offer her advice, and then began to teach her perspective.3 But it would have been strange, anyway, if they hadn’t met eventually. Dolly Power’s family, the Nunns, were related three times to the Andrews family by marriage,4 and she went to Hatter Street school a few years before Sybil and her sisters. The families belonged to the same network of merchants, farmers and professionals – Dolly’s relatives included a teacher, a solicitor and an auctioneer – that formed the core of Bury society. They all went to plays in the little Regency playhouse, the Theatre Royal, and to concerts and talks and dances at the Athenaeum, the girls dressing up in ball gowns, with kid gloves and dance cards. In this milieu, the Power family rubbed shoulders with the Andrews. Cyril became friendly with Sybil’s mother, Beatrice, only three years his senior, through their shared interest in history and archaeology. He was already a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society and now threw himself into Bury history, joining the local archaeological society, helping with excavations at the abbey and giving lectures at the Athenaeum. He 42and Beatrice were both members of a group concerned with restoration of the cathedral, about which he felt passionately: his own drawings included an elaborate ‘Restoration of the West Front’ of the abbey, as it was around 1500. A second bond was music, and Beatrice sometimes accompanied him when he played his violin at informal concerts. Inevitably, he and Dolly met her children: Geoff, Joy and Sybil, now in their early twenties, and Margaret and Hal, aged sixteen and fourteen, not much older than the Power boys. In October 1920, when Cyril gave a talk on medieval church architecture, he thanked Sybil Andrews for making the slides and sketching the diagrams.5

         Sybil became Cyril’s companion in his latest obsession. Over the months, Toby noted wryly, his father became noticeably less interested in the grind of work as an architect than in ‘dashing off before breakfast to paint watercolours en plein air around the town setting up his camp stool and impeding the traffic’.6 He had begun painting at Lympne during the war. Now he bought the book of George Clausen’s lectures to Royal Academy students,7 Aims and Ideals in Art, and made diligent notes on realism, Impressionism and colour, on freshness of touch and the importance of light. In 1919 and 1920, often surrounded by inquisitive onlookers, he and Sybil sketched the streets of the town together. If his drawing was more precise, hers was swifter, more atmospheric. Looking east up the central street of Abbeygate, she made a rapid, impressionist sketch of one side of the road, scribbling in the names of the shops, while Cyril, sitting next to her on his camp stool, drew the tall gabled houses on the other side, converging on Abbeygate’s junction with Guildhall Street. At the far end of the street, his sketch showed Andrews and Plumpton, ironmongers, with a line pointing to a first-floor window, and the note ‘Sybil was born’.843

         
            
[image: ]Cyril Power, ‘Abbeygate Street’, with Andrews & Plumpton in the background, and the note ‘Sybil was born’.

            

         

         44They worked together too on their watercolours: Sybil labelled a hazy wash view across fields to the spires of St John’s church as number one, ‘On the spot, 1919’.9 She painted the same scene, glowing gold on a frosty morning, while Cyril made the shadows of the winter trees shine blue against the grass.10 Soon she was confident enough to paint alone. On the back of a scene of the lane she had rushed through as a child, dodging the cattle, she wrote, ‘My first watercolour outdoors by myself. 7.00 am Looms Lane 1920’.11

         They shared paints and paper – one of her watercolours of Bury has his architectural drawing on the back.12 Gradually, they learned to use colour to dramatic effect. Sybil painted streets with sunlight bouncing off the walls, set off by blue door and window frames and dappled violet shadows:13 several paintings were of her childhood home, Greyfriars in Whiting Street. Cyril’s rendering was more detailed, the crisp lines of gables, the run of tiles on old roofs, windblown trees leaning over the wall. Following each other, they set up their easels in odd corners, like the yard behind the old Star Inn with its angled roofs and walls. Sybil’s view was a symphony of dove-grey angles and shadows, while Cyril’s, painted from a few yards further back, was warmer and looser, with scribbles of children playing. Sometimes, too, they took trips out of Bury, painting the old houses of Lavenham and other villages and towns of Suffolk.

         One can understand the appeal they had for each other, the easy chemistry. With his booming laugh and his penchant for bad jokes Cyril was fun. More than that, he was emotional and erudite, widely read, curious about other cultures, other forms of art and faith. Toby remembered that as parents Cyril and Dolly were loving and kind, but ‘did little to create an atmosphere of lively discussion and argument’.14 By contrast Sybil practically embodied lively argument, eager to learn, excited by all she saw. To the end of her life her eyes would light up at the sight of something new, at a trick of the light, the memory of something odd, and she would throw back her head and laugh. They could talk to each other, thrash out ideas – discuss poetry, music, literature and art.

         Over the months, their relationship was continually strengthening. Cyril’s brisk encouragement gave Sybil just the spur she needed: 45

         
            Those to whom I am most indebted would be first of all CYRIL POWER an architect and artist.15 He used to sit me down (or stand) in front of the hardest buildings, & twisting, turning streets we could find & say ‘Now get on with it’ & leave me to struggle correcting me after I had done the best I could on my own.

         

         She devoured all he could tell her: he was a born teacher,16 she said, ‘for young or old. To me it was like a university course, Art Architecture History Archaeology Music.’ She shared her mother’s interest in local history and, she added, ‘His book “Medieval Architecture” is standard … he was so full of enthusiasm & work. A splendid companion’. He gave her this book, inscribing it for her on 13 March 1920. In his memory, the Easter weekend three weeks later marked a special stage in their relationship – but he did not say why.17

         For Cyril, what had begun as a teacher–pupil relationship, kindness to the daughter of a friend, was becoming something different: he was falling in love. He was also caught in a dilemma. In the summer of 1920 or 1921 – he could not remember quite which – doodling and brooding on a train, he wrote a poem called ‘Woman!’ It reads as if he was turning his own feelings of guilt about Dolly, the mother of his children, and also about Sybil, the young, free woman, into an accusation against men in general:

         
            
               Behold me!18

               For I am Woman, the Mother of Man!

               They shackled my feet

               And fettered my hands,

               But I have burst my bonds & am free.

               They made me a drudge of toil, their slave,

               Their plaything or their toy,

               & petted & spurned me.

               They bartered my maidenhood

               & degraded my maternity.46

               I – who brought forth man from the inmost

               Shrine of my being.

               I – the life bearer & sustainer of life

               Thus did they reward the author of their being.

               In their joys they forget me

               But in their sorrow come to me for comfort

               And in the storm for shelter.

            

         

         In 1921 Cyril too rented a studio in Crescent House. Sybil’s studio was at the front and his at the back, looking over the gardens, and that summer they decided to have a joint exhibition, to show their paintings and make a little money. Sybil needed funds and so did Cyril, especially as Dolly was pregnant again, and they worked hard building up a portfolio. Life was busy. Sybil was still teaching at Portland House School, and Cyril had his work and his involvement in the archaeological society, the theatre and music. At the start of December, a week before their exhibition was due to open, he was playing the viola in the orchestra for the Amateur Dramatic Society’s production of Tom Jones.19 Then, on 11 December 1921, two days after the show opened, his son, Edmund Berry Power (known as Kit) was born. He now had three growing children and a baby to provide for.

         Their show ran for a week from 9 December in Sybil’s studio. Together they showed around ninety-five watercolours and fifty pastels. Although their approach sometimes differed, they had developed a shared style, simplifying outlines, emphasising gable ends or the horizontal lines of walls against the verticals of trees and posts, floating the streets with colour. The reviewer from the Bury Post, nervous about ‘revolutionary and difficult’ contemporary art, found their watercolours ‘charming’ but also distinctly modern, ‘emphasising beauties of lighting and composition perhaps not generally realised by others in their daily life’.20 But not too modern – the pastels, studies of familiar buildings at dawn and dusk, or under surging storm clouds, reminded 47him of Whistler’s ‘Nocturnes’ of the 1870s and 80s. And if their style seemed new in Bury, in essence their paintings were conservative, celebrating the permanence of place after the war. Their watercolours were a world away from the modernism of the Vorticists and Cubists of London and Paris, far from the fractured images of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, which would be published the following year.

         The show bracketed them together as a unit, a partnership, with their studios back to back in Crescent House. Rumours began to spread (springing chiefly from Dolly, Sybil later said bitterly) that the closeness was personal as well as professional: that if they were not lovers now, they soon would be. No diaries survive from 1919 to 1921, but it is clear that from now on Cyril was more than a teacher. In the bitter cold of January 1922, with snow thick on the ground, Sybil scribbled brisk pencil entries in her small pocket diary, noting his doings more than her own: ‘Cyril to Chadacre … C to Stanton’,21 ‘C to Sudbury by 7.26 … came back about 6 pm, felt better by 10 o’clock’, and next day ‘Cyril better’. After trips away on work, he came back to her at Crescent House, not to Dolly in Crown Street. She drew his portrait, one of many that would follow – ‘did excellent “eyes” of Cyril’.22

         By the spring Cyril was writing his own notes in her diary, marking dates like his election on 26 April as a council member of the Suffolk Institute of Archaeology. They painted together, went to the theatre and to concerts together, worked on his designs for church decoration together.23 At the end of June, when a group of townspeople concerned to preserve the abbey ruins toured the grounds and pored over the excavations, he and Beatrice Andrews helped to give tea at the Abbey House, and then he gave a talk on the abbey’s history. As a local reporter noted, ‘splendidly executed diagrams,24 plans and drawings, the work of the lecturer and Miss Sybil Andrews were provided to illustrate the lecture. Pointing to one of these comprehensive drawings, Mr Power said, “Look at your Bury Abbey and be proud. See how it outclassed all the others.”’ 48

         That evening Sybil crammed the day’s events into her diary, ending exuberantly, ‘most successful day,25 great feather in the cap of CEP’. His emotional investment in his adopted town was clear – Bury could become another Canterbury, he said, if all its fine points were displayed. It seemed impossible that both he and Sybil would turn their backs on the place within a year.
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