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A NOTE TO THE READER


This is a work of nonfiction. All language appearing between quotation marks is taken from original source documents—letters, telegrams, archives, interviews, newspapers, magazines, and books. Occasionally, I have placed the endnote number at the end of a long passage of dialogue for the sake of expediency.











Cherish romance! Any fool can be a realist!


—Nancy Spain, quoted by Ida Cook at a meeting of the Romance Novelists’ Association













PREFACE The Leaves



The stiff brown envelopes arrived on a librarian’s cart, each carefully weighed by an officious attendant who wore dust gloves and used a desktop scale. It was only after the weight was carefully recorded on duplicate research slips that I was permitted to take the envelopes—one at a time—and retreat to the little area I had carved out at a communal study table at the Victoria & Albert Archives at Blythe House in London where I sat for days sifting through the ephemera of two remarkable lives, shelved long ago and largely forgotten.


I eagerly opened one envelope after another, some stuffed with elaborately illustrated 1920s Royal Opera House programs from Covent Garden with their ads for Columbia New Process Records, Steinway grand pianos, and the Cliftophone—“the world’s best gramophone.” Other programs for the Salzburg Festival and opera in Berlin, Munich, and Vienna were in German, and some featured large swastikas on the covers with introductory remarks by Adolf Hitler on facing pages. There were faded black-and-white promotional photographs of stars in rich velvet tunics, adorned in brocade. “With sincere good wishes,” reads the autograph of the renowned American baritone Lawrence Tibbett “as Iago,” on his fan photo for the Metropolitan Opera’s 1937 production of Giuseppe Verdi’s Otello. Other envelopes yielded sheaves of handwritten correspondence from Vienna, Munich, Berlin, and New York.


One letter immediately intrigued me.


Written in a rapid, flowing hand on cream-colored stationery, embossed with “Sul Monte, N.Y.” at the top of the page, it contained three pressed maple leaves. They were brown with age, but otherwise perfectly preserved, even though the date on the letter was October 16, 1931.


There was something magical about finding those leaves in October 2017—eighty-six years after the letter was written, and on the first day of my research into the lives of Ida and Louise Cook, English sisters who risked their lives to bring twenty-nine Jewish refugees to safety on the eve of war.


The pressed leaves not only spoke to the romantic character of the letter writer—the great soprano Amelita Galli-Curci, who became a lifelong friend to Ida and Louise—but also to the sense of wonder and innocence of the sisters themselves.


Who were these women whose historical legacy includes pressed autumn leaves? How did they become “Two Against Hitler,” among the unlikeliest heroines of the Second World War?


I knew that part of the answer lay in their passion for opera and its stars. In appearance, Ida and Louise were unthreatening and forgettable. They were plain and anonymous civil-servant typists who lived quietly with their parents in south London. But they developed intense inner lives. They were clearly infatuated with Clemens Krauss, the dashing Austrian conductor—Hitler’s favorite—who along with his wife, the soprano Viorica Ursuleac, started them on their refugee work. The Cooks formed deep friendships with the performers and musicians who found themselves stuck in a real-life melodrama in Nazi Germany and Austria, immersed in desperate scenes punctuated by burning synagogues and helmeted Nazis wielding bayonets and rounding up women and children. Inspired by their operatic heroines, the sisters naively thrust themselves into this dark overture.


Yet they could scarcely have imagined what awaited them when they began queuing outside Covent Garden for cheap seats to performances as the Nazis began their rise to power in Germany. In the 1920s and early 1930s, the sisters innocently amassed a sizable collection of photographs that Ida took of their favorite stars and collected dozens of gramophone records. Ida, the more outgoing of the two, maintained a decades-long correspondence with her beloved prima donnas. In addition to Galli-Curci, she corresponded with Elisabeth Rethberg, and later Rosa Ponselle.


It was largely through Ida’s letters, most of them tightly typed on light-blue aerograms and scattered in the miscellaneous correspondence files of some of the world’s most celebrated sopranos (but also baritones and tenors) that I was able to piece together the story of these extraordinary ordinary sisters.


“My dear Ida,” began the letter in which Galli-Curci enclosed the leaves from Sul Monte, her lavish estate in the Catskill Mountains, where she would invite her “English girls” for visits. The sisters held on to those leaves into their old age—priceless tokens of their opera-world adventures that began after they met the Italian diva backstage at the Albert Hall in London—and naively vowed to save enough money to hear her sing at the Metropolitan Opera in New York. It would take them two years of going without lunches and walking most of the way to their secretarial jobs to manage to buy their third-class passage to sail to the city. They made the first of many trips to their beloved Manhattan in 1927 when Louise was twenty-five and Ida twenty-two.


The same pluck and determination that launched them in their passion for opera would propel them on their increasingly dangerous missions into the Third Reich. In fact, they used opera performances as a ruse to travel into Austria and Germany to meet their refugees. “We built ourselves a reputation. The men in customs used to chuckle, ‘Here come those two verruckt (crazy) English ladies. They are only poor office workers and they spend their money to come here to listen to German opera.’ ”1


They were too obvious to be suspicious.


When they returned to London after a weekend at the opera in Munich, Vienna, or Berlin, they did so laden with the glittering jewels, Swiss watches, and furs belonging to refugees who would otherwise have had to surrender their valuables to the Nazis upon their exit from the Reich. Boldly plastered on their Woolworth dresses, the sisters gambled that the expensive jewelry would surely look fake.


Their mission, the calling for which they would risk everything, was successful. And it would succeed again and again.


When I began my research, which took me on a three-year odyssey through archives in England, Italy, Germany, Austria, the United States, and Israel, I was convinced the Cook sisters must have been spies. After all, they engaged in dangerous undercover work, meeting clandestinely with Jewish refugees under the nose of the Nazi secret police. They worked with members of the resistance in Germany, sending coded messages and meeting at safe houses in Frankfurt and Berlin. Louise, the more studious and retiring of the sisters, taught herself German at lightning speed. They rented a flat in a central London complex frequented by British wartime spies. And, most intriguingly, Louise burned all their refugee files long after the war.


But as I delved deeper into their lives and spoke to surviving friends and even an old schoolmate, I came to realize that Ida and Louise had most likely acted on their own, at first at the behest of their beloved stars, and then when word of their relief work spread and desperate letters addressed simply to “Ida and Louise” began arriving at British consulates in the Third Reich, they were determined to help at any cost. In England, they established a small network of friends and strangers who came forward with offers of financial guarantees for the refugees. Others contributed in smaller ways. One friend walked halfway to her office every day and gave the Cooks the saved bus fares to buy the postage necessary for their work. Another friend cut her cigarette consumption in half and contributed the money towards the maintenance of one of their cases.


“We were simply moved by a sense of furious revolt against the brutality and injustice of it all and were willing to help any deserving case brought to our notice, to the limit of our small capacity,” explained Ida.2


Maybe it was as simple as that.


There are few remaining photographs of Ida and Louise. Of those carefully filed in the stiff envelopes at the Victoria & Albert Archives, I could clearly see the evolution of the sisters. In their twenties, they appear gawky and stiff, their posture tense in the homemade opera frocks that Ida fashioned from patterns she cut out of a popular women’s magazine on the eve of their first trip to America. In the posed studio portrait from 1926, Ida, thin and angular, wears a slinky, satin gown, while Louise, big-boned and handsome, sports a silk cloak trimmed with white fur at the collar, an oversized velvet bow pinned to her left hip. Another photo, taken after their wartime heroics, shows them as middle-aged women in comfortable shoes, gazing confidently into the camera, by then seasoned travelers standing on an airport tarmac after disembarking from a Trans World Airlines flight.


By the time this last photograph was taken, the two women had achieved some notoriety for their wartime exploits. Ida was also known to millions as Mary Burchell, a successful writer of light romance, who had also written We Followed Our Stars, a memoir about their opera-world adventures and their relief work.


In fact, I first stumbled on the Cook sisters’ story after reading Ida’s memoir, which had been reissued in 2008 as Safe Passage. More than sixty years after the end of the Second World War, there was suddenly renewed interest in Ida and Louise and a handful of other Britons who had helped save Jews from the Holocaust. Their stories were used as part of a campaign by the Holocaust Educational Trust, a British non-profit organization, to lobby for official government recognition of these largely forgotten heroes. The British Hero of the Holocaust Award was established by parliamentary decree, and in March 2010 the silver medallions inscribed with the words “In the Service of Humanity” were presented posthumously to the families of twenty-five individuals at a special ceremony at 10 Downing Street. Among the recipients were the families of Ida, Louise, and Major Frank Foley, a passport control officer for the British Embassy in Berlin who helped thousands of Jews escape after Kristallnacht.


For me, Ida’s book was frustratingly elliptical, glossing over opera-world scandals involving their beloved “stars” and the hardships faced by their refugees. What became of the musicians, scholars, and students whom the sisters risked their own lives to save, many of whom became lifelong friends? And what happened to the opera stars who defied the Nazis to save their Jewish colleagues? In Ida’s account, the sisters are modest and self-effacing, and their bravery is simply referred to in passing. But what had the Cooks really done, and how? And what happened to them after the war?


Ida, the writer, had clearly tried to capitalize on the sisters’ exploits. After their appearance on This is Your Life, a popular BBC television program that reunited them with some of their refugees more than a decade after the war, Ida tried her hand at a Hollywood script, encouraged by the enthusiasm of her friend Laurence Olivier (the famous actor) and producer Joshua Logan.


I found Ida’s long-forgotten film treatment at the Library of Congress in Washington, tucked into Logan’s correspondence, filed under C among letters to Truman Capote and Joan Crawford. Typed on carbon, it was difficult to read, and I often had to squint to make sense of the type, as shadows of sentences from previous pages crowded the lines of text.


Ida’s first line was characteristically self-defeating: “This is the story of two squares.” But in the hands of a good PR agent, those “two squares” were transformed into “Two Against Hitler,” the title of a series of lectures Ida delivered across Britain in the 1960s. The promotional flyer for those lectures tumbled out of an envelope at the Blythe House reading room. It featured a black-and-white photograph of a middle-aged Ida—stolid and matronly with a prominent wide nose and permed hair combed back in a conservative coif. Her skin was pale and free of makeup, her mouth slightly open in a pursed smile.


The sisters were eventually honored by Israel’s Yad Vashem Holocaust memorial, among the first women to receive the honor in the early 1960s, along with Swedish diplomat Raoul Wallenberg and German industrialist Oskar Schindler.


But while these two men had become household names with documentaries and feature films commemorating their exploits, few remember the quiet heroism of the two English sisters. Perhaps they were too quiet, forgotten for the very reasons that made them successful: they were unglamorous, largely anonymous. Their greatest weapon was perhaps also their greatest impediment: they went undercover as themselves.


“We are scarcely James Bond ladies,” Ida told two American reporters.3 Risk averse and frugal, they were by Ida’s own admission, “a couple of nervous British spinsters” who wore Marks & Spencer dresses and Woolworth’s beads. At home, they were eminently practical. They saved slivers of soap and once told the American reporters that their only extravagance was custom-blended tea.4 But those plain, practical exteriors hid romantic souls—real-life heroines in the twentieth century’s darkest opera. Their faith in goodness—an unwavering belief—saw them rise beyond their mundane lives to accomplish something priceless.


Perhaps it was Rosa Ponselle who put it best in her telegram congratulating Ida on a triumphant television appearance: “Your life has been like a fairy tale, only we know it’s true.”


To which Ida quickly responded: “Honestly, Rosa, it was enchanting—and petrifying—like being in a book.”5










CHAPTER 1 The Albert Memorial



Ida and Louise would walk round the Albert Memorial in London thousands of times. “How I loved it,” declared Ida, recalling the trips the family took to the memorial in the years before the First World War.1 In those days, the memorial was the “limit of world wandering” for the Cooks, who in 1906 had temporarily settled in Barnes, a leafy suburb in south-west London on the River Thames. Commissioned by Queen Victoria as a shrine to her beloved husband after his death from typhoid fever in 1861, the towering Gothic Revival temple that shelters a seated-and-shiny gilt-covered bronze sculpture of the prince was to be the most elaborate public memorial that Britain had ever seen. It was Queen Victoria’s own Taj Mahal, a monument to her love for her Prince Consort and father of her nine children. But it was also a testament to Britain’s own romantic ideal of itself as a global force, “the empire on which the sun never sets”—a celebration of industry and ingenuity and a potent symbol of Britain’s leadership and superiority in the final decades of the nineteenth century.


The memorial was mocked by architecture and art critics for its sheer excess after its unveiling in 1872. But never by John Cook, a tax inspector, and his wife Mary Brown, proud subjects of the British Crown, who must have felt it was important to show their daughters the magnificence of their heritage, even if by then the Victorian era was already in the past. By the time Ida and Louise took in the statues and carvings, Victoria and Albert’s eldest son, Edward VII, had already been king for several years.


For Ida and Louise, the Albert Memorial was an important marker in their lives, largely because it embodied the “standard of personal integrity”2 set by their “incomparable” parents. “Without [their] loving and commonsense upbringing,” Ida believed, “we should never have been capable of doing the things” for which they would become known.3 Mary Cook embraced her role as a wife and mother. Their whole lives the girls never saw their mother cry, and on her deathbed Mary Cook told them that she never had anything to cry about. “I had a good husband…and good children. A good home and good health. No one must ask for anything else. Anything else is a bonus.”4


The dedication inscribed on the canopy surrounding the Albert Memorial was surely never lost on the sisters: “Queen Victoria and Her People” dedicated the memorial to Prince Albert “As a Tribute of Their Gratitude For a Life Devoted to Public Service.” But while it was dedicated to the greater good, the memorial was also a monument to love, romance, and adventure—elements that figured prominently throughout Ida and Louise’s childhoods in London and the north of England.


“I am a born romantic,” Ida boasted, “and I am sure I will never change.”5





Mary Louise was born on June 19, 1901, in Dorking, an hour south of London. Ida Cook, Mary and John Cook’s second child, was born on August 24, 1904, in Sunderland, a historic shipbuilding town in northern England. The Cooks lived a quiet life at 37 Croft Avenue in the old port town. Then, when Louise was five and Ida was two years old, the family packed up and moved to Barnes, on the outskirts of London where their father had been assigned. Their brother Bill was born there in 1910. “I don’t think I was quite so nice about being the displaced baby,” wrote Ida,6 who attended the Convent of the Sacred Heart school in the village along with Louise.


At school the Cook sisters hated Bible class, with Louise nearly traumatized for life after hearing the story of Adam and Eve and their expulsion from the Garden of Eden. “I couldn’t believe that God had written it,” she thought. “It seemed so mean. I hated the picture of an angel with a sword forcing poor Adam and Eve out of the garden. They were all naked. I kept thinking how chilly they must have been.”7


While they were in Barnes, they discovered that their house was haunted. A murder had supposedly taken place there, and the victim had been stuffed into a nearby well. “I only saw the ghost once,” said Ida, whose belief in the paranormal and the spirit world would continue throughout her adult life. “He always appeared on the stairs, and one night when I was on my way to bed, I saw moonlight glinting off silver buttons on a man’s cutaway coat.”8 The six-year-old Ida stopped at the bottom of the stairs and considered running to her father in the sitting room. But she managed to calm down long enough to walk slowly up the stairs and then quickly dive under the covers once she got to her bedroom.


The next day, when the sisters told their mother about the ghost, Mary Cook admitted rather matter-of-factly that she often spoke to the resident phantom. She had once stopped him on the stairs and said, “Poor man, I can understand that your spirit is still upset—because you met such a sudden and violent death, but after all it happened two centuries ago—why don’t you go to rest?”


The ghost’s reply seemed perfectly logical to her: “You don’t understand. You’ve got it all wrong. I’m not the victim—I’m the murderer.”9


By the summer of 1912, the family had moved again—this time back to the rugged landscape of Northumberland where they settled in Alnwick, a medieval market town on the River Aln, some thirty miles from the Scottish border. With its rough landscape, stone ruins, and winding cobblestone streets, Alnwick was a world away from London and the south of England. Not only was the barren terrain markedly unfamiliar, but northerners in general were wary and clannish, “a product…of the AngloScottish frontier, where their lives, wives and property had been since the Conquest at almost constant risk from Scottish raids.”10


Louise and Ida were enrolled at the all-girls Duchess’s School, which was founded by Frances Julia Burrell Percy (the second wife of Hugh Percy, the second Duke of Northumberland) for the daughters of their staff in 1809, when the first class numbered twenty girls. According to early records, the focus was on discipline and religion: “The Mistress was to teach the children to spell, read, knit and sew, hear them say two lessons in the morning and two in the afternoon, and teach them to repeat the creed, the Lord’s Prayer, the Ten Commandments.”11 The rules were little changed the year the Cook sisters started at the school, although it was no longer just the refuge of impoverished girls and was a semi-private state institution. Free places were still available, but they were only offered to girls who passed a rigorous entrance examination. The Cooks’ enrollment records do not show any exemptions from tuition fees.


Shortly after the outbreak of the Great War in the summer of 1914, the town of Alnwick was transformed into an impromptu military camp, with mansions and public buildings requisitioned for the war effort. At the Duchess’s School, students were also asked to help with the war effort. In the Duchess’s School Magazine in the summer of 1915, there are articles about a Zeppelin drill and how women could contribute to the war effort: “Every woman can help by encouraging her friends and relatives to enlist and by giving them a hearty send-off.”12


Other than the disruptions and the steady stream of wounded soldiers who arrived at the makeshift hospital as the war progressed, the Cooks led a fairly uneventful, comfortable, middle-class life that revolved around school and family. A month after war was declared, their youngest brother Jim was born. “For Louise and me, these years in Alnwick were extremely happy ones,” recalled Ida.13


Both sisters had been good students, although Louise, a shy and anxious girl, failed her senior arithmetic exams and never managed to get a Cambridge Certificate in her final year of high school. In the early part of the twentieth century, the vast majority of girls in Britain were finished with their schooling by the age of fourteen. Louise’s crippling timidity also got in the way of a music exam, and even though she failed the test “through nervousness,” she was by far the best candidate, a school administrator noted in her file. “All others passed.”14 Still, she managed to brave a “pianoforte duet” with another student, according to the school’s magazine in 1917. Ida, outgoing and gregarious, was a stellar pupil and a talented violinist. In her academic bulletin, an administrator noted that she took her Cambridge Senior exam in July 1919, a month before her fifteenth birthday, although these exams were usually reserved for pupils who were seventeen or eighteen.15


In addition to the sisters’ musical abilities, Ida showed a talent for writing, and she submitted a three-page story about a young Italian aristocrat and her doomed love to the school’s magazine in 1919. No doubt influenced by her historic surroundings in Alnwick, it was entitled “A Romance of the 14th Century,” in which the heroine poisons her lover, thinking he’s about to marry another, but realizes too late that she is mistaken.16 The story displayed a precocious penmanship and talent for crafting a gripping narrative (even if some sentences still betrayed a schoolgirl’s clunky phrasing). With its emphasis on melodrama and a surprise ending, the story clearly showed where Ida’s fascination for opera might have originated.


Louise graduated from school on July 26, 1918, a month after her seventeenth birthday, and Ida left school a year later when the family moved back to London. Louise then scored highly in Latin in her civil service exams, and Ida followed in her sister’s path. The girls and their family returned to London just as a Spanish flu epidemic gripped Alnwick, forcing the closure of schools for extended periods. “Louise and Ida Cook have gone to London, and are taking up Civil Service work,” read a bulletin under the “News of Old Girls” section of the Duchess’s School Magazine in 1920.17 A year later, the magazine announced that Ida was first out of 1500 candidates in a civil service examination and was appointed as a clerk to a local art school. “My salary was a modest £2 6s.… a week…and very pleased with it I was,” Ida enthused.18


The salary wasn’t quite enough to allow her to leave the family home, but neither Ida nor Louise felt the need to move away from 24 Morella Road and were content to live with their parents and brothers.


While it was not necessarily a given that the sisters would automatically live together, they had become adults in an era of “surplus women” when single women outnumbered single men. More than 700,000 British men had been killed in the Great War, creating a gender imbalance that had started during the Industrial Revolution. The 1851 census showed that 30 percent of British women between the ages of twenty and forty were unmarried. Following the war, there were 1,209 single women between the ages of twenty-five and twenty-nine for every 1,000 men in the same age group, according to the 1921 census. As a result, thousands of young women were forced to give up on an expectation of marriage. 19


Women of this generation had started turning to each other to satisfy their needs for companionship, and even sex. As the controversial writer and eugenicist Sybil Neville-Rolfe noted in the mid-1930s: “The war left behind it a generation of Eves in an Adamless Eden.… Starving for love, deprived of homes and denied the joys of motherhood, many women found in friendship, one with another, some sort of substitute for these normal but lost relationships.”20 Unlike male homosexuality, lesbianism was not illegal in Britain, although legislators did try to introduce the Criminal Law Amendment Bill in Parliament in 1921. The bill was rejected by the House of Commons and the House of Lords because of a fear of drawing too much attention to female homosexuality.


Neither sister wrote or spoke about this, although at some point both sisters made the decision that neither marriage nor intimacy with other women was for them. “There was something schoolgirlish about them that they never lost,” recalled one of their friends. But Ida was always the dominant one. “Louise was like an echo,” said the friend. “She was always listening benignly and nodding her head in agreement, and occasionally she would say something, and when she did it was worth listening to and you would realize that she was a thinker and had a hidden strength.”21


As they settled into adulthood, the sisters were clearly happiest in each other’s company, so much so that Ida never mentioned male suitors nor any pressure from their parents to marry or have children. “Many women of our generation made the choice of dignified spinsterhood rather than marry someone uncongenial. Perhaps Louise and I felt a bit regretful, but I don’t remember that we suffered.”22 Unencumbered by the strict dictates of married life or the responsibility of raising young children, both sisters were free to direct their passion and energy to other pursuits.


According to Ida, the sisters’ fascination with opera began in 1923 when Louise happened to wander into a lecture on music at the Board of Education where she worked as a “copying typist” or clerical assistant. The lecture was delivered by Sir Walford Davies, a composer and educator who would later go on to become master of the prestigious King’s Music from 1934 to 1941. Davies made a series of recordings about music for the His Master’s Voice label and later worked for the BBC, hosting a series of programs entitled “Music and the Ordinary Listener,” which proved very popular and continued to be broadcast until the beginning of the Second World War in 1939.


After that lecture, during which Davies illustrated his points by playing gramophone records, Louise “arrived home slightly dazed and announced to an astonished family, ‘I must have a gramophone,’ ” recalled Ida.23 Almost immediately, Louise put a deposit on an HMV gramophone for £23 and also bought ten records. “The buying of one new record meant much consultation, much planning and, frequently, going without a few lunches—which is, I still think, the way one should come to one’s pleasures,” explained Ida, adding that she and Louise were particularly moved by the voice of Italian soprano Amelita Galli-Curci singing “Un bel dì vedremo,” the famous aria from Madama Butterfly.24


“We listened to those records during all our spare time and at the end of the month our tastes and our lives were changed,” said Ida.25


According to Ida, Louise had yet again “wandered” into the gallery of Covent Garden, where the cheapest seats were to be found, to hear the aria from Madama Butterfly and was so enchanted that the sisters pooled their savings to attend three other operas that season: Tosca, La Traviata, and Rigoletto. “Soon we were spending all the money we could squeeze from living expenses for opera and concert tickets.”26


Galli-Curci soon became a favorite singer of the Cooks. The petite soprano had made her debut in 1906 as Gilda in Rigoletto in Italy. She then toured throughout Europe, Russia, and Latin America, famously singing opposite opera great Enrico Caruso in Buenos Aires in Lucia di Lammermoor in 1916. By the early 1920s, the prima donna was a global sensation, performing concerts featuring arias and a series of songs that showed off her impressive vocal range. But despite her years of touring abroad, Galli-Curci had never performed in front of a British audience.


Then, in the spring of 1924, it was announced she was to make her British debut at the Royal Albert Hall before embarking on a twenty-city tour. The news created a sensation. Ads in newspapers throughout the United Kingdom trumpeted “Galli-Curci—The Vocal Sensation of the World.” “Galli-Curci at any price!” screamed the placards outside concert halls where she was scheduled to perform. “First appearance in this country of world famous prima donna.” Over one hundred thousand tickets were sold in a matter of two weeks for her countrywide tour, while her four performances at the Royal Albert Hall, between October 12 and October 19, quickly sold out.27


Ida and Louise were among the frenzied ticket buyers. Not content with seeing her only once, they bought tickets to all her London performances, including one presentation at the Alexandra Palace in the northern part of the city. “By now, she was very much our favorite gramophone star, and her appearance—in London, in the flesh—was of monumental importance to us,” said Ida.28


On October 12, 1924, Ida and Louise entered the Royal Albert Hall for the first time. Although they were already on their way to becoming habituées of opera at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, there was something magical about stepping into that grand concert hall, directly across the street from the Albert Memorial where Ida and Louise had spent so many happy hours as children.


In many ways, the Royal Albert Hall was the practical extension of the Albert Memorial. The concert venue had been a pet project of Prince Albert, who had envisioned it during the Great Exhibition as part of a permanent series of theaters, museums, and other venues devoted to public enlightenment. After his death, Queen Victoria set about completing her husband’s vision. Sir Henry Cole, a civil servant and inventor who had collaborated with Albert on the design of the hall, said that he was inspired by his trips to Italy and the ruined Roman amphitheaters he saw there. Work began on the concert venue (which could accommodate more than eight thousand people) in the spring of 1867, and the Royal Albert Hall of Arts and Sciences was opened on March 29, 1871. At the lavish opening ceremony, which featured representatives from across Great Britain as well as foreign dignitaries, Queen Victoria, who would spend the rest of her life mourning her beloved husband, was “plainly attired in black silk dress and mantle, with a narrow trimming of satin floss, and a black bonnet.” Overcome with emotion, she managed only a few words—“I cannot but express my great admiration for this beautiful building, and my earnest wishes for its complete success”—before turning over the rest of the welcome speech to her son, the Prince of Wales.29


In fact, the acoustics of the hall were initially criticized, and in its early days the Royal Albert Hall became a more popular venue for sporting events, political meetings, balls, and fundraisers for the First World War. Among the most important musical events was the Grand Wagner Festival in May 1877, which featured the German composer Richard Wagner himself conducting the first half of the concerts that made up the festival.


For opera aficionados, Galli-Curci’s debut was of the same monumental importance as Wagner conducting his own compositions. “Initially, it was disappointing to discover that in the cruel acres of the Albert Hall, the voice sounded much smaller than on the gramophone,” said Ida after the concert. “But inexperienced though we were, it did not take us long to separate the natural nervousness of the first half hour and the unsuitability of the hall from the matchless vocal accomplishment.”30


Music critics were suitably overwhelmed. The following day, newspaper headlines blared “Famous Soprano Takes London by Storm,” and “Queen of Song Wins All Hearts.” A critic for the Courier and Argus noted the “furious” applause, the “generous clamors of her 10,000 hearers,” as well as the numerous encores after her performance of eighteen songs. Of the “mad scene” from Lucia di Lammermoor the newspaper noted that “the coloratura passage at the end during which it was difficult to distinguish between the prima donna’s voice and the accompanying notes of the flautist Manuel Berenguer—brought half the house to its feet and the last was seen of this remarkable personality waving…and throwing kisses to the excited audience as she stood amid a stage full of flowers and bouquets.”31


For Ida, the highlight of the evening was the diva’s rendition of “Home Sweet Home,” by Sir Henry Rowley Bishop: “To me, the most beautiful thing about the sound was the faint touch of melancholy—often found in the very best voices—which gave to certain phrases and notes a quality of nostalgia that went straight to one’s heart.”32 The sisters were so moved after the performance that they wrote a fan letter to Galli-Curci. “We were still only silly young girls—and we told her we admired her,” recalled Ida.33


Ida also seemed to have found time in between Galli-Curci’s London performances to embroider a handkerchief for the diva. “Many thanks indeed for your very kind thoughtful letter and the beautifully embroidered handkerchief,” wrote Galli-Curci in a note to Ida. “I used it at Alexandra Palace…I wonder if you saw it! I hope sometime to see you backstage after the concert so that I can thank you personally.”34


This communication was the stuff of their dreams, and all the encouragement the sisters needed. Astonished, they wrote back, immediately accepting her invitation to meet after her final London performance, and “while we were writing the letter, we suddenly decided we would save our money and go to New York to hear her sing opera,” reasoned Ida. “So we told her about this project too.”35


That evening, “there was an immense crowd” around Galli-Curci, who was signing autographs and handing bouquets of flowers to an assistant.36 Louise was so shocked to be in the presence of her idol that she was transfixed and unable to speak. Straining to be heard above the crowd, Ida just managed to blurt out that they would come to see her in New York City, although it might take them a while to save up for the trip.


“I shall remember you,” said Galli-Curci to her newest fans. “Just drop me a line and I’ll keep you the seats.”37


It would take two years for Ida and Louise to save enough for their trip to America. Having calculated that they would need £100 each to pay for their voyage to New York, they put away a pound at the beginning of each week and managed to save £50 each by the end of the first year. Although they had barely traveled outside London following their school years in Alnwick, they were undaunted about making an Atlantic journey. To their parents, a trip to the Metropolitan Opera seemed a strange way to spend their savings.


“After we had paid our very modest contribution at home, our season tickets to town and our insurance, we usually had about ten shillings a week each. From this pittance came our daily lunches,” wrote Ida.38 They “bought a Rand McNally guide to New York City,” and, as Ida recalled, “when we felt hungry, we used to study this and feel better.”39 A little more than two years after their fateful backstage meeting with their idol, Ida and Louise boarded the RMS Berengaria, the Cunard Line’s flagship. “We had left England,” wrote Ida. “Sailing for New York and adventure.”40










CHAPTER 2 The Photograph



On January 4, 1927, Ida and Louise arrived in New York City, disembarking on the West Side Pier, which was shrouded in an early morning mist. The fog and winter drizzle provided “a typically English reception in the way of weather” and hid the fabled Manhattan skyline from view, noted a reporter for the New York Times who had been assigned to write about the sisters’ unusual journey to America.1


According to Ida, the newspaper had been alerted to their arrival by one of the passengers aboard their ship. They traveled in steerage both ways, and Ida later described the crossing as pleasant and uneventful. During the days, the “weather [was] so warm that sometimes we sat on deck without rugs, which was quite phenomenal for an Atlantic crossing in January.” In the evenings, the sisters went for rapid walks around the deck before turning in and watching “the moonlight on the great tumbling, white-crested waves.”2


On their last night at sea, Ida and Louise had caused “a terrific sensation” among fellow passengers when they recounted their incredible story of meeting Galli-Curci backstage at the Royal Albert Hall in October 1924 and their determination to travel to New York to hear her sing opera.3 Ida described how their “ruthless” penny-pinching over two years had allowed them to save enough money to make the trip.


Shortly after their arrival in the city, a reporter for the New York Times called them in their room at the Hotel Holley in Washington Square. “Louise picked up the phone, and I heard ‘Yes—yes, yes,’ at intervals, and then, in a much sterner voice: ‘Well, that depends on what you want to say about us.’ ” When Ida interrupted to find out who was on the line, Louise replied that it was a reporter at the newspaper and that he wanted to know what they looked like. “We gazed at each other and burst out laughing,” said Ida, who grabbed the receiver and told the editor, “We’re just a couple of English blondes.”4


And so their hair color was immortalized in the newspaper: “Two years ago, Louise and Ida Cook, sisters, blond, and members of the English working girl class, spent five successive evenings listening to Galli-Curci sing from the concert platform in her London debut.” The article went on to describe how the sisters returned home each evening after opera “delighted to the point of exaltation” and then began to save their money to make the trip.5


When the reporter asked Louise what she thought of the New York City skyline, she became so tongue-tied that “she couldn’t say much.”


“We had never seen a skyscraper before,” wrote Ida. “At that time, I think no London building was allowed to rise above twelve storeys. And some of those early skyscrapers were truly beautiful.”6 They were also amazed by another of the city’s modern conveniences: “One thing in New York…impressed both sisters,” wrote the Times reporter. “That was the great profusion of ‘lifts’ or elevators as they were told to call them while here.” They told the reporter they had obtained a five-week leave of absence from their “English government office” to travel to America but confessed that they were a little worried that Galli-Curci might have forgotten all about them.7


Following the publication of the story, the sisters became minor celebrities. As Ida described it, they grew used to the attention of “persistent men and gushing women—with or without cameras—and giving our opinion on such absorbing topics as bobbed hair, the Prince of Wales, skyscrapers, opera in England, [conductor] Sir Thomas Beecham (about whom I dared not say what I really thought).”8


Eager to begin their opera adventure as soon as they had finished the interview, the sisters skipped lunch and embarked on a more than thirty-block trek—“not daring to get on anything for fear of what it might cost,” wrote Ida9—to the offices of Evans & Salter, Galli-Curci’s agents near the Metropolitan Opera at Broadway and 39th Street. “We walked up Fifth Avenue, scarcely able to believe that we were actually in that famous thoroughfare at last,” said Ida.10


When they reached the building, Ida and Louise “regarded it timidly for a few seconds” and then summoned up the courage to head to the firm’s offices on the third floor. But when they got into the elevator and pronounced “Evans and Salter” in their proper British accents, the gum-chewing elevator operator decided to take them on a ride. As the elevator lumbered past the third floor, Ida and Louise grew frantic, repeating, “Evans and Salter! Evans and Salter!” until they were practically screaming out the name. “He took us right to the top of the building and then brought us all the way down again to the right floor,” recalled Ida. “I suppose he guessed from our voices that we were English, and thought he would ‘take a rise out of us.’ ”


“Somewhat shaken” from the experience, once they finally reached the right office Ida nervously approached the receptionist. “Can you give me Madame Galli-Curci’s telephone number? We have just come over from England, and…”


To the Cooks’ great delight, Galli-Curci’s husband and accompanist, Homer Samuels, greeted them like old friends and presented the sisters with orchestra seat tickets for all his wife’s performances. Ida was so relieved to see a familiar face that she had to stop herself from embracing him: “I restrained such an unmaidenly impulse, and the next moment we were both being welcomed so kindly and warmly that all our homesickness and nervousness vanished.”11


Tall and handsome, the Wisconsin-born Samuels, then thirty-seven, instantly captivated the sisters with his Midwestern charm. In addition to accompanying his prima donna wife on piano, Samuels, who had studied music in Berlin, composed some of the songs she sang on her concert tours. Samuels married Galli-Curci at his parents’ home in 1921, after her somewhat messy divorce the previous year from her first husband—an old Italian nobleman, whom she accused of misappropriating her opera earnings. In 1922 she successfully petitioned the Pope to annul her marriage to Marchese Luigi Curci, although she kept his noble name.


It’s not clear what the Cook sisters knew about Galli-Curci’s difficult past, although her bitter 1920 divorce from Curci was well-documented, at least in the United States where the drama played out in state supreme court in Chicago. In court papers, Galli-Curci charged Curci, a painter, with numerous infidelities. He responded that she was already involved with Samuels and that they conspired to get rid of him after a decade of marriage. But in an age in which newspaper accounts tended towards the chaste and feminine when describing female stars, sordid personal details were not considered newsworthy, or were played down. Instead the focus was on their fairytale lives—their beautiful clothes and marriages to debonair aristocrats.


Galli-Curci was a case in point, a beloved prima donna and clearly a master of self-promotion. Born in Milan into a musical family, she initially studied piano but was encouraged to sing opera by the composer Pietro Mascagni, a family friend who was dazzled by her voice. The soprano studied for two years in her hometown before taking on operatic roles in Europe and Central and South America. In 1915 the director of the Chicago Opera Company heard her sing in Havana and immediately invited her to sing in two Rigoletto performances in Chicago. She made her triumphant American debut there on November 18, 1916, her thirty-fourth birthday. Her performance was so incredible that newspapers in the city held the presses so that critics could report on her debut without having to leave the theater early to file their stories. Following what the New York Times called her “sensational conquest” of the Midwest, Galli-Curci was signed to the Metropolitan Opera in New York where she first appeared as Violetta in Verdi’s La Traviata. Nymph-like and graceful, she was also possessed of a steely determination and once sang from a wheelchair on stage in Madrid while she was recovering from a bout of typhoid fever.


With her cosmopolitan Italian accent, Galli-Curci contributed to her own otherworldly myth in many of the interviews she gave to the press during the early part of her career: “I am like a bird, which, sitting upon the branch of a tree, warbles from delight of living, warbles because it is part of its nature to give vent to the music within its heart. I sing with the same joy at the piano in my home, with my intimates at my side; I sing with my whole heart to the last and the first member of my audience.”12 She also took pains to describe to her fans how she lived a rather simple life, albeit one that included staying at the Ritz when she traveled. “Mme Galli-Curci lives the life of a well-cared-for girl of 12,” one observer told the New York Times. “She has no dissipations; she never goes out to dinners. She takes neither wine, tea nor coffee—only sometimes a tablespoonful of coffee in a glass of milk. She devotes herself entirely to her work.”13


The Cook sisters basked in Galli-Curci’s simple glamor and the romance of the opera and its stars. They were thrilled to be in New York and told the Times that they planned to attend opera “voraciously” and were upset that two weeks of their five-week sojourn would be spent in transit at sea.14


On their second night in the city, they attended La Traviata to see Galli-Curci playing her most famous role, Violetta, at “the magic Met—which has resounded to the voices of every great singer known to us through gramophone records.” The old Met (which opened in 1883) with its gold auditorium inscribed with the names of some of the world’s most famous composers—Mozart, Verdi, and Wagner—dazzled the already star-struck sisters. According to Ida, they were “in a state of excitement quite impossible to describe” as they took their seats at the opera house.15 Having secured their tickets to all of Galli-Curci’s performances for their three-week stay in the city, they showed up at the Met in their homemade finery to watch the diva play the tragic courtesan—“the fallen woman”—who agrees to distance herself from Alfredo, the nobleman she truly loves, only to be reunited with him in the hours before she dies of consumption.


For the occasion, Louise wore a rather stiff brocade dress with a large ribbon pinned to her left hip. Ida was equally elegant in a silver frock accessorized with a fur stole. Both young women would later tell friends and family how they felt as they took their seats close to the stage. They were awestruck by the theater, with its gold damask curtain and elaborate “diamond horseshoe” boxes where New York’s celebrated families—the Rockefellers and the Vanderbilts—came to watch legendary singers in opera’s heyday. The sisters’ luxuriant evening clothes, complete with opera cloaks, were sewn by Ida from patterns in Mabs Fashions, a popular weekly women’s magazine with Jazz Age illustrated covers of lanky flappers in frocks that readers could make themselves. “We were two of the best-dressed people in the Opera House!!!” Ida reveled. “People quite goggled at our cloaks…other people had diamonds and bare backs and all that sort of thing, but, with all due modesty, our get-ups looked so pretty and young and colorful—besides, they had the Mab’s touch!!”16


Following the performance, Galli-Curci picked the sisters out of the audience at the Met and waved to them and her husband, who was standing beside them. “She waved to us and kissed her hand, and we replied with what aplomb we could muster,” gushed Ida. “It made me feel rather like royalty to have the whole audience of the Metropolitan gaping interestedly while we exchanged greetings with Galli-Curci across the footlights!” At that point Evans, the diva’s agent, rushed up to Ida and Louise in the audience and said, “How did you enjoy yourselves? I want your first impressions for the morning papers.” And then the sisters were taken off backstage to meet his business partner—Salter—who also wanted their opinions about the differences between opera in London and New York. “I expect we were in considerable danger of having our heads badly turned that evening,” said Ida.17


An evening or two later, the prima donna invited the Cook sisters to her Fifth Avenue apartment for dinner and sent a chauffeur-driven car to pick them up at their hotel, complete with a fur rug to keep them warm in the back seat. “And away we bowled up Fifth Avenue to that part known as ‘Millionaires’ Row,’ ” recalled Ida. They were ushered into the diva’s “marvellous” duplex apartment by the butler who left them alone in the drawing room, informing them that madame would be with them in five minutes. “I must own that my heart was fluttering,” said Ida. Moments later, Galli-Curci came running down the stairs to embrace the sisters.


“At last!” they all shouted in unison, clasping hands and laughing. And then Ida and Louise made themselves right at home. They curled up on the couch in the living room, on either side of their opera idol, as Samuels demonstrated his new radio set. Later, Galli-Curci took them on a tour of the apartment. She and Samuels had just moved in a few months earlier, and she was clearly house-proud. When they reached her bedroom, she sat down and wrote a letter to Mary Cook, “so that she will know that you are in a good house tonight.” The Cooks added their own messages to their mother.


Ida gushed about the “wonderful evening” they spent with the couple. By the end of the night, Galli-Curci was insisting that they call her Lita. As Ida later recalled, “That was the beginning of quite one of the most beautiful holidays that any lucky couple ever had. I could dance with excitement now when I look back on it all.”


During their sojourn in New York, the Cooks were invited to other performances and saw their new friend as Rosina in Il Barbiere di Siviglia and as Gilda in Rigoletto. They heard an astounding one hundred hours of opera, including performances of Turandot, Romeo and Juliet, Falstaff, Tosca, and La Bohème. They also had the good fortune to secure tickets, through Samuels, to a concert by Arturo Toscanini at Carnegie Hall. The legendary Italian conductor was making his triumphant return to New York, and a few months later the New York Philharmonic Society would announce with great fanfare that it had signed him to a five-year contract.18


The Cooks’ trip to New York broadened their horizons and gave them a different perspective on Americans. “There is a slight tendency in England to imagine that most of the virtues reside permanently this side of the Atlantic, while a good many vices stay in America,” said Ida. “I would not be anything but English for all the world, but I should like to be able to think that I have some of the qualities that we found among our American friends.”19


As they said goodbye to Galli-Curci and Samuels, the sisters’ new friends invited them to Sul Monte, their sprawling country estate in the Catskill Mountains in upstate New York. The Cooks were ecstatic but warned their friend that it would take them another two years to save the money to make the transatlantic trip again. “Time and distance don’t matter,” said Galli-Curci before the Cooks boarded the Cunard Steamship Company’s Aquitania, bound for Southampton in early February, “if you are really fond of someone.”20


For these young, rather unsophisticated, Northumberland-bred sisters, the voyage across the world to meet one of the most beloved opera stars of the day had been an incredible accomplishment—a testament to their extraordinary strength of will. They were returning to London with a new sense of adventure. In many ways, that first trip to America would prove a harbinger of what was to come: together and determined, nothing would stop them.


They arrived back home a week later and considered the trip of such great significance that Ida immediately wrote to the Duchess’s School Magazine to make sure they included a mention of their journey in their “News of Old Girls” section in the 1927 edition. “Louise and Ida Cook have been to New York to hear Galli-Curci sing in opera,” the notice read, nestled among the more prosaic news of their former schoolmates, who announced new positions as teachers or nurses and their academic accomplishments.21


While Galli-Curci relaxed at her perfectly decorated summer retreat in the Catskill Mountains or toured the world in style, the Cooks immersed themselves in work and more opera. Searching for a way to make extra money so that they could begin saving for their next trip to New York, Ida approached the Daily Mail to write about their voyage to America. After the article was accepted, she wrote a piece for her favorite magazine, Mabs Fashions, about how she had sewed their opera ensembles. But her journalistic career was, for the time being, short-lived as Ida’s time was taken up studying for an exam that would allow her to increase her salary in the law courts. Ida passed the “short-hand typist” exam and was promoted in the Official Solicitor’s Department of the Law Courts, where her salary was increased to £3 per week.22


While the sisters continued to count every shilling, they also became what Ida called “gallery-ites” at the Royal Opera House at a time when there was mass adulation for opera stars. For two months in the spring when the international opera season took place, Ida and Louise queued on Floral Street next to the opera house with other fanatics for the cheap seats in the gallery. Surrounded by market stalls selling fruits and vegetables, they arrived early in the morning in order to have first dibs on the gallery seats. In those days the only way to obtain these cheap seats was to queue. “Under the masterly direction of…our two ‘stool men,’ we hired camp stools, which marked our places whenever we had to leave for such unimportant matters as earning our living,” explained Ida.23 Like the other opera fans they came to know, the Cooks often spent their lunch hours munching sandwiches on the stools, watching for every opera star who came in and out of the stage door in order to get their autograph or, even better, a photograph. During the opera season, the biggest disadvantage for the sisters was lack of sleep. They rose at the crack of dawn to secure their place in the gallery queue before hurrying to their office jobs, then stayed out late each night at the performances, often catching the last train from Victoria Station at 12:40 a.m. “I was dreadfully weary sometimes,” said Ida. “But I remember that my heart was high those early summer mornings.”24


As the Cook sisters schooled themselves in opera, Galli-Curci and Ida continued to correspond regularly, with the opera singer writing long letters about her international opera tours and driving to the beach in New Jersey. “In July, we will drive to Atlantic City to have a good swim,” she wrote, addressing a letter to “My dear girls” on June 13, 1927.25 A year later, Galli-Curci enumerated her successes on tour and described her idyllic garden at Sul Monte in Highmount, New York. “We are enjoying our mountains. We have so many birds this year right near the house…the flowers are beautiful—the lilies of the valley are just coming now—how happy we are up here! That’s why we will keep young—no old age in the mountains—all serene and calm…and safe! Girls, I hope you can see our mountains some time.” She ended her letter with the news that she and Samuels were expecting “a very interesting visitor, a man from India. He is a very dear person. We enjoy him so much.”26 The visit was from their friend and guru Paramahansa Yogananda, an Indian monk, who taught the couple yoga.


By the spring of 1929, Ida and Louise had finally saved enough money to buy their transatlantic tickets and were looking forward to sailing again on the Berengaria for another three-week visit to New York. “Bring warm clothes because it’s chilly,” wrote Galli-Curci, noting that she and her husband were expecting the sisters between September 15 and September 21 at Sul Monte. “The weather is wonderful—cool and bright, mountains are clear and the air is perfumed with flowers and woods. We will see that we have flowers in September when you come.”27


But before the end of that season in London there was another landmark opera at Covent Garden where another prima donna, the great Rosa Ponselle, was to make her London debut in three performances of Norma. On May 28, 1929, Ponselle took to the stage at the Royal Opera House in a performance that had such a lasting impression on Ida and Louise that they would commemorate it for the rest of their lives.


Rosa Ponselle was born in Connecticut and had had no formal training in opera. She began singing when she was eight years old, and by the time she was eleven she was singing songs in between the reels at a silent film theater. Later, she moved to New York to join her older sister Carmela who sang on Broadway and in vaudeville. The operatic tenor Enrico Caruso discovered Ponselle when he attended one of the sisters’ Broadway performances in 1918. He was so overwhelmed by the beauty of her voice that he immediately arranged for her to audition with Giulio Gatti-Casazza, the manager of the Metropolitan Opera. Ponselle, then twenty-one, made her professional operatic debut as Leonora in Giuseppe Verdi’s La Forza del Destino with Caruso when the opera opened at the Met in November.
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