

  


  [image: cover]



        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    



    

       

    




    [image: ]




    

       

    




    ‘In Paul Spicer, the notorious American expatriate and radiant beauty Alice de Janzé has finally met her match. Like Byron, she was “mad, bad and dangerous to know”, one of those Pilgrim Daughters who travelled abroad and enriched the European aristocracy, becoming a social celebrity in Paris during the early 1920s.




    With the dedication and zest of a private detective, Paul Spicer pursues her into the ironically named “Happy Valley” of equatorial East Africa, where her melodramatic life ended in violence and tragedy. She appears like one of those extreme characters from the pages of Evelyn Waugh and Scott Fitzgerald. But, as Paul Spicer shows, truth is again stranger than fiction.’
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    Prologue




    It was around 3 a.m. on 24 January 1941 when the body of Josslyn Hay, Earl of Erroll, was discovered lying curled up and face down on the floor of his Buick car in Kenya, East Africa. The car had come to a rest over a gravel pit by the side of the Ngong road, eight miles from the capital of Nairobi. Joss, as he was known to all, had been shot at close range, the fatal bullet entering by the side of his left ear. Even in death, his otherwise unmarked face remained that of a very handsome man. At thirty-nine years old, Josslyn Victor Hay – twenty-second incumbent of the Erroll earldom, the hereditary High Constable of Scotland – was a lynchpin of Kenya’s colonial community. Blond, clever, an ace card and polo player, Joss devoted a good deal of his considerable energies to seducing women, especially those who were already married. His very arrival in Africa in 1923 had taken place in scandalous circumstances – he had eloped with Lady Idina Gordon, an older divorcee and veteran of two marriages.




    Much has been made of Joss and Idina and the famously decadent ‘Happy Valley’ crowd they gathered around them during the 1920s, although the truth is perhaps a little less exotic. The Errolls and their coterie were a small, tight-knit group of mainly British and aristocratic friends and farmers, attempting to forge a new existence in the Wanjohi Valley (a place that later acquired the epithet ‘happy’ due to the good spirits induced by its high altitude). Certainly, they found time to enjoy themselves there – house parties would begin at sundown and last until dawn, fuelled by alcohol and sexual intrigue. After his murder, it became clear that Joss – who had already been married, divorced, had remarried and was recently widowed at the time of his death – could have had any number of enemies. He had carried on numerous adulterous affairs throughout his life and had recently started a relationship with yet another married woman.




    Although his death made newspaper headlines around the world, sympathy for the murdered earl did not always run deep. The American press, ever succinct, printed the immortal headline ‘Passionate Peer Gets His’. There was, however, plenty of interest in who had committed the crime. After Joss’s murder, the Kenyan Police, and the Attorney General in particular, decided the obvious culprit was Sir Henry ‘Jock’ Delves Broughton. Jock’s new wife, the blonde and vivacious Diana, had become Joss’s latest conquest, and the police reasoned that Jock had murdered Joss in revenge for stealing his bride. Jock was duly charged and then imprisoned. He went on trial on 26 May 1941, but was never convicted and after being acquitted on 1 July 1941, he was discharged. Although his name was cleared, Broughton never recovered from the ignominy of the trial, committing suicide the following year. To this date, the Erroll crime remains officially unsolved.




    So who shot Lord Erroll? The question hangs in the air. Many possible answers have been given by a number of pre-eminent writers. The first to set his sights on the story was British journalist Cyril Connolly. A prominent contributor to the New Statesman in the 1930s, a critic for many years on the Sunday Times and literary editor of the Observer from 1942 to 1943, Connolly had been fascinated by the Erroll case from the beginning. In 1969, he joined forces with fellow journalist James Fox to undertake a complete investigation of the murder for the Sunday Times magazine. The result was published in that same year and was entitled ‘Christmas at Karen’, its content gleaned from dozens of interviews. With its accompanying photographs, including a picture of Erroll’s head with its bullet wound, Connolly’s article stopped short of naming a murderer, but even so, it reignited the controversy. Fox pursued the case even after Connolly’s death, publishing his book about the murder, White Mischief, in 1982. It became a classic of crime reporting and was later made into a film starring Charles Dance and Greta Scacchi. In both book and film, a heavy shadow is cast over Broughton’s self-proclaimed innocence: after all, Jock was the only person to stand trial for the murder. Many have taken his suicide to be tantamount to an admission of guilt.




    Since the publication of White Mischief, there have been other authors who have either substantiated Fox’s theory or disputed it. In 1997, Leda Farrant published her own version of events – Diana, Lady Delamere and the Lord Erroll Murder – in which she claimed that it was Diana herself who had committed the killing. According to Farrant, Diana was furious with Joss for refusing to marry her. In the 1999 memoir Child of Happy Valley, Juanita Carberry, who grew up in Kenya, relates that Broughton confessed his culpability to her three days after the murder when she was just fifteen years old. Most recently, the journalist Errol Trzebinski’s biography of Lord Erroll, The Life and Death of Lord Erroll (2000), pins the blame on MI6 or another branch of British intelligence. The motive for assassinating Erroll, according to Trzebinski, was that Erroll had fascist leanings. The Oscar-winning screenwriter Julian Fellowes also revisited the facts of the case in his 2005 television special A Most Mysterious Murder: The Case of the Earl of Erroll, placing the blame squarely back on Broughton.




    A peripheral character in all these narratives is Countess Alice de Janzé. Alice sustained an on-again-off-again affair with Joss for the best part of two decades and was probably still in love with him at the time of his murder. Born in Buffalo, New York in 1899, this transcendently beautiful American heiress became a French countess by marriage. After she arrived in Africa via Paris, attired in the latest French fashions, she quickly won over almost every man she encountered there, while still managing to befriend most of their wives. Alice was the very definition of a colourful character and, although hardly a well-known figure in our times, she achieved infamy during her own, making newspaper headlines around the world with her exploits. It is Alice’s story that I will tell in this book.




    For my part, I have been aware of Alice’s name since childhood. Alice was a friend of my mother, Margaret Spicer. The two women met in Kenya when they were both newly arrived there in 1925 (my father, Roy Spicer, was serving as Commissioner of Kenya Police). At the time, Alice and her husband, Count Frédéric de Janzé, were staying with their friends Joss and Idina in the Wanjohi Valley. Margaret and Alice had much in common. Both were Americans abroad – Alice from Chicago, Illinois, and my mother born in Larkspur, Colorado. They were both fluent in French: Alice had arrived in Paris in 1920, chaperoned by her aunt; Margaret had been educated in Montreux, Switzerland. As new arrivals in Kenya they found themselves surrounded by a predominantly British expatriate crowd, so it is perhaps not surprising that they sought one another out. Alice and my mother were both musical, often entertaining the Happy Valley circle by singing popular American songs and spirituals from the Deep South, with Alice accompanying on the ukulele. My mother’s friendship with Alice lasted until 1927, when she left Kenya to return to England. Evidently, Alice exerted a considerable fascination for my mother – as she did for so many who knew her – because when my mother died in 1953, I came into the possession of her diaries and family papers and it was among these that I discovered numerous press cuttings and references to the glamorous countess. As well as the papers and cuttings, my mother left me her copy of Vertical Land, a book of sketches depicting life in Kenya in the mid-1920s written by Alice’s husband, Frédéric. For most readers, the characters in Frédéric’s Vertical Land appear to be fictional, since he changed the names of the real-life characters he described, but my mother had decoded these pen portraits, writing in pencil in the margins of her copy the true names of the characters.




    In one story in Vertical Land, Alice appears as Delecia, a elegant American who is seen pulling up at Nairobi’s exclusive Muthaiga Club in a low-slung Buick piled with luggage and a lion cub. Later in the book, in a portrait entitled ‘Just Like a Gipsy’ Frédéric describes another woman who can only be Alice, her ukulele transformed into a mandolin. The passage is characterized by the rather flowery Symbolist language fashionable in France at the time, and as such it gives us a highly stylized version of her person and presence:




    

      

        

          Wide eyes, so calm, short thick hair, full red lips, a body to desire. The powerful hands clutch and wave along the mandolin and the crooning somnolent melody breaks; her throat trembles and her gleaming shoulders droop.




          That weird soul of mixtures is at the door! her cruelty and lascivious thoughts clutched the thick lips on close white teeth.




          She holds us with her song, and her body sways towards ours. No man will touch her exclusive soul, shadowy with memories, unstable and suicidal.


        


      


    




    Like most depictions of Alice, the portrait raises more questions than it answers, but there is no doubt that Frédéric was correct in his assessment of Alice as ‘unstable and suicidal’. She was a woman who suffered throughout her life from the demons of melancholy, and who tried to take her own life on a number of occasions. Alongside this dark streak, however, was a vein of impetuous and often reckless daring. As a young heiress, she quickly tired of the Chicago debutante scene and began to explore the Jazz-Age nightclubs of the city, starting up an affair with a local mobster. After being banished to Paris by her family, she took a job at a French fashion house by day, cutting a swathe through the city’s clubs and cafes by night. It was in France that she won her independence from her family when she married Frédéric, the sensitive, intellectual count who took her to Africa to help cure her of her unhappiness. After only a few months in Kenya, she decided to build a home there, leaving her two young children in France, too fearful of being a bad mother to grace them with more than the occasional visit. In Africa, her marriage to Frédéric fell apart after she started affairs with the two men who would become her great loves, Joss and her second husband, Raymund de Trafford.




    As I began to research her life, the Alice I discovered was a lesson in contradictions. She could be bold and eccentric – she would go out riding alone amongst wild animals, kept a Nile crocodile in her bathtub in Paris, and launched herself with abandon into affairs with a string of dubious lovers. But her letters and other writings often reveal a sense of wrenching need and at times overwhelming unhappiness. In 1941, only eight months after Joss Erroll’s murder, she finally succeeded in taking her own life at home in Kenya. She was forty-two. In virtually every depiction of the Erroll murder to date, Alice is described, suspected and cleared of suspicion. She is written about without any depth or explanation of her origins, her moods, her strengths and weaknesses. Her stunning beauty and great wealth is noted and then, in each instance, the author moves on. In Michael Radford’s 1987 film of Fox’s book, Alice was played by Sarah Miles, who portrayed her as an irresponsible and dizzy drug addict. The truth in such matters is, of course, always more complex and usually more interesting. Such was the case with Alice. (In fact, Alice never took drugs other than barbiturates for sleeping, relying on absinthe-spiked vodka cocktails for her highs.)




    The more I read and investigated, the more I came to see that within the Alice legend were dozens of compelling anecdotes, inconclusive leads and half-told stories. Through my research, I discovered a woman who was in fact central – rather than peripheral – to the Erroll case. She seemed to me a figure worthy of further scrutiny, someone who needed to be placed in her full context. How did an American such as Alice end up in British colonial Africa? What was the nature of her affair with Joss? What hard evidence has ever been produced about the murder? What psychology has been deployed? According to anonymous letters sent to Jock Delves Broughton’s defence counsel during his trial, the assassin was in fact a discarded mistress.
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    The Heiress




    Alice de Janzé was born Alice Silverthorne, at home in Buffalo, New York on 28 September 1899. Home was an appropriately extravagant and elaborate setting for the arrival of this little heiress who would one day grow up to become a countess. The year before her birth, Alice’s father, the Buffalo millionaire William Silverthorne, had bought a brand-new three-storey red-brick Georgian Revival mansion on Delaware Avenue, also known as Millionaire’s Row. It was here that Alice was born and spent her early years. The house – designed by the preeminent Buffalo architects Esenwein and Johnson – was ostentatious, even by the standards of Millionaire’s Row. There were large Doric pillars around the main doorways, a maze of vast and elegant rooms inside, and stables and servants’ quarters at the bottom of a five-acre garden. William had made his fortune in the lumber trade and was eager to be counted amongst the most powerful in newly thriving Buffalo. His wife, Juliabelle Chapin, was a Chicago society beauty from one of the richest families in America, and she had brought to her marriage a considerable dowry and pedigree. The house was a monument to William’s successes, both financial and social.




    Alice was christened at the local Presbyterian church two weeks after her birth. Her parents had been married and childless for more than seven years prior to Alice’s birth and they were overjoyed by the arrival of their much longed-for child. Such doting, wealthy parents ensured that their daughter’s very early years were marked by an extraordinary degree of privilege. From the beginning, the attentions of an army of nurses and nannies were lavished upon Alice. William and Juliabelle were determined that their daughter would never want for anything in life and set about providing her with the very best that money could buy. Baby clothes were made specially in expensive fabrics imported from Paris. Juliabelle would take regular shopping trips to Chicago, New York and Boston, where she would purchase vast quantities of gifts and toys for her little girl. As Alice grew from infant to child, her parents supervised her education at home, employing private governesses who instructed her in French, German, reading, writing and basic arithmetic. For her seventh birthday, Alice was given her own pony and trap: there is a delightful photograph in existence of a 7-year-old Alice dressed in a short jacket and smock with a straw boater, sitting proudly in the wicker trap and holding the reins of the small black pony. By all accounts, the very young Alice was a carefree and affectionate child who adored her parents and was devoted to her pets.




    Even so, the union between Alice’s parents was far from easy. Juliabelle and William had always been something of a mismatch. William was robust, energetic, and careless. Juliabelle was more fragile, physically and emotionally, and prone to prolonged periods of sadness. What’s more, they were both from very different social backgrounds. William was born in Pleasant Prairie, Iowa on 3 February 1867, the third of seven children born to Albert David Silverthorne and Clara Frances Hodgkins, a solidly ‘merchant class’ couple. William’s father had made his money in the lumber business in the period after Chicago’s Great Fire of 1871 when construction materials were at a premium. William himself had gone into the family business at a young age, working his way up through the ranks from the most menial of positions to the highest of managerial levels. He quickly proved himself to be a natural and talented businessman with a powerful drive for financial gain in this most socially and professionally mobile of cities. He was good-looking and popular, made friends easily and enjoyed socializing, carousing, playing cards and chasing girls.




    Born on 14 August 1871, Juliabelle was the youngest daughter of the union between two of the most powerful Chicago families of the nineteenth century, the Armours and the Chapins. Her mother, Marietta Armour, was the sister of the famous Chicagoan Philip Danforth Armour, who is still listed as one of the forty richest American men of all time. Thanks to her father, Emery David Chapin, Juliabelle was related to the Springfield Chapins, founders and benefactors of Springfield, Massachusetts. Her paternal grandfather had made his money from investing in the railroads in Springfield, but the Chicago faction of the Chapin family was also associated with the meat-packing industry, much like their friends and colleagues, the Armours. When Juliabelle’s parents married, the Chapins and the Armours were united by wedlock, and not for the first time. In fact, there had already been several Armour–Chapin weddings in Chicago and by the late nineteenth century the two families had become the city’s equivalent of royalty: society columns were full of gossip about the family and their appearances at weddings, social events and debutante parties.




    From birth, Juliabelle had been groomed to marry a wealthy and influential husband. Needless to say when William Silverthorne began to pursue Juliabelle, the Armour–Chapins were far from impressed. Despite William’s quite significant wealth and promising career as an entrepreneur, the Armour–Chapins considered him a highly inappropriate match for one of the most eligible heiresses in Chicago. Even though William could trace his ancestors back to their arrival in Virginia from England in 1656, the Silverthornes had become comfortably affluent through business endeavours such as making felt and selling lumber and were therefore deemed socially inferior. Furthermore, the Armour–Chapins wholeheartedly disapproved of William’s reputation as a drinker, gambler and ladies’ man. Undeterred, William courted Juliabelle relentlessly, pursuing her with the same zest, determination and enthusiasm that he usually reserved for his business deals. Eventually, his good looks, charm and persistence won the day and he quite simply swept Juliabelle off her well-heeled feet. The undivided disapproval of her family notwithstanding, Juliabelle and William were married in Chicago on 8 January 1892. It was a modest affair by Armour–Chapin standards, with only close family in attendance. Shortly afterwards, the couple left for Buffalo where William and his brother Asa had recently purchased their own lumber yard.




    At the time, Buffalo was the eighth largest city in the United States. By the early 1900s, it had a population of close to 400,000. Its proximity to Niagara Falls made it a popular tourist destination and a railway hub. It was an appealing and efficient centre of commerce for the many entrepreneurs – William and Asa included – who flocked to the city in the 1890s in the hope of making their fortunes there. Juliabelle began setting up home but William was doggedly determined to build up his business and was often away for long periods at a time, travelling across the country as far afield as Arkansas and Missouri in order to open new sawmills and set up plants. The seven years in which the couple failed to conceive a child were a period of enormous loneliness for Juliabelle, who found herself living far away from her home and family and with a husband who was frequently absent. Although the eventual birth of her daughter brought her a degree of fulfilment, it could not mend her fractured marriage.




    In the years after Alice’s birth, Juliabelle and William were unable to conceive another child, and although Juliabelle adored her only daughter, she continued to feel dissatisfied with her life in Buffalo. To make matters worse, her health was failing: she was weak and permanently tired. Meanwhile, William continued his regime of working and heavy socializing. He was drinking, gambling and spending more and more time in Chicago. There were rumours that he was having affairs, possibly even one with Juliabelle’s cousin Louise Mattocks (a member of the Chapin clan). By the early part of 1907, Juliabelle was beside herself with unhappiness. She was now convinced that her husband and cousin were having a relationship. Gathering up her courage, she confronted William. What followed was a vicious argument that culminated in William locking Juliabelle out of the house at night in the middle of the icy Buffalo winter. Juliabelle was not readmitted until the morning. Shortly afterwards she was diagnosed with vascular laryngitis. She died six months later on 2 June 1907 at the age of only thirty-five. William had his wife embalmed with surprising speed and she was buried two days later on 4 June 1907.




    William now found himself living alone with a young and very unhappy daughter. Juliabelle’s death was a crushing blow to Alice who was deeply attached to both parents but who had always spent so much time with her mother. To a 7-year-old girl who woke up one morning to find her mother gone, it was little compensation that Juliabelle had willed an enormous inheritance to her daughter, placed in trust until she reached the age of eighteen. The trustees of the will were Juliabelle’s father, her mother’s elder brother Simeon B. Chapin (Uncle Sim) and her mother’s elder sister, Alice (Mrs Francis May, known as Aunt Tattie). Meanwhile, in an effort to ease Alice’s confusion and moderate his feelings of guilt, William redoubled his efforts to spoil his only daughter completely. He fawned on Alice, taking her with him everywhere he went. After Juliabelle’s death, they travelled to Chicago together and on a whirlwind tour of Europe, with William continually showering his daughter with gifts and indulgences. A dangerous expectation was being established between father and daughter – one that would forever complicate Alice’s relationships with men in the future. Whenever she wanted something from William, she was immediately and elaborately appeased.




    There can be little doubt that William adored Alice, but it has to be said that he recovered from Juliabelle’s death with remarkable ease. Barely a year later, he remarried. As it turned out, Juliabelle had been correct in her suspicions that William and her cousin were having an affair. His bride was none other than her cousin, Louise Mattocks. The wedding ceremony took place at the American Church on the quai d’Orsay in Paris on 8 July 1908 with Alice and two witnesses in attendance. It is likely that William proposed to Louise before he left for Europe, but that the engagement was kept secret in order to stifle the growing rumble of rumours back in Chicago. After the wedding, Alice accompanied her father and new stepmother on their lavish honeymoon around Europe. The Silverthornes travelled in the luxurious compartments of first-class train cars. They ate at the finest restaurants and stayed in the most well appointed of hotels. If William had set out to distract Alice from the death of her mother and to win over the heart of his new bride, this trip was certainly very successful, if fantastically costly.




    For her part, Alice was developing an early and extensive knowledge of the great European cities. Before she was twelve, Alice had visited London, Paris, Nice, Monte Carlo and Rome. She was a precocious child, and it seems she appreciated both the sights and the culture on offer. Throughout her life, she would continue to travel, always feeling more at home when abroad. During the honeymoon, Alice charmed her stepmother, and the pair developed a genuine soft spot for one another. In this difficult period after her mother’s death, the relationship with Louise must have been a welcome and stabilizing one. But William’s latest conquest only served to redouble his problems with the Armour–Chapins. He had married into their ranks for a second time, an unforgivable outrage. The two families also believed, possibly with some justification, that William was an inadequate father. By parading Alice around the best hotels and restaurants in the world, they believed, he would damage her development and reputation. They were horrified by William’s excesses and feared he would ultimately diminish Alice’s chances of being accepted in society.




    William, of course, carried on after his own fashion. On returning from Europe with his daughter and new bride, he set about looking for a new home. William and Louise decided to leave provincial Buffalo for New York City where William bought a house at 40 East 60th Street in Manhattan and a weekend retreat in Sharon, Connecticut. Over the coming years, Louise had several children by William, only two of whom survived to adulthood: Bill, born in May 1912, and Patricia, born in July 1915. Despite these new arrivals, Alice remained her father’s particular favourite. At the age of twelve, she crossed the Atlantic in his company from New York to Cherbourg on the Aquitania, the magnificent Cunard liner. Alice liked to dress beyond her years and William did not deter her. Even at twelve she could pass for seventeen and she relished wearing silk dresses and make-up. Everyone she met on the Aquitania treated her as an adult. Word reached the Armour–Chapins that William would deliberately fail to introduce Alice as his daughter, with the result that many aboard the ship assumed that this beautiful young woman was his companion. Although it is likely that the relationship between Alice and her father remained innocent, Alice’s relatives on her mother’s side found William’s approach to parenting distasteful and even outright obscene.




    By 1913 William’s fast lifestyle and ever-increasing expenditures were beginning to catch up with him. Some of his investments were failing, but despite this he continued to spend beyond his means. He had a reputation for extravagance and was determined to live up to it. In 1913 he bought himself a top of the line Stoddard Dayton motorcar with a six-cylinder, 8.6-litre Knight engine, hiring a uniformed chauffeur to drive him around town in it (his daughter would later inherit his taste for luxury American cars). No expense was spared to feed his appetite for ostentation; it is suspected – although not proven – that William was dipping into Alice’s trust fund in order to help with his business debts and to keep himself in the manner to which he had become accustomed. He was also drinking heavily and was almost certainly an alcoholic.




    Then, in 1913, some kind of traumatic incident (or possibly an accident) involving William took place. Although we do not know the exact nature of the ‘incident’ we do know that it galvanized the Armour–Chapins. They became determined to act. That year, Juliabelle’s brother, Uncle Sim, decided to take action against William Silverthorne, applying for Alice to be made a ward of the court. Uncle Sim was a Wall Street broker and a Chapin to boot. He could use his considerable influence and money to put forward the notion that William was an unfit father, that he had a reputation as a drinker and gambler, that he was failing to educate Alice properly and that he was embezzling funds from her inheritance. The court in New York ruled in Uncle Sim’s favour. William lost custody of his daughter. Legal guardianship of Alice was awarded to Alice’s Aunt Tattie. Juliabelle’s family had achieved their intended revenge: they had taken from William his most precious possession, his daughter.




    For Alice, this must have been a period of extraordinary heartbreak and confusion. She was a thirteen-year-old, on the brink of puberty, accustomed to her father’s affection and indulgences. She would have been oblivious to the questionable morality of her relationship with William. She only knew she adored this man who had been the one constant in her life since the loss of her mother. Now Alice was sent to live with relatives whom she barely knew, in unfamiliar surroundings. Although William was far from an ideal parent, the effect of this severance on Alice was dramatic and damaging. Alice went from being the object of her father’s constant attention and care to being a complete exile from his presence and love. It’s no wonder that as an adult Alice could react with astonishing violence when the men in her life threatened to leave her.




    It was left to Aunt Tattie, Alice’s legal guardian, to look after her, to arrange for her to be educated and to prepare her for adulthood. Aunt Tattie had no children of her own and no experience of childrearing. Although she was a kindly and well-meaning woman, she hoped to fashion her young charge into an obedient debutante, someone who would slip easily into Chicago’s elite circles. Alice had other ideas. She was entirely accustomed to a life lived on her own terms and did not adapt well to the limits imposed on her by her aunt’s vision. Doubtless exasperated, Aunt Tattie thought it best to send Alice away to boarding school. Alice was uprooted again, sent this time to Mount Vernon Seminary, a school for girls in Washington DC. A non-sectarian private school, it had been founded in 1875 by Elizabeth Somers. (The school has since been absorbed into George Washington University.) Alice stayed at Mount Vernon for the next four years. As a student, she excelled at English, and began to develop an interest in writing, publishing short stories and verses in the school’s magazine. One of her poems, which appeared in the Mount Vernon Seminary magazine in 1917 – the year that the United States entered the First World War – gives us an insight into her state of mind at this time:




    

      

        

          The Storm


          by Alice Silverthorne


          


          A chill light shines in the sullen sky


          With an angry sulphurous glow.


          And a sharp wind sifts


          Through the mountain rifts,


          And whirls the leaves in eddying drifts,


          To die on the earth below.


          


          The grim-voiced winds are approaching fast,


          Lean clouds slink out of the sky.


          And a terror reigns


          Amid the hurricanes


          That whip the trees with the lash of rains


          As the storm goes sweeping by.


          


          So when you come, like the great red storm,


          My cares, like the clouds, flee too.


          And my heart leaps high,


          With a happy cry,


          Toward the turbulent blue of the wind-streaked sky,


          – Swept free of the clouds by you!


        


      


    




    The poetry, although obviously amateur in nature, reveals a troubled sensibility and an intense longing in Alice. By the age of sixteen she had undergone the death of her mother, separation from her father, and displacement on a number of occasions. It is hard to imagine that such a headstrong personality, who was used to being constantly appeased, would have adapted easily to the structured environment of a traditional girls’ boarding school. In her poem, when she longs for the clouds to be ‘swept free’, it is easy to interpret this as a cry for help to her father, whose leniency she must have sorely missed.




    In fact, the turbulent weather Alice described in her poem had a direct correlation in her emotional life. Around the time of ‘The Storm’, she attempted suicide. Patsy Chilton – the former wife of Dr Roger Bowles, who served as a part-time doctor to Alice in Kenya and who knew Alice well between 1938 and 1941 – remembers being told by an American friend that Alice had tried to slash her wrists as a young girl at school. The attempt may have been simply a cry for help, inspired by the hope that her father would come to her rescue. There is no doubt that Alice was lonely and missing William during this period of her life, but it is also likely that she was already suffering from cyclothymia, a strain of bipolar disorder or manic depression that would afflict her for the rest of her life. It is extremely common for sufferers of the disease to first experience its symptoms during adolescence, at which point stress or trauma can easily trigger its alternating periods of lows and highs. Although Alice’s attempt to kill herself failed, it had an immediate impact on her life. Shortly afterwards, she was taken out of the school and went to live with Aunt Tattie in Chicago.




    Alice was now seventeen years old, extremely pretty and advanced for her years. At Aunt Tattie’s, she quickly made a new friend, her cousin, the debutante Lolita Armour. Two years older than Alice and already a minor celebrity in Chicago, a young woman whose every appearance was reported in the newspaper gossip columns, Lolita was immediately attracted to her troubled but highly attractive younger cousin. Lolita’s mother, Mrs J. Ogden Armour, was a patron of music and the arts and spent the war raising money and helping to boost the morale of the troops. Alice was enlisted to help with the war effort by selling programmes at charity events, knitting hats and scarves for the soldiers, and serving tea and coffee at church functions. Lolita also began introducing Alice to Chicago’s debutante circles, filling her in on all the latest gossip and goings-on amongst the most fashionable families in the city. Despite Alice’s recent difficulties, she found she socialized easily and, thanks to her good looks, was an appealing new presence on the Chicago scene. She was given her own ‘coming out’ ball, after which she was quickly invited to all the good parties and social occasions, attracting the attentions of many of the city’s well-to-do young men in the process. Alice was now a fully fledged member of the Chicago elite. She served as bridesmaid at many of the Armour–Chapin family weddings during this time and appears in formal photographs, an especially attractive girl with a pout. She soon began to outshine all the other debutantes, even her cousin Lolita.




    A newspaper illustration from her debutante years shows Alice’s early beauty to great effect. In the picture, her distinctive wide-set, almond-shaped eyes are enhanced with mascara, kohl and shadow. Her lips – painted and defined – form a perfect bow. Her hair is bobbed and waved, worn to one side, giving her the look of a silent film star, a Clara Bow or a Louise Brooks. Even at such a young age, her gaze in the illustration is assured rather than demure (if perhaps a little sullen). Now in her late teens, Alice had already learned to use her eyes in a highly seductive way and she had no trouble getting the young men of Chicago to notice her: she would bow her head and look up, without diverting her gaze from the object of her attentions, allowing her suitor to talk, and continuing to look at him while inclining her head from side to side, giving herself an air of wonderment. This technique was highly effective and became a trademark with Alice. She was also shortsighted, but rarely wore glasses, which gave her grey eyes an especially dreamy expression. Another distinctive feature was her voice, which, by late adolescence, was already lowering in tone. She had a ready and captivating laugh, and threw her head back as she exercised it. The only aspect of her physical appearance with which she struggled was her hair: it was thick, curly and hard to control. She changed her hairstyle numerous times during her youth and adulthood, sometimes parting it down the middle, sometimes plaiting it into buns on either side of her head. The most glamorous effect came from straightening it with the help of a maid or hairdresser so that it was either sleek against her head or loose around her shoulders.




    Initially, Alice enjoyed the attention she received at parties and in the press, but as she became more accustomed to the Chicago social whirl, she quickly began to tire of it. She possessed an adventurous spirit and hated to be placed in a box. Evidently, she was frustrated by the restrictions and unspoken codes of the debutante lifestyle where she could barely move without being spotted and recognized. This was a somewhat shallow world ruled by somewhat shallow people who placed enormous value on the ‘right’ make-up and clothes, and who cared most of all about whom you were seen with and where you had gone for dinner the previous night. No end of effort was made to look attractive. Chicago debutantes were known to take the train to New York just to have their faces, hair, eyebrows and lips made up by Elizabeth Arden on Fifth Avenue, before dashing back to Chicago in time to get dressed for the next ball. Alice, a natural beauty, had no such compulsion. She began to find the rounds of debutante parties unspeakably dull. It was at this point in her life that Alice began to explore Chicago’s seamier sides.




    The novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald dubbed the decade to follow the ‘Jazz Age’ but Chicago was ahead of the game. In 1918 and 1919, when Alice began to frequent Chicago’s nightclubs, jazz was helping to create a new atmosphere of post-war optimism and liberation that crossed racial and class boundaries. Partygoers were unhindered by the Prohibition that would begin in 1920 – Alice learned to take her drink and loved to dance until the early hours. She was moving away from her elite circle and beginning to explore her identity outside her family and their expectations for her. She was also meeting some decidedly shady characters. Organized crime was rife in Chicago. James ‘Big Jim’ Colosimo, the most powerful mobster in the city, ran ‘The Outfit’, as it was known. His gang of Irish, Italian, Jewish and Greek cohorts controlled the fourteen gangland districts of the city and all of the vice, gambling and labour racketeering. When Al Capone fled Brooklyn in 1919 and came to Chicago, it was to join Colosimo’s ranks. Jazz clubs like the Green Mill, where Alice was a regular, were the places where the leading mobsters went to socialize and operate.




    Around this time, rumours began to circulate that Alice was stepping out with a good-looking man of Italian descent with a doubtful reputation. The mobster in question has never been named but later in life Alice spoke of him to her friend Margaret Spicer. This unnamed character couldn’t have been Al Capone, because he arrived for the first time in Chicago in 1919 (at which point he was newly married to an Irish girl baptized Mary, known as Mae) but there were plenty of other candidates. Whatever the exact identity of this new boyfriend, Uncle Sim and Aunt Tattie were quite naturally alarmed. It was feared that the gang member in question might begin to exert pressure on the wealthy Armour–Chapins. Worse, the sensitive Alice could be dragged into a mire of criminality. Alice was popular with all her relations who felt, quite rightly, that she was vulnerable. What’s more, she had recently come into her inheritance and although the exact degree of her wealth is unknown, it is assumed she was worth several million dollars. In order to put some distance between Alice and the growing scandal, Uncle Sim and Aunt Tattie thought the best course of action was to remove Alice from Chicago for a time. Aunt Tattie had an apartment in Paris so it was decided that Alice should be taken there immediately.




    Alice arrived in Paris with Aunt Tattie early in 1920, a few months before her twenty-first birthday. The two women installed themselves in Aunt Tattie’s apartment, close to the Bois de Boulogne, at 115 rue de la Pompe, from which Alice could explore the city. Paris had rebounded from the First World War in spectacular style. The cafes of Montparnasse were awash with artists, composers, poets and writers. In the city’s bals musettes and nightclubs the strains of the same jazz music that Alice had loved in Chicago could be heard. Alice took to the city immediately. She was young and adventurous, keen to assert herself beyond the limited role established for her by her family. Aunt Tattie had friends who ran a small fashion house called Arnot in rue Saint-Florentin near the place de la Concorde. Alice had always loved dresses and was already showing an excellent eye for fashion, and so Monsieur Arnot employed her as his head manageress in the shop and enlisted her help on buying trips. This was Alice’s first job and her first taste of an identity for herself as a woman with her own career and interests. The 1920s were an exciting time to be involved in dress design: these were the inter-war years, a time of regeneration and abundance, and those in the fashion industry were taking full advantage of the new and exuberant mood. Waistlines were dropping, hems were rising, and corsets were being cast off. Alice thoroughly enjoyed the time she spent working at Arnot. During the day she worked, but in the evenings she socialized, eating in the best restaurants, mixing with artists and local celebrities, visiting nightclubs and late-night bars, always dressed exquisitely.
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