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Praise for Anne de Courcy


SNOWDON


‘How refreshing to read a biography in which the author is half in love with her subject. There are none of the usual patronising putdowns, envious backbiting or mean-spirited cavilling in Anne de Courcy’s portrait of the Earl of Snowdon’ Richard Davenport-Hines, Sunday Times


‘An onslaught of revelation, a dizzyingly switchback ride of mixed emotions, pomp and sleaze . . . very true to life’


Duncan Fallowell, Daily Telegraph


THE VICEROY’S DAUGHTERS


‘De Courcy manages to present all her characters with a warmth that transcends their faults’


Rosalind Miles, The Times


‘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


DEBS AT WAR


‘Debs at War stands or falls on the quality of the anecdotes . . . The experiences of these women are so different from our own that they make pretty moreish reading’


Daily Telegraph


‘Debs at War is happy, sad, intermittently very funny and consistently engaging’ Spectator




For Robert
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INTRODUCTION: THE WAY IT WAS


What was Great Britain like in 1939? It had just under 47,000,000 inhabitants; or, as Picture Post put it, ‘If we set down two people on a football pitch, we would have a picture of the density of our population.’ The birth-rate, which had been steadily dropping all through the thirties, stood at 15.3 for every 1,000 people, and there were 1,081 women for every 1,000 men. The average bachelor was 27.72 years old when he married, his bride 25.58. For most, their union was lifelong: in 1938, a mere 6,250 marriages were dissolved by divorce, for which the commonest ground was adultery. A new scientific discovery was about to render the issue more clear-cut in some cases. It had just been realized that a child inherited the blood group of one of its parents, so that if neither husband nor wife had a blood group which matched the child’s, the husband was not the father. In March 1939, the House of Lords was debating the Bill which would allow the courts to take account of blood tests in paternity cases.


Violent crime outside the confines of the home was uncommon, apart from terrorist acts by the IRA, who on 15 January had proclaimed a renewal of the campaign to force the British out of Ireland. A wave of bombings immediately followed. In the country, children could wander freely and, although certain areas of London were regarded as unsafe, in ordinary residential districts the inhabitants could walk the streets without fear. Young men might knock helmets off policemen on Boat Race Night, but armed robbery was virtually unknown. Even when death resulted, motoring offences were often treated as unfortunate accidents rather than crimes. In much the same way as a king presiding at a tournament might console a medieval knight for accidentally killing his opponent, one judge told the motorist he sentenced to three months for manslaughter caused by dangerous driving: ‘It is no reflection on you morally to go to prison.’ Magistrates in Slough were unwilling to lay the burden of conviction upon the conscience of a woman motorist who had suffered a nervous breakdown when a summons was served on her. Her doctor testified that he could not bear to think of the effect that finding her guilty would have on her nervous system, and she got away with the payment of £2 8s 7d costs.


At the beginning of the year, the level of unemployment was high, with two million out of work. Twelve months earlier the National Unemployed Workers Union had organized a series of demonstrations to draw attention to the increasingly desperate plight of the jobless. A hundred of them were sent to order tea at the Ritz, a clever ploy which filled many columns of newsprint with indignant contrast between their lot and that of those who usually took their five o’clock refreshment in these pink and gold surroundings. In another protest, five days before Christmas 1938, two hundred unemployed men lay down among the Christmas shoppers in Oxford Street, while on New Year’s Eve others carried a black coffin containing the message ‘Unemployment – No Appeasement’ into Trafalgar Square, before attempting to deliver it to the Prime Minister. As the months passed, Civil Defence and rearmament work reduced the number of unemployed. But life in industry could be very hard; in coal-mining, for example, the number of casualties was enormous. ‘For every day of 1939 so far,’ recorded Picture Post in February, ‘three miners have been killed and over 400 injured underground.’ And many of these men were uninsured.


New industries were bringing more hope. By now plastics were widely used – there were even Bakelite coffins – and light but strong metal alloys were being produced. Both of these had made possible a revolution in aircraft design. Although the first commercial air crossing of the Atlantic was made by a giant flying boat (Pan American Airways’ Yankee Clipper), the slow and cumbersome seaplane was rapidly approaching obsolescence now that the largest airliners, whose weight had made a ground landing impossible, no longer had to land on water. Above all, a new generation of fighters was taking to the skies, the unbeatable Vickers Supermarine Spitfire and, almost as famous, the Hawker Hurricane, single-seater monoplanes, mounting four machine guns in each wing, which were replacing the old Gloster Gladiator biplane. Across the Atlantic, the Americans were just beginning the commercial production of nylon, invented the previous year and later used for wartime parachutes.


In 1939 the countryside was made up of small fields, as well as grass, woodland, scrub, heath and fallow. The price of land varied enormously. The rich black silt land of the Fens, which produced a crop of potatoes normally worth about £40 an acre, sold at £100 or more an acre, while marginal land might fetch as little as £1.50 an acre. The number of farm workers had dropped from 869,000 in 1921 to just over half a million, for although 45 million of Great Britain’s total 56 million acres was agricultural land (almost one food-producing acre for each man, woman and child in the country), cheap imports of food had made farming so uneconomic that it had become increasingly run down. Wheat was grown only on the best land because the price of imported wheat was so low that it was not worth the farmer’s while to spend money on fertilizing and cultivating thin soil; fully one-third of British farmland was either mountainous or moorland that would support only sheep or hardy mountain cattle; another three million acres was woodland – the Forestry Commission was planting conifers and pines to exploit the sandy Breckland in East Anglia.


Poor though the grazing was in many places, this did not worry Britain’s vast rabbit population. The plague of the farmer, they were shot, trapped, snared, coursed, or driven by ferrets into nets stretched over the mouths of their burrows or to a waiting gun. At harvest time, a horse-drawn mechanical reaper and binder started cutting the field from outside round and round. As the corn dwindled to a shrinking central island of tawny, rustling fronds, there would be a sudden explosion of rabbits in all directions. Amid the frantic barking and yelping of the chasing dogs and a hail of missiles, many were shot or killed with sticks. But nothing seemed to have any effect on their numbers – or on the immense damage they did to crops.


The life of a small farmer was hard. A drought could cause real problems because many had no piped water supply. Although the National Electricity Grid had been set up by 1935, its heavy cables, draped from enormous and hideous pylons, reached few rural areas. Of England’s 400,000-odd farms, under 35,000 were connected to the mains. The rest relied on their own generators, oil lamps or candles. Most of the heavy work on a farm was done by Britain’s 668,000 farm horses. In the summer, the hay was cut, usually by a horse-drawn mechanical cutter, to be turned as it lay on the ground by a man with a fork until it was dry; then it was raked into loosely piled haycocks. Finally, it was pitchforked on to haycarts to be taken to the corner of a field or farm paddock where the haystack was to be built. Wages, fixes by local Wages Boards, varied from one county to another, according to what the land could pay, though the average minimum weekly wage for a man over twenty-one was 34s 7d.


In London, there were pea-soup fogs in the winter, gas lights in the streets, and errand boys whistling as they made deliveries by bicycle. At Billingsgate the porters wore special headgear called a bobbin-hat, made of heavy waterproof leather on a wooden frame. On these they carried boxes of fish at 2d a stone (about 6.4 kilos); a skilled man could earn up to £8 a week. Such a handsome salary probably enabled him to live in one of the new houses built over the last five to six years at the cost of a few hundred pounds – the thirties had seen not only ribbon development but also a vast explosion of suburban building. By May 1939, four million houses had been built since the Armistice of 1918.


Politically, the scene in 1939 was bleak. Although everyone still hoped desperately for peace, preparations for war had been well under way for some time – especially to counter the death expected to rain from the skies. It was believed by everyone from leading politicians to the man in the street that this would take two forms, each almost as horrible as the other. At 4.30 on the afternoon of 26 April 1937, the Condor Legion of the Luftwaffe had appeared over a small, undefended Spanish town called Guernica and systematically reduced it to a heap of rubble, blood and broken bodies. The power of the modern bomber to inflict wholesale slaughter and devastation had become an established article of belief and dread, reinforced by newsreel pictures of the Germans bombing other Spanish cities, and the destruction wrought by Japanese bombers on Shanghai. Thus the Air Staff estimate of British casualties in the coming war was immensely higher than proved to be the case. The experts reckoned that the German Air Force could drop 700 tons of bombs a day over a period of several weeks. As the official estimate was that each ton of bombs would cause 50 casualties – 17 dead and 33 seriously injured – it was expected that more than 83,000 would die in the first week of bombing. In fact, the total number of deaths in the UK from bombing during the whole war was 51,509.


In addition, it was believed that war would inevitably involve the immediate and widespread use of poison gas, which would saturate alike the streets of London and the remotest Yorkshire dale. Even cigarette cards carried instructions for avoiding contamination by mustard gas. Accordingly, when Sir John Anderson, Home Secretary and ipso facto chief of the ARP (Air Raid Precautions) services, announced the issue of gas masks, he stressed that they must be kept on the person or beside the bed at all times of day or night. Children under the age of two were the first to be issued with these protective masks.


In journalism, 1939 was above all the year of the newsletter. The Broadsheet (dealing with legal matters), Father Desmond’s Views, the Fleet Street Newsletter, King Hall Newsletter (started by Commander Stephen King Hall the previous year and already up to a circulation of 50,000), and In Plain English, were all characterized by the implication of specialist or behind-the-scenes knowledge, and most of them took an optimistic approach to the events in Europe.


This view was shared by the heavens. By the end of the thirties all popular newspapers were publishing horoscopes – the most famous were those of R. H. Naylor, which occupied a whole page in Lord Beaverbook’s Sunday Express – and, as the name had not been patented, there were no fewer than nine versions of Old Moore’s Almanac. With the honourable exception of Naylor, whose warning notes were sounded in direct if discreet contradiction to his proprietor’s message (‘There will be no war’) on the mast-head, most of these prognostications announced that war would be averted. At Britain’s first astrological conference, which took place at Harrogate in April 1939, it was confidently predicted that the dogs of war would remain leashed (‘there may be alarm and difficulty, but nothing very serious is going to happen’).


One of the few publications to take the opposite view was Picture Post. Launched the previous year, it was possibly the most innovative magazine of the century, with a revolutionary photo-vérité technique that brought not only facets of Britain but also of Hitler’s Germany to sharp and vivid life with an unmatchable combination of words and pictures – as in this description of Berlin in the spring of 1939:


‘Even in the most ordinary discussions you are reminded more and more of New York as it used to be when the grip of the Tammany machine was heavy on it. You could have spent weeks in New York in those days and never “run across” Tammany. There were plenty of British visitors who came back thinking that the Tammany grip, the Tammany violence, the Tammany cruelty and corruption of every phase of civic life, were grossly exaggerated. But the New Yorker, when he chose, could tell a different story. He knew. And the Berliner knows, too. But he talks less. He looks on.


‘Sometimes, as among the ardent Christians who see their religion torn to bits, and the walls plastered with the barbaric obscenities of Der Sturmer, or among the working-class people, with all their traditions of independent organisation, the Berliner not only looks on but works to end all this. But sometimes, like the toads in the Tiergarten, he just sits and looks.’




One
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THE PROSPECT IN 1939


The year opened with a glimmer of hope. A few months earlier, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain had signed the Munich Agreement (or, as The Week would have it, ‘turned all four cheeks to Hitler’) and in November, odds of thirty-two to one against the outbreak of war were laid at Lloyds. As January and February gave way to the early days of March, even the weather – brilliant, still, with hours of sunshine, warm as a day in May under the clear deep blue skies of early spring — conspired, if not to optimism, then at least to a raising of spirits. Was not unemployment dropping by four thousand a day (no need for the moment to think of the reason)? Did not one hundred thousand people — the highest number for several years — now have an annual income of over £2,000? Were not two million cars on the road? Was there not a plane to Paris every two hours for those who preferred to shop for their spring clothes in the Rue de la Paix rather than Bond Street? And — most reassuring of all to some — had not the Prime Minister himself announced on 10 March, ‘The outlook in international affairs is tranquil’?


In Paris, the spring sunshine was greeted in the traditional way with new clothes. At the Auteuil races, smart women wore inch-wide striped silk suits with flowered hats. The Parisienne was able to don such frivolous attire with fewer worries about sudden showers than her London counterpart for the latest amenity, provided by the French post office and obtainable by dialling Invalides 8800, was a twelve-hour weather forecast for the Paris region.


In London, the Prime Minister pleaded that the friendly sentiments expressed unofficially by leading Germans ‘should be made the basis for a determined attempt at general understanding’. The Times, which had defended the Munich Agreement and fanatically supported Chamberlain, was still resolutely doing so. The Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, told Parliament, ‘It is a mistake to see crisis in every event’. Although every known fact, every rumour, and most personal reports confirmed Hitler’s aggressive intentions, the longing to believe that war could be avoided was so strong that every straw was snatched at. Where optimism was possible, it was emphasized. The Daily Express adopted its ‘No War this year — or next’ slogan, and ordinary life continued in an air of unreal normality.


Nowhere was this more apparent than in that esoteric social ritual known as the Season, those few brief summer weeks when all Society threw itself into a frenzy of carefully organized gaiety. Much of this was focused on the debutantes (nobody shortened the word to ‘debs’ in those days), more or less naive seventeen-and eighteen-year-olds suddenly flung into a round of gaieties frenetic and sophisticated by any standards. The cult of youth was unknown; ‘She should be spanked!’ was the spontaneous exclamation of a judge when told of a child of twelve who asked to have her hair permed. Making the sudden step across the gulf that separated being grown up, or ‘out’, from the simplicities of the schoolroom could be nervous work indeed.


What sort of world were the debutantes of 1939 launched into? It was an age of convention and conventions. Table manners were dinned into children, who were expected to finish what was on their plate and remain silent when their elders were speaking, though there were certain subjects these elders were careful to avoid. These were usually signalled by the phrase ‘Pas devant les enfants!’ Or ‘Pas devant les domestiques!’, for neither children nor servants were expected to understand French.


Bills were paid in guineas as well as in pounds, half-crowns, florins and shillings. Table tennis was called ping-pong and badminton known as battledore and shuttlecock. The cheapest fare from Victoria to Paris was £3; and one could live comfortably on £5 a week.


The social rules, complicated though they were, did at least provide a set of unwavering guidelines. None was stricter than that governing sexual behaviour. Everyone knew that it was ‘wrong’ for a girl to go to bed with a man before marriage. Nice Girls Didn’t — and if, once they were well into their twenties, they finally Decided To, they kept this fact firmly to themselves for fear of outraging society. This moral absolute was implicit in every stage or screen love story, in every romantic novel and every nuance of social behaviour. Even the presents a Nice Girl could accept from a man had to be those which she could with propriety allow him to remove from her person; thus gloves, handkerchiefs, scarves or jewellery were all right, but underwear was not. A woman’s virtue, and thus her reputation, were precious possessions. In 1939, an unsuccessful High Court action for slander was brought by a married couple against a female friend (represented by Mr Norman Birkett, KC), who had allegedly said at a cocktail party that their son had been conceived before they were married. Other women sued for breach of promise — one girl got £1,000 out of a Cambridge Blue when he backed out of their engagement.


Snobbery was not so much a common fault as a wholesale acceptance of the idea that society was divided into classes, which might meet, mingle, respect, like and even love each other, but never blend. The public schools provided an education still heavily biased towards the classics; they produced an élite whose members were at best men of honour and integrity, and at worst, inadequates who sheltered behind the social cachet given by a good school. The public school spirit, with its insistence on a code of conduct based on honour and its emphasis on ‘character’, and character-building games, was considered a pearl beyond price. Sexual freedom, though regarded with more indulgence in the male than the female, was still frowned on, and the man who had a string of affairs was known pejoratively as a womanizer and — worse still — a cad. This ethos produced a hero-figure much nearer to Richard Hannay or Bulldog Drummond than to James Bond.


As one critic of the system remarked in March 1939, ‘It is still true that although the public schoolboy is marvellous at ruling several square miles of African swamp, he has a great deal to live down before he achieves his full value in the day-to-day world of modern England.’ Another verdict was even more succinct: ‘Acceptable at a dance, invaluable in a shipwreck but no earthly good as an ordinary citizen on an ordinary occasion.’ Nevertheless, England continued to be ruled by men who had been at the same handful of schools, the same two universities, and who belonged to the same clubs.


Everyday life among the comfortably off was considerably more leisured than it would ever be again. Tea was a regular and important meal, with all the paraphernalia of silver teapot, silver-plated kettle on spirit lamp, slop bowls, lump sugar, finely cut bread and butter, scones, cucumber sandwiches, several kinds of cake from rich dark gingerbread or fruit cake to fluffy sponges, and, on festive summer occasions, strawberries and cream. The tea party was recognized as a social occasion as much as an invitation to luncheon or dinner. Special cafés, called tea shops, catered specifically for this meal. Some, like Gunter’s — famous for its brown bread ices — were fashionable rendezvous, and an invitation to tea at one of them was a useful preliminary staging post in a flirtation, while the walnut cake found at the Fuller’s chain of teashops was a treat for schoolboys and weary shoppers alike. Still others provided a cheap alternative to restaurants for those less well off. In the country, tea provided a welcome punctuation during a tennis party, and even young officers — daily becoming more numerous — ate tea with each other in default of better company.


Society lived well. The rich drove Daimlers, Rolls-Royces and the now forgotten Lanchester (its selling point: ‘At 50 m.p.h. you can knit comfortably’). A normal evening out in London could start with dinner, followed by the theatre (‘going to the play’ as it was still often called) or cinema, and winding up with supper and dancing at one of the many night clubs or bottle parties dotted around the West End. It was possible to eat very well for six or seven shillings a head.


Most hotels and restaurants were clustered round Piccadilly and Park Lane, with a few around the Strand. For a meal that was cheaper and less formal, the adventurous made their way to Soho, where artists such as Walter Sickert and Duncan Grant lived. Here, the Gargoyle Club, where H. G. Wells lunched regularly, had a membership of 1,400. Typical of the small proportion of foreign restaurants in the capital were the Hungarian Csarda and the Italian Café Bleu, while the Eagle Club in Old Compton Street was a favourite haunt of coloured people. At the York Minster, which drew a clientele of artists, prizefighters, writers and bookies, M. Victor Berlemont, the only French publican in London, became famous for the absinthe he filtered through sugar into decorative glasses.


Evening dress was invariably worn at grand hotels such as Claridges, the Berkeley, Grosvenor House, the Dorchester, and the Savoy with its dance floor that could be raised or lowered. It was the same at the restaurants like Ciro’s, Oddenino’s, Manetta’s, Hatchett’s, and Quaglino’s, where one night seven assorted kings and princes were among those dining, and at the Café de Paris, famous for its cabarets. All of them did their best to intrigue and attract customers with special celebrations and galas on every possible occasion. On St Andrew’s Night, for example, the Savoy’s menu included haggis, which was brought in to the ceremonious accompaniment of bagpipes. New Year’s Eve at the Hungaria saw ‘the old Hungarian custom’ of carrying round a live baby pig, which guests were invited to hold while they wished for good luck in the coming year; at the Café de Paris there were more bagpipes; and at Quaglino’s, decorated with mimosas and daffodils, trumpeters dressed in Ancient Roman costume played a fanfare at the stroke of midnight.


In these surroundings, meals were of course more expensive than they were in Soho, though Claridges served a special theatre dinner for 10s 6d and a four-course luncheon for 6s 6d, with a choice of five plats du jour including cold lobster and roast beef. A large carafe of wine cost 4s. At the Berkeley, where both the Berkeley Dance Band and John Salisbury’s Orchestra were in attendance until 2.00 a.m., the à la carte menu included caviare at 7s a portion, sole and turbot for 4s, pigeon at 6s, veal and quail at 5s, puddings at an average 3s 6d and savouries for half a crown. The Savoy’s theatre dinner, served from 6.30 p.m., offered plats du jour that began at only 3s, amongst them mushroom omelette and red mullet.


Cheap air freight had not yet brought the joys of the international, all-year-round menu, so meals consisted mainly of what was fresh and in season, from Norfolk duckling and Scotch salmon to early vegetables from the Scilly Isles. Certain foods, of course, were imported: grapes from South Africa, Cox’s orange pippins from New Zealand when the home-grown variety was out of season, new potatoes from Tenerife or Algeria — anything, in fact, that could stand a comparatively long voyage.


Another difference was the length of the menu: a couple dining at the Savoy, for instance, would — after a glass of champagne or a cocktail at the popular American Bar — enjoy four or five courses. Starting with soup, or possibly oysters if in season, they would proceed through fish, meat, a sweet course and perhaps a savoury, with various wines to accompany the meal and often a glass of port to follow. For those arriving after the theatre to dance, most restaurants also served a lighter menu de souper.


At the Berkeley, Philip Ferraro, the restaurant’s director for seventeen years, suggested a dinner to lure tycoons into making big deals: caviare or oysters to start with, then fillets of sole fried in butter with soft roes, followed by loin of beef with red wine sauce, new potatoes, green peas and salad and a soufflé of cheese and mushrooms. ‘With appropriate wines, that menu will soften the heart of the hardest-boiled businessman and put him into an excellent frame of mind for negotiations,’ said Mr Ferraro. For romance, he suggested blue trout with new potatoes and melted butter, followed by breast of Surrey chicken with cream and mushroom sauce, head of asparagus and salad, and iced orange sorbet.


Though there were numerous courses, the portions were small. The fish course might be one small fillet of sole, the meat a couple of dainty noisettes rather than two large chops. At a dinner party or restaurant, fewer than four or five courses was unusual. ‘The best dinner I ever ate had only three courses — caviare, roast partridge, and peach flambé,’ wrote one contemporary cookery expert, Ailma Vallance, ‘so do not imagine that a party dinner must include both fish and meat.’ Less wine was drunk, but it was of a much higher quality: the age of cheap table wine, or ‘plonk’, imported in large quantities, had not yet arrived.


Band leaders such as Debroy Somers, Jack Hylton, Harry Roy, Jack Payne and Roy Fox, were paid huge salaries and had tremendous personal followings. Their records sold in hundreds of thousands, and the movements of their star musicians from one band to another were invariably reported.


Perhaps the best-known was the American-born Carroll Gibbons, leader of the Savoy Orpheans, who had studied at the Boston Conservatoire and toured the US as a concert pianist before he was sixteen. Originally engaged in 1926 to play in England under Debroy Somers, he returned to America, but was invited back in 1931 to reform the Orpheans, who had been disbanded. His ‘Hello everybuddy!’ quickly became, like his white piano, a trademark. Under his leadership, the Orpheans achieved a popularity which reached far beyond the circle of those who danced to the nightly strains of current hits like ‘Deep Purple’ or ‘I Get Along Without You Very Well’. Their broadcasts, opened by the signature tune ‘On The Air’ (written for them by Gibbons), achieved audiences of two million. William Walton wrote a programme of music specially for them and they often played at concerts — one such, with the Boston Symphony Orchestra, took place at Queens Hall in February 1939. Two other band leaders in the same league as Gibbons were Ambrose, whose signature tune was ‘When Day Is Done’, and Henry Hall, whose performances always finished with ‘Here’s To The Next Time’.


For Latin-American music there was Geraldo. His real name was Gerald Bright, and he was the London-born son of a master tailor. He had begun his career by playing piano in an Old Kent Road cinema, but had left to travel to South America to learn about Latin-American music. When he returned to England, his speciality — in contrast to his signature tune of ‘Sweet and Lovely’ — became the intricate rhythms of rumba, tango and samba.


At Hatchett’s in Piccadilly, there was the band of Arthur Young (whose wife, Karen Verne, was filming with Rex Harrison that summer); its violinist was Stephane Grappelli, its guitarist the famous Django Reinhardt. The Embassy, famous as a favourite of the Prince of Wales, had lost much of its popularity since the Abdication, but was still preferred by many of the slightly older crowd. The Old Florida was dark inside, and thus a haven for debutantes and their boyfriends escaping from a dance for an hour or two on their own. The Four Hundred, then fairly new but already renowned, was to become the smartest and most fashionable nightclub in London during the War. ‘It was wonderful, with marvellous food,’ recalls one habitué of those days, ‘so if you got very hungry after staying up all night playing records or acting plays at someone’s house you’d all say “We’ll go to the Four Hundred.” They didn’t have a menu but just asked what you wanted – eggs and bacon, grouse in season, champagne – anything. One of their specialities was a Chinese meal, which was unusual then.’


Outside, on the east side of Leicester Square, there were always three or four hansom cabs waiting, in which ardent young men sufficiently in funds would accompany girls home in the small hours. During the long hot nights of late August, just before the war started, these romantic but expensive carriages were in almost constant use. Once at the front door, a man would ask the girl for her latchkey, and politely open her door for her.


Bottle parties, devised some seven years earlier as a way of circumventing the law against serving drinks after hours, were beginning to decline as a result of a London County Council crackdown. At one time, fifty-two of these could be found in five West End streets alone. The theory behind them was simple: the organizers claimed the bottle parties were private parties, to which each guest contributed a share of the expenses. By May 1939, their numbers were cut by half and at the best-known ones, the Femina in Regent Street, the Old Florida, the Coconut Grove, the Blue Lagoon and the Havana (for some reason bottle parties seemed to evoke the Caribbean), the cabaret girls were given notice and prices dropped to the level of the Embassy Club. What their customers thought is not recorded.


Men’s clubs, on the other hand, were flourishing. They were the focus of fierce loyalty from their members and, not infrequently, the recipients of bequests of pictures, tapestries and sizable sums of money. Here, service was silent, tolerant, discreet and impeccable; newspapers were ironed to remove surplus printers’ ink, and coins were boiled to clean off the dirt. For some members, their club meant a way of life, and it was certainly the place in which most of their daylight hours were spent. These men were not necessarily bachelors. The well-off married man who did not choose to work would leave his home and its bustling servants soon after breakfast for the deep peace and undemanding company of whichever club (many men belonged to several) he was in the mood for that day. Men who worked in the City often dropped in to their club after work for a drink or a rubber of bridge before going home to dinner.


There were clubs for those of all political persuasions, for every type of gentleman and for almost every interest he could be thought to possess. Perhaps the grandest was White’s (annual subscription fifteen guineas, entrance fee twenty guineas) which was Conservative, landowning and aristocratic. Liberals in the old Whig tradition, such as the Duke of Devonshire and Lord Spencer, belonged to Brooks’s, and foxhunting men to Boodles, where the Masters of Foxhounds’ Association held its annual meeting to decide the boundaries between hunts. Other smart clubs were the Marlborough, founded by Edward VII for himself and his coterie of friends, Arthur’s, at 69 St James’s Street, the Bachelors’, and Buck’s Club. The last had been founded in 1919 by Captain Herbert Buckmaster of the Blues as a place where he and brother officers could meet; it organized an annual ‘Buck’s weekend’ at Le Touquet, and the champagne and orange juice drink called Buck’s Fizz was invented by the first barman there. Pratt’s, owned by the Duke of Devonshire, was a well-known dining club, whereas the Beefsteak which was much patronized by the aristocracy and where all the waiters were addressed as ‘Charles’, was mainly a luncheon club, it had a communal table at which members struck up a conversation with whoever happened to be sitting next to them.


Conservative MPs automatically belonged to the Carlton, and Liberal MPs to the National Liberal Club and perhaps to the Reform. The Junior Carlton was active politically, a venue for speeches, lectures and fund-raising for the Conservative Party. The Travellers’ Club (to which no one could belong unless he had been five hundred miles or more from London) was known as ‘the Foreign Office canteen’. Regular officers could belong to the United Service Club (most senior officers belonged to it, and it was known as the Senior), to the Army and Navy, the Naval and Military, and Guards Club, the Cavalry Club and the RAF Club. Bishops, the headmasters, senior civil servants and dons belonged to the Athenaeum. Ballot Day at the Athenaeum, when new members were elected, was a well-known date in the Clubland calendar. At the Turf Club, whose sporting members raced and hunted, the lavatories were distinguished by silver chamber pots. Actors, writers, lawyers and publishers belonged to the Savage, the Savile or the Garrick (‘better that ten unobjectionable men should be excluded than one terrible bore admitted’). Diplomats were found in the St James’s Club, which was known for its high gaming stakes.


For the artists and writers who lived in Chelsea, there was the Chelsea Arts Club – or drinking at the Pheasantry in the King’s Road (Charles I’s old hunting lodge). One popular pub was the Six Bells, on whose bowling green the Chelsea Pensioners played a weekly game of bowls.


Life in this bohemian ‘Village’ was cheap, with a three-course meal at a restaurant like The Blue Cockatoo costing only half a crown. Rooms, too, were cheap; although most of the cottages in Chelsea and nearby Fulham were occupied by the charwomen who went to clean the large houses in Eaton Square, the creeping process of gentrification had already begun, and the more artistic, unconventional or hard-up members of the upper classes were busily penetrating the nearer reaches of Chelsea. Thus a small ground-floor flat in First Street, for instance, with the modern comforts of central heating and constant hot water, was let at 37s 6d a week, proportionately more expensive than the much larger unfurnished house in SW1 for rent at £160 per annum. Near Battersea Park, large unfurnished flats went for only £90 a year inclusive, and in equally unfashionable Fulham a flat in one of the new mansion blocks, with constant hot water, liveried porters, and views over gardens and a tennis court, cost even less at 30s a week. In Park Lane, however, three rooms with kitchen and bathroom could not be had for less than a weekly £2 10s.


Most girls lived at home until they got married. Young actresses lived in residential clubs like Persse House in Gordon Street, Bloomsbury, where the sixty or so all-female inmates could manage, with a certain amount of frugality, on as little as 21s 6d a week. Very few men could or would cook, and the better-off bachelor often chose a service flat where he need do nothing for himself except clean his own teeth. When he rang the bell in the morning, breakfast was brought up; by the time he returned from his day’s work, the bed had been made and the flat cleaned. If the flat was in a block, there would be a restaurant where tenants could dine; beneath Arlington House (not too popular because its thin walls at that time allowed tenants to hear each other moving about) was an excellent restaurant called the Monte Carlo, which later became the Caprice. Service flats were also found in profusion in the small houses in Half Moon Street, Clarges Street or Shepherd Market, usually rented by young men whose social backgrounds were impeccable even if their bank balances did not match.


There was plenty of entertainment for all. Theatres were enjoying an excellent season, with packed audiences and sparkling plays. As the first Courts took place (the receptions held at Buckingham Palace at which debutantes were presented to the King and Queen), Noel Coward’s Design For Living, with Diana Wynyard, Rex Harrison and Anton Walbrook, was playing at the Haymarket, Hermione Gingold was starring in the Gate Revue, and at the Duchess, Sybil Thorndike was acting opposite Emlyn Williams in his play The Corn Is Green. Terence Rattigan’s French Without Tears was on at the Piccadilly, and Marie Tempest and John Gielgud were playing in Dodie Smith’s Dear Octopus. Frances Day, backed by ‘12 of America’s loveliest girls’, was performing in George Hale’s nightly Gala Cabaret at the Café de Paris, and on 23 March Ivor Novello’s The Dancing Years, which was to run for most of the War, opened at Drury Lane.


Sir Thomas Beecham was busy organizing a seven-week international opera season at Covent Garden, to which he planned to ask the Prague Opera and the Italian tenor Beniamino Gigli. In the summer every open space in London seemed to be alive with music. In Hyde Park, there were two performances every day of the week, including Sundays, from May to September; one was at lunchtime, the other timed so that office workers returning home could enjoy it. Over a hundred bands oompahed their way through a medley of light music in forty-one different parks throughout the capital; the most popular tune was the Overture to William Tell, for which there were up to thirty requests a day, followed by selections from Gilbert and Sullivan.


But for the majority, the great, and often the only, entertainment was the cinema – Merle Oberon and Laurence Olivier in Wuthering Heights, Ralph Richardson in The Four Feathers, Irene Dunne and Charles Boyer in Love Affair, Jean Gabin and Simone Simon in La Bête Humaine. On 10 March the Curzon Cinema celebrated its fifth anniversary with a showing of the Yvonne Printemps film Trois Valses, attended by a chic audience in evening dress. Newsreel theatres were also popular.


On Saturdays, most cinemas provided special morning or early afternoon showings of films suitable for the already vast and still growing audience of children. Already there was heated debate about whether behaviour, particularly in the young, was affected by what was seen on screen. ‘That the cinema influences the child’s habit of speech nobody can seriously doubt, who has heard a six-year-old patient reply “Okay Chief” to a request to put out his tongue,’ said the Lancet.


The leading gossip columnist of the day was Valentine Castlerosse, a corpulent Irish viscount notorious for the wild extravagance of his lifestyle and for his wit, who had been employed by Lord Beaverbrook on the Sunday Express for the last thirteen years. When in the spring of 1939 Lord Castlerosse fell ill (typically during a luncheon at Claridges), the consternation and the interest of his readers were so great that Lord Beaverbrook asked his son Max Aitken to write a full-page article giving an account of the great man’s illness and convalescence. This in itself was noteworthy. At first the stricken Viscount, propped up by twenty pillows and attended by Lord Horder, Sir Charles Wilson (later Lord Moran, Winston Churchill’s personal doctor), nurses and his own secretary and chauffeur, lay in bed at Claridges, where he had insisted on remaining. Here, surrounded by flowers which overflowed down the corridor, he received fifty or sixty telephone calls a morning, occasionally correcting names or titles mispronounced by the overworked operators. He also insisted on practising his golf swings in front of the open window, drank too much champagne, ate too freely, and entertained too many visitors.


When Lord Beaverbrook (who was footing the bill) ordered him to be moved to the London Clinic, Castlerosse bent all his energies towards subverting the clinic’s stricter regime. He was extraordinarily successful. Waiters still scurried round from Claridges bearing large and delicious meals. Despite the strict instructions of both Lord Beaverbrook and the doctors, Castlerosse’s friends, mainly pretty and fashionable women, were still allowed to visit him as he languished at the clinic. When one of them, the elegant Mrs Euan Wallace, called to enquire how he was progressing, she found out how he had managed to achieve this unceasing flow of exquisite companions. Told she could see him for ten minutes, she expressed surprise that the ban on visitors had been lifted so soon, to receive the reply: ‘It is still in force, but Lord Castlerosse told us this morning that if any ladies called they were to be shown at once to his room as they would be faith healers sent on Lord Beaverbrook’s instructions.’




Two


[image: image]


THE SITUATION OF WOMEN


The position of women in 1939 was ostensibly one of freedom. The battles of the suffragettes were more than two decades behind them, much of the nation’s workforce was female, and married couples were now thought of as partners.


Yet in many ways, woman’s role as wife and mother had seldom been more sharply defined. Although the vote had been won, most wives still voted according to their husband’s dictates, and the ‘women’s vote’ as a political force was unknown. Women worked, but they had jobs rather than careers and usually gave up working when they married; and they held subordinate positions which reflected society’s view that what women did in office or factory was peripheral to their ‘real’ work, that of looking after a husband and bringing up the next generation.


In Germany, all pretence that a woman should aspire to be anything other than the mother of future Aryan soldiers had long been abandoned. When Hitler’s ‘ideal woman’, Frau Gertrud Scholtz-Klink, chief of all the Nazi women’s organizations and mother of four, landed at Croydon Aerodrome the day before the first Court, her freckled face with its unplucked eyebrows was bare of make-up, her fair hair twisted in Gretchen-like plaits round her head. She wore a severe black suit with white shirt and tartan tie. ‘These are the clothes Herr Hitler believes Nazi women should wear,’ she explained, before leaving for London to speak that night at a dinner of the Anglo-German Fellowship.


Here she sat next to the beautiful Lady David Douglas Hamilton, better known as Prunella Stack, head of the League of Health and Beauty. (The League, a 160,000-strong all-women organization, had been founded in 1930 by Prunella Stack’s mother, the suffragette Mrs Bagot Stack. When Mrs Stack died suddenly in 1935, the twenty-four-old Prunella took it over. In a romantic match that thrilled the nation, she had married Lord David, the younger brother of the Duke of Hamilton, in 1938.) It was to Britain’s Perfect Girl, as Lady David was known, that Frau Scholtz-Klink explained why she had earned the title of Perfect Nazi Woman: in addition to her gift of fecundity, she did not smoke, drink – or talk.


Often, the ban on the working wife was a condition of employment rather than a matter of social pressure. Women workers were required to leave the Civil Service, for example, on marriage. When Miss Violet Hodge, a clerk, was told she would have to leave her job when she married, her appeal against this decision was supported by seven thousand other Whitehall girls. But the existing powers prevailed, and Miss Hodge decided sadly that she could not afford to tie the knot with her fiancé of nine years’ standing. ‘We are still engaged but we both realize it would be unwise to marry on his salary. I want to go on working and be married.’


In the teaching profession, the great majority of local authorities made difficulties about marriage for female teachers. ‘Miss’ was literally Miss almost always. As Mr Cedric Lane-Roberts, a distinguished gynaecologist said (in a Ministry of Labour report): ‘Of the 900,000 married women who go out to work, 300,000 pretend to be single, because often the truth would lose them their jobs.’


True, progress had been made in this area in other branches of the public service. Of the 19,000 members of the Metropolitan Police Force, one hundred were women, and it was hoped shortly to double their numbers. The female police constable of 1939 had to be a healthy young woman between twenty-four and thirty-five, at least 5 ft 4 in tall; her navy serge uniform was worn in winter with high-legged boots (then a rarity), which took a good five minutes to lace. Her duties were confined to those which could be undertaken without physical danger – such as the reporting of accidents and the finding of lost girls. In all other respects the primary consideration appears to have been the moral danger her presence caused her male colleagues. Instead of a helmet, she wore a sensible felt hat with its brim turned down all round, under which all curls had to be tucked severely out of sight. And although she shared her training with the male recruits to the Force, she was not allowed to mix with them at lectures.


Many trades and professions were actively antagonistic not just to the married woman worker, but also the idea of all female labour. Partly, of course, the roots of this attitude could be traced back to the bitter miseries of the recent past. The Depression of the late twenties, followed by the mass unemployment of the early thirties, had conspired to force women back into the home, so that what little work there was could be shared among their menfolk. At the very beginning, of 1939 there were 1,841,372 registered unemployed – a ten per cent increase on 1938 – and many more who had not registered. Only as the demands of rearmament and the war industries mopped up all available labour would this figure gradually fall.


Not until 8 May 1939 was the first woman professor seen at Cambridge (Miss Dorothy Annie Elizabeth Garrod, MA, D.Sc. Oxon, elected to the Disney Chair of Archaeology) and she, naturally, was single. There were only 970 female trades union members, and keeping them out became almost a full-time occupation for some men. Fairfield, the anti-feminist association of the Civil Service, was formed that March to try to ban the entry of all women or, in its own words, to ‘guard against the invasion of women into the Civil Service to the detriment of men workers’. Three thousand men joined Fairfield in its first four months, a response so enthusiastic that two other men’s societies – the National Men’s Defence League and the Modern Men’s Movement – suggested that all three should merge into a single, and thus more powerful, body. They planned a march down Whitehall in the autumn and attempted to persuade their ex-service members to return the medals gained in the 1914–18 war as a protest against women being given jobs in Government employment while many ex-servicemen still remained unemployed.


Their uncompromising attitude was not tempered by the fact that many women did the kind of job no man would tackle, from charring and childcare to lacemaking and shoe testing – in the north of England, there were girls who year after year walked twelve miles a day, wearing a pedometer, and returned to the factory in the evening to hand in the new model they had been road-testing, reporting any faults of wear or comfort before it went into production.


The same ambivalent approach ran through the whole question of female health. On the one hand, women were regarded as emotional creatures, whose problems could largely be put down to ‘nerves’, and who, in extreme cases, were not always responsible for their actions; on the other, medical opinion had it that eighty-five per cent of women passed through the change of life without any interruption of their daily routine. For those who did have difficulties, one suggested aid was bromide. ‘The disabilities from which women suffer have usually been regarded as natural and very little effort has been made to find cures for them,’ wrote the medical journalist John Langdon-Davies. ‘Not so long ago, indeed, a robust healthy young woman was regarded as something not quite nice.’
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