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  The 1920s was a decade of exhilarating change for women and this book tells the story of six in particular, each of whom profited from that decade in remarkable ways. Diana

  Cooper, Nancy Cunard, Tamara de Lempicka, Tallulah Bankhead, Zelda Fitzgerald and Josephine Baker were famous in their own right; for each of them the Twenties was a moment of exceptional

  opportunity. Yet viewed as a group these women were also very representative of their times: they chased similar ambitions, fought similar battles, even shared the quirks of their

  generation’s collective personality.




  The world they inhabited was also comparatively small. Despite living and working in a variety of cities, these women shared lovers and friendships as well as personal concerns. They were

  written about by the same novelists and journalists, photographed for the same publications. But biography is essentially about the colour and detail of individual lives and in writing this book

  I’ve been fortunate to profit from the groundwork of many other fine biographers. To their research and knowledge I owe a profound debt.




  In the matter of language, the 1920s was a world away from our own politically conscious era. Young women were girls, blacks were often niggers, female actors were actresses and even though this

  usage can grate on modern ears, I’ve opted to retain a flavour of it, for the sake of period accuracy. For the same reason I’ve presented quotations from letters and diaries, etc., in

  their original form, without tidying up oddities of spelling, grammar or idiom.




  In the matter of money, which was of paramount concern to most of these women, I’ve tried to give a general sense of values and exchange rates, but not to track year-by-year changes. The

  franc in particular vacillated wildly against the other major currencies after the collapse of the Gold Standard in 1914, and its weakness against the dollar, coupled with bullish rises in the

  American stock market, was a major factor in Paris becoming so attractive to foreign artists and writers, and playing so central a role in this story.




  The following offers the roughest of guides to the value of the money in the wage packets or bank accounts of these six women, using the Retail Price Index (RPI) to pin these values to the

  present day:




   




  

    

      

        

          In 1920, £1 was worth approximately $3.50, or 50 francs, which equates to £32.85 in today’s values.


        


      




       




      

        

          In 1925, £1 was worth approximately $5.00, or 100 francs, and equates to £46.65 today.


        


      




       




      

        

          In 1930, £1 was worth approximately $3.50, or 95 francs, and equates to £51.75 today.
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  Aside from the biographers and historians who’ve gone before me, all of whom are listed in the bibliography, I want to thank those who’ve given exceptional, generous help and advice

  in the writing and publication of this book.




  Gillian Darley and Michael Horowitz, Kate and Paul Bogan offered fantastic hospitality; many friends were patient sounding boards for my ideas, and Debra Craine in particular went beyond the

  call of duty in reading and commenting on the book in its manuscript stages.




  Enormous thanks to my brilliant editor Georgina Morley – scrupulous, funny and challenging; also to the rest of the editorial team at Macmillan including my very patient production

  manager, Tania Wilde, and meticulous copy-editor Shauna Bartlett. Thanks again to the staunch support of my agent Clare Alexander.
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  In 1918 the poet and heiress Nancy Cunard was tearing down the edifice of her brief, and unhappy, wartime marriage. Just two years of being wedded to Sydney Fairbairn, an army

  officer and keen amateur cricketer, had left Nancy disgusted with the whole notion of matrimony. Even at her wedding party she’d felt a premonition of revulsion so acute that she had ripped

  the bridal wreath off her head and thrown it onto the floor.




  To most of the guests assembled at the Guards Chapel, the entire event had a difficult and peculiar atmosphere. The ceremony had looked hastily arranged, lacking the traditional theatre of

  bridesmaids, pageboys and bouquets. There was awkwardness too about the arrangement of the family party, with Lady Maud Cunard accompanied by both her estranged husband Sir Bache Cunard and her

  lover Sir Thomas Beecham. And it was back at Maud’s Mayfair house that Nancy, flushed with champagne and self-consciousness, had made her startling gesture. She had been talking with Evan

  Morgan, the elegantly dissolute poet on whose Shelleyan good looks and slender talent she’d once had an unreciprocated crush. It may have been some snipe Evan made about her newly married

  status, or a comment about Sydney, but the chatter in Maud’s elaborately decorated drawing room suddenly faded as Nancy, her expression furious, yanked off her wreath of orange blossoms and

  tossed her hair free.




  Like many weddings in these war years, this one had been founded on a fleeting attraction. The couple had met in early 1916, after Sydney had returned to England to recover from injuries

  sustained at the battle of Gallipoli. Little sign of what he’d seen and suffered was evident on his smooth, regular features; to the many women flitting around him at this time, Sydney

  appeared the handsome template of an officer and a gentleman.




  Nancy for her part was normally attracted to men who appeared more foreign, poetic or louche, but Sydney had come into her life at a moment when his very English solidity was unusually

  appealing. The early years of the war had affected her deeply. She had suffered the deaths of close friends and had been swept up in London’s atmosphere of heady fatalism. An emotionally

  fragile young woman, Nancy became chaotically in revolt against the grown-up world. She found it harder to put limits on the wartime saturnalia of ‘late hours at wild parties . . . of

  drinking in the Café Royal Brasserie with tipsy poets and “chaps” on leave.’1 After a party at the Fitz, her studio in

  Fitzrovia, she was liable to find herself in the arms of a stranger, not knowing what she had drunk or what she had done.




  When Nancy’s friends, Lady Diana Manners and Duff Cooper, came to the Fitz one morning in July 1916, they found Nancy still ‘looking rather squalid’ from the night before.

 2 Diana ‘was disgusted and saddened’ and Nancy, too, was beginning to feel that she needed rescuing. Sydney might not be interested in

  the books she read or care for the company she kept, yet his shoulders looked broad enough to offer her a safe haven from the confusion she’d created around herself.




  He also offered her a haven from her socially voracious and domineering mother. Nancy enjoyed a rare degree of independence, yet Lady Cunard kept a tight leash on her financially, giving her

  money only if she remained tolerably compliant: putting in an appearance at her dinners and opera parties, and making a pretence of listening silently when Maud launched into one of her regular

  excoriations of her daughter’s shortcomings.




  These, Maud considered, were many: her lonely, bookish tendencies, the frequent disappearances to her dirty little studio, the oddity of her ideas, the peculiarities of her appearance. Lady

  Cunard, whose own style was meticulously and delicately fashionable, could be wounded to the quick by the sight of Nancy sauntering into the drawing room in a man’s waistcoat, her mouth a

  blood-red slash in a mask of white powder.




  By the age of eighteen, Nancy was desperate to leave home. It didn’t occur to her to volunteer as a nurse as Diana had done. She already knew that she wanted to be a poet so the regulated

  life of a VAD would be intolerable to her. Her only alternative, as far as she could see, was a purely traditional one. Marriage would force her parents to settle some money on her and it would set

  her up in her own house, where she could write, entertain and dream without interference.




  Poor Sydney Fairbairn was almost accidental to the equation. And even if Nancy had moments of clarity when she knew ‘it was an idiotic thing to do’, she couldn’t resist the

  deliverance Sydney promised. ‘It was wartime,’ she later wrote in her diary. ‘[I] did it, went through with it all so as to get away from Her Ladyship and have a home of my

  own.’3




  Her enthusiasm for the plan was reinforced by the gratifying displeasure it gave her mother. Maud had been hoping for a more extraordinary match for her only daughter, and like Diana’s

  mother, the Duchess of Rutland, she’d dared hope as high as the Prince of Wales. More selflessly, she worried that Sydney and her daughter were disastrously unsuited, and as the wedding

  approached she tried, as gently as she knew how, to question whether Nancy really wanted to marry him. But already the press were buzzing with reports of a most interesting engagement between Mr

  Sydney Fairbairn, an officer with the Royal Bucks Hussars and ‘one of the best looking in his regiment’, and Miss Nancy Cunard, ‘the only child of two tremendously rich people

  [and] one of the catches of the season’.4 So on 15 November 1916, out of a dogged combination of honour and perversity, Nancy became

  Sydney’s wife.




  It was with hindsight, and much accumulated resentment, that she would later refer to the twenty months she had lived with Sydney as ‘a detestable period’, a grim

  ‘caesura’ in her life. During the first weeks of their marriage, visiting friends and travelling, the couple had managed to skate over the gulf that lay between them, but by the summer

  of 1918, when Sydney’s leg was sufficiently healed for him to return to the war, Nancy could barely endure his company. Her nerves were grated by his talk of war and sport, and by the army

  friends who filled the drawing room of their little Mayfair house. She felt more confined than she ever had been at Maud’s. It was almost impossible for her to focus on writing, and she

  possessed no skills with which to change her situation. Not only was Nancy confrontational and intemperate by nature, while she was growing up, she’d been given no example of how two people

  might accommodate each other. The only child of parents who had spent as little time as possible together, Nancy had scant knowledge of how to make a marriage work. She knew only how to run

  away.




  Her parents had met in 1895 in New York, where Sir Bache had come looking for a rich and fertile American wife. He was already forty-three and feeling the urgency of producing an heir for Nevill

  Holt, the magnificent estate in Leicestershire that he’d inherited from his grandfather, the shipping magnate Samuel Cunard. Living quietly in the countryside with his dogs, his horses and

  his hobbies, Sir Bache had failed to meet a suitable wife. But with the costs of running Nevill Holt rising every year, he was now willing to follow the example of so many other British aristocrats

  in offering his title as a trade for American money.




  Miss Maud Alice Burke was dazzlingly desirable to Sir Bache on every count. Aged twenty-three, she was blonde, blue-eyed and spirited; her little bird-like body, piquant pink and white

  complexion, ready wit and inquisitive mind made most of the English women he knew appear stolid and dull. The fact that she came with a $2 million dowry, more than capable of plugging the

  bottomless expense of Nevill Holt, made her irresistible. The normally slow-moving, inarticulate Sir Bache was pitched headlong into the first sexual romance of his life.




  As for Maud, she, too, was in a hurry to marry. Growing up in San Francisco, she’d had an unconventional family life. Her mother, widowed when Maud was in her teens, had surrounded herself

  with a succession of protectors, and it was to one of these, a rich and cultivated businessman called Horace Carpentier, that Mrs Burke had entrusted the education of her only daughter. Carpentier

  apparently made a habit of adopting young girls as protégées, and although there was no scandal attached to these relationships, they were unusual. Under Carpentier’s guidance,

  Maud grew both intellectually and socially precocious, and, in relation to other young girls of her generation, sexually aware. By the age of twenty-one she had entered into an affair with the

  Irish writer George Moore, whom she’d met on a trip to Europe.




  It had been a passionate experience for them both: Moore was captivated by Maud’s intelligence and her unexpectedly challenging sexual confidence; Maud was excited by Moore’s

  experience of the world, his distinguished literary reputation and his evident desire for her. Yet she was no bohemian: she was seeking respectability as well as love, and in her first attempts to

  secure a husband, she made a fatal miscalculation. Returning to America, she met the grandson of the late King of Poland, and his enthusiastic interest led her to assume they were about to get

  engaged. She allowed gossip to leak into the press, only to discover that Prince André Poniatowski had his sights on another, more socially elevated girl. She was forced to issue a

  humiliating correction and was still smarting from this when she was introduced to Sir Bache in New York. Although he was neither brilliant, like Moore, nor regal, like Prince André, she

  convinced herself that the shy spark of enthusiasm in his heavy features held the promise of a romantic nature. Most importantly, Sir Bache Cunard would make her an English Lady.
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