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Lady Nancy Astor, née Nancy Witcher Langhorne, 1879-1964. Energetic Virginian-born political pioneer, and militant teetotaller.


Lady Sibyl Colefax, née Sibyl Halsey, 1874-1950. Determined collector of the great and the good, and a successful interior designer.


Mrs Laura Mae Corrigan, née Laura Whitlock, 1879-1948. Impervious to snubs and snobs, the Wisconsin-born queen of malapropisms and consummate party-giver was a heroine in World War Two.


Lady Emerald Cunard, née Maud Alice Burke, 1872-1948. San Francisco-born hostess whose sparkling wit attracted the cultural elite, she became a key figure in the Abdication crisis.


Dame Margaret Greville, aka ‘Mrs Ronnie’, née Margaret Helen Anderson, 1863-1942. The illegitimate daughter of a Scottish millionaire, she courted princes and politicians for her own Machiavellian ends.


Lady Edith Londonderry, née Edith Chaplin, 1878-1959. London’s pre-eminent society hostess and a passionate activist for women’s rights, who sported a tattooed snake on her ankle.




Introduction


[image: Missage Missing]
   

‘Existence is a party. You join after it’s started, and you leave before it’s finished.’


Elsa Maxwell, 1883–1963


Between the two world wars, a number of spirited, ambitious women from differing backgrounds used their considerable charm, their intelligence and their fortunes to infiltrate and influence the upper ranks of British society. By cultivating the prominenti in fields as diverse as politics and court circles, theatre, science and the arts, each great hostess sought to create her own ‘set’, a virtual forum where she could bring together the most important, interesting and illuminating people of the day.


Six particular ‘Queen Bees’, each born in the Victorian era, had profound effects on British history. As a result of the social revolution wrought by the First World War, they slipped through the filters that previously would have barred them from the highest social circles. Each was able to reinvent herself as an independent, often influential focus on the political, social and cultural elite. To be a great hostess was a career choice for these resourceful and energetic women at a time when their formal opportunities for making a mark on the outside world were limited.


By creating convivial and welcoming homes, and providing lavish and enjoyable hospitality, they consciously attracted the most stimulating and dynamic people of the day. They had a profound and radical effect on the many aspects of the inter-war era, from the idiocies of the Bright Young Things to the abdication and the Munich Agreement.


Throughout history, there have always been certain women who have been keen to shape the society of their times by using their influence, charm, contacts and humour. Whether queens or mistresses, aristocrats or bluestockings, they have furthered their own, their families’ or their friends’ interests, to achieve their aims or to provide themselves with intellectual and cultural stimulus. Through the use of ‘soft power’, society hostesses have brought together the famous, the notorious, the gifted and glamorous, the talented, beautiful and wealthy, creating their own milieus in which their own interests and talents could shine in reflected glory. They have used their opulent salons and elegant drawing rooms to marshal their own cliques, to launch the careers of bright young people with no background, to advance the interests of their protégés and allies, to matchmake and scheme, to gossip and to pass hints to the well-connected of their acquaintance, and to place scurrilous stories about their rivals.


The inter-war Queen Bees who appear in this book came from very mixed backgrounds. Three of the six – Lady Nancy Astor, Mrs Laura Corrigan and Lady Emerald Cunard – were American in origin, and only Nancy could make any claim to gentility. Their British-born contemporaries and rivals were Lady Sibyl Colefax, Lady Edith Londonderry and Mrs Margaret Greville; of these, only Lady Londonderry was of high birth. Despite their diverse origins, all of them were determined and ambitious ‘social mountaineers’. Each one initially gained an established position within the hierarchy of British society through making an advantageous marriage; once they had a ‘name’, they were able to harness their intelligence, their wits and their resources to pursue their own passions.


Their areas of operation varied, and inevitably their social circles often overlapped, resulting in rivalries. Nancy Astor and Edith Londonderry both moved in aristocratic circles, as a result of their marriages to influential and wealthy career politicians. They were both brought up as political conservatives, but subsequently developed radical social ideas of their own, and used their contacts and powers of persuasion to achieve their aims, with far-reaching consequences.


Lady Cunard and Lady Colefax, on the other hand, favoured the artistic, musical and literary scenes that flourished across Britain, America and Europe between the wars. Sibyl Colefax and Maud Cunard (or Emerald, as she later preferred to be known) competed fiercely with each other to attract both the intelligentsia and celebrities to their tables, as well as fostering the burgeoning relationship between Edward VIII and Mrs Simpson, an affair that was to have such dramatic consequences for the royal family.


Conversely Mrs Margaret Greville, known variously as ‘Maggie’ or ‘Mrs Ronnie’, was a great friend of the old guard at Buckingham Palace, but became involved in the complex world of international politics through her curiosity and her early misplaced enthusiasm for Hitler and his ‘little brownshirts.’ Her complete antithesis and despised social rival, Mrs Laura Corrigan, was widely dismissed as a frivolous, foreign millionairess with a knack for social gaffes, whose entire raison d’être appeared to be organising novelty parties with glittering prizes for the Bright Young Things, so that she could indulge her own fantasies of being a circus ringmaster. However, it was brave Mrs Corrigan who defied all expectations, remaining in Paris when the Nazis occupied the city and dedicating her considerable fortune to funding her charitable work by putting herself at considerable personal risk during the Second World War. 


The Queen Bees of London society benefited from advantageous marriages that gave them wealth and brought the necessary social mobility that went with it. The rigid class distinctions that had existed in the nineteenth century were sufficiently permeable after the Great War to allow these women to rise to positions of influence. Naturally, many women of that era were obliged by their social position and that of their husbands to entertain their contemporaries on the grand scale, by offering and receiving hospitality, ‘matching cutlet for cutlet’ in the telling phrase of Lady Violet Greville, Margaret’s formidable mother-in-law. However, the six characters under consideration here actively made it their life’s work to surround themselves with a distinctive coterie, to bring together diverse individuals they felt should meet under their roofs. They often cited altruistic reasons, although one cannot avoid the inevitable conclusion that each Queen Bee also enjoyed a little reflective lustre from attracting the most desirable individuals to their homes. 


Tellingly, each of these six women seems to have been driven by a volatile childhood or unhappy experiences. Both Lady Londonderry and Maud Cunard lost a beloved parent while still young. Sibyl Colefax’s restless mother was estranged from her father, and she grew up living under sufferance in other relatives’ homes, shuttling between India and London, or eking out a pittance in out-of-season Continental resorts. Margaret Greville was well aware of the stigma of illegitimacy that hung like a cloud over her early years, spent in an obscure boarding house in Edinburgh. Laura Mae Corrigan was born in rural poverty in the American Midwest and was driven by a childlike determination to have the well born dance to her tune. Nancy Astor’s father redeemed the family’s fortunes after the American Civil War, but she too appreciated the impermanence of apparently secure fortunes, and made a disastrous early marriage to an alcoholic that coloured many aspects of her later life. 


As a result of their early years, each Queen Bee sought to create a social circle of her own as an adult, a set of friends and acquaintances over whom she could have some control. They were aware of the importance of making a good marriage, and notably each one married a man who could provide what she required from a lifelong partnership, even though the husbands tended to be very different in character from their wives.


Although they tended to lack formal education, the society hostesses were clever, curious and largely self-taught. Coinciding with the moment when women were first allowed some access to the professions, after the end of the Great War, several of the hostesses became high-profile role models through their pioneering careers outside the home. The eldest of the six, Mrs Margaret Greville, an astute businesswoman and one of the wealthiest people in Britain, was fifty-five years old before she was allowed to vote in the general election of 1918. Nancy Astor was a mother of six children and forty years old when she was elected Member of Parliament for a Plymouth constituency in 1919. The youngest, Laura Mae Corrigan, was forty-three when she launched her charm offensive on London in 1922. All of these women were already mature before they embarked on the most influential years of their lives.


The reach of women like Nancy Astor, Mrs Greville and Edith Londonderry was considerable; they were celebrities in their own age, travelling extensively, forging valuable personal connections in America, India and Europe. They exerted considerable influence on the government and the legislature, and demonstrated through their own example that women could have careers and roles beyond those traditionally ascribed to them. Their diverse activities affected the royal family, the aristocracy and international relations. Lady Astor and Lady Londonderry used their influence to improve the lives of women of all classes, by implementing legislation designed to protect their interests, such as banning the sale of alcohol to under-eighteens, by improving maternal and infant mortality rates through the provision of trained midwives funded by the state, and by proving through the aegis of the Women’s Legion that women could work outside the home. By contrast, Emerald Cunard, Sibyl Colefax and Laura Corrigan provided much-needed patronage and stimulus, which enhanced the rich and varied cultural life of Britain. Even Mrs Greville, notorious for her apparent snobbery and cultivation of the rich, discreetly funded a scholarship programme for nearly four decades which enabled hundreds of ambitious young people from poor backgrounds to gain professional qualifications by studying at night school.


The six Queen Bees of the inter-war years helped to shape the course of British history. They had stamina, energy and determination; they also enjoyed proximity to power and collecting celebrities. Their hospitality was legendary; above all, they were excellent company and knew how to throw fabulous parties. As Oswald Mosley wrote in his autobiography: ‘It was all enormous fun. The cleverest met together with the most beautiful, and that is what social life should be.’1




1


Origins
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The six society hostesses who came to dominate London society were born between 1863 and 1879, at the height of the Victorian era. They were the products of their era and their diverse upbringings, but what marks them out from their contemporaries was the way in which each woman transcended her origins, using her intelligence to reinvent herself.


The oldest of the hostesses, who was to become Mrs Margaret Greville, was born Margaret Helen Anderson, in a discreet rented house in St John’s Wood, London, on 20 December 1863. The two Scots of notably modest origins who claimed to be her parents, Helen and William Anderson, were far from Edinburgh, where they both lived, when Helen’s child was born. The registrar who recorded the birth assumed they were married, but in fact Helen and William shared nothing more than a coincidence of surname, and the same employer. They were involved in an elaborate plot to legitimise the baby, and to spare Helen the stigma of being an unmarried mother. 


Helen Anderson worked as a humble domestic servant in Edinburgh in the early 1860s. She became the mistress of the entrepreneurial bachelor brewer William McEwan, and in 1863 she discovered she was pregnant. Mr McEwan had a trusted employee at the brewery, the cellarman William Murray Anderson, who was married with a family of his own. William Anderson was willing to help solve Helen’s predicament, and so the two Scots moved to London together to await the baby’s arrival, pretending to be husband and wife. After registering the birth and following the child’s christening in April 1864, William Anderson returned to his marital home in Edinburgh, and he remained working in the brewery till the mid-1890s. It seems that Mr McEwan bankrolled the deception, so that Helen Anderson might appear to be a respectable widow, whose husband had died in London, leaving her with a small daughter of uncertain age, when she returned to Scotland. Records are scarce, but by 1868 Mrs Anderson was running a boarding house at East Maitland Street in Edinburgh, an enterprise presumably funded by Mr McEwan. Meanwhile, Helen’s family lived at 102 Fountainbridge in the same city, across the street from William Anderson’s household at number 107, and they all worked at Mr McEwan’s brewery, apparently amicably.


Little Margaret’s true origins were probably suspected by many in Edinburgh, but Mr McEwan had deep pockets. His private account books show that he made irregular but generous payments to a ‘Mrs Anderson’ for the next two decades; he also funded young Margaret’s education, even providing dancing lessons. So when, in 1885, Mr McEwan, now an extremely wealthy and well-connected Liberal MP for Central Edinburgh, and apparently a confirmed bachelor aged fifty-eight, announced he was marrying the respectable middle-aged widow Mrs Anderson, aged forty-eight, who ran a boarding house in the city with her daughter, eyebrows were raised and lips pursed in Morningside drawing rooms. The press were very careful always to refer to Miss Anderson as Mr McEwan’s ‘stepdaughter’. Nevertheless, the newly married McEwans and Margaret relocated to London, removing themselves from Scottish censure. As Margaret was to advise her friends sagely in later years, ‘Never comment on a likeness.’


William McEwan did not formally adopt Margaret, but he dropped hints in the right circles that his ‘stepdaughter’ would inherit the bulk of his massive fortune, and she was launched into London society. He moved in rarefied circles; as a Privy Councillor, he knew many senior statesmen and landowning families. He was also familiar with the Marlborough House set, the associates and friends of the self-indulgent Prince of Wales, the future Edward VII, who had no compunctions about seeking the financial advice – and informal loans – of self-made millionaires.


It was believed that a young woman’s wedding day was the most important of her life. Aspiring social climbers had to use whatever assets they might possess to attract a desirable mate, and one of the most desirable attributes a marriageable young woman might offer was a substantial fortune provided by a parent, benefactor or protector. In the case of Margaret Anderson, all three roles were combined in Mr McEwan. He was keen to secure his daughter’s future by arranging her marriage into a good family. An aristocratic title was a highly desirable acquisition for ambitious families whose wealth came from ‘trade’. Conveniently, there were a number of upper-crust British families whose impressive escutcheons and rolling acres urgently needed shoring up with ready cash. As a result, many a marriage was discreetly arranged or tacitly encouraged between the parents of sons set to inherit venerable titles and daughters who could provide newly minted banknotes. Any attrition caused by a rapid scramble up the social ladder could always be alleviated by the soothing poultice of money.


The McEwans and Margaret Anderson, now in her mid-twenties, had moved to 4 Chesterfield Gardens, London, in the late 1880s; living at number 7 in the same street were Lord and Lady Greville. He had been Prime Minister Gladstone’s Private Secretary and moved in high Liberal circles, as did Mr McEwan. The two neighbouring households became acquainted. The Grevilles’ eldest son and heir, Captain the Hon. Ronald Henry Fulke Greville, or Ronnie to his friends, was considered quite a catch; easy-going and charming, handsome, fond of horse-racing and a great friend of the Prince of Wales. Despite their grand title and extensive property in Ireland, the Grevilles were perennially short of cash. In order to keep Ronnie afloat in the high-spending Marlborough House set who hung around the Prince, it was imperative that he found a wealthy wife. 


However, Margaret Anderson, the girl living just across the street, was not Ronnie Greville’s first choice. He pursued Virginia Daniel Bonynge, who was a rich, beautiful and good-natured American; to add to her attractions, her stepfather, William Bonynge, a Californian gold-miner and financier, had planted a dowry worth $4 million on her. Unfortunately, William Bonynge was locked in a vicious vendetta with a former business associate, John McKay, and the fight became so ugly and notorious on both sides of the Atlantic, with slanderous stories about their wives deliberately placed in the press and spread around the London clubs by the protagonists, that the matter came to a head in a violent fist fight in a San Francisco bank in January 1891, a skirmish that was reported with evident enjoyment in the press:


Mr Mackay [sic] struck when Mr Bonynge was not looking. Then they had it. Chairs turned over, inkstands flew and the ink made long, black streaks on the wall. It was a regular possum and wildcat fight. President Heilman said, ‘Gentlemen! Gentlemen! This will never do!’1


Despite the two-year courtship, the Grevilles decided against the marriage; Ronnie resolved to look for a bride with a similarly wealthy stepfather but a less volatile background. He also needed a wife who could thrive in the slightly louche company that surrounded the Prince of Wales, who was to become King Edward VII. Ronnie found the perfect partner much closer to home; Margaret Anderson, the illegitimate daughter of a millionaire, brought up in an Edinburgh lodging house, who could charm and entertain the highest in the land yet knew the value of keeping secrets. Almost exactly three months after the fist fight in San Francisco, Margaret married Ronnie.


Lord and Lady Greville presumably knew that their future daughter-in-law was not the only child of a deceased manual labourer from Selkirk who had died in London at an unspecified date in the mid-1860s, the cover story that concealed her true parentage. They would not have allowed their eldest son and heir to marry someone so far below their social strata. Margaret wasn’t a member of the peerage, but she was pre-eminent among the ‘beerage’, the daughters of self-made entrepreneurs, who were successfully marrying into grander but cash-strapped families. The glamorous wedding took place on 25 April 1891, and the subsequent marriage was very happy; Ronnie provided Maggie with elevation into the highest social circles. One of Ronnie’s best friends from his army days was George Keppel, who was married to Alice, a beautiful Scot. The Grevilles and Keppels became firm friends. Alice went on to become the future king’s much-loved mistress, and the Grevilles became part of his inner circle. In return, Maggie provided pleasure-seeking, dandyish Ronnie with a well-padded lifestyle, including a luxurious home in Mayfair and ample opportunity to indulge his hobbies, such as horse-racing and, in time, motoring. Meanwhile, she adopted the slightly ‘racy’ name of ‘Mrs Ronnie’, and began to establish herself as a hostess of note on the London circuit.


Once they were married, she persuaded Ronnie to resign his commission with the Life Guards and take up politics. With support from his friend Winston Churchill, Ronnie won Bradford East for the Conservatives in 1896, and he represented the constituency for ten years. Mrs Greville was accustomed to mingling with politicians, having observed her father in action; politics brought out her Machiavellian streak, and even the Prime Minister, A. J. Balfour, commented that her conversation was ‘a sort of honeyed poison’2. Unlike her husband, she was ambitious and craved proximity to power. Mrs Greville’s god-daughter Sonia was in no doubt that she was a formidable character:


In any generation, Maggie would have been outstanding. The daughter of a shrewd old Scottish brewer, from her earliest years she had taken an interest in his business, mastering the intricacies of its processes and management until eventually she won for herself a seat on the Board through her own business acumen. Always, she had loved power, in her youth sipping it, in small draughts, in her father’s office in Edinburgh; later (with his money behind her), savouring it, in its social context, in the drawing-rooms of Europe […] she had married Papa’s greatest friend, Ronnie Greville, eldest son of Lord Greville, a charming unambitious man whom she moulded affectionately into any shape she pleased […] when no child of her own materialised, she took up her pursuit of power again (preferably, beside a throne), firmly conducting Ronnie through the lobbies of politics.3


Through making a glittering marriage to Ronald Greville, young Margaret Helen Anderson had reinvented herself. She had transcended her murky beginnings and risen above the speculation about her true parentage to become a woman of status and substance. It is significant that, immediately following her marriage in 1891, the new Mrs Margaret Greville started to keep press clippings about herself, supplied by a professional cuttings agency; it was as though her life had begun anew, and she was now poised to make a name for herself. 
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The future Lady Sibyl Colefax was born in Wimbledon on 4 December 1874, in a house owned by her uncle by marriage, Walter Bagehot, the noted journalist and essayist, editor of The Economist and author of The English Constitution. Sibyl’s father, William Halsey, had returned to his civil service posting in India by the time of her birth. In 1875 William’s wife, Sophie, and their new daughter joined him at Cawnpore, and Sibyl’s early years were spent in India. She had a brother and sister, Willie and Ethel, respectively eleven and ten years older, but they were at boarding school in England, so she effectively grew up as an only child. Her early years were not happy; her parents were fundamentally incompatible and the marriage was stormy. She described her childhood simply but eloquently: ‘My father worked, my mother wept, and I played on the floor and knew nothing.’4


Until Sibyl was six, she and her mother flitted restlessly between India and Europe. Summers were spent at Simla to avoid the worst of the heat; there Sibyl encountered Lockwood Kipling, the curator of the museum and principal of the school of art at Lahore. He missed his own two children, Rudyard and Trix, who, like so many of the ‘children of Empire’, were at school in England. He liked this intelligent but rather solitary little girl, encouraging her interest in art and literature, and she remained friendly with the Kipling family for the rest of her life.


After the sensory exuberance of India, with its vibrant colours, sounds and smells, Sibyl disliked cold, gritty and monochrome London when she and her mother returned in 1880. Sophie promptly left her daughter in the clutches of her rather formidable sisters, known as the ‘Victorian aunts’, while she escaped to Europe in a borrowed fur coat, in search of adventure. Fortunately the day-to-day care of Sibyl was handed to a servant called Mary Jordan, who had been her grandmother’s maid. Mary provided warmth, security and affection for the little girl, a compensation for the lack of love from her parents. Sibyl referred to many of her relatives as ‘grim’, and as soon as she had the chance she cultivated her own intense friendships. She viewed family as a lottery but recognised that, with discrimination, one could create one’s own social circle.


Sophie returned from Europe at Christmas 1880 and moved with all three children into her sister’s house on Wimbledon Common. Sibyl was now on the fringes of artistic London; she knew May Morris, daughter of William Morris, and Margaret Burne-Jones, whose own parents were the painter Edward Burne-Jones and Alice Kipling. Another aunt, Emilie Barrington, was known as ‘The Egeria of Melbury Road’, a reference to a nymph of classical mythology who advised the king of Rome. Emilie had failed to enter the Royal Academy to study art, so she ruthlessly pursued famous artists and sculptors, like a lepidopterist completing her collection. In 1879, with her husband Russell, and her widowed sister Eliza, Emilie bought a house next door to the painter and sculptor G. F. Watts in Melbury Road, Kensington, a very short walk from the homes of eminent painters Holman Hunt and Lord Leighton. For two decades Emilie hounded the artistic elite of west London, ‘dropping in’ on Watts while he was working in his studio, and buttonholing Lord Leighton through her friendship with his sister. Sibyl visited Melbury Road often, and Aunt Emilie’s relentless lion-hunting was a useful object lesson in how to create a salon. Scraping an initial acquaintance with a famous person was not impossible, but the successful hostess needed a sympathetic and congenial atmosphere in which her quarry would meet others of their own or (preferably) superior rank and achievement. 


Family relationships remained strained; in December 1882 Sibyl’s mother, Sophie, returned briefly to India, omitting to tell Sibyl of her plans until just before her departure. ‘As the train moved out I knew for the first time the agony of sorrow – the sense of desertion – which I can feel even today’5, she wrote in later years. Sibyl was sent to a boarding school, which she enjoyed because for the first time she had company of her own age, but then the mercurial Sophie changed her mind and engaged a French governess to teach her at home. Fortunately Mademoiselle Bigot was young and lively; now Sibyl had a companion and chaperone to take her to musical concerts and plays, and her cultural horizons expanded.


By 1889 both Halsey parents and all three children were reunited uneasily under one roof at Warwick Gardens. William had retired from the Indian civil service in 1883, and a subsequent trip to Australia to try to make a fortune had come to nothing. He now found it difficult to readjust to life in Britain after decades in India, a common problem with returning ‘expats’. Sophie avoided her husband by travelling extensively in Europe, taking Sibyl with her as a companion. For a number of winters they lived in cheap and obscure hotels on the French Riviera, eking out a limited budget.


In the spring of 1894 Sophie finally agreed that she and Sibyl should go to Florence, a decision that was to change her daughter’s life. Idle Sophie preferred to lie in bed in the mornings, while solitary Sibyl, now nineteen, used those hours to explore the Renaissance city on foot. Fortunately, a group of older British visitors took her under their wing; they were ‘doing’ Florence and had a particular interest in its art, culture and architecture. The group included the writer Lytton Strachey, Roger Fry and his wife, the art expert Herbert Horne and the knowledgeable art historian Bernard Berenson. The group held idyllic picnics in the Tuscan countryside and explored the Duomo and the Uffizi, the galleries and palazzi, talking all the time of their theories, their discoveries, their favourite artists. Sibyl was enchanted. 


Once I had fallen in with my Florence friends it was different. They opened all the windows of the world to me […] that Spring in Florence and on the hillsides of Tuscany settled once and for all what I really wanted. To be able to turn to books great and small. To listen to enchanting talk, gay, learned, frivolous […] that I realised was the first real part of growing up. To those friends and those beginnings I owe so much.6


Considering Sibyl’s lifelong enthusiasm for creative and cultured people, her choice of Arthur Colefax as a husband seems at first uncharacteristic. They met in May 1897, when she was twenty-two and he was thirty-one. Arthur was a reticent Yorkshireman, logical and disinclined to flights of fancy. By contrast, Sibyl was mercurial in speech, with a distinctive artistic and theatrical bent. A former grammar school boy who won a scholarship to Oxford, Arthur read Natural Sciences and was awarded a first-class honours degree. He completed a PhD at Strasbourg, where he learned to speak and read German fluently, quite a rarity among Victorian Englishmen. Arthur’s first love was the law but, ever cautious, he had opted for the regular life and reliable income of an academic, until he unexpectedly heard of a law scholarship that allowed him to pursue his true vocation. He was called to the Bar in 1894 and embarked on a successful career as a barrister specialising in international patent law, using his linguistic skills and scientific background.


Arthur and Sibyl finally became engaged in January 1901; to Sibyl, Arthur represented the solidity and reliability she had lacked as a child. The new Mr and Mrs Colefax were respectable rather than wealthy, and Arthur’s fluctuating income was to concern them throughout their marriage. They married in Knightsbridge in July 1901, and honeymooned in Somerset, before returning to 85 Onslow Square in South Kensington, their home for the next eighteen years. After her rackety upbringing in a succession of other people’s houses, Sibyl finally had a house of her own. It was here that she first displayed her distinctive skill in designing interiors, installing panelling in the downstairs rooms and painting it in light colours, introducing attractive walnut furniture in the drawing room, creating a mahogany dining room and a comfortable sitting room furnished with antique rugs, and with a view over the garden. All these elements she was to repeat with great success in her later homes, and in her eventual career.


[image: Missage Missing]
   

The consummate political hostess the future Lady Londonderry was born Edith Helen Chaplin on 3 December 1878. Her mother died when she was only four years old, so Edith was brought up at Dunrobin Castle, Sutherland, the home of her maternal grandfather, the third Duke of Sutherland. She retained a romantic passion for Scotland throughout her life, and it was a factor in her burgeoning if unlikely relationship with Britain’s first Labour Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, the illegitimate son of a crofter. 


Aside from her aristocratic origins, there was much about Edith that many found appealing. She was tall, handsome and poised, with a rather commanding presence, and sported a tattoo of a snake on one ankle, a risqué adornment for those times. Edith was very athletic and fond of the outdoors life; in addition, she was an excellent horsewoman, who would occasionally shock convention by riding astride her mount rather than side-saddle, as was thought more seemly for young ladies of her caste. She was a keen shot, adored field sports and had great organisational and inspirational abilities, as she was to prove in her later years.


Her grandfather’s London home was Stafford House in the Mall, an extremely grand mansion close to Buckingham Palace. In time Edith’s Aunt Millicent became Duchess of Sutherland and was able to create her own social milieu, entertaining a band of like-minded aristocrats known as ‘The Souls’. Aunt Millie was an intellectual with a love of culture and literature, who held advanced ideas about the welfare of the working classes and believed in the necessity of greater equality between the sexes. Millicent was only eleven years older than her young niece, and it was at her glittering receptions at Stafford House that Edith acquired a taste for exerting ‘soft power’ through one’s social life. 


Playing the Tory hostess was a role for which blue-blooded Edith always seemed destined, initially in loyal support of the political ambitions of her husband. They met in 1897, and in 1899, at the age of twenty, Edith married Charles Vane-Tempest-Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh, eldest son of the sixth Marquess of Londonderry. He was considered to be quite a catch, but his cousin Winston Churchill referred to him frankly as ‘that half-wit Charley Londonderry’.


Charles was one of the most eligible bachelors of his day, tall, slim and handsome. An excellent horseman, he had joined the Royal Horse Guards (known as ‘The Blues’) in 1897. The Londonderrys’ fortune was considerable: they owned 27,000 acres in Ireland and 23,000 acres in England, and their income was mainly from mining coal, a commodity much in demand in the late Victorian and Edwardian eras. The family owned Wynyard in County Durham, a palatial neo-classical mansion where they hosted large house parties, entertaining guests with game shoots and visits to the racecourse. Magnificent Mount Stewart, overlooking Strangford Lough in Northern Ireland, was the Londonderrys’ main provincial residence; here they spent Christmas, Easter and Whitsun, occupying themselves with shooting, wildfowling or sailing. They also had a large estate in north Wales, Plas Machynlleth. Their London base was Londonderry House, a monumental aristocratic town house on Park Lane designed by the Wyatt brothers. The main stairway rivalled that of nearby Lancaster House, with a large skylight, rococo chandelier and two individual flights of stairs leading up to the Grand Ballroom. This was modelled on the Waterloo Chamber at Apsley House, home of the Duke of Wellington. Like the Iron Duke, the Londonderrys had a taste for grandeur, French furniture and sculptures by Canova.


Sociable, good-humoured and curious, Edith was quick to establish her own group of friends in London society. Among this group, she retained her childhood name of Circe, the name of the Greek goddess of magic who was able to transform humans into animals. Consequently, her coterie became known as The Ark, each adopting humorous nicknames supposedly representing their characters. However, the name they chose for their hostess’s husband, Charley the Cheetah, had a double-edged significance. He was a serial and dedicated philanderer whose personal charm seems to have got him off the hook many times. His amorous activities were well known; Charles was consistently unfaithful to Edith from the very start, even conducting an affair with Lady Westmorland during the early days of their engagement. Edith forgave him when it came to light, writing to him, ‘Myself, I don’t care because I know it is all nonsense […] Darling, you know I don’t mind one little bit.’7


He seemed to have a lifelong particular penchant for American women. Charley and Edith’s wedding took place on 28 November 1899, but shortly afterwards she discovered that he had been having an affair with a vivacious married American actress, Fannie Ward from St Louis, later known as the ‘Perennial Flapper’. Fannie gave birth to Charley’s daughter Dorothé on 6 February 1900, a mere ten weeks after the Londonderrys’ marriage. Charley also had a lengthy and passionate affair with the American heiress Consuelo Vanderbilt, who was unhappily married to the ninth Duke of Marlborough, his second cousin; the couple ran off to Paris together, to the delighted horror of British society. His longest and most serious extra-marital relationship was with Eloise Ancaster, from New York State, the wife of the Earl of Ancaster. Charley would even enfold notes to Eloise in the letters he sent to Edith, asking her, ‘You might send the enclosed to Eloise […] Put a stamp on and just send it off. That would be very sweet and dear of you.’8 Both Edith and Charley referred to Eloise as his ‘wife’, so much was she a constant presence in their lives. He assumed that all parties would accept the situation, and Edith chose once again to excuse her husband, saying, ‘I don’t blame you because the women hunt you to death. You are so beautiful.’9


Perhaps Edith was reluctant to challenge Charley’s infidelities because she knew from observation how nasty a soured marriage could be. Her father-in-law, the sixth Marquess of Londonderry, had married Lady Theresa Chetwynd-Talbot, a daughter of the Earl of Shrewsbury, in 1875. Theirs was an arranged marriage, and typical of the advantageous matches made within their social class at that time. It was not unknown for members of the upper classes to indulge in romantic affairs, whether platonic or physical, once both of them had done their duty by providing several children, ‘the heir and a spare’. However, absolute discretion was expected on the part of all participants. It was important to avoid scandal by hiding illicit affairs from gossipy contemporaries and social rivals and, even worse, one’s own servants.


Within a decade of her marriage, by 1884 Lady Theresa had fallen in love with the Hon. Henry Cust, a notorious ‘ladies’ man’. Irresistibly charming, it is believed that he was the real father of Lady Diana Manners, daughter of the Duchess of Rutland. Henry was simultaneously enmeshed with Gladys, Countess de Grey, who found and stole a cache of love letters written to him by Theresa Londonderry. Jealous Gladys entertained her friends by reading out selected extracts, but when this palled, she bundled up Theresa’s letters and had her footman deliver them to Lord Londonderry in person. He read them, rewrapped them and left them on Theresa’s dressing table with a note attached which read, ‘Henceforth we do not speak’.


According to salutary accounts of the time, for the next three decades, until his death, Lord Londonderry uttered barely a word to his wife except when absolutely necessary. Polite society had some sympathy, but Lady Londonderry had transgressed, not only by having an affair but also by being caught out in a way that humiliated her husband. However, the truth was less sensational: by the late 1890s the husband was once again writing to his wife with some affection, and he added numerous codicils to his will to ensure she would be well provided for after his death. They were never to be truly close again, and a palpable froideur existed between them in private, but the proprieties had to be observed nevertheless and the couple still met their social obligations, entertaining at the highest levels. Year after year, wearing the famous Londonderry jewellery, flashing with diamonds, arch-Tory society hostess Theresa welcomed the great and the good to one of the Parliamentary balls for which Londonderry House was famous, standing at the top of the famous stairs, flanked by her husband and the Prime Minister of the day. For patrician women of Theresa’s generation, duty, rank and protocol were the glue that held society together. No wonder she was likened to ‘a highwayman in a tiara’.
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It was a spirited American woman, born Nancy Langhorne, who revolutionised British politics. Through her marriage to Waldorf Astor she became first the doyenne of Cliveden, the magnificent Italianate house in Buckinghamshire, and later the first woman to take up her seat as an MP in the House of Commons. Queen Victoria would not have approved; indeed she had deplored the sale of Cliveden to an American millionaire, who was to be Nancy’s father-in-law. William Waldorf Astor had inherited a vast fortune from his father in 1890. He no longer felt safe in America, as his children had been threatened with kidnap, and he wished to live as an English gentleman. With his wife, Mamie, and their children Waldorf, John Jacob and Pauline, he leased Cliveden in 1892, and the following year the Astors bought it for $1.25 million, worth approximately $41 million today, or £28 million.


Oblivious to royal disapproval, the Anglophile Mr Astor had his magnificent collection of Italian art and antiques shipped to Cliveden. Money was no object to this connoisseur, and he paid for Old World treasures with his New World dollars. He added to the grounds a 200-foot-long carved stone balustrade dating from the seventeenth century that he had bought from the Villa Borghese in Rome. He installed Italian statues and Roman sarcophagi, and planted gardens, trees and topiary. In 1897 William commissioned a huge and exuberant fountain from the American sculptor Thomas Waldo Story; combining marble and volcanic rock, the Fountain of Love seethes with risqué Belle Epoque carved figures. Among the modifications to the interiors of the house was the installation of a complete, ornate eighteenth-century room from the Chateau d’Asnières, outside Paris, where Madame de Pompadour had lived. Covered with carved and gilded boiseries, it became Cliveden’s elegant French Dining Room. Territorial and tetchy by nature, William had a wall topped with broken glass built around much of the estate to deter curious locals; they responded by giving him the nickname Walled-off Astor.


The family divided their time between Cliveden and their town house, 2 Temple Place, in London. However, their happiness was short-lived, as Mamie Astor died shortly before Christmas 1894. Without his beloved wife’s moderating influence, William Astor became gradually more doctrinaire and eccentric. He would invite guests to stay for the weekend, but impose a schedule that dictated exactly what they could and could not do while under his roof. His children were similarly ruled with a rod of iron. Ironically William Astor had far more in common with Queen Victoria than either of them might have supposed. He disapproved thoroughly of the Prince of Wales’s rather fast ‘Marlborough set’, with its worldly members such as Mr and Mrs Greville and their great friends George and Alice Keppel; indeed, Astor described her as nothing more than a ‘common strumpet’, who was not welcome at his house. 


When in 1899 he became a British subject, his decision was reviled by the American press, and he took to sleeping with two loaded revolvers beside him, in case of assassination attempts. William Waldorf Astor was determined to infiltrate the higher echelons of British life; in 1892 he bought an influential magazine, the Pall Mall Gazette, and turned its editorial tone from Liberal to Conservative. He appointed the ubiquitous playboy and Tory MP Harry Cust as its editor.


William’s eldest son, Waldorf Astor, was introverted and shy, like his father, but he also had a strong social conscience and was drawn to public service. He was popular with his contemporaries at both Eton and Oxford, where he joined the Bullingdon Club, hunting with the Bicester and rowing, but this affected his health as he strained his heart. He returned to Cliveden to pursue the life of a country gentleman, shooting and hunting in winter, helping to run the estate, making short trips abroad. In addition, in 1905 he was diagnosed with TB, for which it was recommended he spend several months a year abroad. In December 1905 young Waldorf met Nancy Langhorne Shaw on a transatlantic crossing and was smitten. But by the time she met Waldorf Astor she was also a twenty-six-year-old divorcée with a six-year-old son, Bobbie, in tow.


Nancy was the daughter of Chiswell Dabney Langhorne, a former tobacco planter whose estate, run with slave labour, had been adversely affected by the American Civil War. He became a tobacco auctioneer, then a railroad contractor and made a substantial fortune, which he invested in Virginian real estate. With his wife, Nancy Witcher Keene (who was of Irish extraction), and their five daughters and two sons, the Langhornes moved to a house called Mirador, near Charlottesville.


Like her sisters, Nancy was beautiful and spirited. She was small, slim and blue-eyed, with aquiline features and an acerbic wit. She was highly competitive at sports, a fine horsewoman and an excellent mimic. Nancy was sent to a finishing school in New York, then stayed with her eldest sister, Irene, a great beauty who married the artist Dana Gibson, who used her as his model and muse for the Gibson Girl pictures. Through her sister Nancy met Robert Gould Shaw II, a handsome Bostonian of distinguished background. She married him on 27 October 1897, when she was only eighteen.


The marriage went awry almost from the outset; Robert had concealed from his naive and inexperienced fiancée the fact that he was an alcoholic. On the second night of the honeymoon Nancy ran away and returned to her family home, Mirador. Mr Langhorne sympathised, but encouraged her to return to her husband, which she did with some reluctance. After the birth of their son Nancy and Robert separated, and in 1903, after six years of marriage, they were divorced, as Robert wanted to marry his pregnant mistress. Nancy was granted custody of little Bobbie, and Robert was ‘enjoined and restrained from interfering with Mrs Shaw’ by the judge. Two days after his divorce Robert remarried, and Nancy was free.


Traumatised by her experience and now harbouring what would be a lifelong aversion to alcohol, Nancy side-stepped the stigma of divorce by travelling to Europe. In 1904 she and her younger sister Phyllis rented a hunting box in Leicestershire. Nancy and Phyllis were dashing and skilful horsewomen, and they became popular with the local hunting fraternity. Nancy met Edith Cunard, the sister-in-law of Maud. Edith initially suspected the dashing Virginian’s motives, saying, ‘I suppose you’ve come over to England to take one of our husbands away from us?’10 The freshly divorced Nancy replied, ‘If you knew what difficulty I had getting rid of my first one, you wouldn’t say that’, and as a result the women became good friends. The American sisters were particularly valued as an asset at the dining tables of their hunting friends, where their vitality enlivened many an otherwise predictable evening.


Nancy’s sparkling personality and ready wit captivated Waldorf Astor when they met on board a transatlantic ship in the autumn of 1905, and they were engaged within four months. They shared the same birth date, 19 May 1879, but were completely different in character: he was quiet and conscientious, tactful and thoughtful; Nancy was volatile and spirited, prone to saying exactly what she thought. Throughout her life she vacillated between being an opinionated and manipulative extrovert with a mischievous capacity to provoke outrage and a deeply sincere and spiritual individual who genuinely cared about people less fortunate than herself.


Waldorf dreaded telling his autocratic father about his love for Nancy, but William accepted his son’s choice, declaring, ‘If she’s good enough for you, Waldorf, she’s good enough for me.’ As proof of his sincerity, he gave his son’s fiancée a spectacular tiara that cost $75,000, the centrepiece of which was the famous Sancy diamond, weighing 55 carats; it is now in the Louvre. This gem had belonged to James I and his son Charles I, and was worn by King Louis XV of France at his coronation. As the bride had been married before, Waldorf and Nancy’s wedding took place with little fanfare on 3 May 1906 at the elegant All Souls Church, Langham Place. As a wedding present William gave them Cliveden, and an endowment of several million dollars; Nancy referred to her indulgent father-in-law as ‘Old Moneybags’.


Nancy’s manner was frank and acerbic, and could be alarming. Edwin Lee, the family’s butler, once informed a new member of staff that Waldorf Astor was ‘every inch a gentleman’, but his verdict on the mistress was: ‘she is not a lady as you would understand a lady.’ Despite their personality differences, the marriage was successful. Rose Harrison, her maid, described Nancy as ‘hot-blooded by nature’, and she had five children with Waldorf, as well as her son from her first marriage. However, both Nancy and Waldorf were intensely private and fastidious by nature, and disliked sexual innuendo or vulgarity of any type. They were also inclined to keep their emotions in check in front of servants. Nancy was resolutely faithful to Waldorf and jealous of other women’s attentions. Before his marriage, Waldorf had been friendly with both Queen Marie of Romania and the Astors’ near neighbour Ettie Desborough, but Nancy made it very plain where his loyalties lay and saw off both her rivals.
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Adventurous Maud Burke took a more elastic approach to her marriage vows. The future Lady Cunard was born in San Francisco on 3 August 1872, and details of her early life are sketchy, as many public records were destroyed in the great earthquake of 1906. Her father was of Irish extraction, but he died when Maud was in her early teens. Her mother, who was half-French, was petite and pretty, and expertly cultivated a clutch of male admirers, who competed to provide for her and her daughter. One of Mrs Burke’s protectors was William O’Brien of the Nevada Comstock Lode, one of the most important and productive silver mines in the USA. It was suspected by some that little Maud was actually O’Brien’s child, as she resembled him and inherited a large sum of money after his death. She never explained the origins of her apparent wealth.


Another of Mrs Burke’s gallant protectors was Horace Carpentier, who had been a general in the American Civil War. His fortune was made by buying and selling land; he encouraged Maud’s burgeoning passion for both music and great writers, introducing her to Balzac, Shakespeare and the poets of the ancient world. Her favourite novel throughout her life was Pamela; or, Virtue Rewarded, by Samuel Richardson, which she first discovered in Carpentier’s library. It is a tale of a virtuous low-born heroine who overcomes many vicissitudes to triumph by marrying the aristocrat who had attempted to seduce her, and being accepted and admired by the upper classes.


When Maud was eighteen, her mother married a stockbroker called Charles Tichenor, but instead of joining their household, Maud moved into the home of her ‘guardian’, Carpentier, a somewhat unorthodox arrangement even by modern standards. She continued to travel with her mother, and while they were staying in London in May 1894, Maud met the Irish novelist George Moore. She admired his work, and she swapped two of the placement cards at a formal luncheon at the Savoy so that they would be seated next to each other. By the end of the meal, the forty-two-year-old bachelor was smitten by the pretty young blonde American in a dress of pink and grey shot silk; she told him, ‘George Moore, you have a soul of fire!’ He ardently pursued Maud across Europe, but marriage was out of the question as both mother and daughter had a more advantageous match in mind. George Moore realised that she needed to find a wealthy titled husband in order to establish a salon, which was her true ambition. He wrote:


she had a course and a destination, and I knew well it would have been selfish to delay her. Wiser by far it would be to seek a husband for her, a springboard from which she could leap […] I mentioned a name and her eyes brightened. ‘Do you think so?’ Then I knew my hour had sounded.11


While in New York, Maud attracted the attentions of Prince André Poniatowski. He was the grandson of the late King of Poland and possessed a keen business brain. Maud returned to her home town, and when the Prince wrote to her from Paris to say he was planning to visit San Francisco, Maud was sure he was coming to propose marriage. Unwisely she dropped the hint to friends, but was mortified when a local newspaper speculated about their engagement, and the Prince vigorously denied it. In fact, he had fallen for a star of San Francisco society, Beth Sperry, the sister of Mrs Harry Crocker; the Sperrys and the Crockers regarded the Burkes as nobodies.


To save face, Maud countered that her ‘guardian’, Horace Carpentier, did not approve of Prince André and had threatened to disinherit her if they married. By the time the Prince’s true engagement was announced, Maud and her mother were in New York, three thousand miles from the source of their embarrassment. The whole experience was a salutary lesson; personal charm could only take an ambitious young woman so far without either classy antecedents or a considerable fortune, preferably both. What Maud needed was a husband, a wealthy one, whose own social standing would propel her almost effortlessly into the upper strata of society.


With her ability to charm older men, such as Carpentier and Moore, twenty-three-year-old Maud Burke made an immediate conquest of Sir Bache Cunard, aged forty-three, when she met him on the rebound in New York. He was the third Baronet Cunard, the grandson of the Canadian founder of the great shipping line and heir to the family business. Being extremely wealthy, he took little active part in running the family firm, devoting himself to the traditional pursuits of the English squire, playing polo or fox-hunting with hounds at his country estate, Nevill Holt, a romantic fifteenth-century manor house in Leicestershire.


Despite the two-decade age difference and their total lack of common interests, Bache was determined to marry his ‘Pocket Venus’. Maud appears to have been similarly keen, although her motivations were inevitably different. Bache’s sister wrote to Maud shortly after the engagement was announced, pleading with her to call it off on the grounds that her brother was best suited to bucolic rural pursuits, while his fiancée needed the vitality of city life. Maud refused, saying, ‘I like Sir Bache better than any man I know.’ Even on the eve of her wedding, she chose the word ‘like’, not ‘love’.


The wedding took place on 17 April 1895, with a ceremony in New York; the Burkes were keen to renounce any ties with San Francisco. Sir Bache and the newly minted Lady Cunard spent a few days in New York, then set sail for England. As was customary among the titled classes, arrangements were made to launch the newcomer in society, and on 22 May 1895 Lady Cunard was among the group of débutantes ‘presented’ at Buckingham Palace.


Country life with Sir Bache was a far cry from Maud’s metropolitan pursuits in San Francisco, New York, Paris or London. Ever since he had inherited Nevill Holt from his brother in 1877, Sir Bache had remorselessly pursued the fox across rural Leicestershire and Rutland with his hunting chums. From his home Sir Bache could hunt six days a week without missing breakfast or dinner. He had a nasty accident in 1887 when hunting with the Maharajah of Cooch Behar, being knocked unconscious in the field, but that didn’t deter him, and neither did marriage. By the 1890s it was becoming easier to entice people to stay in the country for the weekend, because of the development of the railways, so an invitation to Nevill Holt from the Cunards was prized by the sporting fraternity.


Meanwhile, Maud dropped any pretence of enjoying getting muddy and hot on the hunting field; as soon as she was pregnant, she devoted herself to filling her drawing room with interesting people. She produced a single daughter, Nancy, born on 10 March 1896, and was determined not to repeat the experience, saying in later years, ‘Motherhood is a low thing, the lowest’. She ensured that the child was brought up largely by nursemaids and nannies, and taught by governesses. In time Nancy came to feel resentful towards her mother for the neglect she experienced as a child.


While Sir Bache hunted vermin, Maud collected scalps, using Nevill Holt as her bait. As George Moore wrote, ‘You have come into this life to shine in society, to be a light, to form a salon and to gather clever men around you.’12 Well read and witty, she lured the artistic and the creative, particularly the writers and musicians whom she met on her occasional forays to London. Her favourite house guests included handsome Harry Cust, A. J. Balfour, Herbert Asquith, F. E. Smith, Somerset Maugham, the Duchess of Rutland, Vita Sackville-West, Lord Howard de Walden and Jennie Cornwallis-West, the mother of Winston Churchill. Her old flame George Moore visited regularly after meeting her again in London in 1898.


A certain amount of latitude in marriage was understood among the country house brigade. Lady Cunard always had a number of admirers and flirtations, and some of these appear to have been genuine and reciprocated. When Lord Alexander Thynne was killed in the Great War, love letters from Lady Cunard were found among his papers. Meanwhile George Moore was a constant and ardent admirer; he spent a large part of the summer of 1904 staying at Nevill Holt, and became close to Nancy Cunard, then aged eight, a friendship that endured till his death. There were some who speculated that Moore was Nancy’s real father, including Nancy herself, but that seems unlikely, considering the timing and location of the Cunards’ marriage. Nevertheless, he continued to send love letters: on 26 January 1905 he wrote from Dublin, ‘dearest Maud, you are all I have, it is through you I know that I am alive […] My heart is overflowing – I must stop writing. When can I see you?’13


Nevill Holt was a romantic, venerable stone house in an idyllic setting, with a loggia and porch, a terrace, an oriel window, walled gardens, rolling lawns and avenues of beech trees. Maud transformed the rather stark interiors so that they were attractive and appealing to her sophisticated guests, with vast Chinese bowls full of pot-pourri, hot-house plants, the latest books, subtle textiles, Oriental rugs, Russian cigarettes, writing materials and American standards of comfort. Fashionably dressed visitors came and went constantly, entertained in summer by games of tennis and croquet on the lawns, and in winter by endless games of bridge in front of the roaring log fires. Laughter, gossip and intrigues added colour and zest to Lady Cunard’s otherwise rather provincial married life.


Maud had to get to know the country set who lived nearby; for a spirited and well-travelled young woman with a taste for culture, and a lack of interest in field sports, they could be trying, as the overriding interests of her upper-class neighbours were hunting, shooting and parochial matters. Before long she was planning her escape. The Cunards did not have a London home, but Maud wanted to spend time in the capital, so she cultivated people who would invite her to stay. She deliberately timed these trips so as to avoid Sir Bache and his hunting friends. Whenever he was shooting or fishing in Scotland, she would fill Nevill Holt with her friends, the musical, artistic and literary. One sultry evening, during a heatwave, one of her more theatrical guests threw open his bedroom window and sang the Valkyries’ cry from Wagner’s Lohengrin. A similarly musical wit a few rooms away answered with a fluting phrase from Gotterdämmerung, and within minutes the entire place was alive with operatic yodelling. Lady Cunard described Sir Bache’s reaction to such romantic tomfoolery: ‘When my husband came back he noticed an atmosphere of love. “I don’t understand what is going on in this house, but I don’t like it,” he said.’14


Maud Burke from San Francisco had transcended her obscure origins through marriage. As an American woman, she was difficult for the class-conscious English society to ‘place’, but she had passed the test of being presented at court as a débutante, and her husband’s title, fortune and household surname provided protective camouflage. If she had stayed in the States and married an American man, she might have found it much more difficult to gain acceptance among her native elite. Some Americans were prepared to travel the world to find a niche in society where they could establish themselves as women of influence, and Laura Corrigan was one of them. 


She was born Laura Mae Whitrock on 2 January 1879, the daughter of Charles Whitrock and his wife, Emma, née Sitherwood. Accounts of Laura’s early life are sketchy, but the family were humble. Some claimed that her father was an odd-job man, others said a lumberjack, and in later years Laura was known to demonstrate a level of dexterity with an axe unusual in a society hostess. Her home town was Waupaca, Wisconsin, a small town that in its first census of 1880 registered 1,392 inhabitants. The town is located on the banks of a river and both were named after Sam Waupaca, the chief of the indigenous Potawatomi people. Waupaca’s main industry was the Pioneer Foundry, first established in 1871 by John Roche, supplying iron castings to customers in Chicago. It was a rural backwater with harsh winters, and Laura tired of small-town life and moved to Chicago when a young woman. She was ambitious and took a number of jobs, from waitressing at the Hotel Blackstone on Michigan Avenue and working as a telephonist to a freelance role as a society reporter for a Chicago newspaper. She met a Canadian physician, Duncan R. MacMartin, who was the house doctor at the Hotel Blackstone, and they married. But Laura and Duncan were not to stay together; in 1913 they were guests at a party given by James Corrigan. He owned a luxurious summer home on Dry Island, one of the archipelago of 1,864 islands lying along the American–Canadian border where Lake Ontario meets the St Lawrence river. The Thousand Islands, as the area is still known, attracted American and Canadian millionaires, who would buy a small island and have a palatial summer home built on it. The heirs to the Singer sewing machine fortune, John Jacob Astor and Helena Rubinstein, were among those who had elaborate homes here.


The Corrigans were extremely wealthy; James’s father was the steel man Captain James C. Corrigan, known also as Jimmy. He had been born poor in Canada, but through perseverance he had established one of the richest steel companies in America with a financial partner, Judge Stevenson Burke. He married Ida, and they had three daughters and a single son, James Junior, who was born on 7 April 1880 and was adored and cossetted. The Corrigan family lived on prestigious Euclid Avenue in Cleveland, a street described by Mark Twain as: ‘one of the finest streets in America […] none of your poor white trash can live in that street. You have to be redolent of that odor of sanctity which comes with cash. The dwellings are very large, are often pretty pretentious in the matter of architecture, and the grassy and flowery “yards” they stand in are something marvellous.’15


By the end of the nineteenth century, nearly 260 mansions lined this prestigious street, with their back gardens running down to Lake Erie. Between 1880 and 1930 Euclid Avenue was known as ‘Millionaires’ Row’, as captains of industry such as John D. Rockefeller had houses there. 


However, in 1900, when James Junior was twenty, the Corrigan family suffered an appalling tragedy. While James Senior watched from the shoreline in horror, his wife, Ida, their three daughters and a grand-daughter were drowned when their yacht, The Idler, sank on Lake Erie as the result of sudden storm. The only surviving members of the Corrigan clan were the father and son, who had not joined the expedition. Perhaps as a result of the loss of so many of his family, young James found it impossible to settle to the business, preferring to spend his time with a succession of lady friends and working as a barman. He took so little interest in the company that his father made a business decision that was to have far-reaching implications. James Senior appointed his book-keeper, Price McKinney, as his partner and renamed the firm the Corrigan-McKinney Steel Company. By the time he met the ambitious Mrs MacMartin, young James was leading the self-indulgent life of a playboy. Laura was to be the making of him. 
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The Edwardian Summer and the Successful Hostess
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Edward VII, known popularly as ‘Tum-tum’ (though never to his face), was welcomed to the throne in 1902 by the majority of his British subjects, who recognised in him many of their own hedonistic impulses. His reclusive mother, Queen Victoria, the perpetually grieving widow, died in 1901, still blaming her eldest son for the death of her husband, Prince Albert. Edward had a well-deserved reputation as a bon viveur. He positively enjoyed good living, luxury, the new-fangled thrills of motoring, fast racehorses and even faster women. He had an eye for beauty, but he also enjoyed the companionship of women, their conversation and their friendship. His last and best-known mistress was Alice Keppel, known as ‘La Favorita’. When his coronation was being planned, Edward insisted that Alice must be among his special friends in a screened-off section of the public gallery, above the ranks of peers and peeresses in Westminster Abbey. Inevitably, some wag designated the seating as ‘the King’s Loose Box’. The other ladies to be favoured in this way included Alice’s great friend Mrs Margaret Greville, the world-famous actress Sarah Bernhardt and Mrs Arthur Paget, a beautiful American-born heiress and society hostess. Another guest, Theresa, Lady Londonderry, Edith’s formidable mother-in-law, caused a sensation in the Peeresses’ cloakroom by demanding a pair of forceps from behind the closed door. The famous Londonderry Tiara had ended up in the water closet while she was using the facilities, and specialist tools were needed to retrieve it.
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