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This book has been a kind of double coming out for me. For many years I could not bring myself to talk about the Season, hardly even think about it. Especially in the 1960s, when I was working for the Guardian, the debutante Season was my taboo subject, an unmentionably embarrassing secret history. How could I expect anyone to take me seriously once they knew I had been amongst the final group of debutantes to curtsey to the Queen?


What has happened to make me change my mind, after so many decades? It is a natural condition of ageing to lose some inhibitions and to see things that once seemed worryingly shaming in a different perspective. By the time you reach your sixties you achieve a glorious imperviousness to what other people think. Viewed from this distance, the final year in which debutantes performed the curtsey to the monarch, breaking a tradition of two hundred years, has historic and sociological importance. In 1958, the year of the last curtseys, the so-called upper classes, to which the debutantes and their families belonged, were already showing signs of a loss of confidence. We were there right on the edge of the socially challenging, sexually revolutionary and, from the point of view of the establishment, destructively satiric 1960s. The end of the curtsey was part of the whole story of England in a particular, and often very anguished, condition of evolution and flux.


This book is partly a defence of debutantes against the cartoon image of the vacuous and flighty socialite. An ‘ex-deb’ is a phrase that still has a dismissive connotation. This is a facile and patronising view. Yes of course there are still debs of the unreconstructed kind, easily identified by their clothes and vowel sounds as they bray to one another  across Sloane Square. But the girls who curtseyed with me in 1958 have been as much affected as women in any other section of society by the profound changes to the expectations of women over the past half century. When people talk of ‘the hard way up’ they automatically think of women overcoming the disadvantages of being born into poverty. But there is a Poor Little Rich Girl syndrome too. There could be a considerable struggle in surmounting hidebound parental attitudes, the spoken or (equally lethal) unspoken pressures to conform, the minimal education given to a daughter whose future was viewed solely in terms of a good marriage and the paucity of career opportunities available to most of my contemporaries. A bonus of this book has been the scope it gave me to renew old contacts with my fellow-curtseyers and to examine the often very enterprising and surprising ways in which their lives developed from then on.


Perhaps what has motivated me most of all has been the feeling that I was witness to a scene so far removed from present-day experience, so strange and so arcane, that it is worth recording. That last Season of last curtseys was part of a period which is now almost forgotten, the details of which are disappearing fast. Some of the background information is now beyond retrieval. When I approached the palace while researching this book a spokesman for the Royal Archives refused my request for the full list of girls who made their curtseys in that final year on grounds that this would constitute a breach of privacy under the Data Protection Act.


The debutantes themselves are inexorably ageing. It came as a shock to me to realise that some of the girls who went with me to the palace – and some of the debs’ escorts I remember dancing energetically to Tommy Kinsman and his band – are already dead. But I have been lucky in finding many people with still vivid memories to draw on and the photograph albums and diaries of girls who did the Season in 1958 have been a valuable resource. ‘It was such a peculiar thing to have done’, as one ex-debutante recently remarked to me. Peculiar indeed: both in terms of the elaborate social rituals that lingered through the post-war years and in the underlying concepts of elegance, good manners, belief in protocol, love and respect for the monarchy, deference towards your betters, courage, kindness and idealism, qualities which before long appeared impossibly old fashioned. 1958 was the watershed between the lost worlds of our parents or our grandparents and the world which we know now.
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CHAPTER ONE


Presentation at the Palace
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In 1958 – the year in which Khrushchev came to power in Russia, the year after Eden’s resignation over Suez, two years after John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger – the last of the debutantes, myself among them, went to the palace to curtsey to the Queen.


Aristocratic teenage girls had been making their deep curtseys to the monarch for the past two centuries. This most eccentric of tribal initiation ceremonies had been evolved by Queen Charlotte, wife of George III. The Lord Chamberlain’s announcement that it would be ceasing after 1958 prompted a record number of applications for the final presentations held at Buckingham Palace in mid-March, like a wave of panic-buying once famine had been forecast. One mother was said to be presenting all her four daughters. In total 1,400 girls were to curtsey in three batches of four to five hundred, in ceremonies spread over three days. Following the rules that a debutante had to be presented by a relation who had herself been presented, a formal application had been sent to the Lord Chamberlain by my mother who herself had made her curtsey in 1925, wearing the then obligatory ostrich feather headdress and white dress with a long train.


I still have the stiff buff card with its raised gold insignia EIIR. It bears the message ‘The Lord Chamberlain is commanded by Her Majesty to summon Mrs Gerald MacCarthy and Miss Fiona MacCarthy to an Afternoon Presentation Party at Buckingham Palace on Tuesday the 18th March, from 3:30 to 5:30 o’clock pm.’ The dress code was now less formal than in my mother’s presentation year. Ladies were instructed to wear day dress with hat. Gentlemen had a choice of morning dress or non-ceremonial day dress, esoteric instructions presumably immediately intelligible to our parents’ still militaristic post-war generation. The Lord Chamberlain directed that ‘If in possession swords should be worn.’
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Invitation to the palace
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Fiona MacCarthy dressed for her presentation in blue wild silk and black kid gloves








So it happened that on a cold and blustery spring afternoon I joined the troupe of well-bred gels, their parents and their sponsors assembling along the iron railings outside Buckingham Palace for what turned out to be an ordeal of a wait. There was to be a lot of waiting on presentation day and indeed throughout the London Season that succeeded it: endless hanging around, filling up the spaces, exchanging sometimes desperately sprightly small talk, sipping at a drink. What made that wait outside the palace so peculiarly memorable was not just the savage weather assailing the poor debs lined up in what The Times reporter called their ‘flimsy finery’, exposed to ‘rough winds shaking their chiffon and light silks’. It was the deeper certainty that this whole old world of privilege and upper-class frivolity was doomed. As shown in faded press cuttings the scene seems to encapsulate a strangely melancholy period quality. Moustached fathers in their toppers, proud mothers swathed in mink. A certain bitter sweetness, an end of empire feel. The Times noted the ‘valedictory spice about the familiar pageant of the debutantes on their way to a brief moment of glory in the State ballroom’. There were crowds outside the palace, kept at a discreet distance, staring at the toffs as in an Ealing comedy. On the final day of presentations two young blades in bowler hats drove up The Mall in a vintage Rolls Royce tourer, holding up a placard crudely lettered GOODBYE DEAR DEBS.
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Debs and their parents queue outside the palace, March 1958
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Sonia York, her parents and friends arrive for the presentation ceremony
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Debs’ escorts mourn the end of presentations








At last we were inside and ascending the Grand Staircase, an ostentatious sweep of Carrara marble with bronze balustrade. Up the red carpet the debutantes were entering an Alice in Wonderland world of stagey pomp and comic fancy dress. Beefeaters in their ruffs were stalwartly in attendance. Placed at strategic points throughout the palace were distinguished ancient soldiers, members of Her Majesty’s Body Guard of the Honourable Corps of Gentlemen at Arms, recalled to duty for the afternoon presentations, and giving the scene an air of spectacular unreality with their plumed helmets, their heavy gold epaulettes and quasi-medieval halberds, held ready to root out the traitors in the crowd. The debs were now denuded of their tweed or camel overcoats, thronging through the palace, eyeing one another as if entering heat one of an old-time beauty contest, which in a sense it was. The presentation ceremony marked our entry into a complicated, sometimes cut-throat competition that could shape a girl’s whole future. We were on the starting line for the thing called ‘coming out’ which, in its old and precise sense, meant a young girl’s rite of passage out of the schoolroom and into society, once she became of marriageable age. The ritual was once connected with menstruation’s onset. Society doctors in the Victorian age advised the delay of a young girl’s menstruation as long as possible, ideally until her formal ‘coming out’ at seventeen, prescribing a strict regime of cold baths and exercise in the open air to allow her to make full use of the valuable formative years of puberty. The debutante would then emerge, butterfly from the chrysalis, to parade before the eyes of her prospective suitors in ‘the full perfection of womanhood’.
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1958 debs coming to make their curtseys in full-skirted dresses and little petal hats: from left, Sally O’Rorke, Julia Chatterton, Victoria Bathurst Norman, Jane Dalzell








By 1958 such brutal delaying tactics were abandoned. Girls’ bodies matured earlier: I had started menstruating at the age of ten. But in a sense our development too had been retarded in the stultifying of female ambition and the deadening of our critical sense. In the contest for a suitable husband, ideally titled, landed and with money, originality had never been high on the agenda. Sameness and acceptability were of more value. In 1958 we looked alike in full-skirted calf-length dresses, long kid gloves and tiny hats constructed of myriad petals or soft feathers perched on our carefully waved hair. Whether the dresses had been made by a couturier, Victor Stiebel and Norman Hartnell being the prestige names, or run up by the deb’s mother’s village dressmaker, the final effect was curiously similar. I was wearing blue wild silk, the favoured fabric of that Season, and everywhere I looked were other girls in rustling skirts in the uniform light blue, turning Buckingham Palace to a shimmering silk sea. The atmosphere, although excited, was peculiarly docile. You could hardly call us teenagers: we were altogether too formal and submissive, imitations of our mothers, clones of the Queen herself, here at court in our court shoes.


The curtseyers had now been separated from their sponsors who were seated in the heavily ornate Edwardian Ballroom, all pilasters, giant doorways and appallingly bad sculptures, where they were entertained with a selection of light music played by the String Band of the Irish Guards. The debutantes were corralled into an ante-chamber known as the Ball Supper Room where we sat in rows on stiff gilt chairs for what seemed hours. Looking round I recognised quite a number of the others, old connections from the intricate networks of the past: the assemblages of nannies pushing glossy baby carriages in Kensington Gardens and Hyde Park; children’s parties where we played interminable pass the parcel and suffered the often tearful disappointment of being left chairless in musical chairs; dancing classes where the little girls were taught the sailor’s hornpipe; skiing classes in Mürren, in the Bernese Oberland. Sharing such distant memories were girls linked through our age, our education, our family connections, the tribal relationships of London and the counties. Most of all we were shaped and motivated by the friendships and expectations of our mothers. By the standards of today we were appallingly naive. Sitting waiting, chatting nervously, the debutantes held tight to two small cards issued to ‘all unmarried ladies’. Evidently these cards had magic powers. The first, the white card with beige borders, bearing the mystic message TO BE PRESENTED, had to be yielded to the Lord Chamberlain on entering the ballroom where Queen Elizabeth II and the Duke of Edinburgh sat enthroned under a crimson canopy adapted from the Imperial shamiana, redolent of the then relatively recent British rule in India. The Queen’s aunt, the Princess Royal, was also on the dais on the day I curtseyed, while the Mistress of the Robes and the Ladies in Waiting were seated behind the royal party. Having passed what was described reverently as ‘the Presence’, the second green card gave the debutante her entry to the reception in the State Rooms once her obeisance was done.


The long procession of virgins – for the vast majority of upper-class girls of seventeen were virgins in 1958 – passed in front of a young queen who not so long before had been a virgin herself. She had married Prince Philip in 1947 when she was twenty-one. From her height on the dais the Queen surveyed these serried ranks of girlish innocence, earls’ daughters, generals’ daughters, a Lord Mayor of London’s daughter, English roses from the shires, fresh-faced girls with the slight blankness of their class and inexperience. There was a softness and sweetness and also an inherited silliness of manner, a gasp in the voice, a giggle and a flutter, in these participants in what Jessica Mitford, in her book Hons and Rebels, described as ‘the specific, upper-class version of the puberty rite’.
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Penny Graham and her great-grandmother the Dowager Lady North on their way to the palace
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Madame Vacani training debutantes to curtsey








The first of the very last debutantes to curtsey, a tall, elegant, amusing girl called Penny Graham, daughter of the racing correspondent of the Daily Express, owed her prime position to her aged sponsor, her great-grandmother the Dowager Lady North who had not been to court since she herself had been presented to Queen Victoria. Lady North, by now in her late eighties, was decreed too frail for queuing and was spirited in early through the Entrée Entrance, a discreet side entrance of the palace. It helped that Penny’s cousin was on duty as a member of the Royal Body Guard. Penny was wearing oyster-coloured silk with a petticoat in which her heel caught in mid-curtsey, a small debacle which the Queen pretended not to notice. Four hundred girls, four hundred curtseys, each a thing of minor drama. A deep curtsey to the Queen, then three side steps to curtsey to Prince Philip, seated on the throne beside her. Did the Queen address the debutante? As I remember, she did not. The ceremony had an air of semi-sanctity, a little like a Church of England confirmation. Extract a smile out of Prince Philip and it counted as a triumph. He was seen to give a wink at the very daring deb with the Nefertiti hairstyle who was wearing a tight-fitting sheath of mauve, ruched chiffon designed by Victor Stiebel: not for Dominie Riley-Smith the standard blue wild silk. The procession of the nubile formed, dissolved, reassembled as name after name was shouted out by the Court Usher. Later, when I read Marina Warner’s Monuments and Maidens, her brilliant study of the allegory of the female form, it was easy to relate her historical account of the idolatry of virgins to my own all too personal memories of maidens processing past their monarch in 1958.


The curtsey itself was part of the mystique. It was a question of leg-lock: left knee locked behind the right knee, allowing a graceful slow descent with head erect, hands by your side. Avoidance of the wobble, definitely frowned upon, relied on exact placing of the knees and feet. The technique had been passed down through the generations of debutantes who learned it at Vacani’s School of Dancing, at 159 Brompton Road in Knightsbridge, a few blocks down from Harrods. The school was founded by Marguerite Vacani, a widow, and her sister, both professional dancers, early in the First World War. My mother learned her curtsey there. It was assumed that I too would book my session at Vacani’s. Other dancing schools might purport to teach the curtsey. But as far as the deb world went there was no substitute. Madame Vacani, as she styled herself, a squeaky voiced, effusive, highly powdered tiny lady, had made herself the high priestess of the cult. She had something of the manner of a genteel sergeant major as she trained prospective debutantes: ‘Now darlings, throw out your little chests and burst your little dresses.’ Once learned never forgotten, like bicycling or skiing. I believe I could achieve a Vacani curtsey still.


The knowledge that these were the final presentations made the occasion peculiarly poignant. Impossible to be there and not be conscious of the long line of our predecessors, going back to those late eighteenth-century ingénues led in by their powder-haired aristocratic mothers to curtsey to Queen Charlotte on her birthday feast. The scene was then relatively private and domestic. But gradually the system had been formalised. By 1837, when Queen Victoria ascended the throne, the term ‘debutante’ was in general use and young girls would be summoned to Queen Victoria’s drawing rooms, then held in St James’s Palace, to mark their entrée to society. The dress code was at this point the elaborate long white court dress with ten-foot train, mystical white veil, the ostrich feather headdress, elbow-length white gloves. The protocol surrounding presentations was strictly hierarchical. If the debutante before her was the daughter of a peer, Queen Victoria would kiss her; if the daughter of a commoner, the debutante would kiss the Queen’s proffered hand. Once successfully married, the young bride would be presented again by her mother-in-law; symbolically, when the bride returned to court to curtsey she would come in triumph, wearing her wedding dress.





[image: ]

Cynthia Charteris, later Lady Asquith, in the white crêpe de Chine dress, long white train and headdress of white feathers in which she was presented to King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra at the age of seventeen








Here we were then, the descendants of Lady Clodagh Anson who made her curtsey in 1898 to a by then aged Queen Victoria, a diminutive but still imposing regal figure seated on a low throne-chair that made access to her perilous: ‘… you had to make a deep curtsey to get down low enough’. To her near contemporary Lady Sybil Lubbock, mother of the writer Iris Origo, who curtseyed the next year in low-cut white chiffon on a freezing winter day:




… there was something almost Chinese about it. We were dressed like this in order to pay homage to our venerable Sovereign, who, in her youth, had looked her best with her plump white shoulders well exposed. These were our ceremonial garments, to be worn out of respect to her, no matter at what time of day or in what weather she chose to receive us.





Lady Sybil made her curtsey unsteadily, balancing her unwieldy train over one arm while the opposite hand clutched her fan, her gloves and handkerchief. It was as clear to debutantes of that early generation as it was to the girls of 1958 that palace presentation hovered on the borderline between dignity and farce.


But it had a mad, sad beauty this long chorus line of privilege. Lady Diana Manners, the future Lady Diana Cooper, presented in 1911, at the second court of the new King George V, wearing an ivory brocaded crêpe de Chine dress with a cream net train sprinkled with pink rose petals and real diamond dewdrops, a tour de force of a costume she had designed herself. Vita Sackville-West, presented at court by her mother Lady Sackville, in a white satin gown with a Buckingham lace and chiffon bodice, the satin train a cloudy mass of tulle and silver bows. Betty Vacani, niece of Madame Vacani, queen-empress of the curtsey, who curtseyed herself in 1939, rose to poetic heights in her description of the scene at Buckingham Palace: ‘After the presentations, the King and Queen walked down the line of debutantes and dowagers and as they passed everyone curtsied. It looked like the wind blowing through the flowers.’


The decorative elements of the presentation ceremony masked its serious, even ruthless, raison d’être in the stratification of society. By the mid-nineteenth century the annual presentation had gradually become the key event in a formalised connection of the monarch and the court with the Season and society. Presentation acquired an important role in the regulation of society in Britain. It became a kind of bulwark, defending an elite inner circle and securing the channels to power, influence and wealth. To put it at its crudest, the curtseyers were in, the non-curtseyers excluded from the myriad royal enclosures, members’ tents and other well-defended spaces in which the well bred were separated from the riff-raff. The making of the curtsey raised the expectations of, at worst, a socially suitable marriage, since girls had few opportunities to form liaisons away from their restricted social sphere. Through the centuries, the details of presentation altered. Queen Victoria’s more sober Afternoon Drawing Rooms gave way to the ostentatious splendour of Edward VII’s late-night gatherings at Buckingham Palace, in which the debutantes were beautifully illuminated in the newly installed electric light. In the early 1920s, following a fashionable raising of the hemlines, presentation dresses were permitted to be shorter and trains reduced to eighteen inches from the heel. Debutantes of that period contended with the problem of anchoring their ostrich feather headdress on a shingle haircut. By the 1920s, too, the several miles of carriages queuing for the palace had been replaced by a long line of large black chauffeured motor cars. But such changes were minor. The systems, aims and attitudes surrounding presentations remained almost totally entrenched.


Inevitably presentations were affected by external events and political commotion. No courts were held in Britain in the First World War, the war which brought an end to several European monarchies. Evening courts and garden parties were cancelled by the Coal Strike of 1921. On 16 March 1939 news of the German invasion of Czechoslovakia ousted the Court Circular, with its report of the previous evening’s presentations, from the pages of The Times. During the Second World War presentations were once again suspended and parents were faced with great practical problems in bringing out their daughters, as Ted Jeavons comments gloomily in Anthony Powell’s novel of wartime England The Kindly Ones. By 1947, when the palace announced the revival of presentation parties, 20,000 debutantes were waiting to apply. Because of the large numbers, garden parties were organised so that debutantes could be received en masse and then, once it was realised that English summer weather could not be relied on, the ceremony moved indoors, to the Palace State Apartments. In 1951, individual presentations to King George VI, a monarch who believed in court ceremonial, revived: the ceremony had an extraordinary staying power. There were laments that the afternoon presentations lacked the glamour of the old evening courts: ‘The splendour of the 1930s had vanished for ever’, wrote a regretful Duchess of Argyll. There was less possibility of anarchy or drama: ‘Now, there were no evening courts and no ostrich feathers, no chamberpots either, or knickers falling down’, complained Philippa Pullar, a debutante presented in a calf-length pink dress in 1953. Certainly the post-war courts had lost a little of their glitter. But the eventual cessation of court curtseys is less remarkable than the fact that young girls’ presentations to the monarch continued, essentially unaltered, for so long.


Why did presentations end in 1958? For many years there had been rising criticism from within that the system was failing in its mission of upholding social exclusivity. External forces, social pressures, were seen to be eroding the sanctified relationship between God’s anointed monarchy and God’s anointed subjects. Or, in more agricultural terminology, the wheat was no longer distinguished from the chaff. In the early period of presentations when the immediate court circle was limited to just a few hundred aristocratic and landowning families, all of whom knew one another, the debutante intake was easily controlled by the Lord Chamberlain himself. His role was to root out undesirables, especially women with a less than blameless past. But from the mid-nineteenth century the system had been gradually forced to open out to include the daughters of families whose fortunes had been made in industry and commerce. For those with no inherited grasp of protocol, etiquette manuals were circulated, giving hints on the correct behaviour at court, and from 1854 Certificates of Presentation were issued. Laments that the floodgates of society had opened to arrivistes and imposters, negating the pure principles of presentation, had begun at least as early as 1861 when Queen magazine commented:




The crowning mischief, as we take it, is the way in which presentation at court is now so vulgarised, that it has lost all value and meaning as a title to social distinction. Formerly, presentations were confined to the true aristocracy of the country, the peerage, the superior landed gentry, persons of distinction in art, science and letters and the holders of offices of dignity under the Crown. … It is no longer so. Presentations are now so vulgarised that literally ANYBODY who has sufficient amount of perseverance or self-confidence may be presented. The wives of all Members of Parliament are presented and they in turn present the wives and daughters of local squires or other small magnates. There is no knowing where this is to stop.





According to David Cannadines’s study The Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy the number of presentations more than doubled during the last twenty years of Queen Victoria’s reign, many of the additional debutantes being the daughters of self-made plutocrats from Britain, the Empire and the United States. In 1841, 90 per cent of women presented at court had been from the aristocratic and landowning families. By the end of the nineteenth century the proportion of debutantes from aristocratic families of ancient lineage was less than half.


Was there any point in continuing a practice so devalued? In 1957, the doyenne of society columnists, Mrs Betty Kenward, the Tatler’s ‘Jennifer’, was voicing her own doubts about whether presentations should continue, recalling in her memoirs: ‘In my humble opinion the Season was becoming rather a racket! More and more people were trying to buy their way in.’ Princess Margaret’s conclusion was similar, if more crudely expressed: ‘We had to put a stop to it. Every tart in London was getting in.’ Jennifer was especially incensed by the commercialisation of the presentation ceremony by ladies who had an entrée at court, having been themselves presented as debutantes, who took fees for presenting motherless girls or girls whose mothers were disqualified from presenting their own daughters because they were divorcées or because they had not been through the ceremony themselves. ‘I knew of two peeresses and a commoner who did this very successfully for several years, and there were probably masses of others.’ They made money not only from presenting girls at court but shepherding them through the Season, introducing them to other debutantes and organising dances for them. Nor were they necessarily effective in these launchings, which were often money wasted. Jennifer remembered one poor widowed father ‘spending a fortune on a spectacular dance for his daughter, who had very few invitations in return’. The palace, sensitive to accusations of links between presentations and commercial profit, was by this time taking soundings from Jennifer and others. A friend of the Queen’s arranged to have a quiet drink with Jennifer who claims to have been open on the racketeering aspects of the Season: ‘I told her very frankly all I knew.’


The mood towards the monarchy itself had altered subtly since the reverent euphoria of Coronation Day, 2 June 1953, when Queen Elizabeth II was crowned in Westminster Abbey attended by Lady Anne Coke, Lady Jane Willoughby, Lady Mary Baillie-Hamilton, Lady Rosemary Spencer Churchill, Lady Moyra Hamilton and Lady Jane Vane-Tempest-Stewart, ex-debutantes and all of impeccable lineage, only or eldest daughters of the nation’s senior peers. A maid of honour had, by definition, to be maidenly: Lady Rosemary Spencer Churchill, engaged to be married, postponed her wedding to preserve her maid’s credentials. The main function of the maids of honour was to carry the Queen’s twenty-yard-long train of heavy purple velvet as she processed up and then down the long aisle of the abbey. The Coronation was in fact the last fling of old-time pageantry. The monarchy, and its long close links with an exclusively upper-class section of society, would soon be coming under unprecedented fire.


The end of presentations was a symptom and a symbol of wide changes in Britain in the middle 1950s. The debacle of Suez, followed by the resignation of Anthony Eden, the Prime Minister, destabilised the country with a force that is quite difficult to describe to those who were not there. When Nasser nationalised the Suez Canal on 26 July 1956, the action signified the end of Empire for the British. It was a traumatic episode, shaming not only in the underlying political arrogance of the British government but in the bumbling hopelessness with which the crisis had been handled. Suez forced us to revalue our sense of our importance in the world: almost overnight Britain’s potency had dwindled. This crisis of confidence was also retrospective, casting doubts on the hallowed traditions and courtly prerogative of Britain’s past. It was a time when the whole standing of the monarchy was being called into question. There was public criticism of the Queen’s role in the appointment of Harold Macmillan as Eden’s successor as prime minister in preference to the expected candidate, Rab Butler. This compounded widespread doubts about the palace’s handling of the love affair between Princess Margaret and her recently divorced equerry, Group Captain Peter Townsend, in 1953. In this conflict between errant love and royal duty there were obvious echoes of the pre-war scandal of the love of Edward VII and Mrs Wallis Simpson which resulted in the King’s abdication in 1936. Since then public opinion had grown more sophisticated. Townsend’s virtual banishment to Brussels showed the palace clinging to what, in a more sexually realistic post-war Britain, appeared an outdated moral code.


Up to 1957, the traditional Buckingham Palace summer rituals of debutante presentations, garden parties and Royal Ascot continued according to the reassuring pattern. In personal terms the royal family had had an easy ride. But the days of automatic deference were ending. Behind the scenes there was anxiety, rising to horrified indignation as press criticism of the Queen and her courtiers, up to then off limits, became uninhibited veering towards rude. One of the earliest snipers at the royals was Malcolm Muggeridge, left-wing journalist and professional iconoclast. In an article in the New Statesman in September 1955 he launched into a diatribe of disloyalty, maintaining that the British people were secretly sick of the sight of the royal family and the ingratiating publicity surrounding them. Muggeridge suggested that another sycophantic photograph ‘… will be more than they can bear … The Queen Mother, Nanny Lightbody, Group Captain Townsend, the whole show is utterly out of hand’.


More considered, more incisive and dramatically effective, in the strangely neurotic aftermath of Suez, was an article by Lord Altrincham, soon to renounce his title and resurface as respected historian John Grigg. His inflammatory article appeared in August 1957 in an issue of the National and English Review, a small-circulation journal which Altrincham then edited, devoted to discussion of the ‘future of the monarchy’. With a candour that some readers saw as tantamount to treachery his article belaboured the complacency and frowsiness of the British monarchy, insulated as it was from social challenges of the modern world. Altrincham in full flood was a formidable opponent:




‘Crawfie’, Sir Henry Marten, the London Season, the racecourse, the grouse-moor, canasta and the occasional royal tour – all this would not have been good enough for Elizabeth I! It says much for the Queen that she has not been incapacitated for her job by this woefully inadequate training. She has dignity, a sense of duty, and (so far as we can judge) goodness of heart – all serious assets. But will she have the wisdom and give her children an education very different from her own? Will she, above all, see to it that Prince Charles is equipped with all the knowledge he can absorb without injury to his health, and that he mixes during his formative years with children who will one day be bus drivers, doctors, engineers, etc. – not merely with future land-owners or stockbrokers? These are crucial questions.





So they proved.


Altrincham reserved particular venom for the debutantes, accusing the Queen herself and Princess Margaret of bearing the ‘debutante stamp’ imposed by their narrow education by ‘Crawfie’, the royal family’s pet name for Marion Crawford, the princesses’ Scottish governess who remained their chief companion and confidante into their adulthood. He ridiculed the Queen’s style of ingénue prissiness, describing her stilted public speeches as ‘… “a pain in the neck”. Like her mother, she appears to be unable to string even a few sentences together without a written text.’ He poured scorn on the Queen’s entourage which he identified as ‘almost without exception the “tweedy” sort’: plus-foured aristocratic landowners and their ladies. The royal household had remained ‘a tight little enclave of British ladies and gentlemen’, embarrassingly white-skinned at a time when it was essential for the monarchy to be cementing good relations with the multi-racial countries of the Commonwealth. What he saw as the court’s ‘social lopsidedness’ was emphasised by the blatant social selectiveness of palace presentations, outdated rituals which Altrincham suggested should have been ‘quietly discontinued in 1945’. In Altrincham’s vision of a ‘truly classless and Commonwealth Court’, the only people who deserved to be presented to the monarch were those who had positively earned the right.


It is probable that, even without Lord Altrincham, debutante presentations would have been discontinued. Stung by criticism, the royal family could be seen to be making valiant efforts to get out and meet the people. On the very day that I and my fellow debs assembled at the palace to curtsey to the Queen the Court Circular records that Princess Margaret, attended by her lady-in-waiting, Lady Elizabeth Cavendish, was opening a pensioners’ club in Camberwell. It was generally believed in the deb world that Prince Philip had been the prime mover in the ending of the curtseys as part of his sometimes desperate mission to modernise the court and make it more accessible by, for instance, introducing a regular series of luncheon parties to which a social mix of guests would be invited. According to a court source quoted in Sarah Bradford’s biography Elizabeth, the Queen had planned to do away with debutante presentations in 1957 but ‘she carried on with them for one more year just to show that she wasn’t going to bow to Altrincham’. At a time when controversy about the British monarchy flared up with unexpected intensity the largely unwitting English debutantes provided a convenient public sacrifice.


The announcement came from the Lord Chamberlain’s office on 14 November 1957. The following year was the last in which presentation parties would be held. The Lord Chamberlain provided discreet words of explanation:




… for some time – in fact since 1954 – the Queen has had in mind the general pattern of official entertaining at Buckingham Palace, including the problem of Presentation Parties and certain anomalies to which they give rise. Her Majesty felt reluctant to bring these to an end because of the pleasure they appear to give to a number of young people and the increasing applications for them. These applications have now risen until it has become necessary either to add to the number of these parties or to seek some other solution.





Because of her many other engagements the Queen was said to be unable to increase the number of presentation parties. She therefore planned to substitute additional garden parties, ‘which will have the effect of increasing the number of persons invited to Buckingham Palace, both from the United Kingdom and all other parts of the Commonwealth’.


Reactions to the Lord Chamberlain’s announcement were mixed. The social diarist Jennifer records in her memoirs the ‘great consternation’ caused among future debutante mothers and sponsors at the news they were about to be cast out of the palace. She was telephoned constantly by press reporters for her reaction and comments, which she claims she steadfastly refused to give. In my own milieu of debs’ mothers and their progeny, a social strata not given to stringent analysis, the response to the announcement was puzzled and a little bit aggrieved. We felt a close personal connection with the royal family, perhaps all the more so because we had been together through the war. Those old enough had listened to, and been uplifted by, the young Princess Elizabeth’s wartime broadcasts to the children of England. We identified closely with the day-today lives of the royal children as related by ‘Crawfie’ in The Little Princesses, the first (and very controversial) instance of a royal employee telling her own story. Girls of my generation almost knew that book by heart. My sister and I had been dressed in those identical check tweed winter coats with little velvet collars, like the ones worn by Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret Rose. When King George VI died, I, then a child of twelve, wore a black armband through the period of court mourning. It was a strong emotional association. When news reached us of the end of presentations there was a feeling that the Queen, on whom we had thought we could count, had now abandoned us. For many fathers it was simply further proof that the country they had fought for was going to the dogs.


However, a Times leader gave cautious approval, seeing the end of presentations as the inevitable result of post-war social changes:




… the present age is one of transition in the sense that the traditional barriers of class have broken down. It has long ceased to be true that the court is the centre of an aristocracy, the members of which form a clearly recognizable section of the community.


Formal advantages deriving from the presentation no longer exist. The selection of the privileged few has become increasingly difficult and even invidious. The abandonment of a custom that has largely lost its contemporary value is sensible. However, it should not be taken as an encouragement by those who press for a more and more democratic court.
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Fiona and Karin MacCarthy with a schoolfriend Starr Ankersimmons in Kensington Gardens all wearing Little Princess coats








The Times leader writer argued that the idea of the Queen bringing herself ‘down to the level of her ordinary citizens is absurd and illogical’.


The popular press, whose gossip columns then depended to an extent that now seems almost unbelievable on the doings of the debutante world, were vociferous in their laments for the passing of presentations. Both Paul Tanfield in the Daily Mail and William Hickey in the Daily Express gave the news extensive coverage, Hickey wallowing in sentiment as he described the pre-war glory days for debutantes waiting outside the palace in their cars sustained by champagne, brandy or pâté sandwiches: ‘One girl had drunk so much champagne that when she went to curtsey to the King and Queen she fell down flat on her face.’ For Hickey this was the end of a certain sort of Englishness: ‘Now something of the exclusiveness and glamour will have disappeared for ever.’ There was general acceptance that the end of presentations threatened the viability of the London social Season. It had been the set piece of the curtsey to the monarch, the ratification of the young girls’ entrée to society, that provided the Season with its central raison d’être.


In 1958, as the final presentations approached, foreign commentators took up the theme. INNOCENT DAZZLE ON HUMDRUM LIFE – US REGRET AT DECISION ran a headline in the New York Herald Tribune whose reporter argued that presentations ‘made up part of the ordered, stately, and majestic cavalcade of royal life which the British people look on with so much personal pride, no matter what they think about it’. There was regret for the loss of ‘gorgeous pomp’.


In the last week the Daily Express launched a competition for an ‘Epitaph for a Deb’ to be sent in on a postcard with a 2½ d stamp. The winning entry, by Miss Stout of York, was sadly undistinguished:






A sparkling debutante lies here.


   Daddy found her very dear.








The runner up was more succinct: ‘Oh Deb where is thy fling?’


On 13 March 1958 the William Hickey gossip column was reporting that ‘Deb decorum – acquired at considerable cost in the most exclusive finishing schools – is already beginning to crack at the seams. I hear that there is a gentle-voiced but oh so grim tug of war at most debutante tea parties.’ In the press and in private, speculation had been mounting as to who would be the last of the last debs, the final debutante to curtsey. Harriet Nares, described in the Express as ‘a dainty honey blonde’, said her friends had been told of quiet dim corners in the palace in which they could hide in order to arrive strategically late for the line-up for the curtsey. There were stories of money being offered by one deb to another for an exchange of seats in the antechamber in which they waited to be summoned to the Presence. Presentation was still being regarded by traditionalists as ‘a symbol of loyalty and humble duty’ but among the ranks of the girls to be presented less ladylike instincts were breaking through. 


In accounts of the end of presentations pride of place as last curtseyer has often been accorded to the blonde and buxom Lovice Ullein-Reviczky, eighteen-year-old daughter of a former Hungarian diplomat. It is Lovice’s image, walking through the palace courtyard flanked by her sponsors, Frederic Bennett, Tory MP for Torquay, and his wife, in her fur tippet, that has acted as a kind of summing up for many people of the true significance of that strange day. It is a lonely image, with an edge of fallen glory. But in fact Lovice Ullein-Reviczky was not the last of the debs but rather the last deb to arrive at the Palace, her sponsor having been unavoidably detained at the House of Commons.


The genuine last deb to curtsey was a girl called Judy Grinling and, in the best traditions of the Girls’ Crystal school stories we all devoured in childhood, she did not achieve this glory by jostling for position. Her triumph was a matter of her niceness and her luck in simply finding herself on the last gilt chair of the last row. And even then her position was not entirely certain: the debs could have been summoned from the other end. Judy Grinling, who later confessed to a reporter that her eventual curtsey had been ‘a little wobbly’, was not from a traditional aristocratic family but the daughter of a sculptor, Anthony Gibbons Grinling, who was also a director of W. A. Gilbey, the wine and spirit firm owned by his family. Judy herself was living in France, learning the language and intending to return there soon after she had curtsied. She was casual about the Season, although planning a dance in London later in the summer, nor was she very interested in her sudden accidental prominence as final debutante. Her mother told a reporter: ‘I don’t think she has any idea of what a Very Important Person she is.’ She resisted invitations to give press interviews or to be photographed in her presentation clothes, making a single exception for the American Life magazine which was covering this turning point in English history. Judy Grinling had the streak of self-determination which in a period of dawning feminism would affect all social classes, the deb classes among them. For what The Times defined as an age of transition Judy Grinling was a very good example of the emergent transitional deb.


There was a dawning feeling by 1958 that the conventional cycle of coming out, courtship and marriage was not the be-all-and-end-all it had by and large appeared to our mothers’ generation. A certain superiority about the Season was becoming de rigueur in the circles which I knew. In the week working up to the final presentations the Evening  Standard ran a series entitled ‘Goodbye to the Debs’ by Jocasta Innes, herself an upper-class girl who had become a successful journalist. The first of these deb interviewees, Philippa Drummond, posed in her Chelsea house with her black poodle, maintained that her main interest was art and that she would probably work in an art gallery after the Season (‘of which’ commented Innes ‘she takes a more detached view than most debs’). The next girl to be featured, Priscilla Hunter, a stock-broker’s daughter, had spent six months living in a French family and taking a course at the Sorbonne instead of the traditional finishing school. Her ambition was now to work her way to America as a nurse.


How had this change of attitude arisen? One clear external influence was William Douglas-Home’s popular West End comedy The Reluctant Debutante. In his autobiography William Douglas-Home gives an account of a conversation held on Ashridge Golf Course with his friend George Bishop of the Daily Telegraph about the new play he was writing, as then unnamed:




‘What’s the new play about?’ he asked me, studying the line of his putt.


‘It’s about a country girl who doesn’t like the London Season,’ I said.


‘The Reluctant Debutante,’ he said, half to himself, as he stooped over his ball.





The play opened at the Cambridge Theatre on 24 May 1955, the action taking place in a flat off Eaton Square, a flat rented for the Season by Jimmy and Sheila Broadbent, superficially silly but ferociously ambitious mother of Jane, the reluctant debutante. Jane’s suitor David Hoylake-Johnston, a charmer of dubious reputation, is steadily discouraged by her mother until it emerges, in the final scene, that the sudden death of his great uncle has transformed him into the Duke of Positano. All dukes are desirable in Mrs Broadbent’s view of things and in the volte-face of the final curtain she is pursuing him with gushing invitations to dinner with her daughter. The deb was played by Anna Massey, daughter of actor and producer Raymond Massey and actress Adrienne Allen. Her uncle Vincent Massey was then Governor General of Canada. This, her first professional engagement, coincided with her own debutante Season, a peculiar example of drama mirroring reality. To the many debs-to-be who giggled through a plot in which true romantic love triumphs over snobbery the fact that the star actress herself had made her curtsey gave the play an extra twist: Anna was one of us. I had my own brief moment of Anna Massey glory, having partnered the future reluctant debutante in a performance of ‘In Your Easter Bonnet’ from Easter Parade. This was in the charity matinée put on by Miss Violet Ballantine, whose dancing school we both attended. I, aged nine, was the gauche clumsy imitation Judy Garland to Anna’s much more polished Fred Astaire.
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Lovice Ullein-Reviczky, the last of the debs to arrive at the palace
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Judy Grinling, the last deb to curtsey to the Queen in the final year of presentations








William Douglas-Home’s play, an efficient if unsubtle comedy of manners, raked over all the clichés of debutante life: the rival chitter-chatter mothers; the weary father groaning about the expense and the late nights; the caddish debs’ delights; the double-barrelled names. It was not that the Season’s silliness or even its venality had never been admitted, but it rated as a private, relatively inbred joke. William Douglas-Home’s play, later turned into a movie by Vincente Minnelli with Kay Kendall and Rex Harrison, made the family secret embarrassingly public. What could a deb do now except plead reluctance? Even the most inwardly ambitious girls were claiming to be doing the Season on sufferance by 1958.
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The Reluctant Debutante with its original cast including Anna Massey as the debutante and Celia Johnson as her mother








In the history of debutantes one often finds an element of disbelief, an urge towards self-parody. Lady Diana Manners, arriving at the palace in 1911 to make her double curtsey to King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra, recollected that the courtiers had been ‘very alarming and martinettish – they shoo you and pull you back and speak to you as a wet dog’. Photographs of the artist Leonora Carrington in her train and ostrich feathers awaiting presentation to King George V in 1934 were a source of fascination when circulated around her surrealist friends. Closer to our own last curtseys, Emma Tennent describes her 1955 debut as a scene from a pantomime: you stood for ‘a split second in front of the Royal Family on the dais, before dropping down to perform what looked, from the rear, very like the laying of an egg’. 


Its solemnity betrayed even by its own insiders, what hope of remaining respect towards a ceremony already pronounced by the Lord Chamberlain as obsolete? The age of full-blown satire and irreverence would not arrive till the early 1960s, but the satiric possibilities of the end of palace curtseys were already irresistible. Any tone of respect towards the toffs was banished in such knockabout features as that in the Evening Standard headed ‘SQUASHY’ BELCHER OF ROEDEAN MEETS THE QUEEN. Sarah Belcher’s father was said to be a heart surgeon. Unusually young to curtsey, at sixteen, she had been fast-forwarded in that final year of applications and was on an exeat from school. The Standard showed one picture of ‘Squashy’, her Roedean nickname, in school uniform and one in the ‘fabulously expensive’ floral presentation dress made for her in Paris. With the case of ‘Squashy’ Belcher all vestiges of dignity surrounding presentation vanished in a puff of smoke.


After the ceremony I was ushered into the Green Dining Room with a group of other girls, swirling in in our silk dresses and our little feather hats to be reunited with our parents and our sponsors and mull over, in relentless detail, the afternoon’s events. We stood and we sipped tea and munched the traditional post-curtsey chocolate cake provided by the palace, not just debs but greedy teenagers in a country in which food rationing had only ended in 1954. For the more mischievous of the debs there was now the ceremony of the Pinching of the Teaspoons, a project made only slightly less daring by the fact the teaspoons were the property of the palace caterers and not the Queen herself. The chat was inevitably of cocktail parties, dances. There was also the conversation-stopping news that the Norfolk debutante Lois Denny’s mother had been killed on the hunting field on the very eve of presentations. She had just taken a house in London for the Season. Debutantes had their particular tragedies.


I do not think I am falsely recalling a sense of the momentous alongside all the frippery. We may not have taken it to a logical conclusion: we were of course by definition four hundred silly girls. But at some instinctive level I feel we understood that the end of presentations signified a formal end to high society and that as English debutantes we were a dying breed.



















CHAPTER TWO


Preparations for the Season
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Only a small proportion of the 1,441 debutantes presented at Buckingham Palace in 1958 stayed on in London to do the Season proper. Many debs ‘up from the country’ (as my Chelsea-based mother would have put it, in slightly pejorative tone) returned whence they had come after delivering their curtsey. One of these, Angela Carler, told the Evening Standard, ‘Riding’s my hobby. Mummy is Master of the North Warwickshire Hounds.’ The bevy of foreign debutantes presented to the Queen by the wives of their respective ambassadors – for instance the US, Belgium, Italy, with the largest contingent from France – almost all dispersed after the ceremony. The hard core of mainly English debutantes who spent the next four months giving and attending parties and the random succession of events that made up the London Season amounted to little more than two hundred: in her 1958 preview ‘Brilliant Vista of the Last Royal Season’ Jennifer lists 231 debutante participants and even within this total there were girls who came and went. For the remaining stalwarts based in London, whose non-stop social activities and would-be witticisms provided a whole summer’s gossip column fodder, the Season amounted to a full-time job.


Who were these girls? We were a very motley collection compared with the closed society of debutantes in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when the aristocratic and landowning families converged on London for the Season, balls were held and marriage contracts between the children of wealthy and powerful dynasties were hammered out. Of 168 girls listed by Jennifer as giving dances in 1958 only 17 are daughters of the peerage and therefore irrefutably (this time to quote my nanny) ‘out of the top drawer’. Seven daughters of earls and marquesses are listed: Lady Caroline Acheson, Lady Katherine Courtenay, Lady Fiona Crichton-Stuart, Lady Anne Maitland, Lady Teresa Onslow, Lady Davina Pepys and Lady Carolyn Townshend. It was a sign of the times that Anne Maitland, daughter of Viscount Maitland who was killed in action in 1943, had been upgraded to the rank of earl’s daughter after his death. It was also symptomatic of that period of growing casualness towards the London Season in the higher echelons of the aristocracy that the coming out ball at Arundel Castle for Lady Mary Fitzalan-Howard, the Duke of Norfolk’s second daughter, had been held over to the following year, when she would share it with her younger sister, Sarah, and her older sister, Lady Anne, whose twenty-first birthday it would by then be. In 1958 Lady Mary would make do with a small dinner dance. Lady Rosemary FitzGerald, granddaughter of the Duke of Leinster, Ireland’s premier duke, unwillingly attended a few debutante tea parties and struggled through her own cocktail party at the Cavalry Club, before defecting from the Season altogether, setting off for travels in the USA.
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Lady Rosemary FitzGerald (right) with a fellow debutante outside the palace on presentation day
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The Hon. Penelope Allsopp








Jennifer lists ten debutantes with the title of the Hon., which marked them out as daughters of viscounts or of barons: Penelope Allsopp, Mary Bridgeman, Diana Connolly-Carew, Eliza Guinness, Annabel Hawke, Camilla Jessel, Marilyn Kearley, Gail Mitchell-Thomson, Teresa Pearson, Elizabeth Sidney. By no means all these girls were of ancient lineage. Several were descended from the new commercial aristocracy that began to be created in the nineteenth century, gradually intermarrying with the old landowning elite. The Hon. Eliza Guinness came from the famous brewing family originally ennobled by Disraeli: Eliza’s dance was to be given by her grandmother, the Countess of Iveagh. The Hon. Penelope Allsopp was descended from Henry Allsopp, another brewer, a relatively modest self-made man created Baron Hindlip by Lord Salisbury in 1886. The Hon. Teresa Pearson’s great-grandfather Weetman Pearson was an entrepreneur of energy and vision, an engineering contractor on a global scale whose elevation to the peerage as Lord Cowdray in 1910 was by no means universally approved. The title inherited by the 2nd Baron Jessel of Westminster, father of the debutante the Hon. Camilla Jessel, dated back only as far as 1924. Lord Jessel had married into the Londonderry family and Camilla’s grandmother, the Dowager Marchioness of Londonderry, was to be the hostess at Camilla’s ball at Londonderry House. The father of the Hon. Gail Mitchell-Thomson was technically speaking even more of an arriviste since his title of Baron Selsdon of Croydon, a place itself a little suspect in smart circles, was bestowed as recently as 1934. Decades of political appointments to the peerage, as well as frequent intermarriage with commoners, had turned the British aristocracy into a hybrid. By 1958, contrary to many outsiders’ expectations, little of the blood of my contemporary debutantes could be described as truly blue. This is not to say the Season was a free for all. There were still operable grounds for social exclusion. But these were a matter of language, style and manner rather than the dynastic claims of aristocracy and land.


In that post-war decade of rapid social transition, as the debutante connection with monarchy and aristocracy loosened, my own family background was typically mixed. My mother’s grandfather Robert McAlpine was a prodigious example of the self-made man. Born into a mining family in Lanarkshire, he worked as a bricklayer before founding the building and contracting firm that became Sir Robert McAlpine & Sons. He was made a baronet in recognition of his ‘continuous and patriotic service’ soon after the armistice of 1918. McAlpines had been farsighted in developing new techniques of concrete construction and my great-grandfather became a well-known public figure, popularly known as ‘Concrete Bob’. Sir Robert’s daughter Agnes, my mother’s mother, had married a French diplomat, the Baron de Belabre, a tall, distinguished, rather dilettante figure who had been French Consul at Dover and at Newcastle, was an amateur painter and had written a history of Rhodes. The marriage only lasted for ten years. The baron was unfaithful. My mother was apt to be impatient with my grandmother’s intolerance of his vicissitudes, maintaining that she ought to have accepted he was French.


Socially speaking my mother had married a little bit beneath her. In 1937 Yolande Yorke Fradin de Belabre, the girl whose name reminded gossip columnists of the heroine of a medieval French romance, married Gerald MacCarthy, eldest son of a Sherborne country doctor of Irish extraction and his wife, Florence, a diminutive Irishwoman known as Flo. My father was a regular soldier in the Royal Artillery, a regiment of marginal social acceptability. But what my father may have lacked in fashionable credentials was compensated for by good looks, affability and charm. He was a dashing, gregarious figure known as ‘Bang Bang’, the name by which he first appears in my mother’s voluminous photograph albums. He was a wonderful ballroom dancer, a proficient rider and polo player: in almost all the pictures my father is either on or near a horse. His ebullience balanced my mother’s much more reticent nature; as they say, he brought her out of herself. My father, by then a lieutenant colonel, was killed in 1943, only weeks after sailing from Glasgow to join his regiment in the offensive against Rommel’s army in Tunisia. He perished in the desert, in a random scenario of ambushes and sandstorms. His death was recorded as ‘date unknown’. My widowed mother had suitors but she did not remarry. No one ever measured up to my father she would say.





[image: ]

Fiona MacCarthy with her grandfather, the Baron de Belabre, at Bridport
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The marriage of Captain Gerald MacCarthy and Yolande de Belabre at St George’s Hanover Square on 6 April 1937








My credentials for the Season were in one sense unimpressive. Neither by birth or fortune (for in spite of the McAlpines my mother was hard up) was I up there with the grandest of the debs. But my right to do the Season was never, I think, questioned by my mother, by myself or anyone I ever met. As a family we were positioned in the fluid territory between the upper middle classes and the aristocracy: one of my mother’s half sisters was married to Sir Edward Naylor-Leyland, Edward VII’s godson. Of my mother’s own god-daughters, one married David Stuart, Viscount Stuart of Findhorn, another is the present Duchess of Devonshire. My mother was not snobbish or particularly socially ambitious for her daughters, her great enthusiasm was for ballet and the theatre. My younger sister was already training as a dancer and our household was more like that of the stage-mad children in Noel Streatfeild’s Ballet Shoes than a social forcing house. But the Season was somehow built into the equation, a matter of conventions and connections so deep-rooted that no one really bothered to discuss it. It was the assumption that in the interval between leaving school and taking up my place at Oxford I’d be dancing, having fun, making friends, acquiring ‘beaux’ (as my mother’s generation optimistically described them). In my mother’s circles the debutante Season was simply something that one did.
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Gerald MacCarthy in India in 1937 with his chestnut Arab horse Mistral, winner of many cups
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Fiona MacCarthy with her mother in her Schiaparelli parrot dress;
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MacCarthy with her father at home on his last leave in 1942








Historically, the London Season began and ended with large-scale arrivals and departures: the movements of whole households from the country to the town house in late spring and back to the country in late July or August as the shooting season started and, in the heat of summer, London itself became less salubrious. In her memoir Hons and Rebels Jessica Mitford describes the removal in the 1920s of the large family, servants and household effects (including wax-wrapped packages of home-baked bread) from their house in the Cotswolds to their seven-storey town house in Rutland Gate as ‘resembling the evacuation of a small army’. By 1958, by which time the majority of these enormous aristocratic town houses had been given up, the Season was not so logistically complex but its formal vestiges remained in the announcements in The Times Court Circular appearing from early March onwards. For example, on 3 March:




Lord and Lady Rollo and the Hon. Helen Rollo will be at 24 Hilton Street SW (telephone Sloane 4111*) from April 23 for the Season.





The family of the 13th Baron Rollo had arrived from Perthshire.




Major R.A. and Lady Rosemary Rubens and Miss Davina Nutting will be at 11 Cadogan Court, Draycott Avenue, sw3 (telephone Kensington 2821) from today until August 31.





The grave tone of these Times announcements suggests an event of national importance. On 1 April the Court Circular informed its readers:




Lady St. John of Bletso has left 1 Herbert Crescent and her future permanent address is 8 Lennox Gardens, sw1 (telephone Kensington 6537).





Lady St. John was the most notorious of the Season’s paid chaperones, launching her own little group of debutantes each Season, so the notice of her changed location was essential to trade.


From the point of view of social cachet it mattered greatly where you lived. Over the centuries the different areas of London had acquired their own identity and status. By the interwar period, according to Jessica Mitford, their social character seemed ‘as fixed as if it had been determined by some inimitable law of the Universe’. Mayfair was the chosen place of the very rich and fashionable; more artistic, literary and bohemian people gravitated towards Chelsea ‘or even Bloomsbury’. Hampstead, Hammersmith or St John’s Wood were ‘predominantly middle class’. Meanwhile the ‘run-of-the-mill squires, knights, baronets and barons’ were colonising Kensington, Paddington, Marylebone and Pimlico.
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