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Whatever one thought of Nancy Cunard, it was impossible to ignore her – her beauty alone would have seen to that. Although in photographs she is usually seen with unflatteringly pursed lips, her looks were something commented on by everyone who met her, with her huge blue-green eyes, emphasised by their circles of kohl, invariably remarked upon.


Her personality was equally extraordinary. Around her shimmered a force field of energy that drew people in, often influencing them in ways they could hardly have credited before they had met her. Osbert Sitwell talked of her ‘ineffable charm and distinction of mind’; Alannah Harper thought that ‘whatever she did – however violent – Nancy always looked more distinguished than other people’. Harold Acton believed that she had inspired half the poets and novelists of the Twenties.


What was not always obvious was that much of her extraordinary energy drew its power from an underlying anger – sometimes explosive on behalf of a cause, or a righting of what she saw as an injustice, sometimes a slow-burning resentment that simmered below the surface, as in her relationship with her mother. Later, it would power her campaigning against injustices, especially those perpetrated against black people, fights which she pursued with immense courage and complete scorn for what anyone else thought.


This hostility to her mother, to her mother’s attitudes, friends and social life – Emerald Cunard was perhaps the greatest hostess of the inter-war years – gradually built up during Nancy’s adolescence. Born into a life of wealth and privilege, yet one in which she hardly saw her parents, her childhood was lonely and constrained by a stern and unpleasant governess. Highly intelligent and a poet from early on, she rebelled against what was expected of her and her contemporaries – a debut, followed by a London Season or two, marriage to some suitable young man, children and the running of a large house, probably in the country. What she wanted instead was a life in the arts, with the constant company of artists, writers, poets and painters, found in the great Soho cafés rather than the ballrooms of Mayfair.


Escaping from her mother’s influence through an early marriage, quickly followed by its disintegration, she soon made what was arguably the most formative decision of her life – she would live not in England, but in Paris.


She arrived there at the beginning of 1920, to stay for approximately fourteen years, the period I cover in this book. Here was everything she wanted: the richest and most stimulating artistic life in the Western world, untrammelled sex and plenty of alcohol (the last two quickly became addictions). In addition, it was close enough for her to keep in touch with her English friends, including, and especially, George Moore, her mother’s lover and the man Nancy herself had loved since early childhood; and the ‘Friendship’ of my title. (They would remain close until Moore’s death just before she left Paris.) Moore, then a major literary figure, had taken a great interest in the lonely little girl, talked to her as an equal, encouraged her writing, reviewed her poetry and kept in constant and loving touch, often coming to Paris to visit her.


It was in Paris that Nancy became a cultural icon, a muse to Wyndham Lewis, Aldous Huxley, Tristan Tzara, Ezra Pound and Louis Aragon. Mina Loy wrote poems to her; Constantin Brâncuşi sculpted her; Man Ray photographed her; she played tennis with Ernest Hemingway, and after meeting her the poet William Carlos Williams kept her photograph on his desk at all times.


A poet herself, she set up a publishing house called the Hours Press, and published the poems of others (Nancy was the first person to publish work by Samuel Beckett). It was during these Paris years, too, that what to my mind were Nancy’s five most important love affairs took place – affairs that are just as much a portrait of Paris as it was then as of romances, sweeping her into circles and ideas that she might otherwise not have met.


Everyone has their own definition of ‘important’, but in these pages I am taking it to mean the loves that had either the most impact on Nancy or on the literature and life of the time. The first of these, which throughout most of her first year in Paris did much to sear the city’s romance and glamour into her mind, was with the Armenian writer Michael Arlen. Vividly accurate descriptions of Nancy are threaded throughout his stories; and it was the picture of Nancy as heroine of The Green Hat that shot him to global best-sellerdom and for which she is often remembered.


After they had parted – somewhat acrimoniously – came Ezra Pound. Nancy had met him when she was sixteen, by which time he had already made a name in English literary circles, but they did not become close until her Paris years. She admired Pound enormously, not only for his somewhat theatrical good looks and deep classical learning but for the way in which he tirelessly promoted the work of writers in whom he believed, and also for his ability to discover new talent – to one friend who ran a small magazine he sent off the early work of three future Nobel Prize in Literature winners, Yeats, Rabindranath Tagore and T.S. Eliot.


The married Pound, a tireless pursuer of women, was perhaps the only man whose feeling for Nancy was less powerful than hers for him, so much so that she remained in his thrall for several years, only finally giving up after she heard his wife had become pregnant – wives were, to Nancy, if not exactly an irrelevance, certainly no barrier to a liaison.


The third of the five affairs that to me seems noteworthy was with Aldous Huxley, author of Brave New World and nominated nine times for the Nobel Prize in Literature, who became so obsessed with her that he was unable to work and was forced to flee the country in order to continue writing – there are vivid echoes of Nancy and his hopeless passion for her in several of his books.


When she met Louis Aragon, the handsome, brilliant poet and writer who was co-founder of the Surrealist movement before becoming the leading intellectual of the Communist Party, the two fell passionately in love. His influence on her was strong: through this (fourth) affair she became ever more left-leaning. Yet although she could never have been described as a champagne socialist, she saw no contradiction in fervently advocating communist principles while leading a life only possible because of a large income that came from inherited money.


For two years the couple were blissfully happy, until Nancy’s self-destructive streak asserted itself. Not for the first time, while attached to one man she began an affair with another. Much of Aragon’s best poetry about her was written after their break-up.


This was caused by Henry Crowder, a black jazz pianist whom she had met while in Venice with Aragon and who was the unwitting catalyst for her eventual irrevocable breach with her mother. For Nancy, this was the most formative – as well as the longest – of her many relationships. It was Crowder, himself a peaceable man, who inspired her in her battle with the many injustices suffered by his race, culminating in her major work, Negro, an anthology of writings by and about black people. As she said later, ‘Henry made me.’ With their eventual parting came the end of her Paris life.





CHAPTER 1
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The Friendship


No two people could have been less suited to each other than Nancy Cunard’s parents. Sir Bache Cunard (the grandson of the founder of the Cunard shipping line) was a fox-hunting squire interested only in outdoor sports and, unusually, silversmithing and wrought ironwork; Maud Alice Burke, Nancy’s mother, a blonde and pretty San Francisco heiress almost twenty years younger than her husband, was intelligent, witty and cultured and seldom set foot out of doors (the story goes that when he built her a rose garden to tempt her out she only entered it once). Maud had, in her usual headstrong fashion, married her much older husband partly because his English title made him seem a highly suitable parti, but largely to avoid the appearance of being jilted – the Polish prince at whom she had set her cap had publicly stated that they were not engaged, and indeed had gone on to marry another rich American girl.


Nevill Holt, the large country house in Leicestershire to which Sir Bache brought his bride, is situated on a slight rise that gives it a view clear across the Welland valley. Built of grey and yellow stone with a turreted façade, at its centre is a high, timbered late-fourteenth-century hall. At one end is a small thirteenth-century church, with a modest graveyard behind it, the headstones aslant with age, to which Nancy often retreated as a child. The large Victorian dining room overlooks lawns and the red-brick walls of the kitchen garden. Inside, the Cunards had introduced dark Jacobean wood panelling. Outside, some of Sir Bache’s wrought ironwork still remains – waves and anchors symbolising the origins of the Cunard fortune, in Sir Bache’s case sadly depleted.


When the couple married (in 1895), Maud’s money enabled her to begin work on the large, isolated house in which she found herself – house decoration was always one of her passions – repainting walls and woodwork, adding oriental rugs and silk curtains and assembling various suitably medieval effects, from suits of armour to tapestries. While Maud rearranged the drawing-room furniture, Sir Bache worked in his room in the house’s sixteenth-century tower, where he made silver leaves to decorate the dining-room table and turned half-coconuts into silver-mounted cups.


Although often depicted merely as a featherbrained socialite thanks to her later career as a leading hostess, Maud was anything but. She had a deep love of music and literature; Osbert Sitwell, who knew her well, claimed that she had read many Latin and Greek writers as well as the whole of Shakespeare and Balzac. In the evenings she would play Chopin and Beethoven and read the classics and French literature late into the night, tastes which must have influenced her daughter.


Their only child, Nancy Clara Cunard, was born on 10 March 1896, to a childhood that was then typical for the upper class – numerous servants, fresh flowers in her room every morning and absentee parents. Often she did not see either of them for months at a time, a loneliness-inducing practice that affected girls more than boys, as the latter almost always went off to school at around thirteen. More stultifying still must have been the lack of physical contact – the cuddles, kisses and hand-holding that are so necessary for small children and part of normal child-parent relationships. Brothers and sisters would have helped mitigate this but Nancy was an only child, Maud having felt that with her daughter’s birth she had done her duty and could carry on with her own life.


Although Nancy was too young to recognise such feelings, she was desperately lonely and craved affection. She longed for her mother’s presence and was happy to be dressed up and shown off by her, sometimes in black velvet that set off her golden hair, sometimes in simple cotton. All her life Nancy was to have a love of beautiful clothes with an original twist to them – her later diaries invariably mention new outfits and how pleased she is with them. This showing-off would happen during Maud’s house parties, unusual and stimulating groups of people that, instead of merely the usual run of aristocratic couples, included anyone from the Prime Minister, H.H. Asquith, and his wife Margot to musicians, poets, artists and writers.


One of these was the man who became Nancy’s lifelong friend, the Irish novelist George Moore, who was her mother’s lover and who some thought might have been Nancy’s genetic father. It was a rumour fairly widespread at the time, probably fuelled by the obvious interest he took in this engaging child; but there is no evidence to support it and today it is largely discounted. Nor, except for the fact that both were fair rather than dark, did she resemble him at all physically, as she herself noted later on. Moore (the Friendship of my title) was always known by Nancy as GM.


Moore and Maud Burke (as Lady Cunard then was) had first met at a banquet at the Savoy. Maud, who admired Moore greatly for his defence of Emile Zola,* was so determined to meet him that she had slipped in earlier and changed the place cards so that she could sit next him. Looking extremely pretty in a grey and pink shot-silk dress, she sat beside him drinking in every word. When he paused for breath, she placed her small hand on his arm, turned her ardent blue gaze on him and said passionately, ‘George Moore, you have a soul of fire!’


For Moore it was a coup de foudre and she remained the love of his life. Twelve years after that first meeting he wrote to her, ‘I am the most fortunate of men; surely the most fortunate man in the world is he who meets a woman who enchants him as a work of art enchants … if I have failed to write what I dreamed I might write, one thing I have not failed in – you. You are at once the vase and the wine in the vase … A sky full of stars does not astonish me more than your face, your marmoreal eyes … you can never form an idea of the wonder it is to me to see you – to think you and dream you.’ Much later he evoked her ‘brightly coloured cheeks and fair hair, fair as the hair in an eighteenth-century pastel … very few men have seen their ideal as close to them and as clearly as I have seen mine.’


George Moore was born in February 1852, the eldest son of George Henry Moore, of Moore Park, a nationalist Irish politician who was also a Westminster MP and who died in 1870, leaving the eighteen-year-old GM a rich man. Once independent at twenty-one, Moore handed the management of the estate to his brother Maurice and left for Paris to study art, which he had always wanted to do, in large part because of the opportunities it offered of legitimately gazing at naked women (by his own admission he spent hours daydreaming of undressing women), since most Parisian models happily posed nude. In Paris he lived, like many art students, in the Latin Quarter – although, unlike them, he stayed in a smart hotel and kept his own valet – until, having published a book of poems at his own expense, he decided instead to become a writer.


When he published Esther Waters (his seventeenth book) in 1894 it became an instant best-seller, receiving rave reviews everywhere (earlier books had been banned from the powerful circulating libraries because their themes had been considered too immoral). Set in England from the early 1870s onwards, the novel is about a young, pious woman from a poor family who, while working as a kitchen maid, is seduced by another employee, becomes pregnant, is deserted by her lover, and against all odds decides to raise her child as a single mother – then, she would have been thought of as a ‘fallen woman’. Even the former Prime Minister Gladstone, whose favourite hobby – along with chopping down trees – was saving such females, praised the book in a letter to the influential Liberal newspaper the Westminster Gazette. It brought Moore both kudos and financial security.


Nancy described GM as her ‘first friend’. As her mother’s long-time lover and adorer, he came often to Nevill Holt. Here he took a close interest in Nancy, spent time with her, never talked down to her and indeed became the central figure of her childhood. She first remembered him when she was four and he was forty-eight and famous.


The first thing Nancy noticed about GM was that he spoke differently from the rest of her parents’ friends: his rich voice was tinged with an Irish brogue, and while he talked he gesticulated constantly with his plump white hands with their tapering fingers. He had champagne-bottle shoulders, the red hair of his youth had faded to a golden-white, his face was pink and white and his eyes pale blue; he moved so softly that Nancy often thought there was something cat-like about him.


He was known as a good conversationalist, if rather too uninhibited for the era. Harold Acton, the son of an Anglo–Italian baronet who as a youthful aesthete* had become a member of Maud’s circle, described how, when the rest of the party went off to play bridge, he would join Moore, who was invariably outspoken about the other guests, even when they were within earshot: ‘his directness and the round steadiness of his gaze fell like an icy shower on prevailing conventions. Nothing appeared to embarrass him … he would tell of his troubles with an enlarged prostate, describing them with clinical detail. Egoism in him had become a shining virtue.’ He once left a grand house party† without warning, leaving only a note for his hostess that said, ‘I am sorry to leave without seeing you, but I can no longer stand the love-making of the doves by my window.’


GM was witty, he was amusing and he loved gossip. At Nevill Holt he had a licence to be the enfant terrible. When he was offered salt, Nancy heard him say, ‘I thank you, no I do not wish for any of that salt. Oh, of course, if you insist, go ahead. But you will be eating the bones of your ancestors.’ To him, salt should be sea salt, not the sort ‘refined with detestable chemicals and powdered bones for whiteness’.


If people found some of his conversation too near the bone, Maud would tell her guests that not only was GM the life and soul of the party but he should not be taken too seriously – many of his remarks were exaggerations, to provoke a reaction. Some of Maud’s country neighbours did not know what to make of his frequent frankness about things that – then – were thought better left unsaid. While watching a field of lively young bullocks, some of which were attempting to mount each other, GM, instead of politely ignoring them, remarked, ‘Poor bullock, poor bullock – he would like to but he can’t.’ He would also rail against prudery: fig leaves, it seemed, were coming in again, and in Rome the finest statues of antiquity … oh, it didn’t bear thinking about.


One of the guests who enjoyed these occasions was the young writer Osbert Sitwell. ‘Very often, [George Moore] was out to shock; and when he had said something that he hoped would appal everyone in the house or even in the garden, a seraphic smile would come over his face, and remain on it, imparting to it a kind of illumination of virtue, like that of a saint, for several minutes; the bland unselfconscious smile of a small boy.’


But Maud did not hesitate to berate GM if she thought he had gone too far. Coming from Ireland, where Catholicism was so entrenched it sometimes verged on superstition, GM talked frequently about what he called ‘papistry’ – mocking not sincere religious faith but dogma, the inordinate ascendency of the priests in Ireland, the threat of hellfire. Suddenly he would interject a flippancy – what would they do about Holy Communion if Prohibition came in?


‘Really GM,’ said Maud crossly one day, ‘Can’t you be more tactful? Miss X is the daughter of one of the great Catholic families of England, and you know it. And yet you go walking with her and upset her thoroughly with your nonsense … she went straight to her room when you came in from walking and hasn’t been seen since.’ For several days GM was uncharacteristically silent and in disgrace.


Maud was also angry if he was late for meals: in a house with a large staff of servants, punctuality was essential if everything was to run like clockwork.


‘Go and tell Mr Moore we can’t wait any longer,’ Maud would say to a footman about to serve lunch. ‘Where is he?’


‘Mr Moore is still writing in the Long Room, your Ladyship.’


‘Go and tell him to come down at once!’


After some time, the footman would return, red-faced and out of breath, to face an angry Maud, a temperamental butler and hungry guests.


‘What have you been doing for so long, William?’


In confusion the poor footman would answer, ‘Mr Moore wanted to ask me everything I thought about cricket, your Ladyship.’


Well after lunch had been started GM would appear, realise he really was late, excuse himself volubly and explain how he had become interested in the footman’s views on cricket.


Sometimes GM would walk around the garden with Nancy, looking at the rooks and jackdaws or starlings; sometimes they would go further afield. She remembered one walk in particular, to Holt Wood, on a July day when most of the wildflowers were gone.


‘Flowers, like us, Nancy, have their season,’ said GM. ‘But that is the yaffle’s cry! I am not mistaken. He is with us the whole year round.’ ‘Yaffle’ he told the ten-year-old Nancy, was a much nicer word than ‘woodpecker’.


As a small child, Nancy longed to read. She could manage small words like ‘cat’ and ‘dog’ but longer ones, and phrases, were too much for her. The lonely, precocious little girl would question GM vigorously about anything that interested her and he would do his best to answer. Once, when she was five, she took GM to the little churchyard behind the Holt chapel, where they sat on one of the beautiful old gravestones. ‘I often come here alone,’ she said. ‘And I often wonder where we go after we are dead.’


When Nancy was nine, her life was taken over by an appallingly strict governess, whose reign instilled her with a powerful, lifelong dislike of authority. Miss Scarth, who had arrived with excellent references, was indeed a good teacher – albeit one who reinforced her methods with a steel ruler. Nancy’s daily regime now began with a cold bath, in winter and summer, followed by porridge and a heavy English breakfast that she found hard to swallow – one of Miss Scarth’s diktats was that Nancy had to finish every scrap of food on her plate, and the small child would often sit for hours before she could bring herself to swallow the slowly congealing mess that remained, a treatment that left her with a lasting distaste for food, which she would always associate with punishment.


It was, of course, the custom for the children of upper-class families to be handed over to nurses and governesses almost from birth, but even by the standards of the day Maud’s neglect of her daughter was virtually total – her social life and its demands took up all her time. Once Miss Scarth had been engaged, Maud felt she had done everything necessary for her child. Nancy’s complaints about her treatment by her governess were disregarded while Maud continued her own life unhindered, an abandonment that must have gone much of the way to fuelling Nancy’s later resentment of her mother. Her father, a vague, distant but affectionate presence, left the upbringing of his daughter to his wife, as was then customary. It was during these years that Nancy’s affection for GM, the only person who took a real interest in her, became so firmly grounded.


When Nancy was ten and Moore was in Dublin he wrote to Maud, ‘Do speak to her sometimes of me, for I don’t want her to forget me,’ and soon afterwards, ‘Kiss Nancy for me and tell her I look forward to hearing from her and going for a walk with her.’ Sometimes Nancy pressed wildflowers and sent them to him to remind him of these walks. Wild forget-me-nots were the ones he particularly liked – something she remembered years later when he visited her in Paris.


Nancy had a precocious taste in literature and read widely in English and French. The education of this clever child fascinated GM, and when one day he discovered that she was learning the answers to questions like ‘What is Leeds famous for?’ and ‘What is Bradford famous for?’ he was so indignant that all the adults were told – and also told how useless this was. ‘When she grows up and goes down to dinner on the arm of a young man,’ he said crossly, ‘is she going to turn to him and say, “What is made in Sheffield?”’


He would often open the schoolroom door in the middle of lessons, saying, ‘Well, here is Nancy at it, just as I expected. She is at what I have come to be informed about, French irregular verbs.’ In fact, thanks to his seven years in Paris, his own French was excellent and spoken fluently with what seemed a real French accent; and he had even written poems in French.


Everyone came to Holt, with its vivacious, glittering, restless, dominant chatelaine who managed her guests and their conversations rather as a conductor draws the best from his orchestra (perhaps it was no coincidence that she herself later fell in love with a conductor). There were always house parties, with women of fashion, diplomats, wits and politicians. To Holt came the Duchess of Rutland, her lover Harry Cust, today the acknowledged father of Nancy’s later friend Lady Diana Manners, statesman and former ‘Soul’ George Wyndham, the wasp-waisted Mrs Hope Vere, the polymath Edward Marsh, the polar explorer Fridtjof Nansen, the young poet Francis Meynell, F.E. Smith (later Lord Birkenhead) and Somerset Maugham – then known as a playwright – and A.J. Balfour, Prime Minister from 1902 to 1905.


As the summers drew on and the host was away for long periods shooting and fishing in Scotland, from August onwards the men became intellectual rather than good riders to hounds and worldly. In summer there were elaborate long teas on the lawn under the ancient cedar tree while tennis and croquet were played, on colder days was bridge for hours on end in the hall or morning room, where great log fires blazed.


In winter women arrived in smart tailor-mades, swathed in furs with a bunch of Parma violets pinned to the shoulder; in summer they wore striped taffeta or muslin as they strolled the lawns. In the early evenings some wore floating tea gowns of beige lace or lilac chiffon. The spotted veils, the long feather boas and the ruffled dresses fascinated the small Nancy and made her long to be old enough to wear such things.


For a long time, Nancy’s only playmate was her cousin Victor, two years younger than her, who lived a few miles away at Lubenham, meetings that would form a lifetime bond. Like Nancy, Victor had golden hair and blue eyes. Occasionally there were other gaieties: when she was twelve she was involved in teenage amateur dramatics. ‘More rehearsing. Harewood is so tiresome, keeps on saying “I ham he” and does not know his speeches,’ records her diary for 4 January 1909. ‘Little Eileen is very annoying as well, she speaks as if her mouth were full of plums. Today we acted the play. The Grand Duke Michael and his family were present. The play went well. Lady Sarah Wilson managed it all!!’


But it came to an end all too soon: ‘7 Jan. Mother has gone to Belvoir today by train. Things here begin their usual course again and lessons recommence. Therefore during this period while Mother is in America and after K.P. have left, things will not be very bright and nothing much happens … I am not going to write a diary while Mother is in America as nothing amusing or interesting happens.’


When GM was at Holt when there was no house party, Maud would make use of him for her favourite pastime, rearranging the furniture or enhancing what was there with one of her purchases of cushions, brocades or Chinese bowls of potpourri. Moore was knowledgeable about antique furniture and loved it, so that any new arrival was thoroughly discussed as to provenance and placing. As for Nancy, she enjoyed going around the bedrooms with a housemaid to see that everything was in order for the expected guests; she would check that there was ink, pens, writing paper on the writing table. She would also concoct a small vase of wildflowers to put beside the bed.


Often GM would go walking with Nancy and her governess, Nancy running on ahead while Moore and Miss Scarth, a woman highly educated and extremely well read, discussed some aspect of French literature, walks that would usually put Miss Scarth temporarily in a better temper. Equally often, Moore would walk with Nancy on her own, talking of everything from the landscape that lay in the valley ahead of them (‘there, to the left, is Castle Rockingham, a sturdy place, at which the cannons of Cromwell were once fired from Holt’) to how to write a story.


Only one disagreement between the two friends is recorded. One teatime, when GM was demonstrating a waltz step as someone played the piano, Nancy’s dog Buster, a Scottish terrier with a withered leg, got in the way, to be kicked hard by GM. Immediately Nancy flew at him and gave him a furious slap on the face. Everyone – except GM himself – was angry with her and she was confined to the schoolroom in disgrace for two days.


An even worse explosion occurred when it was realised that she had read Three Weeks, the red-haired, green-eyed novelist Elinor Glyn’s tale of a passionate affair between a beautiful woman, first seen lying seductively on a tiger skin, and a younger man. Bound in purple (Elinor’s favourite colour), the novel, published in 1907, was considered so scandalous that it created a furore. To the eleven-year-old Nancy, who read it clandestinely in bed, it was fascinating. ‘So that was an adventuress – beautiful, perfidious, dashing, and exactly what I wanted to know about! She blazed across the repressions of my childhood,’ she wrote. But there was no one she could talk to about it – until the arrival of GM on a visit.


When he called her into his workroom one day for a chat she told him, and they discussed the book for about twenty minutes. Unfortunately her governess, walking past the door, overheard the subject of the conversation, reported it, and that afternoon there was a furious outburst as this ‘sin’ was related. To everyone’s surprised indignation, GM firmly stood up for the crimson-faced Nancy, with the result that both of them were in disgrace for days – and Nancy became fonder of her ‘first friend’ than ever. She called him her ‘constant and endearing companion’.


Nancy’s feeling for lovely clothes started early. Her parents took the thirteen-year-old Nancy to Paris in April 1909, where she was immediately struck pleasurably by the Louvre (‘What a store of glorious work it contains!’) and by the French habit of taking a cup of chocolate at teatime, something she found delicious. Then came her first steps in fashion; it was a time when most smart women who could afford it went to Paris for their clothes: ‘We tried on dresses and bought some new hats this morning and such lovely things too.’ Next day, ‘we tried on all morning at the Galeries Lafayette … Father and I visited the furniture in the Louvre and then joined mother and tried on at Lanvin.’ This was followed by a visit to Rome and Florence (‘the most divine city’), then back home via Paris, where ‘I had to try on all morning at the galleries Lafayette where they had made me a sweet little blue dress.’ After this, much of her diary was written in impressively good French.


At the end of March the Cunards travelled to Germany. Nancy talked of the wonderful pictures she had seen, of walking in the Tiergarten, of pine woods and lakes, but concluded by saying, ‘I hate Germany.’ As it was the last time Nancy and her parents would be together as a family, this might have been the reason – Sir Bache was spending more and more time away on visits, her mother was as social as ever and Nancy herself had embarked on a long course of reading, from Shakespeare and Dickens to Corneille, Goldsmith, Daudet and Borrow.


In 1911 Maud, then thirty-eight, left her husband and moved to London, taking Nancy with her, largely because she [Maud] had fallen in love with the conductor Thomas Beecham, the rising star of British music and a witty and entertaining conversationalist. Beecham, six years younger than Maud, was tall and handsome with dark hair, a small moustache and beard. He was also married, although soon after Maud arrived in London he separated from his wife (who refused to divorce him).


As her London home, Maud rented 20 Cavendish Square, the house belonging to Margot Asquith and her husband H.H. Asquith (the Asquith family were ensconced in No. 10 Downing Street). Here she began the frenetic social life for which she became known, while assisting and promoting Beecham in any way she could, attending all his concerts, wheedling money out of her wealthy friends to support English opera and giving glittering first-night parties for him. The story goes that she pressured her friend the Prime Minister into creating his father Joseph a baronet (in 1914)* so that her beloved Tom would have a title to inherit.


As a hostess Maud was supreme at a time when to fulfil this role was a full-time occupation, almost a profession – the endless writing of invitation or thank-you notes, the juggling of guests, often so that there could be two, three or four tables of bridge after dinner, the notes taken of preferences, rivalries or enmities, the concoction of menus, the buying of flowers, clothes and small gifts, the knowing whom one could ring up without affront if someone fell out at the last minute. Trivial it may have been, but it demanded an ability to organise, an excellent memory, the personality to command success and enormous stamina – entertaining at Maud’s level was a ceaseless, almost daily round.


On most days there were luncheons and dinners in the dining room, newly decorated by Maud with shot green lamé curtains and black lacquer screens embossed with bristling silvery porcupines. Opposite was a tapestry in which giraffes pushed their heads through a forest of birch trees; the Diaghilev Ballet, with its vividly coloured and exotic designs by Bakst, had just come to London, so Maud’s décor was cutting-edge. Much more than most, she also invited poets, novelists, painters, musicians and sculptors to her table, where they would have met many potential patrons.


Maud’s parties became famous; she herself was cultured and knowledgeable, and she had a genius not only for mixing people but for throwing some unexpected remark into the conversation that drew out the best and wittiest from her guests. ‘Lady Cunard … had a greater capacity for keeping a dinner table alight than anyone I have known,’ said the politician Bob Boothby a few years later, and most of London society would have agreed with him. Or as the diarist Chips Channon put it of one luncheon party, ‘the usual potpourri and brilliant chat’.


Nancy, now fifteen, was well aware that Beecham was the real reason they had left her beloved Nevill Holt and the father to whom she was deeply attached (the Cunards were now formally separated, by mutual agreement). Just as she was going through adolescence – a turbulent time in itself – her whole life was turned upside down. The double break, from the home she loved and from her father and his protective aura, must have been traumatic and one of the strands that underlay her growing distance from her mother. (It was a considerate aunt who explained some of the facts of life to her.)


At the same time, GM moved from Dublin to London, settling in 121 Ebury Street, where he was cared for and cosseted by two devoted maids. Most of his time – sitting, eating, writing – was spent in what he called the Morning Room, a ground-floor front room with a bow window through which he could see the street but was invisible to those outside. Its stone floor was covered with an Aubusson carpet splashed with great pink roses on which stood a large, long table, usually strewn with books, proofs and typescripts, which were pushed aside or removed when it was time to lay for a meal. Around him hung some of his wonderful collection of pictures – two Manets, two Berthe Morisots, a David and a small Constable.


His beloved Maud’s affair with Beecham upset the faithful GM. ‘I did not remain till the end of the concert because I wished to fly from your world, which is not my world,’ he wrote on 21 January 1913; and again, ‘I thought you might be coming to dine with me,’ he wrote in January 1914. ‘You didn’t because you feared you mightn’t be amused all the while, and of course life is intolerable if it be not always at concert pitch.’ Yet more than ever, GM had become a fixed point in Nancy’s life; for his part, as he wrote to Maud that summer, ‘You and Nancy are my realities – all the others are shadows.’


In London, there was no hated Miss Scarth (‘my odious governess’, as Nancy referred to her later). Instead she attended a private school in South Audley Street, run by another excellent teacher, Miss Wolff, where girls sat at round tables in the drawing room rather than at desks. In these civilised surroundings she met the girl who would become her greatest friend for the next few years, Iris Tree, the daughter of the celebrated actor–manager Sir Beerbohm Tree and his actress wife, Helen Tree.


Iris, whose mother used to dress her and her sister Viola in black velvet frocks with apricot silk sashes to play up their red-gold hair, was exactly the kind of free spirit to appeal to the adolescent Nancy. Although a year younger than Nancy, at fourteen she was in embryo the complete bohemian, impervious to convention, determined on a life in the arts lived according to the rules of romance or, as she would put it in a later poem, ‘And like a firefly through the twilit trees/Romance, the golden play-boy of my days.’* Already the two of them wrote poetry, which they would read to each other, Nancy in her small, clipped, high-pitched voice, Iris in a resonant, sonorous tone. Nancy was encouraged by GM, who wrote to her in May 1912 from Paris, ‘I suppose you are too young to write “pure poetry”, poetry about things, but remember that that is the only poetry that lasts … one truth I have gathered; and it is, that the artist should avoid sentiment as he would the plague – as sentiment passes away like the clouds. There is not a tear in Shakespeare …’


Through Iris, Nancy met the dazzling Lady Diana Manners, and through her the circle that included Osbert Sitwell and Augustus John. The lovely, witty Lady Tree, Iris’s mother, was the closest friend of the Duchess of Rutland, Diana’s mother, who was fascinated by all things theatrical, and their respective daughters had become equally close.


Every summer the Trees would rent lodgings near the Manners’ cottage near Bognor; every Christmas they would stay at Belvoir, arriving on Christmas Eve when Sir Herbert, who hated the country, would ‘unexpectedly’ receive a telegram telling him of a crisis in his theatre that necessitated his immediate return. Off he would go, to spend Christmas with his mistress in Putney Hill. No one was deceived, but convention was observed.


At fifteen Iris, already determined to become a painter, left Miss Wolff’s for Venice, as her parents were allowing her to study art there under the aegis of her older sister Viola (a true sign of parental liberality, when one considers the girls’ ages and the proclivities of most Italian men). Sixteen-year-old Nancy, to complete the ‘finishing’ process thought necessary for upper-class young girls, was sent to Munich, to continue her German and her musical education.


Much to her surprise, she enjoyed it; by comparison, the pension de jeunes filles she was sent on to in Paris was three months of boredom – her French was already so good that the language lessons fell flat, and the girls were heavily chaperoned. However, one great benefit, largely manifested later, was her friendship with Marie, the youngest of the three Ozanne sisters who ran the school. With Marie, when she was able to detach her from the others, there were plenty of enjoyable concerts and the opera.


Nancy got to know Paris by walking everywhere, once passing the Closerie des Lilas. Ironically, in view of her later life, she said to herself, ‘Dearly would I have liked to be taken there to meet some of the poets – but by whom?’


Soon afterwards, in the summer of 1913, Maud Cunard took a palazzo in Venice and invited several friends to stay, including the Asquiths, the Duchess of Rutland and, to Nancy’s delight, the Duchess’s daughter Diana. In another palazzo nearby were Diana’s group of special friends, mainly the children of the ‘Souls’, that loose grouping of those among the aristocratic elite of the late nineteenth century who preferred intelligence, wit, an interest in art, music, philosophy and fine writing to the more philistine values of the Marlborough House Set, as the circle around the then Prince of Wales (later Edward VII) was known. Both Margot Asquith and the beautiful and artistic Violet Rutland were Souls.


The Souls’ children called themselves the ‘Corrupt Coterie’; at their heart were Diana and their leader, Raymond Asquith, the eldest of the Asquith family. Although most of the Coterie were, like Diana, a few years older than Nancy, to mix with people so close to her own age for the first time, and to know that this glittering band enjoyed her company, was a huge boost to her social confidence – something she would need when she was ‘out’. Already prepared to be rebellious, she also admired their reputation for the flouting of convention and disregard of scandal, something unusual in those pre-war days when the shadow of Edwardianism still hung heavy: young girls were supposed to be chaste, modest, and certainly completely shielded from anything sexual – a few were not even allowed to walk down St James’s Street in case they encountered lascivious glances from the windows of the gentlemen’s clubs that lined it. But although Diana declared of the Corrupt Coterie, ‘Our pride was to be unafraid of words, unshocked by drink and unashamed of “decadence” and gambling,’ their so-called wickedness was fairly mild: swimming by moonlight, escapades that involved visits to men’s flats without chaperonage (though Diana herself remained virginal until her marriage), group parties without their parents’ knowledge.


When the radiant Diana referred to the Duchess as Her Grace, instead of ‘my mother’, Nancy began her habit of always talking of her own mother as Her Ladyship. But where Diana always spoke of the Duchess in affectionate tones, Nancy’s had a distancing sharp edge; the resentment of her mother that would eventually occupy much of her life was already there.


The social ritual that led up to Nancy’s debut in the adult world through presentation at Court, to be followed by a Coming-out Season, was to take place the following spring. First, Maud, determined to do the right thing by her beautiful daughter and launch her in style, took her to Paris to buy clothes for this all-important year – ballgowns by Poiret, the designer of the moment, morning and afternoon dresses, Ascot outfits, hats and a leopard-skin coat. But, much as Nancy loved clothes, this generosity had little effect on her: Maud’s attention had come too late.


More and more she began to despise and resent her mother – forgetting, of course, that it was from Maud that she had inherited her gold-blonde looks, intelligence, literary leanings and love of music. Nor did Maud’s entertaining of some of a younger generation help, although often the teenage Nancy enjoyed meeting them. One of these young men was the American poet Ezra Pound, already known for trying to help and promote other writers he admired. He would visit Maud for tea, stressing to her how necessary it was to give financial aid to the Irish writer James Joyce (when a sum of money was eventually raised it was known as the ‘King’s Bounty’), so that Joyce could fulfil what Pound believed was his immense potential. Maud, who realised that Pound too was in need of money, would also, as she put it, ‘help him out occasionally’.


Nancy liked Pound from the start. She was deeply struck by his appearance; she noted that he was tall and had ‘green, lynx-like eyes, a head of thick, waving red hair and a pointed red beard’. He emphasised this dramatic colouring with clothes theatrical for that day – a swirling black cape over a black velvet jacket and black and white check trousers, the whole topped with a wide-brimmed black felt hat, so that he looked, she thought, ‘like Rodolpho in La Bohème’. She recognised at once that beneath the flamboyance lay a deeply cultured man who could draw on anything from the classics to China and Japan for his subjects. Although they did not become close for some years, the door to the world of ideas had opened another inch or two.


Nancy was presented at Court in March 1914, wearing a pink dress with a tulle train scattered with rose petals – a month earlier, Maud had given a dance for her at Cavendish Square (which had a large ballroom), at which Maud was reported as wearing blue silk shot with mauve and ropes of pearls, while Nancy ‘looked charming’ in pale primrose-yellow with clusters of orange roses. She danced with the Prince of Wales, who gave her a gold cigarette case engraved with his crest, which must have raised Maud’s hopes. But Nancy hated the Season; it would be, she swore to herself, ‘my first and last, as one ball succeeded another and the faces of the revolving guardsmen seemed as silly as their vapid conversation among the hydrangeas at supper’.


It was one of the last times that convention held her in its sway. From now on, grown up at last, she was determined to live life on her own terms.


 


 


 


 





* The English translation of one of Zola’s books, published by Moore’s publisher, Vizetelly, had fallen foul of the National Vigilance Association, for ‘obscene libel’.


* At Oxford, he declaimed passages of T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land from the balcony of his rooms through a megaphone, an incident later fictionalised as performed by Anthony Blanche in Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited. Acton soon became regarded as a leading figure of his day.


† Given by Grace Duggan at Trent Park.


* Lady Diana Manners, later Nancy’s great friend, asserted that Joseph had to pay £10,000 for his baronetcy, of which £4,000 went to Maud and £500 to herself. (See Philip Ziegler, Diana Cooper, p.94, 1981.) Beecham was knighted in 1916, a few months before his father Joseph died and he inherited the baronetcy.


* From ‘Far Away the Lost Adventures Gleam’, 1917.





CHAPTER 2
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Grown Up


Nancy at eighteen was a spectacular beauty – tall, slender, elegant and gleamingly blonde. The writer David Garnett remembered her coming into the Café Royal in a party with Viola Tree: ‘She was very slim with a skin as white as blanched almonds, the bluest eyes one has ever seen and very fair hair. She was marvellous. The world she inhabited was that of the rich and smart and the gulf between us then seemed unbridgeable.’ Allied to her extraordinary beauty was a personality mesmeric in its depth, intelligence and passion. The writer Sybille Bedford called her ‘incarnately alluring’, saying that ‘never for a second was it possible not to be aware of Nancy’.


Her closest friend when she came out was her schoolmate Iris Tree, at seventeen a year younger than herself but already leading a remarkably free, and busy, social life – in part through her links to the Coterie and her involvement in the art world, in part through her parents, who gave lavish first-night supper parties in the dome of the theatre built and owned by Sir Herbert, Her Majesty’s, in London’s Haymarket, to which came the cream of haut bohemia.


While Nancy was in Munich and Paris, Iris had been attending the Slade School of Fine Art. Here she became a close friend of Dora Carrington, both girls appearing with the Slade haircut – a bell of golden hair (as an act of rebellion, Iris had cut off her long red-gold plait and left it in a train). Also in Iris’s circle were the three Sitwells – Osbert, his older sister Edith and his younger brother Sacheverell – the poets Robert Nichols and Tommy Earp, painters like Álvaro ‘Chile’ Guevara and Nina Hamnett, ex-debutante turned publisher Allanah Harper and, of course, Diana Manners.


Everything about Iris was generous, warm and abundant, including her contempt for conventional behaviour. She had, said Osbert Sitwell, ‘a honey-coloured beauty of hair and skin that I have never observed in anyone else’. She was sought after as a model, being painted by Augustus John, Duncan Grant, Vanessa Bell, Roger Fry and (in the nude) by Modigliani and sculpted by Jacob Epstein* (it was through Epstein that Nancy first took an interest in African art and artefacts, later to become synonymous with her public persona). These were exactly the sort of people Nancy wanted to meet.


Sometimes Nancy would take Iris with her to visit her father, now living at Haycock House, once a sizeable coaching inn, at Stibbington in Cambridgeshire (the parting with Maud and her money and his own growing debts had forced his departure from Nevill Holt). Or they would go down to the Trees at the seaside, always spending as much time out of doors as possible and often walking for miles – both enduring loves for Nancy. In the evenings they would read each other the poetry they had written, Nancy being the more introspective and self-critical.


Iris lived a life of seemingly complete freedom. Even more telling, she cared nothing for what others thought. To Nancy, already embarked on the battle against everything her mother thought ‘suitable’, this attitude was irresistible. When the two of them secretly rented a studio in Fitzroy Street, they were able to put these attitudes into practice. ‘The Fitz’, as it became known, had a red and white checked floor on which Nancy and Iris installed a large black-velvet sofa and a mirror-topped table with red edges. Black-velvet blinds hung on the windows.


Nancy and Iris also did what was then done largely only by actresses and prostitutes – they used cosmetics freely, though always, of course, out of sight of their respective parents. Meeting at the Fitz before an evening out, they would delve into their stash of theatrical make-up acquired by Iris from her father’s theatres: sticks of greasepaint, rouge – applied with a hare’s foot – and Reckitt’s Blue powder for their eyelids. For the fancy-dress parties then so popular, they also kept a collection of costumes. One early morning, so dressed, the two of them were returning in such high spirits from a Royal Albert Hall Ball that they jumped into the Serpentine, emerging with bedraggled feathers and dripping chiffon to find themselves confronted by a policeman, who took down their names and addresses and brought a charge against them. This of course got to their parents, who confiscated their latch keys and imposed a curfew; but as the existence of the studio was still secret and they managed to get new keys forged, life went on much as before.


It was Iris, too, who introduced Nancy to the Eiffel Tower, the restaurant that would play so large a part in her life, so much so that she called it ‘our carnal-spiritual home’. It was at 1 Percy Street, an address just north of present-day Soho, but then very much part of what was known as Fitzrovia, an amorphous area renowned for its literary and artistic associations and louche bohemian atmosphere.


The Eiffel Tower was kept by the Austrian-born Rudolph Stulik, the illegitimate son of a Viennese opera dancer and once a chef, first in a big hotel in Monte Carlo, then to Lord Kitchener. Stulik looked and sounded the part of genial, prosperous restaurateur: a stout man with black mustachios waxed at the ends and a thick Austrian accent. He was endlessly indulgent to his patrons, often keeping the restaurant open so late for them that his waiters missed the last bus and had to walk the six miles home; and many years later having to close it because so many of those to whom he had been so generous did not pay their bills.


In his wine cellar were amazing bins of Imperial Tokay from famous Hapsburg vineyards – Stulik had bought, for more than he could afford, the yacht of the last Crown Prince; this included its wine cellar, worth several times as much as the boat.


The Tower, as it was known to habitués, had been discovered by Augustus John in the 1890s, and through him soon became an artists’ rendezvous – later, it managed to combine this with being a high-priced, fashionable eating place, usually full of those who wished to enjoy a bohemian atmosphere in comfort. The restaurant walls were covered with paintings, some left in time-honoured fashion by those who could not pay their bills, there were red lamps on the white tablecloths of the ten-odd tables and the ceiling was hung with brass pots full of trailing plants. Its menu design was by Wyndham Lewis,* whose paintings hung in the Vorticist Room upstairs and who was the founder of the Vorticist Movement – painting that combined early Cubism with imagery derived from the angularity of machines and the urban environment, supposedly to express the dynamism of the modern world.


Lewis himself was a dramatic personality. He was tall, with pale skin and dark hair and eyes – he often wore black – and he fizzed with energy and ideas. His looks were the sort that either greatly appealed or repelled equally strongly: he was handsome in a dark and arrogant way that women – whom he pursued vigorously – and most men found irresistible. Nor did he have any hesitation about promulgating his ideas. To castigate what he saw as the effeteness of contemporary British art, he founded the short-lived (two issues only) Blast magazine; its first edition, published on 2 July 1914, had a lurid pink cover, with the word ‘Blast’ written diagonally across it in thick black capitals. It was referred to by Ezra Pound as the ‘great MAGENTA cover’d opusculus’.


At the same time, Lewis was proclaiming almost nightly that war was a necessary evil. Until he left in 1915, posted to the Western Front as a second lieutenant (in 1917 he was made an official war artist for both the Canadian† and British governments), Nancy and her friends would listen enthralled to his expositions and to the discussions of art and literature in the Vorticist room, dedicated to their use. This they treated like a club, often turning up if at a loose end or simply to see who else was there.


In one of her poems (‘Sublunary’) Nancy described the Tower’s atmosphere of ‘wits and glamour, strong wines, new foods, fine looks, strange-sounding languages of diverse men’. The night before Augustus John left for America for the first time, he dined on peacocks (which came from Germany), served with their feathers on. Another time, the menu was based around Minnie, a sucking pig that had been a pet of the restaurant. Iris wept bitterly when she heard of Minnie’s death but managed to eat a slice of her.


Another attraction of the bohemian society found at the Tower was its attitude to sex. In girls of Nancy’s class, leading the sort of life prescribed for them, virginity until marriage was a cardinal principle, but even before the war had produced a generation determined to rebel against the old certainties, the habitués of the Café Royal, the Tower and other such haunts had thrown off most moral taboos.


Bohemia believed that love should be expressed to its fullest and it was mere prudery to deny this. Augustus John, one of its leading figures, seduced every woman who allowed him to; one girl who went to stay with John and his wife in Dorset was advised by his sister-in-law to put a heavy chest of drawers against her bedroom door when she went to bed. Enid Bagnold, the daughter of a colonel, escaped the conventional life of her parents by going to work as a staff writer on the magazine Modern Society, founded by the notoriously priapic Frank Harris in 1913. ‘Sex’, he told Enid, ‘is the gateway to life.’ As she recorded, ‘So I went through the gateway in an upper room in the Café Royal …’


Nancy and Iris would sneak fresh-faced out of their respective houses, smother their faces in chalk-white face powder emphasised by scarlet lipstick and set off to smoke and drink among their friends, in the Fitz, the Tower or the pulsing heart of bohemia, the Café Royal, with its marble-topped tables, red plush seats and gilded mirrors. Under its ornate turquoise ceiling, usually half hidden by tobacco smoke, artists like Jacob Epstein or Augustus John, piratical in his swirling black cape and brass earrings, would sip pale, cloudy absinthe or suck green crème de menthe frappé through a straw. Or perhaps it would be the Cavendish Hotel, run by the great Rosa Lewis, who, knowing that Iris was a favourite of her adored Lord Ribblesdale,* served them champagne that went on to the bills of others.


They would visit pubs in Limehouse or call in at cabmen’s shelters for a cup of sweet tea or sometimes an early breakfast of bacon and eggs (but never at the shelter at Hyde Park Corner, known as the Junior Turf Club, because there Iris’s father Sir Beerbohm Tree would often play dominoes with the cabbies until six in the morning).


With Diana Manners, they made a glamorous threesome for the gossip columns. Diana and Nancy were the two most usually featured, Nancy because it was her debutante Season (‘Miss Nancy Cunard wearing white charmeuse’ at a ball at the Ritz), Diana because, as the Tatler pointed out when it snapped them walking in step together at Melton Mowbray on 15 April for the Melton Hunt Steeplechases, she was ‘invariably in the foreground of the innumerable house parties, bazaars, amateur theatricals and other cheerful functions that Society, with a big S, includes in its daily round and common task’.


The two of them were reported as maids of honour in different-coloured mirror-velvet† dresses at a wedding, Diana’s rose-pink, Nancy’s lime-green, both with hats of silk beaver trimmed with roses. With her mother chaperoning her, Nancy went through most of the big events of the Season, attending the opera, Ascot and balls, such as those given by Mrs Leggett, where the panelled walls of the dining room were hung with Rose du Barry brocade and the three dining tables piled with pink roses and tulips.


Despite their attendance at these compulsory rituals, both Nancy and Diana wished to show that they were not bound by the way of life to which they had been born. The difference was that while Nancy was rebelling on principle against everything her mother stood for, Diana flouted convention largely to draw attention to herself. At one ball, for instance, which stated on the invitation that medals might be worn, she appeared wearing two that she had won for swimming and a Coronation medal. At a ‘theme’ ball at the Royal Albert Hall, when she and eleven other girls had been told to dress in white, with swansdown trimming, she appeared in a black dress. Nancy’s gestures, on the other hand, such as turning up late for Maud’s dinner parties or the opera or appearing at a dinner party before a ball wearing a man’s black waistcoat, were designed to irritate Maud and be as openly hostile as she dared. But they did nothing to free Nancy from a life that she was finding more and more constraining.


She was constant in one major part of her life, however, lunching regularly once a week with her ‘first friend’ George Moore. By now, the rumour that he might be her father had inevitably reached Nancy, and with her usual straightforwardness she decided to tackle it head on. At one of these lunches she asked him unexpectedly, ‘GM, people around London are saying that I am really your daughter. Is that true?’ GM, as was his habit when bewildered, puffed out his cheeks and ‘popped’ (in Nancy’s words) his eyes before replying noncommittally, ‘My dear, I fear I cannot say,’ before adding in a panic, ‘Nancy, you haven’t mentioned this to your mother, have you?’ She reassured him that she had not, but much later wondered how different her life might have been had the rumour been true.


Before the end of the summer, everything changed. When the Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria, heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, was assassinated on 28 June 1914, to most people it was an event of little import. No one thought it would be the spark that lit the fire; indeed, most of the British government was more concerned at the prospect of civil war in Ireland, as Ulster fiercely resisted the demands of the South for complete Home Rule. So when war with Germany was declared less than six weeks later, on 4 August, after the Germans had overrun Belgium and ignored the British ultimatum to withdraw, it came like a thunderclap to many (with no television or radios and few telephones, newspapers were the main source of news, often unavailable to those in the depths of the countryside).


There was an immediate rush to the colours and, among high-spirited young men like Nancy’s friends, a feeling that this was, if not exactly a lark, at least a good adventure. In London, the declaration of war brought cheering crowds to fill Trafalgar Square; there was constant singing of the national anthem and in country towns people fought over the batches of newspapers as they arrived. The general belief was that it would soon be over, perhaps by Christmas.


Even during the long and bloody conflict that followed, civilians were little affected – without aerial bombardment, there was no blackout and daily life was mostly no more hazardous than usual.* To the outward eye, the main differences were the disappearances of young and youngish men, the arrival of paper money instead of gold coinage and, soon, the growing casualty lists that began to appear in The Times.


Social life went on as normal, although already drink was playing a larger part than usual in the lives of young women like Nancy (until the war, most of them drank little if at all). ‘Dined at Cavendish Square with Nancy Cunard,’ wrote Duff Cooper in December 1915. ‘Everybody got rather drunk but I got very drunk and unfortunately Lady Cunard came back after dinner.’ Next morning he felt ‘a complete wreck’ and was ‘horrified to hear that Lady Cunard had noticed my drunkenness last night and spoken about it to Nancy … I wrote an abject letter of apology and remorse to Lady Cunard.’


Soon the first casualty lists began to appear, often with a friend’s name in them. ‘Gradually every man with the (rough) average number of limbs & faculties is being sucked out to the war,’ wrote Violet Asquith to Rupert Brooke in March 1915. ‘I feel as if I were sitting on a beach at low tide amongst old boots & wreckage. Those who have remained have acquired an artificially inflated value – Montague & Duff Cooper the only two men left in London – from whom in peace women with aesthetic sensibilities shuddered & shrank – now swoon on divans surrounded by troops of odalisques – Ruby [Peto] – Diana [Manners] – Viola [Tree] – Katharine – Nancy [Cunard] – Ly Essex – Ava Astor etc, etc etc.’


Nancy and Iris did more than hover around non-combatants. For them, the habit of casual sex began early. At the Fitz they gave parties to which their friends – now officers fighting in the trenches – would come when home on leave. These parties, fuelled by endless champagne, became ever more abandoned: a young man, knowing that he might never return, did not want to die without knowing the embrace of a woman; the girls felt equally that they should do all they could for someone they might never see again. Yet while Iris, a true romantic, seemed untouched, these encounters left Nancy with a feeling of rueful despair, often to be drowned only by more alcohol.


Sometime in 1915–16 – probably in the autumn of 1915 – she wrote a poem entitled ‘Remorse’:


I have been wasteful, wanton, foolish, bold


And loved with grasping hands and lustful eyes


All through the hectic days and summer skies


which concluded:


I sit ashamed and silent in this room


While the wet streets go gathering in their gloom.


And once, whether to excuse or explain herself, she said to Diana Manners ‘My mother’s having an affair with Thomas Beecham; I can do what I like.’


As word of the doings at the Fitz got about, Iris and Nancy began to acquire what was called ‘a reputation’. ‘Iris quenches a dozen blue-flies’ thirst, and God knows her face betrays her,’ wrote Diana to a friend that May. ‘Nancy too is in the same boat of iniquity, with better show yet a smuttier name, God help them both! They have more courage than me – and can seize an opportunity and hug and crush it against their palates irrespective of the taste and they are very happy while I go starved, and hesitating and checking my every impulse for fear of losing my pedestal of ice.’
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