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Prologue


My parents were both writers. Michael Swan was born in 1923 into an aristocratic, artistic family in Kensington, and died in 1967 in a squalid bed-sit in Shepherd’s Bush. Joan Swan, née Howells, was born in 1931 in Merthyr Tydfil, South Wales; her forebears were coal miners. She died in Worcester Royal Infirmary in 1962 when I was a baby.


 


I first heard the word orphan applied to me when I went to boarding school at the age of ten. As the new girls filed into the dormitory, kitted out in our grey tunics and ankle socks, I heard the housemistress whisper, ‘Look, there’s the poor little orphan.’ She was pointing at me and I was mortified. It had never crossed my mind that I was the embodiment of Dickensian deprivation, a wretched and woeful Olivia Twist. It was my first encounter with pity and I didn’t like it one bit.


     As a grown-up, I still cringe at the word and never use it, mostly because it says only one thing about me. There’s a hard-earned pride in having overcome adversity, but the desire to brand oneself baffles me. Not long ago I ran into an American acquaintance whom I hadn’t seen for about eight years. He was wearing a badge that declared in loud red lettering: ‘I’m a survivor.’ It came with his recent membership of Alcoholics Anonymous, along with the need to broadcast his recovery. I’m all for transparency but labels such as survivor and, worst of all, victim, advertise damaged goods and little else. It’s the equivalent of me carrying a banner that reads: ‘Abandoned’.


     I grew up with my maternal grandparents believing my mother was the saint and my father the villain. These labels only obscured and diminished them. Over the years I was given tiny scraps of information which I kept locked away like treasure: my mother liked dark chocolate and green olives, she loved Chopin and Edith Piaf and her favourite tree was the weeping willow. I heard almost nothing about my father other than that he’d written a few books, he was ‘ill in the head’ and that he and his relatives were ‘a bunch of toffs’. Apparently, I was better off without them. I wouldn’t see them again until I was twenty, when I decided I was old enough to make up my own mind.


     Grandma told me my mother died of cancer when I was a baby and my father of pneumonia when I was seven. These white lies were well meant, but as I grew older I realised that certain members of my maternal family were unacquainted with emotional honesty, preferring to seethe silently rather than own up to the grubby truth. The lid on our particular can of worms remained firmly in place until I was twenty-eight, when I stole a quick look inside then carefully closed it again for more than a decade.


 


Against Grandpa’s better judgement, in 1951 my grandparents moved from Merthyr Tydfil to London, where they were caretakers of two residential buildings in Hyde Park Gardens, near Marble Arch. Grandma was a compulsive cleaner and rarely without her Pledge and yellow duster. Our basement flat was spotless; the furniture was Utility and the rugs acrylic, polished and hoovered down to their grain and weft. Hidden but pervasive, the mess my parents left behind was swept under the family carpet.


     Frailty and poor health, however, were fully endorsed and even encouraged. With a few exceptions, ours is a sick family. From nervous breakdowns, depression, addictions and hypochondria to cancer, kidney disease and carpal tunnel syndrome, hospitalisation and surgery are rife. I got off lightly with insomnia and a spinal condition.


     In an atmosphere thick with evasion and sanitised with Dettol and TCP, any questions I had about my parents were quickly stifled. I asked only once about their friends. Grandma shuddered and said, ‘They’re not nice people.’ ‘Not nice’ was a euphemism I didn’t understand at the time. I learned to fall in line with the stoical silence and stopped asking about my parents, but I was aware of the blame resolutely aimed at my father and anyone associated with him.


     Culpability was often misattributed in our family, as though there were no grey area between guilt and innocence. It was never acknowledged, but three of Grandma’s four children were somewhat remiss in their responsibilities as parents. At various times, she was left holding the babies; the last was my cousin Justin, but by then Grandma was nearly seventy. He was nine months old when he was taken into care and adopted.


     Like me, my cousin David was passed around during his first few years, but Grandma didn’t have enough love to go round: I got the majority, David got the dregs. At the age of five, he went to live with his father – my mother’s younger brother – and his new wife. They were more Addams Family than the Waltons, to the extent that I stopped using their real names years ago: I renamed them Morticia and Gomez, and their home Castle Greyskull. I haven’t set foot in the Castle since 1997.


 


As a child I’d been given a jigsaw puzzle made up of whispered rumours and half-truths. The older I became the less I wanted to know, my curiosity choked by teenage embarrassment and, by my early twenties, fear of what I might find out about my parents and myself; the creeping thoughts at the back of my mind were that I might inherit my father’s mental illness or die young like my mother. The missing pieces held little attraction for me, or rather they were too big to contemplate. Besides, I had no idea where to find them and even less how to fit them all together.


     Until I was twenty-eight I had no reason to distrust my grandparents’ account, threadbare as it was, but a chance remark from one of my cousins – on the ‘wrong’ side of the family, as Grandma would have put it – revealed a vital deception: my father hadn’t died of pneumonia. Not knowing what to do with it I kept the news to myself. A year or so later I discovered my mother’s death was a mirror-image of his. It took me nearly fifteen years to expose the rest of the fiction.


     That first revelation triggered my writing career. It made me curious about my father and I wondered if he might have left me a dormant literary legacy. I wrote a few short stories – thankfully they never saw print – and had a couple of poems published. It was 1988, near the end of a culturally and politically ambivalent decade: a collage of acid house and indie ravers mixing with poll tax protesters heading for Trafalgar Square, council houses and nationalised industries both up for sale at knock-down prices and Kylie and Jason cheeping up the charts. I didn’t have to look too far for inspiration; it was right there within my own family. I believed I had the makings of a novel: romantic plot, glamorous characters, post-war setting, exotic locations. My investigations were half-hearted, in part because I was ill-equipped to pursue what lay behind the truth but also because my parents’ story was non-stop drama – and I only knew the half of it at that point. It didn’t work as a novel because I felt the reader would be left thinking: that could never happen in real life. I followed a few leads, wrote three or four scrappy chapters then gave in without much of a fight. I wasn’t quite curious enough.


     It wasn’t until four years ago, when I began writing this book, that my entire outlook shifted. I’d underplayed my parents’ significance with good reason, but in avoiding the past I did all three of us a disservice. It was far easier to dismiss their influence than examine it, but what worked for me as a child wasn’t doing me any favours as an adult. I got by just fine but my confidence was precarious and my writing no more than adequate. Most of all, my love life was a mess and I wasn’t bold enough to find out why. Having bypassed my fears of clinical depression and a premature death, at thirty-nine I was finally grown-up enough to confront my parents with all my unvoiced questions.


     Like a detective working on a cold case, I was compelled to hunt down the evidence and uncover the perjury. Following a paper trail of long-closed files, court documents, archived correspondence and love letters, I know my parents more intimately than if they were here to tell me their secrets. Ultimately it was the witnesses and bystanders, their allegedly ‘not nice’ friends, who helped me fill in the details and arrive at some kind of conclusion.


     The picture may never be complete, but as the pieces of my parents’ lives fell into place I saw them in their true light, and it was even darker than I imagined. I decoded the euphemisms, unravelled fact from fiction and finally discovered who my parents really were and what drove them to their early deaths. The charges of sainthood and villainy don’t do them justice.










Chapter 1


UPSTAIRS DOWNSTAIRS


Home was a movable feast, or rather famine. After my mother died in September 1962, I lived with my grandparents for about six months. During this time there were various options under consideration: Auntie Vera in Merthyr offered to adopt me, as did Uncle Howard and his wife Marsli; my grandparents wanted to keep me; and my father, unable to take care of himself let alone a toddler, planned to hand me over to my godparents. Had I been aware of all these potential destinations, I might have felt like lost luggage with a tag tied to my wrist saying: ‘Where does this child belong?’ No one seemed to know, except me. At the custody trial instigated by my father against my grandparents, on 27 March 1963, the court decided on the worst possible solution. It was three months after my second birthday, and had the judge asked me the crucial question I would have pointed to Grandma. The law proved itself an ass, and in the long run everyone lost out.


     What little security I had was wrapped up in my grandparents and the safest place in the world was their kitchen at Hyde Park Gardens. Hidden below ground level, it was warm in winter and cool in summer, but I felt protected from more than the elements. One of my earliest memories is of sitting in Grandma’s lap as she knitted a cardi, a three-bar electric fire close by; her feet were always cold and chilblains was one of the first big words I learned. With her arms around me I’d watch her knit one, purl one. She couldn’t follow complicated patterns so she made them up as she went along: Grandma liked things plain and simple.


     She had big brown eyes the colour of melting chocolate and the sweetest smile; it was a face made for gazing at grandchildren, the ones she favoured anyway. Despite her poor circulation, her hands were always warm, no doubt because they were never still. I loved the feel of her stroking me; ‘Rub my tummy,’ was one of my most frequent bedtime requests. I believed I was out of harm’s way, unaware that I was about to be wrenched from Grandma’s arms by court order.


     From March 1963, the following two years or so were the unhappiest of my childhood. I was old enough to know I was in the wrong place and that there was something a bit odd about the people who were supposed to be taking care of me. Everything seemed over-sized and menacing, from the brown Bentley in the drive to the back garden running wild with children shrieking and fighting. I didn’t understand why I was there but I vaguely recall being told that this was now my home and I had to make the best of it.


     The older children were shouty and scary, but I liked the little girl called Gabrielle. She had curly red hair and freckles and was about the same age as me. When we played doctors and nurses the bigger children made me be the patient because I was the smallest. They pinched and prodded me, but when I said I didn’t like it, one of them yelled, ‘We’re the boss in this house.’ I don’t remember much about the grown-ups, but the man smelled of cigarettes and was tall and bendy, with a pointy nose and bushy eyebrows: he seemed like a wicked magician with a nasty trick up his sleeve.


     Whenever I looked out of the window the sky was full of clouds, as though winter lasted all year long. Like splintered frost, fragments of memories stick in my mind: shivering in a cold bathroom, playing with a doll behind a sofa while I hid from the other children, and eating a lot of crisps and Mars Bars – I didn’t like the layer of toffee and I vividly recall sticking out my tongue as I smeared the gooey bit on the back of a chair when no one was looking. It ought to have been all jolly japes and lashings of ginger beer, but left to our own devices it was more Lord of the Flies than The Famous Five.


     At some point I figured out the grown-ups were my godparents, Alan and Dina Barnsley. They had promised my father he could see me whenever he liked; their home was his home. Initially, the arrangement seemed to work but his visits became more and more infrequent. By the end of 1965, he was as unwelcome here as he was at Hyde Park Gardens.


     The Barnsleys talked funny and they sounded nothing like my grandparents. I don’t recall what we ate, only that we sat at a big table and the food was different from Grandma’s dinners served up in the kitchen. There were lots of books and board games and we went to church a lot. The smell of church made me feel sick and we had to keep quiet and pretend to be serious, though I wasn’t very good at either. There were walks by the river and we played hide-and-seek in a spooky monastery, where I did more hiding than seeking. What I liked best was that we didn’t have to have a bath too often.


     My grandparents were occasionally allowed to visit. I remember sitting on the back seat of their Morris Minor with Grandma spitting on her hankie in a vain attempt to remove the ingrained dirt from my hands and neck. For a woman with a compulsion for hygiene my grimy clothes and unwashed hair were an affront: not only had the Barnsleys taken her daughter’s only child from her, they didn’t even bother to keep me clean.


     I sensed my time in the chilly, disorderly house wasn’t for ever and that if I wished for it with all my heart I’d end up where I belonged. I didn’t know it then but the arrangement with the Barnsleys had backfired and it was my father who unintentionally caused it. As if I’d found a pair of ruby slippers and clicked my heels together three times, my wish suddenly came true. I’ve believed in happy endings ever since.


 


I was almost five when I was made a Ward of Court. I had no idea what it meant, nor did I care: all that mattered was that I was back in our warm and cosy basement. Around this time I realised that my circumstances were at odds with my new friends at primary school. Even the television told me I was different. It was the mid 1960s and my onscreen playmates were Andy Pandy, Twizzle and the Flowerpot Men, broadcast under the heading Watch with Mother. Unable to abide by the BBC’s imperative, I watched alone. Likewise, the last Sunday in March singled me out. At school we made Mother’s Day cards decorated with hearts and flowers, but mine was written to Grandma.


     She may have looked out of place standing at the school gates alongside the mums with their bouffant hairdos and false eyelashes, white go-go boots and American Tan tights, but she wouldn’t have been conscious of it. Unembarrassable and oblivious to current trends, she had her own sense of style, as illustrated by her collection of hats. The most exceptional looked like a beehive made of black wool loops hung with plastic gold discs that jingled when she walked. For Grandma’s generation, fashion gave way to comfort and convenience: polyester blouses, with no frills or flounces, and Terylene slacks – she never called them trousers – with elasticated waistbands or a rayon slip showing below the hem of her Crimplene frock. She crackled with static electricity, but having grown up with the harsh laundry demands of wool and cotton she was a big fan of synthetics and her bywords were drip-dry and easycare.


     At home she wore a pink bri-nylon housecoat to protect her clothes. Aside from the occasional home-made dessert and her crispy chips, cooking had never been her forte. Dinners were baked beans on burned toast, Fray Bentos steak pie and lumpy mash or fish fingers and peas. Spaghetti came in a tin and Heinz Salad Cream accompanied limp lettuce with sliced beetroot and cucumber pickled in sugar and Sarson’s vinegar. She didn’t have the time or inclination for baking. Cakes were shop-bought but she made the most perfect rice pudding, so milky you had to drink it. Fruit didn’t feature much, except for tinned peaches with Carnation evaporated milk and clementines at Christmas.


     Grandma couldn’t care less what people thought of her culinary deficiencies or eccentric headwear; her concerns were far more deeply rooted. She was a born worrier, always anticipating the worst and in thrall to everyone else’s ailments, as though illness or injury marked you as special. We used to visit family in South Wales every summer, but the sky over Merthyr was rarely sunny. Even their homes had a funereal atmosphere, as if a close relative had just passed away. The aunties would gather in dimly lit corridors, their hushed conversation accompanied by a cup of tea and a slice of soda cake as they savoured details of the latest casualty: Your Life in their Hands and Emergency Ward Ten had nothing on the Howells family. A solitary sneeze or a momentary cough were enough to set Grandma checking for symptoms of TB or diphtheria. Her own health came second, but she was a slave to her pills: white to calm her nerves, yellow to sleep and blue to wake her up in the morning.


     As an insomniac she had many more hours in the day to fill, but few were allocated to leisure. I remember once waking up at about midnight and wandering past the bathroom where Grandma was on her knees scrubbing the lino. When she wasn’t hoovering or dusting or washing clothes in the kitchen sink, she was stitching a dropped hem or varnishing a cupboard door. She was far too industrious for hobbies but seemed to take pleasure in DIY. Whenever there was a little money to spare she would decorate. I remember the plasticky smell of Fablon – in lipstick red or lemon yellow – as she relined the kitchen shelves yet again, and the disaster when she painted our front door in forest green gloss so thick it never really dried. She was happiest up a ladder with a brush and a bucket of paste, as if papering over the cracks in our afflicted family.


     Grandpa was harder to fathom. A wraithlike presence with enormous ears and a shiny bald head, I never heard his key in the lock or the door slam, he just seemed to materialise from elsewhere. He didn’t talk much. It wasn’t that he didn’t have anything to say – you could sense a sharp mind at work behind his bright blue eyes – but he didn’t feel the need to share it. His interior world was a busy but private place.


     Grandma’s accent had almost faded after more than a decade in London, but Grandpa defiantly held on to his own as though he were passing time until he could go home to Merthyr. What little he said was worth waiting for, especially when he used naughty words. In his sing-song lilt, ‘There’s bloody marvellous,’ or ‘A proper silly cow she is,’ sounded like poetry to me. I once asked him, ‘Why do you go to the barber if you haven’t got any hair?’ ‘Cheeky bugger,’ he said. He sometimes sang me a song from his boyhood to the tune of the Welsh battle anthem ‘Men of Harlech’. The opening lines were: ‘I’m a man who came from Scotland/Shooting peas up a nanny-goat’s bottom/I’m a man who came from Scotland shooting peas away.’ While I grinned with delight, Grandma tutted, ‘Alf, you daft apeth.’


     As if he were saving them up for later, his mischievous moments were rationed. Grandma was the voice in the family and she more than made up for his quiet contemplation. She also had appearances to keep up and did her grocery shopping at Marks and Sparks and Selfridges Food Hall, a twenty-minute walk up the Bayswater Road to Oxford Street. She wouldn’t be caught dead at the nearby Co-op; quality counted, no matter that it cost a few pence more.


     She’d complain about the dirt and volume of people – ‘Filthy with germs they are’ – but secretly I think she liked the crowds. She could strike up a conversation at the drop of one of her outrageous hats and would relay intimate details of our on-going family misfortunes: her youngest daughter’s anaemia brought on by heavy periods, her brother-in-law’s flatulence or her own constipation and which brand of suppository she was currently prescribed. Forsaking clarity for discretion, these complaints were moderated as ‘women’s trouble’, ‘wind’ and ‘bunged up below’; Grandma rarely told it like it was.


     While she thrived on the exhaust fumes of the capital’s traffic, Grandpa silently pined for the honest pollution of the Valleys. It was life’s small pleasures that mattered to him, such as checking the football pools or reading the Merthyr Express with a saucer of cooling tea at his elbow and a pipe in his hand. He kept his tobacco in a black leather pouch that smelled like roasting coffee beans and Ovaltine. Sitting in his armchair gazing into the distance, the air around him was as dense as the mist surrounding his beloved Brecon Beacons.


     It was an adequate marriage at best, with anniversaries measured by sickness and loss rather than joy and celebration. Grandpa wasn’t the tactile type and I never saw my grandparents hold hands or exchange any affection, but nor did I hear them argue; bicker perhaps, but there was rarely any shouting. After forty years together there wasn’t much of an alternative but to put up with each other. As for Grandpa, it all seemed to pass him by: he worked, he slept, he ate, and was partial to kippers and Madeira cake. But in his early sixties, he was rushed to St Mary’s Hospital with ruptured ulcers and lost two-thirds of his stomach. While Grandma unburdened her sorrows to the stranger at the bus stop or the salesman at the front door, her reserved and watchful husband took it all in, and kept it there.


     Our neighbours, or rather employers, at Hyde Park Gardens included the Duchess of Roxburghe and Lady Sutherland. Grandpa often took me up in the service elevator to keep the nobility company. I was the cheeky little chatterbox caught between floors with a double-barrelled first name, Anna-Petra, and an accent that didn’t fit below stairs.


     My favourite neighbour was Lady Butlin, a beautiful blonde who rarely got out of bed. When I went to visit her after school, her maid would bring in a tray with milk and fancy chocolate biscuits for me and a glass of amber-coloured liquid which I assumed was Lady Butlin’s medicine. I’d sit beside her on slippery, turquoise satin sheets as we read The Tales of Beatrix Potter together. We liked the Flopsy Bunnies and Tom Kitten best. Her medicine seemed to make her sad, and sometimes she cried when I had to go back downstairs for tea. Years later I discovered she was the widow of the holiday camp king and a bed-ridden alcoholic.


     Unlike me, my grandparents knew their place. When the Duchess of Roxburghe entertained, everything came to a halt down in the basement as Grandma fussed with a damp tea towel, pressing the trousers of Grandpa’s smart black suit and brushing imaginary dust from the lapels of his jacket. With his tie in a Windsor knot under an immaculate white collar, he served as doorman to peers of the realm, MPs and captains of industry and their glamorous wives. Grandpa was respectful and courteous to the aristocracy and Establishment decked out in their mink stoles and tuxedos, but if he’d had a forelock he would never have tugged it: his Celtic pride wouldn’t let him. The Welsh don’t defer to anyone, least of all the English.


     My father’s family was as well bred as the residents upstairs, but by now penurious. In Grandma’s book breeding didn’t count for much, unless you were rich. Besides, the Swans were ‘arty types’. She had fixed ideas about who was respectable and who wasn’t, and they were firmly on the wrong side of the divide. Authority figures such as the family doctor or the bank manager automatically earned her regard: those were proper, decent jobs. She didn’t use words such as ‘louche’ or ‘unsavoury’, but considered the Swans morally dubious. Somehow it was acceptable for me to spend unsupervised visits upstairs with a woman who was drunk by teatime, but my paternal relatives were a bad lot.


     Grandma’s disapproval was covert and the unspoken animosity persuasive. ‘What are you looking at that for?’ she said when she caught me reading a book my father had given me called Exploring the Arts. I put it back on the shelf and didn’t open it again for years. Without saying it out loud, she insinuated that any gift from him was tainted. A tiny part of me felt sorry for him, but I kept any allegiance with my father to myself.


     Grandpa read his Merthyr Express and the News of the World and Grandma occasionally flicked through Woman’s Realm, but I never saw either of them read a book. Grandma liked the televised wrestling on a Saturday afternoon. Compelled by the potential for injury, she refused to believe the violence was staged. ‘Shockin’ it is, shockin’!’ she would shout at the screen as Mick McManus and Jackie Pallo appeared to dislocate each other’s body parts with a flying snap kick or a cobra slam. Grandpa preferred Z Cars and Dixon of Dock Green. Much to my frustration, I wasn’t allowed to watch Monty Python or even Magpie, Blue Peter’s more culturally alert counterpart. Grandma’s blanket phrase for the subversive or avant-garde was ‘Rude and nasty it is.’ She associated anything arty or literary with my father. Over-cautious in trying to protect me from his intellectual influence, she labelled most things outside her experience as suspect. Grandpa didn’t have much to say either way.


     Worst of all, I didn’t talk like anyone else in the family. When I said words such as ‘water’ or ‘butter’ Grandma would tease: ‘Ooh, there’s la-de-da for you.’ My father and the Barnsleys had left their mark and I’d ended up posh. Over the years I learned to tone it down a notch or two. The conflict between Grandma and my father was in some ways subtle and in others blatant. It seemed I had to choose a side. With no one to defend him, my father didn’t stand a chance. Grandma won that round and did her best to delay the inevitable but I think she knew I was never quite hers.










Chapter 2


HYDE BY NAME AND NATURE


On the surface, my parents’ childhoods were relatively secure. Each grew up with two parents and three siblings but without much money. In their different ways they were both undermined by maternal dominance, while their pipe-smoking fathers paid the bills and kept to themselves.


     By the time my father was born, in 1923, the family was no longer affluent or titled. Growing up in rented accommodation in Kensington, he must have found it hard to relate to a lineage dating back to the landed gentry of the twelfth century: Robin Hood would have been more real to him than his earliest known ancestor, Matthew, Lord de Hyde. Born c.1167 and of Norman stock, he was a grand fromage in the enforcement of the feudal system on the Saxon populace and loyal to Richard the Lion-Heart. This is all that’s known of de Hyde except that he may have bought his peerage and even accompanied the King on the Third Crusade (1190–1192). In order to raise ready money for the venture Richard sold offices and titles, the Plantagenet equivalent of cash for questions.


     Among the most memorable and influential of my father’s ancestors was Edward Hyde (1609–74), or Steady Eddie as I’ve come to think of him. His friend Samuel Pepys made seventy-three references to him in his Diary, and proclaimed he was ‘mad in love with him’ for his ease and authority in public speaking. He was also a skilled diplomat and in 1661, a year after the Restoration, Edward was made first Earl of Clarendon for services to the crown. By now Chief Minister and confidant to Charles II, Edward dominated parliament for seven years. Obstinate, upstanding and outspoken, he was no sycophant and it almost cost him his head. Under pressure from a cabal of self-promoting ministers, in 1667 the King charged him with treason for, among other things, his criticisms of the royal lifestyle, including Charles’ flagrant displays of adultery. The charge was soon dropped but Edward was irrevocably out of favour and went into exile in France, where he died at the age of sixty-five. His body was eventually returned to England and buried at Westminster Abbey.


     In 1659 his daughter Anne married James, Duke of York, later James II. They had eight children, all of whom died young except Mary who ruled jointly with William III, and Anne who also became Queen. The royal line ended when she died in 1714 and the crown passed to the House of Hanover. For the Hydes it was downhill all the way to Bohemia, via commerce and the colonies. The motto on their coat of arms, ‘Soyez Ferme’ (Be Steadfast), was fading. Somewhere along the descent the blue blood had mixed with bad blood. By a quirk of fate, I grew up in Hyde Park Gardens, perpendicular to Clarendon Street, ignorant of the ancestral connection yet subconsciously alert to Steady Eddie’s mandate.


     The family seat was Hyde Hall near Stockport, Cheshire, built during Elizabeth I’s reign. An eighteenth-century painting portrays a pastoral scene of rolling acres behind the mansion and well-tended gardens sloping towards a millstream, its most vital asset. As the Hydes expanded their business interests – primarily farming and domestic spinning and weaving – and built housing for its labour force, the surrounding area took on the family name. With the potential for water power from its fast-flowing streams and the nearby River Tame, by the end of the century the developments of the Industrial Revolution had transformed the quiet agricultural community into a thriving town famous for its cotton and silk production.


     The Hydes left Cheshire for Somerset in 1857 when coal seams were discovered under the site of the original Hall. A decade later it was described in an unattributed document as ‘no longer a place of refinement, the stream in front of the house runs with pollution, its waters being of nearly every colour, owing to the offensive discharges from the factories’. A metaphor for the bad blood or a premonition of urban decay, the contamination spread and the Hall was demolished in 1867. All that remains of the family’s influence is the town’s name.


     The Hydes enjoyed centuries of wealth and power interrupted by scandal and disgrace. When a later Anne Hyde married George Clarke, who was to be appointed Lieutenant-Governor of New York in 1736, they joined names. A succession of American George Hyde-Clarkes acquired various nicknames, including George ‘The Ne’er Do Well’. A bounder and a slave trader, in 1777 he inherited a sugar plantation in the West Indies from a bachelor uncle, and promptly deserted his wife and children to elope with his mistress to Jamaica.


     George ‘The Builder’ reconstructed Hyde Hall in 6,000 acres of land overlooking Otsego Lake in Cooperstown, upstate New York. His son, George ‘The Bankrupt’, was a notorious gambler and reprobate, a dashing wastrel more interested in stocking his wine cellar and dandy’s wardrobe than keeping the books in order. In 1887 he lost the entire estate of $1 million, at the time the biggest bankruptcy in American history. In what was perhaps a pre-emptive move, his heir George ‘The Gentleman’ married into money and bought back the Hall and 3,000 acres.


     The last George was ‘The Recluse’, but the Hyde-Clarke vigour, as well as the cash, had finally run out. He died in 1955 leaving the Hall in ramshackle disrepair. It stood derelict for the next nine years, with seedlings sprouting through broken windows and a grand piano rotting in an outhouse, its only residents vermin and snakes. In 1963 the fifty-room mansion passed to the state of New York. The following year the Friends of Hyde Hall acquired the uninhabitable building of collapsed ceilings and decaying staircases. The Friends raised and invested over $1 million for renovation, and it’s now a museum to Cooperstown’s colonial past, its income derived from private donations, corporate events and summer concerts. The portraits of long-dead Georges hang throughout the Hall, some steadfast, some not.


 


I knew almost nothing about my father’s side of the family until I was twenty, and much of the history was news to me when Uncle John, my father’s older brother, began investigating our ancestry in earnest about ten years ago. Crikey, I thought, that’s one hell of a legacy to live up to. Consistently déclassé, we’ve rather let the side down.


     I often wonder how my father felt about our royal past. I suspect he would have been quietly amused. Uncle John, however, took it very seriously; it seems the blue blood, diluted as it is, runs deeper in some of us than others. John was by turns earthy and snooty, generous and stingy. He liked a pint or three of Chiswick bitter at his local pub in Ealing, but deplored Estuary English; he would never let me pay for lunch but penny-pinched when it came to the tip and I’d have to sneak the waitress an extra couple of quid. Entertaining and exasperating, broad-minded and judgemental, he had an opinion on everything and was always up for a good argument. It took me a long time to figure out but Uncle John and my father were as alike and contrary as fraternal peas in a pod.


     The aristocratic pedigree came from my grandmother, Gwendolyn Hyde-Clarke. John’s genealogical research included thirteen files on the Hydes, and one sketchy page on the Swans. His father Edwin, a portrait painter known to everyone as Topsy, was born in 1873 in Ballyragget, Ireland. His forebears were doctors and clergy. Topsy’s father, Robert Lafayette Swan, was President of the Royal College of Surgeons. He published several texts on sexually transmitted diseases and in 1876 founded the Rotunda Orthopaedic Hospital in Dublin. As a doctor himself, I was surprised John showed such scant interest in his paternal line since he adored his father and barely tolerated his mother. When I asked him he said, ‘The Hydes are much more interesting than the Swans.’ Interesting was a loaded word, and in this case it meant accomplished, connected and well-bred.


     John was as complex a character as my father. With their striking profiles and shiny, fair hair they shared identikit features and colouring, but my father was long-legged and lean like a middle-distance runner while John was short and stocky. He often joked that my father had the hands of a pianist while his looked like a pound of sausages. Both were single-minded and ambitious but their sensibilities were at odds. John was brusque and pragmatic, my father sensitive and cerebral, but neither of Topsy’s sons inherited his happy-go-lucky outlook.


     Too squeamish for medicine and too sceptical for the cloth, at the tail-end of the Impressionist period, Topsy and his older brother Cuthbert studied art at the Académie Julian in Paris. Topsy was a sympathetic and subtle painter and had a gift for revealing his subjects’ temperaments as much as their physical characteristics. His brush strokes are strong and sure but the illumination around his sitters is muted and diffuse. I was curious about the shadowy quality as it didn’t seem to fit his personality. Initially I assumed it was because until the early 1920s he would have worked by gaslight, its low lit radiance more subdued than electricity’s cold glare.


     Topsy had one artistic weakness: he couldn’t paint hands and usually hid them in pockets or gloves or beneath the folds of a shawl. In a self-portrait painted in his fifties, he’s every inch the artist in his black beret, floppy bow-tie and round spectacles – and he’s holding a brush in what almost resembles a thumb and forefinger. His expression is serene but knowing, as though he’s owning up to his shortcoming. He exhibited at the Royal Academy, the Royal Institute of Painters and in the provinces, and among his best-known subjects were G.K. Chesterton and Field Marshall Montgomery. Devoted to his family and his profession, Topsy was content with his lot; he knew he was never going to rank among the great masters, but he loved his work and that was enough.
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