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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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  John Hollis Bankhead had always expected his granddaughter Tallulah to put the family name in lights. With reluctant admiration, the Confederate

  veteran and US Senator had judged that ‘Tallulah had a force in her from her very childhood, and it was clear that force had to go somewhere.’1 A pugnacious, plump little girl, she was apparently without fear, hurling herself out of a hay loft, her hair ‘on fire’ with the excitement of pretending to be a

  parachute jumper.2 She had temper tantrums so violent that her grandmother had to douse her with buckets of cold water, and her behaviour at school

  was so delinquent she rarely stayed at any establishment for longer than a year.




  Perhaps it was inevitable that as soon as she was old enough, Tallulah would propel herself away from her conservative Southern family and towards the glitz and glare of an acting career. Given

  the emotional hullabaloo she created around herself, the stage was her natural element. But as she was growing up, Tallulah’s attention seeking had been more than simple exhibitionism: it had

  been the only strategy she knew for claiming the attention of her emotionally volatile father and compensating for the death of her mother.




  Adelaide Bankhead had developed fatal peritonitis just three weeks after giving birth to Tallulah, on 31 January 1902. Later Tallulah would deal briskly with the tragedy, asserting that she

  couldn’t brood over a woman she ‘did not remember’.3 Yet as a child she’d felt a haunting association between her birth and

  Ada’s death. How could she not? Her father Will had her baptized in a ceremony that took place right next to her mother’s coffin. He then lapsed into a state of histrionic mourning that

  continued intermittently for many years, veering between hectic high spirits and alcohol-fuelled melancholia. One of Tallulah’s earliest memories was of seeing Will weaving inconsolably

  around the house, waving a gun and vowing to join his wife. However carefully the other adults in her life tried to shield her, she could sense from the talk about her father that some guilty train

  of logic connected his behaviour back to her.




  Will had adored his wife. She was beautiful, spoiled and very romantic: if the mood took her she would wander down the dirt track of her grandfather’s plantation dressed in her latest

  Paris gown. And when the mood took her to fall for the handsome young lawyer Will Bankhead, she happily threw over the man to whom she was already engaged.




  For two years Will and his bride led a charmed life. They set up home in a large apartment in Huntsville, Alabama, and shortly afterwards Will got himself elected to the Alabama State

  Legislature, paving his way to becoming a congressman. The following year their first daughter Eugenia was born. And if the household budget was a little tight, subsidies from Will’s father

  always ensured that there were servants, books, good food and drink.




  After a cruelly short time, however, all this was taken from Will. It was evident to the family that his grief left him helpless to cope with his two tiny daughters, and so the pattern of

  Tallulah’s childhood was set. For part of the year she and Eugenia were sent to live with their grandparents in Jasper, a day’s ride from Huntsville; for another part they were with

  Will’s sister Marie in more distant Montgomery. In practical ways it was a good solution but the girls grew up feeling that nowhere, exactly, was home. Each place had its own rules. When they

  were alone with their father in Huntsville, he let them stay up late and bribed good behaviour out of them with candy. When they were living in Jasper, their grandmother imposed early bedtime and

  any breaking of rules was met with the punishment, or the threat of it, from their grandfather.




  The Bankheads were, in fact, a lively, affectionate clan. Yet without a mother or a real family, Tallulah spent most of her childhood feeling that every scrap of affection had to be fought for.

  Eugenia, by contrast, seemed to be fussed over by everybody. She was a delicate child, suffering acute attacks of measles and whooping cough when she was very small; she was also pretty and had a

  far more winning disposition than her turbulent younger sister. It seemed to Tallulah that Eugenia always had more than her fair share of their father’s love, and for the whole of her life

  she would begrudge the fact that Eugenia had once been taken on a picnic by him, while she’d been left behind.




  A photograph taken when the two girls were about eight and seven showed exactly how things stood between them. Eugenia, a neat docile girl, is seated in a chair with her hands and ankles

  demurely crossed, her hair tied with a large white ribbon. Tallulah, standing next to her, looks double her sister’s size, her plump arms and waist unnaturally confined in her Sunday best

  frock and a calculating grin on her face. The hand snaking behind Eugenia’s back looks ready to deal a pinch or a slap.




  Tallulah suffered because she wasn’t pretty, and she also suffered because she was a girl. Carelessly Will had let slip that he would have liked his second child to be a son, and so

  Tallulah, along with legions of other confused daughters, grew up believing she might have been more lovable had she been male. She tried to appease Will by becoming the next best thing, the

  Bankhead tomboy; while Eugenia offered her father smiles and obedience, Tallulah’s gifts were cartwheels, daredevil courage and a willingness to use her fists in an argument.




  She also became the family clown. When Tallulah was five, Will took her to a vaudeville show to take away the pain of a trip to the dentist. She was far too young for it, but she loved every

  act, especially the ‘risqué chanteuse’ who was the star of the programme. During the ride home she mimicked the singer’s routine in her husky little voice, having no idea

  why its innuendo-laden lines (‘When he took his hat I wondered when he’d come again’) should make her father laugh so. The song became Tallulah’s special link with Will. If

  he was feeling lonely he would wake her and lift her up onto the dining table so that she could perform it again. One night he even got her to sing it for friends he’d brought home after an

  evening’s drinking.




  It was a dubious lapse of judgement on Will’s part, letting his daughter sing burlesque to a room full of grown men, but to Tallulah, the raucous delight of her late-night audience was

  entrancing. ‘The cheering of a crowd did things to my spine, to my mind,’ she wrote in her memoir.4 ‘I’ve often tingled to

  applause, but never did I have such tingles as that night.’ You could make people love you, she discovered, by keeping them entertained. However, she found it hard to moderate her tone.

  Tallulah’s hunger for attention was extreme: when she was cast in a school play she ruined her scene by improvising additional lines for herself and turning cartwheels across the stage. When

  she told a funny story she could ruin the effect by laughing herself into a state of collapse. She was an emotional windmill at full sail. Small grievances produced torrents of tears; anger made

  her violent. After an argument with her younger sister, Eugenia learned it was safest to get herself behind a locked door otherwise Tallulah would ‘be breaking into the room and be twisting

  my arm’.5




  By the time Tallulah was ten, Will believed the only way to manage his younger daughter was to send her and Eugenia away to school. It proved difficult to find one nearby that would take them

  both as boarders, and the one he selected, the Convent of the Sacred Heart, was over a thousand miles away in Manhattanville, a suburb of New York. Inevitably, both children were wretched. Eugenia

  coped as she always did, by being biddable and working hard, but Tallulah was in trouble every day. The actress in her might have been mesmerized by the rituals of the convent – she liked to

  drape herself in a black shawl and sit with lighted candles in front of her mirror, trying to imitate the nuns – but the tomboy in her was floored. Restless, homesick, unable to focus on her

  lessons and overwhelmed by the new regime of rules, she was continually being punished.




  She was also lonely. Most of the other girls in her class were from the North and were quick to judge her as a Southern outsider; her name sounded freakish to them* and her exhibitionism seemed absurd. Back home she might be considered naughty but she still fitted in with the gregarious spirit of the Bankheads, who for all their

  old-fashioned views on race and religion, possessed a colourful streak of non-conformity, what Tallulah would appreciatively call ‘style and dash’.6 Her grandfather’s loud voice used to ring through the house in Jasper, mixing up Shakespeare, proverbs and local vernacular. When his wife berated him for using low

  words like ‘ain’t’, he refused to listen, insisting that he would never gain another farmer’s vote if he spoke like a Yankee gentleman.




  Will could be equally extrovert when his mood was on an upward curve, declaiming poetry, cracking jokes, inventing games of flamboyant hilarity and sometimes offering his daughters spectacularly

  inappropriate treats. It’s doubtful that there were any other pupils from the convent watching the Broadway melodrama to which Will took Tallulah and Eugenia after their first term at

  boarding school. Titled The Whip it wrought delicious havoc on their ten- and eleven-year-old imaginations, its highly sexed plot line involving dissolute British aristocrats and its

  dramatically cacophonous stagings of a train wreck and car collision, leaving both girls ‘red eyed and disheveled’.7




  The other pupils in the convent apparently came from far more decorous backgrounds. When Tallulah tried to make them laugh, by telling stories or parading naked around the dormitory, they curled

  their lips in disdain: when she tried to join their games they regarded her simply as an annoyance. Inevitably, the more of a pariah Tallulah felt, the worse her behaviour became. At the

  end-of-term service, the pupils with the highest marks for conduct were given white veils to wear as they filed into chapel, and a white lily to hold. Tallulah, however, was singled out to walk in

  line with a black veil. Weeping, she felt like ‘an untouchable’.8




  After the convent Tallulah was sent to a succession of different schools, but she remained, intractably, a problem child. While she liked reading and was clever and inquisitive, she found it

  difficult to concentrate during class. Perhaps if she had been given more opportunities to perform in school plays or recitals she might have settled better. But while she loved to act and had a

  facility for learning chunks of poetry and dialogue by heart, she was rarely picked for anything but a minor part. Her behaviour was too unpredictable and she looked too odd. With the onset of

  puberty Tallulah had grown even plumper and her skin had broken out in sullen blooms of acne. With her hair still cut childishly and bluntly short, even the most flattering costume could not make

  her look appealing. Certainly never as appealing as Eugenia, who stoked Tallulah’s burning sense of injustice by being repeatedly cast in the end-of-term shows.
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