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1


Family Album


Oh how fortunate I was to have been born poor . . . Had my formative years been passed in more assured circumstances I might easily have slipped into precociousness; as it was I merely had to slip out of precociousness and bring home the bacon.


Noel Coward’s diary, 21 December 1967


WITH impeccable timing Noel Coward was born on 16 December 1899, just in time to catch the fleeting grandeur of the old century. This seemed to endow him with a vital sense of his country’s past. When a cartoon was published around the time of the hugely successful Cavalcade, depicting a baby Noel taking notes in his pram, the cartoonist was nearer to the truth than he knew.


Even from his birth, Coward’s life was defined by myth. The future genius of the stage is supposed to have sprung from the anonymity of suburbia and an unremarkable family background: the effect was to make the legend of Noel Coward – the self-created celebrity – all the more extraordinary. The truth is rather different. Behind the bland redbrick of his birthplace is a story more interesting than he intimated: a tale of fallen fortunes which would perceptibly influence his life and work. Coward’s obsession with class and status – so resonant in his dramas – can be traced to an awareness of his own ancestry. Far from being merely the son of an impoverished south London family, Coward’s forebears included high-ranking naval officers and public servants, literary and musical noteworthies – he could even claim royal and aristocratic connections. It was partly his mother’s knowledge of this antecedence that would fire Coward’s social climb; and in order to understand the sometimes tenuous nature of the position he achieved, it is necessary to recall the accomplishments of his ancestors.


Coward wrote of his mother, Violet, that she came from ‘good family . . . brought up in the tradition of being a gentlewoman’. Her family were of Scottish descent and definite, if somewhat eroded, gentility: the Veitches of later years were to evince the snobbery of a line formerly grand, now diminished – a concern with ‘good families’ inherited by both Coward and his mother. In 1922 Violet and her sister Vida wrote to the office of the Lord Lygon King of Arms, enquiring about the Veitch family crest and whether Noel could use it. He could not, but the existence of a crest practically ennobled the family in his mother’s eyes. She boasted of other notable connections: a cousin, Rachel Veitch, had married John Haig of Bemersyde, being described as ‘daughter of a family who thought themselves socially superior to the Haigs but were too poor to endow their daughter’. Rachel’s fifth son was Douglas, later Field Marshal Earl Haig; and the Veitches’ familial home at Dawyck (pronounced Doick), near Peebles, featured in John Buchan’s John Burnett of Barns, a Veitch of Dawyck as its heroine. Examining his literary provenance, Coward noted, ‘I believe that a certain Miss Veitch, a far-flung-back ancestress of my mother’s, who lived in Dawick House, Moffat, near the Scottish border, wrote a number of spirited novels at the beginning of the nineteenth century.’ Other notable members of this border gentry family included the nurseryman John Veitch, the classical scholar William Veitch, the professor of philosophy John Veitch; and through marriage the family could claim kinship with Sir Robert Torrens, the first premier of Australia, and the explorer Mungo Park.


But of Coward’s immediate maternal ancestors, it was his great-grandfather, Henry Veitch, who was famous, even infamous. Born in Selkirk, he was appointed consul-general to Madeira by George III in 1809, a post which paid him a substantial £800 per annum. He was an ambitious man, wealthy and handsome, owning five quintas and large tracts of land, and well liked by the locals. When HMS Northumberland anchored at Funchal harbour on 23 August 1815, carrying the defeated Emperor Napoleon to his exile in St Helena, Veitch erred in addressing the prisoner as ‘Your Majesty’ rather than ‘General’, a mistake said to have cost him his post; but the real reason was his meddling in island politics. He secretly sided with the constitutionalists who sought independence from Portugal, and the foreign secretary, Lord Aberdeen, ordered his return to England. However, the locals demanded his reinstatement, and Veitch was reappointed by Lord Palmerston, remaining consul until he was dismissed for the second and final time in 1835.


Veitch had again become embroiled in politics, and during a constitutional crisis, had virtually appointed himself acting governor. His private life was also called into question; he had married Margaret Harrison (sister of Sir George Harrison, Secretary to the Treasury) in 1808, but was known to have sired many illegitimate children by various mistresses in Madeira, and had the reputation of being ‘one of the greatest sinners on the island’.1 He was frowned upon for not attending church, preferring to spend the weekends at his country house promoting weekly balls; Henry Veitch was a committed socialite. When he began to interfere in clerical matters, it was the last straw. A keen amateur architect, he had designed and built the English Church (complete with a masonic all-seeing eye), and his lordly behaviour to its cleric brought a formal complaint from the Bishop of London. Palmerston, weary of the trouble Veitch was causing, dismissed him in December 1835.


By now Veitch had a legitimate family to support. His eldest son, Coward’s grandfather, Henry Gordon Veitch, had been born in Madeira on 29 July 1814. After schooling in Switzerland, Henry Gordon entered the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth in 1828, where he won prizes for his drawing (Violet Coward recalled that her asthmatic father ‘was never really fond of the sea but always wanted to be an artist’). As a child Coward remembered seeing his grandfather’s water-colours in a leather-bound album. ‘He was good at mountains and clouds and ships, and reflections in the sea, but consciously bad at figures, so he frequently cut these out from coloured prints and stuck them . . . on to his blue mountains, to give them life.’ Henry Gordon Veitch spent twenty years in the navy as a surveyor, rising in rank to lieutenant (not captain or commander as the family later claimed), and married his sister’s governess, ‘a lovely French girl’; a daughter, Barbara, was born in Madeira.2 But Henry’s first wife died young, and he had been a widower for some years when he was posted to the west coast of Ireland, where he met Mary Kathleen Synch, a pretty Irish girl with blonde hair and blue eyes only two years older than his daughter. They were married at Sneem, a fishing village in County Kerry, and had two daughters.


Henry’s asthma had worsened, and on 15 April 1848 he was discharged from HMS Powerful. He retired to England and settled in London. Violet romanticised the life of her parents before her birth: ‘After a round of gaiety, they left England for Madeira . . . My father of course entertained a great deal, when any of the fleet arrived.’ On one such occasion the Duke of Edinburgh (Queen Victoria’s second son) was at a ball, ‘and asked for Barbara to be presented to him, and danced with her’. In August 1862, the family arrived in London, settling in Westbourne Park Road, a quiet, respectable middle-class district. Violet found it odd that they should have gone there, considering her father’s health, but noted, with her customary preening tone, ‘their great friends the Count and Countess Irme Bella were living in London, otherwise I can see no reason . . .’ The following January her father’s asthma, accentuated by a severe attack of bronchitis, killed him,3 leaving Mary, his twenty-six-year-old wife, pregnant with Noel Coward’s mother.


Veitch had neglected to make a will, and all his money – some £3,000 – went to probate. Count Irme Bella and Henry’s solicitors tried to sort matters out, but a number of debts had to be paid off by Henry’s brother George, and the family were left with little to live on; what money was left from Henry’s estate was supplemented by his naval pension, which Mary was entitled to draw. It was the beginning of the fall from grace of the Veitch family.


Mary Veitch’s fourth daughter, Noel’s mother, Violet Agnes, was born on 20 April 1863 at 6 Cornwall Terrace, her mother’s address being 31 Nutford Place, off the Edgware Road, where they had moved, presumably due to financial constraints. A time of transience had begun; although the family now consisted of four girls and two boys, Mary had to move to a smaller house in St John’s Wood. Here Violet spent the first six years of her life, until a further removal was necessary, this time to the country, where it was cheaper to live. They settled in Chobham, Surrey, then pure countryside. Her elder siblings went to school, while Violet stayed at home with her sister Laura, taught by a governess. Violet was growing up, and had become aware of her appearance; she thought herself rather plain, with fair hair scraped back ‘off my very high forehead’. She was a clever child, and quite solitary.


Noel’s adolescent friend, Esme Wynne, later described Violet as ‘an extraordinary woman . . . [she] was, in a way, a preparation for Noel . . . She looked like a little parrot, and so did her sister. They both had little beaky noses . . .’ Violet developed a talent for music, and before the family left London could play barrel-organ tunes on the piano; a family friend would give her a penny to sing, and Violet always made sure she was paid in advance for her efforts.


Perhaps the absence of a father encouraged the Veitch children to be particularly naughty. Violet’s brother Henry was expelled from the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth for refusing to salute a captain, and at eight Violet ran off to London with the family housemaid, Ellen, although she returned the same day. When she was implicated as a go-between in a romance of Laura’s, their mother decided to send her two younger daughters to be ‘finished’ at a bleak nunnery outside Brussels. Here Violet became ill; she was delirious for days and no one did much about it. After the fever subsided, Violet found she had become slightly deaf. ‘That illness really spoilt my life’, she wrote bitterly, laying at least part of the blame on the nuns. It provoked a distrust of religion which her son inherited. It also indirectly bequeathed another legacy to Coward: precise enunciation, his speech clipped for her benefit.


Violet returned to a new home, the family having moved from Maidenhead to South Norwood, close to well-to-do Aunt Henrietta and her husband, Alexander Oliveira. Mary Veitch was also proud of her acquaintance with the Bulteels, whom she met when she collected her pension from the Admiralty, and with whom Violet and Laura would often stay. The Bulteels were a ‘good family’ from Devon with a strong naval tradition and royal connections, and when their son Henry married Laura in 1879, Mary Veitch found it a satisfactory match.


But Violet had her share of suitors, and she was engaged for three weeks to a William Glanville Richards. Years later, Coward would draw on such tales of his mother’s early affairs; a figure as strong and as close to him as she was would naturally emerge in his work. In his Ruritanian romance, The Queen was in the Parlour, a duchess, colourful representative of an older generation, tells the young lovers, ‘it’s easier to follow other people’s machinations than your own heart’; to which the heroine replies, ‘No! Follow your heart always – if possible!’ ‘That sounds very fine in theory,’ says the duchess, ‘but in practice it’s often dismally unsuccessful. I’ve done it several times with the most devastating results.’


The family moved again, to a yet smaller house, in Harlesden, northwest London. Her brother George supported the family by working as a clerk, but, like their Uncle George, developed tuberculosis, and died at the age of twenty-three. Two years later, in 1885, the family made its final move, this time to a quieter, almost rural area, recalling happier days at Chobham. Teddington-on-Thames was little changed since Alexander Pope and Horace Walpole had chosen it for their out-of-town retreats in the eighteenth century. The Veitches settled in Udney Park Road, in a villa which Mary named ‘Dawick’ in echo of former Veitch grandeur. Here the family lived ‘a trifle sadly, making over last year’s dresses and keeping up social appearances’. And here, where the river Thames flowed lazily by before it reached London, Noel Peirce Coward was born.


*


Like the Veitches, whom they met soon after they arrived in Teddington, the Coward family too had aspired to greater things, hopes frustrated by the loss of the head of their household.


Noel’s paternal great-grandfather, William Coward, had been a surveyor (as had Henry Gordon Veitch), living at Heston in Middlesex, where his son James Coward was born on 25 January 1824. There was already musical talent in the family; as a young boy, James was admitted into the Westminster Abbey choir, distinguishing himself in solo performances. His first job was as organist to the parish church of Lambeth, and there he met and married Janet Margaret Munro in 1852. Janet was the daughter of Gordon Munro, who worked for the Board of Ordnance at the War Office in Pall Mall, and lived in Charles Street, off St James’s Square. She was just eighteen when she married James Coward, and the marriage appears to have been a happy one. It was certainly fruitful: Janet gave birth to six sons and four daughters, the family lived in Pimlico, at 176 Cambridge Street, later moving to 38 Lupus Street, with three servants – a cook, a housemaid, and a nurse. It was at Cambridge Street that Arthur Sabin Coward was born, on 20 November 1856. The second of James’s and Janet’s sons, he owed his middle name to the vicar, Reverend John Edward Sabin, who had married his parents at St James’s Church in Westminster.


James Coward became resident organist at the Crystal Palace, where he gave recitals on gala evenings; a programme for one such evening reads: ‘After the Display, the Palace will be brilliantly Illuminated for Promenade until 10.30, during which Mr James Coward will perform on the Handel Festival Organ.’ He also became the conductor of glee clubs at Westminster Abbey and in the City, and organist to St George’s Church, Bloomsbury, the Sacred Harmonic Society, and the Grand Lodge of Freemasons. His membership of the freemasons (of which Henry Veitch was also a member) facilitated such valued appointments, but James had talent too. His substantial entry in the Dictionary of National Biography notes that ‘his compositions are not numerous, but they show considerable refinement and musical knowledge, as well as an earnestness of aim for which he was scarcely given credit by those who were accustomed to hear his operatic selections or transcriptions for the organ’. It adds rather sniffily, ‘it is to be regretted that so great a power of improvisation as he possessed should so often have been turned to account to provide musical accompaniment for acrobatic displays’.


But James Coward was another victim of tuberculosis. After three years of suffering, he died on 22 January 1880, aged fifty-five, leaving his wife, like Mary Veitch, to care for a large family. Unlike Henry Gordon Veitch, however, James had made a will, leaving just under £600 to his wife. Later that year, the Cowards moved to a more modest house at 4 Amyand Park Road, Twickenham, along the river from Teddington. Of the fate of Noel’s paternal uncles and aunts, so numerous in number, little is known. James’s musical career was marred by heavy drinking; Randulph married and lived close to the family home. Walter was the grandest, a Gentleman-in-Ordinary of the Chapel Royal at St James’s Palace, where he also held the office of Librarian of the Chapel Royal’s music. The most interesting uncle was Percy, the black sheep of the family, who was said to have married a ‘professional pianist’, had a daughter, deserted both, and was never heard of again, ‘with the exception of a few vague rumours from Australia’. In fact, he had married the daughter of a civil servant in Islington in 1891; Aunt Kitty was a pianist, however, and joined in the Coward family’s Twickenham concerts. Like his father, Percy sang alto in the Westminster Abbey choir, and a tenor from the Chapel Royal recalled that his voice ‘excelled any woman I ever heard . . . he could interpret many arias by Handel and other early composers neglected by most singers’. After touring Canada with a group of Westminster Abbey singers, Percy settled in Toronto as a singing teacher. But like his nephew, he had a restless spirit, and deserting Kitty (who returned to London), Percy left for Australia where he died shortly afterwards. Of Noel’s paternal aunts, only Ida and Myrrha featured in his life. Ida married W. R. Makeham, and ran a boarding house in Ebury Street; their son became a great friend of Noel’s brother Eric. Myrrha married John William Alcock, a civil servant at the Office of Works; her daughter, Ida Doris, born in 1898, was Noel’s favourite cousin.


The one great unifying joy for the Coward family and their father’s greatest legacy was their love of music. Since his early teens, when he was at Kings College School in London (where he won prizes for his drawing), Arthur had earned an early living as a ‘choral exhibitor’; like his son, he came young to professional entertainment. He and his siblings swelled the ranks of the Twickenham Choral Society; Randulph organised evenings of entertainment with the Teddington Glee Club, in which he, Arthur and Walter Makeham all sang. But the great Mecca of all musical ambition in that part of London was further up the river, on the banks of Teddington Lock. Teddington society – a shade grander than its downstream counterpart – centred on the new parish church of St Albans, dubbed ‘the Cathedral of the Thames Valley’ by John Betjeman, who described it as looking like a little piece of Westminster Abbey stranded up-river. Built in 1887 by a local architect, William Niven (father of David Niven and a neighbour of the Veitches at Udney Park), this grandiose Victorian gothic pile rose above the river at the lock. Its vicar was Francis Leith Boyd, who was given to ‘furious outbursts’ from the pulpit; he was popular enough to fill the church to overflowing when he delivered his fiery sermons.


In the late 1880s the Cowards moved to Teddington and a house at Coleshill Road. Their musical talents assured them of a major role in the parish life of the new church: Arthur’s elder brother James became responsible for the ‘highly ambitious character’ of the church’s programme of music, creating ‘on the musical side a tradition which could compare with any leading London church’. James presided at St Albans all year, except during August, when he went to Paris to relieve Guilmant as organist at Notre-Dame.


It was in the St Albans church choir that Violet Veitch met Arthur Coward. Arthur, in his early thirties, worked as a correspondence clerk in the warehouse of Metzler’s, the music publishers whose head office was in Great Marlborough Street, where he travelled daily by train from Teddington station. He graduated to salesman, and Sir Henry Wood, conductor of the promenade concerts, recalled ‘very enjoyable times in Metzler’s going through the marvellous Mustel organs that they used to sell, and no one ever displayed them with such a wonderful technique as did Arthur Coward’. Arthur was quite handsome, described by his son as ‘very spruce’, often with a blue cornflower in his buttonhole, proud of the cold baths he took both in summer and in winter. From his childhood, Coward recalled a framed photograph of his father ‘looking tenacious and distinctly grim’. The grimness came from his brows, which pinched together, a feature inherited by his son – a mark of determination in Noel, but not apparently in his father. Arthur led an ordinary life, the model of a dapper office worker commuting to London; regular in his habits, with certain passions, most evidently for music. Esme Wynne remembered ‘a very shadowy person, but even there Noel seemed to inherit a little of his real fondness for music . . . He could play rather charming things by heart, he composed them as he went along.’


In photographs Arthur Coward appears a slight figure, perceptibly stooped. But he was quite as tall as his son in maturity, and shared his sense of humour. Noel recalled him at one of his early theatrical parties at Ebury Street: ‘Have a tongue sandwich,’ Arthur said to Jane Cowl, the leopardskin-clad temptress then starring in Easy Virtue, ‘that’ll make you talk.’ He also had a certain affability: Cole Lesley remembered him using what he thought ‘unnecessary charm’ on the grocer’s boy. If this amounted to flirtation, it worked on Violet Veitch; there was little else about Arthur which would make him an irresistible consort. Few of Noel Coward’s friends could remember much about him, let alone anything remarkable. It was said that, like his elder brother James, he drank too much and in later years became an alcoholic; but in 1890, he seemed a good catch to Violet.4


The courtship was conducted at church services, and at amateur theatricals such as The Gondoliers, staged at the Town Hall, with the family Coward out in strength in the principal parts, Violet demure in the chorus. Comparatively old in Victorian terms (Arthur was thirty-four, Violet twenty-seven), they were married on 8 October 1890 at St Albans, and rented ‘Helmsdale’, 5 Waldegrave Road, a typical late Victorian semi-detached, with three floors of modest-sized rooms. It was a respectable neighbourhood; at the end of the road was Horace Walpole’s gothick villa, Strawberry Hill, then occupied by Frances Waldegrave, society hostess and rumoured mistress of Edward, Prince of Wales. Teddington High Street was close, as was the Thames, along whose pleasant tree-lined banks they would walk, crossing the river by a narrow iron footbridge. ‘I remember the smell of rotting leaves’, Coward later wrote; ‘In the autumn quietness of suburban roads/ And seeing the winter river flooding/ And swirling over the tow-path by the lock.’


For Violet, matrimony was no great adventure. Indeed, in her pencilled memoirs, written in the early 1930s, Arthur receives barely a mention; one would hardly know he had existed. Far more important for Violet was the birth of their first son, Russell Arthur Blackmore Coward on 1 August 1891, named after his godfather, R. D. Blackmore, author of Lorna Doone and one of Teddington’s celebrities. Blackmore was ‘fond of young ladies especially if modest and gentle’, and Violet visited his home, Gomer House, to talk and take tea; Blackmore’s wife had died in 1888, and Violet was a consolation to the novelist. After Violet’s marriage the friendship persisted, Blackmore liking Arthur whom he regarded as ‘an accomplished musician and genial friend’; he went so far as to break with his usual custom and call upon the Cowards at Waldegrave Road. ‘What a peaceful and delightful baby!’ wrote Blackmore. ‘I shall be proud to have such a little godson; who deserves, and (I trust) will have a very happy life . . .’


Russell was the focus of his parents’ attentions, ‘so lovely and so clever, too clever’, recalled Violet, who noted that her first son developed musical talent at a much earlier age than did her second (raising the possibility that the great man of music and theatre might have been named Russell Coward). Blackmore doted on Russell, and sent his pony carriage to take the boy driving, promising to give Russell the white pony for his own when he was old enough. He even ordered a saddle to be made for his godson. ‘Our lives were wrapped up in his, and those six years were so happy’, wrote Violet. But aged six and a half, Russell developed spinal meningitis. It killed him within days.


Violet became seriously ill, ‘and longed and longed to die’. And yet she had recovered enough, nine months later, to conceive another son. ‘Everyone was amazed when it became known that I was to have another baby,’ she recalled, ‘and though my feelings were mixed, I did so long to feel baby arms round my neck again.’ Having lost her first, Violet’s second child would be that much more precious, and that much more important. She would not let go of him easily.


*


On the afternoon of 15 December 1899, Violet was standing at the window of ‘our cosy little home’. Outside it was beginning to snow. The time seemed right for her new child, and she suddenly felt the first contractions. By two-thirty the next morning, she was delivered of a baby boy, weighing a healthy seven and a half pounds, with golden brown hair. ‘He was a fine big baby, and oh the joy of him!’


The boy was named Noel, it being so close to Christmas; and Peirce, after friends whom the Veitches had known in Harlesden. Jessie (‘Flower’) Peirce was his godmother and the cause of a second name which Coward despised almost as soon as he could pronounce it. Emma Adams, who had nursed Russell, took charge in the nursery as Violet’s ill-health, exacerbated by the birth, meant that once more she took to her bed. Christmas was a quiet affair at Helmsdale, subdued because of illness in the family: on Boxing Day, Arthur’s mother Janet died of cancer. Violet was still ill and unable to organise Noel’s first social engagement until 11 February 1900, when he was christened at St Albans by the Bishop of Kingston, with the Reverend Boyd’s family in attendance. The reception was held at Waldegrave Road, where baby Noel was brought down from the nursery wearing his fine Madeira-worked gown, to be admired by family and friends.


With the new year came a new century, and a changing world. The relief of Mafeking was announced, restoring British supremacy in South Africa and heralding a brief period of glory that would shape Coward’s view of the world. Street barrel-organs played patriotic songs such as ‘Goodbye, Dolly, I Must Leave You’ and ‘We Are the Soldiers of the Queen’; these lodged as early memories, resurfacing in Coward’s work to evoke the past. Queen Victoria’s death in 1901 was a breakpoint; even after Cavalcade, Noel was embroidering on the scene in free verse:


When Queen Victoria died


And was buried and the gun-carriage was dragged empty away again


The shops re-opened and so did the theatres


Although business was none too good . . .


And it looked as if nothing much had happened


And perhaps nothing much had really


Except that an era, an epoch, an attitude of mind, was ended.


The gay Edwardian era replaced the dourness of the previous century, and the theatre flourished under the reign of the actor-managers. New technology evolved – gramophone, telephone, wireless and the first tabloid newspapers – all important to the propagation of the future dramatist’s career.


Eighteen months after Noel’s birth the family took a larger house, shared with Grandmother Mary and Aunt Vida. At the top of the new house, Violet and Arthur had two rooms knocked into one, so that Baba (as baby Noel called himself) could run about, dressed in the skirts habitually worn by unhousetrained children, gripping his inseparable companion, a toy monkey. He was ‘very forward and amusing’, cooed Violet. As she admitted, ‘I am sadly afraid he was very much spoilt’, a consequence of Russell’s early death; when an innocuous lump appeared on the baby’s tongue, Violet immediately sent for the doctor. Noel was already demanding more than his share of attention. A bell had been fixed up in the nursery, and during Violet’s At Homes, Baba was dressed and ready to make an appearance should he be summoned by the bell. No ring, and there would be a ruction in the nursery; but if it did sound all was sweetness and light, as Baba was brought down to shake hands with everyone. Violet played the piano, while the infant phenomenon held up his silk frock delicately and danced for the general amusement of all.


Songs seemed important even in his earliest days. Coward noted that he was ‘born into a generation that still took light music seriously. The lyrics and melodies of Gilbert and Sullivan’ – which he later professed to dislike, and yet which appeared to be a discernible influence on his work – were ‘hummed and strummed into my consciousness at an early age . . . By the time I was four years old “Take a Pair of Sparkling Eyes”, “Tit Willow”, “We’re Very Wide Awake, the Moon and I”, and “I Have a Song to Sing-O” had been fairly inculcated into my bloodstream.’


It comes as no surprise to learn that the child was ‘highly strung’, and when a visiting doctor friend witnessed Baba’s antics he pronounced that the boy’s brain was too far in advance of his body, that his curls should be shorn and all further social invitations summarily refused. By Christmas 1903 he had grown ‘big and strong’ enough to be taken to his first theatre at Kingston to see Aladdin. The boy sat ‘quite quietly all the time, watching, watching!’


The following year, when Noel was four years old, the Cowards left Teddington for good (Coward recalled that ‘economy forced us to leave in rather a hurry’), with a vague idea of emigrating to Australia. Their furniture in store, they spent six months at the seaside, first at Bognor, then at Brighton, where Noel’s theatre visits resumed, going to matinees ‘whenever there was anything suitable on, like a revue, or a musical show’. It was a happy time for Violet and her son, and she seemed reluctant to move again; but the imminence of another baby made more permanent accommodation necessary. There were other changes in family circumstances too: Arthur Coward had joined a newly established piano firm, Payne’s, as a traveller. He was away from home a great deal, and once went as far as Naples. His absence from the family strengthened his wife’s matriarchal control, and intensified her relationship with her son. Soon after their arrival at Lenham Road in Sutton, Violet gave birth to her third son. Eric Vidal Coward was born on 13 July 1905, ‘bright red and singularly unattractive’, as Noel recalled, ‘but everyone else was delighted with him’. He gave no hint of jealousy, nor should he have done, for Violet’s affections, energies and love were always his; the rest of the family was subordinate to that fact.


Noel had his first taste of formal education at a small local primary school in Sutton. Violet had been unsuccessful in teaching her son to tie his laces, and the teachers at the school refused to perform this function. His outraged mother promptly took him away. At six he was sent to St Margaret’s, a girls’ day school whose headmistress was a Miss Willington, a prim figure in puffed sleeves and pinned-up hair. Noel did not care for her, or her school, and was ‘really very naughty’. Emma used to take Noel to the school in the morning, but he would escape and run home again. One day Miss Willington caught him and pulled him back. He kicked out furiously and bit his schoolmistress’s arm down to the bone; ‘an action’, recalled the adult Coward, ‘which I have never for an instant regretted’. The wilfulness of the young Coward’s act was an indication of the headstrong and demanding adult-to-be. Demure in sailor suit or stern in a succession of outsize Eton collars, early photographs show decidedly determined features; from grinning baby to smiling young boy, there was a self-assurance, as if he knew what he was and what he was going to be.


Miss Willington, against all expectations, liked Noel, and was proud of his obvious cleverness, ‘for he was beginning to develop musical talent, and had a sweet voice’. The schoolmistress, herself of a theatrical disposition, arranged for Coward to sing at a school concert, to which she had invited two or three ‘London artists’ to make it more interesting. His first public appearance came at the school’s end-of-term prize-giving on 23 July 1907. Clad in a spotless white sailor suit, he sang ‘Coo’ from Lionel Monckton’s A Country Girl, with its plaintive refrain:


Hark to the sound of ‘coo-oo-oo!’


Calling for me and you-ou-ou,


For me and you-ou,


Whether through darkest storm we go,


Or under sky of blue,


Nothing shall sever


I will be ever


True to my ‘Coo-oo-oo!’


This was followed by a winsome song on the subject of spring for which Noel accompanied himself on the piano. The resultant applause demanded an encore, but Coward was to learn early that public approbation does not always bring official rewards. Despite his rapturous reception, he watched as all the prizes disappeared from the top table, and Violet took him home quite unaware that her son had expected one too. Back at Lenham Road he ran inside and threw himself down on the sofa, yelling and crying. Violet, rather than reprimanding him, felt sorry for Noel; had she been harsher, such scenes might not have been repeated (as they were) even in middle age.


The person responsible for introducing Coward formally to music was Gwen Kelly, a school friend of his mother’s, who often came to stay. Kelly, with her ‘large mournful Irish eyes’ and smart tailormade clothes, was a good singer and musician (Esme Wynne later noted that Kelly ‘played well and looked hideous’). However, Coward could remember no piano lessons as a boy, ‘except occasionally from my mother who tried once or twice, with singular lack of success, to teach me my notes. I could, however, from the age of about seven onwards, play on the piano in the pitch dark any tune I had heard.’ Even in adult life, Coward’s piano-playing was limited to three keys: E flat, B flat and A flat. ‘The sight of two sharps frightens me to death’, he confessed, and recalled that ‘dear George Gershwin used to moan . . . and try to force my fingers on to the right notes’. Coward would play down such early encouragement in the arts, as if to enhance the uniqueness of his own genius. He later remarked of his mother that ‘the sad thing was that she knew little about the theatre, but she used to take me to it on my birthday’. In fact Violet had been an avid fan since before her marriage. Their visits were formative experiences for the young playwright-to-be, waiting in the pit queue at the Hippodrome to see a ‘Spectacle’, or in Croydon for a pantomime: as impressive were the ‘Panoramas’ at Earls Court, long vistas painted in narrow strips to reproduce famous battles or foreign lands.


At seven Noel was packed off to spend the summer with his Aunt Laura at Charlestown, near St Austell in Cornwall. Violet’s sister was ‘kind, pretty, and vain’, and, according to her descendants, ‘certainly very unpopular in the village of Charlestown’, where she was seen as ‘domineering and autocratic . . . and thoroughly stand-offish’. The Bulteels’ house was grand in comparison with the Cowards’ Sutton villa, with Georgian furniture, fine china and silverware, and walls decorated with Chinese paintings on mirrors. In the large grounds there was a deep lake, with an unstable blue punt used to reach an island in its middle. With its hidden paths and dark green water, it was a secret playground for the young boy. Cousin Walter, his daughter recalls, ‘didn’t much like Noel (several years his junior) and used to palm him off on his sister Violet . . .’ The young Coward preferred to play with Violet Bulteel, and on later visits he wrote home, telling his mother that his cousin was teaching him to row, and that ‘I had some little boys over yesterday afternoon to tea and I dressed up in a short dress and danced to them and sung to them and we all went round the lake and on it to[o].’


Noel returned to London to find further family upheaval. Payne’s Pianos had gone bust, and Arthur had lost his job (a possible reason for Noel’s Cornish sojourn, as the Cowards sought to defray family expenses). ‘No money’, Violet recalled, ‘anxious times’. They moved again, this time to 70 Prince of Wales Mansions, facing Battersea Park. Their flat was at the top of the redbrick block, with a small balcony overlooking the park and the Thames beyond. Despite their decreasing fortunes and living space, there was one major bonus; they were within the boundaries of London, an important step for a young boy whose waking thoughts were already centred on the theatre. His favourite toy was a miniature auditorium, in which Noel re-enacted Cinderella and Black-eyed Susan with cardboard cut-outs; Victorian-style penny pantomime sheets supplied an augmented cast and decor. Later he acquired a larger model, for which Arthur painted scenery and helped Noel to make different sets, on which dolls danced instead of pasteboard figures. These Noel dressed in ‘long chiffon draperies of different colours’, fixing them on to a wire circle which he worked from the top, so that the dolls seemed to dance a ballet. ‘He never cared to put on a whole play, but was always trying effects, lighting with electric torches and candles’, recostuming his china cast for tableaux.


But Coward also showed that he had inherited the rebellious streak of the Veitches. He made friends with children in neighbouring flats, and with Noel as ringleader they would tie prams to doorknobs, ring the bells and run. Outdoors, Battersea Park provided ample space for misbehaviour: Noel was often found annoying the park-keepers by roller-skating on the pavements. If Violet’s disciplinary grip on her son was slack, it may have been because financial crises continued to beset the family; with Arthur’s small income and two growing boys to clothe and feed, it was difficult to maintain even a modicum of lower middleclass respectability. A desperate situation demanded a drastic solution and, like her sister-in-law, Ida, Violet took it upon herself to rent rooms. Noel enjoyed the change in arrangements, largely because it involved dressing for dinner in his high Eton collar and Norfolk jacket. But living with strangers in cramped conditions could cause fraught tempers, bickering which would resurface in Coward’s dramas as echoes of family rows. To these he contributed in the clipped speech he had adopted, not only for his mother’s benefit but to overcome a slight lisp.


There was still the problem of his education. Uncle Walter encouraged Violet to apply to Claude Selfe’s Chapel Royal School, sited in a large house in Clapham. This was a new adventure for Noel, exciting because the journey involved two tram rides to reach his destination, 385 Clapham Road. Arriving at school, he hoped not to see the mortarboards of the choirboys proper on the pegs in the hall; for three days a week, they did not attend school, which meant that not only would Mr Selfe be in a better mood but there would be no bullying. Life at the school was ‘pretty rough’, recalled Sir Thomas Armstrong, who joined in January 1908, ‘There were brutal and coarse “initiation ceremonies”: and if I were to describe in details the things that were done to us I should hardly be believed . . .’ As a dayboy, Noel could avoid the worst of the abuse, but when caught he resorted to his dramatic talents: ‘Once during one of these boyish pranks I pretended to faint, having kicked one of them in the fork, an unmanly performance which frightened everyone very much indeed.’


On the day Noel’s voice was to be tested for the Chapel Royal choir, he appeared before the organist, Dr Walter Alcock, in a higher-than-ever Eton collar, his hair plastered down. Alcock, formerly organist at Twickenham, was a lofty figure, made yet more remote by his contact with the royal family, ‘as well as the Almighty, [which] faintly upset his balance as a human being’. Undaunted, Coward sang Gounod’s ‘There is a Green Hill Far Away’. He sang well, albeit dramatically, later telling Judy Garland, ‘I did the whole crucifixion bit – with expression. The organist, poor man, fell back in horror.’ Noel and his mother were ushered out, Dr Alcock informing Mrs Coward that not only was her son too young but there was no vacancy. Violet decided that this was a good thing, as Dr Alcock obviously didn’t know what he was talking about, and they all looked rather common – including Uncle Walter.


Violet did, however, consider her son’s master, Claude Selfe, a benevolent figure. He was fervently interested in the theatre (he had formed the New Stagers Operatic Society, which wrote and performed its own operas, as well as those of Gilbert and Sullivan), and was willing to tutor Coward later when he began to get theatre work. This in itself proved a hazard to Noel’s formal education; as Thomas Armstrong noted, ‘[Coward] didn’t make the grade because he was always being taken out of school for dancing lessons or to play a juvenile part in some show, and his time at the Chapel Royal School was a period of his life that in later years he didn’t wish to remember or to be reminded of.’ In this Noel was vindicated; soon afterwards, two boys ran away from the school to escape the abuse. The allegations must have been serious, the police were called, and an enquiry set up; in consequence the school was closed, and Claude Selfe disappeared.


Soon after the Chapel Royal audition débâcle, Mrs Coward’s paying guests left, and she decided to let the flat for six months and move to the country. ‘Small poverty is a greater strain in a town than in a village’, her son wrote, ‘and Mother was country-bred, and weary of whining Cockney tradesmen and crowded buses and genteel makeshifts.’ A Miss Davis rented the flat, and the Cowards left to stay with grandmother and Aunts Borby and Vida at Southsea, the pretty Georgian seaside town nestling next to its saltier neighbour, naval Portsmouth. While their parents looked for a suitable cottage, Noel and Eric enjoyed trips around the harbour and to the Isle of Wight. It was early April, and the winds whipped up the waves which crashed on to the stone-studded slopes of the breakwaters by Southsea Castle: here Noel would sit for hours, watching the grey-green sea of the Solent. The ‘romantic desolation’ Coward saw in Southsea stirred his feelings for the sea, a love which would remain. In his short story ‘Ashes of Roses’, the young Leonora is brought up with her uncle and aunt in a seaside boarding house (whose tenants exhibit ‘aggressive gentility’). Out of season, Leonora stays in the ‘second floor front’ bedroom, where she could ‘kneel on clear winter nights, with the window wide open and an eiderdown wrapped around her, and look out over the dark sea . . . Here, with the smell of the sea, the sound of the waves pounding the shingle and the sharp wind blowing the curtains out into the room, she could make plans for the future.’


There were other attractions: the masculine charm of the naval uniforms so plentiful around Southsea, with Portsmouth just next door, and sailors represented the excitement of adventure, of travel, and of sex. That this image of tradition should also represent unconventional desires seemed a metaphor for the tensions that existed in Coward’s life; passion and patriotism, desire and duty. The English sailor, with his bell-bottoms and jaunty cap, embodied cheerful masculinity, the ocean roll in his step. It was a romantic, theatrical, and irresistible image, from Lord Mountbatten – the real thing – to Graham Payn as the stage matelot.


The Cowards moved to Meon, a hamlet a mile or so inland from the eastern borders of the Solent. Meon Cottage, just off the country lane that led eventually to the shore, was a farmworker’s modest thatched cottage, set among the fruit smallholdings of the flat countryside. Arthur and Violet leased it from a Mrs Spurgin, who lived in the large house at the end of the drive. Tiny inside, with a spiral staircase to an even smaller upper floor, it had a country quaintness which the city dwellers appreciated. ‘We lived there for six months completely happily’, Coward recalled, although the quaintness palled somewhat when the goat got into the outside lavatory. Poor as they were – ‘at times I believe there wasn’t quite enough food’ – they were content; a bucolic existence out of the books of Mary Webb or Sheila Kaye-Smith. On the beach, they watched the yachts parade; for Violet, a reminder of her family’s past. During the Cowes Week regatta, they charted the royal arrivals, and saw the Kaiser saluted by the Fleet. That evening they had a moonlight picnic on the edge of the low sandy cliff, with Arthur Coward letting off some fireworks bought in nearby Fareham.


Noel later professed to have learned a lot about country ways, claiming to be adept in tree-climbing, but Mrs Spurgin’s sons declared their new neighbour ‘a milk sop’, and useless at such activities. They would send Noel to climb a tree at the end of the Spurgins’ drive, keeping him aloft ‘by aiming air gun bullets at his behind’. Noel took his revenge subtly, stealing from their landlady’s plum trees in an after-dark raid in which the conspiratorial Violet also took part. When they thought they had been discovered, they had to lie in a ditch, giggling, for half an hour.


Coward’s childhood was marked by a series of dramatic accidents. In Teddington, a horse lunged at his head; in Sutton a terrier attacked him in the street, leaving him with a permanent scar on his leg. Barely had he recovered when a boy on a bicycle knocked him down, and in Bognor a horse ran at him as they were walking on the green, taking a bite from behind Noel’s ear. But the most serious mishap came at Meon, when he trod on a broken bottle in the sea. Violet heard violent screams, and found the water turning red: Noel had severed an artery between his toes. Laid up with a stitched foot, he recuperated in the garden, reading and writing. It was in those lazy summer afternoons in a Hampshire orchard that he wrote his first dramas. He decided to put them into production, and cast the three Spurgin sisters and his cousin Winnie in a tragedy. Extorting the girls’ pocket-money, he cycled into Titchfield for props (as much ribbon as he could buy for sixpence), and an army bell tent was set up for the performance. However, his cast’s lack of seriousness – they giggled and forgot their lines, an indiscipline which would ever after vex the dramatist – drove Noel to smite the eldest over the head with a wooden spade, thus ending the drama with real tears and a nasty quarrel between their respective mothers.


When their summer lease expired, the family returned to Southsea for six weeks, as Miss Davis was still at Prince of Wales Mansions. But Grandmother Veitch, now seventy-two, was increasingly ill, and when the Cowards returned to Battersea, she moved into a flat at 81 Prince of Wales Mansions, where she died on 27 November 1908. Mary Veitch, unlike her husband, was respectably solvent and left £1,519 19s 8d, a considerable sum, to be divided among her surviving children, Vida, Laura, Violet and Etta. New funds may have prompted the decision, after Christmas 1908, to resume Noel’s education at the Chapel Royal School; he was to stay with Uncle Randulph and Aunt Amy in nearby Pimlico. 1909 was a miserable year for Coward, ‘mother-sick’ and bullied: ‘I am still very unhappy and I shan’t get over it till I see you again . . . oh Mother do send me some money to come down to you please do I am not very happy here without you . . .’


However, Coward the performer was developing apace. Noel’s voice gained strength, ‘more full-blooded than the usual boyish treble’ and soon he was performing at the church garden party at St Albans in Teddington. Violet Coward now decided that attention should focus on her son’s terpsichorean talents, and he was sent to Miss Janet Thomas’s Dancing Academy in Hanover Square for a six-week course early in 1910. The self-sufficient ten-year-old again made his way across London every Thursday and Friday afternoon. Violet’s way of instilling independence worked a little too well: Noel amused himself en route in conversations with strangers, in which he reported an appalling home life of a drunken father, squalid tenements and malnourished siblings. ‘It was also a pleasant game to be discovered sobbing wretchedly in the corners of railway carriages or buses in the hope that someone would take pity on me and perhaps give me tea at Fuller’s’, a ploy successful on just two occasions, both Samaritans being of the cloth. One clergyman gave Noel a lecture on trusting in the Almighty; the other gave him sixpence and pinched his knee. ‘Of the two, I preferred the latter.’5


[image: images]





1. Coward’s interest in his great-grandfather was stimulated by Rupert Croft-Cooke, who wrote a history of Madeira in 1961, and to whom Noel wrote, ‘In what way was he notorious? I long to know. Can it be what I think? He was very handsome. I have a miniature of him somewhere. Do let me know all.’


2. ‘She was a lovely dark girl’, recalled Violet of her stepsister, ‘rather French looking’. In his memoirs, Coward refers to ‘an extra relation called Barbara, or “Borby,” who had fallen out of a port-hole on her head at the age of two, and was consequently a little peculiar’, but his mother does not mention any such disability.


3. Coward wrote that ‘Captain’ Veitch died in Madeira ‘comparatively young’, and his wife and children returned to England, but records show that Henry Gordon Veitch, ‘formerly of the island of Madeira’, died in London on 9 January 1863 at 6 Cornwall Terrace, Regent’s Park, presumably a nursing home.


4. In Coward’s 1932 revue, Words and Music, a mother sings, ‘Then I married your father,/ Gay and handsome and frank,/ But it shattered me rather/ When I found he drank.’


5. Incidents remembered, perhaps, in the words of a 1925 Coward song:


When our thoughts are most volcanic


We remember in our panic


Even clergymen are naughty


Now and then.
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A Talented Boy


CAST OF CHILDREN – Young Actors in Charming Play Chosen from Applicants to Daily Mirror. Before a delighted audience at the Little Theatre yesterday Miss Lila Field’s company of child actors . . . made their first bow to the public in ‘The Goldfish’ . . . Great success was scored by Master Noel Coward as Prince Mussel . . .


Daily Mirror, 28 January 1911


TOWARDS the end of his dancing classes Noel’s career took a professional turn. The Daily Mirror of 7 September 1910 reported Miss Lila Field’s plan to set up a children’s theatre (none of the actors to be over fourteen years old) and noted that she had found it difficult to find suitable boys for her project.


Coward romanticised the origins of his first West End appearance when he wrote in Present Indicative of an advertisement in the paper, which ‘stated that a talented boy of attractive appearance was required by a Miss Lila Field to appear in her production of an all-child fairy play: The Goldfish. This seemed to dispose of all argument. I was a talented boy, God knows, and when washed and smarmed down a bit, passably attractive.’ Violet wrote informing Miss Field of the eminent suitability of her son for the job, and soon after mother and son, in grey satin and feather boa and new Norfolk suit and Eton collar respectively, arrived at the audition in a state of trepidation. They were greeted by the colourful Peruvian-born Miss Field (also an amateur aviator and clothes designer), who asked Noel to recite. According to Violet, tears came to her eyes; her sister Bertha arrived in time to hear ‘There is a Green Hill Far Away’, Noel’s heart-tugging audition standard: it was too much for the Misses Fields, who both ‘passed out’. Terms were quickly agreed. ‘It will be a guinea and a half a week’, pronounced Lila Field, which Violet thought beyond her means. ‘He will receive that’, said Miss Field.


Two other children in that Little Theatre production made their names on the stage: Ninette de Valois, prima ballerina and choreographer; and Alfred Willmore, better known as the actor, writer and producer Michael MacLiammoir. He played King Goldfish, she the queen. Both were older than Noel, yet to MacLiammoir, Coward ‘seemed, with his straight, neatly arranged hair, his pale complexion, his small humorous almond eyes, and his clipped way of speaking, far more sophisticated and self-possessed’. He asked what Noel would like to be when he grew up. ‘An actor of course. That’s why I’m here . . . There’s nothing as good as the theatre’, Noel said with conviction. ‘That is, if you’re made for it. I should think you were you know, same as me . . .’


The engagement seemed to set Coward’s career on course, but after only four days of performances illness struck, as it would do throughout his working life. Noel had severe earache, and the doctor forbade any exertion. Violet wrapped Noel in a blanket and took him to the theatre to show Miss Field his condition: ‘She said that as Noel was the success of the play, it could not possibly go on’, wrote Violet, although she realised that it gave Miss Field an excuse to close the failing show. Lila Field revived The Goldfish later that year, at the Royal Court Theatre, and then at the Crystal Palace for two matinees. For his efforts, Noel received the sum of one guinea; hardly a fortune. But he had had his first taste of theatrical success, and Miss Field’s efforts had been noticed; when the Cowards returned to Prince of Wales Mansions after another summer at Meon, they found a letter from Charles Hawtrey, the great actor-manager, summoning Noel to the Prince of Wales Theatre, where rehearsals for the comedy The Great Name had begun. After Noel’s elaborate audition, Hawtrey turned to his stage-manager and said, ‘Tarver, never let me see that boy again.’ Tarver persuaded him otherwise however, and Noel secured the part – just one spoken line – at two pounds a week. Slight as the role was, it had a greater significance, by virtue of the director who auditioned him.


Hawtrey, then fifty-three, was famous for his adaptation of a German play, The Private Secretary, which became as popular a revival as Charley’s Aunt. A fine light comedy actor, he exemplified the English gentleman-about-town. Coward remembered him vividly: a strong scent of eau-de-cologne, expensive striped shirts from Paris, and ‘a twinkle in his eye’. In unabashed hero-worship, Coward followed him about, chattering shrilly and asking him to sign his autograph book (which Hawtrey did, seventeen times). He was once so distracting that Hawtrey missed an entrance. ‘Go away, boy,’ sighed the suffering director, ‘for God’s sake leave me alone.’


As a child actor under the age of fourteen, Noel had to acquire a licence to perform; this involved a ‘tortured’ trip to Bow Street magistrates’ court, where a dyspeptic magistrate, believing that such children were forced on to the stage to keep their ne’er-do-well parents, regulated young careers. When the licence was refused Violet leapt to her feet, protesting that her son would decline into sickness and end up in hospital as a result of the decision. She then sat down quickly, blushing, her hat askew. The elderly magistrate granted the licence. Mother and son left the court in tears, with dignified bows to all present.


The Great Name was not a great success, running for just two months. But Coward once more found himself in the right place at the right time; as that contract ended another presented itself in Hawtrey’s production of Where the Rainbow Ends. This was the first staging of what became as much a children’s standard as Peter Pan, playing every Christmas for the next forty years. It was a morality tale of the dragon Slitherslime which lazy boys became; the Slacker was just such an idle, wicked boy, ‘who has given up all idea of work, and has even lost the saving love for his country, and, above all, love for his parents’. The play featured two eminent young thespians, Miss Esme Wynne and Philip Tonge. Tonge was one of the most successful boy actors of the time, and with his ruddy schoolboy complexion, oversized overcoat and hat with ear-flaps, he was a romantic figure, the object of a youthful crush by Noel.


Where the Rainbow Ends was lavishly financed to rival Peter Pan, and staged just before Christmas 1911 at the Savoy Theatre, the first public building to be electrically lit, festively decorated with holly wreaths. Violet and Arthur Coward watched the last dress rehearsal from the stalls until four in the morning. Italia Conti was ballet mistress, delivering shrill Joyce Grenfell-like commands from the dress circle, ‘ “Dorothy, do your coupé again” or “Grace, how many times have I told you never to push Phyllis in your pirouette?’ ” She singled Coward out for special treatment, suggesting he double as a hyena and a dog after his part in the first act was over; but Violet disapproved of her son spreading himself so thinly. Hermione Gingold was understudy to Esme Wynne’s Rosamund, and recalled Coward’s performance as ‘quite fantastic. People used to stand and gape in astonishment . . . Charles Hawtrey was always threatening Noel with the sack but never carried out his threat because even Noel’s scene-stealing had a ring of genius about it.’ This involved kicking the hapless actor who played the Lion.


Coward basked in the glory. When the Daily Graphic printed photographs of the young stars of Where the Rainbow Ends, he managed not only to feature with Philip and Esme but added his already distinctive ‘Noel Coward’ autograph, writ large across the studio shot, thus establishing his name as a virtual trademark. At twelve, he assumed the stance of a star, and his was not the picture of a fresh-faced young boy. Coward always looked worldly, and his features conveyed preoccupations greater than those of a child.


By 1912 the Cowards had moved again, to ‘Ben Lomond’, 50 Southside, Clapham Common. Clapham, centred on its expansive park and ponds, had peaked in bourgeois fashion in the previous century, and was now known for its schools, of which the Chapel Royal was just one. Even the Cowards’ landlady, the grandly named Madame Charles Hunt, who lived downstairs, was a teacher of singing; her peripheral involvement in ‘the business’ may have been a deciding factor in the Cowards’ tenancy. They lived in the top two floors. Noel had an attic bedroom, next to the kitchen in which the family ate their meals. The Cowards could no longer afford a servant, but Violet made the housework look like fun, to encourage Noel and Eric who might have been upset by the sight of their mother skivvying. Arthur made toy yachts and sailed them on the pond across the road. Noel was already assuming family responsibilities beyond his age; Mrs Astley Cooper, who befriended Coward a year or so later, noted that ‘when he was about twelve, his father was very ill, and he went to a well-known doctor, and said, “You must come to see my father, we are very poor and can’t pay you, but I am going to be famous and I’ll pay you then.” Many years later he sent him a large cheque.’


Southside was a busy street, the first in Clapham to boast an electric tramway. Beyond the Plough Inn, down Clapham Road, ‘the atmosphere became palpably commoner’, but it was lively on Saturday nights, when the shops stayed open until midnight. At Christmas ‘the poulterers’ and butchers’ and greengrocers’ were glaring yellow caves of light, with the slow-moving crowds on the shining pavements silhouetted against them’. To get into town, there was the number 88 bus, or the Underground. Memories of the tube evoked the world of his youth for Coward. ‘I went through every sort of emotion in the City and South London Railway’, he remembered, from ‘exaltation, having been sent for by some agent’, to ‘utter despair, returning home in the evening having failed to get the job’. Transpontine London made a lasting impression, appearing as a location in many of his short stories: Battersea, the Oval, Kennington, and Clapham, the territory of his youth. Now, as he approached adolescence, it was a starting-point for his adult life.


With the end of Where the Rainbow Ends came a lull in Coward’s early career. The spring of 1912 was spent in a weary two-day-a-week tour of the agencies – Blackmore’s, Denton’s and Bellew and Stock. Violet was criticised for the time her son was taking off school, and she too began to have doubts. But such persistence was bound to triumph, and Coward was engaged for a ballet called ‘An Autumn Idyll’ at the Savoy Theatre, arranged to a mélange of Chopin melodies. Noel was to play a mushroom, clad in tights with a frill round his middle. After a high-kicking entrance and a pas de deux with Joan Carroll as a toadstool, he exited to lukewarm applause. The Times noted that ‘Miss Joan Carroll and Master Coward, as the Toadstool and the Mushroom, headed delightfully a little troupe of small but engaging fungi.’ His brother Eric, who was one of the fungi, was forgotten; little importance was attached to the possibility of a stage career for him.


On his return from a holiday at Charlestown with Aunt Laura, Noel was engaged for another Hawtrey production, A Little Fowl Play, a sketch by Harold Owen. But Coward’s keen anticipation was blunted when a less amenable magistrate at Bow Street refused him a licence to perform in the evening. However, Hawtrey insisted on paying him his full salary and, from the wings, close observation of professionals like George Robey provided valuable experience. Noel was also concentrating on tentative literary efforts, after the success of Esme Wynne’s youthful effort, The Prince’s Bride, which had been produced as a matinee during the run of Where the Rainbow Ends. Inspired by Drake, a production at His Majesty’s Theatre, he wrote a burlesque on the same subject, Sir Francis Drake. This was Noel’s first proper written play, and according to Violet it was hilarious. Hawtrey ‘and some others read it, and laughed till they nearly cried’, although it came to nothing.


The year 1912 marked another vital step in Coward’s development. Walking with his hero Philip Tonge to Tonge’s house in Baker Street, Noel received his first lesson in sex education. By the time he got home, ‘immersed in a sea of pornographic misinformation’, an appalling sense of guilt overtook him and he burst in on his worried mother exclaiming, ‘Mother, I have lost my innocence!’ According to his account, he was put to bed with a cup of cocoa and assured that every good actor needed to know about life as early as possible. But Tonge’s lessons became more practical, and Coward did lose his innocence when the two young actors went on a picnic in the woods together. In matters of sex, as in everything else, Noel was precocious.


During his second appearance in Where the Rainbow Ends early in 1913, Violet had recourse to unusual means to justify the path he was following; the family was growing ever more disapproving of the life the boy was leading. Appearing at the London Coliseum was a mind-reading act, a Miss Anna Eva Fay from America. A special note printed in the programme warned that Miss Fay was ‘not infallible . . . and there are times when she becomes over fatigued. Her answers at such times frequently go astray. The purpose is . . . bright, amusing, picturesque, and mysterious entertainment, without fraud, deceit, or impropriety . . .’ A friend of Violet’s, whose husband was an electrical engineer, suggested Violet accompany her to a session. Her husband had had some copper wire stolen, and he wanted his wife to ask Miss Fay its whereabouts; she had been twice already, and got no reply. As they sat in the crowded balcony, slips of paper were distributed for their questions. Violet wrote carefully in pencil on one of the slips, ‘Do you advise me to keep my son Noel Coward on the stage? Violet Coward.’ Miss Fay came onstage, accompanied by her male assistant, who draped a sheet over her as she sat down. ‘She held out her arms like a ghost, and answered one or two questions, and then called out, “Mrs Coward, Mrs Coward.” Violet stood up. Miss Fay shouted, “You ask me about your son Noel Coward. Keep him where he is, keep him where he is, he has great talent and will have a wonderful career!” ’


Violet was ‘entirely flabbergasted’ and wrote down what Miss Fay had said, ‘so as not to forget a word of it’. Divining a future genius proved too much for Miss Fay; after answering only one or two other questions, she fainted away and was led off by her assistant, leaving Violet’s friend to report a third disappointment to her wire-less spouse.


*


In March 1913 Italia Conti approached Violet with a proposal for Noel to appear in Hannele, a play by Gerhart Hauptmann which Basil Dean was to produce with the Liverpool Repertory Company. Noel auditioned for Dean, and was offered the part of an angel, a three-week engagement, at two pounds a week.


Violet saw Noel off for Liverpool and Manchester from Euston Station. He travelled with a company of ten other children, among them a ‘vivacious child with ringlets to whom I took an instant fancy. She wore a black satin coat and a black velvet hat with a peak, her face was far from pretty, but tremendously alive.’ This ‘very mondaine’ actress confided that her name was Gertrude Lawrence, but he should call her Gert. Just fourteen, she was a veteran of Max Reinhardt’s spectacle, The Miracle, at Olympia. She gave Noel an orange, and told him some ‘mildly dirty stories . . . I loved her from then onwards’.


Harold French, a boy actor two years Coward’s senior, was on the same train. Like Noel, he was to play an angel, a part for which he was well suited; his blond good looks ensured a sensational adult debut when he appeared half-naked in The Blue Lagoon in 1920. French remembered Coward as having ‘noticeable ears and a smile that brought an engaging tilt to his eyes . . .’ They played cards on the journey up; another boy, Roy Royston, taught them nap on Noel’s suitcase. French was equivocal about Coward’s adolescent charms. ‘I did like him,’ he recalls, ‘but I think I was rather in awe of him, even then. He already had his wit, his direct approach. He was the master of the four of us he bossed us – around a bit.’


Arriving at their Liverpool boarding-house, Noel was already homesick, and Miss Conti’s doses of Epsom salts as a cure-all did not help matters. They began rehearsals. Hauptmann’s Hannele, a fantasy set in a German mountain village, was full of theatrical effects, draped scenery and ghostly lighting, and Coward and French played schoolboys who became angels of light and materialised in ‘heaven’, where their schoolmaster (played by Balliol Holloway) had become ‘the stranger’, a Christlike figure. Gertrude Lawrence was one of the angelic chorus, and Noel was soon playing practical jokes and giggling incontinently with her; it was only a matter of time before his first confrontation with the redoubtable Basil Dean.


Dean had trained as an analytical scientist, and was now director of the Liverpool Repertory Theatre. Harold French recalled that he ‘knew what he wanted and no nonsense. He gave us . . . every gesture, every intonation, and we were all scared to death of him.’ They had been rehearsing for a week ‘when a strange terrifying thing happened’. Noel was delivering his speech, which began ‘The wealth of the gold-laden cornfields’, when Basil Dean interrupted: ‘No, no. You – whatever your name is – I want a slight emphasis on the word gold.’ He ordered the boy to start again. The director was walking back to his chair when French heard Coward’s voice: ‘ “Are you sure you’re right about that?” Mr Dean stopped walking. The rest of us stopped breathing. Slowly he turned. “What was that you said?” “Are you sure you’re right about that, Mr Dean?’ ” His smile was ‘tolerant, his tone enquiring’ as he explained that ‘ “a cornfield could hardly be silver-laden could it?” A smile spread across Mr Dean’s face. “I take your point, my boy, it’s just possible I was wrong.” He returned to his chair. “And now, ladies and gentlemen, with that young man’s permission we’ll get on with the rehearsal.” ’


The play opened on 31 March, and was a success. They moved to Manchester and were lodged in a gloomy rooming-house, where Noel and Gertrude Lawrence talked long into the night, their acquaintance becoming intimate friendship. Given the maturity of both teenagers, rumours of less innocent nocturnal encounters arose. According to Cole Lesley, Coward once confessed that Lawrence had taken him to the bedroom and introduced him to ‘the facts of life’. It may have been Coward’s only heterosexual experience, but Graham Payn thinks it unlikely, reasoning that Coward would have told him if the juvenile relationship had been ‘consummated’. (When Coward denied ever having slept with a woman, Gore Vidal asked, ‘Not even with Gertie Lawrence?’ ‘Particularly not with Miss Lawrence’, Noel replied.) But the two certainly saw in each other like minds, not least in a propensity for mischief. During their time off Coward, Lawrence and French used to idle away the hours in town. ‘We used to go to the Lyons Corner House and sit all afternoon over a cup of tea, waiting for the band to begin. I remember there were paintings of bare-chested ladies on the walls down the stairs, and Gertie got out her lipstick and painted their nipples pink – it was Noel’s suggestion, of course . . .’


*


Important though Gertrude Lawrence might be to Coward’s future career, another girl in his life proved valuable to his dramatic and literary career: Esme Wynne, the successful child actor whose ‘faintly bleating voice’ Noel had first heard in Where the Rainbow Ends. Her strong, passionate character influenced his work and mental development, as well as providing a model for many of his early female roles.


Wynne had attended Noel’s birthday party in 1911, when the Cowards still lived at Battersea. She remembered what she called ‘the only sentimental incident of our whole career . . . we played hide-and-seek, and he elected to hide in the same place as me . . . and dared to peck at my cheek . . . And when he had done so, instead of becoming my devoted slave, we both shrieked with laughter, and that was the end of any sentiment between Noel and me . . .’ It is a typical Cowardian scene: a theatrically heterosexual flirtation followed by the shriek of ironic laughter.


Noel wrote that when he first made Esme’s acquaintance, he found her ‘pompous, podgy, and slightly superior’. This annoyed Wynne. ‘I was never a podgy child’, she asserted. ‘When we met I was slim and he was like a spotted suet pudding in shape and colour. I called him Podge, and he, resenting my interest . . . in religious matters, retorted by calling me Stodge. ‘What wonderful enemies we would have made’, Coward later said, as their friendship ‘alternated between childishness and strange maturity’. When Wynne was sent off to a convent school in Belgium, the two friends exchanged enthusiastic letters. ‘Can’t we arrange it so that we can be together lots?’ wrote Noel. ‘Please go on with all your wicked ways at the Convent and get expelled and come home! DO!!!!!!!!! I am longing for you . . . N.B. You got Some Romantic in your last letter.’


Coward’s devotion seemed that of ‘a perfectly normal young man in a state of adolescent calf-love’, says Esme’s son, Jon Wynne-Tyson. Wynne said she doubted that she could have ‘borne the convent without Noel’s letters, which were screamingly funny, and all the funnier when I thought that the nuns had to read them first’. Wynne had a mature attitude towards sex (and a lively practical interest in it), and was reluctant to discuss ‘what went on in friends’ bedrooms’. But she accepted Coward’s emergent homosexuality, and observed that they would compare notes on attractive young men. She wrote, ‘I adored his sense of humour . . . and his complete sexlessness (as far as females were concerned).’


Coward acknowledged that it was Wynne who ‘egged him on to write’, and his mother remarked that Noel and Esme were writing together as early as 1912, on a typewriter given to Coward by Walter Bulteel. A fierce competitive spirit existed between them: when Esme wrote romantic verse, Noel saw it as a challenge and set it to music. Coward graduated to writing prose, ‘beastly little whimsies’ much in the Kate Greenaway–Arthur Rackham fashion of the day.


Esme lived in nearby Stockwell, and the two went on expeditions to Woolworth’s or Bon Marché in Brixton, cycled into the country, or played gramophone records in each other’s bedrooms. Running fast down the steep stone steps of Ben Lomond and across the road to the Common, they were free to pursue adventure, not always of an orthodox nature. They decided it would be fun to swap clothes, and thus attired, paraded up and down the West End, apparently unnoticed. Esme recalled Noel running across the Common, the hat and dress he had borrowed from her flying in the wind.


Meanwhile Noel had been offered two pounds ten shillings a week to play ‘the prologue’ in an American-written spectacle, War in the Air, at the London Palladium. His role was that of an infant aviator, Tommy, with a model aeroplane, transformed into a fighter pilot in subsequent scenes. ‘It had its moments’, Coward recalled, ‘usually when I climbed into a prop airplane which was supposed to fly magnificently off into the wings . . . Nine times out of ten it flew into the stalls and I had to be retrieved from under old ladies’ feet and from among their shopping bundles. Finally one day it flew quite out into the auditorium and I hung for two hours before they could cut me down from the railing around the edge of the dress circle. That finished that show.’


There was, however, one production to which all child actors aspired, J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan. To appear in it, on a West End stage, was confirmation that the under-age thespian had truly ‘arrived’. During the summer, while the family were staying at Lee-on-Solent with aunts Vida and Borby, Violet had written to Dion Boucicault, the producer, to ask for a part for her son in that season’s production of the play. He replied with a date for an audition. Boucicault, in the stalls, waited to hear Coward sing. He called out to the boy, insisting on just one verse. ‘Noel sang one, and the accompanist stopped, but Boucicault called, “Go on, go on”. So he sang to the end of the song, and they could hear him right up in the room where the children were waiting.’ Boucicault asked Violet what part Noel wanted. They had set their sights on Slightly, one of the Lost Boys; Boucicault told them to return in an hour, when he gave Noel the part, and a princely wage of four pounds a week.


Peter Pan – with Noel in shaggy fur coat and silk top hat – opened at the Duke of York’s Theatre on 23 December, and ended with Coward ‘dizzy with triumph’. On the last night, ‘people went mad’, with crowds waiting outside the stage door. As Noel came out, they shouted ‘good old Slightly’, and shook his hand vigorously. They bundled into a taxi, piled high with chocolates and flowers, and got home to snatch a few hours’ sleep, before starting on a four-week tour. This time Violet went too, unwilling to subject her son to another bout of homesickness. They travelled by chartered trains to Glasgow, Edinburgh, Newcastle and Birmingham, returning to London dates at Wimbledon, Hammersmith and Kennington. Coward was pleased to have the company of his Goldfish co-star, Alfred Willmore, who had the part of John Darling. He thought Coward quite unsuitable for the part of Slightly, usually played by an older man, but considered his friend’s performance a ‘clear foreshadowing of that brilliant crispness that was to be his own style and manner forever. In fact he was far too brilliant and too crisp for poor, stupid Slightly.’ Noel said, ‘It really is unbelievably difficult to act like a moron when one isn’t a moron. And I have very little sympathy, darling, with morons.’ He was already using an endearment to both sexes which even ten years later was shocking to the greater world.


*


After the excitement of Peter Pan, Coward found himself out of work again. ‘I couldn’t have been very happy really,’ he recalled, ‘because I was never completely happy when I wasn’t working. But there was another reason for his inactivity; he had developed a cough he could not shake, and his concerned mother was glad when Noel met Dr Etlanger, a family friend, who ran a sanatorium, Pinewood, near Stroud in Gloucestershire. Etlanger took Coward there for tests; he was X-rayed and found to have tubercular glands in his neck. Violet’s concern grew. Tuberculosis had killed Noel’s uncle and grandfather, and could manifest itself in many organs besides the lungs. But the tubercular gland was easily cured, said Dr Etlanger, by country air and avoidance of smoky theatres.


Coward remained at Pinewood, where he stayed in Dr Etlanger’s private house in the grounds. ‘It is simply perfect down here,’ he told Violet, ‘it’s a dear little cottage on the side of a very steep hill, woods at the back and woods at the side and a lovely valley in front with a lake, a cow, a horse, two puppies, and a good many snakes! . . . Mrs E is so nice so is the Doctor. There is a lovely pony I ride.’ On this he processed, dressed as ‘an Arab’ with ‘two very jolly girls, friends of the Doctor’, into the village ‘throwing flowers at everyone and telling their fortunes. It was fun.’


But Pinewood also introduced him to disease and death. For much of his life, Coward was fascinated by medical matters, and this often morbid interest may have begun at the sanatorium, where he could observe the effects of TB. Many patients were army officers, and they seemed remarkably cheerful – a consequence of the heightened sensations TB induces. Noel watched the men playing sports on the lawns, clad in bathing trunks, sunburned and apparently healthy, ‘talking so gaily of the future’.


*


He returned to Clapham much improved, although Violet was afraid that the London air would not be good for him. So when a new friend of Noel’s suggested a holiday in Cornwall, she readily agreed. This new friend was not a young actor or actress, but an artist, and member of a perceptibly decadent society. James Philip Sydney Streatfeild1 worked from a studio at 53 Glebe Place, just off Chelsea’s King’s Road, where he had lived on and off, since 1907. It was a fashionably Bohemian locale: the painter Glyn Philpot lived at 52; while the fashion photographer Baron de Meyer lived at 58.2 Both were homosexual, as was Streatfeild.


Streatfeild was born on 5 November 1879 at 23 Grafton Square, Clapham. His father, Arthur Ogle Streatfeild, worked as a clerk at the Bank of England, and was related to the Streatfeilds of Chiddingstone, Kent, who were ancient landed gentry. Philip had studied at art college (possibly the Chelsea School of Art), and by 1914 was a proficient and talented artist, making a living from his portraits, still lifes and landscapes, exhibited from 1901 at such prestigious galleries as the Royal Academy and the Royal Society of Portrait Painters. When he met Coward, Streatfeild’s most lucrative work was portraiture; his sitters had included the speaker of the House of Commons, Gerald du Maurier, and various members of the peerage. His was a peripatetic existence – he had changed his London address three times in the past ten years, moving up and down Manresa Road and Glebe Place, either side of the King’s Road. He was also leading ‘a fairly wild life’, according to his sister, Monica, who recalled ‘parties attended by society figures especially the stage and artistic set’. His friends included the remnants of the decadent Nineties, among them Robbie Ross, patron of the arts and Wilde’s first male lover.


In his memoirs, Coward is unclear about his first meeting with Philip, possibly because he sought to spare his mother; Streatfeild family legend had it that Violet Coward was working as a charlady to make ends meet, and met Streatfeild when she was cleaning his studio in Glebe Place. One day she brought her son with her, and Philip asked Noel to sit for him. Coward’s published recollection is that Streatfeild was painting a portrait of the actress Phyllis Monkman, then appearing as principal dancer at the Alhambra Theatre. She wore a pink velvet dress; another model, named Doris, ‘posed casually in the nude and made tea afterwards’. Esme Wynne remembered going to the studio with Noel, who sang his standard, ‘There is a Green Hill Far Away’, leaning nonchalantly against a grand piano. It was a heady introduction to artistic Bohemia for a young boy, and Streatfeild must have swayed Coward’s emotions at an impressionable age. Rather short, Philip had mousy-blond hair and very English features, with a touch of loucheness about the eyes and lips. At thirty-five, he was twenty-one years older than Coward.


That May Philip Streatfeild and a friend, Sydney Lomer (a captain in the Sherwood Foresters), took Noel off to Cornwall, where the painter was a regular visitor. It apparently did not seem odd to Violet Coward that two grown men should want her fourteen-year-old son as a companion. She was either innocent of the implications or she felt their class made the association advantageous. Noel bounced ‘blissfully’ in the back of Lomer’s fast car for two weeks, while they stopped at farms and inns along the way, with Streatfeild setting up his easel to work in quaint fishing villages. They dropped him off at Charlestown with his Aunt Laura, and Coward stayed on there, pillion-riding on Walter Bulteel’s motorbike (‘It certainly beats motoring for thrills!’ Noel told Esme) and entertaining by dressing up in drag again. Wearing one of Connie’s dresses and made up, Noel ensnared one young guest, Aldwyn Smith, as they walked in the garden. Coward struck coquettish poses, given a racy tinge by the cigarette holder he/she sported. The besotted young man appeared the next morning, only to be told by the Bulteel cousins that the mysterious young lady had left. They promised to forward his letter. Addressed to ‘My Dear Little Flapper’, it said that Aldwyn was ‘fearfully sick’ at having missed her, and asked for a photo. Coward and his cousins ‘laughed their heads off’. Despite the protestation of Coward’s future secretary, Cole Lesley, that ‘there were in those days no Freudian implications’ to such behaviour, it is difficult not to read some sexual challenge in Noel’s pantomime.


Esme Wynne denied any suggestion of physical homosexuality in Coward at that age, telling her son in 1967 that ‘Noel was never homosexual’, meaning that he did not, as far as she knew, take part in homosexual acts. ‘I do know that while he was friendly with me he never did anything that was criminally wrong, I mean that would have been punishable . . . he didn’t indulge in homosexualism.’ She did note that as a boy, Coward was ‘terribly afraid of illness . . . he had said to me, I’d never do anything – well the disgusting thing they do – because I know I could get something wrong with me’. According to other friends, it was a revulsion against penetrative sex which remained with Coward all his life.


Streatfeild remains a shadowy figure, and nothing is known of what he thought about Noel.3 However, visual evidence supports a certain attraction. A recently discovered painting by Streatfeild, entitled ‘Bathers on the Rocks’ and painted in 1914, depicts four naked boys on a rocky shoreline, gazing Narcissus-like into the water. The subject leaves little doubt as to the painter’s proclivities. The style is similar to that of Henry Scott Tuke, RA, whose paintings of boys bathing were popular in the 1890s, and who worked at Falmouth in Cornwall, where he found his swimming and sunbathing young models. It is certain that Streatfeild knew Tuke there, and Streatfeild may have been a student of his. Tuke’s pictures were an expression of the desires of the Uranians, late nineteenth-century enthusiasts of boy-love; writers, artists and Catholic converts inclined to intellectual paedophilia, among them Wilde, Frederick Rolfe, Sholto Douglas and Lord Alfred Douglas.4 Streatfeild’s connexion with the Uranians is confirmed by his friendship with Sydney Lomer, who that year had privately published The Greek Anthology, under the pseudonym ‘Sydney Oswald’. Bound in red cloth, this was his English translation of ‘Epigrams from Anthologia Palatina XII’, an explicit paederastic text. Lomer was also a friend of Tuke’s, who was commissioned to paint a nude portrait of the officer’s ‘extremely attractive’ batman, Leo Marshall.


What is additionally intriguing about Streatfeild’s picture is the apparent similarity between the boy on the far right of the group and photographs of Coward naked on the beach taken by Esme Wynne around that time. Philip Streatfeild’s brother, William, possessed a portrait said to be of Noel, depicting ‘a young boy, standing on a rocky path naked except for a very short, crumpled white shirt’ – a painting which William’s daughter recalls as a favourite of hers. (The picture disappeared when William Streatfeild died in 1957.) The only extant and positively identified Streatfeild portrait of Noel, a pencil drawing, also done in 1914, was proudly kept by Violet; resembling an innocent choirboy, it indicates how young Philip’s new friend was.


Back in London in June, Noel wrote to Esme, still at ‘finishing school’ outside Brussels. In purple ink, he reported that the family would be staying at Lee-on-the-Solent for six weeks at the beginning of August ‘and I don’t know what I am going to do without my Stodge because there won’t be any room at Lee when we are all down there’. He also detailed a string of engagements, concerts and At Homes, and another trip ‘avec Philip – it will be ripping will it not?’


Streatfeild and Coward returned to Cornwall on 1 July, as that idyllic pre-war summer stretched on, ‘hot and placid’. Streatfeild had taken a house on the south coast at Polperro, where they were joined by another London friend of Philip’s, Donald Bain. Their house was ‘beautifully furnished’, he wrote, and ‘about 300 feet above the sea’, directly over a sandy cove. Here they swam and sunbathed, Coward initially turning a bright lobster colour (a sunlover all his life, he learned early that exposing one’s entire body to the sun produced the best results). Noel had no inhibitions about nudity, as Philip’s painting bore witness. Streatfeild had bought Noel a net, with which he caught ‘le denizens de la deep (Bow-wow!)’, and they had a boat in which they went as far as the harbour mouth, ‘and then we came back because Philip said it was too rough’. When war was declared on 4 August, they saw three warships steaming by, ‘they looked proud and invulnerable and almost smug’.


For Streatfeild, king and country called. He prepared to join Sydney Lomer’s regiment, and sent Noel back to London by train on 6 August. By chance, a friend and former neighbour of his, the writer Hugh Walpole,5 who also had a house at Polperro, was returning to London, and Noel was put in the writer’s charge for the journey. According to Rupert Hart-Davis, Walpole was impressed with Coward, for he ‘stood the boy lunch on the train and tipped him half-a-crown when they separated in London’. In town, Noel spent a night in an hotel, presumably alone, before going south to Lee to be with the Cowards.


Noel spent the early autumn dividing his favours between Esme and Philip. Streatfeild enlisted on 10 November 1914, joining Lomer in the 6th Battalion of the Sherwood Foresters as a second lieutenant. Coward wrote to his mother from 53 Glebe Place announcing, ‘Philip is now a Soldier! (cheers) and I am going to stay to-night with him too as I shan’t see very much of him when he is drilling all day. I took him to the “Little Minster” last night . . . I am going to see Captain Charlton this morning and Captain Lomer is going to take Philip and Captain C and Yours Truly to a box at a Music Hall to-night, no evening dress required . . .’


As news from the Western Front grew grimmer, officers and men sought desperate pleasures, and theatre people, even as young as Noel, were natural outlets for their exuberance. The theatre was a social arena where class barriers were flexible; as Captain Charlton noted, ‘it was so ridiculously easy, during the war, to hob-nob with women, and men too for that matter, whose names and faces were continually advertised in the dreary photographic pages of society weeklies’. Leo Charlton was a romantic figure, having served in the Boer War and across the Empire. In 1914 he had joined the Royal Flying Corps, and was wounded in action the following year. An aristocratic Catholic, homosexual and later socialist, Charlton was altogether an atypical officer. He lived in Chelsea, with the then highly unusual convenience for a town house of an indoor swimming-pool. Here Charlton would entertain ‘young officers of the Flying Corps in whom he was interested’ and ‘one or two of the West Indian boys, his gymnastic pupils’, he later wrote. ‘It cannot be claimed that the scenes which were enacted late at night were uniformly decorous. Much licence was allowed, especially to those who had just come from, or were immediately returning to, the agony of life at the war.’


Both Charlton and Lomer were representative of a hidden vein of homosexuality in the forces, which war served to intensify. Not only was the imminence of death a factor but, as Paul Fussell points out in his book The Great War and Modern Memory, the levelling of class in the army enabled upper- and middle-class homosexuals to come into contact with working-class men to whom they were sexually attracted. Noel’s involvement in this closeted world was important. Not only would the connections with high-ranking members of the armed forces stand him in good stead for his later social uprise but they provided an introduction to the emotional tensions of homosexual society, disguised and subterranean, which would inform his work.


Even at that tender age, Noel had learned how to infiltrate the services. Esme Wynne recalled that Philip made his friend a mascot of the regiment while they were training in Essex (Sydney Lomer had a house in the barrack town of Colchester), and Noel accompanied the regiment on exercises in Hertfordshire. He wrote to tell Violet that he was ‘having the time of my life . . . I have just come back from a long day with Lomer’s division and I’ve marched 10 miles! and I’m “John tired” all the officers are so nice to me and all wanted to share their lunch with me You’ve got a fascinating youth for your son my dear.’ Streatfeild ‘loathed military life’, recalled Esme, ‘and to have a little boy there who could keep them in fits of laughter from morning into evening was a great relief’. Wynne found homosexual men witty and entertaining, with none of the pressures of heterosexuality to get in the way of friendship. ‘It was amusing,’ she recalled, ‘it was so lovely to have people talking to you sensibly, and the people he knew were all very intelligent. As a young girl you don’t visualise any physical side to it, and . . . as far as I know, no physical side was indulged in, beyond the odd kiss and whatnot.’


Back in town, it was the period of ‘Darkest London’, when the streets of the metropolis were cast into blackout and the first German air raid on the city began in late December. That Christmas Noel tried for Peter Pan again, but A. W. Baskcomb had been cast as Slightly, and the production started without him on Christmas Eve. A few days later, to Coward’s joy, Baskcomb fell ill and Noel squeezed back into the previous year’s furs and pink-and-black striped boots. ‘It was heaven to be back in the theatre again’, and he relished the accolades of the audience, who often threw bunches of violets, tied to thimbles, on stage (Wendy’s thimble symbolising a kiss for Peter Pan). He also enjoyed a memorable corridor greeting from Peter Pan herself, Madge Titheradge: ‘My name’s Madge, what’s yours?’ She would do well to remember the reply.





1. Not Streatfield, as Coward’s memoirs misspelt it.


2. Glyn Philpot was an accomplished society portraitist, who also painted working-class white boys and American negroes. Like many of that post-Wilde set, he was a Catholic convert. De Meyer’s wife, Olga, was the illegitimate daughter of Edward VII, and a lesbian. Both were fond of cocaine, as were their friends. After the baroness’s death, Princess Murat and her girlfriend were visiting the widowed de Meyer when they found a box of white powder, which they immediately began sniffing. De Meyer informed them too late that the box contained not cocaine but his wife’s ashes.


3. But there is a hint of what the Streatfeilds thought about Philip’s new friend. His great-niece recalls that when he brought Noel home with him, his mother later referred to Coward as ‘a common little boy’.


4. Timothy d’Arch Smith writes, ‘What that particular area of the Cornish coast had to offer boy-lovers apart from being the home of Tuke seems indiscernible, but Fox [another Uranian] was not the only participant in the illicit sexual mores of those parts. The owner of a boys’ training-ship was also regularly abusing his position of authority and the bodies of the boys under his charge at about this time. Photographs of the orgies held on the ship, a little dulled by time and persistent copying, still circulate in some coteries.’ In his survey of the Uranian poets, Love in Earnest, d’Arch Smith observes that Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest was a double pun, ‘Earnest’ being another euphemism for ‘Uranian’.


5. Hugh Walpole (1884–1941) had lived at 20 Glebe Place from 1909 to 1911. Writer and critic, he too was associated with the Uranians.
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Podge and Stodge


Isn’t it gorgeous? He is going back to Hawtrey today to say that he has perfect confidence in me and that I am throughly natural and unaffected etc: oh I am a star!!


Noel Coward, undated letter to Violet Coward


ON 7 March 1915, ‘entirely to please Mother’, Coward was confirmed at Holy Trinity Church, the imposing Georgian edifice on the northern edge of Clapham Common. He later told Robin Maugham that the clergyman instructing him for confirmation had ‘groped’ him. Noel had firmly removed his hand. ‘There’s a time and place for everything’, said Coward. ‘And if I ever want a bit of fun I’ll let you know.’ He added, ‘I’ve despised the Cloth ever since.’1


Coward, remarked Esme Wynne, was ‘dead from the neck up’ as far as religion was concerned. The issue became such a source of contention that Noel and Esme agreed to draw up a ‘Palship Contract’, one clause of which forbade any discussion of religion. Coward’s attitude hardened as he grew older. He often took the opportunity, in his plays and prose, to snipe at its practitioners and its hypocrisy; perhaps it was the early loss of beloved friends that induced this lack of faith. Philip Streatfeild had contracted a virulent form of pulmonary tuberculosis and, like his fellow officers at Pinewood, was facing death. Unable to complete his training, getting progressively worse during the spring of 1915, he had been sent to a nursing home in Croydon, coughing blood. Yet even from his sickbed, Streatfeild could do his friend a favour. The previous year, when Noel and Philip had been holidaying in Cornwall, they had met an interesting family in Polperro. Mrs Astley Cooper had taken her son, Stephen, and his friend, Peter Ward, on holiday there: the two boys had met Philip and Noel, and become good friends. Stephen and Philip took to patrolling the cliffs, and fishing with Noel and Peter, while Mrs Astley Cooper, an amateur artist and a patron of the arts, took a lively interest in Streatfeild’s work. After the party had dispersed under the cloud of war, they had kept in touch and Mrs Astley Cooper visited the Croydon nursing home where Streatfeild was in the last stages of consumption. Thinking to help her young friend, she ‘made that senseless observation, though I saw he was dying “Is there anything I can do for you?” He said, “Will you take Noel Coward home with you, he is delicate and wants taking care of.” ’


It was thus because of a promise to Streatfeild – but also because she found his fifteen-year-old friend interesting – that Mrs Astley Cooper invited Noel to stay with her at Hambleton, her large estate near Oakham in Rutlandshire. Violet Coward saved up for a return ticket, but when she took Noel to St Pancras she left her handbag on the tube, and with it the money. She rushed to a nearby pawnshop with her diamond ring to pay for the journey. Her son appreciated the gesture, for this was an introduction to an entirely new society. Deep in the heart of the English shires, Hambleton Hall stood high on a hill, a self-important late Victorian stone mansion in parkland grazed by decorative sheep. Yet the war touched even this pastoral idyll, as the hall was soon to be taken over as a military hospital. In anticipation of this, Mrs Astley Cooper was living in the manor house in the grounds, a smaller building but still possessing twelve bedrooms.


The country-house routine had hardly changed since the nineteenth century. Early-morning tea arrived with thin slices of bread and butter, eaten while the maid made up the fire. At breakfast proper, a huge selection of fish, meat and fruit greeted the guests, and the morning might be spent following the hunt. This was Cottesmore country, packed with stately homes, and dominated by Belvoir Castle, home of the Dukes of Rutland (whose glamorous daughter, Lady Diana Manners, would become a friend of Noel’s). After a picnic lunch and more hunting, they returned for high tea, then retired to their rooms, where there were log fires and their evening clothes were laid out. Cocktails and dinner followed, a custom which required stamina to retain consciousness to the end, such was the consumption of alcohol. Noel, no great drinker later, appreciated its social function here. Descending the polished staircase in evening clothes and new patent leather shoes, as if coming on stage, Noel revelled in the luxury. It was a realisation of another life altogether; Mrs Astley Cooper recalled Noel’s particular surprise at ‘the brass hot water cans’. She felt maternal towards this waif: ‘Some weeks in the country, good food, and a fixed determination on my part to keep him out of doors the whole time (it was early spring) restored his health.’


Philip had recommended the trip, not just for Noel’s physical health, but so that he could ‘profit by the astringent wisdom’ of his hostess. Evangeline Julia Astley Cooper was an eccentric and colourful character, as was her brother, Walter Marshall, the builder of Hambleton, whose motto was ‘Do As You Please’. Marshall had died suddenly in 1899, leaving Hambleton to his younger sister because she shared his independent way of thinking. Although a Catholic convert, Mrs Astley Cooper was ‘totally unshockable, and rather like a man in her interest in matters intellectual’, says the current owner of Hambleton Hall, Tim Hart. She collected ‘rather weird friends’, recalls her granddaughter, ‘I remember my father asking her why she bothered with “all these pansies from London’ ” – many of whom were also Catholic. Among the friends she invited were C. K. Scott Moncrieff,2 translator of Proust; and the conductor Malcolm Sargent. James Lees-Milne was a later visitor; he thought Mrs Astley Cooper not ‘particularly intellectual . . . essentially a country woman, well read . . . and kind to the young whom she cherished if they responded to her particular wry, no-nonsense kind of humour . . . She was just a tyrant with a heart of gold.’


Scott Moncrieff worked on his Proust translation at Hambleton, with Mrs Astley Cooper’s help, and wrote a poem to her which he published as a dedication in Swann’s Way; he added a handwritten stanza in her own copy, ‘Five years have passed, and I am come/ To bask once more beneath your lime –/ A sense of duty keeps me dumb/ I may return another time.’ Scott Moncrieff was a complex character, also caught up in Wilde’s set. A Catholic and a dedicated spiritualist, he was Scottish-born, dark and handsome with a moustache; he was also impecunious and quarrelsome. As a poet and writer, Scott Moncrieff was closely associated with the Uranians and was known as the author of Evensong and Morewesong, ‘a bravely obscene story of adolescent fellation’. Badly wounded in the war, Scott Moncrieff attempted to seduce the poet Wilfred Owen while on leave.


Coward was already reading Wilde, Laurence Hope and Omar Khayyam, a result of his acquaintance with Philip Streatfeild and Sydney Lomer; through Mrs Astley Cooper and Scott Moncrieff he learned of Proust, although he did not read the author until much later. But it was a smart name to drop, and Coward used it as a barometer of intellectual and unconventional tastes (he also later named his cat after him); Act Two of Easy Virtue opens with its ‘scarlet woman’ heroine reading Sodom and Gomorrah by Proust. However, Noel encountered the works of another author at Hambleton who was to be of greater influence: Hector Hugh Munro, better known as Saki. Coward found a copy of Saki’s new book Beasts and Super-Beasts on a hall table, and stayed awake into the early hours reading it.


The writer’s elegantly tailored short stories, sometimes just a page in length, were society-set vignettes or more sinister tales, but usually featuring brilliant, cynical and well-dressed young men, a world already threatened by the changes of the war. Coward later wrote in appreciation of his literary hero: ‘His articulate duchesses sipping China tea on their impeccable lawns, his witty, effete young heroes Reginald, Clovis Sangrail, Comus Bassington, with their gaily irreverent persiflage and their preoccupation with oysters, caviar and personal adornment, finally disappeared in the gunsmoke of 1914.’ His métier was pre-Wodehousian high comedy of an epicene Edwardian style; he was famous for sayings such as ‘She was a good cook as good cooks go, and as good cooks go she went.’


Coward never met his hero. Munro was killed on the Western Front in November 1916, and Beasts and Super-Beasts was the last collection of stories published in his lifetime. Like Streatfeild and Scott Moncrieff, Saki celebrated a cult of youth: Martin Green writes in Children of the Sun that his fiction was ‘full of both insolent scorn for the mature figures of English civilization and a romantic-ironical fondness for its young and beautiful boys. “There is one thing I care for, and that is youth,” Munro said.’ Such themes – the predominance, almost arrogance of youth – would inform Coward’s dramas, and Saki’s style permeated his comic work, in short stories, verse, and plays from I’ll Leave It to You onwards; the echo of the older writer’s sardonic humour is heard over and over again in his successor’s quips. Saki’s few plays seem maquettes for Coward’s (particularly his country-house drama, The Watched Pot). More specifically, the novel When William Came, a fantasy of Britain under German occupation published in 1914 (when fears of invasion induced a crop of such stories), was ‘shamelessly borrowed’ for Coward’s own Occupied Britain play, ‘Peace in Our Time’ (1946).


Saki became a role model for the young Coward; it was as though he had inherited the elder writer’s mantle. The homosexual but very English sensibility of Saki’s fiction, with its decorative young men fencing words with colonels, archdeacons’ wives, society ladies and their daughters, and the clash of generations and sensibilities (highlighted at Hambleton, where the aesthetes met the hunting hearties) provided dramatic and comic dynamic for both writers. In Coward’s early comedy The Young Idea, country orthodoxy is satirised in Saki style. Noel willingly admitted his influence, extolling Saki’s virtues when his works were republished posthumously: ‘His stories and novels appear as delightful and, to use a much abused word, sophisticated, as they did when he first published them . . . High comedy was undoubtedly his greatest gift.’


Mrs Astley Cooper was a Saki figure come to life. She had given up her first love, hunting, because of her obesity. ‘A massive, shapeless lump of a woman’, she was too fat to get in and out of her bath without the aid of her butler, Fred, and ‘draped scarves over all mirrors’, Coward recalled, ‘because she said she could find no charm in her own appearance’. Instead ‘she took up the chase of conversation, as it were, the thrills and spills of talk, finding her excitement in a more cerebral way’. She was ‘very witty and acerbic’, recalls her granddaughter, able to put anyone down with a sharp retort. She ruled Hambleton; her husband Clem was ‘dotty’, and lived in the dining room where the children would tie a rag lead to him and pretend he was a hunting dog.


It was an unconventional household, and could well have been the inspiration for Coward’s 1924 play Hay Fever, as Mrs Astley Cooper maintained. Her family ‘enjoyed a sort of amateur Follies’, which were performed for the benefit of house guests. Her children’s similarity to Sorel and Simon Bliss of Hay Fever (Stephen Astley Cooper was, like Simon, an artist), or Sholto and Gerda Brent of The Young Idea, reinforces her claims as a model for Coward’s comedies. ‘I have gone to see most of his plays’, she wrote in 1938, ‘because it amuses me to hear my remarks put into the mouths of the actors. He used, when staying with me, to carry a little black notebook in which he put down everything I said. I told him he would never reproduce it in any play, but he did more or less, and I think that his best plays, such as Hay Fever, were those in which the conversation of Hambleton predominated . . . somebody once said, “The play was very amusing, but no one ever talked like that.” A companion said: “On the contrary, I know the family from whom it was all taken down.” ’


Hers is a vivid image – that of the young boy following his hostess about the house, scribbling her bon mots in his notebook. It was not an entirely one-sided affair, however: Coward, as a clever, even presumptous young boy of fifteen, seemed far in advance of his years. His talent, and the ease with which he fell into gracious living, made him an amusing and desirable guest. He sang for his supper, and received return invitations as a result. Noel often revisited Hambleton Hall, and when the house became a convalescent hospital later in the war, was summoned by Mrs Cooper to entertain her recuperating troops. Her granddaughter remembers Noel’s performance on the flat roof of a farm building, for the benefit of local village children. However, Mrs Astley Cooper hints that the young Coward sometimes outstayed his welcome; he ‘came perpetually down afterwards, and always behaved as though he were the son of the house, rather to the annoyance of my husband’.


Whatever its dramatic influence, Hambleton was pivotal to Coward’s progress. It identified a social goal, a standard to which he could aspire now that he knew what life among his ‘betters’ was like. He could, and would, live among these people, accepted by virtue of where he was going rather than where he had come from. He knew that this was the life for which he was destined, and achieved it by hard work and application of the talent he possessed. But respect was another matter. The rarefied strata he aspired to remained equivocal about such ambition, which was seen as slightly vulgar: ‘A gentleman disguised his abilities as much as he disguised his emotions,’ wrote Noel Annan, ‘not to do so was to show side and drop one’s guard.’ These were engrained notions that Coward would have to deal with for much of his life.


To Esme Wynne, Coward was ‘frightfully ambitious’, even then. ‘He was full of determination and willpower, and made his name through that determination . . . He knew he could get there and would get there.’ She recalled that Coward was ‘rightfully annoyed’ when people said of him, ‘ “He’s clever – and knows it.” He always logically commented “How do they think I could be clever and not know it?” ’


*


Back in the real world the war was progressing at a rate of inches, with death the only advance. At least death came quickly on the Western Front; it took five months for Philip Streatfeild to die of tuberculosis of the lungs. His father was with him when he died, on 3 June 1915, at the nursing home in Croydon.3 Coward deals with the event in one sentence in his autobiography, having described his visit to Hambleton: ‘He died the following year without ever realising to the full the great kindness he had done me.’ It is a brief epitaph; perhaps he was too hurt, even twenty years later, by the memory.


In his will dated 2 November 1914 (eight days before he enlisted) Streatfeild directed his executor, his brother William, to pay ‘my friend Noel Coward of 50 Southside Clapham Common SW the sum of £50 free of legacy duty’. However, in a codicil dated 16 April 1915, he instructed, ‘I hereby revoke the legacy of fifty pounds bequeathed to my friend Noel Coward’, whether because he and Coward had fallen out or because Streatfeild had ‘advanced’ his friend the money is not clear. Tuberculosis could induce great changes of temper, as Noel’s later friend, G. B. Stern, wrote of her tubercular hero, Giles Goddard, ‘overwrought, in a sort of spiritually unreasonable state’. Another possibility is that Streatfeild’s homosexual proclivities had been uncovered by Coward’s family, and that Noel had been dissuaded from the association (as he was not yet sixteen years of age, it was a potentially scandalous situation).


*


On 4 October 1915 Coward returned from Lee-on-Solent where he had been staying with his Aunt Vida. He was met by Esme Wynne; keen to hear each other’s news and gossip, they went off to tea. That autumn and winter Noel and Esme were practically inseparable, more especially now that Coward was bereft of Streatfeild’s company. It was an enjoyable routine. Esme called for Noel, or vice versa, and they took the tube to town to eat lunch at Frascati’s and take tea at the Elysée, if solvent (at Maison Lyons, if not), with theatre in the afternoon or evening. Alternatively, they stayed at Noel’s, working on their latest co-production, a dance or a drama, which occasionally saw public performance in charity concerts. One such was on 30 October 1915, when they appeared on a varied bill designed to enhance patriotic feelings, although the Coward-Wynne collaboration, a duet and dance entitled ‘Monkeys’, seemed unlikely to fire notions of king and country.


The war was beginning to affect the theatre, and not for the worse. Entertainment, both for troops on leave and civilians seeking escape, was at a premium; by 1915 unemployment among actors had been cut by nearly fifty per cent. For both Coward and Wynne it was a period of relatively full employment; the productions staged had become increasingly escapist, and the fairy play was more popular than ever. On 14 December Noel and Esme began rehearsing together for the fourth season of Where the Rainbow Ends at the Garrick. Coward, too old for his original part of page boy, was engaged as the dragon-man, the Slacker, a ‘short but showy’ part which involved much blue and yellow make-up and some green sequins stuck on his eyelids. The dress rehearsal on Christmas Eve ‘went off beautifully’, Esme noted. The theatre was a hard taskmaster; both teenagers had to rehearse on Christmas afternoon, and the play opened with a matinee performance on 27 December.


Another old friend was in the cast: Harold French was playing Crispian, and his voice was breaking. Noel had been through this trauma earlier that year and, although upset by the change, had come to accept it. (Unlike his mother: ‘One of the saddest things in life’, she wrote, ‘is when a boy who has a beautiful voice loses it for good and all! I shall never forget how unhappy I was when he cracked on a high note and never sang as a boy again’, a telling indication of her wish to keep him a boy.) Noel consoled his friend, ‘You may never sing “Oh for the Wings of a Dove” again, but think how impressive you’ll be when you have a go at “Rocked in the Cradle of the Deep”.’ At sixteen, he was already dispensing advice with the voice of authority. ‘Now that your . . . er . . . voice has dropped, you’ll have to try and get juvenile parts and you’ll need a decent wardrobe’, Noel advised. ‘Go to my man’, he said airily, giving French the address of a tailor off the Strand, ‘mention my name’. When Harold protested at the cost, Noel told him to pay in monthly instalments: ‘You don’t have to say which month. But no hanky-panky, he’s got to be paid sometime.’ French did as he was told.


Despite food shortages and the precarious blackout, life in wartime London was fun for Noel and Esme, enjoying the freedom of the city and being in a successful production. On New Year’s Day 1916, the cast of Where the Rainbow Ends celebrated with a harlequinade after the matinee. The following week Noel and Esme went to the Golders Green Empire to see Charles Hawtrey in The Compleat Angler. Coward and Wynne were not the best-behaved theatre-goers, ‘the rest of the programme was awful, and we giggled lots’. Nor were they forgiving in their criticisms – The Peddler of Dreams at the Vaudeville was ‘a terrible amateurish performance, so boring – we could hardly sit through it . . . the Principal was as camp as Hell’.


In early January the pair were offered auditions for a touring production of Brandon Thomas’s well-worn favourite, Charley’s Aunt, due to begin soon after Where the Rainbow Ends closed. Cecil Barth was responsible for the production, and they both went to see him on 11 January. Esme thought Barth ‘rather swinish’, but they accepted his invitation to see Charley’s Aunt that evening. ‘Were so bored . . .’ noted Esme tartly. They went back to Barth (‘more swinish than ever’) the next day, to read their parts. It was arranged that they should see Mrs Brandon Thomas (widow of the play’s author) at her house in Gordon Square. Unlike the swinish Mr Barth, Mrs Thomas was ‘charming and quite approved of us’, and terms were arranged.


Coward and Wynne celebrated with tea at the Criterion, assured of two pounds a week, every week, for the near future. The following evening they went to see Sydney Lomer: now a major, he entertained Noel and Esme in his ‘wonderful’ house, filled with ‘gorgeous books’. Lomer was particularly charming to Esme, and asked to keep a book of her poetry to read later. The following week Wynne wrote to him, and Lomer invited them both to lunch at the Royal Automobile Club, to discuss their work.


The Charley’s Aunt tour began at Southampton. Noel, Esme and her mother had digs at West Marland Terrace, close to the Grand Theatre. The Brandon Thomas Company ‘had been going the rounds for about twenty years . . . They were all old, old men who had grown into their part, and elderly ladies.’ Wynne was to play Amy; Noel, the eponymous Charley. This was not a lavish production. Both had to supply their own clothes, and Noel was taken aback to discover that his flannels had shrunk to the length of cycling knickers. In Southampton they loitered on the pier, reading ‘nonsense novels’ to each other (Esme bought Noel ‘un petit livre d’amour’); and explored the Common where they trespassed on an army camp, ‘were rude to two soldiers and retired with dignity’. Nearby, on the shores of Southampton Water at Netley, was the huge military Royal Victoria Hospital, full of casualties from the war. The cast of Charley’s Aunt was to entertain the troops, and drove there, crossing the Itchen by the Floating Bridge. Noel and Esme performed ‘Nonsense Rhymes’ and the second act of Charley’s Aunt; afterwards they took tea in the officers’ quarters, ‘overlooking the waters and long stretches of lawn and dark pine trees. The sky was grey and pink and a big splodge of gold showing between the pines.’


Such outings were a bonus of a tour. The New Forest was close by, and Coward and Wynne rambled in Lyndhurst, lunching hungrily in the Crown Hotel. They admired the huge yew tree on the green at Bolton’s Bench, ‘and then we went into the forest and heard the stillness of it all and rubbed our faces on the soft moss and I picked ferns and red and green ivy and baby leaves. The smell was earthy and good.’ It is odd to imagine Noel communing with nature, but such was the influence of Esme. The next week they returned to London, to open in Croydon. They travelled by bus, sitting on the open top deck, talking endlessly; quite often their discussions would over-heat: ‘He behaved like a fool’, Esme wrote in her diary. She was undergoing the stress of a love affair with one of the cast, nicknamed Babs, while ‘poor Noel had a dreadful disappointment as S. L. [Sydney Lomer] wrote to say he couldn’t put him up . . . Podge very depressed on bus’. A few days later Noel arrived at the theatre ‘in new suit and intense state of depression – had a row with him – made it up and we came back together on top of a car philosophising on love and life sitting perched on our make-up boxes on a snow covered seat – then we saw how funny it was and shrieked . . .’ Such arguments, born of fervent adolescent emotion, were minor dramas in themselves, their mutable relationship a rehearsal for future Coward productions.


On the Hammersmith leg of the tour, which began on 28 February, Wynne first mentions John Ekins, whom Noel had introduced to her. Ekins was the handsome, fresh-faced son of the rector of Rame in Cornwall, the same age as Coward, with whom he had appeared in the 1915-16 production of Where the Rainbow Ends. He was currently playing in Anthony in Wonderland, a Hawtrey production at the Prince of Wales’s Theatre. Sharing a mutual ambition and sense of humour, he and Coward had become close, as did Wynne and Ekins; Esme later confessed to a ‘little tendresse . . . we might just have married one another’, she admitted, acknowledging that this created a certain tension between the two older friends: ‘Noel was inclined to be jealous especially of John Ekins’s good looks and popularity.’


If envious of Ekins’s looks or talent, Noel did not allow this to stand in the way of their relationship, which probably thrived on healthy competition, as did his friendship with Esme. When Ekins eventually persuaded his parents to let him live in London to pursue a stage career, the friendship intensified, despite John’s rapid success in getting parts for which Noel had tried. The three friends indulged in a great deal of ragging, throwing stinkbombs and generally annoying the populace. But Coward and Ekins were also up to other tricks: they had taken to petty theft. Shoplifting is a daredevil game many adolescents play, but for Noel, who never did things by halves, the targets were the luxury goods he could not afford to buy but felt like owning. He and John strolled into Hawes and Curtis, the Savile Row tailors, and casually walked out with a selection of shirts and ties.


Coward later admitted to Robin Maugham that he had been ‘an almost compulsive thief’ as a teenager, his brazenness utterly lacking shame. He once went to Fortnum & Mason’s, picked up a suitcase, and took it along Piccadilly to Hatchards the bookshop, where he filled it up. On another raid, he found himself being watched by a shop assistant. ‘Really!’ said Noel. ‘Look how badly this store is run. I could have made off with a dozen books and no one would have noticed.’ Such behaviour terrified the law-fearing Wynne, especially when, on her way with Coward and her mother to see her father in the City, they stopped at a bookstall, ‘and suddenly saw him take a book and fly, with the bookman after him . . . my mother nearly had a fit’. Coward seemed not to care about getting caught. ‘Noel had no fear of anything. I expect he knew in his heart of hearts that he would say something funny, and make the policeman laugh, you know? He was so assured.’ His lightfingeredness made shopping trips painful for Esme, although he did pay for the ‘futurist pyjamas’ they acquired one Saturday together with some matching tulle, costumes for their Shadow Dance, which they auditioned (with Gwen Kelly as chaperone) at the Hippodrome for the producer of a new show. ‘Both dressed in same room – were so amused’, Esme noted.


The Charley’s Aunt tour continued in the Midlands, interrupted occasionally by the ‘Zepp hooter’ announcing Zeppelin bombing raids. In Chester there was a minor crisis when they were told that they were staying in a ‘bad house’, as Esme put it, ‘and Mr Barth made me write a note to say I was not returning’. Coward maintained it was a brothel, although Wynne denied it. Whatever the truth, they were swiftly moved out the following morning, and went to spend the rest of the day sculling on the river. There they saw ‘two lovely young boys in black and white sweaters’ who kept their canoes in the woods. In a phrase reminiscent of Philip Streatfeild’s Uranian tributes to radiant young boys, Coward and Wynne dubbed the pair ‘Golden Youth’, and went back the next day, discovering that they lived in a tent on top of a hill. Whether either pursued this acquaintance further is not known, but their intimacy was greater because of such shared desires. They seemed unable to spend time away from each other, even sharing digs after Noel had argued with his housemate, Arnold Raynor, the juvenile lead. Coward ‘hated being on his own. He had to be on his own at first, then in the end we thought, well, bother the thing, if we can’t talk with our friends and have any sort of life outside the theatre then we must give notice.’ They got their own way. ‘I don’t mean we shared bedrooms or anything,’ added Esme hastily, ‘we had two bedrooms and a sitter, which you want on tour, you see. But we could go on talking. Whereas when we were segregated poor Noel sat in his horrible rooms and I sat in my horrible rooms with no one to talk to.’ ‘We even had baths together,’ Noel recalled, ‘it seemed affected to stop short in the middle of some vital discussion for such a paltry reason as conventional modesty.’


Both had their share of admirers, usually men in uniform. In Nottingham, they received a note from ‘two subs in front’ – the ever-present sub-lieutenants, who had a reputation as ‘stage door johnnies’. ‘Noel interviewed them. We refused to see them but they were in the front row of the stalls and looked rather pets’; while on the train back to London from Blackpool, ‘officers began trying to talk and we allowed two Military and one Naval to do so’. So deigned the haughty stars, neither yet eighteen.


When the tour reconvened in Torquay, they found a secluded cove on Babbacombe beach and took all their clothes off ‘and sat on a rock and let the water run over us, then we raced about the rocks and danced on the cliffs in the nude – it was so lovely and our figures looked so pretty against the green and blue’. Only later would Noel note that ‘their aesthetic eyes’ were blind to the fact that Esme’s hair went unbecomingly straight when wet, and that his back was covered in spots. Then in Bristol Noel underwent a strange and sudden religious enlightenment when a storm sent him into ‘black nostalgia for Mother and the dear familiarity of my bedroom at Clapham Common’. This was taken seriously by the ethereal Esme, who saw it as an epiphany of sorts. She reminded Noel of it in later years, ‘I wonder if you remember us standing in a field during that awful Charley’s Aunt tour, realizing (as I see it was, now) Power. We admitted to each other that we felt within us the power to achieve anything, and your integrated wish was to have the world at your feet, theatrically speaking . . .’ This near-supernatural revelation (as Wynne saw it) seemed to prove that Coward’s ambition could not be contained.


The tour proceeded with pitifully small audiences and various rows. In Wolverhampton Coward had a stand-up fight with Arnold Raynor, who had become exasperated by his fellow actor’s sometimes vexing behaviour. ‘He knocked Noel about horribly . . . great hulking cad’, wrote Esme accusingly. Noel, ‘poor child, came home covered with bumps’, and the next day felt ‘very feverish and sleepy’. It was a great deal livelier than what went on onstage, where Coward’s performances were less impressive, accordingly to Wynne. ‘He was a very bad actor in his youth; it took a long time to make Noel a good actor . . .’


Charley’s Aunt gave up the ghost on 3 June, leaving Coward and Wynne thankful but jobless. In the search for employment, Noel felt he lacked facility at auditions, even when accompanied at the piano by Aunt Kitty (who had returned from Toronto, deserted by Uncle Percy). However, soon after Esme was recommended for a part in A Pair of Silk Stockings, he was able to announce – as they lay out in a hammock Noel had fixed on the tiny balcony at 50 Southside – his new role in The Light Blues. He had secured it only after a certain persistence, as Coward’s friend Lord Amherst remembered: ‘He went to a call for people to join a musical run by Cicely Courtneidge and her husband [Jack Hulbert], and they were rehearsing and put Noel in the chorus. Noel said “Oh no, I’ve got to have a part” and stamped his foot and went off. Sure enough they gave him a small part.’


The Light Blues was a two-act musical comedy by Mark Ambient and Jack Hulbert concerning ‘the excruciating adventures of a jolly actress called Topsy Devigne’. Noel played an Edwardian ‘dude’ in morning clothes, top hat and false moustache, with Cicely Courtneidge as Topsy, in an extravagant pink dress. Coward enjoyed the three-week tour, but was crushed when Robert Courtneidge, Cicely’s father, flew at him when he discovered the boy doing ‘saucy’ imitations for the amusement of the cast. Cicely Courtneidge consoled him with a pat on the back and ‘you mustn’t mind father’. To Miss Courtneidge, Noel appeared to be ‘very tall, skinny not good-looking and rather spotty, wasn’t the sort of bloke you’d take to at all, but my goodness, was he clever!’


The Light Blues opened at the Shaftesbury Theatre on 16 September ‘with the mark of death emblazoned upon it’. The phrase had a certain macabre aptness, as the Zeppelin raids on London began that night and were an obvious disincentive to audiences to negotiate blacked-out streets as dangerous as falling bombs. It ran for just two weeks, leaving Noel to seek his first and last engagement as a professional dancer, an occupation with definite gigolo overtones. But as Cicely Courtneidge had observed, Noel at sixteen was not a seductive figure, ‘too gangling and coltish to promote evil desire in even the most debauched nightclub habitues’. With a girl named Eileen Dennis, he sashayed across the floor of the Elysée Restaurant (later the Café de Paris) performing a slow waltz, a tango, and ‘a rather untidy onestep’. It was a decidedly disappointing introduction to decadent nightlife.


His next role combined his singing and dancing skills; he was engaged as a Sandhurst cadet for Cecil Aldin’s and Adrian Ross’s The Happy Family. The play also featured Fabia Drake, cast in the lead role of Babs; Noel was to play her ‘young man’. She recalled that Coward ‘had rather “stuck-out” ears and . . . extraordinary powers of application’; it was Drake who gave Noel an inappropriate nickname which nonetheless stuck: ‘Cowardy Custard’. A critic wrote that Coward ‘combined the grace and movement of a Russian dancer with the looks and manner of an English schoolboy’; Noel kept the cutting until it yellowed with age. Esme, back from her latest tour, judged it a ‘topping show’. The triumvirate of Coward, Wynne and Ekins resumed their old routine, seeing Chu Chin Chow, ‘that gorgeous spectacle . . . a riot of colours’ but a ‘paltry plot’; and its burlesque by Alice Delysia and Leon Morton in Pell Mell. They might have forgotten that there was a war going on, had they not been regularly woken by air raids, and had Noel not turned up to tea with ‘a nice sub [lieutenant] called Herbert Edward Clark’.


Ten days later Coward finished in The Happy Family, leaving him free to concentrate on writing with Wynne. Although Esme was reading Walt Whitman and Nietzsche, their first literary collaboration was a book of light sketches and stories which they called Parachutes, parachutes being an innovation of the war. So assured of its quality were they that the manuscript was sent to John Lane, who invited the co-authors to tea. According to Wynne, ‘quite an illustrious company were assembled; he introduced us as a young couple with a promising future [the pair were often mistaken for boyfriend and girlfriend] . . . We were told, however, that . . . Parachutes suggested . . . we would do better work in a short time and that the Bodley Head would rather wait for more mature work from our pens.’ Such professional encouragement prompted Noel and Esme to begin writing curtain-raisers under the unattractive joint nom de plume of Esnomel. The initial idea came from Wynne, but Coward took it up avidly, and they were soon swapping ideas in his room at Clapham.


Noel had meanwhile been to stay with the Ekins family in Cornwall, where he and John went to the Theatre Royal in Plymouth, ‘very casual and grand in our carefully pressed navy blue suits and coloured silk socks’. The Ekins household was ‘one of the nicest . . . I have ever known’, Coward remarked. Their contentment seemed idyllic: Mr and Mrs Ekins, John, and his two sisters, Christine and Audrey – the picture of a happy family, to which he perhaps unfavourably compared his own. But even here were intimations of mortality; Audrey was tubercular, and the boys used to have tea parties in her bedroom to cheer her up. It was not the only sadness the family were to suffer. John Ekins joined the Royal Flying Corps as an air mechanic and on 20 April Noel received a letter from him; he had a day’s leave, could they meet for a matinee? But in the same post was a letter from Mrs Ekins saying that John had died on 17 April at the Military Isolation Hospital in Aldershot, from spinal meningitis.


It was a profound shock to Coward, his second experience of the death of a close friend in as many years. He went to the matinee alone, but began to cry and had to leave. The tube ride home was interminable as he conjured up memories of his friend. ‘It took a long while for my unhappiness to disperse’, he recalled twenty years later, ‘and even now I feel a shadow of it when I think of him.’ The loss of two of his closest friends subjected Coward to the grief which affected most families in England during that war. Esme, a serious believer, had her faith to sustain her. Noel, cynical before his time, had none, and was perhaps insensitive to that of others. The Ekins family suffered further loss. ‘Tragedy certainly descended swiftly on that gentle, harmless rectory. Within a year or so Christine, the healthy elder daughter, had married and died in childbirth, and there was only Audrey left to linger on for a few months. Mr and Mrs Ekins live there still and Christine’s daughter is with them, but even so the house must feel empty.’


Coward’s pessimism seemed to manifest itself in a youthful disregard for authority; not only did he not believe in the law, or in God, but he had no faith in country either. Esme maintained that she and Noel were ‘terrifically pacifist, in the First War – not pacifist as I afterwards became through understanding, but the sheer unintelligence of it. We used to go with our . . . nice young men to the Carlton hotel, and then the next minute that nice young man is blown up sky-high, and everything gone . . . And we lost our darling John Ekins . . .’


In their reaction to all this destruction, Coward and Wynne were driven by the arrogance of adolescence. Esme thought they were ‘horribly stridently detestably young!’, making a cult of their youth. Later they conceived a magazine ‘which was to be by youth for youth and about youth and its name, quite simply, would be Youth – and we its editors’. They even got as far as choosing paper, type and printer for the venture, but money prevented their going further. ‘We were as rebellious, defiant and disillusioned as intelligent youth is in any age, but I think we had more justification for our cynicism, bitterness and intolerance . . . Not for a moment were Noel and I deceived by the claptrap and jargon of patriotic fervour that was doled out from press, pulpit and stage.’ She recalled a heated discussion they had with the novelist Coningsby Dawson, ‘then a patriotic young officer’, whom they had met at John Lane’s. He took them to eat at a restaurant, the Rendezvous. Their awe at lunching with a novelist ‘turned to indignation when we realised that he was on the side of the war mongers; we had imagined him more intelligent then it occurred to us that he could not be far off thirty, the age we hated only less than we hated war’.


Coward and Wynne continued to work on the book for John Lane. Another manuscript had been returned ‘from the ungrateful editor of “Smart Set” ’, noted Wynne, but they persevered with burlesques, and ‘arrangements’ for their joint literary effort. They also saw a new film from the United States which caused a sensation when it opened in London. As they left the theatre on 11 May, having seen D. W. Griffith’s epic Intolerance, neither could have known that by the summer Noel would be working for that exalted director.


*


Griffith’s Hearts of the World was the story of a French village as it changed hands in the course of the war, a propaganda film to persuade the United States to come in on the Allied side, the director having been invited to England by Lord Beaverbrook, then minister of information. Although America had entered the war the day before the premiere of Intolerance, Griffith went ahead with Hearts of the World. Lillian and Dorothy Gish came over from the States, and in London casting began for minor roles: Coward’s ubiquitous presence in agents’ offices around town secured him a role, for the respectable sum of one pound a day.


Coward was summoned to Staunton in Worcestershire on location, to make his film debut. There was a disturbingly early morning call, and the application of a layer of bright yellow make-up for the benefit of the black and white cameras. It was a brief appearance. Miss Gish recalled, ‘In one scene the French girl I was playing packed her possessions and left home just a few minutes ahead of the approaching Germans. This young actor was supposed to help me by pushing the loaded wheelbarrow toward the camera instead of away from it. I am sure that if Mr Griffith had not been so preoccupied with such a responsible assignment, he would have perceived the boy’s extraordinary talent.’ Coward got on well with the Gish girls and, characteristically, with their mother (also appearing in the film), who used to wait for her girls in a carriage and pair at lunch, and Noel was invited to join them. (He later referred to his film experience in I’ll Leave It to You, in which Sylvia becomes a movie actress, and talks of ‘that day in the middle of the village street, when I had to do three “close ups” on top of one another’. ‘It all sounds vaguely immoral to me’, comments her mother.)


Cinematic success was followed by another Manchester appearance in Dorothy Brandon’s Wild Heather. The indications were that the engagement would not be exciting: minced haddock on toast and a throat infection confirmed Coward’s opinion that Manchester was ‘a beastly hole’. There were also worries about home; Noel asked Violet to wire him if the air raids went ‘anywhere near our delectable residence . . . I shall probably hear that Clapham has been razed to the ground.’ However, free after the second act of Wild Heather, he would run round to the Palace Theatre to catch Ivy St Helier and Clara Evelyn playing their piano duets. The two women gave him useful tips on ‘the value of “authority” in a piano entertainer’, and ‘some good striking chords to play as introduction to almost any song’; Noel ‘profited a lot from that afternoon’. The advice allowed him to develop musical techniques for gaining his audience’s attention in the same way that Hawtrey’s tuition had directed his acting abilities.


His career was accelerating rapidly. Gilbert Miller, the producer, appeared in Manchester, having been advised by Hawtrey to see Noel’s performance. Coward was flattered by the attentions of this ‘dark enthusiastic American’ who sent for him at the Midland Hotel. ‘My Dear he had come down specially to see me in Wild Heather’, Noel told Violet, ‘and he said I was really splendid and that I hadn’t half enough to do!’ Miller offered him a part in a new production at the Garrick, The Saving Grace, in which he was ‘absolutely certain I should make my name! . . . He says it is a Terrific part and I have to play with Marie Lohr! Isn’t it gorgeous?’ he gushed. ‘He is going back to Hawtrey today to say that he has perfect confidence in me and that I am throughly natural and unaffected etc: oh I am a star!!’ It was, he wrote later, ‘the real start of my name being known’.


Manchester also introduced Noel to Ivor Novello, the handsome idol of many a female – and male – theatre-goer. Novello’s career was in the ascendant, and as singer, actor, film star, composer and playwright, he and Coward would later be seen as rival talents. The Welsh-born Novello (his real name was the more prosaic David Davies) was six years older than Coward, and his first success, Theodore & Co., written by himself, had opened at the Gaiety Theatre in September 1916 and run for eighteen months; his patriotic ‘Keep the Home Fires Burning’, a plaintive war song, became a huge hit with soldiers and their sweethearts everywhere.


Coward was eager to meet this handsome new star, and had a mutual friend in Bobbie Andrews, who had rivalled Philip Tonge for the status of best-known boy actor. Andrews was a good-looking young man, who became Novello’s lover and eventually his heir. Coward persuaded Andrews to effect an introduction, but found the reality of meeting a hero disappointing. They met on the pavement outside the Midland Hotel, where Noel’s ‘illusion of this romantic handsome youth . . . drooped and died and lay in the gutter’. Novello’s face was yellow and unshaven, he was dressed in a shabby overcoat with an astrakhan collar and wore a battered brown hat; Noel could as easily have mistaken him for a busker and thrown him some coins. Novello invited him to see his musical Arlette, and afterwards they took tea in his rooms at the Midland. As Novello shaved and changed for dinner Coward watched him transformed into the matinee idol. He experienced a serious pang of envy: ‘I just felt suddenly conscious of the long way I had to go before I could break into the magic atmosphere in which he moved and breathed with such nonchalance.’


But further advancement arrived in Manchester in the shape of the composer and impresario Max Darewski. ‘Nearly mad with excitement’, Coward wrote, telling his mother that he was collaborating with Darewski on a new song. The lessons of Clara Evelyn and Ivy St Helier were being put to good use. ‘I wrote the lyric yesterday after breakfast, I hummed it to him in the Midland lounge at 12 o’clock, we at once rushed up to his private room, and he put harmonies to it, there were some other people there, when they sung it once or twice, Max leapt off the piano stool and danced for joy and said it was going to take London by storm! We are putting the verse to music this morning’, reported Noel, who said the song – ‘When You Come Home on Leave’ – a patriotic number which sought to capitalise on Novello’s hit – was to be published the following week, and in all probability sung by Lee White or Phyllis Dare. ‘I shall probably make a lot of money out of it’, he maintained airily. Another number, ‘Bertha from Balham’, was to be placed with Margaret Cooper, a performer he much admired.


‘You see he is one of the most influential men in town,’ Noel said of Darewski, ‘he owns three theatres, at least I am beginning to make my way, really Manchester has been astonishingly lucky for me . . .’ More than ever, Coward was determined to become a truly brilliant star.





1. In Coward’s story ‘Me and the Girls’, the protagonist, a dying homosexual actor, recalls his childhood: ‘I shall never forget those jovial wet-handed clergymen queuing up outside the stage-door to take us out to tea and stroke our knees under the table . . . I once got a box of Fuller’s soft-centres and a gramophone record of Casse Noisette for no more than a quick grope in a taxi.’


2. Charles Keoch Scott Moncrieff, writer and journalist, an army captain during the war. In his Who’s Who entry he listed under recreation ‘nepotism’. He also translated the work of Pirandello, another perceptible influence on Coward.


3. The younger Streatfeild family believed that Philip died of typhoid, contracted while in a French camp, but his death certificate indicates otherwise. If the contraction of tuberculosis was blamed on Coward, the family may have sought to disguise or dismiss the fact of their son’s death.
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Rising Star


Ever since a child of tender age


The world has been a stage


For me to dance upon;


Wedding bells would never ring for me,


The only thing for me


Was ‘Getting On’


Noel Coward, Operette


ONE of the greatest saving graces about The Saving Grace – ‘a gentle, witty and delightful comedy’ – was that Charles Hawtrey introduced Coward on the opening night with a short biographical sketch of the young performer, thus conferring the status of a star-to-be. With that facile theatrical emotion of which he was later critical, Coward cried (‘but imperceptibly’). His ascendance seemed assured. Talk of the Town printed a profile photograph, and under the headline, VERSATILITY, noted, ‘The part of the young lover . . . is played by Noel Coward . . . He has a difficult job, and manages it with considerable skill and tact. But Noel Coward is not only an actor, [he] has written, in collaboration with Miss Esme Wynne, some one-act plays, one of which has been produced as a curtain-raiser . . . He is a composer, too, and Margaret Cooper is now singing one of his songs, many of which have been published.’


During the production Coward learned much from Hawtrey, in particular technical points of comedy acting which he used thereafter. ‘I was eager to learn and he knew it’, Coward recalled. Noel learnt by example, watching the great actor’s technique, quickly picking up the tricks and nuances of his performance. Hawtrey showed Coward how to laugh, for instance, beginning with a low exhaling of breath, ‘Ho-ho-ho’, then with a smile, and finally releasing to produce a stage laugh which was entirely technical. He also taught Noel never to put his hands in his pockets, but to use them as part of his performance – Coward’s gesticulatory finesse would become an art in itself. But perhaps Hawtrey’s most valuable lesson was how to inhabit a stage and fix the attention of the audience so that eyes were on him, and him alone. It was an ability which, along with his other talents, made Coward one of the most charismatic performers of his time.


Coward’s onstage tuition continued, despite regular air raids in which Hawtrey advised the audience to leave, yet continued with the performance: empirical evidence of the British phlegm which Coward was both to eulogise and to parody. (Hawtrey was rewarded for his insolence when, during the run of This Saving Grace, a bomb from the infamous ‘Silent Raid’ fell outside in Piccadilly Circus, creating a twelve-foot crater and blasting the actor through the door of the Trocadero.) Violet said that Hawtrey was ‘always so very much interested in Noel, and appreciated his charms and humour, and often repeated his remarks . . .’ She was prouder than ever of her son: ‘Noel was now a tall well set-up young man, very very popular. He was always witty and amusing [and] made wonderful friends, who always wanted him to be with them.’ She felt that the upbringing she had given him was justified: ‘He was wrapped up in the theatre, and everything connected with it, and when people used to be so shocked to think he had had no real education, I always said and felt that he [was] having his education [from] his career.’


As Talk of the Town had noted, Noel and Esme co-operated in writing a curtain-raiser. The Last Chapter (later known as Ida Collaborates) was presented on 20 August 1917 at the Theatre Royal, Alder-shot. A successful young writer, Arthur, asks his cleaning lady, Ida (first in a long line of Cockney caricatures, all dropped aitches and dusters), for her advice on his new plot; she thinks he is referring to her when he speaks, in the third person, of a young man in love with a girl. Enter Cecilia, the real object of his affections, and passionate kisses follow. When they leave, Ida returns to see Cecila’s photograph on the table. She ‘savagely goes to tear it up’ but, looking ‘at her own dress and hands . . . her face crumples up into a sad grimace and she sinks on to a chair weeping into her apron’. The sentiment of the piece says something about the co-author’s attitude to the working classes, but contains few lines worthy of the mature Coward. Yet the brisk wit of the exchanges between the lovers was a hint of what was to come: ‘Oh Cecilia, do please listen properly’, implores Arthur. ‘I’m all ears’, she says. ‘You’re not’, replies Arthur. ‘You’ve only got two and they’re very tiny and shell pink . . .’


As a follow-up, Coward and Wynne wrote Women and Whisky, performed at the Wimbledon Theatre in November, again as a curtain-raiser to A Pair of Silk Stockings. A more substantial piece than The Last Chapter, it is set in the ‘lounge’ of a large house during a dance. Major Curtis, a ‘middle-aged, somewhat bronzed man’ escaping the hubbub, is making for the whisky decanter when Mrs Grace appears. Also middle aged, she too is escaping. They bemoan the Modern Woman, ‘men expect their wives to be their mistresses as well nowadays’, says Mrs Grace. In comes Norah Chalmers, seventeen, a girl-next-door type, fleeing ‘all those silly boys. Why do they always want to make love to one?’ The three chat flippantly, and flashes of future Coward shine through, in light, Sakiesque references to moral indiscretions; Mrs Grace interjects about a mutual friend, recalling ‘fearful scandal about him and the Colonel’s dear wife when they were at Bombay – I never knew whether it was a riding boy or an indiscreet hair-pin, but everyone knew about it’.
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