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‘The Viceroy’s Daughters is at its best on the changing relationship between the eldest and youngest of the Curzon sisters as they battle for possession of dead Cimmie’s husband and children . . . They bicker against a backdrop of weekend house parties and London dinner parties, Fascist rallies and motoring holidays on the Continent’ Claudia FitzHerbert, Daily Telegraph


‘Absorbing . . . This is a story of fabulous parties, Mediterranean holidays and glittering jewels. It is also an account of a country racked by social deprivation, constitutional crisis and international tension. De Courcy skilfully manages to move between these two canvases, letting us see how these three remarkable women shaped their personal lives in response to the dramatic public events unfolding around them’ Mail on Sunday


‘De Courcy manages to present all her characters with a warmth that transcends their faults’ Rosalind Miles, The Times


‘When you add the Curzon sisters . . . three of the best-known and most beautiful women in their social sphere, the result is a book that reads like a best-selling family saga with one difference – it’s all true . . . Such books as these are invaluable in their historical contribution and testament to the importance of the art of letter-writing. The hypocritical morals that seemed to afflict the upper classes of the time are perfectly illustrated . . . As good an argument as any for the theory that money cannot buy you everything, least of all happiness’ Sunday Tribune


‘All three had a knack for picking the wrong man and all three were at the heart of the ruling elite in the Twenties and Thirties. Here Anne de Courcy is magnificent . . . an accomplished character biography in the mould of Amanda Foreman’s Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire’ Independent
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PREFACE


The great proconsular figure of Lord Curzon holds immense fascination for anyone as interested in the quirks and byways of human nature as in brilliance of intellect and ferocity of will. A man noted for the splendour of his way of life even in an age of magnificos, unable to resist women while regarding them in no way as the equal of men, as capable of poring over a butcher’s bill at 2.30 in the morning as of planning a great enterprise of state, Curzon often bewildered those around him. What must he have been like as a parent? And how would the legacy of such a father affect his three daughters, daughters of a man who longed above all for a male heir? Would he inspire or overwhelm them, and would they discover the happiness he found with their mother, or the disharmony that overtook his second marriage?


In writing their story I am above all grateful to their children: to Lord Ravensdale (Nicholas Mosley) for making available to me the whole of his aunt Irene’s copious diaries, early family letters and photographs; to David Metcalfe for his generosity in allowing me access to his family papers and letters, his mother’s diaries and his wonderful collection of her photographs; to Davina Eastwood for all her help with memories and reminiscences, and particularly in regard to her reservations about the writing of such an intimate family portrait; and to Vivien Forbes Adam for many fascinating talks and memories of her parents.


I would also like to offer my most grateful thanks to Lord Holderness for so kindly allowing me to quote from the letters of his father, Lord Halifax; to Francis Sitwell for letting me read and quote from the diaries of his mother, Georgia Sitwell; to Sir Edward Cazalet for generously sending me copies of the diaries of his uncle, Victor Cazalet, to read and quote from; and to Christopher Davson for allowing me access to the papers of his grandmother, Elinor Glyn, and the essays sent to her by Professor Thomas Lindsay. Lord Rosslyn was extremely kind in allowing me to see the unpublished memoir of his mother, Lady Loughborough, and to quote from it. I am most grateful to Lord Romsey for permission to quote from the diaries of Lord and Lady Mountbatten, to Hugo Vickers for his extracts from the diary of Gladys Duchess of Marlborough, to Mrs Westropp for the loan of the late Miss Monica Sheriffe’s Melton Mowbray photograph albums, and to Mr Frank Cakebread for the loan of his photographs of Savehay Farm, Denham.


I am very grateful to Robert Barrett for his genealogical research; to Janet Tomlinson for her help with photographs; to Miss Betty Hanley for photographs and descriptions of the Château de Candé in the time of her aunt, Fern Bedaux; to the late Sir Dudley and Lady Forwood for their hospitality and reminiscences of the Duke of Windsor; to Dame Gillian Wagner for information and letters relating to her uncle, General Sir Miles Graham, and for photographs; and to Count Franco Grandi for all he told me about his father.


Among those who helped me with their memories of the sisters, their families, their friends and their times were Michael Clayton, Lady Clarissa Collin – whom I must also thank for photographs of her father – the late Quentin Crewe, Lady Kitty and Mr Frank Giles, Viscount Monckton of Brenchley, the Hon. Lady Mosley, Nigel Nicolson, the late John Peake, the Countess of Plymouth, Kenneth Rose, Alfred Shaughnessy, Lady Thorneycroft, the late Michael Tree, Alice Winn and Elizabeth Winn, all of whom I would like to thank. As always the staffs of the British Library, the London Library and the Kensington and Chelsea Library were immensely helpful, as was Mollie Chalk, archivist at Broadlands, and Helen Langley, head of Modern Political Papers at the Bodleian.


I am also immensely grateful to David Metcalfe and to Nicholas Mosley for kindly reading my manuscript and offering their comments and, last but not least, to the superlative editing of Benjamin Buchan of Weidenfeld & Nicolson. Any mistakes are mine, not his.


Anne de Courcy


June 2000
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CURZON AND HIS CIRCLE
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The Curzon daughters were born when the wealth and privilege of the British upper classes were at their zenith. Powdered footmen in brilliant liveries stood behind chairs at dinner parties of ten courses. The pavement outside a grand house was covered with sound-deadening straw if the occupant was ill, or with a red carpet if there was a ball, so that guests in tiaras or tailcoats could proceed in style to a ballroom filled with flowers from the hothouses of the host’s country estate. Most of them, born into this tight and exclusive circle threaded through with networks of cousinage, already knew each other, their friendships flowering during the long Saturdays to Mondays spent at each other’s country houses.


The grandeur, the sports, the pleasures, the elaborate clothes washed, ironed, mended and packed by lady’s maid or valet, the dressing gongs, the carriages, the silver tea-things on a white lace cloth beneath a cedar tree on the lawn, were expressions of a society secure in its own power – a power which extended over roughly a quarter of the world and which was, equally securely, held in the hands of its ruling class.


No one epitomised the concept of the Englishman born to rule better than George Nathaniel Curzon. As Lady Cynthia Asquith, the daughter of Curzon’s friend, Lady Elcho, tartly observed: ‘It certainly needed no trained psychologist’s eye to diagnose him at a glance as a man who would prefer to be mounted on an elephant rather than a donkey.’ When his daughters Irene, Cynthia and Alexandra were born, in 1896, 1898 and 1904 respectively, he was at the height of his powers and influence.


The Hon. George Curzon, the eldest of four brothers and six sisters, was born on 11 January 1859, at Kedleston, the Derbyshire estate that had belonged to the Curzons for more than seven hundred years. The house, a northern palace, was built by Robert Adam, its saloon based on the Pantheon in Rome, and with a park surrounding it. George’s father, the fourth Lord Scarsdale, who as a younger son had not expected to succeed, was the village rector. All his life Curzon was passionate about Kedleston and constantly sought to enrich and improve it, a passion that expanded to embrace the other grand houses which he later bought or rented.


Curzon’s brilliance and belief in himself were apparent from an early age; the future Prime Minister Herbert Henry Asquith, who met him while he was at Eton, was more struck by his self-confidence than by any other quality. Brought up by a sadistic governess, a cold mother, who died when he was sixteen, and a distant, eccentric father, the realisation that he could depend only upon himself and on what he could make of his life had come to him early.


Just before his mother died, George had taken a fall while riding in the Kedleston woods, hurt his back badly and spent three days lying in bed in great pain. Like any fifteen-year-old, when he got better he forgot about it. Then, on holiday in France just before going up to Oxford in the autumn of 1878, he was suddenly struck by agonising pain in the lower back. His right hip, he realised, had altered shape. He went straight back to London where he immediately consulted a specialist, who told him that he was suffering from curvature of the spine and that in future he must wear a corset or brace and avoid violent exercise. From then on, he was in more or less constant pain, often having to take to his bed as the only alleviation. Work provided distraction, consolation and a lifeline out of the self-pity into which he occasionally fell.


The effect of this constant suffering permeated Curzon’s character, aggravated by the steel corset he was obliged to wear. This rigid framework made him literally stiff-necked, giving him an appearance of pride veering on self-importance, a man prepared to stand on his dignity on all occasions. And, just as stiffness of body is often reflected in rigidity of mind, so his attitudes and prejudices all too easily became set in stone while his will dominated his emotions.


This did not stop him from becoming the centre of a notable group of friends both as an undergraduate at Oxford and after. There was the masculine society of the Crabbet Club – founded by the traveller, poet and womaniser Wilfrid Scawen Blunt at his home in Sussex – which would meet for what Curzon called ‘bay-arnos’ (he was under the impression that ‘beano’ was Italian for a festivity) in the first weekend of July, when around twenty members arrived bringing with them presents of wine, cigars and other delicacies. In 1883 he was elected a Fellow of All Souls; and three years later became the Conservative MP for Southport in Lancashire.


Curzon was also a founder member of the coterie of aristocratic and intellectual men and women known as ‘the Souls’. Though the nude tennis-playing of the Crabbet Club after a long night of talk had no place among the Souls, they were equally impressed by an elegance of intellectual style. They were not afraid of expressing emotion – indeed, they had been christened the Souls by Lord Charles Beresford in 1888 since, as he said: ‘You all sit and talk about each other’s souls’; and the name was confirmed by Curzon’s banquet for them of 1889 at the Bachelors’ Club, where each guest found on their chair a set of his verses describing the characteristics of each individual Soul. Their articulateness, freedom of expression and extravagant expressions of affection made their conversation the very opposite of the convention and banality that had trickled down from Court circles. One favourite after-dinner game was Styles, in which guests were given half an hour to write something in the style of Shakespeare, Macaulay, Wordsworth or Tennyson.


Their influence, especially that of the female Souls, on the young Curzon was immense. Beauty, if possible accompanied by voluptuousness, chic and charm, became for him a prerequisite in a woman. Many years later, when Lord Peel was being considered as a possible Viceroy, he remarked in Cabinet: ‘I need hardly say that I have no objection whatsoever to our friend Willy Peel but I feel bound to remind those of my colleagues who may not be personally acquainted with his wife that whilst she is undoubtedly a lady of colossal wealth, she has a calamitous appearance.’


Women, he felt, should be the brilliant, decorative adjuncts of a husband’s career, the solace and relaxation of his private moments, rather than individuals in their own right. Even while at Oxford he spoke in the Union against a proposal to allow women students to use the university library (unavailingly: the motion was carried by 254 votes to 238). Although he preferred spending what leisure time he had with women rather than with men, he liked them, as his lover Elinor Glyn shrewdly wrote, ‘rather in the spirit in which other men like good horses or fine wine, or beautiful things to embellish a man’s leisure but not as equal souls worthy of being seriously considered or treated with that scrupulous sense of honour with which he would deal with a man’.


His attitude to women was contradictory in other ways. Emotional, even sometimes sentimental, his cool, aloof façade belied the longing for affection behind his imperious demeanour. He was drawn to the feminine qualities of warmth, softness and decorative serenity as to a fire. His libido was powerful, impelling him into flirtations – one young woman complained that when he found himself alone with her at a country-house breakfast he immediately tried to kiss her – and full-blown affairs where sex, rather than love, was the motivation. In his early years he was the subject of would-be blackmail by a lady of very easy virtue; later, he chose mistresses – notably the romantic novelist Elinor Glyn – from his own world where discretion would be assured.


As a wife, he selected one of the richest and most beautiful young women in America. Mary Leiter, mother of the three Curzon daughters, was the daughter of Levi Ziegler Leiter, a Chicago millionaire whose forebears had come from Switzerland and who, in 1811, founded the village of Leitersburg in Maryland. In 1854, Levi Leiter had left Leitersburg for Chicago to work for a firm of merchants; there, he met a friend of his own age called Marshall Field who, like him, had begun his commercial life by working in a country store. Both of them were intelligent, hard-working and ambitious. Together, in January 1865, they founded the American store today known as Marshall Field. By the time Mary was born, in 1870, her father was hugely wealthy.


Mary was educated as befitted the family’s new status. She was taught dancing, music, singing and art; she learned French from a French governess and history, chemistry and arithmetic from a Columbia University don. She was tall and slim, with large grey eyes in an oval face, glossy chestnut-brown hair drawn back into a loose knot at the nape of her neck and small, pretty hands and feet. Everything that could be done, through her father’s wealth and her mother’s social ambition, to turn her into the debutante of the year was done; and when she became a friend of the attractive 23-year-old Frances Cleveland, wife of the President of the United States, success was assured.


Thanks to the Cleveland connection, when the Leiter family arrived in New York at the end of the 1888 Washington season, Mary was adopted on to the all-important Social Register. In New York, too, she triumphed and then, fascinated by the idea of the English aristocracy, with its titles and country houses, she determined to conquer London as well.


Thanks to her beauty and letters of introduction, Mary was soon launched. When Asquith’s wife Margot saw the eighteen-year-old Mary in a black lace dress with a huge picture hat trimmed with roses she was ‘struck dumb’ by her loveliness. At the Duchess of Westminster’s ball in July 1890, which Mary had the signal honour of opening by dancing a quadrille with the Prince of Wales, she met George Curzon. When they saw each other again at a house party, Mary, now twenty, fell in love.


As for Curzon, ‘I had a strong inclination to kiss you, with difficulty restrained’, he told her later – but then, it was an inclination he often experienced. Although they wrote to each other daily during the ten days before Mary left England and saw each other as often as possible, their courtship hung fire. While Mary ached for him to propose to her, Curzon was too busy travelling through the Pamir mountains and thence into Afghanistan, gathering material for an eventual five volumes on Asia.


After three years of sporadic contact Curzon, returning home from Cairo via Paris, learned that Mary was there too. Her mother invited him to dine with them at the Hôtel Vendôme. After dinner, while Mrs Leiter tactfully left them alone, Mary told Curzon how she had pined for him during this period, rejecting countless suitors as she waited for him to make up his mind. It was enough: Curzon proposed on the spot but he stipulated that the engagement must remain secret until he had finished his travels in the Pamirs. During the next two years, they were to meet for just two days and a few hours.


Mary’s superhuman devotion and submissiveness was exactly what Curzon wanted. Here was a beautiful, loving, faithful woman, who knew her place. ‘The terrace of the House is as crowded with women as the Royal Enclosure at Ascot,’ he wrote disgustedly to Mary on 21 June 1893, ‘and the encroachment of the sex fills me with indignation which no blandishments can allay. Give me a girl that knows a woman’s place and does not yearn for trousers. Give me, in fact, Mary.’ That she was also immensely rich was an understood part of the bargain: the tide of American heiresses marrying British titles was then in full flood. Ironically, it was this very wealth that would later drive a wedge between those whom its owner loved most – her husband and children.


The question of the Leiter fortune arose well before the official announcement of their engagement on 4 March 1895. (Describing the engagement, the St James’s Gazette wrote of the bridegroom: ‘He is superbly clever and not unconscious of the fact.’) Lord Scarsdale gave his son an allowance of £1,000 a year and promised to settle on him land worth £7,000 a year in income. After much discussion, Levi Leiter made a marriage settlement on his daughter of $700,000, invested in railway fixed interest stock, to give her an annual income of $33,000. Should she predecease Curzon, he was entitled to one-third of this income, with another third to go to any children they might have. The remaining third was to be left as appointed by Mary or, in default of that, by Curzon. Levi Leiter also promised Mary a further £1 million either during his lifetime or in his will.


They were married on the morning of 22 April 1895 at St John’s Church, opposite the White House, in Washington DC, Mary in a white dress from Worth and the Scarsdale diamonds, and a few days later they sailed for England from New York – the last time Mary was to see America. Their first house in London was No. 5 Carlton House Terrace off Pall Mall. Curzon, setting a precedent that was to endure through both his marriages, was more familiar with its domestic minutiae than Mary.


In June 1895 he was appointed Under Secretary of State at the Foreign Office. The following month there was a general election; Curzon, his campaign funded by his father-in-law and aided by the charm and beauty of his young wife, increased his majority.


Within a few months the young couple had decided they could not afford Carlton House Terrace; and instead leased No. 4 Carlton Gardens from a fellow Soul, Arthur Balfour, renting a Georgian house in Reigate, The Priory, while Balfour’s house was being made ready for them. Mary was not allowed to choose so much as a single curtain; Curzon, although working a sixteen-hour day, took the whole of the decoration out of her hands, despite the fact that she would have enjoyed it – and that her father was paying. In many ways, it was the template for their marriage.


For the next few years Mary was miserable, alone in a foreign country, with little to do and a husband hardly ever there. Because his work prevented him from escorting her, the ordinary social round passed her by. During the London Season of 1896 they went out to dinner only twice and it was the same during the Jubilee year that followed. Only Mary’s baby, Mary Irene, born on 20 January 1896, lightened her wretchedness. She pronounced the child’s name Ireen, in the American fashion; Curzon, a classicist, gritted his teeth every time he heard this but loyally said nothing.


A fortnight before her second child, Cynthia Blanche (always known as Cimmie), was born on 28 August 1898 it was announced that Curzon was to succeed Lord Elgin as Viceroy of India. For a man as young as thirty-eight, who had held no senior government position before, it was an extraordinary post to be offered. It was given to him in part because he asked for it – Curzon believed, with reason, that he could fill it better than anyone else – but chiefly because he was quite clearly the best available candidate. He had visited India four times, his knowledge of its culture, problems and history was immense, he had written about it at length, and he was on terms of friendship with many of its potentates, as well as the Emir who ruled its powerful neighbour, Afghanistan.


His triumph was crowned by the award of the peerage considered fitting for the greatness of the office; he was now Baron Curzon of Kedleston (in the peerage of Ireland). But although as Viceroy of India he would be one of the most powerful rulers in the world, holding the destinies of millions in his hand, financially he would be worse off rather than better. Maintaining the huge staffs considered essential at Viceregal Lodge in Calcutta and the Viceroy’s summer palace at the hill station of Simla mopped up the £25,000 viceregal annual salary; in addition, the Curzons were expected to buy all plate, wine, carriages and horses from the outgoing Viceroy, as well as paying their own fares and freight to India.


As Vicereine, Mary had to be dressed as befitted a queen in a country where status was indicated by sumptuous clothing and jewels. Her trousseau from Paris cost over £1,0001 (the average weekly wage of an agricultural labourer then was 90p). Levi Leiter gave her a parure of diamonds, including a tiara, and £3,000 to the couple jointly. It was at this moment that Curzon, perhaps feeling that once touched by destiny nothing could harm him, decided to buy a twenty-five-year lease on a neighbouring house, No. 1 Carlton House Terrace. It cost him £25,000 and a further £1,500 was needed to put it in decent repair, which he did not hesitate to borrow from the bank (guaranteed by his long-suffering father-in-law).


On 10 December 1898, Mary, Irene, Cimmie, aged three-and-a-half months, and their nanny (engaged, needless to say, by Curzon), left Plymouth on the three-week voyage for India. Curzon joined them at Marseilles. His departure was known to his coterie of friends as ‘the passing of a Soul’.


1 Well over £54,000 in today’s money.
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VICEROY AND VICEREINE
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On the way to India Mary Curzon made her will. Datelined ‘The Indian Ocean, 29 December 1898’, it is a pathetically brief document, seemingly written largely to safeguard her jewellery.


I devise and bequeath my four rows of white pearls my large tiara made by Boucheron my second diamond tiara made by the Goldsmiths Co my diamond necklace made by Watherston and all my old laces to my husband George Nathaniel Lord Curzon of Kedleston to be held by him upon trust during his life for my son if I have one or for the eldest surviving of my sons if I have more than one. And upon my husband’s death to be similarly held upon trust by my son or eldest son whichever it be as heirlooms inalienable from the Kedleston title. Failing my son I bequeath the above mentioned articles to my husband upon trust during his life for my daughters to be distributed by him among them either during his life or upon his death at his discretion.


She wished the same for her diamond star tiara and diamond brooch.


Moving on to the rest of her jewellery – notably a ring, clasp and brooch of rubies and diamonds, brooches, crescent and belt of turquoise and a sapphire-and-diamond bracelet – she left these to Curzon, to keep or dispose of as gifts as he thought fit, as well as her plate and personal belongings. To her father went a book and a picture by Millet; to her mother, her sables, silver fox, chinchilla and other furs. This will would later add to the conflict between Curzon and his daughters.


In India, as in England, the two little girls led a life with a strict nursery routine. Outside the home, their parents moved through the formalities expected of them. Levees, dances, a Drawing Room, a garden party, official dinners for 120 every Thursday and innumerable smaller dinner and luncheon parties were crammed into the three months spent in Calcutta. Bejewelled princes walked along marble floors past motionless rows of uniformed viceregal guards to where the Viceroy, seated on a dais in the Throne Room, awaited them. If the visitor were of sufficiently high rank Curzon would descend the steps to meet him.


Simla, in the hills north of Delhi, was a different matter altogether. The wives and children of army officers and administrators in the Indian Civil Service came here to escape the stifling, enervating heat of the plains while their husbands sweltered below, escaping for short breaks to join them, and life was freer and less formal. Young officers flirted with grass widows during early-morning rides, picnics and dances, gossip was rife and the atmosphere frivolous.


The nearest Curzon came to relaxation was at another Viceregal refuge, Naldera, a camp seventeen miles from Simla where he could eat and work out of doors. The stream of orders, reports, diplomatic messages and reforms that flowed unceasingly from his pen were varied by letters to friends in England and a copious correspondence with his agent on the need to find a tenant prepared to pay the highest possible rent for No. 1 Carlton House Terrace. Eventually they settled on Mr Choate,1 who offered £2,000 a year.


India, with its superabundance of eligible single men, was a paradise for young unmarried women. When Mary’s sisters came to stay with the Curzons in 1899 the youngest, Daisy, became engaged to one of the Viceroy’s ADCs, Lord Suffolk’s eldest son (whom she married in 1904).


Mary took her two young children back to England for a visit of six months in 1901, during which time she and Curzon wrote to each other almost every day. He also wrote to his daughters, loving little notes with exactly the sort of news they would like. ‘My sweet Simmy, Daddy is going to write you a line while he is sitting out under the trees at Naldera,’ he wrote on 10 June 1901. ‘It is so hot that he has got no coat on. Little Fluffy is lying at my feet stretched out on her side pretending to be asleep. She never leaves me and has quite recovered her looks now that she is back in Simla. I am all alone now in the morning when I get up. No itty girls to come in and see me and help me to shave. Isn’t it sad? Kisses to Irene and Simmy from loving Daddy.’ The letters continued in a stream, from Viceregal Lodge, Simla, and the heat of Government House in Calcutta (‘When I came back here little Danny recognised me at once and he came trotting to me and never leaves my side at luncheon and dinner’).


In England Mary was feted, dining with the King and Queen – of whom she became a close friend – and enchanting men like the future Prime Minister, Arthur Balfour, who described her as ‘intoxicating’.


She was back in India for the Coronation Durbar (to proclaim Edward VII King-Emperor) held in India’s capital, Delhi, in 1902. The viceregal couple entered the city on an elephant, sitting in a silver howdah beneath the golden umbrella of state. The assemblage awaiting them displayed possibly the greatest collection of jewels ever to be seen in one place: each of the Indian princes was adorned with the most spectacular of his gems from the collections of centuries, while the English had been advised that protocol demanded their most splendid, opulent pieces. The only unplanned moment in the magnificence of the proceedings occurred when a fox terrier belonging to one of the bandsmen in a Highland regiment trotted across the great horseshoe-shaped arena, mounted the dais, leapt into the empty throne awaiting Curzon and began barking.


Parades, march-pasts and polo culminated in the State Ball, where Mary outshone everyone in the famous Peacock Dress – cloth of gold embroidered with tiny peacock feathers, each eye an emerald, the skirt trimmed with white roses and the bodice with lace. She glittered with diamonds, pearls and precious stones: a huge necklace of diamonds around her throat, others of diamonds and pearls and a crown-like tiara, a pearl tipping each of its high diamond points. As she walked through the hall, Curzon beside her in white satin knee breeches, the gasps were almost audible.


It was at Naldera, in the summer of 1903, that Mary conceived her third child. She returned to England early in January 1904 for the birth; the Curzons’ third daughter was born on 20 March 1904. She was christened Alexandra Naldera, after her godmother Queen Alexandra and the place of which Mary had such idyllic memories. Neither of the Curzons regarded their family as complete, however; both were anxious for an heir.


Very shortly, Mary was pregnant again. Curzon, who had come back to England in May, began to look for a country house, which had to be reasonably easy to reach from London and grand enough to suit his tastes. One day he was taken to lunch at Hackwood, near Basingstoke, a beautiful eighteenth-century house set in a finely timbered deer park of 700 acres. Lord Wilton, to whom it had been leased by its owner, Lord Bolton, was anxious to reassign the lease. With his usual thoroughness, Curzon, who had been immediately attracted by the place, set himself the task of finding out as much as he could about it.


In August their hopes for an heir were dashed when Mary suffered a miscarriage, followed by complications. In those pre-antibiotic days, any infection was dangerous and by September her life was despaired of. She rallied, succumbed, and rallied again, Curzon distraught at her bedside and her daughters brought in to say goodbye to her. Finally, after her life had been five times given up for lost, she recovered and by the end of October 1904 was considered out of danger, though very weak.


A month later Curzon tore himself away from his family to return to India. Although no previous Viceroy had served a second term, he had requested an extension in order to see through the reforms he had inaugurated and, having gained Cabinet agreement, felt he could not renege on this. He missed Mary bitterly (‘I have not dared go into your room for fear I should burst out crying’), as she did him.


In February 1905 Mary, her three daughters, two nannies, and a live cow in the hold to give fresh milk for eleven-month-old Alexandra, left for India. They went straight to the health-giving air of Simla – where almost at once Mary narrowly escaped death from an earthquake – and, at last, settled down for what they hoped would be an uninterrupted spell of family life at Naldera. It was here that Alexandra was given the name that would stay with her all her life: Baba, the Indian word for baby or little one.


They were there less than a year. Curzon may have been India’s greatest Viceroy but his imperious attitude had made him enemies. The chief of these was Lord Kitchener, whom Curzon himself had proposed as Commander-in-Chief of the Indian Army. Although, ironically, Kitchener was one of Mary’s greatest admirers, it was almost inevitable that two men of such dominating character would fall out. In the ensuing battle of wills Kitchener, politically more manipulative than Curzon and soon with the Cabinet on his side, became the victor. On 14 August 1905, Curzon resigned. ‘Today you will see Curzon’s resignation in the papers and Minto’s appointment,’ wrote Lord Esher to a friend. ‘What a confusion, a new viceroy on the eve of the Prince of Wales’s visit.


‘Of course it is bound to take the gilt off that, as Curzon would have done the whole thing magnificently. Perhaps, in one sense, from the P. of Wales’s point of view, it has this advantage, that he would have played ALMOST second fiddle to Curzon.’


When the Curzons left Simla in October, their carriage was dragged through the streets by the townspeople and they were given a triumphant send-off. By contrast, Curzon arrived home in December 1905 to a cool, shabby welcome. There was no earldom (given to every previous Viceroy) and his friend Arthur Balfour, now Prime Minister, refused to support his candidacy in the various parliamentary constituencies which invited him to stand.


Bitterly wounded, puzzled and humiliated, he retired with Mary and their daughters to the South of France, returning to 1 Carlton House Terrace the following March. Here, once more, he took over the management of the house, even inspecting all the servants every morning to check that their uniforms were in perfect condition and their fingernails clean. This time, Mary did not mind so much. She had never really recovered her health after her illness eighteen months earlier and it was now steadily deteriorating, so much so that in June 1906 she wrote to her brother: ‘I fear I shall never be well again.’


Less than a month later she put her final letter on Curzon’s pillow. ‘What causes me such acute agony is that I should be a burden to you whom I worship, just when I would give my very soul to be a help.’ Ten days later, on 18 July 1906, she died of a heart attack, with Curzon’s arm around her. She was only thirty-six.


1 Joseph Hodges Choate was the US Ambassador to London 1899–1905.
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THE SCHOOLROOM AT HACKWOOD
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Devastated by the death of his wife and the miserable, ignominious end to his viceroyalty, Curzon virtually retired from public life, devoting most of his intellectual energy to the Chancellorship of Oxford University, to which he had been nominated in 1907, and to the Rectorship of Glasgow University, to which he was elected in 1908. More importantly for his daughters, he installed himself in the house that was to become their home. For, ignoring his father’s adverse reports on its size and expense, he had finally leased Hackwood.


Palatial enough to suit even Curzon, who had acquired its lease for a premium of £8,000 (the original asking price was £14,000), its rent of £3,050 a year included the wages of keepers for the excellent shoot. There were nine lodges and cottages, vineries, greenhouses, a cricket ground, kitchen garden, coach-house and infirmary. The entrance hall was 52ft long, with tapestry panels, there was a ballroom, a large library, an oak-panelled saloon of 45 × 33ft and a morning-room almost as big, a dining-room 60ft long, bedrooms galore, with a large nursery suite in the east wing above the billiard room and the smoking-room, servants’ bedrooms, a steward’s room, a housekeeper’s room, furnace rooms, dairies, sculleries, bakehouses, cellars, larders, a lamp room, a plate room and a boot room.


Curzon immediately set about improving those aspects of the house which he considered needed remodelling. A large mound outside interfered with his view; he had it lowered, necessitating the removal of almost 15,000 cubic feet of earth before it was level. The drains, which gave trouble, were cleaned – Curzon devoted many letters to the question of sludge in the filters – and the lake was dredged. A ratcatcher was called in, the breakfast room and library painted, two bell-pushes, with ivory labels marked ‘Maid’ and ‘Valet’, fitted in all the family and guest bedrooms. Four radiators were fitted in the icy ballroom, and in an Organ Hall covered with Persian carpets he installed an Aeolian organ on which he would play with childlike gusto and enjoyment.


The house was furnished with the utmost grandeur. Curzon’s tastes ran to the imperial – gilded furniture, crimson velvet hangings, gold tassels and huge chandeliers. There were crimson silk damask curtains with cords and tassels, a carved gilt threefold Louis XIV screen and panels of crimson velvet with appliqué borders in the saloon. Even the billiard table had a cover of crimson velvet with a design in gold and silver thread. Tapestry curtains set off the more exotic fruits of his travels – ivories, Persian rugs, ebony chairs and tigerskins.


Almost at once he began the great house parties for which the Edwardians are known. His most famous ones were at Whitsuntide, in late May or early June, with firework displays in the park, charades, games, croquet, tennis, walking, talking and the clandestine love-affairs that were a feature of Edwardian high society.


For this was a world of rigid etiquette but flexible morals, where anything was permissible if there was no public scandal. Thus certain conventions took on the force of iron rules. Letters, for instance, always had to be left out to be stamped and posted by servants: if a woman posted her own it suggested a secret correspondent. Every well-brought-up girl was taught from childhood to close the door of her bedroom as she left it – open doors could be thought to signal availability – and forbidden to look into the windows of gentlemen’s clubs as this could also be interpreted as invitation (although the same young women were expected to use every art, including the sidelong glance, to allure those same gentlemen when seated next to them at dinner). Going on the stage was disreputable yet the private equivalent – charades, tableaux and amateur dramatics – was popular in the grandest and most respectable houses.


Provided one observed these outward forms, romantic possibilities were ever-present. The formality between the sexes was such that friendships, always ostensibly platonic, between men and married women were a recognised social relationship. Many were truly platonic – Lady Desborough, for instance, had a host of male friends with whom she corresponded, many of whom wrote to her for years without ever using her Christian name. Others were the cover for a love-affair under the accepted convention that they were nothing more than friendship.


Curzon, like the rest of his circle, viewed his friends’ liaisons with sympathy, relished hearing the latest gossip about them, and pursued his own affairs wholeheartedly but discreetly. It was different, of course, for the lower classes. When Curzon found that one of the housemaids in his employ at Carlton House Terrace had allowed a footman to spend the night with her he sacked her without hesitation (‘I put the wretched little slut out in the street at a moment’s notice’) and years later believed that Edith Thompson (of the famous Thompson–Bywaters murder case) should be hanged, not because he thought she was guilty of murder but because of her ‘flagrant and outrageous adultery’. This regard for the outward form while pursuing private inclination was an ethos which was later to colour the thinking of his daughters.


Curzon was a loving and thoughtful, if distant, father to his three children, interested in every detail of their clothes, education and health. ‘My darling Twinkums,’ reads a note brought up to the nursery in February 1908. ‘I am so sorry my pretty is whooping worse. This afternoon as I was lying with the window slightly open, I just caught a sound of it in the distance, like the cry of a far away owl. Love to all the kittens. Your loving Daddy.’


Whenever he was away, letters scribbled on small black-bordered sheets of paper arrived for all of them in turn. Frequently – as, later, with his second wife Grace – they contained an admonition to write to him more often. ‘Darling Cim, What is Mrs Simkin doing? I get long and beautiful and well written letters from Irene but where is little Cim? Silent as a mouse. Not even the sound of a nibble.’ Only Mary, viewed as a perfect, saint-like figure in death, had written to him as copiously and frequently as even he could wish.


Long letters came when he and the children’s Aunt Blanche took a restorative sea voyage in the autumn of 1908 to Las Palmas in the Canary Islands, where his fame preceded him but the lack of occupation made his stay nearly intolerable.


Auntie Blanche and I have been here for over five days and are already rather tired of it. The roads are abominable and driving upon them almost a torture. The surroundings of the town are bare and brown and barren – all thrown up by some ancient volcano – and there is nothing to do.


The Spanish authorities have found me out and write splendid articles about me in the local newspapers. The Governor and the Mayor called upon me in tight trousers and top hats with gold canes in their hands and tonight they have organised a special performance at the theatre in my honour. When I go out young Spanish boys pursue me with postcards on which they request me to write my autograph.


It was not surprising that the girls grew up with the idea of their father as a majestic being of immense importance and all-seeing knowledge.


When Mary Curzon died, the main presence in the children’s lives was their devoted Nanny Sibley, who from then on gave up her life to her three charges, refusing to return to the fiancé she had left in India. As the girls grew older, they spent most of their time in the grey-carpeted schoolroom with a succession of governesses.


One of the first of these had taught Lady Cynthia Charteris (now Lady Cynthia Asquith). ‘Can you’, asked Curzon of Cynthia, ‘recommend this daughter of Austria, your sometime preceptress, as a suitable person to be entrusted with the upbringing of three high-minded orphans?’ Lady Cynthia could. She did not, however, tell him about her former governess’s report of how Curzon would ‘enter the schoolroom in a procession of one at the beginning of the term, arrange all the books and pictures, and draw up the timetable of lessons’.


His interest in his children’s education did not stop at organising their timetable. Luncheon would be treated as an impromptu lesson or, more often, an examination. Day after day events in the history of the nation would be described in Gibbonian prose, in the Derbyshire accent with its short a’s which their father retained all his life (‘the grass on that path needs cutting’). Then came the questioning, dreaded most perhaps by Irene, the eldest, who frequently felt so nervous she could hardly swallow her food.


It was often disguised as a game. ‘I see a battlefield,’ Curzon would intone. ‘I see a man in armour, on a large, heavy horse, richly caparisoned . . .’ The children would be asked in turn which incident their father had been describing and where it fitted into the pattern of history. When they could not answer, he would turn to the quaking governess who was usually equally at sea. The only response that any of them could give was: ‘We have not got as far as that’, to which Curzon would reply that they never seemed to move beyond William the Conqueror. It was the same with geography, Bible studies or other subjects in which he thought they should be educated. Interestingly, the one subject of which he never spoke and in which he felt women should never ‘meddle’ was the one that later attracted all three girls – politics.


Out of doors, their hair in pigtails and dressed in navy blue serge sailor suits, the children would help their father in an activity characteristic both of his energy and of his attention to detail. When Curzon had first arrived at Hackwood he had told the astonished head gardener, who had kept the gardens there for many years, that he did not know how to keep lawns free of plantains and that he, Lord Curzon, would show him the correct way.


Accordingly, preceded by a footman carrying a small rush mat on which Curzon could rest his right knee and a narrow pronged spike for the removal of the enemy, the former Viceroy and his daughters would emerge on to the Hackwood lawns. There he would vigorously attack the hated weed while the girls stood round him, each holding a little wicker basket in which to put the debris of roots and leaves. Anyone who spotted a plantain their father had not seen was given sixpence – a thistle rated one shilling. Indoors, Curzon showed the same dedication to removing grubby fingermarks from doors and walls, leading his children round bedrooms and drawing-rooms with handfuls of breadcrumbs to remove any stains they found.


His eldest daughter, Irene, was already enthralled by the sport that would dominate her life for the next twenty-five years. Horses and hunting had become her passion. The hunts local to Hackwood were the Tyne and the Garth and in her first season at the age of twelve, out with the Tyne on 14 November 1908, riding first Dandy and then Topsy, she was awarded the fox’s brush (tail). She went home ecstatic.


At the end of the season there was an even greater triumph, this time with the Garth, who met seven miles from Hackwood at Long Sutton House. Hounds found in nearby gorse, ran for two hours covering seven miles of country, and Irene – again riding first Dandy then Topsy – was this time given the ultimate accolade, the mask (head).


Later, her sisters came out hunting with her. Irene’s Hunting Journal, laboriously filled with handwriting that had not yet become atrocious, records that on 29 October 1910, during her third season, ‘Cim got the mask and Baba the brush.’ As it was a cub-hunting day it was, no doubt, an easy way of maintaining cordial relations with a local grandee: halfway through the season, on 21 January 1911, there was a lawn meet at Hackwood (followed by a six-mile point), both of which Irene must have adored.


Cimmie preferred the activities at her boarding school, The Links, in Eastbourne, where the thirty-seven pupils wore a uniform of white blouses and striped ties, played cricket, tennis, lacrosse and roller-skated, swam in the summer and skated in the winter. It was run by Miss Jane Potts, governess to Queen Victoria’s granddaughter Princess Alice, and it aimed to produce happy, healthy, well-brought-up young women who could embroider and play the piano – exactly fitting the Curzonian feminine ideal of accomplishment rather than education. Cimmie loved it.
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ELINOR GLYN
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Curzon was not one of those fathers who felt that his children must have a stepmother. To him, the wife he had loved so much was a paragon of all the virtues; he mourned Mary deeply and sincerely and he encouraged his children to think of their dead mother in the same way. ‘Darling Cim, I have been looking out the photos of darling Mummie for you and Irene and I will have some beautiful ones framed and sent to you before long,’ said one note sent from his study in Carlton House Terrace to the nursery upstairs.


Upper-class Edwardian children seldom saw much of their parents and Curzon’s own upbringing, given over to the mercy of a sadistic governess, had been particularly brutal in that respect. The Curzon daughters viewed their father as someone loving but distant, an Olympian figure whose letters expressed the affection he was too busy to show by companionship. When they were living in the same house he would usually see them in the mornings; if not, they would frequently receive a note.


He was not a man to do without women for long, not only because of his powerful libido but because he loved female company. ‘A dinner party without a woman present is nothing more than a meeting of masticating and chunnering males,’ he once wrote. They had to be beautiful and, if possible, red-haired (all the locks of hair he kept were of some shade of red). Two attachments, in particular, were to have a lasting effect on his children’s lives.


He had first met Elinor Glyn at a weekend house party in early 1908. At forty-three, she was extraordinarily youthful-looking and an acknowledged beauty. With her white skin, green eyes fringed with thick black lashes and red hair (‘No really nice woman would have colouring like that’, she once said of herself), she was everything that Curzon admired physically in a woman, from the ‘snowy amplitudes’ revealed in her décolletée dresses to the colour of her hair. This was so long and thick that when she had first married her husband, Clayton Glyn, he had hired the Brighton Baths for two days so that she could swim up and down naked, her hair streaming out behind her. Alas, it was his sole romantic gesture – and Elinor lived for romance. Years later she was to write in her autobiography: ‘On looking back at my life, I see that the dominant interest, in fact the fundamental impulse behind every action, has been the desire for romance.’


Thwarted of it in her relationship with her husband, a placid, good-natured man whose absorbing interest was food – one of his nieces remarked that rather than go to bed with his wife he would sit up all night with a pear in order to eat it at the exact moment of perfect ripeness – Elinor turned instead to clothes. Into them she poured all her love of beauty, her search for perfection, her thwarted romanticism.


She had the perfect excuse – ‘helping Lucy’. Her sister Lucy, married to the baronet Sir Cosmo Duff Gordon, was the fashionable society dressmaker ‘Lucile’ and, as Elinor pointed out to her husband, if Lucy’s dresses were seen to advantage on Elinor, more customers would follow.


It was an era when clothes had never been more lavish or important. For the smart woman, several changes of costume a day were essential: tweed walking-dresses for the morning; chiffon and lace dresses surmounted by enormous picture hats for Ascot; cotton or linen dresses to go on the river; white muslin with silk sashes for tea on the lawn and teagowns for an afternoon in the boudoir; fur-trimmed velvet coats to which bunches of Parma violets were pinned for winter; handmade peach or pink crêpe-de-Chine underwear trimmed with coffee-coloured Brussels lace.


Men’s clothes were equally elaborate: black morning coats with beautifully-fitting dark blue or black overalls strapped down over polished black boots with blunt silver spurs for Rotten Row; tweed knickerbocker suits for shooting, often with the Tyrolean-style hats made popular by the King; frock-coats for the House of Commons; white tie and tails for dinner parties.


Elinor was always superbly dressed, frequently in her favourite shades of purple, mauve or lilac that set off her dramatic colouring. On every possible pretext she acquired new outfits – later, some of her family were to say that she ruined Clayton by her extravagance. This sense of a passion barely restrained – albeit for what the men of those days called ‘feminine fripperies’ – flashed from her green eyes and informed her manner. She was completely faithful to her husband, but around her hung an aura of sensuality and sexual suggestiveness. She had just written the novel Three Weeks, which had scandalised Edwardian society with its tale of the erotic passion between a beautiful and mysterious older woman and a young man, its highlight the seduction by the ‘Lady’ of her younger lover Paul on a tigerskin.


Elinor found it difficult to understand the furore caused by Three Weeks. All her life, she believed not only that sensual passion could be the pathway to the highest appreciation of the beautiful and the good, and could awaken both idealism and nobility in the young, but also that it was the mysterious, necessary fertile soil from which sprang intellectual development and creative thought. For Elinor, love – real love – between a man and a woman meant the complete and rapturous union of body, mind and spirit, the noblest state to which humankind could aspire with, naturally, faithfulness to the object of such a supreme passion as the inevitable corollary. It was an attitude that found little echo in the society around her.


When Curzon met the famous Mrs Glyn, he was immediately intrigued and attracted. The fact that his friend Alfred, Lord Milner, was supposedly madly in love with her only added a competitive edge to his feelings. His chance for an opening move soon came.


Owing to her husband’s financial losses, the Glyns were largely dependent on Elinor’s earnings. Elinor decided to cash in on the notoriety of Three Weeks and dramatise it for a charity matinée on 23 July 1908 in the hope that this would prompt a professional manager to stage it commercially. As no actress could be found to play the part of the heroine, Elinor took this herself. Curzon was one of the large invited audience. There, lying in voluptuous abandon on a tigerskin in the centre of the Adelphi stage, her red hair tumbling over flimsy draperies, was the author and incarnation of the most famous love story of the decade, seemingly offering herself to the beholder. The effect on Curzon was immediate.


He rushed back to Carlton House Terrace where he unpacked from a trunk one of the five tigerskins he had brought back from India. It was a particularly fine one, shot in Gwalior by Curzon himself. Within days, the Lord Chamberlain had refused permission for Three Weeks to be shown in public, a ban that only enhanced the exotic reputation of the book – and its author. Curzon despatched his present to Elinor (Alfred Milner, he was put out to learn a few days later, had had exactly the same idea).


Nothing could have been more effective. Elinor had felt a particular affinity with this jungle beast ever since an early admirer had murmured ‘Belle tigresse!’ in her ear. It was a message loaded with erotic symbolism; it came, too, from a man she already admired. Curzon’s aristocratic mien, dignity and cool, patrician good looks represented to her the highest type of Englishman – the hero of her books come to life (all her life she was to call him ‘Milor’).


She wrote to thank him, mentioning the admiration she felt for his work as Viceroy, a tribute that was balm to a man still chewing over the soreness of his rejection by an ungrateful government. He wrote back suggesting that they meet; to his delight, he found that she was cultivated, intelligent and well-read as well as beautiful. The long, clandestine pursuit of her began over chance meetings, secret lunches and dinners.


Curzon’s second important female friendship was open and sunny. In 1906 Waldorf Astor, son of the immensely wealthy American businessman, the widowed William Waldorf Astor, had fallen in love with Nancy Shaw, born Nancy Langhorne, from a well-known Virginian family. Nancy – like Waldorf, born on 19 May 1879 – had been briefly and unhappily married to Robert Gould Shaw, by whom her first son Bobbie was born in 1898. When she realised that Shaw was a hopeless alcoholic she left him, only agreeing to a divorce when his parents begged her to do so in order that he could marry his pregnant mistress. In 1906 she married the 27-year-old Waldorf and his father, now the first Lord Astor, gave the young couple Cliveden, his palatial house on the Thames.


Almost at once, Nancy began to entertain on a grand scale. There were two or three balls for up to five hundred guests given every Season, frequent dinners for fifty or sixty people and hardly a weekend without a house party for twenty or thirty. Cliveden was run like a small principality, with its own home farm, its outdoor servants – from forty to fifty gardeners and a dozen stablemen at any one time – living in cottages with their families, its own football and cricket teams, its own tennis courts and golf courses. One hundred tons of coal a year were burned in the bedroom fires alone; the French chef had five kitchenmaids; a legion of housemaids serviced the house; the lawns were mowed by horses with leather boots over their shoes and when a car passed through the park gates the lodgekeeper telephoned the house on a special hand-wound telephone.


Nancy’s great charm as a hostess was her American freshness, vitality and relaxed approach. In contrast to the organised formality pertaining in most other great houses, she never appeared before luncheon and guests were free to do exactly what they wanted, from bathing or tennis to walking and talking. She was pretty, witty, warm and funny, she came from the same great country as Curzon’s beloved Mary, and he fell under her spell immediately.


‘My dear Nancy, I know you are all you describe (and a lot more besides),’ he wrote to her in September 1909. ‘Virtue and frailty – can there be a more irresistible combination? Why can’t a man be fond of a woman without wanting to be her lover? Why can’t a woman be fond of a man without being bound to crawl into bed with him? Therefore I am always bound to you by ties of love and abandoned decorum. It is so good to find a woman who is witty and tender and withal domestic.’ He loved Cliveden, too, its Palladian elegance, its spaciousness, the Italian stonework installed in the garden by Lord Astor.


Nancy loved her Waldorf, so Curzon had to be content with a romantic friendship. Her relationship with the Curzon daughters was semi-maternal, often shot through with the same squabbles and furious accusations that bedevil family relationships, but the bond was similarly deep, loving and enduring. Cliveden was a house where children were welcome – a special table for them at tea with the grown-ups was set with bread and butter and a plain cake instead of the pastrycook’s confections.


Meanwhile, Elinor Glyn was falling deeply in love with Curzon. She still clung to the idea of marital fidelity but her idealism had been sorely tested by the behaviour of Clayton, sinking into alcoholism and debt and trying to cover up both by lies and deceptions. When Clayton was ‘lent’ £1,200 by Curzon, who knew he would never see it again, it was a moral milestone for Elinor. She felt not only that Clayton had betrayed the marriage but that she had in some sense been ‘sold’ by him. She now felt herself free of obligation towards him. When she went to Dresden in the late summer of 1908 to look for a pension where her older daughter Margot could stay while being ‘finished’, she made a detour afterwards to Heidelberg, where Curzon met her. They spent several passionate days together before returning home separately. It was the first time Elinor had been unfaithful to Clayton.


Back in England, there was an idyllic weekend with Curzon and his three daughters at a house he had leased from Lord Derby, Crag Hall in Derbyshire, where she and Curzon and their five children picnicked, walked and played games. After dinner, à deux, Curzon read Aristotle to her; soon afterwards, he gave her a pair of sapphire earrings, saying that these were ‘our stone of love and faith’, and a Della Robbia Venus, saying that it reminded him of her.


She leased a small suite at the Ritz so that her lover could visit her, and she and her two daughters made discreet visits to Hackwood. In one of her journals, all bound in green leather, locked with a gold key and kept in purple velvet bags, she wrote rhapsodically: ‘A King dwells in the stately house and he is a wizard, because he touched a poor sad and weary travelling Queen, who had never been had allowed a throne in her own land – and lo! she became a Queen indeed, reigning with crown and sceptre, and her kingdom was his heart.’


Without in any way understanding the relationship, the three Curzon daughters soon accepted it as a settled part of their world, thinking of Elinor’s daughters in the light of cousins. As for Elinor, faithful by nature, she regarded herself as bound body and soul to Curzon and, naturally warm-hearted, was prepared to love his children as her own. With Cimmie especially she formed a deep bond, strengthened when Cimmie was confined first to bed and then to the house with a back problem. ‘We talked often of the soul, and of the meaning of things,’ said Elinor later.


Cimmie was the only one of Curzon’s children to have inherited his congenital malformation of the spine, albeit in much milder form. Curzon sent her at once to the best orthopaedic specialist he could find and she had to begin a strict corrective regime. ‘I find by placing a block [image: image] of an inch beneath the left foot when standing and a pad half an inch thick beneath the left side when sitting, Miss Cynthia’s back is much improved,’ reported this man, who prescribed bedrest, massage, lying flat first on her front, then her back, for half an hour each, followed by a drive. After a spinal support was made she was allowed to play quiet outdoor games.


Elinor would have made an admirable stepmother. She taught Baba to paint, she told the endless stories that children love and she was genuinely fond of them all. Clayton’s health was declining and she had begun to cherish hopes that if she was widowed Curzon would propose to her. She did everything she could to cement the bond between them, from reading translations of the classics to interesting him in the spiritualist séances then fashionable. Being good at psychic games such as table-turning (when ‘spirits’ were invited to answer questions by rapping or moving tables, in darkened rooms) was a social asset in those days when the physicist Oliver Lodge had made ‘piercing the veil’ respectable. Curzon, like most of his friends, enjoyed this dabbling in the supernatural and Elinor prided herself on her psychic abilities.


Curzon’s feelings were more complicated. In modern parlance, he blew hot and cold. Elinor was a bewitching mistress but his women friends, whose influence in such matters was powerful, disapproved of her. Some schisms, especially those inspired by politics, could be ignored and the Souls did not allow their political differences to interfere with their friendships. But the female Souls were ferociously possessive of their ‘dear George’ (shortly after her marriage, Mary had told her mother, ‘My path is strewn with roses and the only thorns are unforgiving women’) and they disapproved of Elinor. She did not come from their tightly-linked circle, she was notorious for the sexual explicitness of Three Weeks (the only erotic book she ever wrote) and she took dear George away from them. Mary Leiter had at least been extremely rich.


Like Mary, Elinor was totally adoring. ‘Oh! my heart! to see you there master of those ten thousand people, calm, aloof, unmoved,’ she wrote in her journal in early December 1910. ‘To hear your noble voice and listen to your masterly argument. To sit there, one of a rough crowd, gazing up at your splendid face and to know that in other moments that proud head can lie upon my breast even as a little child. Ah me! these are the moments in life worth living for. And what matter that sometimes you are cruel and aloof even to me. Have you not a right to be since you are entirely king of my very being?’


It was at this moment that Curzon chose to tell Elinor that their affair should end and that they should be no more than ‘tender friends’. One of the reasons, he told her, was the ‘chattering of servants’. Another was more probable: he was an ambitious man and he did not wish to present any avoidable weakness that might stand in the way of his return to high office. A mistress known for a book that had been castigated as immoral by reviewers and which had caused her exclusion from the grander house parties would offer plenty of chances for both scandal and ridicule. His parting present of a pair of diamond-and-emerald earrings did nothing to soothe her. ‘How can either you or I crush the longing in our veins for each other’s arms and lips?’ wails her journal. ‘I am free and you are free and now we must starve and ache because the situation is too difficult and interferes with your life.’


Elinor could hardly believe that Curzon’s decree was final (‘You in the prime of life with the red blood rushing in your veins’), especially after receiving a wistful letter from him. As she crossed the Atlantic on a brief visit to New York, her entry for 15 February 1911 records sadly: ‘I can never love you less. However you will, you can come back to me and I will love and soothe you and be tender and true.’ These words came true sooner than either of them expected.
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ENTER GRACE DUGGAN
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The rupture with Elinor gave Curzon more time for his friendship with Nancy Astor, who still showed no sign of anything but complete marital fidelity. His letters, with their amorous but resigned undertone, show the extent of his devotion. ‘It has just come to me to say that I am truly dearly devotedly fond of you and that I wouldn’t lose your affection and your confidence for anything in heaven above or the earth beneath,’ he wrote just after Christmas 1910. But chaste adoration was not enough for Curzon and he soon resumed his affair with Elinor. She had no illusions as to the excitement which her voluptuous proportions could evoke in him (‘he is a most passionate physical lover’) but she wanted her idol to love her as completely as she did him and she laid herself out to please him in as many ways as she could.


She was a clever woman and she talked to political friends like Lord Milner so that she could discuss affairs of the day with perception and acumen; she read the Greek authors to whom Curzon had introduced her; she even indulged the broad vein of bawdiness which she had discovered lurked beneath what Margot Asquith called his ‘expression of enamelled assurance’. Just as the nude in art did not shock if it was given the pretext of a classical background, so writing that would otherwise be condemned as salacious could be accepted if presented with sufficient intellectual and historical gloss. Where Three Weeks outraged with its open description of adultery, the libidinous goings-on of fifteenth-century castle-dwellers and peasants as described by her friend, the respected medievalist Professor Thomas Lindsay of Edinburgh University, would not.


Lindsay responded admirably to her request for an essay on the more esoteric of these customs. ‘I’ll not apologise for the very great coarseness of much that I have written,’ ran his letter, ‘as you asked me not to withhold real information on that account.’ The accompanying bundle of manuscript, covering such subjects as ‘Priest or Knight, the Better Lover?’, ‘Nudity’ and ‘Indecent Games’, lived up to his promise, with its mingling of chivalrous custom, louche behaviour and – of particular appeal to Elinor – its exposition of the Renaissance belief that the sexual act was not a thing apart but the only complete and perfect form of love.


While Curzon pursued his varied interests, the life of his daughters was one of routine, mostly revolving around governesses and schools and, for Cimmie, long months of treatment for her back which ultimately proved successful. The summers were spent at Curzon’s villa, also called Naldera, at the seaside resort of Broadstairs, where their father would join them for a day or so.


In 1911 Curzon was turning over in his mind the question of ‘finishing’ his eldest daughter, now sixteen. ‘I have been over to Paris to see about Irene’s education,’ he wrote to Nancy in August 1911. ‘I plan to place her with a French lady to study certain aspects (only) of Gallic life.’ In the event, he sent Irene to Dresden, noted for its music, buildings and general culture and, thanks to German links with the royal family and many members of the aristocracy, then at least as popular as Paris for the cultural education of a young woman. For Irene, music was to remain an abiding passion that not only gave her joy and consolation but influenced many future friendships – and love affairs.


She had been sent to Dresden with the children’s governess as chaperone. At home, Curzon was occupied in interviewing a replacement. Baba wrote excitedly to Irene: ‘Darling sweet Nina, Miss L came this evening. We talked about lessons and after played ball, she has brought a bike with her! She seems very nice, she is so jolly, she does lovely painting on chiffon and does all sorts of nice things. We are going to take her round the woods this morning, she is very sad we have no dog or cat. Goodbye sweet Nina from your loving Baba.’


Perhaps the governess’s influence caused Curzon finally to relent and allow Baba the dog she had been begging for – naturally, chosen by him rather than her. He selected one on a basis that to him seemed quite logical: the first dog had trotted confidently in and relieved itself against the red Foreign Office box, after which every other dog followed suit. The only one that did not was a Pomeranian. Baba named it Bobby.


Curzon believed that he led a quiet life, dedicated to duty in spite of constant pain and an ambition shattered by the débâcle of his resignation as Viceroy. ‘I am supposed to seek the footlights. Little do they know what a business it is to get me on to the stage. How many of them, I wonder, have any idea of the long hours spent in bed and the aching back, of the vicious and severe pain in the leg, of the fearful steel cage in which I have to be incased when I undergo any strain in which standing up is involved.’ His belated earldom in 1911 did little to modify these feelings while those for Elinor grew stronger. By the time she took a house in Green Street, Mayfair, to bring out her daughter Margot in the spring of 1912, Curzon appeared to be deeply in love again, marking his return with a sapphire-and-diamond ring to match the earrings he had given her earlier.


But the relationship was still on a sporadic and clandestine basis. Elinor was never invited to Curzon’s large house parties at Hackwood, for instance, when up to twenty of his friends arrived with an equal or greater number of servants – and she was certainly not asked to the dinner he gave at the end of June 1912 to celebrate the completion of 1 Carlton House Terrace, attended by eighty-six of his friends, including most of the Souls and a miscellany of others ranging from potentates like Lord Derby to hostesses like Lady Cunard.


Instead, Curzon would dine with her secretly, though never as often as she wished, leaving her with the longing ache with which she was by now so familiar. She would sit waiting for a word from him. ‘I am listening – for what? a telephone ringing? it rang at that moment but it was only a shop. Here is the footman with a telegram – my pulse thunders in my ears but it is only an unimportant missive about tonight.’ She did not fool herself. ‘What a man most desires to do that he will find time for even if he snatch it from sleep. Realise that if he does not write it is because writing is not what he most desires to do. He may love you just the same but the subtle thought of whether he makes you happy or unhappy does not enter into his scheme of things.’


By the end of July she had come to a clear vision and was chiding herself: ‘Fool to sit there and eat your heart out. Why live like a nun away from the world? for ever brooding on one thought, the concentrated essence of fidelity to one man. He does not value you the more for it. He enjoys his life and his friends, his life is full of interesting things, he does not rebuff the admiration of women as you do of men.’ It was true: to Nancy Astor he would respond immediately, especially if he thought there was the slightest chance of seeing her. ‘Faithful dog that I am I reply at once though it is past 1 am. Of course this is because I love and think of you and to hear from you means that faithful little girl has turned a thought to me.’


Nancy was never too busy for his daughters and often asked them to Cliveden. ‘Dearest Cim and Baba, It was so awfully kind of you to write me and I loved getting your letters,’ came one note in February 1914 when she was indisposed. ‘Perhaps your Papa will motor you over next week just to see me in the afternoon. I shall write and beg him to do so because it is so dull lying in bed. I feel it is your duty to come and visit your old Governess, who has been so kind to you for many years. You and Baba will I hope be careful hunting. With a great deal of love, Affectionately Yours, Nancy Astor. Love to Irene.’


Elinor, meanwhile, began to see other men and in 1913 even, gently, to encourage their friendship. The following year, she decided to make herself less available and early in 1914 went to live in Paris where, thanks to French relatives and a court of admirers, she felt happy and at home. Curzon’s devotion seemed assured: that spring, he commissioned a portrait of her by the fashionable society painter Philip de Laszlo and when his daughters asked for Elinor’s address so that they could write to her, he gave it to them immediately: her influence could bring nothing but good to motherless girls.


In many ways, Elinor fulfilled his ideal of womanhood: she was beautiful, intelligent, discreet, she did not attempt to interfere with his life and above all – though she earned her living by her pen – she was not tiresomely independent. All his life Curzon spent much time and energy in trying to keep women in what he regarded as their proper place – drawing-room, bedroom, boudoir and, if they were of the lower classes, kitchen. In the House of Lords he brought the heavy artillery of his classically-trained mind to bear on their demand for the vote (‘I believe that the great majority of men hold that female suffrage will be injurious to the Empire and the State’). He did concede that it should be the electorate rather than Parliament which should decide whether women got the vote but as the electorate was entirely male there was little danger there.


He himself produced fifteen reasons why ‘woman suffrage’ was undesirable, concluding with the effect on India if women were seen to have any hand at all in the government of the mother country. Small wonder that the Prime Minister Herbert Asquith was to note of Irene (in a letter to Venetia Stanley, the young woman he adored, a month after the outbreak of war): ‘The Curzon daughter seemed quiet and a trifle gauche. I expect he is rather an overwhelming father.’ Curzon was even reluctant to ask women who openly disagreed with him on this important point to the great coming-out ball he was giving for Irene, writing plaintively to Nancy Astor: ‘Must I ask that red-haired little tiger cat Frances Balfour who abuses me on every suffragist platform?’ Otherwise, he brought all his characteristic attention to detail to this important rite of passage.


The ball took place at Carlton House Terrace on 4 May 1914. Nothing was spared to make it a success. A supper room was created in the garden, its 70-foot-long walls covered inside with blue canvas, lace curtains at its window, eight chandeliers, the drawing-room carpet on the ground and with tapestries brought up from Hackwood hung on the walls. The first-floor drawing-room, its floor cleaned, polished and waxed, was turned into the ballroom, with small gilt chairs for the chaperones all round. To reach it, a special covered staircase, lined in blue and buff muslin, was constructed from the pavement to the drawing-room balcony with its French windows. The library doors were removed so that this could be used as a passage through to the cloakrooms. Casano’s band (considered the smartest), with twenty musicians led by the great man himself, was hired at a cost of 43 guineas, including the bringing and removal of three grand pianos.


There were flowers everywhere – carnations and lilies-of-the-valley on the supper tables, golden hanging baskets overflowing with white roses in the hall, massed hydrangeas in the fireplaces and orchids in every alcove – and almost as many dukes and duchesses: the Marlboroughs, Devonshires, Rutlands, Sutherlands and Portlands were among the fifty-two guests at the dinner party beforehand (the cost, noted Curzon carefully, was 25s a head). The setting alone cost £438 6s 6d and Gunter’s supplied supper for four hundred and a full staff of waiters for £230. The wine was from Curzon’s cellars. ‘The Queen’, he noted, ‘drinks sparkling Moselle at dinner and supper, the King whisky and Berlin seltzer.’ But at the last minute the royal couple had to absent themselves owing to the death of the Duke of Argyll, Princess Louise’s husband; instead they came to tea with Curzon and Irene that afternoon.


It was a polished and appreciated entertainment; as he told Nancy afterwards: ‘People were very good about [it] and I think it repaid all the trouble.’ Irene, dark and graceful, ‘with a great look of the mother she lost’, reported one society paper, wore the obligatory white with a single string of the magnificent pearls that had belonged to Mary. Unfortunately, as she knew no young men owing to her father’s Victorian belief that these dangerous creatures should be kept away from girls until they came out, her only dancing partners were elderly uncles.


When war was declared on 4 August 1914, Curzon offered his services to Asquith immediately but was rejected. ‘Pitiful that at 39 one was thought fit to rule 300 millions of people, and at 55 is not wanted to do anything in an emergency in which our whole national existence is at stake,’ he reflected bitterly. His children were loyally indignant for him. Baba drew a pen-and-ink sketch of the head of her father’s nemesis, Lord Kitchener (now at the peak of his fame as Secretary for War), marking it phrenologically, its different sections labelled with various qualities such as ‘mis-judgement’, ‘short-sightedness’, ‘ambition’, ‘egotism’.


To Elinor, who had returned from France, he lent his holiday villa Naldera at Broadstairs. Here her daughter Margot would listen to the guns booming on the other side of the Channel. He also invited the Belgian royal family, whom he had met with Mary in the South of France, to stay at Hackwood for as long as they wished. Though the King of the Belgians returned to the unoccupied part of Belgium, his three children – Charles, Albert and Marie-José – remained at Hackwood throughout the war.


Baba was the one who saw most of them; she and Marie-José played piano duets together, were exactly the same age and remained friends all their lives. Baba disliked Albert, largely because of his unkindness to her beloved dog Bobby, into whom, to annoy her, he would attempt to stick pins.


Curzon was solicitous about the welfare of his Belgian guests. He supervised the princes’ education and, one weekend in 1915, invited a famous Belgian cellist who had taught Queen Elizabeth of the Belgians to play the violin to stay at Hackwood for the weekend and make music to entertain her three children.


With him came the young Artur Rubinstein, later to achieve worldwide fame as a pianist, and two other members of the quartet. They arrived on Saturday, to be greeted by Irene with the news that her father was still in London but would arrive in time for dinner and that the two Belgian princes were away. ‘That leaves us only with little Princess Marie-José,’ said Irene, ‘but she is the one who really loves music.’


Curzon greeted his guests in the drawing-room before dinner. The impression he made on Rubinstein was indelible. ‘Lord Curzon entered like a supreme judge ready to pronounce a death sentence. His bald head, cold steel-grey eyes and thin, tight mouth made his face bland and expressionless, and he walked with pompous dignity.’ (Rubinstein was unaware of Curzon’s steel spinal corset, though this sometimes creaked when he walked.) It was too late for music that night, Curzon told them, and Rubinstein spent the following morning in the company of the Curzon daughters and little Princess Marie-José. At teatime Curzon said: ‘Gentlemen, if you are not tired, it would be delightful to hear some music.’


They played a quartet by Dvořák, listened to attentively by the girls while Curzon sat in a comfortable armchair in a corner of the room. ‘At the end of the first movement we saw him peacefully asleep,’ recorded Rubinstein. ‘He woke up brusquely when we had finished. “That was quite, quite delightful. Thank you very much, gentlemen.” We took a train before dinner and arrived in London a little tired but in good humour. “It was quite, quite delightful, gentlemen,” we repeated many times to each other.’


For Rubinstein it was even more delightful than for the others. He had made a mental note of the young Irene’s charms in the hope that they would encounter each other on more neutral ground in the future. He was not the only man to admire Irene at that time. Comte Willy de Grunne, in charge of the King of the Belgians’ household, fell deeply in love with her and longed to marry her. ‘Ah! Irene! I loved her so much,’ he told her nieces years later. ‘She was such a wonderful dancer – how we waltzed together!’ But though Irene enjoyed dancing with him, she scarcely noticed him otherwise and quickly forgot him.


Elinor, away from London, was unaware of a development that was to devastate her emotionally. The Souls had not given up their efforts to prise their ‘dear George’ away from the hated Mrs Glyn and one of them, his friend Violet, the Duchess of Rutland, gave a luncheon party in June 1915 for him to meet someone who might effect this. Curzon had already noticed Grace Duggan, wearing a pink dress and leaning against a pillar, at a ball given by Lady Londesborough. She was married to a wealthy Argentinian of suspect health who was an honorary attaché at the Argentinian Embassy, a post that gave his beautiful wife plenty of scope for the fashionable, frivolous, amorous life she enjoyed.


When the Duchess’s letter told him she was inviting ‘that pretty Mrs Duggan’, Curzon accepted at once and at the luncheon asked Grace Duggan if he might call on her a few days later at her house at 32 Grosvenor Square, where she ran a convalescent home for Belgian officers.


Within a month of dining at the ultra-respectable RAC, they had plunged into a passionate love affair. ‘My heart is just calling to you all day,’ wrote Grace on 26 August 1915, on her silver-and-black monogrammed paper. ‘Believe me my darling great big man, I think I must have been waiting for you always as I can’t describe how complete I feel. You call me a flower, dear heart; I do feel a wide open full-blown rose with every petal open to you, my sun. George darling, my love for you is so big that it frightens me. Help me and keep me. Your Grace.’


War did not halt another of Curzon’s passions: houses and castles. In 1911 he had bought the fifteenth-century Tattershall Castle in Lincolnshire and was restoring it, but he believed the most ‘truly British style’ ran from the second half of Queen Elizabeth’s reign to the end of James I’s. For him, the most perfect of the smaller stately homes of that period was Montacute House, in Somerset, with its tall chimneys, armoured figures in niches below the balustrading, stone staircases and panelled baronial hall. He itched to restore it and when its lease became available he consulted Irene and Cimmie about its purchase – it was, after all, their money that would buy it and it would, ostensibly, be their home as well.


His daughters’ share of the Leiter Trust, the fortune left by their maternal grandfather, brought in an annual income of more than £10,000 each1 of which Curzon had the handling until they came of age (his own income from Mary’s marriage settlement was £4,000 a year). Because the three girls were such substantial heiresses, the trustees had insisted that they be made wards of court, with their father as their official guardian; every year, he had to appear before a judge for the necessary permission to use their incomes for housing, upkeep, education and general maintenance of the Curzonian style of living.


Curzon’s view was that the purchase of the Montacute lease meant a substantial house for each daughter but, viewing Hackwood as home, they showed little enthusiasm for this new interest. He went ahead anyway and acquired the lease in 1914. Montacute fulfilled all his ideals of architectural beauty. He badgered the long-suffering owner with questions: Did any of the oak chests have any particular significance? Was the Hall ever used as a living-room? When was the asphalt tennis court laid? How old was the kitchen garden? Who planted the broad avenue leading to the east entrance?


He put in a first-floor bathroom, restored the original stonework and filled the house with Elizabethan furniture bought locally so that, as he put it, ‘without being fine, it is contemporary and harmonious’. Then he asked Elinor to decorate it.


She was thrilled. Convincing proof of his adoration, she felt, could go no further. To seek her help in creating a home must surely mean that he intended to share it with her if her circumstances altered – and Clayton’s health was deteriorating fast. Elinor felt convinced that if, as seemed likely, she was widowed, Curzon would ask her to marry him.


She stuck to Milor’s imperial theme for his own bedroom, with a crimson carpet and hangings, silver Louis XIV mirror and Spanish candlesticks and, in the intervals between decorating, wrote a tribute to the man with whom she hoped to spend the rest of her life – a Pen Portrait of a Great Man, by One who knows the Greatness of his Soul, bound in green leather with a gilt C and coronet in one corner.


She put as much effort into designing the interiors of his daughters’ bedrooms, with a pink carpet and chintzes in Irene’s and parrots on the walls of Baba’s. Elsewhere she gave free rein to her own romantic tastes, a mélange of rich colour and luxurious fabrics that evoked an almost oriental sensuality. Her signature purples and mauves were everywhere – even the governess’s room had a mauve carpet. In the Great Chamber there were silk hangings on the walls, a sofa, chairs and curtains of purple and orange velvet, green silk velvet cushions and four smaller chairs in purple velvet. Here, too, she replaced in their original niches the female nude statues removed for their supposed indelicacy in the mid-Victorian era and persuaded Curzon to strew three of his tigerskins on the purple carpet. It was a temple to the erotic love she hoped to share with him for the rest of her life.


When Clayton died in November 1915 this hope must have been reaffirmed every time Curzon visited her at Montacute during the customary year’s mourning that followed. His visits were often unannounced; in order to preserve the character of Montacute he had refused to have a telephone installed.


What Elinor did not know was that a fortnight before Clayton’s death Grace Duggan’s husband had also died. In 1916, the widowed Grace left their house in Grosvenor Square, and leased Trent Park, in Middlesex, with its exquisite gardens, pink pillars and flamingos, from the rich and social Sir Philip Sassoon. She kept up the house in lavish pre-war style – ‘four footmen in the hall and dinner beginning with caviar’, reported one visitor, Edward Marsh – and Curzon would come and see her there.


Curzon, with the choice of two adoring red-haired beauties, had no hesitation in proposing to the younger, richer and more frivolous of the two. One day he invited Grace to accompany him to the ruined Bodiam Castle in Sussex, which he had just bought from Lord Ashcombe and intended to restore. They ate their luncheon, which they had brought with them, in a private room at the Castle Inn opposite and looked over at the castle ruins. Curzon then drove Grace to Winchelsea where, in one of its beautiful churches, he asked her to marry him. Afterwards he wrote: ‘May I be worthy of the love of my girl and make her truly happy.’


On 17 December 1916, Elinor was standing on a stepladder straightening some of the newly-hung curtains she had chosen when a servant brought her a six-days-old copy of The Times. Opening it, she began to read. On the Court page it held the news of Curzon’s engagement to Mrs Duggan.


Elinor climbed down from the ladder, burnt Curzon’s letters, packed her belongings and left Montacute – and his life.


1 Just under half a million pounds in today’s terms.
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Grace Duggan was rich, kind, beautiful and, although comparatively brainless, approved of by the Souls. Unlike Elinor, she was still young enough to have the son Curzon longed for. He desperately wanted an heir not only to inherit his hard-won earldom but to forge a similarly brilliant career – daughters did not count as it was inconceivable to him that a woman could attain distinction in public life. His liaison with Grace had already assured him of their sexual compatibility and she was exactly the physical type that he admired: a voluptuous redhead with an ample bosom.


In addition, she had an exquisite complexion, huge dark eyes and the small hands and feet (size three-and-a-half) considered such a mark of delicate femininity. He still hoped to re-attain high office and – again unlike Elinor – Grace was untainted by notoriety. Though money was a subject they did not discuss, her wealth would allow him to maintain the grandeur of his way of life. He must, too, have been encouraged by the fact that she had already borne two sons, Alfred and Hubert, as well as a daughter, Marcella.


The separations that were so to plague him started almost at once. The first was one that both agreed was essential: Grace had to return to the Argentine to settle her affairs there, despite the delay it would cause to their wedding plans. ‘I long for the day ever drawing nearer when my girl will come home to be with me as long as life shall last,’ wrote Curzon in the first of many loving letters, ‘and we will do our best to give peace and happiness to each other and perhaps to do something worthy in so much of life as may be left to me. It is an age since her dear kisses trembled on my mouth.’


On 23 March 1916, while Grace was away, Lord Scarsdale died. Curzon, as his heir, inherited the ancestral home of Kedleston. It was the fulfilment of a long-held dream: Curzon had always felt passionately about Kedleston but while his father was alive all his suggestions for the refurbishment and upkeep of this Palladian palace had been firmly rebuffed.


Kedleston, almost more than any other of Curzon’s houses, exactly fulfilled his taste. Commissioned by Sir Nathaniel Curzon from Robert Adam in 1759, it appealed to what Elinor Glyn had called the Roman in him. The saloon, with its huge domed rotunda rising to 62 feet, was full of statues, pediments, friezes, columns, urns and garlands. The marble hall had twenty Corinthian columns; as Curzon would tell visitors, in a phrase emphasising his flat Derbyshire a’s, ‘While the pillars of Government House, Calcutta [modelled on Kedleston], were lath and plaster, those of Kedleston were purest alabaster.’ There were huge chandeliers of Waterford crystal and wonderful views over the parkland and lake to the Derbyshire dales from the tall windows of this northern palace. Despite Robert Adam’s heating system disguised in cast-iron altars, it was icy cold and none of Curzon’s family, let alone Grace, felt about it as he did. In any case, it was far too far from London, where his presence was required in the War Cabinet (of which he had become a member when Lloyd George succeeded Asquith as Prime Minister on 6 December 1916), for him to live there for more than a few weeks of the year.


Soon after her father’s engagement to Grace, Irene received her first proposal, from the entirely suitable Guy Benson. He went down on one knee and asked her to marry him. ‘Yes!’ she replied, whereupon he rose to his feet, kissed her chastely on the forehead and exclaimed, ‘You are a brick, old thing!’ This was so much at variance with Irene’s ideal of romance that she broke it off at once. Curzon thought this displayed a greatness of soul. ‘Such a woman deserves the best and some day she may attain it,’ he wrote to Nancy Astor.


Curzon and Grace were married at Lambeth Palace on 2 February 1917 by Curzon’s old Balliol friend Cosmo Lang, the Archbishop of York (the Archbishop of Canterbury had flu), Grace in a cream chiffon dress by Worth trimmed with Russian sable and a long sable cape. Curzon was so moved by the occasion that Grace arrived at the altar to find tears pouring down the normally impassive face of her bridegroom.


After the wedding, they motored straight to Trent Park, together with their respective children. Irene brought her horses and accompanied the Duggan boys out hunting, often giving them leads over difficult fences. Nancy Astor kept closely in touch, frequently asking Irene and Cimmie over to Cliveden for the weekend or for parties (‘we will have a dance and every sort of lark’).


The Curzons’ first party at Trent was Irene’s coming-of-age dance, in January 1917. Irene, in the white that set off her dark looks so well, wore a wreath of green leaves in her hair, waltzing with closed eyes the better to enjoy the music. The war, with its terrible slaughter, had been dragging on for several years so the party, a comparatively quiet affair for 150, had none of the lavishness of her coming-out ball. Even so, when the Curzons motored to London the following day they were deeply upset to see a newspaper placard with the words: ‘Curzons dance while Europe burns’. After this, they confined themselves to small dinner parties, chiefly for Curzon’s Soul friends like Harry Cust, Arthur Balfour, Evan Charteris and Lady Desborough.


Because of the war Cimmie, eighteen that year, did not have the usual coming-out season and ball. Instead, after leaving her Eastbourne school, she began work at the War Office when the Curzons returned to Carlton House Terrace.


Grace was good at making men comfortable and she quickly learned Curzon’s idiosyncrasies. He could not sleep unless every chink of light was shut out of the room, he liked simple, nursery food – seedcake, home-made jam, queen of puddings with meringue on top and jam inside – but was extremely fussy. ‘Look, Gracie,’ he would say, appearing in her bedroom at breakfast while she was drinking her coffee, reading letters, talking to her maid or having her nails done, and holding out his plate: ‘This egg’s far too hard.’


She ordered boxes of chocolates from Rumpelmayer’s, the fashionable teashop in St James’s, through which he would munch when he sat up late at night dealing with papers. And she quickly realised that her arrival could do nothing to stop him taking his meticulous and detailed interest in the running of their houses. ‘George works so hard and sits up so late,’ she told Lady Cynthia Asquith. ‘He often doesn’t come to bed till 2.30 but stays down writing out the menus for the servants in his different country houses.’


She was also well aware of Curzon’s longing for a male child and, whatever her other faults in the marriage, never shirked her duty in this respect. Even during their engagement she had written: ‘My beloved boy’s child! Darling, this thought is already my biggest wish and my most earnest prayer. I am taking great care of myself – if ever we are blessed, he must be strong and all that your son should be.’
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