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			The truth is rarely pure and never simple. 
Modern life would be very tedious if it were either, 
and modern literature a complete impossibility.

Algernon Moncrieff to Jack Worthing 
Act I: The Importance of Being Earnest

		 
		


		
			AFTER OSCAR

	 
		


		
			INTRODUCTION


	 
			This is a book about revelations. A hundred and thirty years ago my grandfather was sent to prison for being homosexual but he also championed difference in an age of conformity which the Victorians found nearly as disturbing. He pushed his subversive ideas and his subversive behaviour to the limits of what they could tolerate—and then just a little further, which they could not. He painted that drab age of industrial power with forbidden colours and put people in touch with their feelings, revealing what the Victorians wished to conceal, until they said—All right, if it’s revelations we’re talking about try this for size—and over eight weeks in the spring of 1895 they revealed every last detail of his private life and placed him where he could do no further harm, then pretended that nothing had happened. It became one of the longest continuous acts of hypocrisy in British history, and in this book are many revelations which will make people (or their descendants) uncomfortable, and it is right that they should feel a flush of embarrassment for their own or for their ancestors’ hypocrisy. 

			This is also a book which attacks hypocrisy in many forms over more than a hundred years. I was going to stop it conveniently in the year 2000—exactly a century after my grandfather’s death—but the hypocrisy continues. I have no doubt that Oscar will go on inspiring hypocrisy in various forms for decades to come. So why reveal all? What right do I have to poke around in other people’s dirty linen baskets? None really; but the fact that my family’s dirty linen has been washed in public for more than a hundred years goes some way towards justifying it. When my father’s autobiography Son of Oscar Wilde came out in 1954, one of the qualities over which the critics seemed to be unanimous was that it had been written ‘without bitterness,’ as indeed is my book. Bitterness is not something which runs in the family.1 But mine is written with a modicum of anger, channelled into storytelling. Talking about my family in private, or for that matter even in public, and telling these stories aloud would have given them an ephemeral quality open to manipulation and reinterpretation in the retelling by others. To put them into print armours them against the whims of posterity, but it requires an absolute respect for the truth which cuts both ways. The search for this truth has led to some uncomfortable discoveries about my immediate family, and I realised that if I was going to be true to my own principles, I needed to be even-handed and keep my mother’s whitewash brush firmly locked in the cabinet of historical curiosities where it belongs. It has also meant revealing that some of the facts and events which my father wrote about in his autobiography owe more to his imagination than to reality, and that has been one of the hardest things with which I have had to come to terms. At some point during the writing, I referred to my work in correspondence as having to ‘read between the lines of mistaken memories,’ only I mistyped the word ‘lines’ without its ‘n.’ Reading between the lies would have made an appropriate subtitle, since that is what the story of posthumous Oscar is mostly about: debunking unverified gossip which for years has masqueraded as the truth.

			After Oscar was never going to be an easy book to write, especially as the unmasking of some of the players was inevitably going to include people to whom I was even distantly related. My nights often seemed peopled by those who would do all they could to prevent me from telling their story, and sleep went from being the body’s soft recompense for a hard day to the mind’s nocturnal revenge for daring to tell the truth. But vivid and unsettling encounters with the spirits of those whose behaviour I was holding up to scrutiny also helped me put the truth into perspective and try to understand their motives and emotions; sometimes the reality has a depth, a poignancy even, that was lacking in the version which they had carefully polished for posterity at the time. Who am I to say, for example, that Constance, my father’s mother, didn’t appear to him in a dream and encourage him to tell the story of his early life? I only have my own mother’s word that it was her convenient invention to make Vyvyan’s story more touching. It was unlike Thelma, my mother, to have invented it; she told it to me at the time his autobiography was republished in 1988 to impress on me just how much she had been involved in persuading him to write it. Seventy years on I suppose there is a certain irony in the fact that I should now find people invading my sleep to stop me telling the truth. 

			After my father’s death in 1967, my mother took solace in consulting mediums. Oddly enough (oddly, because I never really associated him with an interest in the paranormal) it was Rupert Hart-Davis, a great friend of the family and the editor of Oscar Wilde’s letters in 1962, who first put her in touch with the spiritualist medium Ena Twigg. Rupert had resorted to spiritualism after the sudden death of his second wife, which helped him in the process of grieving. I was sceptical and considered it a waste of time and money but Thelma insisted on paying for me to go to a medium before letting me dismiss it out of hand. I did and the one message which ‘came through from the spirit world’—long before I had even thought of trying to make a living out of writing—was that I would have to write a book about my family which would be extremely difficult. This is it. 

			Part of the reason why writing After Oscar has been so difficult is that the earlier years, for reasons which will become clear, have involved many separate stories and weaving them together into a single narrative was not necessarily the best approach. Occasionally, where they overlap, I have chosen to tell each in a single sweep rather than combining them into a fragmented chronological sequence which would have destroyed the dramatic effect. (The telling of an earlier story may have more impact when told later on, so a little mental gymnastics by the reader is sometimes necessary.) This is a radically different multi-layered biography, with the shadow of my grandfather as the main focus in each layer. I have tried to make sure that the reader can follow without difficulty how the layers are all interlinked in this three-dimensional treatment. It’s the final part which has given me sleepless nights. When I started writing it twenty-five years ago, it was going to be pure fact and I resisted any attempt to persuade me that I should include myself. I was irrelevant to the story, and that had always been made clear to me from a very early age. But over those twenty-five years the publishing landscape has changed, and the public seems to have an insatiable desire to know what goes on in the private lives of the rich and famous. I am neither rich nor famous, and only marginally interesting as an adjunct to the continuing fascination for Oscar Wilde, but I unpacked my own life to look at Oscar’s incursions into it and was surprised by what I found. 

			‘Good artists exist simply in what they make, and consequently are perfectly uninteresting in what they are,’ remarks Lord Henry in The Picture of Dorian Gray, a view rather contradicted by Oscar’s own reputation which has swung like a weathercock in the breeze of popular opinion, or more frequently in the storm of scandal, ever since his death in 1900. Few other writers of the last 150 years have had so much attention paid to them over and above their literary output. How many other modern authors have had their witticisms printed not only on greetings cards but on everyday objects like fridge magnets? He has been used to promote everything from de-alcoholised sparkling wine to hotels where he is supposed to have stayed but almost certainly didn’t, and his name graces a European river cruiser, a Norwegian aeroplane, a British freight engine, and an Irish ferry. So, I felt that to have achieved such iconic status today, after being branded a convict, a bankrupt, and an unrepentant homosexual in his short lifetime, was a phenomenon meriting a chapter of its own, as well as hazarding an explanation for his continuing popularity.

			Now, footnotes are a necessary modern evil in works of non-fiction. They persuade the reader that what is printed has a valid pedigree and is not merely a vague and unsubstantiated conjecture by the author or even, God forbid, an invention. I say this because some years ago in an essay entitled ‘Biography and the art of lying’ I did just that in order to prove the point about phantom footnotes. I referenced a perfectly plausible but entirely invented story to a non-existent manuscript in my possession and then admitted the deception towards the end of the piece. However, it didn’t prevent an eager blurb-writer from quoting part of the anecdote as authentic without bothering to read to the end of the essay. That said, you have my word that no such deception has been practised in this book.2 

			I hope that you will find, as I have done in researching Oscar’s very real posthumous existence, plenty to amuse, to infuriate, to fascinate, and above all to shock.

		 
	 
			 
		


		
			PART ONE 
(1897-1900)


	 
		


		
			
CHAPTER ONE 
OSCAR’S RELEASE


	 
			At ten minutes past six in the morning on Wednesday 19 May 1897, by special arrangement with the prison authorities, a brougham drove into Pentonville prison. A few moments later, the blinds drawn, it clattered over the cobbles, out through the massive prison gates and into the late spring air of North London. Oscar Wilde was finally a free man. For one who had spent most of his adult life courting publicity, inventing himself afresh at every turn, it was an unobtrusive departure. It gave him a little more dignity, though, than having to pass out on foot through the wicket gate as the rest of the day’s ‘discharge’ would do at 6:30, and the shock of his return to the outside world was somewhat tempered by the men who had come to collect him: More Adey and the Reverend Stewart Headlam. Adey, an old friend from Oscar’s pre-prison days, was hardly the ideal companion for his first hours of freedom. Acrimonious letters had passed between them the previous month over Oscar’s future finances, Adey’s handling of which had been nothing short of disastrous as it had estranged Oscar from his wife, Constance, and nearly resulted in an unnecessary and unwanted divorce. ‘He is cultivated. He is sympathetic. He is kind. He is patient. He is gentle. He is affectionate,’ Oscar wrote of him at the time. ‘But in matters of business he is the most solemn donkey that ever stepped . . . The harm he has done me is irreparable. He is incapable, as I have written to him, of managing the domestic affairs of a tom-tit in a hedge for a single afternoon.’3

			Headlam he hardly knew, but it was he who, urged by his friend Adey and believing Wilde’s case to be prejudged by public opinion, had stood bail for him in 1895 when friends either could not or would not do so, and it was to Headlam’s house in Bloomsbury that they now drove in the brougham.

			A return to Central London was far from what Oscar had had in mind when plans for his release were first discussed. Frank Harris had been to visit him at the beginning of April and with his customary expansiveness had offered him a cheque for £500 and a motoring tour through France to the Pyrenees. In a state of nervous gratitude Oscar had been quick to accept, but later turned it down when the £500 turned out to be £50 and he realized that several weeks in Harris’s company would have proved something of an ordeal. ‘It would be like a perpetual football match to be with him,’ he later remarked to Headlam.4 On 22 April, aware that reporters and possibly even Queensberry, the very instrument of his ruin, were planning to gather like vultures at what he called ‘the ceremony of his release,’ he had petitioned the Home Secretary to remit five days of his sentence on the grounds that he had already spent three weeks on remand before his first trial, but the request had been refused. The problem of Press interest became more and more acute. Cheque-book journalism, it seems, was alive and well in 1897; one American newspaper offered him any sum he wanted to give an interview over breakfast on the morning of his release, an idea which appalled him. In the end the Governor of Reading Gaol, Major Nelson, had been obliged to write to the Prison Commissioners informing them that: ‘The prisoner each day becomes more hysterical and fearful of any annoyance that may be caused by the importunities of the Press.’ Their response was to arrange for Wilde to be transferred discreetly on the evening of 18 May from Reading to Pentonville where the Governor had been instructed to keep the identity of his overnight prisoner a strict secret even from his staff. On hearing this, Oscar had written begging another friend, Reggie Turner, to meet him at the prison gates and take him to a hotel for a change of clothes and a pot of coffee before travelling to Southampton and across the Channel to Le Havre. Turner refused, afraid that if his family discovered they might stop his allowance, but agreed to meet Oscar a day later at the new destination which he and Robert Ross had chosen for him—Dieppe. For Oscar, however, Dieppe in early summer was a prospect which caused him about as much unease as London itself. It had become a popular resort for the British, an extension of the English south coast with Continental overtones and although it was home to a thriving artistic community, it was also patronised by an element of Society in whose eyes he was merely a perverted ex-convict and by whose narrow moral code he was sure to be treated accordingly.

			The transfer between Reading and Pentonville had taken place as planned and under more humane conditions than his last transfer eighteen months previously between Wandsworth and Reading. On that occasion, handcuffed and in prison dress, he had stood for half an hour on a South London station platform in the November rain, jeered and spat at by those who recognised who he was.5 This time he had been allowed to wear his own clothes, his sartorial dignity assured by the unexpected kindness of a sympathetic Reading Gaol wardress, Elizabeth Norris, who had pressed his suit and washed the shirt which had lain yellowing and crumpled in the prison storeroom for two years.6 Eight hours previously, he had arrived at Pentonville with nothing to his name but the clothes he stood in. His rented house in Tite Street had been repossessed, its entire contents sold by the sheriff’s auctioneers to settle unpaid debts while he was on remand; he was an undischarged bankrupt with no prospect in the foreseeable future of earning a living in England again; his wife had obtained, reluctantly, a deed of separation; and his children had been taken from him by court order. 

			Now he rode through the awakening streets to one of the only houses daring to give him asylum for a few hours in the city which had briefly fêted his theatrical triumphs before discovering his private homosexual life and branding him a monster of depravity. In his pocket were the statutory ten shillings gratuity from Her Majesty’s Prison Service and in his hands an eighty-page letter which, by special dispensation, he had been permitted to write to Lord Alfred ‘Bosie’ Douglas, the young man who had helped bring him to the pitiful state in which he now found himself. However, rules could only be bent so far and the Prison Commissioners had refused to allow such a lengthy document to be sent as routine correspondence. It was a document of such intensity—‘Epistola in carcere et vinculis’ he had called it—that when its full extent became known, it would affect the lives of many individuals over the next sixty years.

			By 6:30 the brougham had covered the two miles to Headlam’s house in Upper Bedford Place where Ada and Ernest Leverson were waiting to greet him. It was the Leversons who had opened their house to Oscar after he had been granted bail and besides lending him £500 toward the costs of his libel action against the Marquess of Queensberry, Ernest had acted as Oscar’s informal, even illegal, banker during his prison sentence. Adela Schuster, one of the Wildes’ family friends, had given Oscar £1,000 shortly before his conviction to ease the financial strain and Oscar with foresight had turned it over to Leverson for safekeeping. Although much of it had disappeared in legal bills, the balance should have been declared to the bankruptcy receiver as part of his assets but was not, enabling him to give his aging mother some financial assistance and ultimately pay for the costs of her funeral while he was still in prison.7

			Whatever prison had taken from Wilde it had not dulled his charm nor the finesse of his flattery. Ada Leverson, ‘The Sphinx’ as Oscar used to call her, vividly remembered that early morning meeting:

			 

			We all felt intensely nervous and embarrassed. We had the English fear of showing our feelings, and at the same time the human fear of not showing our feelings. He came in, and at once put us at our ease. He came in with the dignity of a king returning from exile. He came in talking and laughing, smoking a cigarette, with waved hair and a flower in his button-hole, and he looked markedly better, slighter, and even younger than he had done two years previously. His first words were, ‘Sphinx, how marvellous of you to know exactly the right hat to wear at seven o’clock in the morning to meet a friend who has been away! You can’t have got up, you must have sat up.’8

			 

			

			Despite the appalling conditions which he had had to endure in prison, he spoke light-heartedly about the Governor and his wife, and joked about the warders refusing to allow him to read a newspaper on the train the night before. ‘I suggested I might be allowed to read it upside down. This they consented to allow and I read all the way The Daily Chronicle upside down and never enjoyed it so much. It’s really the only way to read newspapers.’ In a more serious vein he seems, according to Leverson, to have sent a note to a ‘Roman Catholic Retreat asking if he might retire there for six months,’ a story frequently repeated but extremely unlikely; he would not have wanted to upset the elaborately laid plans of his close friends; he was hoping to be able to see his wife and children shortly; and given the sentiments expressed in his last letters from prison he wanted nothing less than to stay in England and exchange one form of confinement for another, however uplifting by contrast. 

			At this point, and using Leverson’s book as a prime example, it needs to be said that even those who professed to know Oscar personally cannot always be relied upon to be truthful when writing about him, a fact which has become increasingly clear during the forty-odd years that I have been researching my grandfather’s life and works. In some instances, understandably, it was due to their imagination recolouring grey memories of the past. In others, it has been to enhance the importance of the author, but all too often it has led biographers astray, happy to accept these first-hand accounts at face value. And why not? After all, Ada Leverson was unquestionably there on the morning of Oscar’s release.9

			Stewart Headlam’s version of events, however, is far more likely to have been correct. Yes, a note was sent to a Catholic community—Farm Street in Mayfair according to Headlam—asking for a priest to come over, possibly with a view to Oscar’s desire to convert, but certainly not because he was hoping to be accepted on a six month retreat; apart from anything else Farm Street has never had a house of retreat. In any event the reply was a refusal, but the incident is illustrative of one of the themes which runs throughout this book, that of debunking unnecessarily sensationalist myths about Oscar created and perpetuated by posterity.10 

			Other visitors came and went throughout the morning. For Oscar who had spent two years in solitary confinement, forbidden by prison regulations to talk to fellow prisoners, the opportunity to converse once more was delightful. Predictably he and More Adey missed the 10am ‘Day Express’ to Newhaven and the day boat to Dieppe. With time to spare, Oscar indulged himself with a visit to Hatchard’s bookshop in Piccadilly: books, once an integral part of his everyday life, had been a luxury behind bars and there was another act of kindness which he needed to acknowledge. The manager of the shop, Arthur Humphreys, had not only sent him a lavish parcel of books for his second Christmas in prison, but had published a limited edition of Oscar’s essay ‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’ within a week of his final conviction. It was a small but significant expression of friendship and solidarity at a moment when scandal had forced the author’s plays off the West End stage and London was trying to forget that Oscar Wilde had ever existed.

			While they were in Hatchard’s Wilde was recognised, and he and Adey had to leave in a hurry. The incident, only to be expected in the middle of a weekday in Central London, merely confirmed Wilde’s fears expressed in a letter to Reggie Turner two days before:

			 

			I suppose I had better go to Southampton on Wednesday, by some station, if possible not a big London one: I mean Vauxhall better than Waterloo etc. So get a carriage for the drive through London. There are of course only two ways by which I can travel: either third-class, which I need hardly say, dear Reggie, I don’t mind a scrap: or first-class in a reserved carriage: it is unnecessary to explain why: you will see that while I can sit at ease with the poor, I could not with the rich: for me to enter a first-class carriage containing other people would be dreadful: they would not like it, and I would know they would not. That would distress me.11

			 

			However, the last minute change of plan meant that he was expected by his friends in Dieppe and not in Le Havre, so the crossing was to be via Newhaven leaving from Victoria. Rather than risk being recognized there, or even at the busy Clapham Junction, they took a cab to the next station out—East Croydon.12 But he could not escape a bizarre coincidence. Wilde had been acquainted with Philip Cardew, a director of the London Brighton and South Coast Railway and after whose daughter he had named Cecily in The Importance of Being Earnest; Jack Worthing, her guardian, was found in a handbag at the Victoria Station cloakroom, ‘the Brighton Line’ as he insists to Lady Bracknell. Now, as he travelled down the Brighton Line for the last time, possibly even pulled by the ‘Cardew,’ one of the regular steam engines to make the trip, it was as though elements of his finest comedy had come to mock his departure.13 As Oscar himself remarked on many occasions, between life’s comedy and its tragedy lies but a hair’s breadth.

			A day in More Adey’s company, whatever Oscar’s misgivings beforehand, had healed much of the rawness of his feelings over what he saw as Adey’s and Robbie Ross’s mishandling of his affairs. He would have reminded himself how Adey had helped to secure bail for him before his final trial and had later drafted a petition for clemency during his first months in Reading. He would have remembered, too, how Ross had stood in the dreary corridor of the bankruptcy court that first autumn, waiting simply to raise his hat in silence as Oscar, handcuffed and in prison dress, passed by. Now, he was carrying what few possessions he had left in a gift from Reggie Turner—suitcases and a dressing case stamped ‘S.M.’ for ‘Sebastian Melmoth,’ the alias he had decided to adopt in his forthcoming exile.14 A new name and a new life in another country lay across the English Channel, but so too did old friends on whose loyalty he would need to rely more than ever. So, at Newhaven where they arrived late in the afternoon, he sent a remorseful telegram to Ross: 

			 

			Arriving by night boat. Am so delighted at prospect of seeing you and Reggie. You must not mind the foolish unkind letters. More has been such a good friend to me and I am so grateful to you all I cannot find words to express my feelings. You must not dream of waiting up for us. In the morning we will meet. Please engage rooms for us at your hotel. When I see you I shall be quite happy, indeed I am happy now to think that I have such wonderful friendship shown to me.

			Sebastian Melmoth 

			 

			Oscar and More dined in Newhaven before boarding the night boat and they arrived in Dieppe shortly before dawn at 4:30 the next morning. Ross and Turner were waiting on the jetty.15 Oscar’s tall figure was immediately recognisable, dominating the other passengers on deck, and as the steamer drew alongside he saw them, waved his hand and his face relaxed into a smile. His features, it seemed to Ross, had lost all the coarseness with which they had been dulled by his pre-prison life of overindulgence and he looked as he must have looked twenty years before. There was ‘an irritating delay’ while the gangplank was put in place and then, with what Ross described as ‘that strange elephantine gait which I have never seen in anyone else,’ Oscar stalked off the boat.

			In his hand was a large, sealed envelope containing the letter to Alfred Douglas. ‘This, my dear Robbie,’ he said, ‘is the great manuscript about which you know,’ and as he handed it to Ross he broke into a sort of Rabelaisian laugh. Although neither man could have realized it at the time, there was a terrible symbolism in this simple act of transfer: it was as though Oscar, having come to terms with his life and committed it to paper in Reading Gaol, was demanding that Ross should share the consequences. He had been presented, so to speak, with a time-bomb which would explode with devastating effect fifteen years on. Ross already knew what was expected of him, since around the time that Oscar had finished De Profundis, as the Douglas letter was afterwards to become known, he had already written to Ross about it from prison asking him to have several typescript copies made before sending the original on to Douglas. But first there were other matters to attend to—breakfast and mending the broken fences of friendship. 

			Oscar gave Turner the keys to his luggage and asked him to complete the customs formalities while he and Ross repaired to a nearby café. When Turner reappeared, he found Oscar ‘sitting at the head of the buffet table drinking his coffee and dominating the whole seasick company,’ for the first, and probably the last time in his life, being ‘brilliant at breakfast’; Mrs. Cheveley would not have approved. Once his luggage was cleared, Ross and Turner took Oscar to the Hôtel Sandwich where they had decked out his room with flowers and loaded the mantlepiece with books, in the centre of which was a copy of Max Beerbohm’s The Happy Hypocrite sent to greet him on his release by the author. A few hundred pounds had been raised from various sources by Ross and Adey which must have been a huge relief to Oscar who had assumed he would be more or less destitute. Among the contributions were the £50 from Harris; £50 from Adey himself, half of which had already been spent on hats, ties, collars, shirts and toiletries; a first quarter’s allowance from his wife; £50 from the composer Dal Young, who had had the courage to speak out in Wilde’s favour at the time of his conviction with the pamphlet Apologia pro Oscar Wilde; and £111 being the balance of Adela Schuster’s gift. One thing, however, was perfectly clear to Ross and Adey: under no circumstances were they going to hand over the entire sum to him without any control. In the weeks before his arrest his two plays The Importance of Being Earnest and An Ideal Husband had been bringing him in about £150 a week, all of which and more he had spent on his reckless lifestyle with Alfred Douglas. His only fixed annual income now came from Constance and was equivalent to what he used to spend in a week. Even without Bosie to help him spend it, Oscar’s past record of extravagance and lavish generosity to all around him gave cause for concern. The thought, too, that the friends would have to pick up the pieces when the release money was spent, forced Ross into the unenviable position of appointing himself banker for the next few weeks, unaware that it was a role he would be having to play for the rest of Oscar’s short life. It didn’t, however, stop Oscar from immediately sending small sums of money to be given to ten of his fellow inmates in Reading on their impending release.16

			

			By nine o’clock all but Oscar were exhausted and excused themselves to go and sleep until lunchtime. Oscar, still living on nervous exhilaration, sat down to write a letter of thanks to Ada Leverson for her support the day before: ‘I often thought of you in the long black days and nights of my prison life, and to find you just as wonderful and dear as ever was no surprise. The beautiful are always beautiful.’ After lunch he and Robbie hired a carriage and drove to Arques-La-Bataille in the countryside just to the south of Dieppe. There they sat in the sunshine on the ramparts of the ruined mediaeval castle, with Oscar luxuriating in the sounds and scents of spring. For months he had anticipated this very moment:

			 

			I tremble with pleasure when I think that on the very day of my leaving prison both the laburnum and the lilac will be blooming in the gardens, and that I shall see the wind stir into restless beauty the swaying gold of the one, and make the other toss the pale purple of its plumes, so that all the air shall be Arabia for me.17

			 

			Then he talked of Reading Gaol as though it were a sort of enchanted castle of which the governor, Major Nelson, was the presiding fairy. The hideous machicolated turrets became minarets, the warders benevolent Mamelukes and his friends, Ross, Turner, and Adey turned into Paladins waiting to welcome Coeur de Lion after his years of captivity. It was a truly Oscarian performance, the poet reborn, putting into practice the resolutions he had set himself in De Profundis: ‘The important thing, the thing that lies before me, the thing that I have to do, or be for the brief remainder of my days one maimed, marred and incomplete, is to absorb into my nature all that has been done to me, to make it part of me, to accept it without complaint, fear or reluctance.’18 It was in this positive frame of mind that he returned to Dieppe late in the afternoon, deeply touched by the loyalty and generosity of his friends and determined, without bitterness, to put his prison experience to good account as he rebuilt his life. That night he enjoyed the unaccustomed luxury of an ordinary bed with clean sheets, the final sensual pleasure of his first two days of rediscovering the outside world with its joy and colours and stimulation. It was too good to last—and it didn’t.

			For the first week he remained in Dieppe, but his fears about the English community’s attitude towards him were soon realized. Out of consideration for his English clientele, the proprietor of a restaurant, where he had gone to dine with friends, made it obliquely clear that he was not welcome; he feared that the taint of Oscar as a regular could affect his business. People who knew him by sight but with whom he was not personally acquainted apparently crossed the street in a pointed manner as they approached him.19 So it was partly to avoid further unpleasantness and partly to save money that he decided, persuaded by the sensible Robbie, to install himself eight kilometres up the coast in the Hôtel de La Plage at Berneval. Despite the snubs, the artistic and literary community showed more sympathy. The novelist Henrietta Stannard, who wrote popular novels under the pseudonym John Strange Winter and who was living in Dieppe at the time, asked him to call on her and her husband, which elicited an effusive letter of thanks and a bouquet of flowers from a grateful Wilde. ‘France has been charming to me and about me during all my imprisonment and has now—mother of all artists as she is—given me asile,’ he wrote.20 One of those who had showed his ‘charm’ in a way that Wilde would have appreciated most of all was Aurélien Lugné-Poë who had staged Salomé in Paris while Wilde was in prison and who had visited him within days of his arrival in Dieppe. Nevertheless, after the initial euphoria brought on by friends and freedom, Oscar could no longer avoid addressing two relationships from his former life—Alfred Douglas and Constance, his wife.

			Reggie Turner and More Adey had already returned to England by the time Oscar arrived in Berneval, so he spent the first two days there alone with Robbie Ross without whose advice the manuscript of De Profundis might never have survived. In the letter which Oscar wrote from prison telling Robbie what he wanted done with it, he had also asked him to become his literary executor:

			

			 

			I want you to be my literary executor in case of my death, and . . . if you are my literary executor, you must be in possession of the only document that really gives any explanation of my extraordinary behaviour with regard to Queensberry and Alfred Douglas. When you have read the letter you will see the psychological explanation of a course of conduct that from the outside seems a combination of absolute idiocy with vulgar bravado. Some day the truth will have to be known: not necessarily in my lifetime or in Douglas’s: but I am not prepared to sit in the grotesque pillory they put me into, for all time: . . . I don’t defend my conduct. I explain it.21

			 

			And Robbie, even if he had only had time to read the first few pages of this long, brutally frank letter to Bosie Douglas, would have realized that it was madness to send him the original. In the first place, given Douglas’s impulsive nature, he would almost certainly have destroyed it, which would have defeated the purpose of asking Robbie to ‘be in possession of the only document that really gives any explanation of my extraordinary behaviour.’ Once the original was no longer in existence, it would have been impossible to guarantee the authenticity of the text. Even to have sent Douglas a copy would, in Robbie’s view, have been counterproductive as he was already considering the idea that Douglas might help contribute towards Oscar’s upkeep. This would have been out of the question once Bosie had read what Oscar had to say about him in the letter.22 All this must have been discussed in those two days, with Robbie impressing on his friend the importance of keeping the original for posterity. Oscar would not have been hard to convince as his instructions for copying the document specified that ‘a wide rubricated margin should be left for corrections,’ implying if not publication at least preservation. As it was, Robbie did hold onto the complete manuscript, publishing excerpts in 1905 and 1908, and finally deposited it in the British Museum Library in 1909, where it lay sealed for fifty years. Whether or not Bosie Douglas was sent a copy is uncertain and Robbie, depending on whether it was more expedient to admit or to deny it, changed his story several times in later years. In all probability it wasn’t sent. According to Bosie he never did receive a copy, which in retrospect was a pity as it might have prevented his disastrous reunion with Oscar which took place three months later. But I anticipate.

			 
		


		
			
CHAPTER TWO 
AFTER THE FALL


		 
			Apart from writing to thank his friends for their gifts and their moral support (even one expressing his gratitude to Major Nelson, the Governor of Reading Gaol for treating him so humanely), one of the very first things which Oscar had done when he arrived in Dieppe had been to write to his wife. 

			Constance had remained astoundingly loyal to him when all around were encouraging her to distance herself and her children from the man whose public image had changed overnight from brilliant dramatist to ‘loathsome importer of exotic vice.’ In the middle of May 1895, between Wilde’s two criminal trials, she had consigned my uncle Cyril (aged ten), and my father, Vyvyan (aged eight), to the care of a rather hysterical governess, sending them to Glion above Lake Geneva while she remained behind to pick up the pieces of her broken life. She didn’t rejoin her sons until around 22 June, a month after Oscar’s final conviction, and had spent some of the intervening time seeking the help of influential friends to try and make his prison life marginally less unbearable.23 It was a brave, almost defiant gesture given the overwhelming sense of public disgust which was being expressed in the press about her husband’s conduct. 

			Shortly after leaving England, however, Constance wrote to her friend Emily Thursfield to say that she had taken legal advice and, entirely for practical reasons, had been advised to sue for divorce. On her marriage to Oscar in 1884, she had received a marriage settlement from her grandfather which was kept in trust and provided the two of them with an income of about £800 a year. Under its terms, Oscar had a life interest in the income if Constance were to die before him and on his death it would then revert to their children, but his past behaviour showed that he could not be relied upon to act responsibly with money and the children might suffer in consequence; a divorce would annul his entitlement to it.24 But as the summer progressed her resolve weakened, helped partly by her brother, Otho, who had written to Oscar in prison, and partly by Robert Sherard, one of Oscar’s most devoted friends who had been among the first to visit him. Both were anxious to effect a reconciliation and encouraged Oscar to use one of his first meagre allowances of personal letters from prison to write asking Constance to forgive him and not to proceed with the divorce.25 He knew that the strength of her love for him, he who had ruined her life as well as his own, was remarkable, and Oscar would have remembered the letter he received from her brother Otho on his marriage ‘ . . . if Constance makes as good a wife as she has been a good sister to me your happiness is certain; she is staunch and true.’26 She had stood by Otho when he fell in love with their Aunt Carrie’s housemaid, Nellie Hutchinson, and married her in spite of the snobbish disapproval from her extended family, so she was no stranger to family scandals.27 Now, divorce from Oscar seemed a step which she could not bring herself to take. Oscar did indeed write and wrote again in early September, a letter conveyed as ‘official correspondence’ through Constance’s solicitor, Sidney Hargrove, who brought it to her personally in Switzerland. It was, he said, ‘one of the most touching and pathetic letters that had ever come under his eye,’ and Hargrove agreed that she should stop the divorce proceedings and she and Oscar should sort matters out amicably between themselves.28 ‘His letters are touching to a degree and I cannot think that the children will suffer more by seeing him than they must in any case by the very fact of being his children,’ she wrote to her sister-in-law in mid-September and a few days later she travelled from Switzerland to London to make her first visit to him in Wandsworth Prison where he had been transferred in July.29 It was around this time that she adopted an old family name, Holland, as her new identity; a practical necessity dictated by public prejudice and concern for her children’s future rather than any sense of shame on her part.30

			Her visit to Oscar took place under terrible circumstances. ‘It was indeed awful,’ she wrote, ‘more so than I had any conception it could be. I could not see him and I could not touch him and I scarcely spoke,’ but it enabled them to start arranging their future finances without lawyers and without acrimony.31 She offered to make him an allowance on his release in return for him renouncing his interest in her marriage settlement which he was happy to accept.32 Back once more in Switzerland she confided again to Emily Thursfield:

			 

			I do not wish to sever myself entirely from Mr. Wilde who is in the very lowest depths of misery. And he is very repentant and minds most of all what he has brought on myself and the boys. It seems to me that by sticking to him now I may save him from even worse and I believe that he cares now for no one but myself and the children . . . At the same time I am quite aware that I am running a certain, possibly a very great, risk. But I have my own money over which I now have perfect control and the life-interest has been renounced by Mr. Wilde in favour of the boys. So if I find it impossible to live with him I can always leave him. But, dearest Emily, I think we women are meant for comforters and I believe that no one can really take my place now, or help him as I can.33

			 

			Her next visit was on 19 February the following year to tell him of his beloved mother’s death. Jane Wilde had died on the 3rd of the month and it was agreed that Constance was the only one who could break the news to him gently. Despite suffering from the severe symptoms of multiple sclerosis, which would contribute indirectly to her own death two years later, she made the trip to Reading Gaol where Oscar had been moved in November. It was less of a shock for him than Constance had anticipated as Oscar’s mother had ‘appeared’ to him on the night of her death in outdoor clothes, and when asked to stay she shook her head and vanished without a word. ‘I knew it already,’ he said when Constance told him.34 A year later, still touched by the memory of her visit Oscar would write: ‘My soul and the soul of my wife met in the valley of the shadow of death: she kissed me; she comforted me: she behaved as no woman in history, except my own mother perhaps, could have behaved.’35 It also gave them the opportunity to settle the details of the allowance which, the previous autumn, Constance had offered to pay him on his release. What had looked to be a simple agreement between them, though, had suddenly become complicated; Oscar had been made bankrupt in the meantime and neither of them had reckoned with the Official Receiver and the well-intentioned but misguided intervention of his friends. 

			By law the Official Receiver was obliged to realize even the smallest of the bankrupt’s potential assets and Oscar’s contingent life interest in his wife’s capital could not simply be handed back to her—it had to be put up for sale. So, it was agreed that Constance should purchase Oscar’s life interest from the Receiver unopposed and for a nominal sum, and in return she would make him a lifetime allowance of £200 a year and—in the event of her predeceasing him—a third of the income from her capital. After this second visit from his wife, Oscar wrote to Robbie Ross that he was happy with the arrangement:

			 

			I do not wish any opposition be made to her purchasing my life-interest. I feel that I have brought such unhappiness on her and such ruin on my children that I have no right to go against her wishes in anything. She was gentle and good to me here when she came to see me. I have full trust in her.36

			 

			Ross and Adey, however, supposedly looking after Oscar’s interests while he was in prison and anxious that he had given away too many of his ‘rights’ in a fit of remorse, then decided to bid against Constance for the life interest without telling him. At £75 they were successful. Constance was furious, assuming that Oscar had gone back on his word and saw nothing for it but to sue for divorce in order to annul the marriage settlement altogether. For Oscar the prospect of further humiliation in the divorce court, in all likelihood a replay of the homosexual infidelities which had landed him in prison in the first place, was more than he could face. In a flurry of letters between himself, Adey, and Ross (which he later said should be published as Letters from Two Idiots to a Lunatic) he ordered them to return to Constance the life interest they had purchased. He criticized them for spending and thus wasting the funds which were intended for him on his release; and, more seriously, remonstrated with them for estranging him from his wife and children. As a result of this meddling, Constance’s solicitor advised her to reduce her generous offer, to make it conditional on Oscar not ‘consorting notoriously with evil or disreputable companions’ and, worst of all, to give her sole custody of the children:

			 

			I’m afraid you don’t realise what my wife’s character and conduct have been towards me. You don’t seem to understand her. From the very first she forgave me, and was sweet beyond words to me. After my seeing her here when we arranged everything between us . . . I begged that my friends would do nothing of any kind that would imperil the reconciliation and affection between myself and my wife . . . You did not tell me the truth, you and my friends did not carry out my directions and, what is the result? Instead of £200 a year I have £150 . . . But that is not all. That is merely the common money side. My children are taken from me by an order of the court. I am no longer legally their father. I have no right to speak to them. If I try to communicate with them I can be put into prison for contempt of court. My wife also is of course wounded with me for what she considers a breach of faith on my part. On Monday I sign here a deed of separation of the most painfully stringent kind and of the most humiliating conditions.37

			 

			The deed of separation was brought to him by his solicitor, Arthur Hansell, and signed two days before his release.38 Much later, in 1905, an anonymous newspaper article (obviously taking advantage of the recently published but much abbreviated first edition of De Profundis), maintained that Constance had come to the prison with the solicitor but without any intention of seeing Oscar. It was written by one of the warders who claimed that she asked him, nevertheless, if she could have a glimpse of her husband—presumably through the peep-hole in the door. Shortly after, she left in tears accompanied by Hansell. A lovely, heart-rending account, though it must be a complete fabrication and one swallowed, I may add, by most biographers to give poignancy to the story. The dates and content of her correspondence from Nervi on the Italian Riviera where she was then living show that she couldn’t have gone to London at that time; her deteriorating physical condition would have made it difficult and she would almost certainly have mentioned it in her letters to others which she didn’t. It was an imaginative invention by the warder—more unverifiable sensationalism—and now that most of Constance’s letters from the period have come to light, it looks absurd. 

			Once in Dieppe and with no more restrictions on his correspondence, Oscar was immediately anxious to make amends with his wife for seeming so untrustworthy. His letter reached Constance on 24 May at Nervi where she was staying with her friend, Margaret Brooke, the Ranee of Sarawak. She described it to Otho at the time simply as ‘full of penitence’ and said she had replied, but Otho and one of the Wildes’ close family friends, Carlos Blacker (both of whom she later allowed to see it), agreed that ‘it was most beautiful . . . and touched with an earnestness not found in any of his published work.’39 Unfortunately it has not survived, almost certainly destroyed, Otho later suspected, by her family or by the executor of Constance’s estate and guardian to her children, Adrian Hope. Constance’s own reaction to it betrayed more feeling than she was prepared to admit even to her brother: in spite of her increasing lameness, she wanted to go immediately to join Oscar in Dieppe and was only discouraged from doing so by the Ranee who advised her not to be impetuous and to wait.40 In the end she told the would-be penitent that she would see him twice a year but made no promise at all that he could see his children. This was completely at variance with the sentiments she had expressed to Otho’s second wife, Mary, eighteen months before. Instead, she sent him photographs of Cyril and Vyvyan and wrote to him weekly for a while, but Oscar was impatient and wanted—needed—more. ‘It is a terrible punishment, dear Robbie,’ he wrote to Ross, ‘and oh! how well I deserve it. But it makes me feel disgraced and evil, and I don’t want to feel that.’41

			Why the change of mind? Constance’s misgivings had started from the moment she felt that Oscar had betrayed her trust over the Official Receiver and the marriage settlement. The warm, protective tone of her letters in the autumn of 1895 showed that she was at least prepared to try and remake some sort of a life with him, but by the summer of 1896 she had become defensive, even aggressive, at what she saw as interference in her affairs by Oscar’s friends, apparently with his tacit approval. The wrongheaded meddling of Ross and Adey had shaken Constance’s belief in Oscar’s affections and weakened her confidence that she should be the principal agent in his rehabilitation.

			There were other considerations, too, which had forced her to take a hard, detached look into the future. Her family’s nomadic existence in the year after Oscar’s conviction, moving into increasingly modest hotels in Switzerland, Germany, and finally in Italy; the irregularity of her sons’ education during that time; and the realisation that her original plan to ride out the storm for eighteen months on the Continent and then move discreetly back to England was unworkable, had all come at a cost to herself. Set against that, it seemed the principal concern of her husband and his friends was to secure Oscar’s financial well-being in the case of her death. In the circumstances, this change from gentle compassion to the irritation of a woman who felt herself betrayed was only to be expected. In a letter to her brother shortly before Oscar’s release she described her mood of resignation: 

			 

			I have again had pressure put upon me to go back to Oscar, but I am sure you will agree that it is impossible. I am told that I would save a human soul, but I have no influence over Oscar. I have had none and tho’ I think he is affectionate, I see no reason for believing that I should be able now to perform miracles, and I must look after my boys and not risk their future. What do you think I should do? The Ranee thinks he has fallen and cannot rise. That is rather like Humpty Dumpty, but then I think his fate is rather like Humpty Dumpty’s—quite as tragic and quite as impossible to put right.42

			 

			Who was applying the pressure is not clear. It was not her brother to whom the letter is addressed; nor would it have been her confidante at the time, the Ranee, who was mindful of the problems in her own marriage; and in view of their complete antipathy towards Oscar before his trials and their feelings of revulsion thereafter it was certainly not her family. Oscar’s mother, for whom she had had great affection and respect, would surely have tried to effect a reunion, but she had died the year before. Given the reference to saving a human soul, the most likely person, though one whom she would have known by reputation only, was the Rev. Stewart Headlam. He may even have suggested that she be present at Oscar’s release, but if so the appeal fell on deaf ears. ‘What do you think I should do?’ The question, neatly sandwiched between conflicting opinions, revealed Constance still in an agony of indecision over whether she should be listening to her head or her heart. Despite these fluctuations in her feelings for Oscar, and as her name so aptly suggests, I am sure there was always an unchanging belief, as she had expressed it to Emily Thursfield, that ‘no one can really take my place now, or help him as I can.’ This time it was her friends, not his, who were to be the cause of misunderstandings between them. Even Bosie Douglas confirmed as much many years later: ‘Mrs. Wilde was continually changing her mind about Oscar and was on the brink of making friends with him several times but that she was much influenced by women friends who mostly advised her against it.’43

			None of those whose judgement she respected seemed prepared to do anything other than advise her to wait and see. But why? Most biographers have simply interpreted this lack of resolve as: ‘She hesitated, listening to her advisers,’ but the underlying reason for this misplaced advice is blindingly obvious. There was a thorny social problem. If Constance and Oscar were to be reunited, what social status were they to assume among their English compatriots on the Continent? It was unthinkable that Oscar should be accepted back into polite society as if nothing had happened: he was a bankrupt, a criminal, and a known homosexual. But it was equally unthinkable that Mrs. Holland (as she had now become) and her two sons should be ostracised on his account. The immediate answer was to make sure that on his release they were kept apart on the pretext that Oscar should be subject to a period of probation. It was pure hypocrisy. As Oscar would write to More Adey later in the year ‘I was a problem for which there was no solution.’44 

			One person who might have been able to bring about the meeting between Oscar and his wife was Henrietta Stannard, the author who had asked him to call on her almost immediately after he had arrived in Dieppe. She had known them both in the days of Oscar’s London successes and now entertained him on several occasions without a thought for the adverse social consequences it might have for her and her husband. In letters to friends Oscar writes of his meetings with the Stannards as news, a breakthrough in his post-prison relations with the world. There would have been nothing more natural than for Oscar to mention the reluctance of his wife to see him and, given Henrietta’s complete indifference to what society thought of her befriending Oscar, she must have offered to intercede on his behalf. In a letter to the artist Louise Jopling, also a friend of the Wildes, she wrote a year later:

			 

			You know perhaps that Oscar Wilde came straight here when he was released. I did my best for him, but I am afraid it was no good. If only she would have come to him or let him go to her, I’m sure he might have been pulled up, but she was ill, something very serious internal needing serious operations and she funked it, altho’ she was dying to see him. I did my level best to persuade her, but it was no good. It seemed to break Oscar up altogether for he was dying to see his boys but after he left I hear he went a regular smasher. Of course much as he had suffered in prison, his hardest times came afterwards . . . . It seems a mean thing to hit a man who is down, but the self-righteousness of some people made me very sick, I can tell you.45

			 

			Earlier in the year when writing De Profundis, Oscar had foreseen many of the difficulties he would face on his release. ‘The common prisoner of a common gaol’ as he described himself, ‘I have come, not from obscurity into the momentary notoriety of crime, but from a sort of eternity of fame to a sort of eternity of infamy.’ Unlike the petty criminals with whom he had lived for two years and who would return to their own milieu and their families to start life anew, he, by contrast, was condemned to a life of social ostracism. This he could accept as he felt it would force him to remake his life as a writer.46 A modest, even penurious existence he had persuaded himself would be tolerable on the condition that he freed himself of all bitterness both towards Douglas for encouraging him to lead a life ‘unworthy of an artist,’ and towards Society for what it had inflicted upon him as a result. These were feelings which could be rationalised, understood, accepted. ‘One gets no receipt for the past when one walks out into the beautiful air’ he remarked a little ruefully to Frank Harris a month after arriving in France.47 However, the part of his life which he had once taken for granted, and had assumed gratefully would be available to him when he most needed it—the fragile framework of his marriage and the affection of his wife and his children—was now denied to him. It was a bitter disappointment. Although the conventional in Wilde seldom comes to the fore, it was a useful attribute on occasion either as a platform from which to launch himself with paradoxes on his unsuspecting public, or, as in this case, a point of temporary retreat to recharge himself creatively and emotionally. Now, I’m not for a minute suggesting that Oscar and Constance would have remade a life together again for any length of time. His homosexual tendencies and his ambivalence to marriage as expressed to Robbie Ross from prison: ‘For years I disregarded the tie . . . I was bored to death with the married life,’ makes it clear that any reconciliation between husband and wife would have been short-lived at best, but it would have helped him to start rebuilding his shattered existence.48 Tragically, it was not to be. 

			To complicate matters even further there was Bosie Douglas. Soon after Oscar’s arrival in Dieppe Douglas wrote to him. The letter hasn’t survived but it must have been trying to persuade Oscar to see him and to dispel any bad feeling between them. It was unlikely to have been in a similar vein as Oscar’s first letter to Constance, for penitence and asking forgiveness were not Bosie’s style. The only indication of its content can be surmised from the letter which Oscar wrote to Robbie Ross after he was alone in Berneval:

			 

			I had hardly any sleep last night. Bosie’s revolting letter was in the room, and foolishly I had read it again and left it by my bedside. My dream was that my mother was speaking to me with some sternness, and that she was in trouble. I quite see that whenever I am in danger she will in some way warn me. I have a real terror now of that unfortunate ungrateful young man with his unimaginative selfishness and his entire lack of all sensitiveness to what in others is good or kind or trying to be so. I feel him as an evil influence, poor fellow. To be with him would be to return to the hell from which I do think I have been released. I hope never to see him again.49

			 

			It must have arrived at almost exactly the same time as Constance’s disappointing reply to Oscar’s letter ‘full of penitence,’ and has to be another of the great ‘What if?’ moments in the whole Wilde saga. Within a few days Oscar was writing back to him in a fairly neutral tone but soon he was having to fight all his better instincts not to write to Bosie every day. A week later it was ‘My dearest Boy . . . yours with all love, Oscar.’ A meeting planned for the middle of June had to be cancelled after word of it reached England, and a solicitor’s letter warned him of the dire consequences under the deed of separation if it took place.

			Constance, meanwhile, had been in touch with Carlos Blacker and his wife and was planning to spend August in Germany’s Black Forest near to where the Blackers were living in Freiburg. Carlos and Oscar had been very close friends during the 1880s, so much so that he was not only appointed a trustee of Constance’s marriage settlement but in 1888 Oscar dedicated to him The Happy Prince and Other Tales. Due to a complicated social and financial scandal in which Carlos was involved in the early 1890s, he was obliged to leave England and spent most of the rest of his life on the Continent.50 The two men had not seen each other since Carlos had married Carrie Frost just before Oscar’s trials in 1895. Carrie, homophobic and a social snob, was the daughter of an American Confederate General and thoroughly disapproved of her husband’s friendship with Oscar.51 While she was supportive of Constance during the first months after Oscar’s release, her sympathy had its limits and when Oscar proposed asking Constance and his sons to join him in Berneval for a few days and then to return with them to Freiburg, Carrie must have told her husband to prevent it. He wrote to Oscar at the end of July to say that Constance couldn’t make the journey because of her physical disability, though oddly enough it didn’t prevent her from travelling from the Italian Riviera to the Black Forest. Oscar’s reply was to suggest that he should come to Freiburg anyway to see Constance and the boys, the prospect of which must have horrified Carlos given his wife’s views on the ex-convict. A further letter from Carlos seems to have put even more emphasis Constance’s illness and he told Oscar to wait until the boys were back at school and Constance was settled into her newly rented villa in Bogliasco just down the Ligurian coast from Genoa. For Carlos, at least, and given his concerns about Carrie’s attitude, it was the best solution. At that point Oscar more or less gave up trying: 

			 

			My dear Friend, I am simply heart-broken at what you tell me. I don’t mind my life being wrecked—that is as it should be—but when I think of poor Constance I simply want to kill myself. But I suppose I must live through it all. I don’t care. Nemesis has caught me in her net: to struggle is foolish. Why is it that one runs to one’s ruin? Why has destruction such a fascination? Why, when one stands on a pinnacle, must one throw oneself down? No one knows, but things are so.

			Of course I think it would be much better for Constance to see me, but you think not. Well, you are wiser. My life is spilt on the sand—red wine on the sand—and the sand drinks it because it is thirsty, for no other reason.

			I wish I could see you. Where I shall be in September I don’t know. I don’t care. I fear we shall never see each other again. But all is right: the gods hold the world on their knees. I was made for destruction. My cradle was rocked by the Fates. Only in the mire can I know peace.52

			 

			During August Oscar kept himself occupied with writing The Ballad of Reading Gaol and with visits from English friends, but the nights started drawing in, the friends had left and the future promised little but loneliness. From where he was living on the coast in Berneval the only decent view was towards the North, over the grey English Channel to the country which had put him behind bars. He seemed to be living out the very fear he had expressed at Oxford twenty years before: in answer to the question ‘What is your idea of misery?’ he had answered ‘Living a poor and respectable life in an obscure village.’53 However, he was still in touch with Bosie Douglas and they agreed to meet in Rouen at the end of the month, the first time they had seen each other since Oscar’s trials. It was an emotional reunion. Bosie suggested that they take a villa together in Naples and spend the winter there. Oscar was overjoyed at the prospect and accepted, though must have known, as he wrote so poignantly only a month before to Carlos Blacker, that he was running to his ruin. Bosie offered love and danger, for which Oscar had always shown a terrible weakness, not security and respectability. Meeting Bosie in Rouen was the start of ‘Part Two of the Tragic History of Oscar Wilde as devised by Lord Alfred Douglas,’ Part One having opened with Douglas goading Wilde into suing his father for libel. The outcome was predictable and all the more agonizing for the onlookers as it played out in slow motion.

			After that fateful meeting, Oscar had written to Carlos to say that he was going South for the winter but not with whom and gave an address in Paris where he would be spending some days on the way. Carlos suspected the worst and realised that in helping to deny Oscar access to his family he was partly responsible for this decision. In an attempt to avert the impending disaster he wrote to Oscar at once and told Constance to do the same and invite him to visit her in Nervi.54 It was too late; their letters didn’t reach him before his departure for Italy and had to be forwarded. 

			Once it became known that he had gone back to Bosie, all hell broke loose. To Carlos Blacker, who remonstrated with him, he wrote ‘Had Constance allowed me to see my boys, my life would, I think, have been quite different. But this she would not do. I don’t in any way venture to blame her for her action, but every action has its consequence.’ Constance, after finally agreeing to see him, had been expecting Oscar come to her in Nervi and was furious when she found out. She wrote him what Oscar described as ‘a terrible letter,’ and after a brief exchange they ceased to correspond for several months. To Blacker she described Oscar’s last letter to her as ‘the letter of a madman who has not even enough imagination to see how trifles affect children or unselfishness enough to care for the welfare of his wife. It rouses all my bitterest feelings and I am stubbornly bitter when my feelings are roused . . . I have latterly (God forgive me) an absolute repulsion to him.’ For Robbie Ross, who had been helping Oscar remake his life, the decision to return to Bosie was both personally hurtful and nothing short of madness. Robbie had been replaced in Oscar’s affections by Bosie back in 1891, but after Oscar’s release he had been given a new role—that of banker, adviser and literary confidant. Once more his love, and more especially now his friendship, seemed to have been cast aside. Oscar tried to justify to Robbie what he had done: ‘When people speak against me for going back to Bosie, tell them that he offered me love, and that in my loneliness and disgrace I, after three months’ struggle against a hideous Philistine world, turned naturally to him. Of course I shall often be unhappy, but still I love him: the mere fact that he wrecked my life makes me love him.’

			Years later when my father, Vyvyan, was helping Rupert Hart-Davis to edit Oscar’s letters and was going through the proofs of his father’s post-prison letters, he would write in his diary:

			 

			It has become more and more clear that Papa could have recovered and resuscitated himself had it not been for Alfred Douglas. If ever a man had an evil genius Alfred Douglas was Oscar Wilde’s. And I blame my mother’s family and advisers . . . They adopted the entirely wrong attitude that Papa had to go through a period of probation before even attempting to rehabilitate himself. Whereas, after his appalling prison experience, he should have come back to Mama and Cyril and me, which I think he was perfectly prepared to do at the time. In his loneliness Alfred Douglas asked to return to him; no one else did. So he clung to that man of straw and suffered a second thrust into the abyss, from which he never recovered.55

			 

			The consequences were inevitable. In an attempt to starve them apart, Sybil Queensberry threatened to stop her son’s allowance unless they parted and, under the terms of their separation agreement, Constance did indeed stop hers to Oscar. Bosie returned to Paris in early December having persuaded his mother to pay the rent for three months on the Naples villa and provide Oscar with £200 so that he was not left destitute. Oscar read the final proofs of The Ballad, stayed in Italy until the first week of February and returned to Paris, chastened by what turned out to be a terrible misjudgement. As he wrote to Robbie: ‘It is, of course, the most bitter experience of a bitter life; it is a blow quite awful and paralysing, but it had to come, and I know it is better that I should never see him again. I don’t want to. He fills me with horror.’56

			Although the relationship between Oscar and Constance during this period was fairly acrimonious, she nevertheless reinstated the allowance she had been giving him and even sent an extra £40 through Robbie Ross when she heard how badly off he was. She received a copy of The Ballad which she assumed he had asked the publisher to send her (he had) and asked Carlos Blacker, who had moved to Paris, to send news of him. Before her copy arrived she had read extracts of it in the press and wrote to her brother: ‘I am frightfully upset by this wonderful poem of Oscar’s, of which so far I have only seen the extracts in the D[aily] C[hronicle]. I hear that it was sold out the day it was published and that orders are pouring in, and that is a good thing as it means money! It is frightfully tragic and makes one cry.’57 The day before, she had written to Arthur Humphreys, manager of Hatchard’s bookshop and an old friend:

			 

			I suppose you will not be able to get it for me? I have set my heart on getting it and I think I had better give a permanent order for every book of his that is published . . . . It is the first time that I have not had a copy of a book as soon as it is published and I am afraid that I feel it bitterly, more bitterly than I can say. For the sake of the boys I am bound to keep apart but it goes terribly against the grain, as unfortunately when I care for a person once, I care for them always, and angry as I am with him for his treatment of me, I think that if I saw him I should forgive everything!58

			 

			It was the last book of his she would ever see. Alongside the anger and the sadness she could not help expressing her admiration and behind it all, still, the extraordinary constancy of her love for the father of her children. At the end of March she even wrote Oscar what he described to Carlos Blacker as ‘a very nice letter from Constance.’59 Less than two weeks later she was dead. She was only forty.

			When I started writing this chapter, I had intended it to be merely a summary of the three and a half years from when Oscar was released from prison up to his death. It seemed wrong somehow, as the title of this book suggests, just to put Oscar into his grave without giving a brief account of those final humiliating years as a context for what was to follow. As I began condensing the facts, it became increasingly obvious that I was dealing with a story which had all the qualities of a small-scale classical tragedy—characters drawn into conflict by outside forces over which they had little control and once the plot was set in motion, impossible to halt. But in the end it was Society not Destiny which kept Oscar apart from Constance; a poignant mixture of the ancient with the modern. 

			After all the years that I had been studying my grandfather, I believed that I had become immune to the emotions in this final episode of his life. That was until I found the entry in my father’s diary and felt his pain as I read it. Even from the restrained way he expressed himself I’m sure it was the first time that Vyvyan had confronted the reality of it all through his mother’s and father’s letters. More ‘What ifs?’ Could my father’s childhood have been made happier if all those around his parents had taken the attitude of Henrietta Stannard? Probably. I can feel something of what happened in that year after Oscar’s release. It’s only a distant echo, a very diluted version of all their emotions, but I still feel an overwhelming sadness for them both. 

	 
				
		


		
			
CHAPTER THREE 
CONSTANCE’S & OSCAR’S DEATHS


 
			My grandmother died on 7 April 1898. She went into a clinic in Genoa for an operation seven days before and never came out. Since the early 1890s Constance had been suffering from pains in her legs, her back, and her arms as well as occasional headaches, all of which she put down variously to ‘rheumatism’ or ‘neuralgia.’ Although the symptoms were intermittent over the two years that Oscar was in prison, by the start of 1898 she was in continual pain. Her condition had left her virtually incapable of writing by hand and she was reduced, even then with some difficulty, to using a typewriter for her correspondence. Indoors she moved slowly to avoid aggravating the condition, and outside she could only manage very short distances. At one point in July 1897 on a walk to the local station, she collapsed in the street and had to be dragged to safety by her brother.60 It was a wretched physical state in which she found herself shortly after her fortieth birthday.

			For more than a century after her death, biographers speculated vaguely (and even sensationally) about the nature of the illness which led to her choosing ill-advised surgery to cure it. My father seems to have been the first to give any explanation for the cause of it, describing how she had tripped on a loose stair carpet in her London house and had fallen down a whole flight of stairs ‘some months before leaving England.’61 There seems no reason to doubt that it happened, but it almost certainly wasn’t the cause of the slow paralysis which was taking over her body. More recently a ‘psychoanalytic biography’ of Wilde, spicing up Vyvyan’s account with sensationalist conjecture, suggested that Constance may have caught syphilis from her husband early in their marriage, the tertiary symptoms of which may have caused her to lose her balance on the stairs. Logically one might then conclude that the ‘creeping spinal paralysis’ from which she was suffering was locomotor ataxia and syphilitic in origin.62 It’s difficult to know whether to be more amused than annoyed by such myths which implant themselves arbitrarily in the fertile soil of our family history like windborne wildflower seeds. 

			However, in 2014 Ashley Robins, a clinical pharmacologist from Cape Town with a long-standing interest in Oscar Wilde, suggested that we should collaborate on a medico-historical paper to conjecture more reasonably what Constance might have been suffering from and thus what ultimately killed her. Conjecture, because at this remove an accurate diagnosis was impossible but he, like I, had grown tired of seeing the same vague and medically improbable reasons given for her death. I provided the history and as many symptoms from her correspondence as I could find, and Ashley the medical expertise. His conclusion was that she had almost certainly been a victim of multiple sclerosis, a condition then only recently identified.63 As a result it was neurogenic and not structural in origin and a surgical intervention would have been pointless, but Constance, relying on dubious medical advice, could not have known that.

			By that early spring of 1898, the turmoil of her emotional life had begun to grow calmer. In September the year before, just after Oscar had gone back to Alfred Douglas, she had taken a two-year lease on the ground floor of the Villa Elvira, an imposing house in Bogliasco. For the first time since leaving London she could unpack her suitcases properly and make a home for herself and her two boys, no longer having to live out of small hotel rooms or to be dependent on the generosity of her friends and her brother for a roof over her head. Cyril and Vyvyan had settled into their second years at boarding schools, respectively in Germany and Monaco, and she at last found time to look seriously to her health.

			On Constance’s first visit to Genoa back in December 1895, she had put herself in the hands of Dr. Luigi Maria Bossi, a gynaecologist who ran a small clinic in the city. Bossi was an advocate of the radical and unsound theory of the time that disorders of the reproductive system were the cause of neurological problems in women which could be cured by gynaecological intervention. Exactly how he treated her that winter is not certain, but she underwent some form of genitourinary surgery followed by a month of complete rest in the clinic. It seemed to have relieved some of the symptoms of which she had complained, but that was probably a combination of rest and a period of slight remission in the multiple sclerosis. However, she was sufficiently convinced by the treatment to turn to Bossi again with confidence at the beginning of 1898 to consult him about something which was causing her urinary problems and a great deal of discomfort in her lower abdomen. Bossi prescribed a course of treatment which was ineffective and by the end of March he had diagnosed a fibroid—a benign tumour of the uterus—and declared that surgery was the only option left.

			Given all the factors in Constance’s general ill-health, it is now perfectly clear that she was suffering from two entirely separate disorders: there was her underlying MS making her more and more immobile and her gynaecological problem. For Bossi this was another opportunity to put his theories to the test—remove the fibroid and restore his patient’s mobility. She had already written to my father in February saying that she had seen Bossi and that ‘He thinks he is going to make me walk again, but that I shall believe when it happens,’ and having suffered from what seemed like an ever-increasing paralysis for the last two years, she was a more-than-willing guinea-pig and her consent to the operation must have been immediate.64 Bossi proposed operating on Saturday 2 April. 

			Constance went into the clinic on the Thursday accompanied by Maria Segré, who, although employed as her maid, had also become her companion at the Villa Elvira. As they climbed into the carriage Constance turned to her and said, ‘You know my doctor in London told me three years ago I was not to go through with an operation,’ advice which she had been given by a doctor two years before in Heidelberg as well. Maria, already anxious, said that it was not too late to change her mind to which Constance replied with a laugh: ‘It will be nothing, Maria. I think you’re more afraid than I am.’ She had written the night before to her close friend the Ranee in the same vein, referring merely to a ‘slight operation.’ Bossi operated on the Saturday as planned. Everything pointed to a quick recovery until the following Wednesday when Constance started vomiting uncontrollably, was unconscious by the evening, and died at half past seven the following morning in Maria’s arms. Her brother Otho, to whom she had telegraphed the day before, arrived on Thursday evening and asked if it was too late that night to see his sister. The nurse on duty replied with a smile that it was too late, but that he could see her because she was dead. He was stunned by her apparent indifference. Had Dr. Bossi he been informed? Yes, that morning, but he said that since Constance was dead there was no point in his coming in. Where was he now? She didn’t know but thought he had gone to Savona to do more operations and might be back in three or four days. Nobody was able to give Otho a satisfactory explanation for what had gone so suddenly and disastrously wrong. The death certificate simply gave the cause as ‘paralysis,’ which was probably correct and today would be termed ‘paralytic ileus,’ a seizing up of the digestive tract and a known complication following abdominal surgery. In Otho’s mind, however, it became confused with the gradual paralysis of her arms and legs which she had been experiencing for some years, and it now seemed inexplicable that it should have killed her so suddenly. 

			A funeral was arranged for Easter Saturday 9 April with the help of the British Consul and his lawyer, who expressed surprise that Constance had chosen to be treated in such a ‘clinic,’ especially one run by Bossi who was in bad odour among his medical colleagues. The clinic’s modest fees attracted less well-off patients who understood that the operations to which they subjected themselves might be partly experimental. However, this was hardly reflected in Bossi’s bill for the equivalent, even then, of £140, made out with unseemly haste on the day after her death. For Otho, the overall impression was one of bungling incompetence and the opportunistic fleecing of ‘wealthy’ foreigners wintering on the Italian Riviera. On Constance’s previous stay for nearly a month in 1895 Bossi had been happy to accept £20 but the knowledge of her friendship with the Ranee may have emboldened him to chance his luck with her estate. 

			Meanwhile there was no word at all from Constance’s family or solicitors in London due to the Easter Holiday. In her will Constance had appointed Adrian Hope, a relative and neighbour from her London days, as her executor as well as guardian to her sons, and without his consent there was little else Otho could do except give his sister a decent burial. He chose a quiet corner in the Protestant section of the Staglieno Cemetery for her grave which he had lined in brick in the form of an underground tomb. On the coffin was painted her name ‘Constance Mary Wilde.’ He had made no attempt to hide her identity. After the service the Anglican clergyman who had conducted it asked whether Otho would like him to write to Mr. Wilde, an offer which was politely refused. ‘I had an instinct,’ he later wrote to his wife, ‘that as a parson he would use his position to administer a sermon, and I thought I would spare Oscar that last humiliation.’65

			Cyril and Vyvyan did not attend the funeral. Aside from the logistical problems of bringing the two boys from their separate schools to Genoa, Otho felt that it would have been ‘useless and cruel’ to have had them present, an understandable but typically Victorian attitude towards children’s exposure to the reality of death. I do not know to this day whether my father in later life ever went to see his mother’s grave; he never talked about it nor about her in my presence. The news was broken to him gradually by his Spiritual Father, Alfonso Stradelli, at the Jesuit College in Monaco, who said at first that Constance was very ill and then that she had died. Vyvyan wanted to know where his father was, whom by this time he had not seen for three years, but Stradelli could not tell him. And then, with the instinct of a child who knows he has been protected from an unsavoury truth, he asked the priest whether his father had been in prison. ‘Yes,’ replied Stradelli, ‘but he is free now.’ It was something that Vyvyan had suspected for a long time and a question which could never have been put so directly within the family circle.66 He now found the truth easier to live with than the uncertainty of not knowing, and was overcome by a sense of great relief that his father was once more free. A week before she went into the clinic Constance wrote her last letter to Vyvyan:

			 

			Father Maturin is going to bring me a rosary which he is having specially blessed by the Pope for me, so that I shall value enormously, and when I die shall leave to you! I think that I shall arrange to send Cyril into a family in the summer holidays, so I am afraid you will not see much of him. It will be expensive so we shall have to economize and live cheaply you and I, but that will not matter, will it, if we have each other? . . . Much love, my darling, from your very loving Mother.67

			 

			As I look through the letters that Constance wrote to my father in the final six months of her life, affectionate though they all were, none have such a loving sign-off. It’s easy to interpret these things with hindsight, but I still cannot help feeling that she had a premonition of what would happen in that Genoese clinic.

			Cyril, though nearly thirteen and the older of the two by a year and a half, took the news very badly and found great difficulty in expressing his emotions when writing to Otho, apart from begging to be allowed to leave Heidelberg and join his uncle’s family at once. Vyvyan was more articulate and gave cogent reasons for wanting to stay on in Monaco. In the year that he had spent there he had made close friends among the pupils and even with two of the teachers at the College; he was doing well at his work; and could now converse in English, French, and Italian. They saw the decision by their guardian, Adrian Hope, to leave them both where they were for three months before bringing them back to boarding schools in England, as the pragmatic solution of a grown-up which took neither of their immediate feelings into account. Hope, incidentally, never even bothered to write to them at the time of Constance’s death. Two months later Cyril still didn’t have his guardian’s address and wrote to Vyvyan asking for it. He wanted to know what plans were being made for his future, whether he was ‘to go to a crammer or a Navy school . . . I doubt whether he will answer; he is most likely too busy.’68 

			Otho had to stay on in Genoa for ten days after the funeral before he was able meet Bossi, during which time he took legal advice about suing the clinic for negligence or at least disputing the ‘butcher’s bill’ as he described it. The lawyer advised against legal action as the evidence was circumstantial. Short of taking a sworn statement from Bossi, exhuming Constance and conducting a post-mortem—all of which was too horrific for her brother to contemplate—there would be no case for the doctor to answer. The meeting with Bossi was inconclusive. He said that a complete hysterectomy had been discussed but that he had told Constance he was reluctant to perform so radical an operation on a woman of her age. Constance said she was ‘une femme seule’ with no intention of marrying again and that she would like it done; ‘enlève-moi tout’ were the words which she repeated several times in the course of her pre-operative consultation. However, Bossi told Otho that he had simply cut away the fibroid and that Constance had probably died from the after-effects of the chloroform, which some patients tolerated badly, and the paralytic ileus. 

			There was nothing more for Otho to do. It had been a major operation and not without its risks, and since Constance was persuaded that it would cure her lameness she had played it down to friends and family to avoid possible dissuasion from anyone around her. Otho removed a few of her personal possessions from the Villa Elvira but, sadly, not the blue leather case with all the letters Oscar had written to her over fifteen years and which were returned to her executor, Adrian Hope, who almost certainly destroyed them.69 Dejected and angry, he returned to his wife in Switzerland. ‘Don’t let the family push you aside; you were nearer and dearer to her than any of them and we don’t want to be cut off from the boys,’ Mary had written to him just after the funeral.70 But the boys had been bequeathed by their gentle and trusting mother back to Victorian England which was far from ready to forgive the disgraceful excesses of her husband. Within a month a gravestone had been erected by the executor, which read simply ‘Constance Mary daughter of Horace Lloyd Q.C.’ It was in stark contrast to Otho’s openness about her married past at the funeral, but it was not the first time nor the last that the English would find it necessary to whitewash Wilde’s family to avoid their own discomfort. More appropriate, alongside her married name which she surely would have wanted, would have been the epitaph she chose some years before. In a letter to her close friend Georgina Mount-Temple around the time Oscar was working on A Woman of No Importance, she wrote: ‘Here is another bit from Oscar’s play which he wrote out for me last night: “Pleasures may turn a heart to stone, riches may make it callous, but sorrows cannot break it. Hearts live by being wounded.” This last bit is to be graven on my tomb when I die!’71

			Although Otho seems to have taken an instant dislike to Bossi, writing to Mary after their meeting: “I believe him in my heart to be a skunk; he gave me a bad impression. He is slimy and indefinably somewhat underbred,” his view was undoubtedly coloured by his grief at Constance’s death and Bossi’s apparent indifference in the whole matter. As a doctor he certainly attracted criticism from colleagues both for his theories on female neurological problems and his commercial approach to surgery in his private clinic. Against that, he was later appointed professor of gynaecology at Genoa University, served as a socialist member of the Italian parliament from 1900–1904, was recognized internationally in his profession and was even made a Fellow of the British Gynaecological Society. However, none of his later achievements can excuse his misdiagnosis of Constance’s condition and the unnecessary operation which led to her early death. Twenty years later nemesis struck in a bizarre fashion. 

			In 1918 Bossi was hauled before a disciplinary hearing of the Higher Education Council, charged with professional misconduct and unethical behaviour. He was reportedly accused of sexually molesting and seducing young female nurses and of embezzling public funds to pay employees in his private practice. The outcome was the suspension of his professorship at Genoa University for two years.72 Bossi then left Genoa for Milan, where he continued to practise gynaecology but on 1 February 1919, he was shot dead in his consulting rooms while at his desk, his pen still grasped in his hand. The assailant was an Italian from Tunis who had accompanied his wife to the consultation, and who suspected Bossi of having an affair with her. In a fit of psychotic jealousy, after murdering Bossi, he shot his wife and then turned the revolver on himself. His suspicions were not entirely unfounded: the investigators later discovered about fifty letters which the wife, clearly obsessed with Bossi, had addressed to him. They were mostly unopened.73

			The aftermath of Constance’s death, like so much of this story, is beset with ‘What ifs?’ and misunderstandings. On hearing of his wife’s death from Otho, Oscar at once sent him a telegram: ‘Am overwhelmed with grief. It is the most terrible tragedy. Am writing,’ and sent similar telegrams to Robbie Ross and Carlos Blacker asking them to come and see him. They both hurried to commiserate with him but Robbie, for some reason, later wrote to Leonard Smithers the publisher of the Ballad: ‘You will have heard of Mrs. Wilde’s death. Oscar of course did not feel it at all. It is rather appalling for him as his allowance ceases and I do not expect his wife’s trustees will continue it.’74 The allowance did continue as Constance had added a codicil to her will to that effect before her operation and Oscar was probably aware of it. It may even have been the subject of the ‘very nice letter from Constance’ which he mentioned to Carlos two weeks before. Robbie’s remark about Oscar’s lack of feeling is strange. Most biographers seem to have taken it at face value in spite of the genuine grief which he expressed to his friends at the time and even more so later. Certainly, there had been much bitterness between Oscar and Constance over his return to Bosie the previous autumn and Oscar’s insistent demands after it was over that Constance reinstate his allowance, but hostilities between them had now ceased. This was still his wife, the woman whom he acknowledged had supported him emotionally when at his lowest ebb in prison, and the mother of his children. She was dead and now any thought of ever seeing his boys again was out of the question. Had Robbie misinterpreted an apparent lack of emotion in Oscar when he arrived to console him? Oscar probably wanted to show that he was more in control of his feelings than he really was. I can’t help thinking, too, that there was something almost possessive in Robbie’s remark about Oscar’s indifference to his wife’s death. He didn’t want Oscar to be upset over the death of the woman whom he had replaced for a while in Oscar’s affections as his first homosexual lover twelve years before, still hoping to be the only one for whom Oscar had a genuinely deep affection . . . More than forty years later Alfred Douglas recounted how Oscar had told him that on the night Constance died he was tormented by sad dreams about her and that he awoke crying. ‘I dreamed she came here to see me and I kept on saying “Go away, go away and leave me in peace.”’75 This story is frequently quoted to emphasise Oscar’s dislike of his wife by that stage but, once again, it’s too easy to take it at face value. It is far more likely that her appearance in the dreams stirred his bad conscience about the way he had behaved towards her. Her presence made him terribly aware of her goodness and his badness, which is what tormented him. As he wrote to Carlos Blacker the next day, ‘It is really awful. I don’t know what to do. If only we had met once and kissed each other. It is too late. How awful life is. How good you were to come at once. I have gone out as I don’t dare to be by myself.’76 A year later Oscar went out of his way to visit her grave in Genoa:

			 

			I went to Genoa to see Constance’s grave. It is very pretty—a marble cross with dark ivy-leaves inlaid in a good pattern. The cemetery is a garden at the foot of the lovely hills that climb into the mountains that girdle Genoa. It was very tragic seeing her name carved on a tomb—her surname, my name, not mentioned of course—just ‘Constance Mary, daughter of Horace Lloyd, QC’ and a verse from Revelations. I brought some flowers. I was deeply affected—with a sense, also, of the uselessness of all regrets. Nothing could have been otherwise, and Life is a very terrible thing.77

			 

			Years later Robbie must have repeated his remark to my father who in turn insinuated it in a letter to Frank Harris in the 1920s: ‘My mother died shortly afterwards at Genoa, of a broken heart (literally, not in the poetical sense), and my father shed telegraphic tears of Hibernian sorrow to Robbie Ross at this fresh misery an unkind fate had brought upon him.’78 I can understand Vyvyan taking Robbie’s view; he only had half the story and having grown close to him after they met properly for the first time seven years after Oscar’s death, he was inclined to believe everything which Robbie told him. Constance’s death had left a gaping hole in Vyvyan’s life and until a more rounded picture emerged many years after, he naturally resented what he perceived to be the misery inflicted on her by his father’s uncaring behaviour.79

			The last and perhaps saddest ‘What if?’ is that Vyvyan might have been able to see his father again had a combination of human failings and social snobbery not prevented it. When Oscar arrived back in Paris after his disastrous interlude in Naples with Alfred Douglas, Constance wrote to Carlos Blacker to give him Oscar’s address saying: ‘Would it be at all possible for you to go and see him there, or is it asking too much of you? He has, as you know, behaved exceedingly badly both to myself and my children . . . but I am interested in him, as is my way with anyone that I have once known.’ Carlos did indeed make contact—by letter—but hesitated about seeing him in person, largely because of his wife’s disapproval. They did eventually meet but, shortly afterwards, Oscar soured the renewed friendship by touching Carlos twice for a loan. Carlos’s diary at the time has several entries along the lines of ‘Carrie would not allow me to see Oscar,’ and although she seems to have relented at the time of Constance’s death, it was one of the last times that Oscar and Carlos would ever see each other.80 On the fringes of this deteriorating friendship was my father, son to one and a sort of adopted nephew to the other. Constance’s friendship with Carlos and Carrie Blacker and the fact that the two families had spent the previous summer holiday together meant that Vyvyan came to regard Carlos much as he saw Otho, Constance’s brother. One of the very first letters that he wrote after his mother’s death was to Carlos, touchingly worried about the effect on his brother Cyril.81 A second letter from Vyvyan followed less than a month later specifically asking Carlos to give his love to his father.82 He knew that his father was alive and no longer in prison from Father Stradelli, though exactly how he knew that Oscar and Carlos were in touch is not certain. It could have been through Otho; it might even have been from Carlos himself replying to Vyvyan’s first letter. In any case, Vyvyan must have been aware that his father was in Paris to ask for such a message to be passed on. Had Oscar not pestered Carlos for money alienating him as a friend, and had Carrie Blacker not poisoned the friendship still further, Carlos might have been able to bring father and son together that summer, however briefly, when Vyvyan returned to England via Paris. The Jesuit Fathers at Vyvyan’s school would surely have welcomed the idea that the boy, now motherless, should at least have some contact with his father; the Rector of the College, Father Romualdo Fumagalli, had even written to Carlos as a trusted friend of the family about Vyvyan’s future.83 Perhaps I’m guilty of that anachronistic error of which I’m often too quick to accuse others—that of judging behaviour of the 1890s by the standards and practices of today. What seems to us no more than a humane gesture would have been viewed as exposing an eleven year-old boy to the corrupting influence of his depraved father. But it could so easily have been arranged had circumstances and Puritan attitudes not interfered. According to Robbie Ross, Cyril and Vyvyan were constantly in Oscar’s thoughts during his last years and he was always asking Robbie to try and find out something about them, how they were, and how they were getting on at school.84 Towards the end, through his friend More Adey, he even approached their guardian, Adrian Hope, asking to be allowed to write them letters which could be passed on when they came of age. The reply came back that if he attempted to do so the letters would be immediately destroyed.85 One can only imagine what extraordinary documents they would have been—De Profundis in a minor key with the arrogance stripped away, an attempt to seek forgiveness from beyond the grave as it would have been, like nothing else that he ever wrote. In 1954 Vyvyan wrote that for many years he had had a recurrent dream in which Oscar appeared and did just that, asking Vyvyan to forgive him for bringing so much unhappiness on his family.86 A loving apology in writing would have been better, but a dream must have been at least some consolation.

			 

			* * *

			 

			The last two and a half years of Oscar’s life were a sad reflection of what that life had been at the height of his theatrical successes just three years before.87 ‘I have lost the mainspring of life and art, la joie de vivre; it is dreadful,’ he wrote to Frank Harris. ‘I have pleasures, and passions, but the joy of life is gone. I am going under: the morgue yawns for me. I go and look at my zinc-bed there. After all, I had a wonderful life, which is, I fear, over.’88 The pleasures and passions had now become alcohol and the low-life of Paris, and the occasional meeting with French men of letters gave a semblance of respectability to his impoverished existence. When both credit and credibility ran out with friends who ‘loaned’ him money, he resorted to subterfuge. On one occasion he asked Robbie Ross, who was administering it, to pay his quarterly allowance in advance citing ‘a wretched inn-keeper at Nogent’ who was threatening to sell his luggage for an unpaid bill. Robbie’s reply hasn’t survived but Oscar’s next letter to him starts: ‘I am so sorry about my excuse. I had forgotten I had used Nogent before. It shows the utter collapse of my imagination, and rather distresses me.’ Even in adversity he hadn’t lost his sense of humour.89 Rather more reprehensible was his selling of the scenario for a new play to at least four different people, each of whom assumed it was an exclusive deal.90 

			Carlos Blacker had been working discreetly behind the scenes of the Dreyfus affair to help prove the disgraced soldier’s innocence and at some point discussed the matter in confidence with Oscar. When critical reports started to appear in the press about his involvement in the affair and touched on the scandal which had forced him to leave England, he accused Oscar of spreading the rumours and broke off their friendship definitively. Leonard Smithers, who published The Ballad of Reading Gaol for him when no one else would touch his work, provided some badly needed royalties but the sums weren’t large. He also agreed to publish Oscar’s last two plays: An Ideal Husband and The Importance of Being Earnest, but the title page of each simply declared that they were ‘By the author of Lady Windermere’s Fan’ pandering to British sensibilities. As Oscar wrote to him when The Ballad was published under his prison cell number C.3.3., ‘I see it is my name that terrifies.’91

			Oscar’s letters from those last years, preserved mostly by his intimate friends, make melancholy reading. They comprise nearly a third of his extant correspondence and reveal him, for once, without his mask. But they also show that he was blessed with that greatest of gifts, the ability to shrug one’s shoulders and smile at misfortune. One, which he wrote to his old friend Frankie Forbes-Robertson who had just married and invited him to come and stay in Wales, has the humour, beauty and sadness which so characterised him at the time:

			 

			I have nothing to offer you but one of my books, that absurd comedy The Importance of Being Earnest, but I send it to you, in the hopes it may live on one of your bookshelves and be allowed to look at you from time to time. Its dress is pretty: it wears Japanese vellum, and belongs to a limited family of nine: it is not on speaking terms with the popular edition: it refuses to recognise the poor relations whose value is only seven and six-pence. Such is the pride of birth. It is a lesson.

			Ah! how delightful it would be to be with you and your husband in your own home! But my dear child, how could I get to you? Miles of sea, miles of land, the purple of mountains and the silver of rivers divide us: you don’t know how poor I am: I have no money at all: I live, or am supposed to live on a few francs a day: a bare remnant saved from shipwreck. Like dear St. Francis of Assisi I am wedded to Poverty: but in my case the marriage is not a success: I hate the Bride that has been given to me: I see no beauty in her hunger and her rags: I have not the soul of St. Francis: my thirst is for the beauty of life: my desire for its joy. But it was dear of you to ask me, and do tell the ‘king of men’ how touched and grateful I am by the invitation you and he have sent me.

			And, also, sometimes send me a line to tell me of the beauty you have found in life. I live now on echoes as I have little music of my own. Your old friend, Oscar.92

			 

			From Constance’s death onwards it was little more than a slow slide into the grave. The monotony of his life in Paris was relieved with trips to Switzerland and Italy, and Frank Harris offered him three months on the French Riviera in the hope that it might rekindle some of the old brilliance, but the spark had gone. He managed with difficulty to live on the allowance Constance had bequeathed him and the charity of the few friends he had left. Bosie Douglas helped with the occasional handout, but when his father died and left him £15,000, Oscar made the mistake of suggesting that a more permanent arrangement might be considered. Bosie ‘went into paroxysms of rage, followed by satirical laughter, and said that it was the most monstrous suggestion he had ever heard, that he would do nothing of the kind, that he was astounded at my suggesting such a thing, that he did not recognise I had any claim of any kind on him.’93

			In the autumn of 1900 a recurrent ear infection became serious and needed surgery. Complications ensued and cerebral meningitis set in.94 He was soon confined to bed and delirious, but shortly before the end Robbie Ross fulfilled a long-held promise to his friend and fetched a Catholic priest, Father Cuthbert Dunne, who baptized Oscar into the Church of Rome.95 Aged only 46, he died the next day on 30 November 1900, and it was just the start of a very remarkable afterlife.

			 

			 
		


		
			PART TWO 
(1900-1918)


	 
		


		
			
CHAPTER ONE 
THE ORPHANED WILDES


	 
			As soon as the 1898 school summer holidays began, my father and Cyril were sent back to England where they stayed with Constance’s aunt, Mary Napier, while their future was being decided. Making Adrian Hope her executor and the guardian to her two boys had been the safest and most conventional option open to Constance, but in retrospect it probably wasn’t the best for them. Hope was a man of great integrity and much respected as the Secretary of the Hospital for Sick Children in Great Ormond Street. He was also Aunt Mary’s nephew by marriage, so there was a family connection, even if slightly distant. However, at the time of Oscar’s trials Adrian and his wife Laura, neighbours of the Wildes in Tite Street, had expressed their revulsion at the whole scandal, with Laura writing in her diary that he was a ‘monstrous husband’ and a ‘fiend.’96 Constance had apparently begged Adrian to take on these potential responsibilities at the time she had obtained her deed of separation from Oscar and he had accepted, little thinking that within a year he would find himself having to fulfil them. The fact that Constance had already altered her own and her boys’ surnames helped matters considerably. You could burn the letters that Oscar had written to you (people did) and tear the pages out of the books which he had inscribed to you (they did that too) but family was family and Wilde’s children were now Hope’s responsibility. It certainly wouldn’t have done his standing any good if the fact had been known publicly. Had they still been called Wilde on their return to England he would doubtless have had their names changed as a priority, as much for his own sake as for theirs. His decision to wipe Oscar out of Constance’s life in the inscription on her grave had already made that quite clear. Such was the need to dissociate the family from anything that could connect it with Oscar Wilde that in 1903 Hope even had their change of name confirmed by Royal Warrant and given additional importance with a new grant of arms.97 With the best of intentions, he wanted to establish a sort of artificial pedigree which would protect Cyril and Vyvyan, then about to leave school and embark on their adult lives. Emotionally they would have been better served by Constance’s brother Otho who, despite his disapproval of the way Oscar had treated his sister after prison, remained on relatively good terms with him. Oscar had sent him a copy of The Ballad, had received a letter of appreciation in reply and told Otho that he was ‘greatly touched by what you say about it.’98 However, Otho, twice married and living in Switzerland, had his own financial problems. He had been forced to leave England in 1891 to escape his creditors and Constance needed someone more stable and reliable to handle her estate and her children. She also wanted her boys to be educated in England, especially Cyril who had set his heart on joining the Navy.

			Cyril was just thirteen when he arrived back in London to the news that ‘the Navy would not have him.’ The briefest of paragraphs in my father’s autobiography, saying just that and giving no explanation for it, always mystified me.99 Cyril was well-built for his age and healthy; he had been attending an English school, Neuenheim College, in Heidelberg which had a reputation for cramming the pupils who needed it for entry to the Royal Navy, the Army, and the Civil Service. In those days the Navy liked to get its hands on future officer material at an early age so applying to a special naval school at thirteen would have been perfectly normal, but such was the competition to join the ‘Senior Service’ that a boy’s background was carefully scrutinised before he was admitted. However, though it can only be a conjecture, my discovery of a letter from Otho to his wife Mary offered a possible explanation. It seems to be one of the first effects of direct collateral damage which Oscar’s scandal would have on his children. ‘Cyril has lost his appointment to the Navy,’ wrote Otho even before the boy’s return. ‘I am so sorry. All Mrs. Napier’s fault for intermeddling: this was her working quietly for the children. Of course the Admiralty refused her. Digby Morant had promised to work for it and was the man to have got it if anyone could manage the thing. Poor Cyril. I am so disappointed for him.’100 Digby Morant was then a Vice-Admiral but the two words ‘Of course’ say it all. Cyril was clearly rejected on the paperwork alone, and his father’s name on his birth certificate almost certainly disqualified him. In case any reader should think I exaggerate, let me offer the following as evidence. A century later, as I was researching my uncle Cyril’s military record in the National Archives I came across his application in 1903 to the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich. Here again he was asked to supply a birth certificate as well as enter his father’s name, profession, and ‘descent’ on the form. He duly put ‘Oscar Wilde’ and ‘Irish Gentleman.’ Later the name was heavily blacked out (but still just discernible) and ‘Father dead’ substituted in another hand. Attached to the form was a Civil Service Commission envelope containing a copy of Cyril’s birth certificate. It was closed with the Commission’s imposing wax seal and on it was written: ‘According to the evidence contained herein Mr. Cyril Holland was born in London on 5th June 1885 (eighty-five). The Civil Service Commissioners have been specially desired to regard this evidence as confidential.’101 It also made sense of the last sentence in that brief paragraph written by my father: ‘So he was entered for Radley, with a view to his going into the Army, which was not so squeamish.’ Cyril must have had his suspicions about the Navy’s reasons for turning him down in 1898, but when it came to completing his Army application in 1903, it would have come clear. He was, however, accepted and from 1904 until his death at the Front in 1915 during the Battle of Aubers, he served with distinction in the Royal Field Artillery. 

			Vyvyan’s first encounter with the reality of his father’s scandal, like Cyril’s, came on his return to England. He had been aware that something was ‘wrong’ in the family throughout his exile on the Continent and that wrongness had begun to take shape when Father Stradelli confirmed that Oscar had been in prison. Now, back in his Aunt Mary’s house, he was delighted to find a copy of The Happy Prince on her bookshelves: ‘But I had a great shock when I saw that the name Oscar Wilde had been scratched off the cover and that a piece of stamp-paper had been pasted over it on the title-page. Once more I was puzzled and wondered what it was all about.’102

			Constance’s family, to whom the two boys were consigned, immediately set about re-anglicising them and obliterating all references to their father, destroying any evidence which might possibly connect them to him. ‘The first steps in that direction,’ wrote Vyvyan, ‘was to give us to understand that our father was dead. We were not told this in so many words . . . but the impression was conveyed and we accepted it as fact.’103 However, at the time Oscar was still alive, living in Paris, and only died two and a half years later. They were strongly discouraged from referring to their Irish ancestry, especially as one of Oscar’s essays in dialogue, ‘The Decay of Lying,’ featured the two of them by their first names and anyone familiar with it might have made the connection without too much difficulty. It was also decided that the two brothers should be sent to separate schools so that there could be no danger of them being overheard while discussing their past life together. This further splintering of an already fragmented family was made easier by the fact that Vyvyan wanted to continue his Catholic education and thus provided the staunchly Protestant Napiers with a convenient excuse for keeping the two of them apart. At the end of that summer, Vyvyan was sent off to Stonyhurst and Cyril to Radley early the next year with a veil drawn over any memories of happier days with mother and father at the family house in Tite Street. Being told that you were an orphan, to forget a childhood which you had scarcely left behind, and to be separated forcibly from your only link with better times cannot have been easy for my father.

			Having been boarders for the past two years respectively in Heidelberg and Monaco, both Cyril and Vyvyan adapted themselves well to English school life, each carrying to a different degree the family secret. Cyril was strong and athletic and threw himself into Radley’s sporting activities; Vyvyan was more cerebral and, thanks to the education he had received from the Jesuits in Monaco, was intellectually advanced for his age and excelled at school-work. A far greater difference, however, lay beneath the surface; Cyril was aware of what lay behind the unmentioned family scandal, while my father was still ignorant of it. 

			Cyril already had some idea having seen a newspaper placard in London’s Baker Street at the time of Oscar’s arrest. As he wrote to my father many years later, ‘I asked what it meant. I never rested till I found out.’104 With the desire of an elder brother to protect his younger sibling, Cyril kept the truth to himself, but in doing so he took on a burden which he was unable to share with anyone outside the family. The one person who might have lightened the load was his own brother and although Vyvyan was to learn the facts when he was eighteen, from my father’s own account of their relationship the matter was never mentioned between them. My father seems to have kept all his brother’s letters and Oscar is mentioned in them only twice merely in connection with Oxford when Cyril visited Magdalen, ‘the college father was at when he was an undergraduate.’ This decision early on, to keep what he saw as an ugly family secret to himself, affected much of the remainder of his short life until his death at the age of thirty. ‘My own youth,’ wrote my father in 1954, ‘was filled with perplexity; his with the weight of knowledge which he was too young to bear.’105 

			In a strange way, it was just that knowledge which seemed to work in Cyril’s favour, at least as far as his relations and his guardian were concerned. He was determined at all costs ‘to wipe that stain away,’ as he put it, to be a conventional young man indulging in all those ‘healthy’ activities and pursuits which, like his change of name, would distance him from anything to do with his father.106 This endeared him to the Hopes and the Napiers far more than Vyvyan who, even if ‘perplexed’ and lacking anything equivalent to parental affection, managed to pass his teenage years untrammelled by feelings of family shame and disgrace. As a result, he felt no need to overcompensate with exemplary good behaviour and by comparison with his brother, ‘I was always the bad son of a disreputable father, who must be looked after for charity’s sake and kept well in the background.’107

			For Christmas 1898, Vyvyan was looking forward to spending time, if not with disapproving and critical relatives, at least with people he knew. Instead, he was boarded out for two fairly miserable weeks with total strangers in Southport. Cyril, by contrast, spent the holidays at Babbacombe Cliff in Devon with the Mount-Temples, old friends of Oscar and Constance and wrote to Vyvyan in the New Year that he had had ‘an awfully good time.’ No doubt whoever made the decision about the boys’ holiday arrangements saw untold dangers in putting them together in an environment familiar from the past. The following year, after spending a more congenial summer holiday with a distant relative, Cornelia Cochrane, an aunt by marriage, Vyvyan had to pass through London on his way back to school. Adrian Hope was called on to give him a bed for the night—one of the only times that Vyvyan ever saw him. The exchange of letters between Adrian and Laura at the time makes it perfectly clear how the Hopes regarded him: ‘Vivian Holland comes to me on Monday for the night. Rather a bore but can’t be helped,’ wrote Adrian to Laura, and a day later: ‘Vivian arrives at Victoria about 5 where I shall meet him and take him home. I have asked Kellock [their doctor] to dine that night so he will be able to overhaul the boy before he goes back to school. I take him to Euston on Tuesday morning and pack him off to school.’ Laura replied sympathetically: ‘How good of you to have the little chap Vivian. I suppose he is in the spare room. I hope he will, in the fullness of time, become a priest for he would be quite off your hands.’ And after putting up his ward for the night, Adrian wrote again: ‘Today I packed Vivian off to Stonyhurst by the 12 o’clock from St. Pancras feeling exhausted with his ceaseless idle jabber. He never stops talking or asking questions and is full of himself and his own importance, health etc. I took a violent dislike to him, poor little chap.’108 Earlier in the summer, Vyvyan had written to Hope telling him of the three end-of-year prizes he had won for school work. His letter was never even acknowledged.109

			Vyvyan might have expected a little more warmth and understanding from the Secretary to the Great Ormond Street Hospital for Sick Children, the guardian into whose care his mother Constance had chosen to place him in the event of her death. Oscar, when in prison, had expressed concern at the idea of one of Constance’s family taking on this responsibility for his children: ‘they should not be bred up to look on me with either hatred or contempt: a guardian amongst my wife’s relations would be for this reason impossible.’ However, he had no say in the matter and let himself be convinced that Constance had made the right choice, writing six months later in De Profundis: ‘She has chosen Adrian Hope, a man of high birth and culture and fine character, her own cousin, . . . with whom Cyril and Vyvyan have a good chance of a beautiful future.’110 Hope took on the responsibility for Constance’s sake but he seems to have let his disgust for Oscar affect his attitude towards his children. He saw his guardianship as a legal matter, a slightly tiresome obligation and not, as I believe Constance had hoped it would be, to give her boys, if not parental affection, at least kindness and guidance. 

			Even though Cyril and Vyvyan hardly saw one another during their school years, they kept in touch by letter. Cyril’s letters, predictably, are full of his sporting achievements and the occasional dose of ‘older brother advice’ from one who is trying to conform to one who cannot see any necessity for it. He encourages Vyvyan to take up boxing saying that ‘It would do you a lot of good.’ Later, around the time of Vyvyan’s 15th birthday, he writes: ‘It is a great thing to have many friends at a public school, especially in after life. And popularity will do many things for one,’ and in his letter of birthday wishes: ‘I hope you will thoroughly enjoy yourself, but in so doing I hope you will show the discretion which now ought to be shown by one of your age. It is the first coming-of-age for when one is 15 one is no longer a junior.’ From the tone of these letters Cyril, the golden boy, must have been alerted by family members to certain unconventional aspects of his brother’s outlook on life. Vyvyan, in Cyril’s eyes, was in danger of letting the side down, of undoing all the careful repair work which the Napiers had performed on the ‘disgraced’ family. Being a normal, intellectually and emotionally adventurous adolescent simply wasn’t part of the plan. It was a theme to which Cyril would occasionally return in his letters to Vyvyan until shortly before his death in 1915. Vyvyan’s letters to Cyril haven’t survived, apart from the single typescript draft he kept of his long letter from 1914. Cyril’s later life as a career soldier was not conducive to keeping family papers; he may also have considered his younger brother’s letters a link with the past from which, with much effort, he was attempting to detach himself. 

			On 30 November 1900, when they had been at their respective schools for two years, their father died in Paris and short obituaries appeared in the British, Irish, and American press the day after. Just how and when the boys were told is not entirely clear but it was certainly not by the Napiers or Adrian Hope. Vyvyan wrote that he was summoned by the Rector of Stonyhurst, Father Joseph Browne, and told a day or two later. He wanted to ask about what had happened to his father but, as he said, ‘my courage failed me.’ Cyril was not so fortunate. The Times obituary appeared the very next day and was discussed by the older boys over breakfast, leaving Cyril no choice but to keep quiet and listen to their comments. To learn that your father had just died would have been bad enough; to realise that you had been deceived into thinking it two years before by your family and that grieving in another form had to start again would have been worse. Worst of all, especially for Vyvyan, would have been the thought that their father had been alive since their return to England and that they could have seen him, or at least corresponded with him, had it not been for Adrian Hope and the Napiers.

			The Warden of Radley, the Revd Thomas Field, had admitted Cyril to the school knowing whose son he was, but on the understanding that the matter was to be kept a secret. He had been a fellow of Magdalen College at the time that Oscar was there as an undergraduate and had been distinctly unimpressed by Oscar’s aesthetic posturing.111 It was probably the need for absolute secrecy which prevented him from breaking the news to Cyril personally, rather than any animosity towards his father. The secret was well-kept: Cyril’s entry in the Radley Register, unlike those of other boys, only included his father’s name for the first time in 1947. Unknown to Cyril, a boy at the school four years older than him, Louis Wilkinson, had written to Oscar in 1898 sympathising with his ‘cruel and unjust fate,’ which led in 1899 to a delightful exchange of letters between ‘the Radley schoolboy’ and the disgraced father of one of his fellow students.112 So near and yet so far—another of those plausible ‘What ifs’ of the Wilde story. Had Oscar known that his eldest son was living in the same community as his youthful correspondent . . . but speculation is useless. The disguise was too effective and given Cyril’s loyalty to his mother’s memory and her censorious family, the discovery that his father was still alive would merely have added to his confused feelings. Many years after, on the other hand, Vyvyan would write: ‘For my own part, I know quite well that if I had received a letter from him I would have answered it, family or no family, and that I would not have mentioned the fact to a soul.’113

			One letter of sympathy which must have given the boys some comfort seems to have bypassed the carefully constructed family defences, and in his 1954 autobiography my father reproduced Cyril’s reply to the writer, though, significantly, without the passages below in italics:

			 

			Dear Mr. Ross, 

			Thank you so much for the kind letter you sent me. It was very kind of you to give the flowers for us. I am glad you say that he loved us. I hope that at his death he was truly penitent; I think he must have been if he joined the Catholic Church and my reverence for the Roman Church is heightened more than ever. It is hard for a young mind like mine to realise why all the sorrow should have come on us, especially so young. And I am here among many happy faces among boys who have never really known an hour of sorrow and I have to keep my sorrow to myself and have no one here to sympathise with me although I am sure my many friends would soon do so if they knew. But when I am solemn and do not join so much in their jokes they stir me up and chide me for my gloominess.

			It is of course a long time since I saw father but all I do remember was when we lived happily together in London and how he would come and build brick houses for us in the nursery.

			I only hope that it will be a lesson for me and prevent me from falling into the snares and pitfalls of this world. On Saturday I went up to London to see Mrs. Napier and came back on Sunday afternoon. [Vivian told me you had also written to him.] 

			I first read of his death in a paper at breakfast and luckily one cannot realise so great a loss in cold print or I don’t know what I should have done. [It is only too true that ‘the sins of the father visit the sons unto the third and fourth generation.’] And yet the ordinary person reads it without emotion and quite dispassionately.

			I cannot put my thoughts into words, so I will end. Yours very affectionately,

			Cyril Holland114

			 

			Neither the original letters to the boys nor Cyril’s original reply appear to have survived and the only remaining evidence is a copy of Cyril’s letter transcribed manually by Robert Ross, headed ‘Copy of Cyril’s letter,’ and omitting both the addressee and the signatory. This is odd and makes Vyvyan’s explanation that it was addressed to Robbie at best improbable. On several occasions during the writing of this book I have found that what should have been truthful, first-hand accounts of events are at best unreliable and at worst mere inventions. Sometimes it is mistaken memories which are to blame; at others it is simplifications of the truth or ill-founded conjectures which artificially tie up the loose ends and conveniently round off a story. The trouble with these manipulations is that after several unquestioning repetitions by follow-my-leader biographers, myth morphs into fact and the process is difficult to reverse. Correcting them is a necessary but uncomfortable task, especially where family is concerned. This is one of them.

			There can be no doubt that a letter of condolence and Cyril’s reply existed; Ross was not in the habit of ‘transcribing’ non-existent letters, but had Cyril’s letter been addressed to him there would have been no point in suppressing the names of the sender or the recipient. My father also wrote in his autobiography that Robbie Ross had sent the letter care of the family solicitor, and that it had been forwarded to Cyril for reply. That would almost certainly have been impossible as the solicitor could not have done so without instructions from Adrian Hope or the Napiers, who would have vetoed any contact being made by one of Oscar’s ‘disreputable’ friends. Even on Oscar’s death, Ross had tried to communicate with Adrian Hope through his solicitor but had received no reply until much later and then only indirectly.115 Ross was also a compulsive keeper of correspondence and would have preserved Cyril’s letter rather than just a transcript, which, I believe, is all that Vyvyan ever saw. When, over half a century later, he ascribed the original letter of condolence to his father’s greatest friend it was the neatest solution, but it meant that in quoting Cyril’s reply he had to suppress the sentence: ‘Vivian told me that you had also written to him,’ in order to make sense of writing that when he was first introduced seven years later to Robbie Ross he had no idea who Ross was. But why would Cyril have written ‘Vivian told me . . . ’ if he hadn’t? It all leads to the conclusion that Cyril was replying to someone who wasn’t Robert Ross, and that someone was almost certainly Carlos Blacker.

			Nowhere in the letters which Robbie wrote to friends after Oscar’s funeral does he say that he gave flowers in the name of the children, and the floral tributes and wreaths with the donors’ names are listed in considerable detail. However, he does mention ‘an anonymous friend who had brought some [flowers] on behalf of the children.’116 The friend was Carlos Blacker, who wrote both in his diary and in a letter to Otho that he went to see Oscar’s body and ‘took him some violets from the children.’117 In a later diary entry on 14 December Carlos records that he received a letter from Cyril and ‘wrote to Ross sending Cyril’s letter,’ which Robbie obviously copied and showed to Vyvyan many years later. 

			Carlos Blacker was a good friend and occasional confidant of Constance in her last years and he had remained in correspondence with Otho since her death. He had become a sort of adoptive uncle to the two boys and Vyvyan even wrote to him after Constance died. Through Otho he would have known where the two boys were at school and there would have been nothing more natural than for him to have written to them direct to tell them about the flowers and the fact that their father had loved them. It would also have represented a posthumous gesture of reconciliation with their father after his quarrel with Oscar of two years before. 

			Despite their falling out over what Blacker perceived as Oscar’s treachery in revealing his involvement in the Dreyfus affair to the press, Carlos was deeply affected by his old friend’s death. According to his diary, over the next six years he bicycled out to Bagneux Cemetery, where Oscar was initially buried, no less than ten times to visit his grave. When he died in 1928, according to his wishes he was cremated at Père Lachaise Cemetery and his ashes placed in the columbarium, a short distance from where Oscar himself by then was buried. Not for long. Four months later, in what can only be seen as a final domineering act, his wife Carrie had them moved to the American Cemetery at St. Germain-en-Laye thus ensuring that Oscar and her husband were definitively separated.118

			Oscar’s death was widely (if briefly) reported in the British national and provincial press. A Paris correspondent for the Daily Chronicle telegraphed his copy to London giving details of Oscar’s last days, mentioning that Robert Ross had ‘nursed him’ and he had been received into the Catholic Church by Father Cuthbert Dunne, an Irish Catholic priest in Paris.119 Father Dunne would certainly not have talked to the press about such a private matter, so it must have been Robbie who provided the information in the hope that Oscar’s deathbed conversion would go some way to softening the references which were bound to be made to Oscar’s sulphurous past in the obituaries. It was the start of a long process of mending his friend’s literary and personal reputation to which he devoted much time and effort until his own death eighteen years later.

			Whether it was from the press or on the Catholic ‘grapevine’ that the Rector of Stonyhurst learned about Oscar’s conversion, he took the initiative to write to Father Dunne:

			 

			I am writing to ask you if it is true that you were happy enough to reconcile poor Oscar Wilde to the Church, if you could kindly send me a few lines at your leisure about his death. We have here a son of his—whom he should not have had—and the boy, who is of a sensitive and affectionate nature, is most anxious to be reassured as to his father’s reputed happy end and also to have what particulars you could kindly send him. I know how busy you must be and how unfair it is to add to your burdens; but I hope you will excuse my request under the exceptional circumstances.

			 

			Father Dunne duly obliged and received a warm letter of thanks from the Rector:

			 

			Rev. and dear Father, Your long and most circumstantial letter about the last moments of poor Oscar Wilde was a great act of charity. I wish you could have had the reward of it here by seeing the hungry delight with which his boy devoured it as I read it to him. He was quite overjoyed and is most grateful to you; he promises to write to you himself. I need hardly say that it is quite a secret here who his father is, and one dreads lest some of those wretched Society papers should get hold of the fact and drag it and the poor boy into the world of gossip. I hope you may one day see him: he will have a great deal to thank you for.

			 

			Vyvyan did indeed write and part of his letter further supports the fact that it was Carlos Blacker who wrote to the boys about giving the flowers in their name:

			 

			Dear Father Dunne, It has given me such consolation that nothing else could possibly have done to know that my father, if not already in Heaven, is on his way there in Purgatory. Father Rector told me how kind you were to him and I bear you the greatest possible esteem for your kind aid to him. I am sure that, though in your letter to the Rector you represent yourself as the simple instrument of his being received into the Church, you spoke words of courage and consolation that had a great deal to do with father’s conversion . . . . I beg you to thank Mr. Robert Ross for all he did. I have never heard of him, but from all accounts he must have been a very good man. I believe also that Mr. Carlos Blacker, who is a great friend of mine, was with my father before his death and though he refuses to tell me whether he had any part in father’s conversion or not, I feel sure he must have done a great deal . . . . But thank God I have still got many friends in the world and need not think I am going to be left entirely alone. I am sure you will pray for my father and my brother too, and I in turn will pray unceasingly for you.120

			 

			Unfortunately both the consolation and the feeling of having ‘many friends’ were short-lived. A couple of weeks later at Christmas, farmed out again to distant relatives, Vyvyan found himself spending time with their neighbours’ children and due to a misunderstanding one day, was sent home in disgrace. Worried about how he was going to explain his early return, as well as reflecting on the misery of being an unwanted orphan and thinking, as he put it, ‘that there must be something monstrous about my family,’ he decided to put an end to it all. Instead of returning to the inevitable reproaches, he wandered off into a nearby wood and lay down in a snow-drift hoping for painless oblivion. Luckily his absence was noticed in time and he was found, but complications from the exposure turned into a severe mastoid infection leaving him partially deaf and he didn’t return to Stonyhurst for a year.121 

			From then on Cyril and Vyvyan saw very little of each other and seemed to drift further apart, with Cyril ever more into his self-appointed role as the cleanser of the tarnished family honour and by the beginning of 1904 he had gained his place at the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich to start a career in the army. Vyvyan, who left Stonyhurst that summer and had passed through stages of wanting to become a Jesuit monk, an engineer, and a doctor, now found himself reluctantly being pushed towards the Far Eastern Consular Service by the family. Cyril added his voice to those of the Napiers, sensing that the constraints of the Civil Service would ensure that his younger brother didn’t stray onto the paths of embarrassing nonconformity: ‘I think it is a pity you do not take to the Consular Service as the work is highly interesting; the posts are good and in interesting localities; there is a very distinct social standing, a thing by no means to be despised nowadays; and moreover the pay is good and the pension is the best going . . . and I think that we could mutually help one another in the two services—Consular and Army.’122
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