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Edith Chaplin always thought of herself as a child of the Highlands. She belonged, she felt, to the wildness and beauty of these remote and empty hills, their legends, songs and customs, to these people in whom a streak of Celtic mysticism coexisted alongside a hard-headed practicality. For almost twenty years after her marriage, she continued to think of Dunrobin Castle, where she had spent most of her childhood, as home. It was only when she began to live at Mount Stewart, the Londonderry estate in County Down inherited by her husband when he succeeded to the marquessate, a place similarly touched by the imagery of past heroes, battles and Celtic lore, that her emotional centre of gravity shifted.


On her mother’s side, Edith’s ancestry was romantic enough to cause any small girl to identify with it. Her mother, Lady Florence Leveson-Gower, who died when Edith was only four years old, was a daughter of the third Duke of Sutherland, the largest landowner in Britain with estates in five counties that totalled almost 1,400,000 acres. Two of the biggest were in Shropshire and Staffordshire, but for sheer size they paled into insignificance beside his estate in Scotland: well over a million acres in the county of Sutherland (with a further 150,000 in Ross). His seat was Dunrobin Castle, perched above the sea on the remote and beautiful east coast. Gazing out of even its topmost window, Lady Florence, like some medieval Northern princess, knew that everything she could see belonged to her father. In the people around, the clan tradition that combined pride and independence with a feudal sense of hierarchy still survived, despite the savage clearances of the second Duke.


Though both were from the landowning classes, Edith’s parents could hardly have been more dissimilar in background and tradition. Henry Chaplin, though his mother was a Scot, was the archetypal English foxhunting squire, robust, Tory, God-fearing, happiest out of doors and in the saddle – indeed, for most of his long life he was known as ‘Squire’ Chaplin. Born on 22 December 1840, he was the eldest of the five children of the Reverend Henry Chaplin, whose family had been Lincolnshire squires since 1658; his passion was sport and, in particular, foxhunting, which he regarded as pleasure, science, art and way of life rolled into one.


When Edith’s father was young he hunted six days a week and would often ride one of his thoroughbred hacks forty miles to dinner and a ball after such a day. Nothing, from social life and short sight to increasing weight, straitened means and ministerial duties, was allowed to come between him and the sport he loved. As his girth increased, so did the size of his horses (mostly bought in Ireland to ensure good bone), and he would thunder down to the stiffest fences on one of these great 17-hand hunters. As a government minister, a special train would take him to where his stud groom and horses waited near the meet. No man was a better judge of a horse or hound and to the end of his life he would go anywhere in the country to look at a promising horse. He talked, wrote and thought horses constantly, doodling them on his order papers when an MP and, when he became a minister, leaving little sketches of them on the Cabinet table. Though an absentee father, he was a tender and affectionate one.


Edith was in many ways extremely like him. They shared the same vigour, high spirits and sheer joie de vivre, the same love of the outdoors, the same openness, generosity and magnanimity of spirit that not only forgave but was ready to admit fault. Both felt that money was their servant, but while Edith’s tendency to extravagance was curbed by her anxiety not to displease the husband she adored and found its outlet largely in the giving of presents, Henry ran through three fortunes. ‘All my life I have lived according to a very simple plan,’ he once remarked. ‘It is always to have what I like, when I like it, and as much of it as I like.’ It was a philosophy he followed faithfully.


Perhaps the chief point Edith and her father had in common was the possession of a charismatic personality – what would later have been called ‘star quality’. Both exuded an aura of splendour, a magnificence (at Oxford, Henry’s nickname was Magnifico), a feeling that life was to be enjoyed, an allure that appealed to men and women alike, attracting, warming, even mesmerising. Henry’s presence and manner made him as popular in drawing rooms as in the hunting field; when Edith came into a room, said one contemporary, you were instantly aware that here was someone.


Chaplin was but one of many Tory landlords who combined foxhunting with political duties. Yet by the time he married Lady Florence in 1876, he was a nationally known figure. His story was a romantic one, containing all the elements of drama designed to appeal to the Victorian imagination: youth, beauty, love, a scandal that flew straight across the rigid moral and sexual codes of the day, betrayal, aristocratic misbehaviour, a magnificent sporting victory and a morally satisfactory ending. If only for its effect on the youthful Edith, as she gradually learned the details of her father’s past, it deserves to be told.


As a young man, Chaplin was tall, broad-shouldered and handsome, energetic and healthy from the hours he spent in the fresh air every day, with bright chestnut hair, a clear complexion and a firm jaw. His immaculate clothes were remarked upon in an age when dressing well was almost a profession, and he possessed a charming old-fashioned courtesy – when he encountered the Prince of Wales in the hunting field he would sweep his cap off until it touched his horse’s flank, and in drawing rooms he would bow low over the hands of his hostesses. He liked only the best, in horses, hounds, food and wine, and admired only the most beautiful women.


At nineteen, by now an orphan and in his second term at Christ Church, he inherited the estates of his uncle Sir Charles Chaplin, Squire of Blankney. As well as Blankney, Tathwell and Metheringham, Temple Brewer and Little Caythorpe, he came into land in Hallington, Hougham, Maltby, Raithby and Scopwick – all in Lincolnshire, and covering about 23,000 acres altogether. Smaller acreages in Nottinghamshire and Yorkshire were soon sold.


Although he did not come into the rents from these until his majority, Henry Chaplin instantly began to live in the grand manner. At Oxford, he entertained, raced and hunted. He was also allowed to meet the Prince of Wales, almost exactly his own age but then diffident and subdued from his repressive upbringing, whom he befriended and dazzled. They formed a lifelong friendship. It was in Chaplin’s company that the Prince saw his first fox killed, for hunting, as always, was Chaplin’s priority: he kept four hunters in Oxford itself (a remarkable number even in those days) and had the use of eighteen others nearby. Finally the Dean, tired of castigating him for appearing in chapel with his hunting kit imperfectly hidden under his surplice, wrote to him: ‘My dear Mr Chaplin, As far as I can gather you seem to regard Christ Church as a hunting box . . .’


Not surprisingly, Chaplin went down soon afterwards and settled in earnest to the business of enjoying life. By the time he was twenty-three he had bought the Burton country from Lord Henry Bentinck and added it to the Blankney, hunting that enormous country six days a week with four packs of hounds, two of which he hunted himself. He drove his four-in-hand to the races, stalked in Scotland in September and entertained constantly and generously. He was a popular and generous landlord, dropping rents when times were hard, and in return expecting only good galloping and clean fences. One day when hounds were held up by wire edging a drive, he was furious to discover that the house had actually been built as a hunting box, and exclaimed: ‘There should be no wire anywhere about a hunting box, except on the champagne bottles – and that should be ready to come off at a moment’s notice!’


When he came to London for the Season of 1863, he quickly became aware of one of that year’s debutantes. This was Lady Florence Paget, youngest daughter of the second Marquess of Anglesey (she was the sixth child of the Marquess’s second wife), acclaimed by common consent as the most beautiful debutante for many years. The moment she appeared she caused a sensation; even the Queen, to whom she was presented at St James’s Palace, had remarked on her grace and carriage. The exquisiteness of her face and perfection of her tiny figure – she was as petite as she was beautiful – quickly ensured that she was known as ‘the Pocket Venus’. Almost at once she became, in the words of Queen magazine, ‘the rage of the Park, the ballroom, the opera and the croquet lawn’.


She was much more than lovely, though. Warm, friendly and sympathetic – her ‘dove-like eyes’ were particularly admired – she was also excellent company. Although not rich, she had an unassailable position at the heart of aristocratic society. She was the granddaughter of ‘Old One-Leg’, Wellington’s cavalry commander who as Earl of Uxbridge had had his right knee shattered in the Battle of Waterloo, undergone an amputation, and been created Marquess of Anglesey by the Prince Regent five days after the battle. All in all, she was one of the most desirable matches in the country; from Chaplin’s point of view, everything about her, from her breeding to her finished perfection of appearance and manner, could have been designed to attract him.


It was soon clear that two of her admirers had drawn ahead of the field. One was Chaplin, the other a mutual friend, the Marquis of Hastings.


Harry Hastings, the fourth and last Marquis of Hastings, was a little younger than Chaplin (he was born in 1842) and a very different type. Slim, dark and sensitive-looking – one contemporary description gives him ‘the sad brown eyes of a spaniel’ – with slender white hands, small feet and exquisite clothes, he had a slight air of foppishness. He had had a chaotic childhood, a broken education, and by the age of sixteen was an orphan. Insecure, pleasure-loving, emotionally deprived and weak-willed, he longed to be liked, and adored the flattery that seemed to promise this. His charm and gaiety, coupled with an underlying wistfulness of manner, gave him a little-boy appeal which his moods of petulance enhanced rather than destroyed.


He and Chaplin had met at Christ Church (Hastings had been, briefly, at Eton; Chaplin at Harrow), where Hastings quickly became an inveterate gambler, betting, as far as the racecourse was concerned, in huge sums and quite often apparently on anything that moved. When he won, he spent his winnings lavishly on the crowd of hangers-on that by now usually accompanied him. For where Chaplin, with his strong religious and High Tory background and close friendship with the Prince of Wales, was discreet in his choice of friends, Hastings was happy to entertain, or be entertained by, virtually anyone offering the adulatory companionship he craved. With his interest in gambling and low life, much of his time was spent at Limmers, a hotel in Conduit Street frequented by the racing fraternity (here, after a night on the town, his favourite breakfast was mackerel fried in gin, caviar on devilled toast, and an hors d’oeuvre called Fixed Bayonets, all washed down with claret cup). All in all, he was as different from the solid, equable, confident Chaplin as could be imagined.


Although Hastings was already a heavy drinker by the time he met Lady Florence, this had not yet affected his looks; and of the darker side of his life – the moneylenders, the disreputable racecourse associates, the rowdy and dissolute parties at dubious hotels like Long’s or the Blue Post – she knew nothing.


Florence was clearly torn. From the point of view of a Victorian mamma, Chaplin, rich, generous, even-tempered, good-natured and chivalrously protective, was the better match; whereas stories of Hastings’s wildness, gambling and bad behaviour were already circulating.


But Florence had not got a mother (hers had died when she was only two). Brought up by a father who adored her and older brothers who spoilt their enchanting small sister, she had grown up accustomed to masculine worship, to having her own way and to twisting men around her little finger. Besides, to any girl of spirit, confined in the iron corset of demure, missish behaviour deemed suitable for the Victorian young lady, Hastings’s carefree recklessness, his aristocratic disregard for accepted standards and his unmistakable partiality for herself alone must have made him dangerously attractive. In addition, Chaplin still had not come up to scratch; by the end of 1863, at just twenty-three and still enjoying life as a bachelor, he went off big-game hunting in India and appeared to leave the field to Hastings.


But in May 1864 Chaplin returned to London again and quickly made up lost ground. By the end of the month, Lady Florence was watching the Derby with him from the royal box, at the invitation of his friend the Prince of Wales. Few girls would have asked for more. Lord Hastings rallied strongly, naming one of his fillies after her; it was to make its debut at Ascot that year – would she go with him? Yes, she would. Chaplin, cross and surprised that she preferred this to going in the royal party with him, was stung into the realisation that conclusive action was needed. A fortnight later, at a ball given by the Marquess and Marchioness of Abercorn for the Prince and Princess of Wales, he asked her to marry him. She accepted at once and the news was announced in The Times and Morning Post the next day, to a chorus of congratulations led by the Prince. The wedding was planned for August, two months ahead, and invitations were sent out straightaway.


Chaplin escorted his fiancée to balls and parties, to race meetings and out driving in his cabriolet along the Ladies’ Mile from Apsley House to Kensington, a ‘tiger’, smart in his yellow and black striped waistcoat, standing up behind. Hastings, who had plunged back into even heavier gambling and into his old East End haunts, had been one of the first to congratulate them. His lost, pathetic air had its effect: Chaplin, a man to whom any idea of suspecting dishonourable conduct was foreign, several times asked him to join them at the opera, theatre, or private parties. He may even have thought that Hastings’s youth – he was still only twenty-one – did not make him a serious contender for Florence’s hand; after all, his rival had not taken the chance offered by his own eight-month absence.


One Friday evening in July, just after they had returned from a visit to Blankney where Florence had seen various improvements she had requested, all three went to Covent Garden, where Adelina Patti was appearing for the last time that season, in Faust. Chaplin had suggested to Florence that Hastings might like to join them. Hastings, moody and preoccupied, sat on the other side of an equally silent Florence.


The next morning, Saturday 16 July, Florence’s wedding dress was delivered. She tried it on, calling her father to admire, then set off alone in his brougham at 10.00, giving the excuse for this unusual solitary expedition that she needed to do some last-minute shopping for her trousseau.


Arriving at Marshall and Snelgrove in Oxford Street, Florence entered by the side door and was met inside by either Hastings, his sister or his closest friend Freddy Granville (contemporary accounts differ). After a few words, the two of them left through the rear entrance of the store, beside which a closed cab was waiting. They were driven the short distance down Bond Street to St George’s Church in Hanover Square, where a parson stood ready. By 12.00 Florence was married to Harry Hastings.


Immediately afterwards, at Captain Granville’s lodgings in St James’s Place, she sat down to write a long letter to Henry Chaplin; before the ink was dry, she and her bridegroom left for King’s Cross where a special train had been ordered for them. At Loughborough, his four-horse travelling carriage waited to take them to his seat. Florence’s own family coachman waited outside Marshall and Snelgrove for six hours before returning home.


It would be difficult to overestimate the size of the shock wave that ran through Victorian society. Lady Florence was castigated, publicly for her unkind and immoral behaviour, privately for her stupidity in picking the wrong man. Hastings was universally condemned as a cad. Henry Chaplin, shattered not only by the loss of his bride-to-be but by the dishonourable behaviour of the man he thought was a friend, turned for consolation to the sporting activities he loved, throwing himself into stalking, shooting and sporting tours. His friends rallied round; his sporting mentor and close friend Lord Henry Bentinck wrote: ‘all your friends, and you have many . . . look upon what has happened as a blessed deliverance’.


By the time Chaplin returned to London months of fresh air, strenuous exercise and semi-solitude, with only the laconic companionship of stalker, ghillie or sporting companion, had enabled him to conquer his distress and overcome any feelings of humiliation at such a public jilting. More to the point, he was no longer in love.


Florence Hastings had soon realised her mistake. She sent Chaplin pathetic little notes on the miniature writing paper with its blue or pink border and its disproportionately large monogram which was the fashion in the 1860s, folded into two-inch envelopes too small for the post. ‘You don’t know how awfully happy you have made me by speaking to me today,’ ran the first. ‘It was so good and kind of you and it is the first bit of sunshine I have had in my life for months.’ Alas, to Chaplin the notes were so much paper. Though he remained fond of his former love, and frequently helped her with money, he had clearly put the whole episode, and his feelings, behind him. Indeed, much of the energy and passion he had formerly devoted to Florence and the plans for their life together was now focused on a new object: racing.


It was said of him in the year following Florence’s elopement that he began ‘to buy horses as though he were drunk and to back them as though he were mad’. Many people thought he wanted to revenge himself on Hastings, whose ambition was to win the Derby, but this was not so (for one thing, neither vengefulness nor malice were in his nature). Racing was simply a new distraction, another way of expressing his passion for horses. Fortunately, the miserable ending of his love affair did not affect his excellent judgement of these animals.


The feelings of the Marquis of Hastings for the man whose friendship he had betrayed had also undergone a change. The common human reaction of disliking, even fearing, those whom we have injured possessed him; with his tendency to extremes, he saw Chaplin as a rival still. Uneasily conscious that Chaplin was the better man and stood higher in public regard, Hastings longed not only to emulate but to surpass him. He accepted the mastership of the Quorn but hunted them so lazily and sloppily, sometimes only getting out of bed when hounds had already arrived at a meet ten miles away, that many of the field laughed at him; now, in this latest sport, he was equally determined to outdo Chaplin. His feelings were given a sharper edge when his great friend Captain Machell ‘defected’ – as Hastings saw it – to join Chaplin as trainer.


From then on, Hastings began to lay bets against Chaplin’s horses whenever possible, often losing vast sums. By now, drink and the general dissipation of his life were taking their toll of his health just as his uncontrolled gambling was depleting his fortune.


On 17 June 1865, Hastings and Chaplin both went to the famous Middle Park Stud at Eltham, where an annual yearling sale was held on the last day of the Ascot meeting. It was a fashionable and crowded event, where the best of the future crop of racehorses were paraded before wealthy and knowledgeable judges of horseflesh. Here Chaplin, accompanied by his trainer, began to bid for Lot 27, a handsome dark chestnut with a white blaze on his forehead. The colt, notable for his placid temperament and his small size – he stood fractionally over 15.2 hands – was by Newminster out of Seclusion. Hastings, of course, instantly began to bid against Chaplin, running the price up until he finally left the colt to Chaplin at 1,000 guineas. On the way back in the coach, Chaplin and his party discussed what to call his new purchase. The name decided on was Hermit.


It was quickly evident that Hermit was worth every penny of his enormous price. His ability was apparent even as a yearling when, giving 35 lb, he beat a promising filly over four furlongs. And when Vauban and Marksman, the horses he had beaten as a two-year-old in 1866, came in first and third respectively in the Two Thousand Guineas the following year, Chaplin and his trainer Captain Machell knew they had a potential Derby winner.


For Chaplin, this meant more than glory: by now he was seriously embarrassed financially and, if Hermit won, the horse’s stud fees would help to underwrite Chaplin’s lavish way of life for another fifteen or twenty years. Hastings, mad with jealousy and by now almost destroyed financially, bet against Hermit wherever he could, and stood to lose £120,000 if Hermit won. Of this, £20,000 was a bet with Chaplin himself.


On Monday 13 May 1867, nine days before the Derby, when Hermit’s jockey Custance was riding him during a serious pre-Derby trial, the horse suddenly gave a great cough, blood poured from his nostrils and he almost fell. After such a haemorrhage, scratching seemed the only option and Custance, then the top Derby jockey, was released to ride another mount. With the race only nine days away, all seemed lost.


But Machell had discovered that the bleeding, though severe, came from a broken vein in the horse’s nose and not, as at first had been thought and feared, from his lungs. He went on working Hermit quietly, and always downhill. He took him to Epsom early, and on the Saturday before the Derby gave him six one-mile canters (if this had happened at Newmarket, word would have flashed round the racing world). He reported to Chaplin, who had also suffered injury – he was on crutches after a bad fall that had torn the cartilages of both knees – that he thought the horse had a chance.


Derby Day dawned icy cold. Earlier dry weather had produced hard going. Flurries of snow fell at intervals – once while the horses were walking round the paddock before the big race. All of them looked miserable and tucked up and Hermit, who even on a good day appeared listless at a slow pace, looked particularly wretched. To hide from the Ring that he might still be a prospect, and to prevent the odds against him shortening, he was walked round without a rug, his coat staring from the cold and his tail clenched down between his hind legs. It was only twenty minutes before the race that a jockey was found for him, a tall boy of twenty called Johnny Daley, only available because of his lack of experience. Hermit’s starting price was 1,000/15, and there were no takers. It appeared hardly worth running him.


But Chaplin knew better. Hermit had had a gallop over the Derby course the day before and his head groom Bloss, who looked after Hermit and had slept in his box every night for three months before the race, told him: ‘He never went better in his life, Sir, and squandered them all as usual. He wouldn’t have blown out a candle at the finish and what’s more, I think he is certain to win the Derby after all.’ Years afterwards, Chaplin wrote that he had told his friends ‘that if, when they came into sight again at the top of the hill, Hermit was in the first three, where I had instructed my jockey to be, I thought he would certainly win. No one of course believed this, and they thought me a fool.’ When he ran into Hastings on his way to the Stands, Chaplin warned him: ‘I think Hermit still has a chance, Harry. You can easily cover your bet with me by taking the odds which they are offering now.’ He himself waited until the horses were going down to the start then called the man he employed to place bets and instructed him to take all the long odds he could get.


It was in this atmosphere of tension that the race began. The snow cleared, Florence Hastings, pale-faced and listless in the furs that wrapped her against the chill, watched the horses of her husband and her former love go down to the post. There were eight false starts, and when the off finally took place the favourite, Vauban, leapt into the lead. But as they came round Tattenham Corner on concrete-hard ground there was Hermit going like an express train. In the final furlong he passed the favourite as if the latter were standing still, to beat Marksman by a head (Vauban was a bad third). Hastings, to his credit, was among the first to congratulate Chaplin, coming forward as Hermit was unsaddled and saying, ‘A great horse. A truly great horse,’ as he patted him.


Chaplin’s triumph, like his popularity in the eyes of the general public, was complete. At twenty-six he owned a Derby winner, was fêted by the Prince of Wales and had somewhat avenged his jilting by this splendid victory. He had both behaved well and been seen to behave well. He compounded his triumph with magnanimity, sending word to Hastings to pay the £20,000 debt whenever he could manage this, instead of on the Monday after the race, as was then obligatory. Hastings replied, in a letter pathetic in its writer’s consciousness of his humiliation: ‘I can’t tell you how much obliged I am for your kindness to me . . . you may depend upon my doing my utmost to pay you as soon as possible, though you know as well as I do that however well off a man may be, to get £120,000 in 24 hours is rather a hard job. I am just off to Paris, as I am sick of being pointed at as the man who has lost such a sum.’


But Hermit’s Derby had finally swept Hastings over the brink. He had to sell his racehorses and give up the Quorn; and he sold his Scottish estates to the Marquis of Bute for £300,000. Even these drastic measures were not sufficient to clear the debts that had been mounting for years. By now, his system so abused that he had become a frail old man at the age of twenty-five, he had to be wheeled on to Newmarket Heath in a basket chair; the following year saw him almost completely in the hands of the moneylenders and booed at Ascot. He died that autumn and his last words were: ‘Hermit’s Derby broke my heart. But I did not show it, did I?’


After the race, Lady Hastings had also received a reassuring note from Chaplin. She replied to him, with a letter that could have come straight out of a Victorian morality tale. ‘I could not help crying over your letter, tears of joy at first at the kindness of its tone, and then bitter, bitter tears of remorse at the thought of all I had caused you to suffer, and of the happiness that I know now was once so nearly in my grasp, and which I so recklessly threw away for a mere shadow. If what I am suffering now is a punishment for the way I treated you, it is indeed a hard one, and I feel at times it is more than I can bear. You don’t know, you have no idea how miserable my life is, and for the future it will be nothing but one long regret.’ In the event, within two years of her husband’s death in 1868, she married another racing friend, Sir George Chetwynd.


Punch summed up popular feeling with the comment: ‘Who after this year’s Derby will dare to say racing is a sinful amusement? Think of the money carried off from a Rake by a Hermit for the benefit of a Chaplin!’


As for Hermit, like an actor who has heard applause for the first time, his Derby victory gave him a taste of the pleasures of popularity, and thenceforth he would always play up to an audience. If a visitor came to admire him while he was being exercised on the long rein, he would start to show off, standing up on his hind legs and prancing about, though his temperament remained as sweet as ever. ‘He was always a dandy, vain as a peacock and every inch a gentleman,’ said Edith later. When he died, on 29 April 1890, everyone at Blankney spoke as if the King had died. Blotting books and notecases, revered by the family as relics, were made from his glossy chestnut coat and one hoof was made into an inkpot, which Chaplin presented to the Prince of Wales. His skeleton was given to the Museum of the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons, where it is still preserved.
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Within five years of inheriting his uncle’s estates and their rent roll of over £30,000 a year, Henry Chaplin had mortgaged much of his land to secure loans of £95,000. His income was, of course, augmented by the earnings of Hermit, who proved such a successful sire that his initial stud fee of twenty guineas quickly rose to 300, with the occasional nomination at 500 guineas. Hermit was Champion Sire for six successive seasons, between 1873 and 1897 his progeny, including two Derby and two Oaks winners, won 846 races, worth in all over £356,000.


Despite the extent of his borrowings, Chaplin continued to shoot, to fish, to stalk, to race, to entertain his friends as generously as before, disregarding endless warnings from his stewards. In 1868 he was returned as Conservative Member of Parliament for Mid-Lincolnshire (later known as the Sleaford Division), which increased his expenses – in those days, MPs received no salary. When there was a series of bad harvests in the 1870s, he reduced his tenants’ rents. The profits from his wheat-growing acres were further eroded by the cheap imported wheat now flooding into the country. By 1874 his Lincolnshire estates were also mortgaged, to the Marquess Conyngham and John Panbelow Haywood.


None of this did he allow to distress him, and the life of sport and society continued unabated – though with one major change. He had fallen in love with the woman who was to become his wife. Ironically, her name too was Florence.


Lady Florence Leveson-Gower was the eldest daughter of the third Duke of Sutherland and the sister of one of Chaplin’s greatest friends, the Duke’s heir the Marquis of Stafford, always known as ‘Strath’ (one of the family titles was Baron Strathnaver). Her mother, Duchess Anne (née Mackenzie), was for many years Mistress of the Robes to Queen Victoria, who created her Countess of Cromartie in her own right. Lady Florence was young and pretty, with blue eyes, golden hair and a superb complexion. She was also lively, intelligent, and – virtually a sine qua non for anyone contemplating marriage with Chaplin – loved riding, hunting and sport of all kinds.


Both of them wanted to keep their engagement to themselves for a while. Lady Florence did not want to announce it until after their friends had left London, which meant waiting until August; Chaplin, no doubt with memories of the earlier Lady Florence, concurred. But most of their circle knew something was in the wind and the Prince of Wales, always interested in the amorous affairs of his friends, tried unavailingly to extract their secret by volunteering to pay Chaplin a visit at Blankney – a signal honour – whenever he was married, ‘which you know, my dear Harry, may happen to all of us sooner than we may expect!’ On the 2nd of August, the Prince was able to write and congratulate his friend.


A week or two after their engagement, Chaplin had to tear himself away from his fiancée to take the cure at Homburg because his weight, always a problem, was increasing so fast (seven years later he was riding at eighteen stone). But to remind himself of Florence, he took her little dog Dot with him to Germany, as well as his own, Vic. Once back, he flung himself into plans for their marriage and sporting life together. The fact that he was by now mortgaged to the hilt, with annual interest charges of £11,425, did not deter him from dallying with buying or leasing the 40,000-acre deer forest of Coignafearn, in Inverness-shire. ‘I have ordered you a little rifle, and I am going to have a spy-glass, a proper one, made for you as well, and I am going to teach you to shoot myself when I get to Dunrobin,’ he wrote fondly to Lady Florence during their engagement, adding, ‘I won’t insist on your killing a beast – I think perhaps your heart is too tender for that – but you may kill a target as often as you please.’


He was particularly anxious to use his excellent eye for a horse in the pleasant task of buying a hunter or two for Lady Florence and spent some time trying to coax her to tell him what she weighed. Finally she admitted to ten stone. ‘I thought it would have been 11 at the least,’ he wrote back a trifle tactlessly. Armed with this knowledge he set off in pursuit of suitable animals, frequently staying with friends for a day’s hunting so that he could see how a proposed purchase behaved in the hunting field.


One such visit was to Compton Verney, for a day with the Warwickshire. ‘The first time I saw him was when he came . . . to look at one of my father’s horses called the Drone, that he thought likely to suit Lady Florence,’ wrote Lord Willoughby de Broke. ‘He was then in the very prime of life, and when he came down to breakfast in his red coat – as men did in those days – tall, fair, well-proportioned, the picture of health, he was indeed a handsome specimen of the Anglo-Saxon race.’


Chaplin and Lady Florence were married on 15 November 1876, at Trentham, in Staffordshire, one of the Sutherland houses. The hunters Chaplin had bought for Lady Florence were a great success and, extremely proud of his young bride, he basked in the delight of watching her go splendidly across his home country, in front of his friends. ‘Everyone talks of your riding and performances out hunting in Lincolnshire.’


For both of them it was an idyllic marriage. For Chaplin, it was everything he had dreamed of after the souring débâcle nine years before. He adored his lively, happy young bride, treating her with the loving indulgence that characterised his relations with the women and children close to him (‘There, darling . . . admit that this neglected, stupid old frump sometimes does manage to arrange what his pretty, wilful, naughty, silly young child of a wife wants!’).


For Lady Florence, the closeness between her husband and her brother meant that much of her time was spent in or near her beloved Dunrobin. Shortly after their marriage Chaplin had leased the shooting of Ben Hope, near Tongue, with his brother-in-law. The eldest Chaplin child, a son, Eric, was born in 1877. A little over a year later, on 3 December 1878, at Blankney, Florence gave birth to a daughter. The new baby was christened Edith Helen.


By 1880, Chaplin had the stalking over about 70,000 acres of Sutherland. It included Ben Armine (about twenty miles from Dunrobin), Loch Choire and Corrie-na-Fhearn, a further ten miles away. He also had a nineteen-year lease of Cleithbrie. The second Duke’s wholesale Clearance policies had made the country emptier than ever and there was not even a bridle path within four miles of Loch Choire, where the only habitation was a shepherd’s cottage. Here Chaplin intended to build a lodge; before doing so, he planned a smaller, rougher house from which to oversee the project and which could later be used by ghillies or servants. All the materials of which it was made – chiefly corrugated iron and wood – had to be brought first from Lairg station twenty-one miles along the road to Allt-na-Harra, then carried the twelve-mile journey across the shoulder of the mountain on ponies; to facilitate this, and for later use by the shooting parties, bridle paths were made from Ben Armine to Loch Choire and round the shores of the Loch.


In the General Election of 1880 the Conservatives were defeated but ‘the Squire’ was again returned unopposed as Member for Mid-Lincolnshire. That year there was another bad, wet harvest, and further rent reductions by the generous landlord, but the sporting round continued unabated, with its annual visit to Dunrobin. The children and Florence would spend two or three months there; Chaplin would pay a shorter visit because he insisted on first attending the St Leger meeting at Doncaster in early September and then, after a few concentrated weeks’ stalking, going south for the cub-hunting at Blankney and the autumn meetings at Newmarket.


When Chaplin joined his family at Dunrobin in September 1881, Florence was over eight months pregnant with their third child. As usual, he was anxious for all the exercise he could get to counter his swelling girth, and soon set off for Ben Armine with his brother-in-law Strath. So much did he and his wife hate being separated during these few weeks at the Castle that she drove up behind her favourite pony, Dumps, to join her husband and brother at Sieber’s Cross, a house halfway between Dunrobin and Ben Armine, arriving late in the afternoon. Their surprise was complete. As Chaplin wrote afterwards: ‘We first heard the bells which Dumps wore on her collar, and then to our amazement she came full trot up the hill with Dumps and drove up to the door with her little face all wet from rain and bright as a little sunbeam. We passed a happy evening, we three together.’


After Florence returned to Dunrobin she developed a pain in her leg which she and everyone else believed was a strained sinew, possibly from her long drive, a diagnosis seemingly confirmed by the fact that the pain was better the following day, a Monday. But by Wednesday it had come back again; Chaplin, unaware of her mysterious ailment, was writing to her that although he had not got a stag he had lost half a stone. ‘To my horror yesterday evening after Sieber’s Cross I was back at 16.7; yesterday evening 16.4; tonight, with luck, I hope at least 16.3 will be reached.’


Lady Florence’s condition worsened rapidly. She saw her doctor, who considered it so serious that on Thursday, a mere four days after their happy evening together, a note was dispatched to her husband at Ben Armine begging him to come back to Dunrobin immediately. But Chaplin was on the hill and did not get back to the lodge until dusk was falling. Travelling across twenty miles of pathless moorland in the dark was impossible; instead he sat down and wrote her a letter to be taken by a boy on a pony at first light. ‘I wish I were with you now, for where ought I to be but by your side to comfort and cheer you, and please God, before many hours I will be . . . I hope and pray earnestly, my little one, you will be better when I see you.’


When he arrived some hours later, she seemed better, but Chaplin, worried, took her south to Blankney straightaway. Here, on the Saturday, her second daughter, Florence, was born. The birth was followed by convulsions from which Lady Florence never recovered. By now, she was clearly dying: on Sunday evening her breathing became shallow and rapid, and on the afternoon of Monday 10 October, as her distraught husband later wrote: ‘My darling passed away, with her head resting on my shoulder and with the most beautiful expression on her face as she died.’ Only five years after his marriage, the Squire was a widower.


Unless he married again (he never did), there was little question of Chaplin having full charge of his own children. There was simply no place for them in their father’s life on a day-to-day basis.


Quite apart from his local and parliamentary duties – and he was a conscientious landlord and MP – there were his sporting and social commitments. For men of his class and kind, much of the year was devoted to the pursuit of the fox or the killing of various kinds of game, as much ironclad social rituals as they were sport, and with which nothing, from childbirth to Christmas, was allowed to interfere. For a dedicated sportsman such as Chaplin there was shooting – first grouse, then partridge and pheasant – stalking and hunting from August the 12th until the following April, to be followed shortly thereafter by the London Season.


Here, as an eligible widower, Chaplin was much in demand; among his particular friends were the Duchess of Manchester (later to be Duchess of Devonshire), Lady Lonsdale (later Lady de Grey and later still the Marchioness of Ripon) and the Marchioness of Londonderry, mother of his future son-in-law. His good-natured generosity made him a great favourite. He would lend his women friends his carriages if required and place bets on their behalf, often winning them quite large sums and chivalrously ‘forgetting’ to tell them about their losses.


The children, then, were brought up largely by their mother’s family – though their father often had them to stay at Blankney, since learning to ride and hunt was an integral part of their education. Most of their early years were spent in the capacious nurseries of Dunrobin, supposedly the oldest inhabited house in Britain, perched on the topmost of a series of terraces rising from a seashore covered in bright golden seaweed, the grey wastes of the sea in front and the mountains behind.


Their grandfather, the third Duke, a magnate who owned four stately homes, half a dozen other smaller houses, two yachts and had built his own private railway (it remained in the family until nationalisation in 1950), had taken as his second Duchess a woman who poisoned her husband’s mind against his family and who certainly would not have welcomed three small grandchildren. Thus when Strath married in 1883 much of the responsibility for Eric, Edith and Florence fell on his wife, Millicent – known to the children as Aunt Millie.


Millicent was the daughter of Lord and Lady Rosslyn, and the half-sister of Daisy Brooke (later Lady Warwick), Edward VII’s mistress. She was original, clever and cultured, able to speak both French and German fluently. She could recite long passages of Goethe and Schiller and when she was only twelve translated one of Gladstone’s Midlothian speeches into German for her German relations – her aunt had married the German Ambassador.


Strath fell in love with Millicent when she was fourteen. They had met when her mother and her older sister Blanche, a beauty being trotted out for the thirty-year-old heir’s inspection, were asked to stay at Dunrobin. Millicent, then a plain girl with a snub nose and crinkly hair, had been brought along too. One evening she sat next to Strath at dinner and, trying to make conversation, asked him if the portrait opposite them was a Romney. ‘A Romney?’ said Strath, impressed. ‘How did a little girl like you find that out? Who told you?’ ‘No one,’ replied Millicent. ‘I just knew.’


From that moment, Strath’s interest was irrevocably captured. The following Christmas, during a walk round the lake at Trentham, he asked her if she would like to marry him when she grew up. Millicent, hair in a pigtail against the wind – at fifteen she was not yet old enough to put it up – replied composedly that she would. They were married on her seventeenth birthday, 20 October 1884. Though he took charge of the servants, the household accounts and the general business of living, his young wife found herself in the daunting position of proxy mother to three young children while still little more than a child herself.


During the winters they all came south to one of the Sutherland estates, usually Trentham, where the Duke owned 12,744 acres. The kennels of the North Staffordshire hunt were there. Both Millicent and Strath adored hunting. Strath had been Master of the North Stafford since 1874; Millicent, who had six hunters, rode every day before breakfast and took family prayers clad in her riding habit. She also held a Bible meeting every week for the colliers employed at the Florence, her father-in-law’s coal mine at nearby Longton which had been named after Edith’s mother.


In London, the family lived at Stafford House (now Lancaster House) in the Mall, between Buckingham Palace and Clarence House. Stafford House had been built by George IV’s younger brother the Duke of York and taken on a 99-year lease from the Crown by the first Duke of Sutherland. Such was its grandeur that Queen Victoria said to the second Duchess, her favourite Mistress of the Robes: ‘I am returning from your palace to my house,’ and the Shah of Persia, entertained there when visiting England, suggested to the Queen that it was too good for a subject and that she should have the Duke beheaded.


The children saw little of this magnificence. They lived a nursery life under the aegis of Nanny Webster, a strict but loving Scotswoman. Later, when Eric went to school, the little girls had a governess, Miss Harvey, who quickly became beloved by her charges. For Edith, whose only memory of her young mother was of seeing her long golden hair being brushed by her maid when brought in to say good morning to her, Miss Harvey filled a quasi-maternal role. She also inculcated in her charge a profound religious faith, together with High Church principles of worship, that endured throughout Edith’s life. It was reinforced by the example of Aunt Millie, with her prayers, Bible meetings, and interest in theology.


Her aunt’s influence can similarly be detected in other aspects of Edith’s personality. By the time Millicent became Duchess she had formulated many of the opinions and attitudes that made her one of the original Souls, that band of aristocrats linked by a friendship of which the distinguishing marks were intelligence, culture, wit and sensibility. Millicent believed in the need for more equality between the sexes, had become deeply involved in charities and the welfare of her husband’s workers, read copiously, and had also begun to write – poetry, a novel (published the year of Edith’s wedding), short stories on the theme of love and even a play in blank verse that was put on at the Scala theatre.


Like any intelligent, idealistic adolescent, exposed to the deeply felt beliefs and interests of the woman who was the nearest thing she had to a mother, Edith unconsciously absorbed many of her aunt’s ideals and attitudes, though these were tempered in her case with the sense of humour and self-ridicule she had inherited from her father. And, in the scintillating receptions Millicent inaugurated at Stafford House when she became Duchess, Edith surely learned much of what later made her the most consummate political hostess of her day.


The children were, of course, often visited by their father, who was a tender and affectionate, though mostly absent, parent, writing them frequent loving letters that exhorted them to be good and to ride well. He wrote to them from Monte Carlo and the Turf Club, from Welbeck Abbey and Wynyard Park and the other grand houses round the country where his weekends and sporting commitments took him – visits that held unquestioned precedence over any special dates on which his family might have legitimately expected his presence. ‘Darling little Edie,’ begins a note from Halton, Tring, dated 24 December 1888, ‘This is to wish you a very happy and a very merry Xmas as I can’t be with you . . .’


Though he was never able to give his children a home again, his love for them was so evident that they, in turn, adored him. He would read to them from his favourite Jorrocks, tears of laughter streaming down his face, and he understood completely their deep-rooted longing for the closeness of family life. ‘My Darling Child, I got your letter and Miss Harvey’s when I returned from abroad last Monday,’ he wrote to the fourteen-year-old Edith from the Carlton Club. ‘I quite understand, you little Dear, all that you and the others think and feel about Home . . .’ All of them longed for his visits and approval; Edith, in particular, was fiercely determined to make him proud of her.


‘Darling Daddy,’ runs one of her letters, ‘I hope we shall see you soon. We went out hunting on Monday. We had a splendid run. I got the brush and Eric was blooded.’ She went on to describe what must have been a terrifying incident. They had been set a race by a groom and she had pulled up halfway at a gate to speak to Eric. ‘. . . He rushed by on his pony. I was riding a pony that reared and it was startled because it heard Eric but did not see him. I could not stop it. It rushed towards a tree and then I was stunned, Marks said, because the pony reared up and fell over backwards, but you must not be frightened. I did not hurt myself. I only bruised my eye and my side is a little stiff. I send my best love and kisses to you, darling Daddy. Your loving little child, Edie.’ In spite of the hair-raising contents of this missive, her darling Daddy did not hesitate to correct it (‘There are three little mistakes in Edie’s letter. I have marked them each with red ink so that you may see them’).


As a child Edith was high-spirited, active and irrepressible. Neither the conventions of the day nor the starched white dresses she wore even in Sutherland had a restraining effect. She would escape from Nanny Webster early in the morning to slip out and march behind the two pipers outside the Castle, accompanying them with a comb covered by a bit of paper as they played.


She rode the estate’s Highland ponies astride when no disapproving adult was looking on, something no ‘nice-minded’ girl would have considered doing as it was thought not only unfeminine but likely to bring about sterility. The ‘boneshaker’ bicycles that appeared when she was ten or eleven were said to have the same effect. This belief prevailed in some quarters until well into the next century. Years later, when Edith was a young married woman, the Kaiser, in London after Edward VII’s coronation, came to tea with her parents-in-law, Lord and Lady Londonderry, at Londonderry House. Although Edith invariably hunted riding side-saddle in the conventional manner, it was known that she rode astride when possible – including those occasions when she played in mixed polo matches before breakfast with her husband and his brother officers in the Blues. When she was led forward to be presented to the Kaiser, he wasted no time on small talk. ‘I hear you ride like a man. Very wrong, you know. You’ll never have children if you continue to do so!’ ‘Your Majesty,’ replied Edith politely, but gazing steadily back at him, ‘I already have two children – both in excellent health!’


Sometimes, as a child, she would go further and ride not only astride but bareback, wild gallops across the hills that gave her a sense of balance and a strength in her muscles that never left her.


Her childhood was passed in an age of formality, when a rigid code of dress and behaviour was as important as inner grace – even for a child, even in the wilds of Scotland. Adults changed their clothes endlessly: there were clothes for the morning, for riding, for croquet or for tennis (long full skirts), for shooting, for tea and for dinner. The woman who went on a visit had to count on at least four changes of clothes a day, most with numerous buttons and hooks down the back so that a maid was essential.


For the child Edith, appropriate dress for breakfast, a formal affair with the grown-ups in the salon, was a stiff, starched full-skirted white dress. Out riding, not yet old enough for the long tight habit that women wore even for a casual hour’s hacking, she wore a long, full, circular skirt over a long, full, white starched petticoat and white starched and frilled cambric drawers. Whether riding Highland ponies or accompanying the guns on the hill, there were no concessions to practicality in female attire. Though a few women, chiefly those in an unassailable social position, shot or stalked – an unfeminine activity much disapproved of in royal circles – they did not dare flout convention by appearing other than in the regulation long tweed skirt; and when one brave spirit decided that, when stalking, decency demanded breeches, she was careful to keep her skirt on over the top of these immodest garments.


Chaplin devoted much of the time spent with his children to their sporting education. At Dunrobin he would teach them the intricacies of stalking, taking the ten-year-old Eric up to the lodge at Ben Armine with him. They would while away the twelve-mile drive from Dunrobin to Sieber’s Cross by playing beggar-my-neighbour on a tartan rug spread over their knees before transferring to ponies for the last part of the journey. The Squire’s bulk was still a problem; once, when in order to get within shot they had to crawl into view as unobtrusively as possible, his stalker hissed: ‘Keep doon. Squire, keep doon. Ye’re so splendidly built about the haunches that I’m afraid the deer will be seeing you.’ Eric, who spent a lot of time with his grandfather’s piper, already talked the same broad Scots.


At Blankney, the children spent much of their time on horseback, even, occasionally, being put on the back of the great Hermit and allowed to ride him round his box. Edith, at ten, used to drive a pair of Fetlar ponies in double harness. One was a beautiful little stallion, called Grouse, which she was forbidden to ride. But he was so quiet and well behaved that Edith, brought up of course in ignorance of the facts of life, took no notice of the ban as long as there were no grown-ups in sight. One day the inevitable happened: they passed a field wherein grazed a carthorse mare who happened to be in season. Grouse bolted headlong towards the mare; Florence, who was on his back at the time, flung herself off and was none the worse, and Eric explained to his sisters that the reason for Grouse’s behaviour was that he was a ‘father horse’. ‘Like Hermit?’ asked Edith. ‘Yes,’ said Eric, glad that no further explanations were required. ‘Then I shall exercise him with Hermit in future,’ said Edith.


Next day, out came Hermit, followed by the other Blankney stallions – Galopin, Bendigo and Friar’s Balsam – and Grouse. The small pony, led by the short, plump rosy-cheeked child with her masses of blonde hair falling over her shoulders, went round and round after the thoroughbreds until Grouse got bored.


Edith, who not only loved hunting for its own sake but longed to please her adored father, was a bold, almost foolhardy rider. Indeed, she often had little choice: her father’s eye for a horse never took into account whether the good-looking ponies he chose for his children were difficult rides or not. He himself, with his experience, weight and superb hands, had no difficulty in controlling the ‘hot’ animals he preferred, but it was a different matter for a child. Fortunately, Edith was almost fearless and her only worry was how to evade the groom detailed to keep an eye on her so that she might keep up with her father. As he often got through a third as well as a second horse it was not an ambition she could achieve for more than a few fields, especially if they had not had a hunt and hounds were being taken home. Then, Chaplin would sometimes lead his house party home straight across country at full gallop, often for eight or nine miles (Princess Victoria and the future Queen Maud of Norway both received falls on one of these ‘steeplechases’).


In 1892, when Edith was thirteen, her grandfather died, to be succeeded by her uncle Strath. For the Chaplin children there was a little money. Though his second Duchess had attempted to prise everything possible away from the family, the Duke left each of his nieces the sum of £2,500 in trust, while Eric was left the Florence Colliery outright and the Florence and North Stafford Coal and Iron Company subject to the Duchess’s life interest.


Then came two events that must have affected the adolescent Edith with a sudden, jolting sense of insecurity; and, perhaps, shaped her future need for one person as a lifelong partner to whom to cling, on whom to depend, without whom she would be lost.


Two years after her grandfather’s death, there was a clash of temperaments between the new Duchess, Aunt Millie, and Edith’s beloved Miss Harvey, which resulted in the departure of the governess. Both Edith and her sister were utterly miserable; Edith in particular showed signs of bitter distress, though it was to the younger Florence that their father wrote after this schoolroom tragedy: ‘I longed to go off with you last night and take you on my knee and tell you all I thought and felt about you, little Darling!’ To Edith he wrote a long and affectionate letter telling her of the new governess he was engaging.


The second and perhaps the more traumatic occurrence was the selling of Blankney at the beginning of 1897. The Squire’s extravagances had finally brought him to the edge of ruin: he was virtually bankrupt, and his long-suffering creditors foreclosed. The last property remaining to him, the family home and estate, passed after two hundred years out of the Chaplin family.


This débâcle, on the eve of her debutante Season in London, must have given Edith a completely new perspective on her future. Though she lived with the Sutherlands, Blankney had always been there with its rich acres, its stables, her father’s generous, carefree and splendid way of life. Now, suddenly, no longer was there the comforting cushion of knowing that should the unthinkable happen and she fail to marry, she still had a home behind her. Her father wrote to her on 21 February 1897, in the midst of the removal from Blankney, to tell her he was sending her some of her mother’s things, left undisturbed in her room at Blankney since her death.


‘I have been through them all today,’ he wrote, ‘and with the exception of my letters to her, poor Darling – I think she must have kept them nearly all – and other letters I have burnt, I send them all to you and I should like them to be in your keeping. I will try to give you a rough list of what they are. There is the watch she wore herself and a head ornament of pink and white coral. These I should like you to have yourself. There is also her own Bible and many little Prayer Books and similar things, which you and Florrie will divide . . .’ Her father’s letter also contained a true Chaplin bequest; among other things, he added, were ‘her foxes’ brushes, many of them killed after good runs in Staffordshire, some in Lincolnshire and one from Sandringham. I am afraid I have not made it very clear, but indeed, child, it is the saddest afternoon that I have passed for many days. It all comes back to me as if it was only yesterday, and for the moment I am quite unmanned.’


For his daughter, facing her first Season as a grown woman, in an era when marriage was not only the sole career open to women but its grandness or otherwise the criterion of success in that career, it was now more than ever important that she marry – and marry well.




III


[image: image]


Edith Chaplin came out in 1897, the year of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. Never had Britain’s power, wealth and prestige been greater, blazing in a final spurt of brilliance before their decline in the new century. In 1897 the struggles and miseries of the Crimea were a distant memory and the Empire on which the sun never set – one quarter of the land mass of the globe was coloured red – had convincingly demonstrated its loyalty. Its proconsuls were a governing class whose ideals were justice, service and the continuance of flourishing trade links with the motherland. At home, the country rode on the crest of a great wave of peace and prosperity. After the social upheavals of the Industrial Revolution, the massive new fortunes founded on coal, railways or building had acquired the respectable patina of old money. The Irish question was momentarily quiescent, the pound was solid gold, all over the Continent an Englishman’s word was known to be as good as his bond and a Conservative government was in power again, its head a peer of the realm. The social order seemed immutable; the future, in so far as anyone scrutinised it, appeared to stretch out ahead as a broad golden path to a glittering horizon. In short – and particularly to those fortunate enough to be born into the upper classes – God was indisputably in his heaven and all was right with the world.


Victoria, whose grandchildren were by now on or comfortably close to most of the thrones of Europe, had also emerged from the shadows. The years of self-imposed seclusion following the Prince Consort’s death, during which she had virtually withdrawn from public life, were over. Once more she was a popular and beloved queen, with the added aura of great age and wisdom.


She nevertheless continued to raise widowhood almost to a vocation, dressing in black and keeping her private rooms at Windsor as near as possible to how they were when Prince Albert died. The curtains, upholstery, mirrors, door mountings and panels were those chosen by Prince Albert in the early days of their marriage. The gold and crimson brocaded walls of her private sitting room were covered with the same pictures – 231 in all, hung from immediately below the deep cream and gold cornices to within four feet of the floor – as at the time of the Prince’s death. But though, forty years on, much of her life was still devoted to the memory of her beloved departed, the Queen had begun to move about more freely outside the secluded environs of the Castle itself. In the spring of 1897 she had just returned from the Riviera where, as at Osborne and Balmoral, the rheumatism which plagued her at Windsor improved markedly and she enjoyed spurts of liveliness and energy.


That May, London saw more of her than it had for years. She had begun to appear, occasionally at first, at Drawing Rooms and, fine or wet, she drove out every afternoon; by now she was wearing spectacles for these jaunts. She covered surprising distances. On the day after Edith was presented, the Queen’s horses, handsome and strong – the posting carriages she generally used were enormously heavy – took her at a brisk pace up Bond Street, along Portland Place, through Regent’s Park and back by Hyde Park and Sloane Street. She bowed and smiled happily the whole way, while the enormous crowds waiting to see her cheered repeatedly.


Edith was presented at the fourth Drawing Room of the Season, on 13 May. That Tuesday morning, the sun shone brightly though the wind was icy. Nevertheless, from an early hour thousands of spectators congregated in the Mall and Birdcage Walk, with the crowd particularly dense outside the Palace. The royal standard whipping in the stiff breeze signified the Queen’s presence, still rare enough to generate fascinated interest; to this was added the patriotic fervour of Jubilee year. The rumour that the Queen herself, instead of the Princess of Wales or Princess Christian, would preside over the Drawing Room made those attending determined to get to Court in good time to see her before her customary departure after half an hour or so. As early as eleven in the morning several carriages were hovering about the route, waiting until the police allowed them to take up the firstcomers’ position at the top of Birdcage Walk.


Soon, to the delight of the spectators who peered in through the windows at the occupants, there were several hundred carriages, the grander peeresses arriving in the family’s state coach. Among these was the Londonderry coach, conspicuous as always with its servants in yellow, blue and silver livery; within it sat Edith Chaplin’s future mother-in-law, the Marchioness of Londonderry, splendid in white and pale green, with lilies of the valley embroidered on her dress in diamonds, pearls and green silk. On her haughty, beautiful head glittered the famous Londonderry diamond tiara.


The doors of the Palace opened at 2.00 p.m. No fewer than five duchesses were present, all bedecked in the family jewels. There were acres of white satin, purple velvet and silver tissue. The jewelled embroidery and glittering tinsel thread which was that Season’s particular fashion gleamed against the red carpets, the gilt and the mauve irises in tall pots. It was, agreed everyone, the Drawing Room of the Season; some of the dresses cost as much as £300 and, adding a note of faintly risqué titillation, one woman was rumoured to be wearing a pair of white satin knickerbockers beneath her frock. The Queen, dressed in her usual black, sat on the little low chair she now found comfortable; beside her stood the Princess of Wales in ivory satin. Most of the company waited in the ballroom, with the overflow in the long corridor outside. The Sovereign, clearly in excellent humour, stayed until 4.00 (after which the Princess of Wales took her place), smiling reassuringly at each of the debutantes as they curtsied to her, leaning forward to plant a kiss on the cheek of those who were the daughters of peers and extending her hand to be kissed by the commoners, who removed their right gloves in mid-curtsey so as to place their own ungloved hands beneath hers.


In an effort to allay his daughter’s nervousness at carrying through this ordeal successfully, Henry Chaplin, by now Minister of Agriculture, had written to her describing a contretemps at a previous Drawing Room at which the Queen was briefly present. ‘I had to go to the Drawing-room yesterday as Minister in attendance, which I hated. But my virtue was rewarded by seeing a little old lady, just as she was going to make her obeisance to the Queen, turn turtle in the most delightful manner. I was just opposite her, about five or six yards off. Her feet slipped on part of her train or something. Down she came plump on her back. Her legs flew up into the air facing the Queen. She waved her little arms wildly; her coronet nearly fell off the back of her head, and whether the Queen or her Minister laughed most, I really can’t tell . . .’


In the event, Edith, presented by her father’s sister, the Countess of Radnor, had no need to worry. Her curtsey was impeccable, her dress, in the prevailing tight-waisted and extremely décolletée fashion deemed suitable for debutantes, suited her tall, erect, full-bosomed figure to perfection. As Vanity Fair pointed out, ‘No one was prettier than Mr Chaplin’s daughter.’


It was easy to understand the magazine’s comment. At eighteen, Edith, now 5 ft 8 in in her stockinged feet, had hazel eyes sparkling with life and mischief, hair that had darkened from its original yellow-blonde to a rich, bright golden bronze, and the wonderful skin inherited from both her parents. Slim and fit from a strenuous outdoor life, her natural joie de vivre was enhanced with glowing health. Her Scots nanny, her governess Miss Harvey and her Aunt Millicent had collectively seen to it that her deportment and manners were exquisite. Older people found her pretty and refined-looking; younger ones were drawn to her energy, warmth and capacity for making everything seem fun. She herself was determined to enjoy the Season, throwing herself into its pleasures with the same enthusiasm she showed for the delights of the hunting field or a day out with the guns.


There was plenty to enjoy. The mornings found her riding in the Park in the beautifully cut, tightly fitting habit in which many gentlemen thought the fin-de-siècle beauty looked her best. In the evenings there was a procession of elegant carriages, which always included a few barouches belonging to the grandest personages, for which 17-hand horses were required (finding a well-matched pair of such large animals was difficult). Some watched these spectacles on foot, congregating round Stanhope Gate where the riders and drivers entered and left the Park, or sat on green velvet chairs as a circle of friends gathered round them. Lord Castlereagh was one who rode in the Row in the summer while his sister, Edith’s friend Lady Helen Stewart, often drove in the evening procession. Young marrieds, bachelors and girls chaperoned by their mothers patronised Prince’s Skating Club.


First and foremost, with the advent of the new safety bicycle, there was the great cycling craze, with its exhilarating blend of fresh air, exercise and a freedom that had faintly illicit overtones. Invitations to the more dashing house parties would say ‘Bring your bicycle’, and fathers, mothers and debutante daughters would pedal round the gardens and grounds, along the terraces, through the shrubberies and across the lawns. Millicent became so passionate about cycling that everyone invited to stay at Trentham was asked to bring a bicycle – and, of course, a footman to clean it. On Sundays after church there was ‘church parade’, again at Stanhope Gate, where the fashionable congregated to see and be seen. And always, always there were the dances, often several on one night, where quadrilles and the occasional polka vied with Strauss waltzes played by imported Viennese orchestras. In royal circles, reversing was taboo, so that sometimes giddiness was a real danger, and the embrace of a partner’s arm afforded not simply a new and exciting way of dancing but a necessary support.


Two weeks after Edith’s presentation she was invited to what afterwards became known as the ball of the century. The Duchess of Devonshire’s ball was given to celebrate the Jubilee and, from the moment invitations were sent out on the last day of May until the day of the ball itself, 2 July, Society talked of little else. The Duchess had decreed that it was to be a costume ball: each of the 700 guests was to come as some pre-1815 historical or allegorical character. No expense was spared by those fortunate enough to be invited (those who were not invented some excuse to leave London). Hairdressers were brought over from Paris, fashionable women searched art galleries and museums for inspiration and authenticity, every dressmaker in London was engaged in sewing seed pearls on to satin or hooping brocade into panniers. At Devonshire House, the Duchess put even the servants into fancy dress for the evening.


On the night itself famous beauties shone. Lady Randolph Churchill came as the Empress Theodora, Lady Cynthia Graham as one of the two Queens of Sheba, and Edith’s Aunt Millie as Charlotte Corday, while Louisa Devonshire herself was carried in on a palanquin as Queen of Egypt, surrounded by some of the most glamorous women of the day dressed as oriental slaves and carrying huge ostrich-feather fans. Among them was Margot Asquith, disguised as a snake charmer; her husband Herbert, a remarkably realistic Roundhead, sat next to Edith at supper. They must, Edith remarked later, have made a curious contrast: she was dressed simply in white as Elaine, the Lily Maid of Astolat, her hair hanging loose. ‘I had an immense quantity, of a deep yellow colour, long enough to sit on. It got into Mr Asquith’s way during dinner as well as my own!’


One of the most splendid was Lady Londonderry. Characteristically, she had chosen to come as one of the most imperious and magnificent of empresses, Maria Theresa of Austria. She wore white, with gold embroideries made in Ireland – the Londonderrys always tried to encourage the local County Down crafts of lacemaking and embroidery – and an imperial crown that was an exact copy of Maria Theresa’s own, which she had had made from a number of her own necklaces and bracelets, broken up and reset for this one night. Fortunately there were still plenty more left to loop and pin about her. Pearl necklaces hung in profusion down the front of her dress, mingling with a magnificent rivière of diamonds; diamond clasps held her train at the shoulders, more diamonds were sewn on the front of her skirt, and a huge ruby blazed on her wrist.


As she and her attendant court came up the great circular marble staircase, there was a murmur of admiration. She literally dazzled, a figure so bejewelled, so regal in bearing, that she could have been a symbol of the power and wealth of the British aristocracy at this, its zenith.


By her side was her son, Charles, Viscount Castlereagh, dressed as the Emperor of Austria, in a white satin uniform glittering with stars. A few months older than Edith, he was just nineteen. Tall, slim and fair, with a spare, soldierly elegance – he was a cadet at Sandhurst, destined for the Household Cavalry – he combined a reserved, aristocratic courtesy with a sensuous, caressing glance. Even then, women found him irresistible.


Edith had met him once or twice. Her father knew the Londonderrys well, and often stayed with them at Wynyard Park, their huge house in Durham, to shoot; and she herself had come out with his sister, Lady Helen (always called ‘Birdie’ by her family and friends). But for the moment there were much more pressing things to think about, one of them being the coming-out ball to be given for her in the last week of the Season by her Aunt Millie.


By now, Millicent was at the height of her beauty. Once, when Winston Churchill and Edward Marsh stood at the door of a reception deciding how many ships the face of each woman present would launch, they awarded Millicent the maximum of 1,000 without hesitation. Tall – she was 5 ft 10 in – slim and graceful, with an entrancing smile and deep, velvety voice, she could not appear at any public function without receiving love letters. Some were signed and some anonymous, but all were so passionately written that at one point her husband censored her incoming correspondence. At Stafford House, by now both a social mecca and a focus for liberal and aristocratic causes, she would stand at the top of the staircase to receive her guests. Sometimes she would be dressed sumptuously and elaborately, with Marie Antoinette’s diamond necklace sparkling round her white throat and a crown-shaped tiara on her red-gold hair; Vita Sackville-West refers to ‘Millie looking like a goddess, with a golden train halfway down the stairs. The charm of that woman!’ Sometimes she would be in a simple, unadorned black or white dress with a single pearl strand round her neck. Often she held white, sweet-scented lilies, a practice which was not so much a pre-Raphaelite affectation as a typically graceful and romantic way of avoiding handshakes or kisses. For a niece of eighteen, such an aunt, a mere eleven years older, must have been over-whelming.


But at Edith’s coming-out ball on Friday 19 July Millicent had done everything possible to ensure that her niece was the star. Even the flowers in Stafford House were pink and white to complement Edith’s pink dress – huge baskets of orchids and malmaisons, with crimson carnations on the first-floor landing. About 1,500 invitations had been sent out. Most of the guests arrived about midnight, thronging the marble hall lit by flambeaux and lined with towering palm trees. There was such a crowd that many could not get upstairs in time for supper. Dancing was in the banqueting hall, a beautiful round white and gold room with a splendid floor, to a band hidden behind a screen covered with white roses. It was a warm night, and all the windows on the garden side were thrown up so that music floated out above the lawns. Supper was served at small round tables in the dining room. This, too, was almost smothered in flowers: pink sweet peas and malmaisons alternated on the tables, enormous baskets of pink and white orchids from the Trentham glasshouses stood round the room. At 12.30 the Princess of Wales was led in to her seat at the largest, central supper table by the Duke of Sutherland, the Prince followed with Millicent, and everyone processed in behind them. All the tables had place cards so that everyone knew where to go. The placement alone, for a party of this size, with all its complications of protocol and cross-currents of amatory intrigue, was proof of the organisational power needed by the successful aristocratic hostess, a lesson not lost on the observant Edith.


The party was a great success. After supper, the Prince and Princess of Wales danced a quadrille – their set consisted of their son the Duke of York (later George V), Prince and Princess Henry of Pless, Prince Francis of Teck, Princess Charles of Denmark, Duchess Millicent and Mrs Asquith – and stayed for one waltz. The Prince, like many others, sauntered through the gardens, poetically lit by Japanese lanterns; after smoking a cigarette in the marquee he returned to the house and most of the royal party left. The beauties of the evening were Lady Westmorland and Edith, ‘sweet in pink’, said one report, who was presented to all the royalties in turn by her aunt.


As ball followed ball – including one given by Lady Londonderry for Edith’s friend Lady Helen Stewart – and dinner succeeded dinner, Edith grew in poise and confidence. By now she was recognised as one of the most beautiful debutantes of her year and, as her second Season approached, she could have taken her pick of the young men who flocked round her. One proposal came from Lord Derby, which Edith refused gently but firmly. Other requests for her hand came from men who mistook her overtures of friendship for flirtation – all her life her friends were men. Never having enjoyed the ease and intimacy of a mother–daughter relationship, although she got on with and liked other women, she never confided in any of them; conversely, her relationships with men, as with her father, were excellent.


Although Edith could ostensibly think of Stafford House and Dunrobin as home for as long as she wished, there was, nevertheless, a subtle pressure on her to marry. By now Millicent’s life was not quite so wholeheartedly devoted to Strath as in earlier days. Her three children (a fourth had died in infancy) were growing up, good works and social causes were taking up much of her time and, even more to the point, she was listening more sympathetically to the many men who fell in love with her. One was Darcy Desmond Fitzgerald, an Irishman eight years younger than herself with whom she would, by the summer of 1900, be desperately in love. In short, the last thing Millicent wanted close at hand was an observant young woman fiercely loyal to her uncle Strath, given to asking awkward questions, and very little younger than herself. When, in the spring of 1899, Charley Castlereagh began to show a closer interest in his sister’s friend, it was like an answer to a prayer.
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