



[image: ]






Also by Juliet Nicolson


The Great Silence





The Perfect Summer


Dancing into Shadow
England in 1911


JULIET NICOLSON


[image: image]


www.johnmurray.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2006 by John Murray (Publishers)
An Hachette UK company


© Juliet Nicolson 2006


The right of Juliet Nicolson to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Quotation from A Shropshire Lad by A.E. Housman is reproduced by kind permission of the Society of Authors (as the Literary Representative of the Estate of A. E. Housman).
Quotation from The Way Through the Woods by Rudyard Kipling is reproduced by kind permission of A.P. Watt Ltd (on behalf of The National Trust for Places of Historic Interest or Natural Beauty).
Quotations from Royal Archives material: p.19 RA/GV/CC/25/100 7 May ‘I am dressed in grey’; p.19 RA/GV/CC/25/100 7 May ‘tiresome trousseau’; p.25 RA/GV/CC/25/100 7 May ‘the fashions of the season . . . so hideous’; p.34 RA/GV/QMD/1911 15 May ‘Most amusing’; p.38 RA/GV/QMD/1911 19 May ‘It began at 10 and was over at 1’; p.38 RA/GV/QMD/1911 20 May ‘a great success’; p.188 RA/GV/QMD/1911 9 August ‘heat perfectly awful’; p.190 RA/GV/QMD/1911 10 August ‘At 11.00 a.m. we heard’.


All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 978-1-84854-375-1
Book ISBN 978-0-7195-62433


John Murray (Publishers)
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.johnmurray.co.uk




For Clemmie and Flora





Acknowledgements



I am extremely grateful to Her Majesty The Queen for permission to quote from HM Queen Mary’s Diaries of 1911 and from HM Queen Mary’s letters to her Aunt Augusta, Princess Augusta Caroline, Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz.


Miss Pamela Clark, the Registrar at the Royal Archives, has been most helpful.


I owe a huge thank-you to the Dowager Duchess of Devonshire, who has allowed me unlimited access to the Chatsworth Archive, and also to Charles Noble, Keeper of the Collection, and to Helen Marchant and Andrew Peppitt, who have willingly answered my many questions.


I am indebted to Artemis Cooper for her memories of her grandmother, Lady Diana Manners, and for the loan of the photographs from her private family albums. I am most grateful to Richard Shone for allowing me to quote from his private letters from Duncan Grant, and also to Kevin Brownlow, who illuminated 1911 for me through his marvellous archive of film.


I would like to thank Paul Calkin, and particularly Ian Calkin, for their generosity in sharing their heroic relation Brian Calkin’s papers and photographs with me, and also for permission to quote in full the last letter Brian wrote.


The staff of the London Library have, as always, been extremely helpful, as have the staff at the British Newspaper Library at Colindale and the staff at the Churchill Library in Cambridge, who gave me the opportunity to read the Churchill papers concerning the summer of 1911.


I am grateful for the picture research of Clemency Humphries in the V&A Images Department, and also for the research of Heather Vickers. I thank Luci Gosling and Marcelle Adamson at the Illustrated London News Picture Library for their enthusiastic assistance.


I would like to thank Christine Coates, the Trades Union Congress Library Collections librarian, for all her help, and Susan Scott at the Savoy Hotel archives for her interest and support. I would also like to thank the staff at the Royal Opera House Archives for the chance to see the Marchioness of Ripon’s albums and the Royal Opera House’s collection of ballet and opera programmes from 1911.


During the writing of this book, I have been given an amazing amount of advice, encouragement, clarification of facts, and guidance on fashion, and have been told some fascinating contemporary stories. Among those to whom I owe so many thanks are Patricia Anker, Lady Anunziata Asquith, Antony Beevor, Georgie Boothby, Susan Boyd, William Boyd, Charlie Boxer, Piers Brendon, Aly Brown, Adam Chadwick (Curator MCC at Lord’s Cricket Ground), Catrine Clay, Caroline Clifton Mogg, Pedro Da Costa, Sophie Dundas, Susannah Fiennes, Lady Antonia Fraser (for telling me about the distant rumble), Lord Glenconner, Lady Annabel Goldsmith, John Graham at Tatler, Christopher Hawtree, Alexandra Hayward, Lucy Johnston (Curator in the Fashion and Textile department of the V&A Museum), Sandra de László, Katie Law, the late Patrick Lichfield, James Macmillan-Scott, Philip Marsden, Brian Masters, Rebecca Nicolson, John Julius Norwich, Mollie Norwich, Harold Pinter, Paul Raben, Sarah Raven, Hon. Lady Roberts, Julia Samuel, the staff at John Sandoe, Rebecca Servito, Jane Shilling, Foni Shann, Suzanne Sullivan, Kathleen Tessaro, Henry Wyndham, Rachel Wyndham, Philip Ziegler, and especially my late, much-loved, father Nigel Nicolson.


I consider myself most fortunate in my agent Ed Victor, who understood the point from the very beginning and has shepherded me through the process of writing my first book with such care. I would also like to thank Philippa Harrison for her invaluable comments and Maggie Phillips, Hitesh Shah and Linda Van at Ed Victor’s office.


At John Murray I would like to thank Roland Philipps, my editor Gordon Wise, and Cathy Benwell for their wonderful enthusiasm and commitment, and also Nikki Barrow, James Spackman and Caroline Westmore for their energetic support. Thanks are due to Douglas Matthews too, for his superb work on the index.


I would like to thank Charles Anson for his loving patience and sustaining encouragement even when absorption in the book threatened to remove me entirely from everyday life.


Clementine Macmillan-Scott and her assistant Flora Macmillan-Scott have been model researchers and have never complained once how the demands of the book have consumed the attentions of their mother. The book is for them with my deep love.


Above all I would like to thank my brother Adam, whose unflagging wisdom, generous sharing of his time, and belief in the book and in me have been more precious than I can begin to quantify.





Introduction


This is a biography of a summer, a particularly lovely English summer, for some the most perfect of the twentieth century.


THE SEASON FROM May to September 1911 was one of the high sunlit meadows of English history. It was a time when England – rich, happy, self-indulgent and at least slightly decadent – felt most contentedly itself. And yet the exuberance and self-congratulatory spirit of those few months was in many ways illusory. Osbert Sitwell, friend of the Prime Minister’s wife Margot Asquith, and one of Society’s most glamorous escorts, observed some time later that ‘an air of gaiety, unusual in northern climates, prevailed. Music flowed with the lightness and flash of water under the striped awnings and from the balconies; while beyond the open illuminated windows in the rooms, the young men about to be slaughtered, feasted, unconscious of all but the moment.’


During the long hot summer of 2003 I had been reading, for the first time in many years, L.P. Hartley’s wonderful novel of class conflict and heated adolescence, The Go-Between, and I began to wonder whether there was a real English summer like that – and whether I could write about it in a way that would bring the reality of that half-forgotten time to life. I wanted to evoke the full vivid richness of how it smelt, looked, sounded, tasted and felt to be alive in England during the months of such a summer.


I began with the weather itself. The almost uninterrupted sunshine of 1911 classified the year as one of the hottest of the twentieth century and all previous records were broken when in the middle of August the temperature hit 100 degrees Fahrenheit. The summer itself suggested my title, but the closer I looked, the more I realised the title could be misleading: ‘perfect’ maybe, but for whom?


The English are famously bad at dealing with high temperatures, and for those alive in the summer of 1911, even the rich, conditions became intolerable. Just as the petals of an English rose in June prepare to fall at the very moment when the flower is at its loveliest, so the apparently flawless beauty of the summer weather wilted in its own heat. A succession of cloudless days had given people confidence in an unbroken pattern of continuing sunshine. Yet there were unmistakable signs of perfection overreaching itself, as the rumble of thunder and several dramatic storms interrupted the sunny constancy of those months.


And as the unpredictability of the summer weather unfolded, so the country was brought to a near-standstill by industrial strikes and the breadth of the chasm between the privileged and the disadvantaged became ever more obvious. It was a summer when, as the Countess of Fingall put it, ‘We danced on the edge of an abyss.’ There was a sense of urgency about that summer. Socialites crammed in their gaiety as intensively as the poor made their grievances apparent. It was as if time was running out.


The country had not known war at first hand for many years, and people were growing both restless and complacent. Artistic, sexual and political boundaries were being breached. The under-privileged were no longer willing to accept their lot. Imaginative, emotional, practical and human needs were being expressed, and sometimes with violence. Political questions such as the vast gulf between the rich and the poor and the needs of women and of the British work-force to fight for their rights all added to the tensions of 1911. The lives of the disadvantaged as well as the materially blessed, their hardship, and their glamour, were clasped together in a single drama.


In choosing a single season, I gave myself the luxury of space to focus on the minutiae of day-to-day routines, and in the tight lens of these months appear queens and politicians, debutantes and women trade unionists, poets and jam-makers, ballet dancers and painters, shop keepers and landowners, butlers and schoolboys. They are England in 1911, but governing the whole story is another character, the one that links them all: the almost unbroken, constant, sometimes wonderful and sometimes debilitating heat of the summer itself.





1
The Summer of 1911


The only drawback of an English summer is that it lasts so short a time.


Country Life, 1 May 1911


ON THE FIRST day of May 1911 temperatures throughout England began to rise, and everyone agreed that the world was becoming exceedingly beautiful. The cold weather of April had held back the flowering of many of the spring bulbs, and with the warmth of the first week of summer there had been a sudden burst of growth. The verges of the country lanes were frothing with cow parsley while late primroses still dotted the roadside banks. Top-hatted men strolling in the London parks had decided it was warm enough to abandon their scarves. Straw-bonneted women had gathered up country bluebells to sell in wilting bunches on street corners in the smarter parts of London, and window boxes were already spilling over with scarlet geraniums and marguerites. Tiny pink flowers covered the branches that would later produce crab apples, while the ocean of white blossoms produced by other fruit trees had prompted Country Life to declare that ‘few people can remember any parallel to its profusion.’ England was plump with promise.


The unaccustomed warmth coincided with the lifting of official Court mourning, a relief after the constraints of the preceding black-edged year: Edward VII had died in the spring of 1910. A few months before his death the poet Wilfrid Blunt had watched him take his seat in the Royal Box at Covent Garden. The King reached for ‘his opera glasses to survey the glittering women’, and Blunt saw ‘a man who looked, I thought, extremely genial and satisfied with his position in the scheme of the world.’ But on 6 May Edward fell suddenly and severely ill with bronchitis and ‘smoker’s throat’. He managed, between puffs on a final cigar, to take in the news that his horse Witch of Air had won the 4.15 p.m. at Kempton Park, and died later the same day, moments before midnight, at the age of 68.


London went into a temporary but immediate state of gloom. A Jermyn Street grocer filled his window with the famous black Bradenham hams. A society hostess sewed black ribbons onto her daughter’s underwear. Crowds outside the gates of Buckingham Palace were delirious with shock. There was a Lying-in-State at Westminster Hall, and on 20 May Margot Asquith, the wife of the Prime Minister, stood on a red carpet outside the door of the medieval Hall waiting for the funeral procession of eight visiting kings and an emperor, on its way from the Palace. At the door of the Hall the Archbishop of Canterbury received the dead King’s widow first, followed by her son George. Soon afterwards the King’s brother the Duke of Connaught arrived with Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany. Margot Asquith observed the Kaiser with his ‘observant eyes and immobile carriage’, and could not help thinking ‘what a terrifying result a bomb thrown from Big Ben would have had upon that assemblage.’


Society had breathed a sigh of relief when, days after Edward’s funeral, the new King and Queen announced that Royal Ascot would not, as had been expected, be cancelled. The race meeting of 1910 had been a surprisingly beautiful if sombre occasion. Gazing down from the stands above the racecourse, the Countess of Fingall thought that all the large black feathered hats made it look at first glance as if ‘an immense flight of crows had just settled’, but as she continued to watch the crowd move in monochrome synchronicity she concluded that ‘when you came close to them, never in their lives had the beautiful women looked more lovely.’


In certain circles, those that had formed the inner court of Edward VII, some anxiety persisted about whether the new King was quite up to the job. This man now ruled over the four hundred million subjects of the British Empire. Short and red-faced, he seemed a distant and nervous figure, and was accompanied in his new role by an unsmiling, aloof and – let it be acknowledged only in a whisper – less beautiful woman than his glittering mother, the Dowager Queen, Alexandra. That day there was much hushed talk on the racecourse and in the packed stands that had witnessed some of Edward VII’s most spectacular sporting triumphs. Conversations about change predominated. Lillie Langtry, one of the dead King’s first mistresses, was ruined by debt; Alice Keppel, one of his most recent mistresses, had fled to China. The grieving widowed Queen refused to move out of Buckingham Palace to make way for her son. For some it seemed as if a world had come to an end. People ‘anticipate a good deal of change’, George Cornwallis-West, step-father of Winston Churchill, wrote to his daughter, and some alarmed race-goers even questioned whether the unshakeable confidence of upper-class Edwardian England had disappeared forever. With withering sarcasm they spoke of ‘a sweeter simpler reign’.


Although the Age of Edward was over, among the privileged, with their servants, their houses, their money and the convenient rigidity of the class system, there was an unspoken determination that a supremely enjoyable way of life should not alter, as the crown shifted from one head to another. Hopeful that the momentum generated by Edward would remain powerful enough to ensure their untroubled existence, by May of 1911 the aristocracy was looking forward to a glorious summer dominated by the Coronation of George V and filled with an unprecedented number of parties.


Mrs Hwfa (pronounced Hoofa) Williams, wife of the manager of Sandown racecourse (Sandown had been Hwfa’s brother’s estate, the racecourse Hwfa’s idea), a committed socialite and an impressively dedicated social climber, was keeping notes for a book for which she had already chosen the title: It Was Such Fun. Mrs Hwfa (she was always referred to by her husband’s Christian name rather than her own) seldom ran short of material. ‘The London Season was always strenuous,’ she wrote, with no reason to expect that 1911’s would be any different. And though she was well into her sixties, her sense of fun guaranteed her an invitation to every smart party of the season. Her engagement diary confirmed her popularity: ‘Throughout the week practically every night people were at a dinner party, or a ball or the theatre or opera,’ she wrote. ‘I do not say we were busy in the daytime but there was always something to do and combined with a succession of late nights, the end of the week inevitably found me exhausted.’


Osbert Sitwell had a particular affection for Mrs Hwfa, observing that ‘at every dance to which she went, she was surrounded by a crowd of young men, waiting for her arrival, and they always addressed her as Madam.’ Sitwell knew how much effort she had to put into these parties: Mrs Hwfa was extremely deaf. ‘It is not easy’, he sympathised, ‘for someone afflicted with deafness to be amusing; it calls for unceasing alertness which must be a great tax on energy.’ Sometimes, he noticed, she lost her way, and with only the odd word to guide her did not always guess correctly when trying to assume an expression suitable for the moment. She would hazard ‘a smile for the whimsical, a laugh for the witty, a striking look of interest for the dealer in the dramatic, a tear for those who wore their heart on their sleeve.’ One small comfort was the knowledge that the Dowager Queen herself, Alexandra, suffered from a similar disability.


In line with Mrs Williams’s expectations, The Times Court Circular on 1 May 1911 overflowed with announcements for the coming months, including balls and weddings, race meetings and Royal investitures. Mrs Cornwallis-West was planning a spectacular Shakespeare Costume Ball. Under the patronage of Lady Ripon, Diaghilev was to bring his Russian dancers to Covent Garden to make their English debut in June. Over the last few years militant suffragettes, led by Mrs Pankhurst, had been campaigning for the vote for women and lobbying the Government with varying degrees of aggressive persuasion. But the Prime Minister, Mr Asquith, had pledged to address their demands immediately after the summer recess, so they had promised to lay down their window-smashing bricks and hold a truce for the Coronation summer. And members of the House of Lords were hoping that they would defeat the Liberal Government’s proposed bill for a Parliament Act that would if passed place significant restrictions on their voting powers.


To avoid being crushed by boredom the privileged classes who made up one per cent of the population and owned sixty per cent of the country would go to impressive lengths. According to Lucy Masterman, the observant wife of a Liberal minister, the upper class consisted of ‘an aggregation of clever, agreeable, often loveable people trying with desperate seriousness to make something of a life spared the effort of wage earning.’ Men sat about for much of the day in their clubs; ladies spent the early part of the morning in consultation with the cook over the dinner menu, followed by a shopping expedition to the new ‘department stores’ Selfridges and Whiteley’s (which boasted a staff of 6,000) or a dress fitting at Lady Duff Gordon’s fashionable Mayfair salon which traded under the name ‘Madame Lucille’. A meeting on a Tuesday with a friend involved in the same charitable cause and an amusing diversion to the gallery of Sir Francis Jeune’s divorce court on a Thursday helped to while away the hours. In spare moments they wrote anonymous letters to The Lady, a magazine which offered them detailed advice on servant management, home decoration, wigs, superfluous nasal hair, and flatulence control.


And yet the upper classes were still bored. Osbert Sitwell’s sister Edith, aged 23, watched her parents’ friends at play and saw them with the contempt of youth as ‘semi animate persons like an unpleasant form of vegetation or like dolls confected out of cheap satin, with here and there buttons fastened on their faces in imitation of eyes.’ Semi-animate they might be, but most of these dolls mustered the energy to fill the empty spaces in their lives. Bridge was a passion, played not just at home but in the new women’s clubs, including the Army and Navy in Cork Street and The Empress in Dover Street. Carriages came to the house in the afternoon, the driver having earlier in the day dropped off small white cards (stiff for gentlemen, flimsy for ladies) at selected addresses to give advance notice of their employer’s intended visits. Since the house telephone was often positioned in a frustratingly public hallway, a call in person was imperative if any urgent society scandal were to be passed on discreetly. Other people’s love lives were endlessly fascinating (that May Lady Cunard was caught in flagrante with a man not her husband). Cinq-à-sept appointments – the late afternoon and early evening hours allocated for sex – thrived under the complicit though theoretically unseeing gaze of the servants. The servants’ hall, it was said, was privy to more secrets than Asquith’s Cabinet. The actress Mrs Patrick Campbell was reassuring. ‘Does it really matter what these affectionate people do in the bedroom,’ she asked, ‘as long as they don’t do it in the street and frighten the horses?’


The fashions of the time positively invited flirtation and dalliance. For grander evening occasions married women displayed erotically low-cut décolletage, and the innovative French couturier Paul Poiret had recently brought his sheer evening gown ‘La Vague’ across the Channel. The dress fell straight from the bosom to swirl seductively and wave-like round the body, allowing a tantalising glimpse of the natural feminine curves beneath. A new form of underwear, the brassière, permitted the full form of the body to be defined more clearly.


Dinner parties, eight-course affairs with handwritten menus that might be inscribed on the shiny surface of a water-lily leaf or on the sail of a miniature boat, were so elaborate that they became a triumph of presentation and slick teamwork between the cook and the butler. People still spoke of the summer when Mr Hector Baltazzi was so overcome by winning the Derby that he instructed his chef to float a pearl in every plate of watercress soup served at dinner that night. At 10 p.m. carriages would arrive to carry their bejewelled occupants to one of the great Mayfair residences – Devonshire House, perhaps, or Londonderry House or Spencer House – where the grand staircase leading to the ballroom would be wound around with thick garlands of lilies, the musky-sweet scent filling the candlelit space. Dance music was usually provided by a band, but the rich, golden voice of Enrico Caruso had started to resound from crimson enamel horns, the huge metal tropical flowers of a thousand gramophones. New dances accompanied the new music, and couples took to the floor in the turkey trot, the bunny-hug and the chicken scramble.


No one referred to ‘weekends’. The term was considered ‘common’ or, in the current vogue term, ‘canaille’. The rich would leave London not on a Friday but for a ‘Saturday-to-Monday’. On Saturday ‘The Noah’s Ark’, a huge domed trunk containing enough clothes for six changes a day, would be loaded into the car or, for more distant destinations, a train and transported to country houses belonging to families whose names would have been familiar to Shakespeare. The Northumberlands welcomed their guests to Alnwick, the Salisburys to Hatfield, and the Warwicks to Warwick Castle. Between arrival on Saturday and departure on Monday morning, a sequence of pleasures would unfold. There were tennis parties and croquet matches, bicycle rides followed by picnic lunches, their charm enhanced by white lacy parasols and juicy strawberries and flutes of champagne packed in wicker baskets. During long lazy afternoons in hammocks that summer of 1911 the pampered guests looked forward to reading aloud from the caricaturist and wit Max Beerbohm’s just-published romance Zuleika Dobson, a love story about a group of young men fated to die as a consequence of misplaced idealism. E.M. Forster, whose own novel Howards End had been a bestseller only the year before, found in Beerbohm’s story ‘a beauty unattainable by serious literature’. Maurice Baring, another young novelist, described how in the afternoons the gilded youth ‘moved in muslin and straw hats and yellow roses on the lawns of gardens designed by Le Nôtre, delicious with ripe peaches on old brick walls, with the smell of verbena and sweet geranium; and stately with large avenues, artificial lakes and white temples.’


At dinner the placement in the dining room upstairs would be mirrored in the servants’ hall below, the resident butler taking the head of the table with the highest-ranking visiting lady’s maid on his right. After dinner, in the upstairs drawing rooms, small tables lit with lamps in shades of tightly wrapped dark red silk would be laid for bridge or the whist-drives at which Lady Diana Manners, who was making her debut at Court that summer, excelled. Turkish and Egyptian cigarettes would be set out in little boxes. Maurice Baring remembered how they sometimes ‘bicycled in the warm night past ghostly cornfields by the light of a large full moon’ before retiring upstairs, where much silent and furtive corridor-creeping between one double bedroom and another took place. In the morning, a convenient hour before the required appearance, fully dressed, at breakfast, a bell would be rung and the creeping went on again, in reverse.


Some of the rich and privileged were not enjoying themselves at the beginning of that summer. Lady Ida Sitwell could not rouse herself to join in at all. Her life was one of total indolence, as she tried to fill ‘the blank stretch between hour and hour’. Staying in bed all day was convenient because, as her daughter observed, ‘there was nothing to do if she got up.’ Edith was full of contempt for her mother, a woman so wildly extravagant that her husband had to limit the cash available to her. She claimed Lady Ida was kept so short of money that she would be sent out to pawn her mother’s false teeth in exchange for a bottle of whisky that would make the hours in bed pass a little more quickly.


The eighth Earl of Sandwich had enough time on his hands to become inordinately distressed by his female guests’habit of lunching with their hats on. At one of his lunch parties the ladies had scarcely begun to enjoy their sole meunière when the opera star Dame Nellie Melba, the guest of honour that day, was taken aback to see the butler, sporting a smart bowler above his black suit, approach Lord Sandwich carrying a tweed cap on his silver tray. In vengeful silence Lord Sandwich lifted the cap to his head and pulled it down over his eyebrows, glowering fiercely round the room.


Sir Herbert Tree found himself challenged by boredom. Visiting his local post office to buy a stamp, he waited while the clerk behind the counter produced a sheet containing a gross of identical sticky squares featuring the King’s head. There was a long period in which no word was spoken: Sir Herbert could not make up his mind which stamp to buy. Finally he arrived at a decision, and the clerk’s face remained impassive as with some dexterity he retrieved Sir Herbert’s choice. He had plumped for the one in the very centre of the sheet.


The odd dissenter was heard, but in general there were good reasons for those outside the life of unchanging aristocratic privilege to feel equally joyful at being alive in 1911. Recently returned to England after six and a half years in the civil service in Ceylon, Leonard Woolf detected ‘a sweeping away of formalities and barriers’ which he found ‘new and exhilarating’. There was a mood of energy and innovation. The motor car had become a more familiar sight at least in the big cities, although the spectacle of a daring young woman, Vita Sackville-West, at the wheel of her elegant De Dion Bouton (known as ‘Green Archie’) with its electric ignition and water-cooled engine, speeding down her local High Street in Sevenoaks, was enough to bring people running to their doorways to stare.


The car gave its driver a position of power, raising, as Osbert Sitwell noticed, ‘the rich and even the humble lorry driver to a new and god-like level.’ That spring, Rolls-Royce had commissioned Charles Robinson Sykes to design a new mascot for the bonnet of the car, and his elegant winged figure leaning bravely into the facing wind in her body-clinging gown was named, ‘The Spirit of Ecstasy’. Sykes’s inspiration was the lovely Miss Eleanor Velasco Thornton, whose liaison with Lord Montagu, a leading enthusiast among the collectors of Rolls-Royce cars, had remained a secret for a decade.


Men who until recently had only been able to take their sweethearts on a bicycle made for two were now flying down country lanes in a state of speed-induced sensuality. Osbert Sitwell described ‘their hair blown back from their temples, features sculptured by the wind, bodies and limbs shaped and carved by it continually under their clothes so that they enjoyed a new physical sensation, comparable to swimming except here the element was speed not water.’ Young people had never been so unchaperoned, and ‘no other generation had been able to speed into the sunset’.


In Vita Sackville-West’s novel The Edwardians, set during the first eleven years of the twentieth century, the mistress of the Duke of Chevron returns exhilarated from a drive. ‘What I like better than anything is driving in that racing motor of yours,’ she says to her lover, ‘then I feel we may be dashed to death at any moment.’ Just as speed had never been so invigorating, so the lack of responsibility had never provided such intoxication.


And yet there were dangers involved on the roads. Not all cars had windscreens; their engines blew up, their tyres exploded; and inexperienced drivers took to the wheel with gusto. Pedestrians were still unused to this mechanical hazard. The Metropolitan Police Statistics for accidents caused by vehicles in London in 1909 were published in 1911. There had been 3,488 accidents recorded involving motor-cars and motor cycles, 2,220 for trams, 1,343 for motor omnibuses, 304 for horse-drawn omnibuses and 6,033 for other horse-drawn vehicles. Of these accidents, 303 were fatal. In the middle of June F.E. Smith, MP, lawyer, and close friend of the Home Secretary Winston Churchill, found himself late for dinner. As he drove along beside the banks of the Thames, on the approach to the House of Commons, his car hit a man who was crossing Westminster Bridge. The man had not, according to The Times, been paying full attention to the road, but looking up at the clock on the tower that housed the Westminster bell, Big Ben. He was killed instantly. Later in the summer the Prime Minister, Henry Asquith, was being driven in his official car to London from Berkshire when his car collided with a young woman riding her bicycle; she was critically injured.


Change for this generation was rapid. The novelist H.G. Wells thought Queen Victoria had ‘like a great paperweight sat on men’s minds and when she was removed their ideas began to blow about all over the place haphazardly.’ The Edwardians were the beneficiaries of this exciting and ever-shifting wind. In London new lines were being opened on the underground train system every few years. In 1906, to prove its safety and reliability, a man with a wooden leg had been invited as the inaugural passenger on the first moving underground staircase, on the Bakerloo line. The ‘escalator’ had proved such a success that a larger version was ready for use at Earl’s Court by May of 1911, for the Festival of Empire. An immense ship, said to be as tall as the highest skyscraper in New York and ‘practically unsinkable’, was nearing completion in the Belfast shipyard of Harland and Wolfe. The first journey by air over the Channel had taken place two years earlier. Moving films, after the first blurry jerky days, were becoming both an increasingly sophisticated art form and, screened in conjunction with the topical news films, a hugely popular form of entertainment. A visit to the cinema became a valuable source of information about current affairs. Over-busy theatre lovers, including the Queen, enjoyed the new service offered by the post office: special headphones that provided a live link from private homes to many of the shows and operas on the West End stage. Cornflakes and tea bags had arrived on breakfast tables.


The fixity of the nineteenth century had vanished, yet change brought with it a mixture of excitement and anxiety. The rapidly increasing military and naval power of Germany and the continuing debate between the Unionists and those who supported Home Rule in Ireland were England’s predominant off-shore concerns that summer, and the strength of the internal unrest that began to find expression took many by surprise. The vast labour force of industrial England was flexing its muscles, on the verge of reaching full political maturity. The profound despair felt among the poor of the country remained unvoiced no longer, and strike action marked the whole summer of 1911. Even domestic servants were beginning to question their long-accepted role.


Many of the very poor sent their children abroad, after replying to daily newspaper advertisements that seemed to offer the next generation better opportunities. The sum required to separate child from parent, perhaps forever, was a quarter of the average annual wage of a farm labourer. Dr Barnado’s advised that ‘£10 a head for the outfit and for travelling’ would be a good investment for a ‘guaranteed good home in Canada, for the benefit of the Empire’. Children were evacuated as if to escape a war that had not been declared.


However, many people in England were united in their national preoccupation with the weather. They hoped that the beautiful early summer days would last at least until the Coronation. One woman, however, was doubtful whether even the sunshine could dispel her mood of anxiety. From her bedroom window at the top of the Mall she could hear the hammering of wooden stands being knocked into place in preparation for the unveiling of the memorial to Queen Victoria in two weeks’ time. Queen Mary was not looking forward to the months ahead.





2
Early May


The position is no bed of roses.


HM Queen Mary


MARY HAD NEVER felt so lonely. She had been shy all her life, a self-conscious woman who now found herself at the pinnacle of a society that alarmed her. On 22 June she would be crowned Queen. She had been flattered when many years earlier her godmother Queen Victoria, recognising in her the potential to make a good Queen, had singled her out as a suitable bride for her grandson George. But Mary had not expected the position of joint head of state to come vacant so suddenly.


Mary lived in a palace lit by two hundred thousand electric light bulbs, with a faithful husband, six loving children, dozens of servants, twelve personal postmen doing their rounds inside the palace, a private police force, and six florists. It felt like a trap. Both her parents were dead, her favourite relation, her Aunt Augusta, lived abroad and was too old to travel to England, and her husband’s mother and sisters were jealous of her. Even Mabell Airlie, her Lady-in-Waiting and closest friend, was unavailable for advice and support: she had returned for the summer to her home, Cortachy Castle in Scotland, to spend time with her young children.


Mary had been formally christened ‘Victoria Mary’ but May, the month of her birthday, had given her the childhood nickname by which she had been known all her life. ‘May’ was not considered a weighty enough name for a Queen, however, and a second ‘Victoria’ would have been thought disrespectful to her husband’s grandmother (even though she had been dead for a full decade) so there was really no choice in the matter, and ‘Queen Mary’ she was to be. The change brought with it an erosion of her old identity. Unable to conceal her regret at the loss, she wrote two letters, the first to Aunt Augusta: ‘I hope you like my new name, Mary. George dislikes double names and I could not be Victoria but it strikes me as curious to be re-christened at the age of forty-three.’ Filled with nostalgia for her lost private life, and only half-joking, she also wrote to Lady Airlie to confide that ‘there is one thing I never did and wish I had done: climb over a fence.’


Preparations for the Coronation of George V were already evident in London. Tottering, tiered, wooden viewing platforms under construction were disfiguring many of the most famous streets and the huge stands that dwarfed the buildings along the route seemed top-heavy and ugly. St Clement Dane’s church in the Strand had almost disappeared beneath scaffolding. Advertisements for seats that promised good views of the procession crammed the popular newspapers. The quantity of public engagements that packed the Queen’s diary for the month of May filled her with gloom. Four ‘Royal Courts’ were planned – the official receptions to each of which more than a thousand worthies would be invited and at which the season’s debutantes would be presented. In anticipation, The Times had carried a ‘semi official intimation’, released on the instruction of the Lord Chamberlain’s Office and directed at the leading Court dressmakers, to discourage the making and wearing of the hobble skirt. This highly fashionable close-fitting garment, another design by the trend-setting Frenchman Paul Poiret, forced women to totter like geishas and made the deep curtsey required in the presence of the Sovereign impossible. The word of warning in The Times was a triumph for the Rational Dress League in its long campaign for the abolition of restrictive female clothes, sparked after their President, Viscountess Harberton, in the middle of a bicycle tour of the Home Counties, arrived in the salon of the Hautboy Hotel in Ockham, Surrey wearing ‘bifurcated garments’. The management had asked her to leave, arousing in her and her loyal allies a lifelong outrage.


May was weary of the draining black and purple she had been obliged to wear for so long, and very ready to celebrate the ending of the official mourning period for Edward VII. On 7 May, in her weekly Sunday letter to her Aunt Augusta in Austria, she wrote: ‘I am dressed in grey, and feel quite odd.’ But this was her view of herself. She did not look odd at all. She looked elegant if vulnerable, a little unconfident or uncomfortable under the gaze of strangers, her shyness mistaken for severity. That afternoon, glad to feel the warmth of the sunshine of early summer, she set out for the park wearing a buttery-yellow hat with a large blue feather pinned on her poodle-fringed, wheat-coloured hair, her famously prominent bosom draped in the palest grey silk. May had good reason to hate mourning dress. Her mother had died fourteen years before, her father three years after that; two British monarchs had died within nine years of each other; and only six weeks after Edward VII was buried her adored younger brother Frank was struck down by pleurisy after a minor operation on his nose: for years May had been enveloped in black dresses trimmed with crepe, with black shoes, black gloves, black fans, and black feathers sewn onto black hats. The sight of a whip with black crepe ribbon tied to the tip wielded by a horse-drawn taxi driver became enough to sink her into total despondency. And though the mourning was over, the subject of clothes had been making her feel anxious for months. Again and again, as she had complained, she had endured a hard day’s work at her ‘tiresome trousseau’. She had never enjoyed shopping, even though her mother-in-law Queen Alexandra teased that she was always ‘looking in her glass’. There had been dozens of tedious fittings for the impending balls and parties and she had spent £2,000 on velvet and silk dresses, equivalent to the turnover of a small factory. As she confided to Aunt Augusta, she considered ‘the fashions of the season . . . so hideous that it has been a great trouble to evolve pretty toilettes out of them, however I hope some of the gowns will be a success.’


That sunny morning of 7 May 1911, May’s chauffeur drove her car through the new iron gates at the front of Buckingham Palace and turned left up Constitution Hill. The streets were already packed with motorised taxis edging their way past the horse-drawn hansom cabs, pretty in their gay summer tasselled trappings, made by the drivers’ wives. Horse-drawn buses were becoming an increasingly rare sight, and some of the traditions of Victorian London were disappearing with them. Every retired driver missed the customary gift of a brace of pheasant or partridge shot on his estate that they had received on Lord Rothschild’s birthday. In gratitude, they had worn the Rothschild colours tied to their whips. With the phasing out of the hansom cabs people were no longer reminded that it was the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race day by the sight of the contrasting light and dark blue colours flying from the whips. Nor was St Patrick’s Day still commemorated with fluttering emerald green ribbons.


Notice had been given that year of the withdrawal of horse-drawn fire engines, for it had become obvious that the straining animals could not match the speed of machine-driven equivalents. Taxi drivers earned their licences to criss-cross the eight square miles of London by taking an exam that was said to require more study time than a degree from Oxford or Cambridge. Chauffeurs rounded Hyde Park Corner in gleaming Rolls-Royces as their passengers, failing to make themselves heard above the din of the engine, jabbed them in the neck with the tip of an umbrella to attract their attention. An over-talkative driver would be asked to ‘shut his trap’ by closing the sliding panel that allowed conversation between a chauffeur and his passenger. Bicyclists and pedestrians had to keep their wits about them to avoid the frequent crashes at unmonitored junctions. The pure scent of the early May air clashed with the stink of horse dung and thick diesel exhaust.


As the Royal car edged through the streets of south London, its passenger allowed herself the smallest of smiles. She enjoyed these outings to Richmond, the park which as children she and her brothers had grown to know well from their home in White Lodge and where they had been able to run about freely with their spinning hoops. To her delight she had found that she was greeted with warmth by fellow strollers. The press noted that she was given a friendly reception from all classes and that she appeared pleased when people would crowd round her as she walked under the splendid oak trees that were just beginning to unfurl their buds of brilliant green. May’s back was as straight as a ceremonial sword, and her rounded face gave the curious impression that she had a small greengage wedged high in each cheek. E.M. Forster was reported to have bowed to a wedding cake, having mistaken it for the new stiffly-structured silhouette of the Queen. However, her solemn-looking outward confidence disguised a deep discomfort in her public role. She had begun the year of 1911 with her profound sense of duty in conflict with feelings of apprehension, inadequacy and fear. She knew she was more capable and intelligent than she had the self-assurance to reveal.


As well as all the elaborate official commitments scheduled to take place inside the dark walls of Buckingham Palace, there were to be many public appearances up and down the country. In May alone she faced the prospect of The Trooping the Colour, the opening of the Festival of Empire, and a visit from her husband’s first cousin, Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany and his family. This last would be particularly demanding, involving five days of official lunches, dinners and balls as well as a visit to Windsor culminating with the main event of the trip, the unveiling of the statue of Queen Victoria at the top of the Mall outside Buckingham Palace. The summer programme of celebration was so packed that May wondered if she would get through it. A tour of England had been planned, and visits to Wales, Ireland and Scotland were also part of the agenda, all of it a source of dread. A different woman, perhaps the dead King’s mistress Alice Keppel, or the beautiful aristocratic Marchioness of Ripon, subject of one of the great portrait painter John Singer Sargent’s most seductive paintings, or even her own mother, the late Duchess of Teck, might have taken to the role of Queen with relish. May did not. ‘The position is no bed of roses’, she had written to her aunt the summer before. Ceremonial occasions, even those in her own home, filled her with alarm. She hated the sound of a gun salute, having been terrified by thunder as a child, and had a self-confessed antipathy to ‘a surfeit of gold plate and orchids’. She had abhorred long meals from childhood, when lunch had lasted up to three hours, during which she was obliged to listen to her greedy overweight mother rolling her Rs in relish over the words ‘rich cream’, her favourite brand of biscuit. At Buckingham Palace, under the direction of the new King, a five-course dinner could now be dispatched within the hour, but even so the Prime Minister Henry Asquith was known to find dining there more exhausting than an entire evening’s debate in the House of Commons. The Queen had no gift for small-talk, and politics bored her. An observant royal aide was aware of an unfortunate abruptness in the Queen’s habit of ‘a shy nod, which offends so much’. Her self-consciousness and lack of ease among the sophisticated beau monde of Edward VII’s Court had increased her feelings of inadequacy, and Lady Airlie noticed a shell of self-preservation beginning to form over the natural gaiety that had once so captivated Queen Victoria. ‘The hard crust of inhibition which gradually closed over her’ was, her Lady-in-Waiting observed, ‘hiding the warmth and tenderness of her personality.’


The scrutiny of the press did not diminish May’s discomfort during the first year of the reign. Although at five foot six inches the Royal couple were the same height as each other, journalists ignored this equality and, perhaps as a comment on May’s evident deference to the King, referred to them as ‘King George the Fifth and Mary the Four Fifths’. Furthermore, two scandalous old rumours had resurfaced to blight the preceding year. There was much behind-the-hand whispering that George, whose voice was naturally strident and his complexion blotchy because of poor digestion, had an alcohol problem. Only by demonstrating a consistently steady hand when holding a shotgun and equally consistently refusing a second glass of port did he manage to quash the rumour. A malicious report that he had secretly married the daughter of a naval captain in Malta the week before proposing to May caused much hilarity at Court until that story too was proved libellous. May had found both episodes upsetting.


Her anxieties were exacerbated by her mother-in-law. Lacking Alexandra’s glamour and style, May inevitably suffered unfavourable comparisons with her predecessor. ‘Dazzlingly beautiful, whether in gold and silver by night or in violet velvet by day,’ swooned Margot Asquith of Edward VII’s widow, ‘she succeeded in making every other woman look common beside her.’ Margot’s step-daughter Violet Asquith, aged 24, was charitable in noting her first impression of May after a Downing Street dinner. ‘Much less plain than I thought,’ she wrote in her diary, adding, however: ‘quite a tidy dreary face, with regular Royal hair in exact imitation of the old one without any of her beauty and grace.’


Alexandra’s response to her own new position as Dowager Queen did not help. After 47 years of marriage she was not coping well with change, although Edward’s death had at least presented her with an opportunity for self-pity, the admissible indulgence of a grieving Queen. Having been reluctant to move into Buckingham Palace on her husband’s accession, she was now unwilling to move out to make way for May and George and their family. When she finally agreed to go, she wrote to May in poorly disguised criticism. ‘OUR dear old rooms,’ she sighed. ‘I shall indeed be very curious and anxious to see them and how you have arranged it all. Yes the sitting room with its nice and pretty bow window is certainly very cold and draughty in the winter – particularly where my writing table stood – I wonder where you have put yours – and the lovely bedroom with its pretty arches which I hear you have removed. How is that arranged?’


But May was sensitive enough to see beyond Alexandra’s difficult behaviour. Her capriciousness and vulnerability reminded May of her own mother, and endeared Alexandra to her. Like Mary of Teck, Alexandra was infuriatingly unpunctual, sweeping into a room where everyone had been waiting for ages, crying ‘Oh, am I late?’ and disarming everyone with her beautiful smile. There was something else about Alexandra that aroused May’s compassionate nature: she had become very deaf. She had tried to learn lip-reading but had failed to master it, and May would observe her brave attempts to follow a conversation over dinner, watching for someone else to laugh so she could give a little wave of her hand to indicate she too had enjoyed the joke. May’s sweetness over her disability was not unappreciated by Alexandra, who wrote to her daughter-in-law: ‘You are always so dear and nice to me, and whenever I am not quite au fait because of my beastly ears you always, by a word or even a turn towards me, make me understand. I am most grateful, as nobody knows what I have to go through to understand.’ May understood: Alexandra was lonely too.


May’s sisters-in-law made her no such overtures of affection. Having grown up with three brothers she had been starved of feminine companionship of her own age for much of her life, and had longed to get on with Louise, Victoria and Maud, but Queen Victoria’s demonstrative favouritism had aroused a deep jealousy in George’s sisters and their dislike of her never faded. Under the pretence of persuading a dinner guest to put her new sister-in-law at her ease, George’s unmarried younger sister Toria implored: ‘Now do try to talk to May at dinner, though one knows she is deadly dull.’ Looking for companionship within her own family, May had been urging her adored Aunt Augusta, the Grand Duchess of Mecklenburg, her late mother’s only surviving sister, to come from Austria for the Coronation to give her some support. There had even been a wild suggestion of arranging a flying-machine to bring her across to England, but by early summer May had realised that the visit would not be possible. At 85, Aunt Augusta was too old.


Loneliness was best countered, May found, by spending time with her family and by indulging the private passions that had sustained her over many years – arranging pictures and furniture and cataloguing her precious collections of china and porcelain. Occasionally she was alone for the evening with her husband, and while he wrote up his game book or sorted out stamps for his collection she would knit and smoke a cigarette. When George was away on extended visits to the grouse moors, she would invite her growing children to join her in her small sitting room, where she would tell them stories of royal history. May had not enjoyed the babyhood and infancy of her six children – Edward (known as David), Albert George, Mary, Henry, George, and the sickly John. As was the convention of the day they had all been entrusted to the care of nannies, but their abusive treatment by one in particular had gone unnoticed by May, even in the imposed intimacy of York Cottage, their small country residence at Sandringham, until a lady-in-waiting drew her attention to it. However, as the children grew up she spent more time with them, doing her best to protect them from their father’s often over-strict reactions. The children loved these rare weeks spent with her in their father’s absence. ‘We used to have the most lovely time with her alone, always laughing and joking,’ her eldest child David remembered. ‘She was a different human being away from him.’ His mother’s experiences of her years in Italy before her marriage and her cultivated and well-read mind made a great impression on him. He treasured the hours before bedtime with her as ‘the happiness associated with this last hour of a child’s day.’


When her children were in the schoolroom, May was most content when she could spend hours by herself organising the porcelain, hanging and rehanging her huge collection of miniatures, or pasting and labelling her photographs into albums. She always went to bed early, noting in her diary with a few exclamation marks the rare times she stayed up beyond midnight. Unexpansive in her speech, she was just as sparing in her diary, and only relaxed in the long weekly letters to her adored aunt.


For all her lack of small talk and dislike of politics, May was probably more responsive to Asquith’s conversation and jokes than he realised. She often checked herself, as she told Mabell Airlie: ‘I always have to be so careful not to laugh because you see I have such a vulgar laugh!’ Her family, however, recognised a twitching of the mouth as a sign that a laugh was on the brink of emerging. A small elongating of her lips, never quite dramatic enough to reveal her teeth, indicated a smile. When May did speak it was quietly, her voice clipped, precise and deliberate in enunciation, with a hint of a German accent.


May’s public shyness and lack of confidence was due in part to the overwhelming personality of her mother and in part to the early difficulties of her life, including her troubled search for a husband. She was the only daughter of the shockingly greedy Princess Mary of Cambridge, at 250 pounds ‘a personage of unusual girth’, in the words of one observer, and her considerably less substantial husband Francis, first Duke of Teck. Tiny Queen Victoria found the size of her first cousin Mary ‘fearful. It is really a misfortune’, and a courtier described her as a ‘a mountain of a girl’. In her youth Mary of Cambridge was a liability in the ballroom, notorious for executing the polka with such vigour that an accidental collision with other dancers would send them flying. Her chest was winched so high that it almost grazed her chin, and she looked rather like a plumped-up, feather-filled sofa, with an extra cushion in the wrong place. To everyone’s surprise, at the age of 33 – until then, by polite universal agreement, a confirmed spinster – she found a man ‘prepared to countenance so vast an undertaking’. Francis was the younger by four years, but Queen Victoria judged him to be ‘very nice and aimiable’. There was only one obvious drawback to the match for Mary, a woman excessively fond of life’s pleasures: Francis had no money. However, the couple seemed happy enough together and further confounded their families’ expectations by producing four children, following their eldest child May with three brothers, Adolphus (Dolly), Francis (Frank), and Alexander.


At first Queen Victoria looked after the impoverished Tecks by providing them with a large apartment in Kensington Palace and a more rural home, White Lodge, in the heart of Richmond Park. Fat Mary of Teck, as she was publicly and affectionately known, was devoted to her children, and used to visit the local Richmond studio to watch her daughter’s dancing lessons. With embarrassment May saw the other girls sniggering behind their hands as her mother was given two gilt chairs on which to spread her bulk. This experience was one cause of the shyness from which May was to suffer for decades.


Queen Victoria enjoyed Fat Mary’s company for the sheer ebullience of her spirits and for a long time was patient with her extravagances, but eventually she wearied of shouldering her cousin’s debts and the Tecks were discreetly packed off to live in Italy. Her exile in such a vital and cosmopolitan city as Florence became for 16-year-old May one of the happiest and most stimulating times of her life. Able to live, if not anonymously, at least away from the attentions her family received in England, she discovered a passion for art, language, architecture, furniture and literature, and a life of the mind.


The Tecks spent eighteen months abroad, but in 1885 May and her family returned to England in preparation for her debut. After six years back at White Lodge, and five years after officially ‘coming out’, there was no sign of a suitable husband for May. Intelligent, educated and pretty enough, she was in danger of being left on the shelf. Mabell Airlie knew that ‘anyone who failed to secure a proposal within six months of coming out could only wait for her next season with diminishing expectations. After a third attempt there remained nothing but India as a last resort before the spectre of old maid became a reality.’
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