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Foreword



I never had the privilege of meeting Phyllis Pearsall, so I will always wonder whether we would have liked each other. I know she would have scolded me at times for my slow writing – although I doubt she would have co-operated with a book in the first place. ‘Why write about me?’ she would have said. For my part, I would have probably found her inimitable chatter quite exhausting.


One thing I do know we both had in common is a love of walking around London. Of getting up and going. Anywhere and everywhere, just as we please – the nuisance of public transport replaced by two good feet. Phyllis did not learn to drive until the age of fifty-nine – after two hundred and sixty lessons – while I have never even tried to learn. We are also linked by a wonderful gift – our ability to catnap, me on a bed, she on a bench or under a bridge. Indeed, on Sunday, 28 August 1996, I was half asleep in the afternoon when I heard about her death on the radio news. So, I remember thinking to myself, a woman put together the cabby’s bible, the book that lies on every Londoner’s bookshelf and in every desk drawer. Who says we can’t read maps?


The trickiest aspect of writing about someone who, by her own admission, would elaborate on the truth and indeed, came from a family who would do so liberally, was to record the truth. Many rumours have encircled Phyllis’s life, and inevitably in a few interviews she gave, she even contradicted herself. Her memoirs tripped themselves over with such extraordinary anecdotes that, without evidence to prove otherwise, I can only assume them to be true. My task, however, has not been one of detective. I did not set out to prove or disprove her legendary journey or her traumatic childhood. Where I have come across conflicting research, I have included both. I have written the truth according to Phyllis. For I am convinced that every story, every memory and every encounter that she described, she believed to be true. Of course, when starting with such a shaky foundation, I have not felt uncomfortable interweaving elements of fiction into fact. But if truth be known, my fiction turned out to be much more mundane than her ‘fact’. If there is a scene, or a word, or a character, you believe to be too fantastical, it is likely they are real.


My admiration for her strength of character is enormous. Never mind that she lived through two world wars. Her triumph over so many personal tragedies and the tenacious willpower that pushed her to achieve so much are qualities that most of us are too lazy and half-hearted to aspire to today.


And so to the thanks owed to all those people who have helped me on my journey. To my agent, Jo Frank, at A. P. Watt, for seeing the potential in my original feature for Frank magazine and, of course, to Tina Gaudoin, the former editor of Frank who let me write the piece. To Helen Gummer, my publisher at Simon & Schuster and Katharine Young, my editor, and Joan Deitch, the copy editor, for their care and attention. To my sister, Pippa, and to my parents, Steven and Maggie, for their love and encouragement, and to Suzanne Glass for her good ear.


Special thanks must go to those lucky enough to have been a part of Phyllis’s extraordinary life and who happily gave up their time to share their recollections. To her best friend, Esme M. Wren, for her enthusiasm in keeping the memory of Phyllis alive; to her niece, Mary West, for her beautiful photographic collection; to Jean-Pierre and Karen Gross for their anecdotes and hospitality; to Barbara Trollip, Derek and Ellen Jameson and Lavender Patten.


A big thank you also to Phyllis’s original team – her boys, the only men who remained loyal throughout her life: Nigel Syrett, Fred Bond and David Churchill. Thank you also to Peter Barber, Deputy Librarian of Maps at the British Library.




CHAPTER ONE
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Tracing the Source


Studying the map of a city is like reading the palm of a hand. Once you have spread it out and laid it flat it is impossible, for the first few seconds, to take everything in. But the longer you gaze at the riddles of lines, the more there is to see. Patterns start to form; then blink and you will be able to note the bold grooves, the high areas, the dips, the contours and prominent markings. With a map, a topographical imprint of human history lies before you on a single sheet of paper. Plagues, fires, wars, health, poverty, revolutions, inventions and constructions – all have left their imprint on the land. No amount of demolition and rebuilding and modernising can alter the core structure of a city.


So, too, will a hand portray and betray the past, whether it reveals soft skin and cosseted existence, or dark rivets chiselled by humility and sensitivity. And like hardened calluses, experiences cannot be sloughed away to reveal a clean, youthful appearance, they simply accumulate and patiently wait to reflect the future.


In the same way, the restless talents brought together in the personality of Phyllis Pearsall were not the result of creating a new soul, but of a fusion of fractious energy snatched from the generations before her. Destiny it seems, branded her with a complex blueprint, addled by peaks and dales already trodden by her parents.


Few will recognise her name, which gives no hint of the fact that she was one of the twentieth century’s most intriguing entrepreneurs and self-made millionaires. ‘Phyllis Pearsall’ sounds so simple and straightforward, it would not be out of place on a Sunday school register.


Yet who has not heard of, or bought or borrowed her greatest achievement – the world’s bestselling map of London – the A-Z? More than sixty million copies have been sold since publication in 1936. Since then, the expansion of the company she founded, the Geographers’ Map Company Limited, has seen the publication of over 250 titles, which include an A-Z map for all major cities in the UK.


Some people may see maps as purely scientific things, methodical and mathematical. With their rigid grids and coordinates, which are minutely and devotionally drawn up, they may seem the antithesis of anything ‘creative’. The same people would expect the first female map publisher and founder of a cartographic empire to be as dull and dry as the tonnes of blank white paper shipped in for printing her maps.


But Phyllis Pearsall was nothing so conventional. How, you might think, could a stiflingly slow profession allow for a livewire, hyperactive genius to disrupt their monastic hush? Enter one half-Irish/Italian, half-Jewish/Hungarian thirty-year-old divorced artist whose naiveté endeared her to them and whose tenacity terrified them.


The life which will unfold before you never knew the comfort of gentle plateaux, nor did it ascend steadily into adulthood. Normality, for Phyllis, was always a series of extremes: mountains one week and canyons the next. Remarkably, throughout all her achievements and failures, richness and poverty, happiness and tragedy, she kept walking, her eyes fixed on the horizon. Who amongst us does not turn and look back, to take a peek at what they have left behind, whether it was loved or loathed? Phyllis Pearsall never allowed herself to do so.


Bolstered by huge resources of energy, she possessed strength and courage not only to start a super-human project such as single-handedly mapping the 23,000 streets and house numbers of London – but to actually complete it.


But the mind can lift and carry the body only so far. On her journey, Phyllis’s health would fail her many times – as would her family – and both in the most devastating way. Yet over and over again, the mysterious streak of perseverance in her nature dragged her onwards.


A shadow over five foot tall, her personality was vast. As a grown woman, it was said that she had the presence of a prima ballerina. Sensitive, gentle and artistic she may have been, but Phyllis was able to create this external impression of lightness solely because she was underpinned by a shatterproof steel infrastructure, which pulled her nerves as taut as metal wire.


Phyllis knew whether the routes she was forced to take or the directions she chose freely had been the best ones for her. As it was, even if she had turned back, it is hard to believe she could have been confronted by a steeper path or a more rugged terrain than the one she took.


Those who cite her surreal story as a Chinese whisper of exaggeration and self-publicity should now step forwards, and take a glimpse inside the curious world where Phyllis Isobella Gross, the little girl known as ‘PIG’, was born.


It was his gypsy blood that led Alexander (or Sandor as his mother called him) Grosz to wander through Europe, staying a little time in each country, sniffing out any quick money business and stacking up influential friends like calling cards before disappearing overnight. A loner, Sandor refused to share the limelight with anyone other than himself. Beware, it is said, of men who do not have close friends. He was the sort of person who could not countenance taking orders or being beholden to any other; in truth he had all the prerequisites of a despot. ‘Oleaginous’ was how many described his behaviour, while others refused to be taken in by his shameless self-promotion. As any hostess who tentatively penned his name into the guest list for a dinner or ball would reveal, Sandor Grosz was high-maintenance, and the genuine amusement he promised to deliver only marginally outweighed his irritation factor.


Whether he was well educated, no one could truly be sure. ‘I am,’ he told dinner-party guests, ‘the first boy from Csurog, a tiny village outside Budapest, to win a high-school scholarship. I have been,’ he would add, unaware that his gloating was tainting the deliciousness of the soup, ‘inseparable from my textbooks since I was six years old.’


If we are to believe his own account, just before the turn of the twentieth century, Sandor Grosz graduated from Budapest University, where he had found himself drawn to the acting profession. To the ladies and gentlemen present, he spun a colourful tale of the day when, as a thirteen-year-old boy, he had squandered his money on a ticket to see a travelling circus that had stopped in Csurog.


‘I was mesmerised by the gleaming bodies of the gold-robed acrobats and sequinned tight-rope walker, and from that evening on, I lusted after the glamour of performing.’


Indeed, Sandor had convinced himself that the stage was a single bubble of fantasy in an otherwise tawdry world. How much better, he thought, to become an actor and resist a mundane municipal job, perhaps as a town clerk or civil servant. As for performing in front of an audience, Sandor never questioned his talent. He was a natural.


Yet in reality, life on tour harboured few prospects. Damp nights spent in tatty theatres scented by stale backstage costumes and beer, in exchange for a few tiny coins, left his belly sore and his young skin flexed across his cheekbones.


And then he snapped. Just like that. One day, in the provinces, stepping out onto the small dusty stage for a matinée performance of The Merchant of Venice, he was thrown by the sight of the portly Mayor in the front row, his pickled body trying to burst through his made-to-measure pinstriped suit, his fleshy hands trembling on the stockinged knees of his young mistress. Why this repelled Sandor so much, no one knows. Perhaps the gluttonous pleasures money and power could bring had taunted his own stirring physical desires. No matter – he had tasted that it was time for a change of scene and of character.


The walking away cannot have been easy. Was he a hard man? Yes. The secret thought to his own survival would be this unnerving habit of dropping his friends, family, and his business – everything, in fact, except for the clothes he was wearing – to disappear and reinvent himself elsewhere. With no past to acknowledge, how can a fresh start not be successful?


A few years before, his younger brother Gyula had died of consumption at the age of seventeen and so Sandor had found himself relied upon by his crippled, widowed mother. He knew that she prayed that one day, he would take over her general store. How could he tell her he was leaving, he fretted. The news would devastate her.


Even as a boy, Sandor had stashed away plans to run as far from his scrape-by rural hamlet of Csurog as he could, and head for a country where he would be granted the extravagant life he truly believed he deserved.


Sandor finally made up for his early privations twenty years later, when he became a father, first to a boy, Tony, and then to a daughter, Phyllis. The urgency with which he would snaffle up toys and gifts for them seemed obscene. It never entered his head that his greed for treats might spoil them. Teddy bears, gollywogs, Parisian dolls with blinky eyes, dappled rocking horses, wooden hoops and paints and brushes were frittered out like sweets. ‘How I used to envy the boy in my village who had toys,’ Sandor would crow, ‘but not any more!’


But back to that moment onstage, as Sandor bent for his final bow, his face slack with disappointment at the weak applause . . . He removed his make-up for the last time, deliberately and slowly, shed his actor’s skin but cannily kept the round and rich tones he had acquired in the profession. Yes, it was time to leave Hungary. My journey must begin, he thought, where my life began.


As the last light crept out that night, his mother watched Sandor planting a row of tiny saplings beside the house and understood the trees were a parting gift. My boy, she thought to herself, will never live in his homeland again.


‘These,’ Sandor said, pulling his mother close and dabbing her rheumy eyes, ‘these will grow strong and protect you from the August sun.’


And with that Sandor Grosz simply walked out on his mother, his job and his past.


Had Sandor stumbled across the Latin phrase carpe diem, he would have clasped it to his chest and repeated it over and over and flourished it in front of anyone who sneered at his reckless bravado. Neither he, nor later his daughter Phyllis, recognised the notion of hesitation. They always ‘seized the day’, whatever it may have cost them.


As he travelled across Europe, Sandor’s slippery tongue would trick its way in and out and around every social class and their debutante daughters. Potential mothers-in-law would describe him to their husbands as a well-connected bachelor from Hungary, a sophisticated gentleman with cornflower-blue eyes. With their daughters they would coo over his handsome profile and short but perfect physique. Somehow, Sandor’s smooth chestnut skin was always plump and clean as if he had just paid a visit to the barber. Even in a crowded salon du thé, his face never shone, so he never had to fumble for his pocket handkerchief and dab at his brow. Flamboyant hand movements were interpreted as aristocratic, and his walking cane as the stamp of good breeding. With that well-oiled voice as his only tool, he would, a good few years later, talk his way into a wealthy lifestyle in Hampstead, North London. That same voice would also lose him a wife, two children, his fortune and his company.


English spoken with a Hungarian accent was a novelty – quite enchanting – and this doll-dressed little man knew how to silence a room as he acted out a true tale of adventure and heroism (the ladies liked that best) from his homeland. His short arms would flap the air as he came to the punch line, his body seemingly electrified by his own enthusiasm. ‘Where did you say he came from?’ women would ask one another. ‘What did you say he did?’ their husbands would enquire amongst themselves.


The year was 1900 when Sandor Grosz landed by ferry at Dover and made tracks to London, the largest city in the Western world, where one in three of its 5.5 million citizens lived below the poverty line and 250,000 existed in workhouses. Unaware of his own miniscule but significant role in Britain’s future, Sandor was confident that here was the place to build his fortune. He was determined to become one of the 41.5 million citizens residing in Britain and a member of the British Empire, the biggest and the richest the world had ever known. An empire that covered 11.5 million square miles or one-fifth of the land mass of the globe; one in every four human beings lived within its boundaries and nearly one billion spoke the English language.


Why twenty-year-old Sandor chose to head for London at that point remains a mystery. Perhaps he had sucked dry his sources of hospitality overseas, for all he carried was one small pigskin valise and a few farthings in the pockets of his damson tweed suit. But it was more than likely that he was side-stepping enlistment for military service with the Austro-Hungarian Army by fleeing from his native Budapest. In exchange for freedom, and not for the first time in his life, he would succumb to the dragging ache of loneliness and the shame of being a penniless immigrant.


As with many men before him and many today, his priority was to secure himself a pretty young girl for a wife. Attaining respectability was, he decided, of paramount importance before setting himself up in business. What business? Well, that would come to him. He would think of something.


In those days, the Elephant and Castle area of South London was not dominated by a shocking pink shopping centre, and the pavements were not pock-marked by chewing gum or littered with McDonald’s fast-food wrappings. Flanked by parkland, the creamery was a respectable meeting place for courting couples and it was here that fifteen-year-old Bella Crowley earned pocket-money as a part-time waitress, after school and at weekends. As Sandor Grosz plotted his next move, he decided to spend his last few coins on a glass of milk. He had not eaten for two days but that would not, he thought, stop him from smiling as he breezed into the creamery one Sunday afternoon.


As this gesture did little to prompt a reaction from the other customers, he flipped character and acted self-consciously alone, nursing his tall glass and toying with the white paper straws. And then Sandor allowed his eyes to feast on the young ladies present. His waitress, he concluded, was plain. If there was one thing that he would later drum into the heads of his children, it was that both members of a couple should be good-looking.


Scanning her body, he saw that her fitted white blouse and long charcoal skirt suited her very well, and her glossy waist-length dark braids revealed fine health. Her large eyes – a hazelnut brown – were unremarkable. But she would do.


‘One more apple, one more ginger, one stewed pears and cream,’ Bella was singing in her head as she scooped out ice cream into lily-shaped glasses for three gentlemen seated under the candy-striped awning outside. The girl had found that the combination of it being a Sunday and the first sunshine of the new century, helped her to forget a pile of Latin homework that lay in wait for her return. She sighed and asked Our Lady very politely if she might be spared this ominous task.


Looking up from behind the oak serving counter her eye swerved to a small, nutmeg-coloured man who seemed ill-at-ease in his gaudy, foreign suit. He beckoned Bella over, and as she inclined her inquisitive head, he whispered very charmingly into her ear.


A proposal.


My first, she thought.


‘To marry you, I want,’ he murmured seductively.


This was the first time that Bella Crowley encountered her future husband. Like the many other women who came to know and love and later revile him, Bella Crowley often regretted the day Sandor Grosz disrupted her quiet, unsophisticated life and turned it into a Victorian high melodrama.




CHAPTER TWO
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Heading in a New Direction


If you believe in fate then perhaps Isabella Crowley, of Peckham Rye, South London, daughter of Arthur, a lapsed Irish-Catholic priest and Maria, an Italian, was always destined for a stormy ride through life. You might argue that all convent-educated girls turn out wilful, but at the dawn of the twentieth century, Bella would seize upon the radical causes of a new age as if she was possessed. ‘How can women possibly move ahead,’ she demanded, ‘with a Queen at the helm who has practically buried herself alive?’ ‘How can women possibly think of deserting their families in the name of emancipation?’ replied her father dryly.


On the ground floor of their shambling Victorian villa, a dwindling second-hand piano shop kept the Crowley house in a perpetual state of discord. They were a wild lot, according to Phyllis’s niece, Mary West. Neighbours would strain to hear if the fast passionate arguments were being conducted in Italian or high-speed Dublinese. Rarely did Mrs Crowley leave the tiled confines of the kitchen, where she began kneading bread on the refectory table long before the Wyandotte hens started up in the back yard, and where she steamed and starched the men’s shirts well into the following morning.


Bella had no need to question why her mother’s strong slate-coloured hair had been invaded by white, nor why her swollen hands bore more scalds and scars than her father’s. Devotion, the girl decided, was too akin to sacrifice.


Perhaps as the middle child, in a stifling and rowdy household, Bella felt her voice evaporate as she competed against her five brothers and three sisters. When I am grown, I will not go quietly into some marriage, she thought as she wrote in her diary, seated at her desk in the attic box room. I will make them all sit up and listen – with plays performed at the theatre perhaps. The psychologists among us may nod sagely as we learn that as an adult, Bella won the attention she sought by taking up the Suffragette cause. Even when she had streaked past her teenage years, Bella would be consumed by restless self-seeking behaviour that was for her as destructive as it was liberating.


If Victorian women repressed and constricted their sexuality behind overtight underpinnings, then Bella Crowley effectively ripped out all the intricate bindings of her clothes to allow herself to breathe in all that life had to offer, fully and deeply.


Long after the floral wallpaper in Bella’s bare bedroom had crisped and faded, as had the sounds of her quick steps in the hallway, her parents would squabble over their Sunday roast as to which of their rogue relatives might have contributed to the girl’s unreasonable behaviour. ‘Why else would she be so disobedient?’ her mother would repeat, fretful that out of a brood of nine, even one had turned out bad.


Without doubt Bella was a man’s woman. Tall enough to retain her dignity if she swept into a rage but even so, small enough to tuck her arm deftly under that of a gentleman and then to rest her head with a sigh, lightly on their shoulder. She was, in short, the sort of woman not to leave alone with one’s fiancé – if he was of a weakish disposition. Phyllis Pearsall, her only daughter, would portray Bella in much the same way that the popular novelist of her mother’s day, Thomas Hardy, depicted his flibbertigibbet character, Sue Bridehead, in his novel Jude the Obscure. Ironically, Bella Crowley was the female mirror image of Sandor Grosz. With one crucial difference. Whereas for Bella, Sandor was the only recipient of her love and devotion, Sandor was incapable of returning the honour. To be spoilt, fussed over and respected was, he believed, what a man should expect from his wife. How foolish, he believed, for any woman to truly expect a man to be faithful. After all, if she was given trinkets and trappings and children – what more could she want?


And how exactly did Bella see herself? Her giggling was not reserved for special occasions and she never rationed flashing her eyes in the direction of anyone who might be looking. In fact, whether she was swathed in sable as Mrs Gross of Claygate or posing naked as Delilah for her American artist lover, by the time the soil was sprinkled over Bella’s pauper’s coffin she had run up a long list of eyebrow-raising achievements. Slated by critics for her outrageous feminist play Break the Walls Down, performed at the Savoy Theatre, she abandoned her two children for her lover, wrote children’s books, was a victim of domestic violence, a drug addict who battled with alcoholism and spent her final years in Bedlam mental hospital. And all this before the age of fifty.


But back to the easy days of the creamery, where the young Isabella had felt her ears burn at the flood of words that slipped out from the foreign gentleman. Was this love at first sight? No. Rather it was the dangerous introduction of two unchannelled energies, whose combined personalities were toxic. Like a malevolent thunderstorm, they would surround and singe any unfortunates who became caught up in their lives.


They both understood that the following months were a mere formality. A handwritten note from Mr Crowley invited Mr Sandor Grosz to Saturday-afternoon tea. All members of the family had been alerted by Mrs Crowley as to the importance of this occasion. ‘And would all of you please,’ she begged, ‘see to it that your hair is brushed and your nails scrubbed.’


‘Why, Mater?’ whined Charlie, Bella’s seven-year-old brother. ‘Why must I wear my Sunday best on a Saturday?’


The sweet mix of shaving soap and fruitcake smells slipped through the house.


‘Now tell me, what exactly is your young man like then?’ asked Frank, sidling up to his favourite younger sister who was rubbing lavender wax into the banister rails.


‘Let him speak for himself,’ Bella replied smartly, pursing her lips tightly as she shrugged her shoulders.


From a boarding house in Islington, Sandor Grosz meandered a good six miles through the West End and over the Embankment to Peckham on a stomach that had lain empty for five days. It is surprising how pride can keep you alive. Starving, Sandor convinced himself, is a matter of will.


To ward off his hunger, Sandor’s mind teased him with images of Csurog. And of his mother, wiping her eyes as she relived her favourite tragedy. Of her beloved Zoltan – her husband and Sandor’s father.


I begged him not to leave the house. He wanted to play cards with his friends. A blizzard sang outside the door. ‘You’ll catch your death of cold,’ I said. I was six months pregnant with my second baby, but still I laid down in front of the door. He put on his sheepskins. He said not a word to me. I screamed, ‘Don’t go, Zoltán!’ He stepped over me and went into the darkness. They found him a week later. Upright in his cart. Frozen with his horse.


The moral of the tale sidled into Sandor’s consciousness. The stubbornness that keeps us alive may well kill us in the end . . .


In his urgency, Sandor arrived an hour early for tea. It is true that a gentleman would have kept himself away until the appointed time, but Sandor’s preoccupation with his own well-being meant this was not even a consideration. ‘At last an English family, at last an entry into the heart of England,’ he sighed, taking a run up the brick steps to lunge at the front door bell-rope.


It was Bella who coyly greeted him, swamped by a cleaning overall, a duster bandaging her hair and a broom in her hand.


The following scene might, indeed ought, to have put an end to their romance. Instead, Sandor’s words instilled in Bella an insecurity about her appearance that never left her. A flash also appears of Sandor’s lifelong battle to enforce his own will, and subjugate that of his wife. In later life, Phyllis would say that, not only was her mother shamed from that moment on about her provincial choice of apparel, but that her religious beliefs and duties would also be ‘sledge-hammered out of her’.


‘Glamour mattered to him immensely,’ Phyllis once said of her father, in a newspaper interview, ‘but women didn’t. They were just people to get into bed with.’


Disappointingly for Sandor, his future wife would turn out to be neither weak nor submissive – and what animal, however big or small, does not fight its captor?


‘Never will you dress so terrible again! My wife must always be attractive,’ said Sandor in disgust at Bella’s charlady disguise.


Tears and whimpers followed as she charged up the stairs to return buoyantly in a navy blue dress. ‘This is what you were supposed to see me wearing,’ she smiled coquettishly.


‘That I like,’ nodded Sandor, who was duly let over the threshold.


So desperate with hunger was he, that Sandor struggled to pace himself with the plump white bread and strawberry jam tea. Rendered mute by the presence of her suitor, Bella examined and re-examined and then counted the eye-hooks on her black patent boots. In turn, Sandor was overwhelmed by her parents’ hospitality and he gauged, quite inaccurately (for they were not a wealthy family) from the mint-thin porcelain, that he had bagged a fine future. Without a moment’s consideration, Sandor suddenly sank down on one knee and then, with an embarrassing flourish of his hand, kissed that of his sweetheart, and proposed. Sandor performed before the ten members of the family – clustered in the front parlour, with only the sound of the grandfather clock as accompanying music.


‘But tell me, Mr Gross, that you are a Catholic Hungarian and not a Jewish Hungarian?’ Mr Crowley enquired, taken aback by this gratuitous display of sentiment.


‘The inquisition,’ Arthur Crowley explained later that night to his wife, ‘was because I did not want to see our daughter fall into eternal damnation – at least not before the age of sixteen.’


But as easily as a fish slips through a fisherman’s hands, Sandor replied in the affirmative. ‘I am Catholic,’ he declared, ‘and I would be honoured to marry your daughter.’


‘Your prospects?’


‘Excellent.’ He lied as easily as the first time, brushing the crumbs from either side of his mouth.


A heat haze simmered on the brow of Lavender Hill. The late summer afternoon had paralysed the women and children who slouched down to the river; even the occasional dull clacking of horses’ hooves was leaden. Viewed from above the rows of terraced villas, a lone figure busied himself up and down the garden paths, carrying a clanking assortment of oil lamps that swung from his shoulders. ‘Kerosene?’ Sandor would say years later. ‘Why, the smell still makes me sick to my stomach!’


The housewives who cautiously opened their back doors to Sandor were suspicious of his dove-white shirt, with the cuffs turned up only once, and his squeaky shoes that tat-tatted as he sped on to the next house, whistling. His prices were not dear, but goodness – why would a respectable man be flogging gas lamps in August? Gambling, assumed many of the women as they returned to their chores, tut-tutting, or perhaps a bad investment overseas.


As with any family tale repeated from one sibling to another, from grandmother to grandchild, the emphasis fluctuates into its own reality. A favourite anecdote is stretched a little further, the dull character is written out and an extra line or two welded in for a funnier ending.


Phyllis could recite her family history without blinking, but so too could her elder brother Tony. Whose memory or interpretation of their past is more accurate will never be discovered, but Sandor’s modest start as an Englishman had a more heroic feel in Tony’s unfinished memoirs.


‘Within a few days of my father arriving in London, he had been robbed of the little money he had brought with him and was penniless. But soon he made himself a fortune.


‘One day he overheard two men talking Hungarian in a tea shop. This was a strange enough coincidence in London in those days, but he heard one of them telling the other how he had just made money by selling gas mantels, a new invention from Germany. My father begged and borrowed money with which he bought gas mantels and in a short time had enough capital to strike out.’


But selling oil lamps from door to door does not sound profitable. Your average London working man would have sniffed at it, but ‘pitiful’ and ‘demeaning’ were words that Sandor did not understand. Then again, your average London working man did not dream night after night of gorging on gold sovereigns.


My dream is a peculiar one, reflected Sandor as he shaved in chill water early one morning. He thrust out his greedy chin, surveyed his Roman profile and settled for it being a sign of future affluence.


‘This is not the sort of business a gentleman wants to pursue,’ Mr Crowley remarked to Sandor, exasperated that his future son-in-law was unable to grasp the basics of the British class system.


‘Too late,’ muttered Sandor who, armed with the natural patois of a salesman, had already saved six sovereigns in a Rowntrees toffee tin.


Elopement with Bella was his next move. The following morning, Sandor settled the bill at his boarding house, leaving no trace of his stay. Which was just as well, for the Crowley clan had finally challenged him about his true faith. ‘You have nudged,’ began Mrs Crowley, ‘roast pork around your plate one time too many. I ask you, sir, why you refuse that meat, as if to take one mouthful would be against your religion!’


A mortifying silence fell on the gathering, until Sandor stood up, bowed and backed out of the room. Brothers Frank and Charlie would have given chase. It is a certainty that Bella fled to her bedroom, in the firm belief that she was about to die of grief.


I forbid you, Arthur Crowley wrote to the bogus Catholic, to see my daughter and I forbid you to enter my home.


Bella was inconsolable until one night, after midnight, when Sandor hurled pebbles at the window of her bedroom.


‘Knot your sheets!’ he called up. ‘Two or three if you can. Hurry now!’


Bella dangled and swung and squirmed down on to the lawn below.


‘We are going to Dublin,’ Sandor informed his fiancée.


‘But lovers get married at Gretna Green,’ she replied, tugging at his cloak.


Sandor found his heart plummeting to his feet. Then, as those in the first flush of passion are wont to do, he acquiesced to his fiancée’s alternative plan. My little one is wild, he thought, never suspecting for a minute that he would ever have trouble in training her.


The fugitives headed north on the early train from King’s Cross railway station.


‘This is such a splendid idea . . .’ shouted Bella as they scurried aboard, but the word adventure evaporated as the simmering train let out a deep sigh. Four hours passed. ‘Nothing is so dreary as an empty train,’ Sandor said out loud to himself. His only relief from boredom was running his eye over the dimly-lit ghost-carriages. Mouldy swathes of hills and mountains bulged as daylight loomed. He could not shake off the small pressure on his shoulder, caused by the dead weight of Bella’s sleeping head.


Being with someone can feel lonely, thought Sandor, until a red-haired trolley waitress asked if Sir would perhaps like to take a brandy. Whatever their flirtatious exchange, after Sandor had drained his glass, his foot tapped in eagerness to disembark and to marry the woman lying beside him, if only to quench his physical desires.


To say that Sandor Grosz was incapable of fidelity would be no exaggeration. Today, his family do not conceal the fact that Sandor’s voracious and unpredictable philandering proved the undoing of his marriage. Like many powerful and influential men, as Sandor’s success increased, so too did the need for the relief that came from brief sexual encounters.


Once over the border, the unlikely pair were united in Gretna Green’s small register office. ‘The last ceremony of the day,’ an official said with a wink, as if the timing of their marriage was more than a little significant. To banish his feelings of being an immigrant, Sandor swirled his signature in the marriage register with his anglicised name – Gross. Bella, intoxicated by her own boldness and swallowed up by her new husband, ordered the memory of her childhood to disappear.


‘Bel-la Gro-ss,’ she spelt aloud, neatly leaving her mark.


As they celebrated over a hearthside dinner of smokies and whisky in the Keeper’s Inn, neither could have predicted that their newly joined lives would remain that way for less than twenty years.


When asked about her childhood, Phyllis Pearsall – like the sorcerer’s apprentice – could summon up decades of dialogue even half a century later. Conversations – some intimate, some frightening, many contradictory – were repeated by her in a uniformly sing-song voice. A slightly thin voice, it was powerful nevertheless. Rattling at the pace of a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta, the sentences in her privately published memoirs Fleet Street, Tite Street, Queer Street and A-Z The Personal Story from Bedsitter to Household Name tripped from one slapstick vignette to another, without malice or regret.


Phyllis saw to it that there were no intervals in the vaudeville performance that became the Gross family history. Backstage misery as she records it, never happened. Restraint was trampled upon as the pair acted out their own high dramas in front of each other. Tears, undying love, impassioned pleas for mercy, hysterical laughter – moderation had never set foot inside the front door of the Gross house.


Something in all of this does not ring true – in Phyllis’s version of the truth, that is. One listens for her shrill voice. As it begins to seep to the surface of the brain, Phyllis Pearsall takes on the persona of two other female writers, Jean Rhys and Anaïs Nin. All three were contemporaries of sorts: stubborn, mischievous, lonely souls who doused themselves in men but never found peace with them or with their own company. Each penned copious amounts according to the truth – as they perceived it, as they found it and as they wanted it to be. Their formula? Take one fact, conversation or incident. Add one heaped spoonful of elaboration and one of wit. Leave to soak overnight to plump up for a delicious interpretation of the truth. Serve neat. But here was a mind that understood and spoke eight languages. Here was a woman whose eyes, despite sixty years of detailed work, never shrank from brilliance to require glasses. Reading fast was a sport, speaking just as quickly was a game, too. Ask any one of her friends and they would say that Phyllis could repeat, verbatim, an entire afternoon’s conversation without hesitation. So what is real and not far from real are perhaps just blinks apart.




CHAPTER THREE
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A Heavy Burden to Carry


1901


A restlessness nipped at the ankles of the newly married Mr and Mrs Gross. They slept fitfully, ate sporadically and, as with any couple thrown together, each feared upsetting the other. Perhaps it is a condition common among immigrants who imagine the ground shifting under their feet before any roots have taken. Maybe the pair were colluding in their own healthy appetites for everything unattainable, or maybe they had touched on their incompatibility.


Fuelled by an almost inhuman energy, they worked eighteen-hour days without a honeymoon and without holidays in a rat-infested oil-lamp shop, that Sandor had spent his savings on, in Brixton, South London. Never missing a trick, Sandor even sold pornographic postcards from his back door – until he was cautioned by the police.


Within a year, the rush amongst the middle classes for electricity was on. This, Sandor sensed, was his future, and the oil-lamp business began to flicker and fade as he stretched their profits to purchase stores in Birmingham, Manchester and Glasgow.


The couple’s reward was their first home – a new, redbrick terraced house in Court Lane Gardens, Dulwich, which Sandor named ‘Budapest’. I am King of all I survey, he must have thought, as he viewed the fine Wilton carpets, the pretty maidservant and rose trees in the front garden. In later years, though, constantly moving house would become another outward symptom of their unhappiness.


When seventeen-year-old Bella fell pregnant with their first child, the very next year, it was Sandor’s triumph. ‘I did it, I did it!’ Phyllis records as her father’s words after the baby, a boy, was born.


For Bella, the birth wrenched and wrung out most of the life from her. Weakened to the point of death, the chances of recovery were believed by the physician in attendance to be slim. A priest was summoned and her limp body was made comfortable. Sandor wailed as he caressed and plaited her hair to make her ready for the casket, as if, thought the physician, he was a mourner from one of those foreign countries.


It was partly Sandor’s sobbing and fussing which finally coaxed back Bella’s spirit which, if truth be known, was wallowing in his uncompromised attention. The physician advised Sandor to treat Bella to a boat trip, ‘to revive,’ he whispered, ‘the little soul’.


The frailty of women, Sandor mused, as he finally managed to bundle his ailing wife aboard a boat at Tower Bridge, which took them on a ten-day trip along the eastern coastline up to Berwick-on-Tweed. Whether Bella reluctantly left her baby under Sandor’s instructions, or whether she happily gave him over to a wet-nurse is unclear. But the couple were not to see their firstborn again.


The seas were rough and the spray revitalising. Storms delayed their return by one day. It was dead of night when the boat docked and there, on the quay, an elderly couple huddled under an umbrella, their forms swinging in and out of vision as a storm lamp flashed across them.


An ominous presence, sensed Bella, who instinctively recognised her estranged parents. Without ceremony, Maria Crowley greeted them with the news that their baby son had died that morning of an infection.


A single wail from Bella, stranger than any noise they had ever heard, rose out from the depths of her crumpled body.


‘I did not even name him. What punishment is this? I did not even name him. My baby will go to hell.’


With some difficulty her parents propped up their daughter and together they embraced her grief. Somehow no one noticed that Sandor remained outside the huddle, apparently unmoved.


Bella was to take to her bed until she could no longer fight the lingering, invasive depression that hinted at the mental illness she would fall prey to until her death.


I cannot abide this weakness. How am I to cope? thought her husband. Observing his wife convulsing with tears repulsed him. He marched out of whichever room she happened to be in – their bedroom, the empty nursery, or the front parlour – perhaps to take a turn in the garden, perhaps to retire to his study. But what about compassion? Did that ever stir in the pit of his belly? Guilt occasionally, but compassion – no.


Despite his impoverished upbringing, Sandor’s invincible health only served to emphasise Bella’s frailty; her valiant efforts to plump up her own milky-skinned fragility with sheer will-power were futile.


‘Anything that interrupts business is a nuisance,’ Sandor once told his daughter. ‘Illness, weddings, death. I may seem selfish but that is how it is. When I see somebody crippled or hear someone has died, I’m glad it isn’t me.’


The frustration of his wife, according to Phyllis, culminated in the first of many angry outbursts.


‘Pull yourself together!’ he yelled again at the little figure, bandaged in shawls, motionless on their bed. ‘Pull yourself together!’


The Crowley family rallied round at afternoon tea, their favourite gathering, giving free rein to disgusted whispers of how their son-in-law was treating their poor, dear Bella. ‘And perhaps his only child too,’ tutted Mrs Crowley.


Whenever he could manage it, Sandor sneaked out of their company. In the hall he pulled out a handkerchief from his top pocket and rubbed his eyes until onion raw. He stepped back into the parlour as Maria Crowley was pouring tea, his head bowed.


‘Perhaps I was too harsh. I misjudged poor Sandor,’ she remarked to her husband on their way home.


Sick is how Sandor felt when the couple were left alone again. All this business is making me sick, he thought. Homesick, he diagnosed. I long to see my poor dear mother.


‘Come, we shall take a trip,’ he whispered to Bella. ‘To Csurog. A belated honeymoon, my love.’


Another chance, Bella believed. She would try to be strong again for Sandor. But it was too late; the damage was done. Perhaps it was his desire to find in Bella the peasant strength with which his mother bore her troubles, but Sandor did nothing to encourage or reassure his wife.


For now, the fresh breeze of being on the move again, criss-crossing Europe on a two-month trip, and the absence of daily domesticity preserved their relationship, although the young woman’s body would take two years to recover from the loss.


On 19 March 1905, Imre, a gentle soul who would later be known as Anthony or Tony, was born in Dulwich. As if by genetic rebellion, his talents when an adult would be artistic and could not have been less important to his father.


The following year, on 25 September 1906, Phyllis Isobella Gross was born. A small baby, she grew into a tiny child, with her father’s cornflower-coloured eyes set in a heart-shaped face framed by masses of dark, wavy ringlets. Shortly before his death in 1957, her father revealed to Phyllis that neither he nor her mother had ever considered her a beauty. ‘A spiritless suet pudding she called you.’


Self-absorbed she might have shown herself to be, but as a mother Bella truly believed her children were her priority. It is unlikely, therefore, that she would ever have remarked that her daughter resembled a pudding or lacked spirit. Yet the phrase, which would have been instantly dismissed by anyone who had met Phyllis, carried all the provocative characteristics typically used by Sandor to stir, to insult and to goad into action. If he thought his authority or supremacy as head of his family and of his business, were at risk (which he obviously assumed in this case – despite nearing death), he would try to reassert his position. One of his favourite aggressive tactics was to undermine Phyllis, just as he could not resist undermining the confidence and capabilities of his wife.


Admittedly, when standing side by side with her conventionally beautiful mother, Phyllis was happy to be eclipsed, so she never felt the need to compete with her. Phyllis’s colourful artistic dress sense and short chaotic hair haloed a sensitive rather than a pretty face. But if there was one thing that struck every one of her friends and colleagues, it was her spirit – always present in her inquisitive blue eyes and keen energy.


Unlike her formally trained sibling, Phyllis preferred spontaneous painting, and sketching and writing. From the moment she first picked up a whiskery sable brush, she trained her eye to be accurate, and when she prepared her palette, she felt like a true artist.


‘Where, oh my goodness where,’ Sandor shouted in exasperation to Bella, years later, at their home in Claygate, ‘do these children get this feminine art obsession from?’ His eyes punched those of his wife in search of the answer, and their dinner of duck and port wine sauce congealed on the plate. Bella looked up at the chandelier to stop her tears from brimming over. ‘Who will make the money?’ Sandor shouted over and over again.




CHAPTER FOUR
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Geographia: Marking Out the Future


How amazing it would be, if in the infancy of the twenty-first century we were to unfold the most up-to-date Ordnance Survey map of London and then compare it to another from the turn of the last century, only to discover that the modern, parasitic conurbations mounting one another, and the thin, multiple boundaries encroaching and gnawing down every last defensive line of green, were slowly receding rather than advancing with time.


And instead of the march of progress demanding ever more sophisticated cities and suburbia, what if we were to rebel and take up the more worthy challenge of keeping the lines on a map and so too, in our lives, as simple and as straight as we could? Yet we are too greedy to adjust the speed at which we move – too greedy for more. For more what? Well, that we don’t know until we see it.


For Sandor Gross the greed began in 1908, when he had begun to lose his quivering fear of writing cheques. ‘I am surrounded,’ he said to himself, ‘by an infectious breed, whose single most important desire is to explore and to expand. Social climbers. I’ll show them.’


And he did.


Queen Victoria had been dead for seven years. Her stringent personality, which had soured the nation for forty years and frowned on the happy-go-lucky British psyche, evaporated and, as if waking from a slumber, the Heart of the Empire stirred. The pace of life quickened. The pulse of cities strengthened. Birmingham, Leeds, Nottingham, Liverpool and Manchester stretched their boundaries.


Fifteen years earlier, England, Scotland and Wales had been mapped by the Ordnance Survey at twenty-five inches to the mile. The Victorian obsession with drawing thick rules around the Empire had then turned its attention to internal labelling and defining. The lines were pushed back as nearly half a million Britons a year sought new lives and resettled in other parts of the Empire.


Within this country, over a million migrants were on the move from the East and West of England to London, seeking positions as skilled artisans or domestic servants. Whitechapel and Southwark became home to the Irish who filled jobs as labourers, shoemakers and tailors. They were joined in the East End sweatshops by a swelling number of over 100,000 Jews, fleeing persecution in Eastern Europe. The working classes spawned a new class – the lower middle class – made up of clerks, bookkeepers and schoolteachers, who jostled for space alongside the middle classes. A small but militant band of women, led by Christabel and Emmeline Pankhurst, demanded votes for women. The Suffragettes built up their numbers and carried out radical, sometimes violent protests.


Huge social divisions across the East and West End of London sparked disgruntlement and competitiveness. Money, in this new century, was to be earned, not inherited. More so than ever, for London was a working city with eleven docks clearing over 10,000 ships a year for export. Marmalade, gas light, India rubber, leather and sugar consumed the days of the East End workers. Factories replaced workshops and business offices invaded the City. Fleet Street, Holborn, the Strand, Oxford Street and Regent Street pulled the smart and richer inhabitants from the North, South and East of the River Thames towards the West End. Knightsbridge, Kensington and Bayswater saw a rash of department stores such as Whiteley’s, which boasted, ‘We sell everything from a pin to an elephant.’ Humble drapers’ shops were soon deemed too old-fashioned. Marks and Spencer opened a Penny Bazaar on the Edgware Road, and W.H. Smith established railway station bookstalls. It would be the following year before Harry G. Selfridge presented his grand store on Oxford Street – ‘dedicated to the service of women’ – which employed over 3,000 members of staff in 160 departments. H.C. Harrod was already the talk of the town after his grocer’s shop on the Brompton Road had continued to expand since its opening in 1850. Now set on a 20-acre site, Harrod’s drew the crowds by installing the first moving staircase in 1898. Indeed, more than 15,000 multiple stores vied for attention on Britain’s high streets, from Boots the chemist, to Lipton’s the grocers, and shoe shop Freeman, Hardy & Willis.


In the first six years of the century, the first electric trams, the first double-decker buses, the first telephone boxes, the first taxicabs and the first fire brigade had all sprung up in London. The suburb of Ealing saw the creation of the British film industry, while Shepherd’s Bush hosted the 1908 Olympic Games. The financial capital of the world looked indefatigable as the population topped seven million.


A world in sepia was soon to breathe in colour. Science, communication, transport and travel were exercised by their great champions Guglielmo Marconi, Henry Ford, Thomas Edison and Alexander Graham Bell, and pushed to their limits. Rushing and racing and running became twentieth-century diseases as everyone tried to make their mark on the new century. Automobiles, telephones, telegrams, photographs – can we get there sooner, can we speak this minute, can we warn them now, can I see what they look like today – became a reality.


Time was indeed of the essence. Little did anyone suspect that this seemingly unstoppable sprint in global development was about to be cruelly nipped in the bud by the Great War. On 4 August 1914, Prime Minister Herbert Asquith declared war on Germany. Over the next four years, millions of men would lose their lives in a conflict that cost millions of pounds.


It was on the morning of 13 June 1917 that fourteen German bombers launched the first aircraft attack on London. They dropped four tonnes of bombs, most falling within a mile of Liverpool Street Station. Over 837 people were killed and 1,437 injured. The city quickly transformed itself into an armed camp. An outer circle of airfields provided fighter protection; an inner circle of searchlights and anti-aircraft guns covered the capital itself. The annihilation and destruction as well as the anger and resentment that resulted from the Great War were the very antithesis of progress and birth. But it would be the making of Alexander Gross.


‘What is it,’ enquired Sandor of his wife over a breakfast plate of steaming kippers one morning, ‘that brother of yours does, when he is not out bicycling, to make all that money?’


‘It’s not just any bicycling. He is World Amateur Bicycle Champion. And I think you will find that Frank sells geographical maps. Freelance. Door to door – what a chore,’ replied Bella.


Sandor did not hear Bella’s giggles. Money, he thought to himself, is not far away. Not far away at all. And so, in the brazen manner that characterised Sandor Gross’s business style, he pushed away his kippers and left his wife without a word, to arrange a meeting within the hour with his brother-in-law.


Maps. It could have been selling potatoes. It could have been importing tea. Whether Sandor had ever unfolded a map in his life is doubtful. You see, the actual means of accruing a fortune were, to Sandor, quite irrelevant.


To many, Alexander Gross will be remembered as a significant figure in map publishing, but the altruism found in many great pioneers was sorely lacking in him. Although desperate to be one of the people, he had no feelings for the people; he was hardly brimming with enthusiasm to inform the masses and it is doubtful that he cared one jot about revolutionising how Great Britain was depicted. His imagination never toyed with the picture of an Edwardian family setting off in their brand new automobile guided by one of his maps. Sandor Gross considered the profit and the product – and that was all.
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