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  CHAPTER 1—Pioneers


  Betsy Patterson and Jerome Bonaparte


  Elizabeth Webster and Lord Holland


  The Pilgrim Fathers left England for the New World early in the seventeenth century. The Pilgrim Daughters began to leave America for the Old World early in the nineteenth century. The first were oppressed by the recently rich aristocracy; the second were encouraged by what had then become the impoverished ancient aristocracy. It is well to remember that most of the great English families in the nineteenth century had been founded on the plunder of the monasteries and the robbery of Church property in the sixteenth century. But time sanctifies theft; the passage of three centuries had hallowed their wealth; and the families which had been ruined by the gambling and extravagance of the descendants of the original spoliators were anxious to re-establish themselves with the wealth of America, while turning blind eyes to the unscrupulous methods by which it had been made.


  There had been several Anglo-American marriages before the fashion began in the nineteenth century, but there was no general exchange of titles for cash until after the American Civil War, which revolutionized transport, necessitated the building of railways, turned farming districts into industrial centers, peopled the West, and lowered the moral tone of the community to such an extent that profiteers were the heroes of the future. Vast fortunes were made during and after the Civil War, the opportunities for loot being unlimited.{1} Crime, corruption and vice, the usual reactions from war, were rampant. A new plutocracy arose, and within a few years families that had been living in huts were inhabiting mansions. A well-known journalist of the time, Matthew Hale Smith, wrote that “the leaders of upper New York were, a few years ago, porters, stable-boys, coal-heavers, pickers of rags, scrubbers of floors and laundry-women. Coarse, rude, ignorant, uncivil and immoral many of them are still. They carry with them their vulgar habits, and disgust those who from social position are compelled to invite them to their houses.”{2}


  The period succeeding the Civil War has been called “The Age of the Moguls,” when Cornelius Vanderbilt, the railroad magnate, John Rockefeller, the oil king, Andrew Carnegie, the steel and iron chief, followed by J. Pierpont Morgan, were the notorious figures in the United States. Smaller fry, but also millionaires, fought hard to achieve positions of prominence. One of them had a château built for him in France, and the architect asked if he would like a porte-cochere on it. “Hell, yes!” he replied. “Better put in five of ‘em, and make sure the flush don’t sound loud.” It was not easy for these newly rich men to get into the more select circles of New York society, and several aspirants tried to break the social barrier by first getting into the papers. One gave a banquet to pet dogs, when a hundred of the pets, mostly in fancy dress, were fed on liver and rice, fricassee of bones and shredded dog biscuit. Another host received his guests on horseback. A third placed a chimpanzee in the chair of honor. A fourth weighted his dinner table with a large tank in which a girl in golden scales swam to and fro. A fifth produced a vast pie, from which emerged an attractive wench and a covey of colored birds. Then they tried to draw attention to themselves by paying huge prices for pieces of furniture, two hundred thousand dollars for a bedstead, fifty-five thousand for a piano, and so on. Another method of obtaining publicity was to build the largest and most luxurious yacht in the world or the most sumptuous private railway carriage, and one or two of these hopeful souls purchased private trains.


  In such an atmosphere a few less ardent but equally energetic folk thought that the time had come to form a social ring of the best people in New York, a ring of culture and good breeding that mere money and publicity could not pierce. It was created by Ward McAllister, who had made a fortune as a lawyer in San Francisco and by the eighteen-sixties had set himself up as an arbiter of taste and fashion in New York. He converted Newport, Rhode Island, from a village into a sort of Riviera for the rich, and assisted by others with a similar aim he chose the Four Hundred people who were supposed to represent the cream of New York society. The acknowledged Queen of this society for the last thirty years of the century, crowned and faithfully served by her prime minister McAllister, was Mrs. William Astor, always known as the Mrs. Astor. It was she who arranged or countenanced many of those Euro-American marriages of which we shall read, and the Four Hundred over whom she reigned were far more exclusive than any social set in London, though not a few people obtained a footing in her circle by relationship with the British peerage. While an American hostess in London, Mrs. Corrigan, was able to get the pick of society to her parties by giving an expensive present to each of her guests, money could not buy an entrée to the Astor mansion without some special qualification.


  But the Majesty on Fifth Avenue was accessible to the pride of pedigree at a time when American families who could trace coats-of-arms back to the sixteenth century held their heads high, and a marquis had a better chance of meeting her than a millionaire. Croesus was of course a fairly common figure in a land where everything was described in superlatives; and though we must allow for the exuberance born of limitless horizons when we hear that every American ball is the most brilliant of all social events, that every American statesman is the greatest of all orators, that every American heiress has the most dazzling of personalities, and that every American novel is a breathtaking masterpiece, we need not doubt that American money magnates have surpassed all the other cash collectors on record. But their presumptions did not impose on Mrs. Astor, who really could have been described, in words familiar to Martin Chuzzlewit, as one of the most remarkable women in the country.


  It is difficult nowadays to picture such a person, but we must not make the mistake of those professional historians who, wishing to monopolize their special epochs, criticize trespassers in their province for not being sufficiently soaked in their periods. As Shakespeare and Shaw perceived, in order to understand any age a writer merely has to understand his own, because human beings never change and human passions remain the same under different disguises. Though the subjects with whom we are to deal may seem a little strange at first, it will be found on a closer inspection that their main difference from ourselves is in the fashion of their clothes or in certain social and moral attitudes which are balanced by those we have adopted. Peculiar genius apart, men and women do not vary much down the ages; and it happens that we shall begin with a girl from Baltimore whose husband sacrificed a wife for a throne, and end with a girl from Baltimore whose husband sacrificed a throne for a wife.


  We may take as pioneers of a movement to promote banns across the sea two women whose careers were widely dissimilar, the first being Elizabeth (Betsy) Patterson, daughter of a Baltimore merchant, who married Jerome Bonaparte, brother of Napoleon I, in December 1803. Jerome was only nineteen years of age at the time, and it is more than likely that Betsy, aged eighteen, was the provocative partner. But Jerome was a lively lad who had fought a duel in which he was wounded and had then been transferred to the navy. After cruising for a short time in the West Indies, he left his ship for a sight-seeing tour of the United States. At that period Baltimore was the gayest city in the Union, and Jerome, quickly responding to the gaiety, found himself united to Betsy before he could appreciate his position. He took her to Europe in 1805, but Napoleon had other plans for his brothers and issued an order excluding Betsy from his realm of influence. Jerome vainly attempted to make his imperial brother take a human interest in his happiness, but was promptly put in command of a small squadron in the Mediterranean, while his wife retired to the village of Camberwell, near London, where she gave birth to a son, Jerome Napoleon Bonaparte. After the battle of Jena, the Patterson marriage was annulled by imperial decree. On appeal Pope Pius VII refused to declare the marriage invalid, but Napoleon was standing no nonsense from the Pope and Jerome was ordered to marry Catherine of Württemberg, after which he was made King of Westphalia as a result of the Treaty of Tilsit.


  Betsy meanwhile enjoyed herself in England; one of Napoleon’s relations who had nevertheless incurred the Emperor’s wrath being a person of note entitled to popularity. But she longed to repeat her social success among her own people and sailed for America, where she created a sensation. She set a fashion in clothes which was soon imitated, though it was generally agreed that no one could vie with the naked portions of her back, shoulders and bosom. Her dress at a Washington ball was a topic of conversation for weeks, and a puritanical person named Simeon Baldwin wrote to his wife that “several of the gentlemen who saw her say they could put the clothes she had on in their vest pocket....Though her taste and appearance was condemned by all those who saw her, yet such fashions are astonishingly bewitching and will gradually progress, and we may well reflect on what we shall be when fashion shall remove all barriers from the chastity of women.”{3} Perhaps Simeon liked writing this rather more than his wife enjoyed reading it, but he would not have been pleased by Betsy’s opinion of himself and his fellow countrymen. She dismissed them all as merchants who could only talk of money-making, and in her opinion, commerce, “although it may fill a purse, clogs the brain. Beyond their counting-houses they possess not a single idea.” But their interests expanded in the next generation, and Betsy lived to hear them talk of chemical manures, patent machinery, unexplosive petroleum, and similar exciting themes.


  The last eighteen years of Betsy’s life were spent in a cheap boarding-house at Baltimore, though at her death in 1879, at the age of ninety-four, she left a million and a half dollars to her only son Jerome, who lived in the same city. His father had made him a large allowance and they had occasionally met on friendly terms. His son, Charles Joseph Bonaparte, grandson of the ex-King of Westphalia, made a name for himself in American politics, being Secretary of the Navy in President Theodore Roosevelt’s cabinet from July 1905 to December 1906, and later Attorney-General of the United States until March 1909. So, in spite of her famous brother-in-law’s decree, Betsy had some slight effect on political history.


  Our second pioneer had a very considerable effect on society and literature as well as politics. Elizabeth Vassall was descended on her father’s side from an old Massachusetts family, her mother also being American. She was born in 1771 when the Jamaican estates of her father, Richard Vassall, were highly profitable, and her parents spent much of their time in England. She may be described as a Pilgrim Baby and was married to the owner of Battle Abbey in Sussex, Sir Godfrey Webster, when she was only fifteen, her husband then being thirty-eight. As an only child it is queer that she should have been subjected to such an alliance, since her parents were well-off and love was out of the question. The pair were almost as dissimilar as Beauty from the Beast, she being remarkably attractive, he being a fox-hunting squire who mingled county business with drinking and gambling. She probably disliked him from the start, an emotion fostered by his spurts of violence and bouts of sullenness, by bad language when intoxicated and moroseness while sobering up. An intelligent girl, she hated what she called mere “existence” and described Battle, a fascinating place, as “the detested spot where I have languished in solitude and discontent the best years of my life.”


  She was, however, kept fairly busy, as she produced five children in eight years, three of whom, two sons and a daughter, survived. A young man, a son of Lord Pelham, fell in love with her and aroused her husband’s suspicions. Possibly to get her away from her admirers, Sir Godfrey took her abroad. But Pelham followed them, and there were scenes between husband and wife. She made friends easily wherever she went, and the continental resorts were as little to his taste as Battle was to hers. Even at this early age she must have asserted her will power, because she remained in Italy when he left for England, and she referred in her Journal to his madness and brutality. Annoyance with those who admired her increased the number and intensity of his wrathful outbursts, and when she met the third Lord Holland she decided, after the birth of her daughter Harriet, that she could no longer put up with her husband’s insane behavior. She and Lord Holland fell in love with one another while traveling about Italy together, and in 1796 it became clear that she would shortly have a child by him. She asked for a divorce, and Sir Godfrey, whose financial position had become involved, agreed to let her go in return for a substantial sum of money.


  Knowing that her husband would be given custody of the children, she decided to keep her daughter Harriet, for which purpose she conceived a plan that did little credit to her intelligence. By adorning the infant’s arms with red spots, and so getting rid of the nurse on the ground of infection from measles, she let it be known that the child had succumbed. Her guitar case seemed a satisfactory substitute for a coffin, so she weighted it with stones, put a pillow covered with white linen inside, topped it with a wax mask in case the custom-house officers peeped inside, and sent it off in charge of a valet to the British Consul at Leghorn with instructions to give it burial. She then left her temporary residence with Harriet dressed as a boy, who was concealed for three years, at the end of which her mother, tired of duplicity, explained her action and restored the child to Sir Godfrey.


  On Lady Webster’s return to England in June 1796, her husband began divorce proceedings; her child by Holland was born in November. Sir Godfrey was a man of moods, at one moment demanding everything his wife possessed, at another saying that he would be satisfied with a terrier puppy. In the end the larger demand prevailed, and the Squire of Battle got away with £6,000 damages, £7,000 a year from his ex-wife’s Jamaican estate, and other trifles. Their marriage was annulled by Parliament in July 1797, and her union with Holland was solemnized at Rickmansworth church two days later. She was nearly three years older than her new husband and owing to Sir Godfrey’s rapacity her income from the West Indian property had been greatly reduced. Fortunately, three years after the divorce Sir Godfrey shot himself, and Holland added Vassall to his name because his wife got back her inheritance.


  They moved into Holland House during the autumn of ‘97, and before long the most famous salon in the history of England had been inaugurated. Charles Greville, the diarist, declared that “the world never has seen and never will again see anything like Holland House,” and it is generally agreed by historians that with all the drawbacks of her divorce Lord and Lady Holland “were able to gather round them a coterie of social, literary and political talent, which in the annals of this country has never been equalled.”{4} The worldwide fame of Holland House was due as much to the mistress as the master. One contemporary described it as “the only really undisputed Monarchy in Europe,” wherein the Queen ruled the King, but solely because he had the most amiable of dispositions and loved her.


  Henry Richard, third Lord Holland, was born in 1773, nearly three years after his wife. He was a nephew of the famous politician Charles James Fox, the leading saint in the Whig calendar. After an excessively unpleasant time at Eton, where he was compelled to roast his fingers by toasting bread for his fag-master, he went on to Oxford, where life became agreeable. Then he traveled, meeting many people of note on the Continent from Gibbon to Talleyrand, above all Lady Webster. Although Holland House was the headquarters of Whiggery for a generation, the party’s policies emanating therefrom, and although Holland himself more than any other man kept the Whigs united, he was never rewarded with high office when his side came to power, becoming only Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. This was in part explained by Lord John Russell who, on being asked why Holland had been excluded from the cabinet in 1827, replied: “If you must know, it is because no man will act in a cabinet with a person whose wife opens all his letters.”


  As a speaker, Holland did not distinguish himself in the House of Lords and was seen at his best in his own house, where he was notable for his extreme cheerfulness under physical disability, for his general benevolence and individual kindness, for his toleration of all opinions, and a temper of such sweetness that someone remarked, “The Devil could not make him lose it.” He was utterly unpretentious and by nature unambitious, though his wife instilled in him certain aspirations he was born without. His conversation was valued for the stream of illuminating anecdotes which poured from him, chiefly political, and for his sense of the ridiculous in imitating the mannerisms of famous orators. He put the most nervous guests at their ease and kept a conversation going without the slightest sense of strain, his good humor being as remarkable as his sound judgment. Indeed he seems to have had no fault except deference to the will of his wife, who called him “Holly,” while he called her “my woman.” They adored one another to the end of their lives, and she thought him “without comparison the most agreeable man in England.” He was also one of the most disinterested men in the world, championing oppressed races and persecuted sects without any of the prejudices of his class. Through his wife he owned slave plantations in Jamaica, but strongly opposed the Slave Trade, and fought the Corn Laws against his own interests as a landlord. He welcomed men of all creeds, of all opinions, of all nations. Hardly a personality of distinction in his time did not enjoy the hospitality of Holland House—from Metternich, Talleyrand, Canning, Castlereagh, Brougham and Grey, to Sheridan, Scott, Byron, Macaulay, Dickens and Sydney Smith.


  In later years he suffered much from gout and had to be wheeled or to wheel himself about in a chair, but he bore all with unruffled patience and uncomplainingly bowed to his wife’s arbitrary decrees. She would not sit down to dinner until he had changed a waistcoat she disliked; she ordered him to put aside his crutches during the torments of gout because he was allowing necessity to develop into a habit; sometimes she commanded a servant to take away his plate when he had not finished eating or to wheel him off to bed while he was in the middle of telling a story; all of which he endured with the utmost good humor.


  His opposite in nearly every respect, she was quick-tempered, imperious, irritable, superstitious, full of complaints and lamentations. Hating as many people as she loved, she ruled Holland House and its visitors with a tyrannical insolence that would have emptied her salon if she had not balanced these qualities with extreme generosity, warmth of feeling, loyalty, an unaffected interest in the thoughts and doings of other people, and a genius for mixing her guests. While her husband looked rather like Mr. Pickwick and possessed that character’s benevolence and simplicity, she had the air of Queen Elizabeth with no little of her temperament. Her manner was haughty, so much so that some people thought her vulgar, and she bullied peers with less consideration than she gave her footmen. “Lay that screen down, Lord Russell; you will spoil it,” was a typical charge. Once she ordered Lord Melbourne to change his seat at dinner, upon which he left the house in a fury, but came back. People sitting near her were expected to pick up her fan whenever she dropped it, and Count D’Orsay, who had retrieved it several times in succession one evening, suggested that he should remain on the floor for the purpose. “Now, Macaulay, we have had enough of this, give us something else,” she would say, breaking into his monologue and tapping her fan sharply on the table. The fact that others were delighted with such an order, even though they might fall under her displeasure later, helped to strengthen her authority over all. “Your poetry is bad enough, so pray be sparing of your prose,” she informed Samuel Rogers. The only person who was allowed to take liberties with her was Sydney Smith. “Ring the bell, Sydney,” she commanded. “Oh, yes, and shall I sweep the floor?” he inquired; and he even went so far as to help himself to pats of butter from her own special dish.


  A willing slave of hers, or at least one who put up with her domineering ways for the sake of comfort, was John Allen, who lived with the Hollands and acted as their physician, adviser, librarian and friend. In 1802 they had wanted a physician to accompany them abroad. On the advice of Sydney Smith and others, Allen was chosen, remaining with them until his death in 1843. Lady Holland bullied him mercilessly, but he bore it all in silence. Macaulay was never able to understand how a gifted fellow like Allen could stoop to be ordered about like a slave, and he recorded a scene at the house of Samuel Rogers in 1833 when Lady Holland, in a furious temper, was rude to everybody present. None of them treated her with much respect, and Sydney Smith made sport of her. Suddenly Allen rushed to her defense, flew into a rage with all of them, and was especially angry with Sydney, “whose guffaws were indeed tremendous.” After her party had left, Rogers praised the way in which Allen had fired up in defense of his patroness, but Tom Moore said that Allen was bursting with envy to see the rest of them so free, while he was conscious of his own slavery, and that one could give him credit for nothing but attachment to the good dinners at Holland House. All the same, Allen thought his mistress wonderful and even submitted to her caustic comments when he was carving the meat at dinner. Byron certified that Allen was the best-informed man he had ever encountered as well as one of the ablest, and he was certainly a great storehouse of facts. When not otherwise engaged at Holland House he was immersed in historical research, and from 1811 onward he paid weekly visits to Dulwich College, of which he was first Warden and then Master.


  Allen nearly always accompanied Lady Holland when she dined out or stayed away from home. She traveled like royalty with a retinue of servants, and long after the introduction of railways she preferred to journey “by land,” as it was called, making a slow and stately progress through the countryside. Once she visited Sydney Smith at his Yorkshire vicarage of Foston, and amazed the village by the gorgeousness of her coach, the number of her outriders and the apparel of her servants. Sydney reported that her arrival “produced the same impression as the march of Alexander or Bacchus over India, and will be as long remembered in the traditions of the innocent natives.” When at last she was prevailed upon to go by train, she talked of “the imminent perils” of the trip, and once, after visiting the Lansdownes at Bowood, she had Brunei as her companion in the carriage. He had been appointed engineer of the Great Western Railway, and between Chippenham and London she ordered him to slacken the pace of the express to less than twenty miles an hour, much to the annoyance of the other passengers. In the same dictatorial manner she insisted on placing the most entertaining people in her immediate neighborhood at the tables of her hosts, who complied with her unexampled demands out of sheer stupefaction. Most young women hated her, quailing under her acid humor. She seldom approved of their clothes, nor of their persons if they were too attractive. Her own children were frightened of her and never got used to her tyranny and mendacity, nor to her jealousy when their father displayed too much affection for them.


  In certain respects she was absurdly nervous. She thought it unlucky to travel on a Friday. She was terrified of thunderstorms, and would close all the shutters, draw all the curtains, and order candles to be lit in broad daylight to mitigate the flashes of lightning. The mere mention of cholera made her shake, and when a few cases were reported from Glasgow she said that the town ought to be surrounded by troops to prevent all intercourse with the surrounding country. The howling of a dog made her jump and she believed it portended her death. She never went anywhere without a doctor and surrounded herself with what her husband called a “host of leeches.”


  Whether from superstition or aestheticism she always took with her to the country mansions she visited a silver pot-de-chambre, which she insisted on using, disdaining the china substitute provided by hostesses for her accommodation. This caused a minor revolution amongst the domestic staff of certain great houses where a chambermaid was responsible for cleaning the crockery, an under-butler for the plate. At one establishment the chambermaid handed the vessel to the under-butler, saying it was his business, not hers. He appealed to the major-domo, alleging that a pot-de-chambre, though of silver, did not fall within his province. As trade union rules were strict, the other members of the staff took sides in the debate, and the matter was brought to the attention of the master and mistress of the house, who were furious. All sorts of domestic complications were threatened, a crisis being averted by the departure of Lady Holland. When the incident became known, some wag wrote a ribald poem on the subject which was much enjoyed in the strictest secrecy by those whose memory enabled them to pass it on.


  Although Lady Holland managed the general conversation at her table in a despotic manner, it was done so adroitly that her right to steer the talks from one subject to another was never questioned, and she could always be depended upon to keep the debate on a level that could be appreciated by all her guests. Perhaps theirs is the sole recorded example of a host and hostess being equally mercurial, adaptable and intelligent. But her adaptability did not lessen her individuality, and she was subject to all sorts of enthusiasms which resulted in extravagant actions. For instance, she adored Napoleon and after the battle of Waterloo spoke of him as “Poor dear man!” She sent books, papers and plums to him both at Elba and St. Helena; his last hours were comforted by “les pruneaux de Madame Holland”; and he left her a snuffbox in his will. But she was equally kind to uncelebrated friends who were sick or to poets who were in need, and she treated her servants well. When one of her pages fell ill, she made her guests sit by his bedside to amuse him, much to their embarrassment and his. She was the type of person whose kindness could only be aroused by those who needed help, and whose antagonism was evoked by those who could do without her or who dared to do things of which she disapproved. To give a trivial illustration of this, she was once scolded by her partner for playing the wrong card at whist. “Yes, I know you wanted trumps,” she said defiantly, “but my system of whist is to mistrust my partner. In fact I like to thwart him because I hate the way in which he draws the good cards out of my hand.”


  At her husband’s death in October 1840 she was plunged into despair. For a while she could not endure Holland House and retired to her residence in South Street, Mayfair. When compelled to revisit the old home, she came away weeping, and she could not even find solace in reading, because books brought back memories of “his” taste and opinions. But having no inner resources she hated solitude, and four months after his death she was back at Holland House entertaining as usual. Her West Indian property was now practically valueless and to raise money she had to sell their house at Ampthill to the Duke of Bedford. She needed the perpetual excitement of society, and soon her salon was as well attended and as full of merriment as in its great days. Allen helped to make life tolerable, as a butt in company, as a friend out of it, and when he died she left Holland House, which was never reopened in her lifetime. She still gave dinners at her West End home, and it was observed how the mere presence of guests completely transformed her personality. Before they came she appeared a decaying figure of misery and ailments; after their arrival she bloomed into the handsome and lively woman of earlier times. But one evening she was seen to lean back in her chair, a thing she had never done before, and a few days later, November 17, 1845, the greatest of Anglo-American hostesses passed away. An epoch passed with her.


   


  CHAPTER 2—A Love Match


  Ellen Dwight and the Hon. Edward Twisleton


  Between the pioneer partnerships we have just chronicled and the title-rush toward the end of the century came a real love match, a placid lake of felicity on which we may rest before encountering the stormy seas ahead.


  A wealthy merchant of Boston named Edmund Dwight died when his children were young, leaving his invalid wife to look after them. She, too, had been dead for seven years by 1850 when her youngest daughter, Ellen, reached the age of twenty-one. Ellen lived with a married sister, Mrs. Charles Mills, at 1 Park Street, Boston, a large house looking on Boston Common. The family was related to the Nortons, the Ticknors, the Eliots, the Parkmans, and mixed with the leading social and literary circles of the place, which were only just recovering from the impact of Charles Dickens eight years earlier. The best people in Boston had considered Dickens “far from well-bred,” his waistcoats being too gaudy, his laugh too loud, his manners too free. Once he combed his hair while sitting at dinner; and when asked whether he thought the Duchess of Sutherland or Mrs. Caroline Norton the more beautiful, he replied: “Well, I don’t know. Mrs. Norton is perhaps the more beautiful, but the Duchess to my mind is the more kissable person.” Such curious behavior and such queer remarks shocked the elite of Boston, who were more strait-laced than their London equivalents, and they became a little guarded in their reception of English visitors.


  However, one of these visitors seemed unexceptionable. In the early weeks of 1850 the Hon. Edward Twisleton arrived in Boston with letters of introduction to Mr. George Ticknor, a well-known author with a well-stocked library in his Park Street house. The younger brother of Lord Saye and Sele, of Broughton Castle, Banbury, Oxfordshire, Edward Twisleton was forty-two years old at the time of his arrival in America. One of his cousins was Lord Leigh of Stoneleigh Abbey, Kenilworth, whose early death left his children under the guardianship of Edward. Although his relations were rigidly Conservative, Edward himself was a Liberal in politics and mixed socially with Carlyle, Wordsworth, Manning, Arthur Hallam and other notabilities. He seems to have been a very charming fellow, kind, charitable, with delightful manners and intellectual tastes. Tall, well-built, with a healthy complexion, a dimpled chin, and an imposing forehead, his eyes were light blue and remarkably expressive. Altogether a restful, attractive personality in no way resembling Mr. Dickens.


  He was disappointed to hear that the Ticknors had gone to Washington accompanied by Mrs. Ticknor’s niece, Ellen Dwight. Following them to the Capital, Edward called and sent in his letters of introduction. Shown upstairs to a sitting room, he waited there patiently for some time, his solitude eventually making him impatient. A side door seeming to offer opportunities, he knocked on it. Almost at once it was opened by a beautiful girl in a white dressing gown, who was engaged in brushing her long dark hair. After, we may guess, some apologies on one side and much blushing on the other, explanations were forthcoming and Edward made the acquaintance of Ellen Dwight. He had the pleasure of dining with the Ticknors and Ellen that night, and when he got back to his hotel he wrote four words in a book: ELLEN DWIGHT—ELLEN DELIGHT. In the ensuing weeks they were together frequently, and before returning home in June 1850 he asked her to marry him. But apparently she did not feel that six weeks of formal if pleasant companionship were quite sufficient for them to be certain of their feelings for one another, and she refused him.


  Ellen was a very pretty brunette, with dark lively eyes and an oval face. “Her only defect,” we are told, “was lack of height.” She belonged to a devoted family, and the thought of sacrificing the company of her sisters no doubt influenced her present decision. She managed to be intellectual as well as religious and to love art as well as nature. She had the inquiring mind of so many Bostonians and shared their desire for information and culture. Her sense of beauty was balanced by a sense of duty. She knew all the people who were worth knowing in Boston, whether of the mercantile, literary or professorial kind. She could talk of art and commerce, politics and Christianity, but she craved for a wider knowledge and experience than she could derive from her surroundings; and the conversation of Edward Twisleton had opened out vistas into which she had only peeped with the help of books and paintings.


  By the autumn of 1850 her sister Mary, Mrs. Parkman, had reached the conclusion “that Ellen’s feelings were much engaged, Mr. Twisleton had made a much deeper mark than Ellen was aware of.” Some such rumor may have reached Edward Twisleton, because in March ‘51 he wrote to beg her reconsideration of his proposal, and so strong were his protestations of affection that her dejection turned to elation. Receiving encouragement, he sailed for Boston in September and set to work making himself popular with Ellen’s sisters, who were soon on sufficiently familiar terms to call him “Twisty.” Having nothing whatever to say against him, they favored the engagement. “Ellen’s whole heart went out to him,” reported sister Mary. “...you never saw any creature in such a radiant glory of hope and love as Ellen was.” No announcement of the engagement was made while Edward settled his affairs in England, but the news was published when he returned in April ‘52. In those days marriages between American women and English strangers had not become the fashion, and relations as well as friends expressed surprise, but it soon became clear that the two were made for one another, and Edward’s good manners and gentle disposition made him generally liked.


  The marriage took place on May 23, 1852, and the following month they sailed for England, where she quickly adapted herself to her new conditions and found most of Edward’s aristocratic relations congenial. From her letters{5} to her sisters during the ten happy years of her married life we can obtain illuminating glimpses of English social life in the middle of the nineteenth century, and of traveling on the continent in the eighteen-fifties. Their time was fully occupied with parties, visiting, sight-seeing, reading, but no inharmonious note is heard in their domestic life, which appears to have been as nearly ideal as human fallibility permits.


  They arrived at Liverpool toward the end of June and put up at the Adelphi Hotel, where Ellen instantly noticed that their “parlor” was quite different from that in any American hotel, the furniture being of old mahogany covered with dark green. The train journey to London was made in sunny showery weather, and “Mr. Twisleton requests me to state that I have seen blue sky in England!” She thought the country looked rich and beautiful. In London they stayed with Edward’s brother, Lord Saye, at 47 Upper Grosvenor Street, where a huge curtained bed “forty times as wide as I have ever seen before” convinced her that “the unseen chambermaids belong to a race of giants.” She quite liked her brother-in-law Lord Saye and Sele. After a visit to the Albany, where she inspected what had been her husband’s bachelor flat and decided that it would be “a compliment to his wife if he never feels homesick to get back there,” they went to the House of Lords where they heard Lord Brougham speak with fluency, energy, and much violent action.


  Having been introduced to her husband’s relations at various parties, she was taken to see the Carlyles in Chelsea. “Mrs. Carlyle is a very ugly woman, with a broad Scotch accent, and Mr. Carlyle the same, but they are both overflowing with intelligence and stores of agreeable conversation.” Ellen’s reproduction of Carlyle’s conversational manner caught it exactly. Speaking of an eminent Bostonian writer, Margaret Fuller, he said that “she made the impression upon me of a strange, outlandish, wearisome, wondrous being, who had something great and heroic at heart, after all, in spite of all the freckled ugliness that was in herself and her writings—but I could make nothing of her.” Ellen described the look on the faces of both Carlyles as dreary, “as if life were a terribly severe experiment, and they had fought against all its storms,” and she thought they lived in real poverty in a wretched neighborhood; but by comparison with the rich, well-bred, negative people she had been seeing, the Carlyles were wonderfully invigorating. She was greatly drawn to Mrs. Carlyle, whose simplicity of dress contrasted strangely with the “embroidered India muslins, pink and blue glacé silks flounced and embroidered, glacé silks with flounces of black and white lace, and lace shawls and scarfs of every kind,” worn at the social functions Ellen had recently attended. She thought that “a little love would be a gift” to Jane, for whom she felt an urge to do something; and she found it difficult to appreciate the social gossip of the aristocracy after listening to the intelligent talk of Thomas and Jane Carlyle.


  The arrival of an American bride was a novelty in the circles of Mayfair and Belgravia, and Ellen was displayed in countless drawing rooms. At one of them two of Edward’s relations stared hard at her, “but not unamiably, only as if their curiosity was unbounded. I wore my pink brocade and pink roses in my hair and knew I looked well, and was quite at my ease...so that they could not have chosen a better time for staring as far as my comfort was concerned.” At dinner one evening she sat near Florence Nightingale, “tall, thin, between 30 and 40, not in the least handsome, graceful or brilliant, but with an air of good sense and principle, great repose of manner, and such a bearing as attracts your respect.” This was before Florence became world-famous for her ministrations in the Crimea.


  Ellen went to hear the famous Italian prima donna Grisi in Otello at Covent Garden, saw the Elgin Marbles at the British Museum and the Horticultural Exhibition in the Duke of Devonshire’s grounds at Chiswick, dined at the Star and Garter, Richmond, drove over Hampstead Heath (“a most picturesque and beautiful place—the heath covered with gorse and ferns”), visited Hampton Court, and did all the things people want to do when they see London for the first time. Her letters were sprinkled with the names of dukes, duchesses, earls and countesses, and she was able to say that she had not “met with a cold word or look since I have been here, which should be remembered in favour of poor human nature, I think.” Her husband’s interests opened the literary and scientific worlds to her, and after a dinner among the intelligentsia she remarked that “if we hear one man at home talking as well as you often hear half-a-dozen here, we open our eyes and listen with both ears.”


  They took a house at 43 Grosvenor Street and began to entertain those who had entertained them. Soon on kissing terms with Mrs. Carlyle, she delighted in her lively, caustic, amusing conversation. She became friendly with Mrs. Prinsep and her circle at Little Holland House, including the painter G. F. Watts, “a peculiar, eccentric person, always dissatisfied with and destroying what he does, living on nothing, not caring even to sell his pictures much, and has given up sending anything to the exhibitions, because his pictures were not well-hung and not appreciated.” She was taken by Mrs. Carlyle to see the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning, whose name was more familiar to her than that of anyone else. “She is very small, shorter than I am,” wrote the astonished Ellen, “dressed in black and not with any particular care or nicety, but not at all sluttish either, only as if she did not spend money or thought upon the matter.” Ellen noticed the smallness of her hands and feet, her beautiful brown curling hair, gray eyes, fine forehead, gentle voice and ladylike manner.


  If anything their engagements were too many for comfort, since the weather was exceptionally hot, and they were glad to get away on July 21st for a round of country-house visits. First they went to Salisbury, where Edward had been at school for three years from the age of eight. They wandered through the old town that night, and Ellen thought that nothing could exceed its picturesqueness. As for the Cathedral and its Close, “I cannot begin to tell you how beautiful this is—you must see it to know.” Then they went to Winchester, where Edward had received his education for the next six years. The Cathedral’s exterior and Close did not equal those of Salisbury, but Ellen thought the interior finer. After a short stay at Banbury, they went to Broughton Castle, the home of Lord Saye and Sele, and Ellen noted that, while her husband’s eldest brother was proud of the family and another brother was proud of the castle, Edward himself was proud of neither, preferring to rest on his individual merits. “I never saw a person so absolutely unlike the rest of his family—and if he had not been I never should have cared anything about him!” Next they visited Adlestrop House, where lived the Dowager Lady Leigh, who received them with much kindness. Here Ellen’s critical sense was aroused by the fact that the younger sons of the well-to-do families went into the Church and inherited Tory views along with fat livings. One of them, about to become rector of Adlestrop, said family prayers every morning at 9:45 and every evening at 10:30: “Mr. Cholmondeley officiates and reads ‘Have mercy upon us, miserable sinners’ in such an easy tone that it sounds in my ears as if he said ‘Thou beholdeth, O Lord, what well-dressed and well-connected people we are.” It did not help her to think differently when Lady Leigh said how important it was that the clergy should come of the best families, which only occurred in the English Church. But in conversation with Mr. Cholmondeley she discovered that they had three tastes in common: green tea, the Pickwick Papers and the Arabian Nights.


  Their next stop was at Woodlands, the home of another Twisleton, and from there they went on to an archery display at Meriden; thence to Stoneleigh Abbey, Warwick Castle, and other places in the district. Having done their duty to Edward’s family, some of whom, including Edward, were addicted to the practice of punning, they went north to Chatsworth, Haddon Hall and the Lakes, where they paid a pious pilgrimage to Wordsworth’s cottage. Returning down the east coast to view the cathedrals and Boston, whence some of the Pilgrim Fathers had sailed, they packed their belongings in London, and taking Canterbury Cathedral on the way crossed the Channel from Folkestone in the middle of September en route for Paris, where they put up at the Hôtel Windsor in the rue de Rivoli.


  All the remarkable sights in the French capital were dutifully seen, though Edward remarked that in passing through the Place Vendôme his wife’s interest in a shop window prevented her from noticing Napoleon on the top of the column. The pictures at the Louvre satisfied her aesthetic sense, and a long tramp about the quaysides and up the Champs Élysées to the Arc de Triomphe satisfied her athletic sense. They frequently visited the Théâtre Français, where Molière’s plays were “capitally acted,” theatregoing being “an excellent mode of taking French lessons.” They dined at Véfour’s, and afterwards were ravished by the performance of Rachel in Cinna: “Her eyes are very bright, her hair the richest possible and jet-black, and her figure and movements exquisite.” In a play by Corneille, though full of absurd situations and false sentiment, Rachel “hardly left a dry eye in the house,” and Ellen wished the great actress would play in Shakespeare, the only dramatist who could bring out her full genius. When they were not at the theatre Edward spent the hours after dinner reading Gibbon aloud to her, which at least gave pleasure to him; but her only complaint was that Paris “is such a dirty city, much dirtier than London, I think, and really disagreeable to walk about in.”


  Early in October they set out for Italy, passing through the Burgundy country, where their drinking habits were transformed: “After having become attached to porter, ale and beer in England, I have now fallen peaceably into liking Bordeaux, Burgundy, and the Rhône wines in all their variety.” Dijon, Châlons, Lyons, Valence, Avignon, Nîmes, were inspected, and they reached Nice toward the end of the month. Having suffered all the discomforts of traveling in France, they were delighted with the cleanliness of the Hotel Victoria, which looked on the sea, and Ellen confessed: “I am so glad that it is England and not France that I am to live in.” They traveled along the Corniche from Nice to Genoa by vettura, taking four days. At the inns they were bitten by mosquitoes and Ellen, her face decorated with sixteen spots, grumbled to Edward, “If things go on at this rate for a day or two longer, I shall be perfectly frightful!” Edward, who was reading on a sofa, looked up, said, “You will, darling,” and resumed his reading.


  At Genoa an attack of sciatica kept her supine for a week, after which they proceeded to Spezia, Pisa and Florence, where they called on Robert Browning and his wife Elizabeth Barrett. Although Robert’s manners were friendly and cheerful, Ellen could not help feeling nervous in the presence of a goddess like Elizabeth and became “so horribly frightened as soon as I begin to speak to her that I make a perfect ass of myself.” Mrs. Browning’s husband called his wife “Ba” which he pronounced “Bar,” and this sounded “so very oddly from Mr. Browning’s lips that it has reconciled me to Edward’s system of calling me nothing but Ellen, ever, under any interest or temptation!”


  Early in January they arrived at Rome and began the usual tripper’s progress. St. Peter’s failed to thrill her, but the Vatican and the Sistine Chapel fulfilled all expectations and made her feel that nothing could induce her to leave Rome. Their trunks arrived by water, and Edward was made happy by the arrival of his books, 150 volumes of them. Every day they took lessons in Italian and explored the city and its surroundings, Ellen coming to the conclusion that “pictures and churches are good, but the hills and the open sky are better.” An English clergyman, Mr. (afterwards Cardinal) Manning, called on them. Edward had known him for some years and Ellen observed him with interest, noting that he was excessively thin, pale and worn, bald and old-looking, though only forty-three. He talked sensibly and cheerfully, but appeared restless. An ample cloak covered his priestly dress.


  They attended a service in the Sistine Chapel and Ellen stared hard at the red-robed, purple-trained, ermine-caped, skull-capped Cardinals as they passed. Their faces were far from spiritual, but at least they looked clean, whereas “the average of the Catholic priests are the most piggish, coarse, brutish, besotted-looking set of men I ever saw anywhere—taking snuff and spitting, nasty creatures...” Fortunately the fauna and avifauna of the country contained more attractive objects than priests, and “today for the first time, out on the campagna, I heard a skylark sing, which I recognised instantly for what it was by force of Wordsworth’s and Shelley’s descriptions.” During their winter in the city they read the biographies of the Roman emperors, and an American sculptor named Richard Greenough made a profile bas-relief of Ellen, who decided that “in spite of its dripping streets and cloudy skies” Rome would always remain in her memory as “the most beloved of cities.”


  In the first week of April 1853 they started for Naples, where they found that Uncle Tom’s Cabin was being performed at the theatre, a compatriot confiding in them that while witnessing it he felt “every American ought to be skinned.” Ellen considered slavery an endless disgrace to her nation; but the discomfort she felt in the accusing eyes of other people did not prevent her from enjoying herself, and a trip to Sorrento enraptured her. They were back in Florence by the beginning of May, noting on their journey the miserable and poverty-stricken condition of the villages in the Roman States. Then they started for the north, visiting Milan, the Cathedral of which impressed Ellen far more than St. Peter’s had done, lakes Como and Garda, and Venice, where they were able to break the silence of the canals by indulging in the usual exclamations on the charm of silence. “If Rome is the city of the soul, Venice is the city of the imagination,” Ellen declared, reporting to her sisters that “nothing wearies or jars on you in Venice; everything soothes and charms; and, oh, girls! think of the luxury of a city where one absolutely couldn’t walk!” To glide on a gondola was like sailing on a summer cloud, and the sensation possessed her so completely that she did not wish to see the paintings of Titian and Giorgione. They experienced a hazardous journey over the Splügen by vettura and traveled home via Zurich, Baden and Basle, where they exchanged their carriage for a train. At Paris they put up at the Hotel Meurice and reached London in the middle of June, staying at the Brunswick Hotel, Jermyn Street. Almost at once they were engaged to dine with one of Edward’s relations, described by Ellen as “a tall, handsome, nonchalant lady, with every mark upon her of an estate in the country and a house in town, and a passport to Heaven signed by the Archbishop of Canterbury.”


  The main social event that month was the reception of Ellen at Court. She began to prepare for it at 11:30 A.M., “and had my hair dressed with blond lace lappets, two white plumes one side, and a large bunch of roses and rosebuds the other, and in spite of the horrid sound I assure you it all looked pretty.” At 1 o’clock her sister-in-law called for her and they drove through streets lined with people before reaching St. James’s Palace. Penetrating various rooms full of officials they arrived at a large hall, and Ellen was able to inspect the dresses of those about to be received. “The most splendid jewels were emeralds and diamonds, tiara, earrings, sleeve-trimmings, and stomacher worn by one of the most horrible-looking old women one ever saw—a Mrs. F.N., who is for the third time married, at present, and from all I hear is as horrid as she looks.”


  They waited in the hall for at least an hour and a half while Queen Victoria and her husband were receiving the King and Queen of Hanover and other priorities; then the door opened and they passed through another room into the presence-chamber. Let Ellen continue:


  Here you enter at the left corner, take a long sweep round, and make your exit at the right-hand corner. The Queen stands at the head of the curve, and the lane which you walk in is formed of all the Court-dignitaries, officers in waiting, etc. Your card reaches the Queen just as you do, and the Lord Chamberlain reads it in a low distinct voice, just loud enough for the Queen, Prince Albert and yourself to hear—“The Hon. Mrs. Edward Twisleton, on her marriage, by her sister-in-law, the Hon. Mrs. Twisleton.” You take off your right-hand glove before entering, and on arriving before the Queen you make your curtsey, put your hand just under the Queen’s and kiss it, curtsey to Prince Albert, and to the Duchess of Kent, and are off again before you know it. Your train is spread out at the entrance for you, and given you over your arm again as soon as you have made your curtseys, and then you back out, which is not difficult, for it’s a very little way....My only trouble was that you must pass so quickly between those before you and those after you that it was impossible to have a good stare at the Queen and Prince Albert. I could only see that she looked like her pictures, and looked pleasant and gracious, and I think I feel rather more loyal, after having kissed her hand!! Prince Albert has grown rather stout, which makes him look different from his portraits.


  One peeress told Ellen that her dress was the prettiest at the Drawing Room, and Edward said it was very nearly so, which pleased her. “The flowers made the beauty of it,” she thought, “but the corsage was exquisitely fitted and trimmed, the jupe festooned with the most exquisite garlands of roses, and bouillonnée with tulle more than halfway up, and the whole train lined with satin....The train is about twice your whole height in length; mine was white silk, like the dress, trimmed with three puffs of tulle all round, and at intervals exquisite bunches of roses....The train is not ugly or awkward, as I thought it would be, when held over your arm; you wear a good stiff skirt, which keeps the lower dress out, and then the train is so handsome, inside and outside, that whatever way it turns is no matter.”


  Again Ellen met everyone of note in the worlds of art and fashion, including Monckton Milnes, a red-faced, good-natured, tactful person famous for his breakfast and dinner parties, at one of whose gatherings Ellen saw Tennyson, who “keeps himself rather shaggy....I had not a word with him, and hardly heard him speak, except to abuse a cup of green tea after dinner, for being so strong.” They heard Disraeli make “a claptrap speech,” inevitably clap-trap because they disapproved of his politics; dined at Lord Lansdowne’s; and saw many notabilities at Lady Ashburton’s ball. In July they stayed with the Ashburtons at Addiscombe and met among others James Spedding, who “is always engaged on a Life of Lord Bacon, and is an amiable, clever, cultivated person to whom I have no objection except when he gets on to American subjects, where I find him intolerable with his air of authoritative information and his ill-concealed sneers.” He must have got upon American subjects fairly often because a year later she called him “my aversion.”


  Lady Ashburton had a habit of collecting literary lions, Carlyle being one of them, and the conversation at her table was considered intellectual. Ellen described her as “tall, stout and plain...a woman whose life is in society, and with whom conversation is an art and an occupation.” She had read much, traveled extensively, knew “all the most distinguished people in England, in all lines,” and liked “to talk to five or six gentlemen at once, and for an endless length of time.” Her wealthy husband, head of the house of Baring’s, was liked by everybody including his wife, whose jokes he highly appreciated. Ellen thought Lady Ashburton artificial, unlike Jane Carlyle who had a heart and was not fashionable. All the same the glitter of fashionable life could make the Carlyles seem rather dreary.


  When not otherwise engaged, Edward and Ellen sometimes went down to Greenwich for a whitebait dinner at the Ship, partly for the sake of the drive in their brougham and partly because the dinners at their hotel were so expensive; but as a rule they were full up with invitations. Occasionally they met Samuel Wilberforce, Bishop of Oxford, who was considered “one of the most agreeable men in London society,” reported Ellen, “but he has the most Jesuitical mouth, and his manner, when Lords are in presence, richly merits his popular sobriquet of ‘Soapy Sam.’” She called him “a tuft-hunter” and “the greatest Sham I know,” and thought that the American ministers being dependent on their congregations were in a better position than the English clergy who were dependent on the nobility, “which makes them look as if they had been touched by a torpedo!” Ellen herself was inclined to be tickled by the nobles she met, for example Mr. and Mrs. Sidney Herbert, who would some day be the Earl and Countess of Pembroke. They provoked Ellen with the self-satisfaction of their attitude which seemed to imply: “We are both cultivated, handsome and aristocratic; we are also perfectly moral, we attend the services of the Established Church twice on a Sunday; we are also charitable, and have had much to do with promoting emigration to Australia; we are really very much above you in rank, but we are not proud of it, etc.” Edward’s brother Lord Saye and Sele was a Canon Residentiary of Hereford Cathedral, and in August 1853 they paid him a visit. “From Worcester we took the coach to Hereford, the road taking us right over the Malvern Hills, up into that refreshing air, and through that beautiful scenery.” She thought her brother-in-law a very pleasant, unaffected but unintelligent person, and she found the clergy to whom she was introduced “all amiable and well-behaved, believing all the 39 Articles without ever thinking of what they mean, I suppose.”


  After that she and her husband made another continental tour. They went through Holland, Belgium and the Rhine country, stayed at Bonn, saw Cologne Cathedral, and stopped at Weimar, where Ellen wrote to say that the German mode of life appealed to her more than the English, whose class-distinctions were inhuman: “England is a luxurious country for the rich, the educated (or the truly Episcopalian) to live in—but I am afraid a hard one for the poor.” They visited Dresden, Berlin, Nuremberg and Munich, reading the plays of Goethe on their way, and Ellen thought the Germans “much in advance of any other country now in Art,” their music and poetry being of the best. The travelers heard of the outbreak of the Crimean War, and thereafter Ellen’s letters were full of it. They saw Vienna and Budapest, and Ellen was delighted to receive letters from her sister so quickly:


  It is to the praise of steamboats and railroads, is it not, that I, in Vienna, am answering a letter, written in Boston only 20 days ago, and received in 18 days after the date. I wonder if you appreciate as forcibly as I do what a difference it makes in life to live after the invention of steam, instead of before. I bless the much-abused nineteenth century!


  They reached Venice via Trieste, saw everything they had previously missed, and read Ruskin avidly. Then on to Padua, Verona and Turin, accompanied by Scott’s Life of Napoleon and Mignet’s French Revolution, and across the south of France by diligence to Spain, where they stopped for a few days at Barcelona. In Catalonia ten horses were harnessed to a coach and kept at a gallop by the united shoutings, whippings, screamings and howlings of three men, “and the manner in which, at this pace and with this length of team and vehicle, one gets round the corners of narrow village-streets, and whisks in and out of hotel courtyards, is absolutely amazing to the Anglo-Saxon mind, and, for some time, equally amusing.”


  They traveled to Valencia early in February ‘54, part of their journey having been undertaken in a springless wagon; but as it was 8:30 P.M. when they got to the capital, the gates were shut for carriages and baggage, and a certain amount of bribery was necessary before they could gain admission on foot, carrying two carpetbags. The road thereafter to Alicante was bumpy: “To say that it was a succession of pitfalls and paving-stones is too mild—chasms and precipices, rather, over and into which we were dragged for twelve hours, in a one-horse cart without springs! Oh, ‘twas an unimaginable day! In fact, it was a very bad mountain bridle-road, which would have been good only for a brook or a chamois.” The Spanish inns (posadas) were extremely primitive, but there was something picturesque about the company of muleteers round a courtyard fire on which everyone’s supper was being cooked.


  They were entranced by the Alhambra at Granada and of course Cordova had to be seen as well as Seville. At Gibraltar the air was heavy with the Crimean War, French and English troops in the streets, parts of their fleets visible on the sea. They enjoyed an excursion to San Roque in the company of Captain and Mrs. Grey, who had a house there. Grey was Captain of the Port, his wife a one-time famous beauty. She still looked attractive, and Ellen declared, “No American woman could possibly attain to such an air of repose as hers, under the combination of six children and a salary of only 800 pounds a year! and my admiration is still fresh of the blessed and marvellous temperaments and constitutions of these English women.”


  Back through Spain they sipped innumerable sherries at Jerez and stayed at Toledo, which evoked memories of Don Quixote and Cervantes. Ellen thought the Spaniards much cleaner than either the French or the Italians, but objected to the way in which the men rudely stared at her and addressed her in the streets. They got to Madrid in the middle of April and remained there for a month, Edward having letters of introduction to Lord Howden the English Ambassador and to Pasenal de Gayangos, a Spanish writer of eminence.


  Needless to say they took lessons in the language every day, and unnecessary to add that they rhapsodized in the Museo over the paintings by Murillo, Raphael, Velasquez, Titian, Vandyke, Rembrandt, etc.: “I certainly never felt so overwhelmed by visions of delight!” At the time of their arrival in Madrid there was a strained atmosphere in the diplomatic world caused by a duel between the American Minister, Pierre Soulé, and the French Ambassador, the Marquis de Turgot. It seems that Turgot’s wife had made disparaging comments on a dress worn by Soule’s wife. In the duel which followed, Turgot was lamed for life, and there was much bad feeling, large parties among the diplomatic corps being abandoned because the hostile groups would not blend. But the English Ambassador took advantage of Ellen’s presence and invited the warring factions to a reception, at which there was some sort of reconciliation. Ellen’s black eyes and hair made many mistake her for a Spaniard, the result being that the master of ceremonies sent her tickets for a Court concert. They also saw a bullfight, “which began at half past four and ended at seven, in which time nine bulls were cruelly killed before the eager eyes of 12,000 people, and from which I came away feeling nearly sick with the painful shuddering excitement, and a firm determination never to see another.”


  A lengthy social round included invitations from the Comtesse de Montijo, whose daughter Eugénie was then Empress of the French. The Comtesse was very beautiful, had charming manners and dressed exquisitely, but then “all the other ladies, also, were dressed to the nines.” Wherever they went in Spain they were struck by the violent contrasts of luxury and misery, the beauty of the churches and the vileness of the poor people’s dwellings. Leaving Madrid in the middle of May, they visited the Escorial and crossed the Guadarrama to Segovia on horseback. Then via Salamanca, Valladolid and Burgos to Bayonne, utter poverty and excessive wealth side by side all the way.


  A short stay in Paris, another sight of Rachel in Les Horaces (“I never saw such a superb piece of acting”), and they were back in London at the Brunswick Hotel just in time for Ascot week, after which they “continued the occupation most worthy of irrational beings, of ringing perpetual door-bells and leaving perpetual little pieces of pasteboard.” One afternoon they drove down to Sydenham to see the Crystal Palace, which impressed Ellen, and one evening they called to see the Murillos at Stafford House, where the hostess laid herself open to Ellen’s pen: “The Duchess of Sutherland herself was there, all smiles and affability as usual, and dressed as hideously as I have always seen her—in a blue and white brocade open in front, a Honiton lace mantelet, all done up with little funny pink-ribbon bows, and a cap of point-de-Venise, ornamented in the same frightful manner. She must have been very handsome before she grew so very stout.” Edward’s relations could be very trying, because when Lady Leigh at a dinner party complimented Ellen enthusiastically on her personal appearance “all her daughters got up a chorus of the Leigh giggle, which rises like a fountain whenever anything is done, said or referred to with which they are not perfectly familiar, at any peculiarity of manner or expression, and which drives me nearly frantic, while Edward calmly quotes an old Latin line to the effect that ‘nothing is sillier than a silly giggle’ and thinks nothing more about it.”


  They went everywhere and met everyone, from the editor of The Times, J. T. Delane, to Napoleon’s one-time mistress, Countess Walewska. Lunch with Christopher Wordsworth, nephew of the poet and Canon of Westminster Abbey, aroused reflections out of tune with the beautiful cloisters in which he lived, for he was “a person of very harsh, strong, sincere convictions, which prove to him, past doubt, that Edward and you and I are lost equally and beyond all hope and 99/100ths of the human race with us.”


  In the summer of ‘54 they stayed at Brighton and Ryde, saw Chichester and Winchester, paid a round of family visits, and finished up at Weymouth and Torquay. They took a London house at No. 3 Rutland Gate, and kept up their literary studies: “In the evening we read Job and Ecclesiastes, neither of which are very helpful, I think; they do nothing toward solving the problems of human life, only discuss and exhibit them.” The siege of Sebastopol was the main topic of conversation and Ellen feared that the subject might bore her sisters in Boston, but she could not help adverting to it in her letters. Edward discussed it fully at his clubs and returned home with the assorted opinions of his fellow members. “I cannot imagine women’s wishing their husbands to give up their clubs,” Ellen reflected; “I only wish we ladies had some such way of meeting our friends.”


  They breakfasted with Dean Milman of St. Paul’s at the end of the year and met Macaulay, whose conversation was “as fluent and full of easy entertaining information as his writing is, and he talks off chapter upon chapter.” He demolished Ruskin, discussed architecture, told anecdotes, and closed with a parody of Carlyle’s style which set the table into a roar, “and before one had done laughing, he left skilfully, having said his best thing.” He was shorter, stouter, and more genial than Ellen had anticipated, smiled winningly, and interrupted others so charmingly that no one seemed annoyed by his way of monopolizing the conversation.


  Edward and Ellen spent the winter of 1854-55 in Paris, improving their knowledge of the language by taking French lessons, walking in the Tuileries, calling on people on whom it was necessary to call, and after dinner usually reading works of an elevating nature such as the histories of Hallam and Hume, or works of an entertaining order like Pickwick Papers. But the last had to be read aloud by Ellen “as a sort of fancy-work before the regular duty begins”; that is, before Edward began the Hume or Hallam treatment. Their passion for knowledge embraced chemistry, which they studied in the laboratory of a working chemist for three hours a day, four days a week. “We have been separating water into its elements, ascertaining the properties of hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen, and carbonic acid gas.” But she begged her sister: “Don’t tell anybody, or they will think me learned and blue.” She remained as fond as ever of her husband, of whom she wrote: “He is perfectly well and perfectly lovely—do forgive me, but he is so good to me, and that slipped off my pen.”


  Early in April ‘55 they were back at 3 Rutland Gate, their London house, and spent an evening with the Carlyles, the guests including Mrs. Gaskell (“who looks a delightful woman”) and Erasmus Darwin, brother of Charles: “Mrs. Carlyle was sumptuous, in a black velvet and Roman scarf, and is so much, much to be liked; Carlyle has grown a beard, moustache, and whiskers, all in one grand, grizzled and grisly conglomeration, looks hideous, and is more tiresome and unreasonable in his Jeremiad, perhaps, a little, than ever.” Carlyle also called on them “and made us a long visit—he having the first chair, I the second, and Edward the study-table!” Another time they called on the Carlyles and found Jane sitting alone with a frightful cold in the head. When they entered she jumped to her feet, exclaiming: “Well, it’s quite fearful—I was at that moment thinking of ye, when the servant said Mr. and Mrs. Edward Twisleton—I was thinking if ye had grown treacherous, too, like the rest of the world—I thought about yer husband, and then I thought of yer clear black eyes, and I said ‘is it possible!’”


  While Edward was with Thomas “in his hole at the top of the house,” Jane regaled Ellen with stories about London life which made Thackeray’s picture of it in Vanity Fair and his portrait of Becky Sharp appear as “mild under-statements of the truth.” Jane was excessively funny but she had a caustic tongue.


  Ellen sat next to Dickens at one dinner party. The dishes were of the Spanish variety because Dickens was thinking of a sojourn in Spain and his host wanted to show him what the cooking was like. He was therefore obliged to taste every dish and every wine, and was jokingly called “the victim.” He had cut his hair and grown a mustache since his return from America and looked so different that Ellen scarcely recognized him, “but I did not think him agreeable or quite at his ease. He ran the conversation on America so much...as if I could not be expected to speak on any other subject—and in a flattering tone, which I felt to be very hollow, and wanted to say to him ‘Now I know what you wrote to Lord Jeffery about us, so wouldn’t it be better to let this alone?’”


  In the open space behind the Horse Guards she witnessed the Queen distributing medals to soldiers wounded in the Crimea. All the military and political nobs were there, including Lord Palmerston and Gladstone, who were near enough to provoke a comment by Ellen: “I can’t say the gentlemen are as handsome as their portraits make them!” She attended a Drawing Room on the Queen’s birthday and the same evening “went to another full-dress crush at Lansdowne House.” They dined at the homes of fashionable folk and gave dinners to the same, attended the concerts at which society congregated, and did everything else that was done by other people in their social class. At one of her dinner parties a Crown Derby set was displayed on her table; and when she said that it was used every day in their Boston home, her guests were amazed: they probably thought that Americans ate out of troughs.


  In the summer of 1855 they sailed for the States and spent some weeks with her relations and friends, one of whom described her as “very beautiful” and “dressed all in white.” She told another that the main consolation in being away from one’s own country was to have “captured a husband to whom you can give your whole heart and soul for ever.” She struck everyone as very lively and affectionate, and quite capable of criticizing her countrymen as well as Edward’s. An onlooker said of Edward: “He makes fun of his wife in such a delightful way and seems to adore her, and she does him.” They returned to England in October, taking her sister Elizabeth, her chief correspondent, with them.


  In 1857 the failure of a big business house in Boston deprived her family of much property, the condition of her relations causing her great anxiety. Her health deteriorated and they went twice to Malvern for the water cure. They wintered in Rome and spent a summer in Switzerland. Most of her correspondence between 1855 and 1860 was later lost, so we cannot keep track of her movements, but writing from Ashgrove, Malvern, in February ‘60 she described her illness as being “like one bound hand and foot with pain.”


  The outbreak of the American Civil War added to her sufferings, strong feelings being expressed on both sides of the question in England, but it comforted her that “Edward and I agree exactly about America.” They were against slavery and the secessionists. She still managed to accept invitations, one of them to Lord Lansdowne’s house, Bowood. Unfortunately Lansdowne had grown so deaf “that it is impossible to make him hear so that everyone in the room will not hear too, and when you have a party like this it is very formidable, and one is divided between dislike of letting him sit in silence and dislike of screaming before the others.” It was perhaps a pity that another man could not be compelled to sit in silence. After church one Sunday she was chatting quietly at home with Edward’s cousin Georgina Leigh, a great favorite of hers, when Carlyle suddenly arrived, stayed talking for an hour, “and shocked Georgy most dreadfully by his sceptical conversation. She grew quite white, and would hardly bow to him when he went—and threw herself at my feet with ‘I don’t know how you live, Ellen, and hear such things—I couldn’t bear it—I think it would kill me!’”


  As the war went on she was greatly concerned over the strained relations between England and America, and reported in June ‘61 what Edward had heard from Sir George Lewis: that President Lincoln’s Secretary of State, William H. Seward, was constantly insulting Lord Lyons, who “finds it impossible to keep upon terms with him, so constant and violent is his abusive language about England.” Ellen had no respect for Seward, with whom she had talked, thinking him selfish, cunning and unprincipled, and deeply regretted that he should have it in his power to harm America by precipitating a quarrel with England.


  But by the following October she was hardly in a state to feel dismay over the political situation, and her husband wrote to one of her sisters: “Ellen has not had a good week—indeed yesterday she had a very sharp attack of pain, which began at 2 o’clock and continued 12 hours; and she did not get to sleep till 8 this morning. This is most distressing, indeed it is a dreadful affliction, though she bears pain well.”


  In November ‘61 they were at St. Leonard’s-on-Sea, and Ellen could write to thank her favorite sister for having named her baby after Edward: “If your son may be as upright and tender and generous as my Edward, he will be a blessing and a crown to you, and no one knows that better than you! you darling...” Her health seemed to be improving that month, and Edward wrote to her sister: “Notwithstanding all her pain, I cannot but think that Ellen is better. Last night she read to me a chapter of Rob Roy without suffering from it—a feat that she could not have performed before she went to Langen-Schwalbach....I think she would be better if the news from America were less unsatisfactory.” Though temporarily comforted by the assurance of the doctor that “the pain is sometimes greater when the ailment is going away than when it is coming on,” it soon became clear to Edward that his wife could not recover. In her last letter she said that “Edward’s love and devotion seem only to grow with every claim I make on them.”


  She suffered dreadfully and her sister Mrs. Parkman crossed the Atlantic to nurse her in March 1862. She died on May 18th that year and Jane Carlyle wrote in her journal: “Dear little Mrs. Twisleton, so young, and so beautiful and clever, so admired in society and adored at home, is a loss that everyone can appreciate. And the strong affection she testified for me, through her long terrible illness, has made her death a keener grief than I thought it would be.” Thomas Carlyle later added a characteristic note to this: “A very beautiful and clever little Boston lady, wife of Hon. Edward Twisleton and much about us for the six or seven years she lived here. I well remember her affecting funeral (old Broughton Castle in Oxfordshire) and my ride thither with Browning.”


  Edward tried to assuage his sorrow by writing, but half of him went with his wife to the grave. Among other things he wrote a laborious work establishing the identity of Junius, but that may be because he had partly lost a sense of his own. To comfort him Ellen’s sister Mrs. Parkman remained in England with her two children for nearly three years, and again stayed with him after an interval of seven years. But in September 1874 his period of loneliness came to an end, and his body was laid next to Ellen’s in the churchyard at Broughton.


   


  CHAPTER 3—An Eventful Union


  Jeanette Jerome and Lord Randolph Churchill


  In the same year that Edward Twisleton died, a marriage of a very different kind from his took place in Paris. It was not a love-match: it was an attraction-match: and its outcome was momentous, not only for Great Britain and America but for the rest of the civilized world.


  Of the many Huguenot families that settled in America at the end of the seventeenth and the beginning of the eighteenth centuries, one was named Jerome. Having imbibed some form of puritanism in their cradles, the Jeromes were rigidly Calvinistic in their attitude to life, until at last a member of the family reacted against his upbringing and went to the other extreme. His name was Leonard Jerome, and fairly early in life he began to hate his father’s God, an attitude he retained to the end, for when some of his relations persuaded him to read the Bible during his last illness, in the hope that such an exercise would dispose the Almighty in his favor, he waded through the book of Genesis and then tossed the volume aside with the words: “What horrible people!”{6}


  After a severe upbringing Leonard started life as a lawyer and continued it as a newspaper owner in Rochester, his policy favoring free education, the freedom of the slaves and the abolition of brothels. He married Clara Hall, who had Indian blood in her veins, being one quarter Iroquois. Of their four daughters, the first, Clara, was fair; the second, Jeanette, was dark; the third died young; and the fourth need not detain us. The second daughter was usually known as Jenny, her father having greatly admired the Swedish singer Jenny Lind, who had recently driven the New York public to dithyrambs. Leonard made enough money and obtained sufficient influence to be appointed American consul at Trieste in 1852. But he returned home the following year in order to take part in the operations of Wall Street, which he described as “a jungle where men tear and claw.” In this jungle he quickly made a fortune, apparently with less tearing and clawing than his competitors, because a rival was heard to say complainingly: “That damned fellow has cashed in on honesty!” He bought railway stock, and in the panic that followed the press exposure of certain rotten companies, for which he supplied the facts, he made far more money than he lost, and thus cashed in on honesty. Like several of his fellow speculators, he made and lost fortunes with a rapidity that would have whitened the hair of those who were not in his class of business.


  Unlike most gamblers he was not solely interested in money. He loved driving, yachting and singing. He had a small opera house at his grand new dwelling on Madison Square, New York, and here the young Adelina Patti rehearsed her operatic roles. In 1858 he took his family to Paris, where he discovered much about the breeding of horses in France. His sporting and speculating proclivities made him a legendary figure while still in middle life. At the first ball the Jeromes held at their Madison Square house one fountain spouted champagne, another Eau de Cologne. The social world was impressed. He purchased a quarter of the shares in The New York Times, and though this was only a side line, he took command of two Gatling guns at the Times office when the anti-war riots broke out in New York during July 1863. But five regiments arrived from the Army of the Potomac and he did not have to fire a shot.


  For a while the city was at the mercy of the rioters and some 1,200 people were killed, Leonard Jerome subscribing a quarter of a million dollars to the fund for the sufferers. He was making a great deal of money at this time in association with Cornelius Vanderbilt, of whom we shall hear more. He spent something like a hundred and twenty thousand dollars on a steam yacht, which he disliked, sold, and contented himself thenceforth with sails. A craze started in England by the Duke of Beaufort was soon copied in New York, and Jerome was seen in all parts of the city driving a coach loaded with pretty women. His energy was limitless, like his marital infidelities. But he had the reputation of serving God as well as Mammon: he was in fact a good man who gambled. He had polished if flamboyant manners, was honest “as this world goes,” and generous to those who were down on their luck. Generally regarded as “a sport,” one of those characters whose name evoked a smile of pleasure or toleration, he was a cool speculator who took his gains and losses with apparent indifference, and spent money as fast as he made it. He knew the gangster as well as the financial world, sometimes indistinguishable, but ran a good deal straighter than most of his associates. He owned an enormous quantity of railway shares, railways booming as a result of the Civil War, and almost the whole of the Pacific Mail Steamship Line to California.


  In 1865 he gave forty thousand dollars for a race horse named Kentucky, and in the hope of lifting horse racing to the level it had attained in England, he and a friend laid out a race course for New York City called Jerome Park and started a Jockey Club. The course was opened in September ‘66. His daughters loved driving with him to see the races. They were thoroughly spoilt by their father and their youth was passed in a whirl of driving, riding, skating, dancing and operagoing. Their mother thought Jenny should have been a boy: she put so much zest into skating and riding.


  Mrs. Jerome knew all about her husband’s sexual lapses, and when she was introduced to a notable beauty and singer of that time, Mrs. Fanny Ronalds, who was friendly with her daughters and rather more than friendly with her husband, she said: “I don’t blame you; I know how irresistible he is.” Fanny’s husband had left her and she was the cause of much gossip. She gave a fancy-dress ball which was the talk of New York and people wondered how she had found the money for such a display. The problem was solved twenty years later when two of her chief admirers, Leonard Jerome and August Belmont, were lunching together:


  “August, do you remember Fanny’s celebrated ball?”


  “Indeed I ought to: I paid for it.”


  “Why, how very strange! So did I.”


  Following her New York and Parisian glories Fanny fell in love with Sir Arthur Sullivan and made a great reputation in London society by rendering his song “The Lost Chord.”


  Jerome once described a gentleman as one “with a due regard for the feelings of others.” It was not a definition that the world of Wall Street would have understood; but within the limitations imposed on him by the crooks with whom he had to deal, he did his best to play the part. Unfortunately he could not pay due regard to the feelings of his wife, and when it became known that his latest flame had been seen driving behind two splendid white horses which everyone recognized as his, Mrs. Jerome thought that a change of scene would be advisable. Giving out that her health was poor, she decided to consult a French physician and left with her girls for Paris, where she instantly became well again. Shortly after their departure Leonard suffered a setback, buying the whole of a new issue of stock in the Pacific Mail, failing to sell it, and when the dividend was reduced losing a million dollars at a stroke.


  He left for Paris, where the Second Empire was drawing to a close accompanied by the tunes of Offenbach, while gaslighting was being installed in the new boulevards of Haussmann. He found that his eldest daughter Clara would not look at any Protestant aristocrat whom her mother wished her to marry but was rather inclined to like an older man who was married already, a predilection shared by her sister Jenny, whose face was slapped at a party by the same man’s wife. Jenny played the piano very well and stated her intention to become a musician. All the girls were wild and excitable, “just as you used to be,” his wife informed him.


  Everyone in their circle was fascinated by the Empress Eugénie and even Mrs. Jerome preferred her charm to the pedigrees of the ancient nobility. Having made a short stay, Leonard Jerome returned to his dwindling fortunes in New York, where a financial crisis was in progress, and did his best to find more money for his daughters, who were in constant need of new dresses when taking part in the social functions at the Tuileries and elsewhere. But he could no longer stand the racket in the stock market and went back to France. Bored with making and losing money, he became keener than ever on yachts and horses, and he left for England to see the yacht racing at Cowes, after which he returned to the States.


  His wife and daughters were still in Paris in 1870, when the French passed through one of those temporary periods of frenzy which are largely due to the perpetual frustration of human beings. They wanted war with Germany and madly proclaimed their desire. The declaration of war caused hysterical scenes of jubilation in theatres and streets, where the populace yelled themselves hoarse with “À Berlin! À Berlin!” Jerome cabled his wife insisting on the family’s removal to London, but as she was under the impression that they would shortly be following the Court à Berlin, and as she had recently sprained her ankle, she refused to budge. However, it soon became apparent that the Germans were on their way à Paris and the Jeromes had to leave within an hour. Clara and Jenny dashed about collecting all their jewelry and plate, bundling it into sheets and tablecloths, and taking it off to the station. Their mother had to be carried and all of them got to the train in a state of exhaustion. Clara’s maid was then sent back to the house for the luggage containing their clothes; but the maid could not get the job done in time and remained marooned in the house throughout the siege of Paris. According to Jenny, they escaped from the capital by the last train to leave it, but as some thousands of people did the same, if the memoirs of the period are to be trusted, it must have been a very long train. They spent some harassing and miserable weeks at Deauville, with no hats and no changes of clothing. The war, they felt, was very inconvenient. At length they managed to get on a boat, whether the last to leave the coast we cannot say, and for a while stayed at the Norfolk Hotel, Brighton, before settling down at Brown’s Hotel, near Piccadilly, London. Their father crossed the Atlantic to be with them, and their rooms became a sort of meeting place for distinguished French émigrés.


  Having been defeated, the French mob turned from patriotism to incendiarism, and Leonard Jerome decided to save his Parisian belongings. His wife accompanied him and witnessed the spoliation of the Tuileries and its destruction by fire. Among the goods being thrown from the windows or auctioned in the gardens she managed to buy Napoleon’s white porcelain dinner service marked with the N and a golden crown, later to be used by her grandson Winston Churchill. Returning to England the family moved to Cowes in the Isle of Wight, where they took a cottage, the Villa Rosetta. The now-exiled French Emperor and Empress paid a visit to the Isle and the Jeromes were asked to accompany the royal suite in a sea trip around the island, a not altogether successful excursion because nearly everyone was seasick.


  In the autumn of 1871 the family returned to their house in Paris, but all the glory had departed with the Court, many friends were dead or exiled, and they were not happy; so Jerome took them back to Cowes and himself proceeded to New York with the tedious prospect of trying to make more money, though at the age of fifty-four his heart had gone out of the business. His luck had also forsaken him. One evening he happened to be entertaining a few friends at dinner when a wire was handed to him, from which he learned that he had suddenly lost six hundred thousand dollars in what was considered a gilt-edged investment. Although he perceived at once that his days as a financier were numbered, he laid the wire to one side, said nothing about it, and continued the conversation as if he had just heard that his family was quite well. Dinner over, he got up, apologized for having read the telegram, and informed the company that they were all interested in the message it contained. “The bottom has fallen out of stocks and I am a ruined man,” he said; “but your dinner is paid for and I did not want to disturb you while you were eating it.” His friends felt squeamish and he was soon left alone. Shortly afterwards he heard from his wife that a young man had asked Jenny to marry him.


  The Jerome girls had been presented to the Prince and Princess of Wales at the Royal Yacht Squadron Ball during the Cowes Regatta week, and their performances on the piano at exclusive parties had made the playing by English girls seem amateurish. Jenny in particular had grown into a beauty and her energy was such that her mother compared it with her father’s. One night in August ‘73 there was a ball on the Ariadne at Cowes, and a young man named Lord Randolph Churchill saw Jenny, then nineteen years old, was instantaneously smitten by her litheness, her vitality and her beauty, obtained an introduction to her, and, though he disliked the exercise, asked her to be his partner for a dance.{7} She did not care for his dancing, but was as much attracted by his conversation as he had been by her appearance; and while she confided to her sister that he would probably be her husband, he informed a friend that he intended to make her his wife. Mrs. Jerome was asked to invite the young man to dinner. He went and enjoyed a pleasant evening. Next day Jenny and Randolph met “by accident,” possibly because he knew exactly where she would be at a certain time, and went for a walk together. The following night he again dined at the Jeromes’ cottage. After dinner, we are told, “they found themselves alone together in the garden,” clearly another carefully designed “accident.” It was a warm, still, starlit night, the sea shimmering with the lights of the yachts, and Randolph yielded to the romantic atmosphere. His proposal of marriage was accepted.


  But he was the younger son of the seventh Duke of Marlborough, and such rash engagements were not en règle in the social circle to which he belonged. He was twenty-four years of age, and having passed through Eton and Oxford his main interest and ability had been displayed in the hunting field. His father wanted him to enter Parliament as a member for their hometown of Woodstock, but at the time Randolph was far more interested in dogs and horses than in political voters. However, he recognized that the promise to stand for Parliament could be used as an effective bargaining point if his father proved obdurate over his marriage, and he quickly laid his cards on the table in a letter that he knew would not make the Duke leap for joy. He first of all broke the news that he had fallen desperately in love with Jenny Jerome, who was quite willing to marry him but her mother would not hear of it, an attitude of mind he was “at a loss to understand.” He asked his father to increase his allowance in order that he could marry, and remarked of Jenny’s father that he was “a gentleman who is obliged to live in New York to look after his business. I do not know what it is.” Having put him abreast of the situation, Randolph went on to soften the Duke with the assurance that, with Jenny by his side to participate and inspire, he would be able to make a name for himself, and, with the additional assistance of Providence, live up to the height of his father’s expectations. But an appeal to the older man’s tender emotions was not enough, and a hint of blackmail followed. If his fondest hopes were not to be realized, a prospect he dared not face, Randolph implied that life would be emptied of meaning, his energies “blunted and deadened”; or, in other words, Woodstock could whistle in vain for him as their parliamentary representative.


  The Marlborough family was shocked. The Duke wrote of “the uncontrolled state of your feelings which completely paralyse your judgment.” He made inquiries into Jenny’s antecedents and came to the conclusion that her father was a vulgar fellow whose proprietorship of a number of houses in New York made him unpresentable. In short, the connection would not be a respectable one. The Duchess was equally hostile, and Randolph’s elder brother, the Marquis of Blandford, wrote some satirical verses about the unfortunate fate of those who marry too hastily and regret it as quickly. Mrs. Jerome too was shocked. Lord Randolph was after all only a younger son, and if Jenny waited long enough she might catch a duke. On hearing that the Marlboroughs were also against the match, Mrs. Jerome was incensed, and when her husband was informed of their antagonism he refused his consent. Having made his own fortune, he thought little of inherited titles.


  Mrs. Jerome left the Villa Rosetta for Paris, issuing an interdict against correspondence between the lovers. Randolph’s nerves were not equal to separation as well as neglect, and he made life so difficult for his parents that their resistance weakened. The Duke permitted a year’s formal engagement and wrote a diplomatic letter to Mrs. Jerome. The situation being eased, letters began to pass between the lovers, both of whom had practically bullied their parents into acquiescence. Randolph’s nature was far too impatient to face a year’s probation. “It is all humbug,” he declared, and though he hinted that he would have waited indefinitely to gain her, he thought the present arrangement utterly unnecessary as they both knew their own minds. However, he would play the cards in his hand for all they were worth and he told Jenny that he would either refuse to stand for Parliament unless his parents agreed to their marriage immediately after the election, or, “still more Machiavellian,” he would become a candidate and then on the eve of the election back out, leaving the field free for his opponent unless his family capitulated unconditionally. “All tricks are fair in love and war,” he said.


  Continued pressure against parental antipathy brought his father to heel, and soon Jenny heard that matters were progressing favorably: they would be allowed to meet as often as they wished, and the Duke would consent to their union the moment he felt convinced of their love. Randolph then indulged in the meteorological imagery that portended the future politician: “The clouds have all cleared away, and the sky is bluer than I have ever seen it since I first met you at Cowes.” He told her that he read Gibbon when feeling cross, Horace when depressed, and advised her “to read some great works or histories,” which helped to pass the time and kept one’s mind free from concern about the future. Novels and travels he thought too exciting. He claimed that being of a quiet nature he was not attracted to the worry and notoriety of public life, “which, after all, is full of vanity and vexation of spirit”—a view usually expressed by fallen politicians, not rising ones.


  Jenny meanwhile was tasting the joys of post-war Paris. She attended the trial of Marshal Bazaine at Versailles, it being the fashion in France to regard anyone who has failed in his job as a traitor to his country. She watched Bazaine sitting sphinx-like in court while his advocate, adopting a curious line of defense, pointed at the criminal with a theatrical gesture and cried: “Mais regardez-le donc! Ce n’est pas un traître, c’est un imbécile!” The one-time hero was condemned to death, the sentence being commuted to 20 years of imprisonment; but he was allowed to escape some months later, presumably because his advocate’s apostrophe seemed to cover the facts.


  The first tiff between the lovers occurred when Jenny, in reporting Bazaine’s trial, used the word “prorogue” in the wrong sense. On receiving Randolph’s reproof, she consulted her friend the Count de Fénelon, who assured her that she had used the word correctly. She passed this on to Randolph, who replied with vigor: “Hang le petit Fénelon...little idiot!” who possibly knew his own “beastly language” but certainly did not understand English. “To prorogue means to suspend something for a definite time to be resumed again in exactly the same state, condition and circumstances.” It was therefore absurd to talk of proroguing Bazaine’s powers, when clearly he had been totally deprived of them.


  In December ‘73 Randolph received the consent of his parents as well as Jenny’s to see her in Paris, and he wrote to say he was looking forward to the pleasure of demolishing le petit Fénelon, but added that they must drop the controversy when together as it might become too warm: “We will therefore ‘prorogue’ it.” But just as he was about to leave Dover for France he had to cancel his visit. Parliament was dissolved and a General Election took place. Having extracted his father’s promise that his marriage could take place in less than a year, he stood as Conservative candidate for Woodstock, flinging himself wholeheartedly into the fray and writing an account of the contest almost every day to Jenny. “You have no idea how this election gets hold of me,” he told her. “One can positively think of nothing else.” All the same he hated the excitement and thought himself a fool for caring so much about the result. He was in fact too excitable by nature, and the added excitement of battle distracted his faculties. One Sunday he saw his opponent in church and though he pretended to Jenny that he felt sorry for the man, he could not help crowing over the fact that the other party was “a dreadfully disreputable lot” and that they only had “a wretched, low, miserable pot-house to stay in,” while he had the three chief hotels in the town. He was elected by a large majority, possibly swollen by hospitality at the three chief hotels, and wrote a jubilant letter to Jenny saying that the result was received with “such a burst of cheers that must have made the old Dukes in the vault jump.” He and his brother enjoyed a triumphal procession through the town and up to Blenheim, the crowd bawling with enthusiasm all the way, and “that you were not there to witness it will always be a source of great regret to me.” All was over now, he concluded, except the discharge of the bill, which he left to his father.


  The Duke not only paid the bill but carried out his share of their “gentleman’s agreement” at once by going to Paris, where Mrs. Jerome thought him a “perfect dear” and he thought Jenny both gifted and beautiful. But Mr. Jerome had still to be considered. In New York at the moment, he took an early boat for England to see his prospective son-in-law as well as the young man’s family. The real problem was money. Leonard Jerome thought a husband ought to keep a wife, and he also thought that a bride’s dowry should be settled on the bride. Randolph petulantly declared that he would earn a living somehow, somewhere. On finding that the two young people were determined to marry on nothing if necessary, Mr. Jerome threw in his hand and agreed to settle £50,000 on them, Randolph to receive the income on this sum but to allow his wife £1,000 a year for her personal use. The Duke promised his son £1,100 a year and agreed to settle all his debts over £2,000. So intense were the pair and so resolute to have their own way, or so intense and resolute was Randolph that he infected Jenny, that all their relations surrendered and the marriage took place at the British Embassy in Paris on April 15, 1874. The Prince and Princess of Wales sent presents; Jenny had a trousseau of twenty-three dresses; and her father gave her a pearl necklace. A fortnight’s honeymoon was followed by an enthusiastic reception at Blenheim, their carriage being drawn by the cheering tenantry from Woodstock station to the palace. As they entered the park Randolph assured his wife that she was now enjoying the finest view in England. She did not question the statement, but after her absorption in the Marlborough domestic circle she did not think it the finest family in England.


  To begin with, Randolph’s mother, the Duchess of Marlborough, after giving her a kindly reception seemed to think better of it and became cool. It may have been that the possessive temperament of the Duchess made her jealous of one who had captivated her son. It may have been that her own daughters were less attractive than Jenny. More likely it was the clash of two egotistic personalities. The Duchess ruled Blenheim with an iron hand: “At the rustle of her silk dress the household trembled.” And as Jenny was of an independent nature, there were frigid moments, violent hostility being hidden by glacial urbanity. As time went on she loathed staying at Blenheim, not only because it was dull, and it was dull, but because the Duchess resented her presence, finding fault with what she said and what she wore. Jenny could not learn to be rude in a fashionable manner, and while seething inwardly had to endure the Duchess’s snubs and criticisms, always expressed in polite terms. The affectation of courtesy under such circumstances made life unendurable and occasionally Jenny’s self-restraint broke down; but she soon perceived that every time she lost her temper or indulged in a fit of sulks her opponent scored a point, and she learned in time how to keep her feelings in check. But there were many moments when she could have screamed with boredom. “How strange life in a big country-house seemed to me, who until then had been accustomed only to towns!” she declared. “Even breakfast was a ceremonious meal, and no one dreamed of beginning until all had assembled. The ladies would be dressed in long velvet or silk trains.” After breakfast the reading of newspapers took up an hour or two, a necessary exercise if one wished to display an intelligent interest in the questions of the day, since the conversation at dinner invariably turned on politics. Having absorbed the chronicle of world events, Jenny would read or paint or play the piano, and it is possible that her musical accomplishments, which she was at no pains to conceal, did not endear her to the mother of daughters whose fingers were less nimble.


  At lunch the table was adorned with rows of entrée dishes, while joints beneath massive silver covers were placed before the Duke and Duchess, each of whom carved for the whole company, which included governesses, tutors and children. The meal over, the children gathered up the fragments that remained, filled several baskets with them, and distributed the food at the cottages of the sick and poor on the estate. The grownups meanwhile drove to visit some neighbor or walked in the garden or did something else of a decorously boring nature whereby the aristocracy of that age sought to pass away the time. Tea was a solemn and elaborate ritual, whereat commonplace civilities were exchanged for at least an hour, after which the ladies were expected to rest in their rooms until dinner, which was a full-dress affair of excessive solemnity, when the affairs of the nation were gravely discussed and platitudes flowed more freely than the wine. The company then retired to the Van Dyke room, where the talk was continued or books were read or a game of whist might be played for love. Yawns were stifled, but glances were surreptitiously cast at the clock, the hands of which would occasionally be advanced fifteen minutes by some youthful or sleepy member of the household. Bedtime was not officially recognized until 11 o’clock, at which hour both family and guests suddenly seemed to become aware that they were tired, and trooping into a small anteroom they lighted their candles, kissed the Duke and Duchess, and went upstairs to bed. Such formalities got on Jenny’s nerves and she audibly expressed her feelings, but a glare from the Duchess always had a dampening effect on her spirits and she inwardly groaned with vexation.


  We do not know how the Duchess reacted to the premature birth of Jenny’s first child, Winston, but as she never got to like the boy her first comments were no doubt critical. Jenny’s behavior was certainly unconventional. It is true that she did not expect a seven-months’ child, but most women in her condition thought it proper to take things easily after six months of pregnancy. She, however, was out with a shooting party at Blenheim on November 30, 1874, when she became conscious of labor pains. Unable to reach her own bedroom in the palace, her son Winston was born in the first furnished room on the ground floor just off the great hall. But already Jenny had outraged the conventions of society. In those days a woman was not supposed to be seen at social gatherings until she had been married for at least a month. Two weeks after her marriage with Randolph she went to a ball given in honor of Czar Alexander II at Stafford House. She was presented to the Czar, who, on hearing that her marriage was scarcely a fortnight old, stared coldly at her, saying “Et ici déjà!”{8}


  Jenny was the leading pioneer in the transatlantic exchange of titles for dollars which became an important trade in the eighties and nineties of the last century. What was called The American Invasion started with her, and she found that the strangest misconceptions of America and its people were rife among the British aristocracy, who pictured an American woman as a cross between a Red Indian and a musical comedy chorus girl. “I should never have thought you were an American,” they would say to any New York girl who had conducted herself with propriety. No distinction was made between any class of American: all were regarded with suspicion; all were supposed to be either dangerous or disagreeable. The newly rich Californian miner’s wife, the cultured Bostonian, the aristocratic Virginian, the smart New Yorker: they were all alike, with their nasty nasal twang; they were all supposed to know one another even though some lived in Philadelphia, others in San Francisco; and the lot were labeled vulgar, ostentatious, and not to be encouraged. The only excuse for them in English eyes was the possession of unlimited dollars, which partly justified their existence.


  It did not take Lady Randolph Churchill long to be welcomed in the highest social circles because of her beauty, her vivacity, her enjoyment of life. Seeing her in the center of an admiring group, someone was caught by her dazzling expression and murmured Shakespeare’s phrase:


  Stars, stars;


  And all eyes else dead coals.


  It was rumored that she painted her face, but she declared that she never used rouge: the color evinced her healthy circulation. Her gaiety and vitality attracted the Prince of Wales, who loved to see her among his guests at Marlborough House because she infected the others with her high spirits and could tell risqué anecdotes without offense. She enthusiastically advocated any novelty and embraced every fresh idea. Her large gray eyes sparkled with the sheer pleasure of talk, her contributions being daring, racy, and full of her own excitement. Apart from her social liveliness, she was shrewd, keenly critical, ambitious and humorous, qualities she passed on to her son Winston.


  Immediately after her marriage she plunged into the whirl and swirl of London life, balls until five in the morning, dinners, receptions, concerts, operas, plays, Epsom, Ascot, Goodwood, Cowes. Sometimes her dresses aroused comment. She attended a ball at Dudley House in a dark blue dress with crimson roses. Randolph advised her against it, and she was solemnly ticked off by the host, who asked why she had come in “such a monstrous dress.” At first they lived in Curzon Street; then at a larger house in Charles Street, where their guests included the Prince and Princess of Wales, Lord Rosebery and the Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli. At one dinner Randolph offered the Tory leader some wine. “My dear Randolph,” replied Dizzy, “I have sipped your excellent champagne, I have drunk your good claret, I have tasted your delicious port; I will have no more.” But Jenny had noticed that Dizzy had taken nothing throughout dinner except a sip or two of weak brandy and water.


  The friendship with the Prince of Wales was rudely terminated when Randolph took his elder brother’s part in a drama of sex. This elder brother, who would in time become the eighth Duke of Marlborough, was now the Marquis of Blandford and had married a wife whose sense of fun did not amuse him. She was the daughter of the Duke of Abercorn, and finding life dull with her husband she tried to enliven it with practical jokes, some of which might have tried the patience of a less temperamental man than he. For instance, the slices of cheese served on their table were interspersed with pieces of soap of a similar color and shape, and it amused the Marchioness when their guests foamed at the mouth and swallowed the soap whole in order to get rid of it. Her husband also failed to catch the infection of her jocularity when, on entering a room, he received a pot of ink on his head; and he had hoped to be safe from apple-pie beds after leaving school. He was easily bored by life in general and soon tired of this particular manifestation.


  To help things along he became intimate with a married woman, the Countess of Aylesford, whose husband threatened proceedings. The Earl of Aylesford was shooting with the Prince of Wales in India when he heard of Blandford’s proximity to the Countess. Returning home, he determined to act, being encouraged by the Prince of Wales, who said that as Blandford had compromised Lady Aylesford he must divorce his wife and marry her. Blandford refused to do so, brother Randolph backing him. At this point it became known that the Prince of Wales had been an admirer of Lady Aylesford and had written her many love letters. No doubt the lady, faced with the prospect of marriage to Blandford, had been prevailed upon to disclose the fact and the evidence. Randolph impetuously took advantage of the letters and threatened to publish them unless the Prince abandoned his attempt to make Blandford divorce his wife. The Prince was furious and there were some warm interchanges, culminating in a challenge to a duel carried by the Prince’s secretary, Lord Knollys, to Randolph, with the suggestion that Rotterdam would be a convenient spot for the fight. Randolph appointed Lord Falmouth as his “second” and sent a message by him indicating that he would fight any nominee of the Prince’s but could not lift a sword against his future monarch. The situation was now so serious that the only alternative to a flagrant scandal was complete oblivion. Wisely the leading actors, having cooled down, determined to suffer from absence of mind; Aylesford separated from his wife, whose friendship with Blandford remained unimpaired, while Blandford and his wife temporarily overlooked their troubles. But it could not last, and a few years later Lady Blandford’s incorrigible waggishness precipitated a crisis. One morning he came down to breakfast, removed a cover beneath which he believed were eggs and bacon, and found instead a naked baby doll. His wife could not have known that Lady Aylesford had just given birth to a baby of which he was the putative father, but she may have guessed at some such happening and decided to observe her husband’s reactions to a wax infant. The result was most satisfactory. He was shocked to the core, left the house, and in due time she obtained a divorce for desertion.


  The Aylesford affair meant social ostracism for Lord and Lady Randolph Churchill, because the Prince of Wales announced that he would enter no house to which they were invited; and even though Randolph wrote a letter of apology the Prince sustained his enmity until the other made a success in politics and could no longer be ignored. While Queen Victoria was fulminating with displeasure at Windsor, and her son was cutting Churchill’s friends in London, Lord and Lady Randolph felt in need of a change and paid a visit to Canada and the United States. On their return they accompanied the Duke and Duchess of Marlborough to Dublin. The Duke had been appointed Viceroy, and Randolph acted as his unpaid secretary. They remained in Ireland for three years, and Jenny enjoyed herself immensely. To begin with, she completely eclipsed the Duchess at all the big receptions. Lord D’Abernon, later a famous ambassador, described the effect she had on him:


  I have the clearest recollection of seeing her for the first time. It was at the Viceregal Lodge, Dublin. She stood at one side to the left of the entrance. The Duke was on a dais at the farther end of the room, surrounded by a brilliant staff, but eyes were not turned on him or his consort, but on a dark lithe figure standing somewhat apart and appearing to be of another texture to those around her, radiant, translucent, intense. A diamond star in her hair, her favourite ornament—its lustre dimmed by the flashing glory of her eyes. More of the panther than of the woman in her look but with a cultivated intelligence unknown to the jungle.


  D’Abernon goes on to say that she was full of kindliness and high spirits, that her courage was as great as her husband’s, and that “her desire to please, her delight in life, and the genuine wish that all should share her joyous faith in it, made her the centre of a devoted circle.”


  Next to her social success she loved hunting, which almost became a passion. She hunted with nearly every pack of hounds in Ireland, and took innumerable tosses. Randolph usually accompanied her and they seemed an ideally matched pair, but they cannot have been wholly in tune with one another because they did not exchange vital confidences. “I do like him,” she told her mother: “he has such a lovely mustache.” She admired his intelligence and independence as well as his mustache; just as he admired her beauty and charm as well as her vitality; but admiration can never be more than a part of love, and need not exist with it.


  Randolph began to take a keen interest in Irish politics while stationed in Dublin, and such was his mental independence that he criticized the English Government in a public speech for “inattention to Irish legislation,” which had “produced obstruction.” That a Conservative M.P., the son of the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, should dare to do such a thing was considered an outrage, and the Chief Secretary for Ireland, Sir Michael Hicks-Beach, was gravely concerned. Randolph’s father, the Viceroy, explained the situation in a letter to the Secretary. Randolph, said he, was either mad or drunk. In any case his opinions were entirely his own, and they had come as a complete surprise to the Duke, who wholly disowned them: “I am extremely annoyed at the folly of his utterance, which I believe on reflection he will regret himself.” But Randolph’s ambition was stirring and he had decided to be a thorn in the side of the Government. Jenny backed him up tacitly but did not discuss his attitude with him. She was too wise to start a marital argument on politics, but she agreed with what he said. Indeed his views seem to have affected Hicks-Beach, who became very unpopular in the House of Commons when he later declared that he would refuse absolutely to use the forces of the Crown to collect the debts of an Irish absentee landlord, Lord Clanricarde, and soon resigned his office.


  Jenny was more interested in collecting junk from the Dublin antique shops than in discussing political junk. Not content with furs and furbelows, she wanted furniture for her new home, and in 1880 they were back in London for the General Election, when Beaconsfield’s party was thrown out and Gladstone’s took over.


  After the birth of a second son the Churchills settled down at 29 St. James’s Place, which Jenny furnished and decorated with her usual energy and enthusiasm, one room being converted into an artist’s studio, for she had suddenly been smitten with the notion that she could paint and under this delusion she covered miles of canvas with much daubery. She had not yet managed to tone down her behavior to the moderation expected from British hostesses. On May 29, 1880, Lord Falmouth was having tea with them when a very smart carriage drove up to their door. Jenny caught sight of a fat and ancient lady being assisted to the pavement by two footmen in silk stockings and powdered wigs. “Who on earth is this old demon?” she cried.


  “It’s my mother,” said Falmouth.


  Life suddenly became very strenuous for Jenny. There was a great deal of entertaining to be done. Randolph had formed what was soon to be known as the Fourth Party, a small group of intransigent Conservative M.P.s who intended to attack the new Liberal Government on pretty well every measure in addition to gingering up the Conservative Opposition. The group consisted of four members: Randolph Churchill, Sir Henry Drummond Wolff, Sir John Gorst, and Arthur J. Balfour, though the last was the nephew of Lord Salisbury, the Conservative leader, and could not wholly be relied upon. Their meetings often took place at Randolph’s house, Jenny making a lively and attractive hostess. Sharing Balfour’s love of music, she often played the piano and went to concerts with him. The conversation at her dinner parties was fairly free, though when Lady Mandeville dined with them and told “roguey-poguey” stories which astonished one or two peers, Jenny thought it bad taste to talk like that before men.


  Both Randolph and Jenny were extravagant by nature and constantly hard-up. Her affectionate father could not resist appeals for financial help and spent several weeks every year on the Atlantic Ocean, crossing to New York to make some money and returning to England when he had made it. She disliked discussing money because it always reminded her that she wanted more. Occasionally she sent brief bulletins to her mother about the children. Winston was a very good boy and getting on quite well with his lessons, she reported, but he was a most difficult child to manage. The new baby, John, was in the hands of a nurse; and there seemed to be another baby in the house, because she expressed a fear that Randolph would become spoilt, adding that he would lose half his talent in that event and she constantly told him so. After one season in London she came to the conclusion that parents were silly to compel their daughters to marry against their will, though she had to admit that it was difficult enough to get married at all.


  The periods of her enforced residence at Blenheim were penitential. She longed to have someone in whom she could confide; she had almost forgotten what it was like to live with people who loved her. True, Randolph was invariably kind to her, but he was distressed by her abuse of the Duchess. “I loathe living here!” she blurted out to her mother, not merely on account of the routine, the formalities and the invariable dullness, but chiefly because she could not endure living with someone she hated. There was no doubt too that the Duchess returned her hostility, partly perhaps because she outshone her sisters-in-law, and never lost an opportunity to comment unfavorably on what she said or how she dressed. Jenny noted that “we are always studiously polite to each other, but it is rather like a volcano, ready to burst out at any moment.” She did her best to brighten things up by inciting a few of the more adventurous female visitors to masquerade in old clothes, and when the palace was open to public inspection to wander round it with the trippers, making odd comments on the furniture and pictures. This would not have helped to endear her to the Duchess, had that lady got to hear of it. In spite of “Papa’s most generous tips,” Jenny was perpetually impecunious, and during one winter at Blenheim she was only able to spend 25/-at Woodstock on some dark red thin flannel which was made into a dress by her maid. She asked her mother to send a barrel of American eating apples to her London home.


  In the spring of 1882 Randolph fell ill and Jenny took him to America for a long rest. Her father liked Randolph but observed that he drew on his wife’s strength. That autumn they spent some weeks in Germany and Switzerland. They had tea at Gastein with the Emperor of Germany, William I, who was on a diet which consisted of poached eggs, potted meat, several curious German dishes, many cups of strong tea, strawberries, ices and sweet tepid champagne, a fairly sound foundation for an invalid, who probably followed it with a really substantial dinner.


  When the Duke, her father-in-law, died in 1883, his widow retired to London and Jenny’s brother-in-law became Duke of Marlborough. Though the latter’s divorce was not made absolute until after he had succeeded to the title, his ex-wife refused to call herself a duchess, preferring to remain Lady Blandford. Jenny acted as temporary chatelaine of Blenheim for Randolph’s elder brother, but she did not make a success of the part, saying that “my American efficiency will out and they call me bossy.”


  Meanwhile Randolph was making a name for himself in politics, and Jenny kept pace with him as a popular political hostess. He was the only man in Parliament who dared to ridicule Gladstone and some of his shafts plainly discomposed that remarkable figure, who had not been so harried since Disraeli left him in peace. For five years the Fourth Party made itself extremely disliked by Conservatives as well as Liberals. Randolph sometimes appeared as a radical, sometimes as a Tory; no one knew what he would attack or defend from one moment to another. He became friendly with radicals like Joseph Chamberlain and Sir Charles Dilke, with Whigs like Sir William Harcourt, with the diehards of both parties. Owing to the attitude of the Prince of Wales, “much of the vain and foolish excitement of London society was closed to us, and politics became in fact our entire and all-absorbing interest,” recorded Jenny; and at a later date Randolph claimed that he had fought Gladstone at the head of a great majority, as well as the leaders of the Opposition, in addition to the ostracism of society imposed by the heir to the throne. A speech he made on the subject of Bradlaugh, who as an atheist refused to take the oath which enabled him to sit in the House of Commons, caused a sensation, and so many people rushed up to congratulate Jenny that she felt she had made it. She was informed that “Tum-tum,” as she called the Prince of Wales, had expressed his pleasure with the speech, and they were invited to a ball given by Lord Fife at which the Prince and Princess of Wales were to be present. But unfortunately they were also invited to a levee held by the Prince, who had not been warned of their presence and stared unknowingly at Randolph, who was furious, said he had been insulted, and fulminated at such length that Jenny took refuge in the country while he simmered down.


  Queen Victoria quickly heard of this displeasing episode; and as Churchill would almost certainly be a minister of the Crown if the Conservative Party returned to power, she decided to call her son and heir to order. Diplomatic intermediaries were detailed for duty, and as a result of various exchanges compliments were soon flying between the insulted parties, the Prince announcing his unqualified admiration for Churchill, who proclaimed his unreserved loyalty to the Prince. Following these commendable transactions Jenny gave a dinner to the Prince and Princess, among their guests being Mr. and Mrs. Gladstone and Lord Rosebery. The party went with a breeze and the future looked rosy.


  In 1883 the Churchills moved to No. 2 Connaught Place, Marble Arch, a house built on the site of a huge grave wherein the malefactors or martyrs executed at Tyburn had been buried. Theirs was the first private house in London to be fitted with electric light, but in the course of their first dinner party, given with the object of displaying the novel illumination, all the lights went out and there was a hurried search for candles while the guests had to be witty in the dark. Jenny was by now a person of note in the social and political worlds, her picture as a professional beauty being exhibited in shop windows, and when Randolph again stood for Parliament at Woodstock in the election of ‘85, she ran the entire campaign. Her headquarters were at the Bear Hotel and she collected a number of attractive women to help her. She used to say that whenever she felt in the dumps she bought a new dress, but now she was in soaring spirits and a new dress every day.


  Driving around the constituency in a landau, the horses decorated with Randolph’s racing colors, she addressed groups of agricultural laborers from hayricks or in barns or standing on a trestle in the center of a field. One of her electioneering tricks was both novel and successful. For some years she had kept all the abusive remarks about Randolph that had appeared in the press, pasting them into scrapbooks. From these she read the choicest specimens of invective, which were well received and established the victim as a much-persecuted man. The sporting sense of the voters once aroused, the leitmotif of her discourses ran: “Please vote for my husband; I shall be so unhappy if you don’t.” As she was pretty, they did their best to make her happy and returned her husband to Parliament with a handsome majority, for which she thanked them “from the bottom of my heart.”


  The Conservatives were returned, and as Randolph was much too dangerous a man to leave out of the ministry, their chief, Lord Salisbury, gave him the India Office, and even went so far as to shift the leader of the House of Commons to the Upper House because Randolph did not approve of him. In December ‘85 Jenny went to Windsor Castle to receive the Order of the Crown of India. Her black velvet dress was thickly embroidered with jet, and Queen Victoria, in trying to find a penetrable spot for the pin, stuck it into her flesh. But having had almost half a century’s practice at the job of affixing medals to breasts, her Majesty soon rectified the error. During her short stay at Windsor, Jenny was chiefly struck by the habit of conversing in whispers when the Queen was present. She thought this childish.


  Early in ‘86 the Conservative cabinet resigned and Randolph, although secure in his Woodstock seat, stood for a Birmingham constituency, where two radical leaders were all-powerful: John Bright and Joseph Chamberlain. Jenny found industrial voters more difficult to manage than agricultural ones, and when she requested a sulky audience to explain why they were so cross, she was told that they disliked being asked for their votes. “But you have something I want,” she ingenuously replied. “How am I to get it if I don’t ask for it?” They declined to be cajoled, and her husband was defeated by John Bright. But Randolph’s electioneering stunt of Tory Democracy, originally propagated by Disraeli, was fairly successful in other constituencies; and when Gladstone, who was returned to Downing Street, suffered defeat over his Home Rule for Ireland bill, the Conservatives beat their opponents thoroughly in the General Election of July ‘86. Salisbury recognized that Randolph Churchill’s speeches throughout the country had done more than anything else to make them victorious and appointed him not only Chancellor of the Exchequer but leader of the House of Commons.


  We may pause here for a while to consider the curious personality of the man Jenny had married, a man who would almost certainly have become Prime Minister of Great Britain if he had been blessed with good health and the sound political judgment that might have issued therefrom. Physically he was short, like so many men of action, and made up in activity for what he lacked in inches. He had those peculiar popeyes we sometimes see in men of fierce and capricious will power. He once called Gladstone “an old man in a hurry,” but was himself a young man in a hurry. He always gave the impression of being a spoilt child, a mother’s darling, as indeed he was, and possessed the personal charm that often results from the ceaseless gratification of whims. He hungered for the pleasant things of life and usually got them, but displayed pettishness when denied them. He liked good food, complained of poor meals, and Jenny once had to make him apologize to a hostess whose dinner he had criticized. Having an excitable and unbalanced nature, success quickly went to his head, and when Salisbury’s private secretary, George Nathaniel Curzon, met him at Hatfield in January ‘86, degeneration had already set in.


  “I used to know him well and to be on familiar terms with him,” repined the future Viceroy of India; “but since he has become a swell he will scarcely look at his subordinates, and the barest civility is all that one can expect.”


  Now and then his rudeness was justified, as in the case of the club bore who started a yarn that would clearly continue for some time. Randolph rang the bell, asked the waiter to hear the end of the story, and walked out. Like a dictator, the more Randolph was pampered the more he demanded. For eight years prior to his promotion by Salisbury he had been a disruptive force in politics, just like the radical Joseph Chamberlain; but he lacked Chamberlain’s steadiness of purpose and singleness of aim; unlike Joseph he had never disciplined himself; and the result was that all the older men of the party distrusted him while the younger men who admired him also feared him.


  “He is too proud to care for any but the first place,” said Chamberlain; and a caustic Whig of the old regime, Sir William Harcourt, on hearing that Randolph contemplated forming a Centre Party, observed: “Quite so—all centre and no circumference.” When Randolph caught sight of a picture of Louis XVI, in which that monarch looked equally stupid and arrogant, he declared: “Now at last I understand the French Revolution!” Had he been capable of an objective assessment of himself, he might have understood the disaster about to befall him. Instead of which he was dumfounded.


  At the time of his appointment as Chancellor of the Exchequer he was the most popular young politician in the country; and since he quickly controlled the Commons as leader of the House, he became “the favorite” in the political steeplechase. As an orator he could draw larger crowds than anyone else; he was not a spellbinder like Gladstone but a hard-hitter like Chamberlain; and as no one knew whose turn it would be next for a good drubbing, his appearance on platforms was breathlessly awaited. His physical make-up was familiar to the mob, the large mustache, popeyes, and perky manner being a godsend to cartoonists.


  Trouble started with his budget proposals in the spring of ‘86. He wished to cut expenditure on the armed forces, which aroused opposition from the War Minister, which spread to the Cabinet. He had now reached a state of paranoia whereat disagreement with his policy was construed into personal hostility, and feeling that he was indispensable to the Party, that in fact the world could not get on without him, he decided to bring his opponents to heel by threatening to resign. The threat was unavailing, and in an impulsive moment, such as occurs when a man is intoxicated with champagne or self-importance, he sent Lord Salisbury a letter of resignation. This act was committed while Randolph was staying at Windsor Castle. The Prime Minister expressed regret, perhaps in the hope that Churchill would reconsider his decision; but driven on by the thought that no one in the Party could take his place, Randolph refused to climb down, and Salisbury informed the Queen, who had already seen it in The Times and was furious at the breach of etiquette.


  On December 23, 1886, the night before the statement appeared in print, Randolph and Jenny, with Sir Henry Wolff, were at a theatre together. After the first act Randolph suddenly announced that he was going to the club. Actually he went to see the editor of The Times, to whom he gave a copy of the letter he had written at Windsor Castle three nights before. Not a hint of what he intended to do had he let fall to Jenny, which shows that the sympathy and confidence of love between the two were incomplete. When she arrived with the paper at the breakfast table next morning, she found him calm and smiling. “Quite a surprise for you,” was all he said.


  “He went into no explanation,” she afterwards avowed, “and I felt too utterly crushed and miserable to ask for any, or even to remonstrate.”


  He made a feeble attempt to put himself right with the Queen, Government and country, by explaining that he had pledged himself to effect economies. But as no minister ever redeems his pledges unless it happens to suit his purpose, the explanation carried no conviction. The realistic and hard-headed Salisbury must have chuckled over the naive notion that a politician’s promises were made to be kept.


  The truth is that Churchill wanted to ride roughshod over everyone else and probably dreamed of displacing Salisbury. It is charitable and even probable to suppose that he was already beginning to suffer from the dreadful disease which killed him. It is certain that the complete failure of his action staggered him. Two days after his resignation a Liberal M.P. named Brett (afterwards Lord Esher) found him lying on the sofa in his large gray library, completely prostrated and smoking cigarette after cigarette. He told Brett that he was being shunned like the pest and no one had been near him, not even those who owed everything to him. It was a dreadful time for Jenny, who heard her husband abused on every side, often “by men who owed their political existence to him.”


  “Men shut their doors against a setting sun,” says Shakespeare, and Randolph’s sun had set in the prime of life. He remained in the Commons for the rest of his career, but his was a spent force. A good deal of his time was now to be devoted to travel and the turf. He bought a mare for £300. Jenny christened her L’Abbesse de Jouarre from Renan’s work of that name which she had just read, but the bookies called her “Abscess on the Jaw.” She won the Oaks as an outsider in ‘88, after which Randolph sold her for £7,000.


  Soon after his disappearance from the front bench Randolph took Jenny to Russia, where she was described as “the most beautiful black-haired woman ever seen, who danced light as a moth on skates.” On their return to England she still hoped that her husband would be asked to join the Government in a different office, and she tried to pump Lord Salisbury on the subject; but the P.M. was cagey and she got the impression that they would never work together again. “I had the greatest difficulty to get him to speak of Randolph,” she told her sister. She felt convinced that her husband had completely lost his head before resigning, believing he could do whatever he wished. But she admitted that he had been “so much easier and nicer since that I ought not to regret the crisis.”


  She continued to play the piano, attend concerts and help struggling musicians. A young Polish pianist arrived with a letter of introduction. He was so nervous that, to put him at his ease, she suggested they should play a Beethoven duet together. He was too good for her and she refused to play with him any more. She got a number of people to attend his first concert at St. James’s Hall, but the house was only half full and the audience critical. A year later he gave another concert and the audience went delirious with enthusiasm. He called on Jenny and hinted that they might play the same duet together. “I shall not feel so shy this time,” he said. His name was Paderewski.


  Winston was causing his mother some anxiety on account of his bad school reports, and as brains were not necessary in the army she thought he had better become a soldier. Randolph advised her to leave the boy alone, adding acutely: “Boys get good at what they find they shine at.” With less foresight Leonard Jerome prophesied that Randolph was sure to be offered a governmental post, but by then Jenny knew the nature of her husband’s affliction and had ceased to hope. Randolph showed no parental feeling for Winston, his attitude being aloof and indifferent, but Jenny caught the boy’s fancy and many years later he recalled: “She shone for me like the Evening Star. I loved her dearly but at a distance.”


  Randolph spent a good part of 1891 in South Africa, returning home in time for the General Election of 1892. Being re-elected he took part in the attack on Gladstone’s Home Rule and Welsh Church Disestablishment bills. But the insidious and incurable disease of general paralysis was making his thoughts and utterances incoherent, and Jenny was begged by his former friends to keep him away from the Commons. In a last attempt to restore his health they started on a trip around the world in June 1894, visiting America, Japan, China and Malay; but his condition suddenly deteriorated and they had to hurry home. He lingered for a few weeks, mostly in a semiconscious condition, and died on January 24, 1895.


  Jenny’s had been a frustrated life for eight years, for however brilliant the foreground, doom and despair had shadowed the background. The amount of hatred and envy her husband had aroused was paid back with interest. “It was gall and wormwood to me,” she confessed; but no one who saw her during those years could have guessed that beneath the dazzling exterior she suffered from a desolating sense of failure. A thrilling political career and a future of untold glory had been sacrificed by a fit of petulance, and she recognized the truth of the hackneyed quotation that “the fault...is not in our stars but in ourselves that we are underlings.” Upon no one had the stars shone more refulgently than on Randolph, whose momentary tantrum had eclipsed their light. But she was too vital to indulge in self-pity, and for the remainder of his life she helped to keep up his interest in what was left to him of interest.


  After his death she managed to reshape life for herself. She worked hard for the Primrose League; she started a quarterly magazine The Anglo-Saxon Review and got all sorts of people to contribute, from eminent authors to well-known peers; she made speeches, wrote articles, arranged interviews with herself, and became a sort of unofficial public figure. She invited all sorts of people to her lunches and dinners, actors, painters, musicians and politicians. She even tried to get Bernard Shaw to one of her functions, but he declined the invitation, saying it was contrary to his habits, upon which she wired: KNOW NOTHING OF YOUR HABITS HOPE THEY ARE BETTER THAN YOUR MANNERS—which was not a good example of manners but brought a lengthy explanation of his habits. Eventually she managed to extract an article from him on Verdi.


  The Boer War which broke out in 1899 supplied a fresh outlet for her energies. She influenced a number of American women to subscribe enough money for the purchase and equipment of a hospital ship. Over £40,000 was raised and the Maine sailed for South Africa under a Union Jack given by Queen Victoria. Jenny would have liked the Stars and Stripes to float with the Union Jack, but the American President, Theodore Roosevelt, was not in a mood to oblige her. She sailed on the ship’s first voyage to Durban, where she saw her two sons, Winston and John. She also met a young officer in the Scots Guards, George Cornwallis West, who was being invalided home with enteric fever. She returned with him and by the end of the voyage they were engaged to be married. Since he was the same age as Winston it was agreed that no one should hear of their engagement until the announcement was made public; but she was much too excited to keep the secret to herself and told everyone about it in the strictest confidence, swearing each not to mention it to a soul. Naturally all of them passed it on, only to find that everyone already knew of it.


  They were married at St. Paul’s, Knightsbridge, and spent their honeymoon at Lord Saye and Sele’s home, Broughton Castle, lent them by the tenants, Lord and Lady Algernon Gordon-Lennox. Jenny let it be known that she did not wish to keep her title, upon which some gossip-writer delivered himself (or herself) of the following:


  The papers give this information,


  At Lady Randolph’s own request,


  That now her proper designation


  Is Mrs. George Cornwallis West.


  But when a woman marries a man young enough to be her son, she must not be surprised if he goes off with somebody else’s daughter. Jenny was shrewd enough to recognize the possibility, but she was one who lived for the day and perhaps she enjoyed her experiences all the more because she knew they could not last. Throughout the Edwardian era she continued to be a popular hostess as well as a famous beauty. She organized balls and parties for charities, and her sayings and doings were reported in the press of two continents.


  In 1908 she wrote her reminiscences. Always interested in the drama and a strong supporter of the movement for a National Theatre, she wrote a play in 1909 called His Borrowed Plumes, much to the disappointment of one dramatic critic, Max Beerbohm, who hoped that at last he would see a play about peers and peeresses written by someone who knew her subject; instead of which Jenny’s play dealt with middleclass people of whom she knew nothing. She had “let herself be led into the temptation that awaits everyone who essays dramaturgy for the first time,” wrote Max, “the temptation to write not as a seer of life, but as a playgoer who knows all about the theatre....I dare say she thought that the strange things which happen in His Borrowed Plumes were really not less usual in the middle class than in the theatre. That is a notion which she must banish for ever from her mind.”


  The inevitable divorce took place in 1913, and in April of the following year, to everyone’s amazement, George Cornwallis West again married a woman older than himself, Mrs. Patrick Campbell, whose appearance as Eliza Higgins in Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion took place the same month. Jenny’s comment ran: “Well, George evidently has a penchant for brunettes. I’m always taken for a gipsy, but as for Mrs. Pat—why, she’s nothing more nor less than an ink-bottle!”


  Jenny resumed her old title of Lady Randolph Churchill, and when she died in 1921 was buried by the side of the man who gave it her, at Bladon, near Blenheim.


   


  CHAPTER 4—Marlboroughs and Millionaires


  Lily Hammersley and the 8th Duke of Marlborough


  Consuelo Vanderbilt and the 9th Duke of Marlborough


  It will be convenient to complete at this point the story of what may briefly be described as the union between Broadway and Blenheim.


  The eighth Duke of Marlborough, Randolph’s brother, seems to have been of a melancholic disposition, and he was more interested in experiments than equestrianism. The porcelain and pictures which had been collected by his forebears and which had turned the palace into a famous art exhibition made little appeal to him and he sold them. He then started looking for a new wife, his desiderata being that she should be rich and as unlike his previous wife as possible: he did not wish to find frogs in his bath. Somehow, possibly through Jenny Churchill’s father Leonard Jerome, he heard of Mrs. Hammersley, a wealthy widow who had won notoriety by the simple method of having the walls and ceiling of the room behind her box at the opera completely covered by orchids. She had changed her name from Lilian to Lily because the former rhymed with million and she regarded poetry with suspicion. “She has lots of tin,” reported Jerome to his wife. Leonard was in New York, and his wife, then in Europe, thought he was neglecting himself. Would he like her to join him? she wondered. Certainly not, he rejoined: he did not want to be fussed over and coddled. She suggested that he should have a valet. He pooh-poohed the idea. On the other hand Marlborough was the sort of fellow who ought to be looked after and he wholly favored an alliance with Mrs. Hammersley.


  In due course Marlborough crossed the Atlantic and took stock of the lady and her fortune. She most certainly did not resemble his first wife, and there was no doubt that Lilian rhymed with million; so a marriage was arranged. But it could not take place as quickly as they desired because there was some difficulty in fixing a religious ceremony, the Duke having been divorced. However “a parson of the Methodist persuasion” with a wider outlook agreed to marry them as Christians, and Leonard witnessed the event at the Mayor’s office in the City Hall of New York, afterwards attending a wedding dinner at Delmonico’s. We may here take leave of Leonard Jerome, whose death in England, at Lyon Mansions on the Brighton front, took place in 1891.


  The Hammersley-Marlborough union was as successful as most marriages of convenience: it lacked the thrill of passion but was more harmonious than most love matches, which often end in disillusion. As Dr. Johnson said: “I believe marriages would in general be as happy, and often more so, if they were all made by the Lord Chancellor, upon a due consideration of characters and circumstances, without the parties having any choice in the matter.” It cannot be said that the eighth Duke of Marlborough was happy. He was probably bored by his second wife, but then he was bored by almost everybody and everything. At least she did not try to cheer him up by putting newts in his fingerbowl, and her money was freely spent on the installation of central heating and electric light at Blenheim. That she gained his approbation is proved by the fact that he made her executrix of his will and left her everything of which he could personally dispose. He died in 1892; and though after a decent interval she married Lord William Beresford, later the Marquis of Waterford, and was happy with him, she retained her first title, being known as Lily, Duchess of Marlborough.


  The son of the eighth Duke by his first wife succeeded to the title, and like his father crossed the Atlantic in search of a wealthy bride for the upkeep of Blenheim. He found a Vanderbilt.


  One of the richest families in the world, their fortune had been founded by Cornelius Vanderbilt early in the nineteenth century. He was born in 1794 and started to make money in the war between Great Britain and the United States during 1812. At the age of seventeen he borrowed a hundred dollars from his mother and bought a barge with which he ferried passengers and merchandise about the harbor of New York, continuing to do so when a British fleet arrived and his journeys were undertaken in face of their guns. He raked in the shekels and began to buy schooners, with which he engaged in the oyster trade. At the age of twenty-three he had a capital of ten thousand dollars and was known as “The Commodore,” having earned the nickname by his toughness, efficiency, and trenchant language.


  His next act would now be regarded as piratical, for he set the law at defiance and traded in forbidden waters with a steamer. Soon he was running a line of steamers, and by opening a new route to California via Nicaragua he made vast sums during the gold rush. In 1853 he was able to visit Europe with his family on a splendid new steam yacht, specially constructed for his purpose. He was accompanied by a physician and a clergyman, not because his body or soul needed attention but because they seemed necessary adjuncts to a millionaire’s court. On his return he found that two of his associates had exceeded their duties by selling some of his interests, and wrote to them: “Gentlemen, you have undertaken to cheat me. I won’t sue you, for the law is too slow. I’ll ruin you.” Being a man of his word, he doubtless kept it in this case. Soon afterwards a new President of Nicaragua revoked the charter Cornelius had been granted for transporting merchandise across that country. He promptly organized an invading force, and later called on the State Department at Washington to protect American interests. Washington obeyed, and a force of Marines settled the matter.


  He had always regarded railroads with distrust ever since 1833 when a train in which he was traveling toppled over a bank and all the passengers in his carriage were killed except himself, and he was badly injured. But in 1860 he perceived that railways would take the trade of steamboats, turned his attention to them, and by a judicious blend of manipulation and share-juggling made another fortune. When sixty-eight years of age he became the Government’s shipping agent during the Civil War, at the conclusion of which he was the only American who possessed over twenty million dollars.


  He had developed some odd habits by the time he had reached seventy. Whatever the weather he wore a fur-lined overcoat out-of-doors. He did not drink spirits often, but whenever he felt the need of such stimulus he downed a tumblerful of neat gin. Twelve lumps of sugar in each cup of tea compensated for the lack of sweetness in his nature. His language was normally blue, but late in life he tried to tone down its color. When the rumor got about in the spring of 1876 that he was dying, reporters flocked to 10 Washington Place, where his second wife, much younger than himself, denied it, her contradiction being verified by the very audible voice of the invalid upstairs, who stated his intention of knocking hell out of anyone who paid attention to the rumor. For months the reporters remained on watch, taking a room nearly opposite the Commodore’s house, where they ate, drank and played cards.


  The eminent orator Henry Ward Beecher announced in a sermon that the rise and fall of Vanderbilt’s temperature was reported as carefully as the weather. It was generally believed that in the past years the maids in his house were constantly leaving on account of his amorous advances. Now his wife did her best to soften his paganism with hymns, but it was rough going until he became too weak to protest. He died suddenly at the beginning of January ‘77, regretting his inability to transfer his fortune to a bank in the next world, and leaving behind him over a hundred million dollars and twenty-eight steamboats. He was the first and last of the great unbridled millionaires, those who followed him being subjected to criticism by the public, the press, the preachers and the politicians. In spite of which his son, W. H. Vanderbilt, left over two hundred million dollars and became famous for his remark “The public be damned!”, though he disclaimed responsibility for this, telling everyone that he had merely said “Oh, my public be damned!”


  The son of W. H. Vanderbilt married the daughter of Murray Forbes Smith, who was ruined by the liberation of the slaves. Having to face life with nothing but the name of Smith, not unknown in other parts of the world, this daughter determined to make up for lack of money and social eminence by marrying the first and achieving the second. She chose the Commodore’s grandson, an easy-going fellow, gentle and generous, who actually liked to see people happy. For this reason he was not allowed to see much of his children, who were completely under the dominion of their contentious, violent-tempered and dictatorial mother. “We were pawns in her game to be moved as her wishes decreed,” wrote one of her daughters, Consuelo, whose future was determined by this dragon of a mother. They were not allowed to think for themselves; she did all the thinking for them and they had to do as they were told. She administered corporal punishment for trivial offenses, and Consuelo’s legs were lashed with a riding whip for some childish misdemeanor.


  Naturally such a woman was resolved to be a social autocrat, and backed by her husband’s money she soon attained her desire. She set a fashion for “period” houses, built three, ransacked European antique shops for suitable pictures and furniture, and instructed the social world in conduct as well as the arts. Her bullying nature and outbursts of rage created a strained atmosphere in the domestic circle, husband and children being equally intimidated, and when they made their last and longest yacht expedition to India in November 1893, Consuelo and the others were in a condition of nervous tension. Sixty years later Consuelo wrote her memoirs, from which we learn the story of a reluctant duchess.{9} They toured India either in special trains or in a private carriage attached to public trains. They were the guests of the Viceroy, Lord Lansdowne, at Government House, Calcutta, their hostess Lady Lansdowne being an aunt of the 9th Duke of Marlborough, son of the man who had not enjoyed practical jokes. Consuelo’s mother was so greatly attracted to the mode of life at Government House and by the conversation of the Viceroy’s wife that she decided then and there to marry Consuelo either to the Duke of Marlborough or to Lord Lansdowne’s heir.


  The following May and June were spent in Paris, where five men disclosed a wish to marry Consuelo, their proposals being turned down by Mama, who thought that perhaps Prince Francis Joseph of Battenberg might be considered, but raised no objection when Consuelo expressed aversion to him. At one ball a dancing partner named Jacques Balsan decided he would like to marry her (and would do so, 27 years later). Leaving Paris, they took a house at Marlow on the Thames, Mrs. Vanderbilt having begun divorce proceedings against her husband. They visited London where their first call was made on Lady Paget, who as Minnie Stevens of New York had been Consuelo’s friend. She, with the Duchess of Manchester, Lady Randolph Churchill and Mrs. Cavendish-Bentinck, represented America in the Prince of Wales’s set. Consuelo thought that Minnie had become like Becky Sharp in Thackeray’s novel, with her quick wit and worldly standards. At one of her dinner parties Consuelo met the Duke of Marlborough for the first time, a good-looking, intelligent young man six years her senior, with an aristocratic face, a large nose and the prominent blue eyes of his species. He seemed to be proud of his well-shaped hands, which he used in a dainty manner.


  They returned to Marlow where a handsome Frenchman named Paul Deschanel called on them. He had been wounded in a duel with Clemenceau and was fond of French poetry, which he read frequently to Mrs. Vanderbilt; but one day he paused between couplets and asked permission to become her daughter’s suitor, adding quickly that it was his intention to become President of the French Republic. Mrs. Vanderbilt instantly lost interest in French poetry and sent him packing, eventually to attain the position he had indicated. There were several more proposals for the hand of Consuelo from men who fancied a dowry coupled with beauty; but Mrs. Vanderbilt entertained other views for her daughter and returned to America in the autumn of 1894.


  Consuelo was by now a lovely girl, one of her many admirers observing that her attraction was enhanced by the deceptive melancholy of her expression and the pathos of her eyes. But there was nothing deceptive about her sadness, which deepened with a thwarted love affair. The more attractive she became, the more ruthless her mother’s behavior. But as Mrs. Vanderbilt was being subjected to some criticism on account of her pending divorce, she was liable to explosions of temper unrelated to their alleged cause. She refused to speak to anyone who dared to question her rightness and treated those who were not entirely with her as against her. While matters were in this tricky stage Consuelo was attracted to a man much older than herself named Winthrop Rutherfurd. Unable to mask her feelings, Mama never missed an opportunity to make withering remarks about him. One day their party were bicycling along Riverside Drive when she and Winthrop outrode the rest and he hurriedly proposed marriage, begged her to keep it secret because her mother would object, and said he would follow her to Europe, whither they were sailing next day, and then elope together on returning to America. Her mother spotted from her excitement that something had happened, and while they were in Europe never let Consuelo out of her sight. Rutherfurd called at their house in Paris, but was repulsed from the door; his letters were confiscated; hers were abstracted; Mrs. Vanderbilt was caustic about her “martyrdom”; and she was utterly wretched.


  They went on to London, where Consuelo danced several times with the Duke of Marlborough at a Stafford House ball given by the Duke and Duchess of Sutherland. In accordance with regulations laid down by her mother, she visited Blenheim and was shown over the estate by its impoverished proprietor. That same afternoon he decided to marry her and abandon the girl he loved, as he told Consuelo soon after their marriage, a confession which shows him to have lacked both sense and sensibility. The Duke was invited to Newport, Rhode Island, where many American millionaires resided in palaces and where Mrs. Vanderbilt’s mansion became Consuelo’s prison. She was not allowed to be “at home” to her friends in case of surreptitious messages; she was always kept in sight by a dependable warder; and the porter had instructions that she must not leave the house unless accompanied by someone in authority.


  By accident she met Winthrop at a ball and they even had a dance together, but the “alert” was sounded and she was barricaded from him. Stung into action, she informed her mother that she intended to marry the man of her choice. A storm of rage and invective broke over her head, including libelous abuse of the man she had chosen, who was described as a Don Juan and a madman. She stuck to her guns for a while, but at last Mama threatened to shoot the brute who would ruin her daughter’s life, and as the action would result in her own execution Consuelo would be the cause of her mother’s death. As a final gesture to bring the disobedient girl to heel, Mrs. Vanderbilt decided to have a physical breakdown, and her intimate friend Mrs. Jay was empowered to tell Consuelo that her heartless behavior had caused her anxious parent a heart attack. Then the doctor was brought in to assure the potential matricide that he would wash his hands of the consequences if she persisted in opposing her mother’s wish. Blackmailed and harried into subjection, Consuelo gave way and asked Mrs. Jay to inform Winthrop that they could never be married.


  By the time Marlborough arrived at Newport the unfortunate girl had agreed to save her mother’s life by committing spiritual suicide, and a tremendous ball was given in honor of the distinguished visitor; this being followed by a round of dinners and balls, dutifully attended by Consuelo in the company of the Duke and her sergeant-major of a mother, now happily recovered from her grievous affection of the heart. The financial arrangements being quite satisfactory (an income on two and a half million dollars for life as a marriage settlement in addition to an annual payment of a hundred thousand dollars to each of the parties), the Duke proposed to Consuelo “in the Gothic Room whose atmosphere was so propitious to sacrifice,” said she, and was accepted. The ceremony was fixed for November 5, 1895, her age at the time being eighteen, but this was changed to November 6th because, by some strange reasoning, the Duke decided he could not be married on the anniversary of the day when Guy Fawkes had attempted to blow up the House of Lords. Consuelo was not permitted to choose her trousseau, which had been arranged by her mother, with a clear foresight of the happy event, when she was last in Paris.


  The bride spent the morning of her wedding day alone and in tears. Mrs. Vanderbilt was taking no chances and a footman was posted at her daughter’s door, possibly with instructions to shoot at sight anyone who attempted to enter. Mr. Vanderbilt was detailed to give his daughter away, and to disappear immediately after the service. Both parents were kept waiting at the church for twenty minutes while Consuelo was trying to remove the effects of her tears with a sponge, and it is pleasant to reflect on her mother’s feelings as the minutes slipped by. Perhaps the undutiful girl had escaped her after all? But no. She arrived at the altar of sacrifice; the Bishops of New York and Long Island effected the union; and while the choir sang “O Perfect Love, All Human Thought Transcending,” she glanced down at her husband, who was shorter than herself, and noticed that his eyes were “fixed in space.”


  After the marriage the ducal couple repaired to Long Island for, in her words, “the week’s exclusion custom has imposed upon reluctant honeymooners.” On the way Marlborough read telegrams of congratulation, handing them to his wife with a gesture of significance if the sender was noble, of unconcern if otherwise. Consuelo thought that the one from Queen Victoria should have been handed to her on a silver platter. In due course she was lectured on the various families whose pedigrees, titles and positions she would have to learn by heart.


  They went for a trip in the Mediterranean, the voyage across the Atlantic being made more depressing for her on account of the Duke’s seasickness and consequent melancholy. They saw the usual places in Spain and then visited Monaco, where the sight of fair women and well-groomed men pleased her. Her husband seemed to know many of them, but replied evasively when asked who they were. She later learned that the women were of “easy virtue,” owing to which social stigma she could not even claim acquaintance with certain of their male companions who had once been her suitors. The importance of the family into which she had married was impressed on her by the Duke, who described her as “a link in the chain,” and she perceived that her first duty was to perpetuate the house of Marlborough. After seeing something of Italy and making an uncomfortable trip up the Nile, they stayed at the Hotel Bristol in Paris, where her husband behaved as her mother had done and chose her gowns.


  In London at last she was made acquainted with the Churchill clan, some of whom seemed to believe that all Americans lived on plantations with Negro slaves, in daily dread of Red Indians with scalping knives. She was introduced to an intimidating old lady, her husband’s grandmother, the Dowager Duchess of Marlborough, who had made Lady Randolph Churchill’s life so uncomfortable at Blenheim, and who now, using an ear trumpet, embarrassed Consuelo with an order and a question: “Your first duty is to have a child, and it must be a son, because it would be intolerable to have that little upstart Winston become Duke. Are you in the family way?” They proceeded to the family stud at Blenheim, being received by the mayor and corporation of Woodstock. Having delivered his speech of welcome, the mayor said to her: “Your Grace will no doubt be interested to know that Woodstock had a mayor and corporation before America was discovered.” Meditating on this weighty pronouncement she got into the carriage, which was dragged by the townsmen to the palace amid tumultuous cheers and beneath triumphal arches.


  At Blenheim she discovered that she not only had to learn the pedigrees of the nobility but the social grades of the servants. One day she rang the bell and asked the butler to put a match to the fire. “I will send the footman, your Grace.” “Oh, don’t bother! I’ll do it myself.” The domestic hierarchy resembled a modern trade union.


  She dreaded the ceremonious dinners with her husband, who had a habit of filling his plate with food, pushing it away with refined gestures, doing the same to the feeding and drinking utensils, backing his chair, crossing his legs, twirling a ring on his finger, and remaining for perhaps fifteen minutes in a state of abstraction; after which he would come to life, eat his food with much deliberation, and complain that it was cold. When inured to this process, she filled in the time by knitting. They seldom spoke. She thought him arrogant, despising everything not British, and her pride was hurt. On the other hand, “that little upstart Winston” was one of the few Churchills she liked. He was lively, enthusiastic and stimulating, the very opposite of his cousin the Duke, but of course he had the advantage of being half-American. She did her best to hit it off with the rest of the family, though the Dowager Duchess was heard to say: “Her Grace does not realize the importance of her position.” She had much to do at Blenheim, entertaining social and political bigwigs, visiting the poor, writing letters, supervising the running of the house. As they had never found love, she and her husband had none to lose; but the strain of maintaining the social and physical relationship essential to her position as a breeding duchess was never eased and steadily grew. In 1900 she was temporarily released from the Duke, who went to South Africa as Assistant Military Secretary to Lord Roberts; but the following year he became Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, and she had to learn all about the leading colonials who were entertained at Blenheim.


  Sometimes she received unexpected compliments. Having undergone the ordeal of presentation at a Drawing-Room, whereat the Prince and Princess of Wales represented Queen Victoria, her mother-in-law Lady Blandford, the practical joker, said that no one would take her for an American. “What would you think if I said you were not at all like an Englishwoman?” asked Consuelo. “Oh, that’s quite different!” “Different to you, but not to me.”


  Occasionally she was reproved for behavior unbecoming to a duchess. At a dinner in honor of the Prince and Princess of Wales she wore a diamond crescent instead of the usual tiara. The Prince stared at it and said: “The Princess has taken the trouble to wear a tiara. Why have you not done so?”


  She found all these functions intolerably boring, and the racing at Newmarket equally so. She had to accompany her husband to Leicestershire for the hunting, which gave her no pleasure, and she made the fatal error of letting her mind wander away from horses and hounds and foxes into the realm of good deeds. Hearing, during one hunting season, that there was much unemployment and hardship at Woodstock, she sent money to provide work. The obliged recipients wrote a letter of thanks to her husband, then exclusively occupied with the solemn matter of fox chasing. He was amazed to hear that the roads on his estate had been repaired, displeased to receive expressions of gratitude for what he had not done, and quickly informed his wife that she was not entitled to act in that manner without his approval.


  However, he was good enough to approve the births of her two sons. She was unconscious for a week after the birth of her first, but recovered quickly on regaining consciousness. Following the arrival of the second, she reflected that she had done her duty to the dukedom and could now please herself. But life’s realities were kept at bay in the splendor of Blenheim, and she became more and more bored by the necessity of walking “on an endlessly spread red carpet.” Moreover, the conversation of the nobility made little appeal to her, and when she met a number of Austrian aristocrats in Vienna she thought it “a pity that they could express their thoughts in so many different languages when they had so few thoughts to express.”


  Queen Victoria died in January 1901, and when Consuelo spent some weeks in Paris that spring in the agreeable company of her father she was depressed by having to wear black clothes. All she dared do was to wear white gloves, thereby earning a lecture at Longchamps from the Duchess of Devonshire, who had been a leader of the fast set a generation before but was now a raddled old woman in a brown wig, her wrinkles filled with paint, her mouth a red slash. How, she asked, could Consuelo show so little respect to the memory of a great Queen as to exhibit white gloves? As the shocked lady was an incorrigible gossip, Consuelo’s impropriety no doubt received much publicity; in spite of which she was chosen to act as canopy-bearer to the new Queen at the coronation of Edward VII, her fellow bearers being the Duchesses of Portland, Montrose and Sutherland. When Alexandra was anointed by the old Archbishop of Canterbury they held the canopy over her. The oil was placed on her forehead by his shaky hand and a little trickled down her nose. She did not move a muscle but her eyes expressed anguish.


  After eleven years of nervous stress, either waiting for the Duke, who was invariably late for lunch, or being with him, which was worse, Consuelo pined for relaxation and they agreed to separate, the arrangement giving them equal custody of the children. In those days divorce was difficult and still scandalous, and since neither of them wished to marry again a legal separation met the case. It was estimated that about ten million of the Vanderbilt dollars had been spent on Blenheim and their London house, and as she had produced his heirs the Duke had no cause to complain. She went to live at Sunderland House, built for her as a present from her father, and here she gave musical parties. She also became absorbed in social work, starting a home for women whose husbands were in prison and a recreation center for working girls. She sat on a National Committee which inquired into the decline of the birth rate, and obtained a donation of a hundred thousand guineas for the removal of Bedford College, of which she was Hon. Treasurer, from Baker Street to Regent’s Park. Her mother, who had become Mrs. Oliver Belmont since her divorce, led the Women’s Suffrage movement in the United States, and when the 1914 war broke out Consuelo worked for the American Women’s War Relief Fund, collecting a lot of money by writing and lecturing. To enable women to be represented by their own sex on municipal councils, she founded a Women’s Municipal Party, and when a vacancy occurred on the London County Council she sat for North Southwark. At the election of 1919 she stood as a Progressive for that borough and topped the poll.


  When the 1914-18 war came to an end, the moral standards were loosened and she obtained a divorce from the Duke. In July 1921 she married Jacques Balsan at the Chapel Royal, Savoy, where divorced persons were treated with indulgence. He had been an airman in the war, and a balloonist before that, several times staying at Blenheim. His nature appealed wholly to hers, and they were very happy together. The Duke had now become a Roman Catholic, and as he wished to marry another American, Gladys Deacon, he asked Consuelo to get their own marriage annulled. Since Jacques Balsan was a Roman Catholic and she wished to appease his family, she granted the Duke’s request. Her only way of doing so was to swear that she had been married to him against her will. She was now on friendly terms with her mother, who consented to make the declaration, testifying before an English tribunal of Catholic priests: “When I issued an order nobody discussed it. I therefore did not beg, but ordered her to marry the Duke.” The annulment being granted, Consuelo married Jacques in a Catholic church, and was affectionately received by his family at Châteauroux. They then settled down in Paris, and soon she was busy helping to raise money for the construction of a hospital for the middle classes, receiving the Legion of Honor in 1931. Three years later her son succeeded his father as tenth Duke of Marlborough.


  Consuelo and Jacques built a house on the Riviera and took a château at St. Georges-Motel, where her philanthropic work continued. Like so many others, they had to bolt when the Germans entered France in 1940. With difficulty they escaped to Spain, and thence to Portugal, where they got a plane across the Atlantic. And so her story ends.


   


  CHAPTER 5—Wives of a Viceroy


  Mary Leiter and Lord Curzon


  Grace Duggan and Lord Curzon


  Other things being equal, which they never are, it is curious to reflect that if Mrs. Vanderbilt had aimed a little lower and married Consuelo to a lesser title but more imposing figure, the story of an eminent English statesman, George Nathaniel Curzon, would have been vastly different. Like Marlborough, Curzon married for money, but the union, unlike Marlborough’s, became a marriage of hearts. Being an intelligent man, Curzon would have been influenced by Consuelo, who might have fallen in love with him but would never have allowed her critical sense to remain dormant on that account. Curzon was both fortunate and unfortunate in his first wife, fortunate in that she adored him and was beautiful, unfortunate because her love numbed her brain and contributed to his high opinion of himself.


  George Nathaniel Curzon (his stately manner prevents one from thinking of him merely as George) was the eldest of many children. He was born in January 1859 and brought up at the family seat, Kedleston Hall, in Derbyshire. His father, Lord Scarsdale, was a cold, parsimonious, Puritanical clergyman of the Church of England; his mother displayed no affection; and his childhood was bleak, being overshadowed by the diabolical harshness of the family governess, whose mental and physical torture reduced her pupils to tears and engendered a habit of sobbing which never left the eldest boy. Her savagery was repeated when he went to a private school, where he was flogged by a sadistic master on the smallest provocation. But in spite of the fact that his niggardly father kept him on short rations at Eton, the release from tyranny was so great that he was happy there and did well. Naturally a boy who had suffered so much ill-treatment became insufferable when no longer frightened by ferocity, and at any school but Eton his rebellious behavior would have resulted in chastisement, but he was able to describe his period there as “glorious.”


  During one of his holidays at Kedleston he fell from his horse, his back being badly hurt; but after resting for a while the pain disappeared and he ceased to worry about it. Soon after the death of his mother, and just before going to Oxford, he developed curvature of the spine, which perhaps resulted in mental as well as bodily stiffness. Late in life he took Lord Riddell into his confidence: “My reputation is due in some measure to the fact that for many years I have been braced up with a girdle to protect my weak back. This gives me a rigid appearance which furnishes point to the reputation for pomposity.” It also gave rigidity to his ambition, and like many men with some physical defect he pursued his course with undeviating purpose.


  At Balliol College, Oxford, he made a reputation for scholarship and earned distinction as debater and orator in the Union, of which he became President. It is true that he only obtained second-class honors in Greats, but everyone knew that this was due to his keenness at the Union, his political ambition. In 1886 he became a Conservative Member of Parliament for Southport, and was made Under-Secretary for India in 1891-92, but all the time he could spare from his duties was spent in travel. From 1882 to 1894 he wandered extensively in Turkey, Palestine, Egypt, Tunis, India, China, Persia, Japan, Siam, Afghanistan and America. When at home he engaged in the social round, augmenting his sparse allowance by journalism, and often joined the annual meetings of the Crab-bet Club at the Sussex home of Wilfred Scawen Blunt, where the rising politicians of the day met to compose and recite poetry and to converse over Lucullan repasts. At one of these meetings an anonymous poem was delivered, a phrase in which stuck to Curzon for the rest of his life. It had first appeared in The Masque of Balliol, composed by members of that College in the late eighteen-seventies, and was headed Charma Virumque Cano:


  Charms and a man I sing, to wit: a most superior person,


  Myself, who bears the fitting name of George Nathaniel Curzon.


  From which ‘tis clear that even when in swaddling bands I lay low,


  There floated round my head a sort of apostolic halo.


  This soon received the honor of misquotation, and now appears in works of reference as:


  My name is George Nathaniel Curzon:


  I am a most superior person.


  Wits and peers took part in those meetings at Crabbet Park, such as Lord Houghton (later Lord Crewe), George Wyndham, G. Leveson-Gower, Lord Elcho (later Lord Wemyss), Curzon himself and a dozen other notabilities. But “the whirligig of time brings in his revenges,” and the one man among them whom they all probably dismissed as a nobody, Oscar Wilde, is the only one remembered today. The nobodies of today are often the immortals of tomorrow, and the great names of an age are unknown in the next generation. Curzon is now a mere name in a history book: Wilde is quoted and discussed everywhere.


  To return to our history book, Curzon had an early love affair which came to nothing, but in the summer of 1890 he met an American girl in a London ballroom and it seemed that something would come of it. Her name was Mary Victoria Leiter, and she was the daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Levi Leiter of Chicago and Washington. Her father, having started as a humble clerk in a general store, had run a dry-goods shop in Chicago with another ambitious youth named Marshall Field. Though he had none of Field’s flair for business, Levi was a terrific worker, and the store was so successful that he was able to retire in 1881, when he dabbled in real estate. Money flowed in, his fortune being so large that he could pay off a loss of nearly ten million dollars incurred by his son (who had tried to corner the wheat market but had found himself cornered) and scarcely notice it. He was in a position to endow his daughter handsomely and still devote his leisure years to making a collection of early American books; yet he did not make as much as his one-time partner, Marshall Field, a self-effacing man who left over 120 million dollars, partly owing to his practice of paying employees a bare subsistence wage.


  Mary Leiter was an exceptionally beautiful girl, and as she would possess a remarkably large fortune there were many suitors for her hand. But just as Curzon had made up his mind to marry someone who would be worthy of the position he intended to win, worthy not only in money and appearance but also in understanding, so Mary Leiter had every intention of giving herself and her fortune to a man who would make the most of both in a high post of public responsibility. Curzon found that they had many tastes in common, and they met frequently during the season, at the close of which he gave her an amulet. She took a pearl from her chain and had it set as a tiepin for him, “as emblematic of the tear I shed on leaving London.”


  They started a regular correspondence, and early in ‘91 he heard of the destruction by fire of Mrs. Leiter’s house in Washington. At the time he was at St. Moritz writing a book on Persia, and the news made him wonder why people ever lost their heads in a crisis, as apparently some of the house’s inmates had done, and as he was to do at a crucial moment in his career. The Leiters were again in London during that summer, and Curzon and Mary talked endlessly about his book on Persia. He then started a second journey round the world, during which he kept her posted with political news and constantly expressed a desire to penetrate the countries to the northwest of India, while her letters displayed an intense interest in his political future and described the various American states her family were visiting.


  On his way home from this second world tour he spent a day in Paris and went to dine with Mary at the Hôtel Vendôme on March 3, 1893. He afterwards declared that he had no premonition of what the evening would bring forth, and according to his official biographer, “it was just that the hearts of these two people were no longer capable of containing the song which their souls were singing.”{10} He told her that, though from the first he had felt they were destined for one another, he had not dared to mention it for three years because of a resolution to carry out his Asiatic journeys and his feeling that a married man would not be justified in undertaking them. In fact the soul-song was fated to continue for some time, since he now intended to visit the Pamirs and Afghanistan, and would not marry until he had done so. She consented to his terms though she knew that until their engagement was made public she would be badgered by other suitors, and she agreed to keep it secret from her parents for a year.


  She was disquieted on the eve of his Afghan journey, imagining all sorts of dangers with which he would be beset, and she wrote urging caution. The books she read about India heightened her alarm, and when she heard that the Amir of Afghanistan was ill she implored him not to go to Kabul. The danger would be terrible, and “it will be quite inhuman of you to go and run such a risk.” She saw Löhengrin at Bayreuth and wondered whether the heroine or herself were the more to be pitied, the heroine because her lover’s allegiance was torn between her and his knightly traditions, or herself whose lover had “adventurous propensities.” His Afghan visit over, she wrote to say that the period of waiting had been good for her (“My feminine philosophy believes in test and patience greatly improving and developing a woman”) and she thought that they would be “eternally happy.” When she heard that he was safely through the trip to Pamir she could not speak for happiness: “I believe I never had a moment of such transcendently blessed thankfulness in all my life.”


  On his return home he collapsed from the strain, while she comforted herself with the assurance that after their marriage a quiet week in England “would be Paradise Regained.” On March 2, 1895, their engagement was announced, and he cabled her that it had caused “universal delight.” They had kept their secret closely, and even his most intimate friends were amazed that the lofty George Nathaniel Curzon had condescended to marry a girl whose father had been something vaguely felt to be discreditable in Chicago and whose mother was commonly supposed to resemble Mrs. Malaprop. The ambassadorial world turned up for their wedding at Washington on April 22nd, nearly five years after Curzon had felt that he and his wife were destined for one another. Some of his relations had crossed the Atlantic for the occasion, and everyone admired his bride with her ivory skin and large violet eyes and classical features. Soon they were in England, and in time his wife’s fortune enabled them to take No. 1 Carlton House Terrace, London, and The Priory, Reigate, where they could entertain without stint. Incidentally, another Leiter was able to make life easier for another Englishman when Mary’s sister Marguerite married the impoverished Earl of Suffolk.


  The Conservatives under Lord Salisbury returned to power in June 1895, and Curzon was made Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs. Salisbury himself being in control of the Foreign Office, this meant that Curzon was its spokesman in the House of Commons. He wished to be made a Privy Councillor at the unusually early age of thirty-six, and Salisbury yielded to his demand. Everyone believed that he would eventually become Prime Minister, and no one believed it with more certainty than himself. It was his ambition and intention to achieve that position, and he seemed to have every qualification for it. Though frequently prostrated by ill-health, he loved toil and never allowed physical weakness to interfere with it. He had an overpowering sense of responsibility, duty, and the necessity of labor for unselfish ends, and he believed that the Almighty had chosen his class to do the appointed work.


  It sometimes appeared to his friends that the Almighty had also picked on him to keep an eye on the petty cash payments of his establishments. He attended to the least detail of domestic expenditure, and Harold Nicolson tells us that at some international crisis Curzon would spend hours checking the household accounts or criticizing the cost of a coalshed. He had been brought up to believe in an absolute right and a positive wrong, but this conviction may have been inborn, the effect of tradition and lineage. His private life from his marriage onward was eminently happy. The pair loved one another, and Mary’s wholehearted admiration for him helped him to have a wholehearted admiration for himself. She never criticized his actions; in her eyes whatever he thought or did was right, and it seemed that the emotions he felt were instantly reflected in her. It was an ideal marriage for a private life, but not so perfect when one of the parties had to make decisions which gravely affected his future.


  Apart from the premiership, Curzon had for years hankered after the Viceroyalty of India, and indeed had prepared himself for the post by his Asiatic travels and studies. It was the most imposing office in the British Empire, and the trappings of oriental splendor appealed to his fancy. He had never missed an opportunity of pressing his claims on Lord Salisbury, and when it became apparent that Curzon’s wife would be an admirable Vicereine, whose fortune would make it unnecessary for them to practice economy, the Prime Minister asked the Queen to sanction the appointment in 1898. On hearing the good news Curzon was in ecstasies. He had retained many of the qualities of youth, and whenever anything pleasant occurred to him in life he was liable to behave like a boy who has won his colors at some game or who has beaten his competitor in an exam. He went about with shining eyes and triumphant manner, could not help telling everyone about it while at the same time showing that it added to his distinction, a combination of internal joy and external patronage. Even his father unbent on hearing the news, expressing pride in the young man’s achievement, which caused Curzon to sob with pleasure.


  It was necessary that a Viceroy of India should be a peer, and he chose an Irish title, becoming Baron Curzon of Kedleston. “Oh, the ladyships!” exclaimed his wife: “I feel like a ship in full sail on the high seas of dignity.”


  It was characteristic of Curzon that during the busy weeks preceding his departure he should personally attend to the furnishing of his new home in Carlton House Terrace and the papering of the walls. He also engaged a nurse to look after his two baby daughters in their country home, subjecting her to half-an-hour’s close examination and detailing his observations at great length to his wife, saying in his letter that the applicant “is ladylike, yet not quite a lady”; that she had a “curious way of rolling her lips when she speaks and an utterance...almost mincing in its accuracy”; and that she showed “acres of gum and files of artificial teeth.” Having put her through her paces, he asked whether she wished to question him on any point. “She replied by the following rather extraordinary question: might she take out a bicycle with her? I said I would inquire, but thought that if the roads permitted it, there would be no objection to her taking her exercise in that way.”


  Mary Curzon accepted a subordinate place even in domestic matters because of her uninhibited admiration for her husband and her complete belief in his superior wisdom. It is almost certain that his spine complaint contributed to his restlessness and so to his minute attention to petty details, whether in private or public life. Consuelo, Duchess of Marlborough, a friend of the Curzons, thought that Mary was a dazzling beauty but wondered how an American woman could so completely subordinate her own personality to that of her husband, could so utterly lose her national characteristics in the process. But Consuelo, as we have seen, had a will of her own and did not surrender it for love.


  The youngest of all Indian Viceroys, accompanied by his wife, received the usual glamorous welcome when they arrived in India at the beginning of 1899. A demon for work, Curzon set about his duties with his usual thoroughness, and all that need be said about his official life in India is that he understood and sympathized with the natives, made himself disliked at home on account of his humanitarian policy, and enriched the country by his grandiose schemes for public works and ancient buildings. He was criticized in the House of Commons for being pompous, supercilious and patronizing, and he never quite saw eye-to-eye with the military authorities; but he was popular with Indians and efficient in administration, never sparing himself or anyone else in the furtherance of liberal designs and enlightened systems.


  His sense of justice made him extremely unpopular with the army. Once, when some drunken British soldiers raped a woman in Rangoon and were acquitted by a court-martial, Curzon compelled the Home Government to punish their regiment. The Colonel was dismissed, a sergeant-major degraded, the unit banished to Aden, while leave was canceled and other privileges were annulled for a year. Another time two soldiers of the 9th Lancers, a regiment that had won the admiration of the public for many gallant actions in the Boer War, lost their tempers with an Indian cook, belaboring him so unmercifully that he died in the hospital. Their commander punished them but to prevent an outcry did not have them court-martialed. Curzon heard of it from one of the cook’s relations, and promptly stopped all leave for the officers of the regiment for a year, punishing the men by forcing them to undertake excessive duties and rigorous drills. The British officers and men of the army never forgave him for these humiliations, though his prestige with the Indians was vastly increased.


  He worked for part of the hot season in Calcutta, but his wife went to Simla every year for the summer. At first sight she was amused by the place, “the houses slipping off the hills and clinging like barnacles to hill-tops,” and she tried hard not to be disappointed with Viceregal Lodge, at length deciding that she could put up with its disadvantages because “I can live on views for five years.” Her heart ached for her husband, still toiling in the capital for the first month of heat before joining her: “I miss you every second and wish I had never come away. I never will again; life is too short to spend any of it apart.” Though surrounded by a holiday atmosphere, she could not be happy without him: “Oh, I miss you, and miss you, and have to keep on the jump not to cry.” By the middle of April he was with her, and at the end of their first season in the hills they made an expedition to the Himalayas north and east of Simla. She thought the trees as fine as the pines in California. “At 8:30 we went shooting, first riding, and then clambering, climbing, sitting and sliding, and making every effort possible to slay two coveys of partridges. After walking five hours our bag consisted of five head of game.”


  Curzon worked as hard at Simla as he did at Calcutta. His intense application distressed his wife, and as he loved making speeches and she loved listening to them, she was divided between admiration and affliction. It was troublesome for him to speak in public owing to the pain in his back. He was encased in a “fearful steel cage” whenever he had to stand up for any length of time, and after these ordeals he would lie on his bed writhing in agony. It may be that an air of self-assurance if not of arrogance helped to cover his physical infirmity. Sometimes he had to visit districts where the inhabitants were suffering from plague or famine. Once he did so when she, to her disgust, was playing croquet at Simla, and she wrote: “As you listen to no human voice of warning, I must turn into a fatalist.”


  In the autumn of 1900 they made an eight-week tour of some six thousand miles, visiting many parts of India by rail, river, road and sea. They stopped at Diu, the Portuguese settlement, and the scene in the audience room of the palace amused Mary Curzon: “George was so hot that his collar had gone, and he was fanning himself with an immense red satin fan edged with swansdown...all the rest were ranged round the room fanning.” They were stifled at Bombay and she complained: “Oh, the heat, the heat! I am getting more used to it, but dressing in it is simply awful, and with broad swift rivers running down all over you it is hard to appear dry and smiling at a daily dinner party.” At Mysore a herd of bison which the Viceroy stalked successfully turned out to consist only of cows. But shooting with him was largely a ritual. What chiefly interested him during the trip was the condition of ancient buildings, which were moldering and falling into ruin, and he determined to preserve them.


  The heat was more than his wife could endure, and in 1901 he encouraged her to go home for her own sake as well as her children’s. She left to spend the summer in England, and he missed her terribly. Three weeks of her absence seemed like centuries to him, though he was shooting tigers in Nepal. He wrote her enormous screeds, telling her everything about his work, his plans, his thoughts. Existence without her was, he declared, “like living in a great sepulchre.” Her letters alone could put life into him; his sole joy was receiving them; and he begged for full descriptions of every detail in her life. She for her part held him as the center of all her interest, and even the gossip she retailed was chosen on account of its interest for him. In his loneliness he often wept, and though she had her daughters she was wretched away from him. His sense of solitude was emphasized by his unpopularity with his own countrymen, for he showed too strong a disposition to sympathize with the Indians whenever they came into collision with the English; and his wife as an American wholly approved his attitude.


  The periods she spent at home seemed to be doing her good, but she invariably suffered on returning to India. Her courage never failed her, however low her physical condition. Just before the dreadful strain of the great Delhi Durbar in January 1903, whereat the accession of the Emperor, Edward VII, was to be solemnized, she wrote: “Every bit of my vitality has gone, and I am iller than I have ever been and simply can’t get back to life. But I believe absolutely in my power of ‘coming up to time’ or ‘answering my ring’ as an actor does in the wings of a theatre.” She answered the call well, and her appearance in a dress made of peacock feathers, emblazoned with semiprecious stones, was the focal feature in the spectacle. People whispered of the bad luck associated with peacock feathers, and as her ill-health persisted, the superstition was strengthened by coincidence. But she knew that her days were numbered whatever the material of her dress: “Some day, though, the bell will go and I shall not appear, as India, I know, slowly but surely murders women.”


  Starting again for home, she admitted: “It is with a sad and miserable heart that I go, leaving all that makes life worth living behind me.” She suffered anguish every time they separated: “There is no happiness so great to a woman as the admiration she can feel to the depths of her heart for her Belovedst.” As for him, “You are everything and the sole thing in the world,” he wrote, “and I go on existing in order to come back and try to make you happy.” Her absences in the later days of his Viceroyalty reduced him to misery: “I have not dared to go to your room, for fear that I should burst out crying.”


  An extension of his term of office was offered him, and though in two minds about it his ambition prevailed over his love and he resumed the post at the end of 1904, once more facing what he called “a task which I shall never cease to regard as the greatest and noblest that anywhere devolves upon the British race.” But he had recently taken a holiday in England. His wife left for home in January 1904, and he followed her in April. He had accepted an offer to be Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, and she had been enchanted with a first view of their official residence, Walmer Castle: “I simply loved it. I never dreamed it was so pretty and fascinating.” But the drains were out of order and needed repair, so when Curzon arrived she took a house nearby while the castle was being made habitable. After attending many ceremonies in connection with his Viceregal work, they settled down at “the darling old castle” where Lady Curzon, following a miscarriage, nearly died. He thought her illness was due to the unsanitary condition of the place, which he called an “ancestral doghole.” The doctors suggested that all the floors should be taken up and the paneling taken down. But he decided that the castle was offensive, removed all his personal belongings, had the entire building disinfected, ultimately refused to live in it, and before leaving for India resigned the Wardenship.


  He returned alone to India toward the close of the year, and in January 1905 heard by telegram that the doctors considered the voyage out there would be good for his wife, news which gave him the happiest day he had experienced for years. “Every night and morning I thank God that you are coming out,” he wrote. On her arrival she had a tremendous reception, the streets of Calcutta being decorated and crowded, the inhabitants jubilant, and there were presentations galore.


  Yet despite his joy over their reunion it was not to be a happy year. Unconsciously he had prepared his own downfall. Soon after becoming Viceroy he perceived that a good soldier was required as Commander-in-Chief “to pull things together.” He pressed the Home Government to appoint Lord Kitchener; but the authorities were dilatory and for almost two years Curzon was compelled to undertake the duties, the recent occupant of that post being ill. He went on grumbling, and at last Kitchener received the appointment in time to take part in the Durbar. At first Curzon was delighted, reporting that Kitchener had “impressed me by his honesty, directness, frank common sense, and combination of energy with power.” But as time went on he was more impressed by Kitchener’s obstinate and dictatorial nature. The new Commander-in-Chief was violently against the system whereby the executive control of the army in India was vested in one authority, himself, while the administrative control was in the hands of the Indian Government. In other words Kitchener wished to be a military autocrat; and as he had by then been built up by journalists as a strong silent man of heroic proportions, he was able to blackmail the Cabinet at home by threatening to resign if he did not get his way, using the British dread of Russia for his purpose. From being very pleasant and co-operative he became hostile, and his attitude to Curzon lacked both grace and tact. “If you were here,” wrote the Viceroy to his wife, “you might be able to exercise some influence over this wayward and impossible man,” whom he described as standing aloof and alone, “a molten mass of devouring energy and burning ambition without anybody to control or guide it in the right direction.”


  The Home Government, as is the way with politicians, played up to the press, which supported Kitchener, and a satirical note crept into Curzon’s communications with the Cabinet, which irritated the members. His great friend, St. John Brodrick, Secretary of State for India, advised him to go carefully, to treat subordinates with more consideration, to trust others with much of the work he liked doing himself, and generally speaking to revise his sense of proportion; as a consequence of which Brodrick lost his friendship and became in Curzon’s eyes the chief villain of the piece. But his real enemy Kitchener was a master of intrigue, in close touch with influential folk at home; and though at one moment he weakened at the sight of a Viceroy in tears, his heart soon hardened against a man who considered himself superior in ability and position.


  In addition to his unpopularity with the politicians and the brass-hats, Curzon was ill throughout the summer of 1905, and when the moment of crisis arrived his wife had not the critical objectivity to perceive his danger. In August 1905 he resigned, believing that the Cabinet would recognize the value of his work and uphold him. But he should have remembered the Psalmist: “O put not your trust in princes, nor in any child of man, for there is no help in them.” A politician who trusts other politicians is clearly suffering from mental breakdown, and Curzon was practically a wreck, perceiving too late that he should have adopted a totally different strategy. His resignation was accepted; he waited long enough in India to receive the Prince and Princess of Wales; and returned home at the close of 1905 in a state of prostration, shattered and bemused. Incidentally, the system which Kitchener had favored broke down completely in the 1914-18 war, when the campaign in Mesopotamia was shockingly mishandled by the military bigwigs; so we may safely say that Curzon’s policy had been right.


  Unfortunately the resigning Viceroy had lost a good deal of his popularity with the Indians by an address he gave to the seventh convocation of the Calcutta University, in the course of which he said that “the highest ideal of truth is to a large extent a western conception,” and that craftiness and diplomatic wile had always been held in high repute in the East. Such remarks were too true to be appreciated, and the friend of India became overnight the hostile critic of India. Misfortune had temporarily marked him for her own, for in July 1906 his wife died. Though his nature was complex his emotions were simple; and as his emotions were centered on her, who had cheered him in success and comforted him in affliction, his life became empty and meaningless. He remained at Hackwood, his house near Basingstoke, in lonely misery, answering some nine hundred letters of condolence, and twelve months after her death he confessed that he was existing in a state of “mute endurance.”


  He managed to work off some of his feeling of ill-usage at the hands of Fate and the Cabinet by planning a memorial to his wife in the church at Kedleston, where he built a chapel to hold the white Italian sarcophagus containing her body. He ransacked Europe for the decorations he desired, Venice for silver lamps, Genoa for crimson velvet, Portugal for a crucifix, Spain for candlesticks and painted wooden panels, Mexico for a silver lectern, and Germany for a wrought-iron hanging electrolier. Models for the bronze candelabra were in the cathedral at Pavia, those for the sculptured panels adorning the walls were in a church at Rome, those for the iron grilles dividing the chapel from the nave were in the cathedrals of Spain, and the quartz for the floor came from the Urals. The Duchess of Rutland suggested that Curzon’s own effigy should be placed by the side of his wife’s, and this was done, though the crusader effect was perhaps not improved by the addition of two angels leaning over the figures, the crown of love in their hands.


  Curzon’s friends noticed a great difference when they first met him after Mary’s death. He had grown old and gray and inexpressibly sad. To talk of her, which he rarely did, or to come upon her photo suddenly, would bring tears to his eyes; and not long before his own death he told Consuelo Balsan: “I know that Mary will be the first to greet me in Heaven.”


  His interest in life was partly renewed when in 1907 he was made Chancellor of Oxford University, and was quickened the following year when he beat Lloyd George in the election for the Rectorship of Glasgow University. Thereafter he made a hobby of buying and restoring ancient buildings, such as Tattershall Castle in Lincolnshire and Bodiam Castle in Sussex, and writing their histories.


  Another occupation of the period may be described as curious. At some function in his fiftieth year he caught sight of a lovely and lively woman, and on inquiry learned that her name was Mrs. Elinor Glyn, who wrote novels in which red-hot passion was described in appropriate prose. Her hair, like her style, was colored red, and she provided books for the half-baked, the latest of which, called Three Weeks, was the talk of the hour, being devoured by everyone whose life had no resemblance to that of her passion-pulsating lovers. Curzon was instantly attracted to her and, on finding that Lord Milner was a great admirer of the lady, decided to displace him in her affection, though it appeared that Milner’s feelings, if passionate, were perforce platonic. Three Weeks had been dramatized, with Elinor in the chief part, and Curzon attended a performance, being thrilled to such a degree that he sent her the skin of a tiger he had shot, her emotions having been exhibited as the heroine of the play lay on a hide of that beast. She was clever enough to find out all about him before they met, and soon discovered to her delight that he realized all the attributes of her romantic heroes. Her fiery nature found in him her King of men, and though he was far more cautious he could not resist her appeal, taking the risk of living with her in Paris and asking her to stay with him at Montacute, his Somerset house.


  Their love affair lasted for eight and a half years, and when her husband died she expected to marry Curzon, who had already intimated his desire to do so before that event but who now became evasive. The King had made him an earl; it seemed as if he might yet exercise some influence in politics; and when his daughters came of age he would no longer be in command of the money left them in trust by their Leiter grandfather, which meant that he would again have to find a wife with a considerable portion. Such considerations weighed with him far more than the thought of marriage with a woman whose passionate adoration made him feel slightly ridiculous; and just after the two had spent a weekend together at Montacute, she woke up one morning to read an announcement in the paper that her lover was engaged to be married to a rich American woman named Mrs. Duggan. This utterly unexpected blow bereft her of speech, but it did not arrest her pen, and she wrote blistering things about him to a friend. Each of them destroyed the other’s letters, but Curzon retained enough evidence to cause some awkwardness with his future wife.{11}


  The outbreak of war in 1914 had not improved his position. He offered his services, which were declined by the Prime Minister, Asquith, and he contented himself with entertaining the King and Queen of the Belgians at Hackwood; but with the formation of the first Coalition Government he accepted the post of Lord Privy Seal, and it was clear that better things would follow. In the early stages of the war he met Grace, the daughter of J. Monroe Hinds, United States Minister in Brazil. Like his first wife, she was exceptionally beautiful, “another Helen” said someone. Her father, after serving in the Civil War, had bought property in Alabama and was part-owner of steamboats and stagecoaches. While serving as Consul in Brazil he married Lucy Triglia of Buenos Aires, and their daughter Grace was born at Decatur after her father’s return to Alabama.


  In 1902 Grace married Alfred Duggan, a wealthy Roman Catholic of Anglo-Italian origin, whose family owned vast estates in the Argentine. Most of their married life was spent in England, where for a time Alfred Duggan acted as an honorary attaché to the Argentine Minister. They had three children, two sons and a daughter. On the death of his father Alfred visited the Argentine, where he remained for some time making arrangements for the disposal of the large property left to him. On returning to England he fell ill, and died in the winter of 1915.


  Before his death Grace had met Lord Curzon, who had been instantaneously struck by her beauty and had managed to meet her on several occasions. When she became a widow, Curzon “tried to talk of marriage,” but as she was much younger than he and was enjoying her freedom she did not encourage him. Then, one summer day in 1916, he asked her to motor to Bodiam Castle. Stopping the car on the hill going down to the village, he made her climb the bank and enjoy her first view of the Castle through a gap in the trees. “I have that picture in my heart for all time,” she wrote nearly forty years later.


  With the eagerness of a boy, he showed her all over the castle and told her of his plans for its restoration. They ate the luncheon they had brought with them at the Castle Inn, and drove on to Winchelsea, where they entered the church and sat in a pew. Aware of her deeply religious nature, he had chosen the spot with care and, in a manner consonant with the atmosphere, he asked her to become his wife. She wished for time to consider his proposal, but in a month or two they became engaged. No announcement could be made until she had broken the news to her mother-in-law, for which purpose she journeyed to the Argentine that autumn. Curzon’s old Oxford friend, Cosmo Lang, Archbishop of York, conducted the ceremony of marriage at Lambeth Palace on January 2, 1917, just after the public announcement that Curzon had become Lord President of the Council and had been appointed to Lloyd George’s War Cabinet. Though fully conscious of his highly emotional nature, Grace was amazed on arriving at the altar “to be met by George with the tears pouring from his eyes.” Unlike most Englishmen, he made no attempt to check his emotions, and a few years after their marriage Sargent’s portrait of his wife produced the same effect as her appearance that morning in the chapel at Lambeth Palace.{12}


  She soon became accustomed to his other habits, such as his concern over the appearance of the footmen, which went to the length of parading a number of candidates in the hall of their London house, making them walk up and down to note their carriage, inspecting their hands to see if they were suitable for holding dishes. He insisted on the footmen wearing kneebreeches if the guests numbered fourteen or more, trousers when under that number. He was extremely fussy over food, and used to examine the jam and marmalade that was made every year.


  In a sense he had chosen prudently. His new wife was not only beautiful but wealthy, and she made an accomplished and decorative hostess, a valuable asset when, as Minister for Foreign Affairs, a post he held from 1919 to 1924, he was forced to entertain on a large scale both at 1 Carlton House Terrace and at Hackwood. All the social and political leaders of Great Britain, to say nothing of foreign potentates and politicians, went to lunch or dinner at one or other of those places, a party in honor of the Prime Minister, Lloyd George, including the Dominion Premiers, the Salisburys, the Crewes, the Winston Churchills, the Selbournes, Arthur Balfour, John Morley, Lord Bryce, Robert Cecil, “old Uncle Tom Cobbleigh and all.” There were occasional contretemps, as when the Shah of Persia missed his footing on the last stair and bounced on the floor, or when the Queen of Portugal’s hat caught fire from the butler’s cigarette lighter; but as a rule the elaborate functions went smoothly.


  In fact Curzon as a host was a more admirable person than Curzon as a politician. In the sphere of action he was excessively touchy, quickly hurt by fancied slights or criticism, deeply moved by praise and appreciation, and childish in his reaction to trivialities another man would dismiss as negligible. Harold Nicolson gives an amusing account of Curzon’s first appearance at the Foreign Office. Looking up at the stenciled cast-iron beams of the ceiling in his room, he said: “How ghastly, how positively ghastly!” As he partly retained the north-country accent, he pronounced such words as “ghastly,” “brass,” “glass,” “class” and “ask” with a short “a” as in “mash,” which made his comments sound funnier than they read. Pointing to his writing table, he questioned George Clerk, the Principal Private Secretary, “And what, if I may ask, is that?”


  “That, sir, is your writing table.”


  “I was not referring to the writing table, Mr. Clerk. I was referring to that object upon its surface.”


  “Well, sir, that is your inkstand.”


  “My inkstand, Mr. Clerk? I am dumfounded. You assure me that this object is the inkstand of the Secretary of State? It must be replaced immediately. When I was at the Privy Council office I was furnished with an inkstand of crystal and silver. This contraption, if I may say so, is merely brass and glass.”


  One story about him, since he enjoyed telling it, was probably invented by himself. On seeing a number of English tommies bathing in the vats of a large brewery behind the lines in Flanders, he said: “Dear me! I had no conception that the lower classes had such white skins.”


  Such affectations made him seem different from the average politician, and his opinion of famous contemporaries suggests a superiority of mind that he did not possess. He thought Balfour callous, Birkenhead treacherous, Churchill bad-mannered, Derby incompetent, Lloyd George a cad—such opinions being colored no doubt by their views of him, for he too was at times callous, treacherous, bad-mannered, incompetent and caddish. But with politicians it is nearly always a case of the pot calling the kettle black. They are out for power and position and adopt any means to attain their ends. Curzon was more than usually tricky in transferring his allegiance from one Prime Minister, Asquith, to another, Lloyd George, keeping one foot in each camp in order to sidle easily onto the winning side, and earned the lasting distrust and dislike of certain potent persons in the political world.


  Another of his faults was an inflated sense of his own importance, coupled with a childish reverence for rank. Penny pecunious and pound preposterous, he was as stingy as his father had been over sums another man would not have noticed, but spent fortunes over his own aggrandizement. Self-absorbed, he showed little consideration for others, mistook arrogance for good breeding, and was often rude to servants, whom he found it difficult to keep. A gentleman is as polite to a dustman as to a duke, and Curzon was not a gentleman in his treatment of those who were in no position to answer back. Though he quarreled with several old friends on returning from India, he was careful not to quarrel with Balfour, who could still be of use to him. As he was constantly in pain, some of his incivility was excusable; but it would have been less offensive if he had been impolite to people who could give him tit-for-tat. Occasionally, it is true, he played the hurt aristocrat with those in his own class, and when Margot Asquith implied in her autobiography that he was impressed by notabilities he never spoke to her again, cutting her dead when they were at the same gatherings. But as a rule his insolence was reserved for underlings, though he could be touchingly kind to subordinates he had heedlessly hurt if his callous behavior were drawn to his attention.


  His ambition, like the pain in his back, remained constant to the end of his days. So much so that he ate mud under the leadership of Lloyd George rather than resign his office. He had resigned once—his resignation had, to his chagrin, been accepted with relief, and he determined not to risk another. Lloyd George affronted him in public and ridiculed him in private, interfering in matters that should have been dealt with by Curzon and making arrangements behind his back. But the Foreign Secretary swallowed his wrath in the firm belief that no one else could do the job as well as he. The eyes of the world were upon him in 1922 when he played the chief part at the Lausanne Peace Conference. He slaved at his work and displayed an exemplary patience, relieving himself by writing to his wife on Christmas Day: “I have often thought of you all during the day and realised that politics is a poor (even when it is not a dirty) game.”


  Yet he still longed to be Prime Minister and believed that his way was clear when Bonar Law’s ill-health portended resignation in 1923. Austen Chamberlain had no desire to accept office, and no one else seemed to be in the running. During Bonar Law’s bouts of illness Curzon had taken his place at Cabinet meetings, and he was clearly the only possible choice for the premiership. He suffered spasms of agitation while the question was undecided, though complete confidence reigned between the spasms.


  On Saturday, May 19, 1923, he left London for the Whitsun recess, going to Montacute. On the 21st he heard of Bonar Law’s resignation. He was thrilled. In the evening of the same day he received a telegram from the King’s private secretary, Lord Stamfordham, summoning him at once to London. All doubt vanished: the premiership was his. Next day he and his wife went by train from Somerset to London. During their journey they discussed plans, Curzon saying that he would only use No. 10 Downing Street as an office, continuing to reside and entertain at Carlton House Terrace. He thought it would be wise to retain the name of Curzon. They talked of Church appointments. The press comments that morning, the crowd of photographers at Paddington station and by the steps of his London house, showed what the world expected. They had lunch: they waited. At 3:30 P.M. Lord Stamfordham arrived, and explained with some embarrassment that the King had felt that the future Prime Minister must be in the House of Commons and had therefore decided to appoint Stanley Baldwin. After the shock of stupefaction, Curzon argued cogently against such an appointment; but Stamfordham could hold out no hope because, though he did not say so, Baldwin was already on his way to the Palace. Later Curzon discovered that pressure had been brought to bear on the King, not only by the Labour Party but by some of his own colleagues, above all by the sinister, secretive and bloodless Balfour. Baldwin himself had not been idle, and a memorandum stating his claims had been drawn up by a friend and seen by His Majesty. A combination of personal dislike and political convenience had prevented the King from doing what he had intended when the wire was sent.


  Stamfordham’s words had a shattering effect on Curzon. For a while he seemed paralyzed by the blow. Then, alone with his wife, he fell into a chair and burst into a passion of tears. She tried to comfort him, but he felt like Shakespeare’s Richard II: “Of comfort no man speak.” He had overlooked someone who seemed to him negligible. “Not even a public figure,” he sobbed. “A man of no experience. And of the utmost insignificance—the utmost insignificance.”{13} When Baldwin read this revelation he remained unmoved, saying to his son Oliver, who passed it on to the present writer, “Yes, Curzon was excusably upset. He had failed to observe my possibilities.”


  For some twelve hours Curzon felt overwhelmed by the disaster, being too much upset to meet the King and Queen at a dinner the following night; but he could not endure the thought of being a cipher in the House of Lords after conducting the affairs of the nation from the Foreign Office, so he bit the bullet, sent a congratulatory letter to Baldwin, proposed the election of the new Prime Minister as leader of the Conservative Party, and accepted office as Foreign Secretary in the administration of the man whose insignificance was so palpable.


  With the resignation of the Government early in 1924 he left the post, and when the Conservatives were returned he became Lord President of the Council. “As you know,” he wrote to his wife, “I would never have swallowed what I have done or consented to take office again, were it not that you so strongly wished me to do so.” This can only have been partly true, but he was beginning to feel the need of retirement to Kedleston, whence he had written to her three years before: “I would love it the more with you.”


  His second wife, like his first, recognized his dominion in the home, and knew that he would not be happy unless he could supervise everything. Pointing to a pile of books by the bedside of a female guest, she said: “George has chosen them, so you will like them. I had myself selected the books to be placed in every visitor’s room, but when George inspected them he decided that I had not correctly assessed the literary tastes of our expected guests, and after sending a footman with a tray to collect the books he made a new selection.”


  His fussy, peremptory and pompous nature soon got on Grace’s nerves. He expected her to be like his first wife, adoring, self-obliterating and submissive; but she could not live up to his expectations. Being twenty years his junior, she demanded a livelier existence than the one he offered. Although during their absences from one another his letters commenced “My darling Girl,” hers “My darling Boy,” they were apart too often for his peace of mind. He said that he missed her more than he could express, and she said that she was proud to belong to him. When she wired him on the seventh anniversary of their marriage, he assured her that he would marry her “1,000 times over again,” though he admitted that they had experienced some trouble, while she confessed that their “little disturbances” had been mostly her own fault.


  The first of these little disturbances concerned Elinor Glyn. She had heard that they had been meeting one another again. He denied it and asserted his absolute fidelity to her. His love of Kedleston was not shared by her, and she took no interest in the improvements he was making there. She enjoyed gadding about, giving entertainments and going to parties and races, and when she could not do so there were scenes and sulks. He wrote to her regularly; she replied infrequently, and occasionally her letters were “nasty.” She did not want him to spoil the fun at Hackwood and once refused to let him visit the place on the anniversary of their wedding. She made all sorts of excuses not to accompany him when he had to attend a Conference or go for a health cure. The yearly sum of £5,000 which she allowed him was sometimes late in arrival, and on one or two occasions, in a fit of petulance, she instructed the bank not to honor her checks. She was capable of leaving him in solitude when he felt miserable and ill. He bored her with what she called his “Curzon-like manner” and she was inclined to side with his daughters when there were disagreements over money. He complained that she took no interest in his doings or in the state of his health and that all her affection was given to others. She merely replied that his charges were absurd and that as they could not live in harmony together they had better stay apart as much as possible. He longed for a son, but she could not give him one, though she suffered a long period of mud baths for the purpose at a German spa, not to mention operations and other methods of assisting pregnancy. This luckless circumstance, added to his ceaseless idolization of his first wife, doubtless exacerbated their temperamental discords.


  The last years of his life were sad and lonely. He had failed in his ambition to be Prime Minister, and his domestic existence gave him no solace. He was suffering from phlebitis as well as his old enemy sleeplessness, and could not sleep at all if so much as a ray of daylight entered his room. Insomnia is usually a sign of division in a nature; and Curzon would have liked to be a great writer as well as a famous statesman, but never rose above the composition of those imposing phrases which politicians mistake for fine literature. The division could only be resolved by his death, which took place on March 20, 1925.


  Grace outlived him by thirty-three years. She lost much of her fortune in South America, and as most of his money was in trust for the male heir she had to sell their London house, though she occupied Hackwood Park for the next ten years. From the middle of the 1939-45 war she lived at Bodiam manor house as tenant of the National Trust to which her husband had willed the castle, but for some years before her death at the age of eighty she rented a small house at Tilmanstone in Kent. The duty on her estate amounted to £215, a sum that might just have covered the cost of the champagne at one of her parties in the early twenties.


   


  CHAPTER 6—Money for Fun


  Anna Gould and the Marquis of Castellane


  Having been introduced to a woman whose money was spent on her husband’s palace, and another whose money made easy her husband’s position, we may turn our gaze on a third whose dollars were squandered on her husband’s frivolity.


  When Cornelius Vanderbilt, the “Commodore,” began to dabble in railway stocks, he was up against some pretty cunning customers, perhaps the craftiest being Jay Gould, whose daughter was destined to marry a titled Frenchman a few months before the great-granddaughter of Cornelius married a titled Englishman. Jay Gould was over forty years younger than the Commodore, having been born in 1836. He grew up to be a physically weak, undersized fellow whose air of sadness made people take pity on him until circumstances compelled them to take pity on themselves. He had no intimate friends, and his single virtue was a lack of humbug: his operations were naked and shameless. Having done some surveying work as a young man, he went into a tannery. The first person who confidently financed him was ruined and committed suicide. Jay soon made money and began to gamble in railway stock. A clever lad, he got to know Daniel Drew, who was looking for “the two smartest young men in New York” to fight the Commodore and gain control of the New York and Erie Railroad Company. He found them in two brisk youths, Jay Gould and Jim Fisk, who were soon at grips with Cornelius, but his experience at the game enabled him to obtain an order for the arrest of Drew, Fisk and Gould. However, they were a little too quick for him, and after a period of bribing legislators and public officers they got control of the Erie Railroad. Among other methods of avoiding legal action they took refuge for a time in New York’s Grand Opera House, which they successfully barricaded. They tried to bribe President Grant in their efforts to corner the gold market, but he was not disposed to assist them and Congress investigated matters. They failed in their object, though Fisk had the consolation of feeling that “nothing is lost save honour.”


  During these negotiations Gould, aged thirty-three, was suffering from tuberculosis, which, instead of warning him to make peace with God, spurred him on in the service of Mammon. His agreeable partner Jim Fisk was shot dead at the Grand Central Hotel in January 1872 by his mistress’s pimp, who had been blackmailing him. Shortly after this Gould received a million dollars by resigning from the board of the Erie, and like everyone else who had financial dealings with him, Drew was ruined. A financial crash in ‘73 stunned pretty well everyone except the resilient Jay, who turned the panic to good account and picked up much more money than he dropped, soon gaining control of the Union Pacific Railroad by buying its stock at rock-bottom prices. He added other railroads to his collection and ran a newspaper, The World, which supported his gambling ventures. In this manner he was able to smash the credit of the Western Union and buy up its stock when made almost valueless. By the time his old antagonist Cornelius Vanderbilt was on his deathbed, no one disputed that Jay Gould stood alone at the art of manipulating stocks and converting other people’s money into his own. With a fine impartiality he bankrupted friends and enemies alike, and was often in danger of losing his life. Assaulted in the street on at least two occasions, he at last employed a number of guards to protect him day and night. But his nature displayed a softer side in his love of orchids.


  In later years he suffered from insomnia, not, we may be sure, due to a pricking conscience, but owing to his further schemes for relieving people of the burden of their wealth. Added to this anxiety he had pains in the chest and frequently spat blood, a condition which forced him to spend many hours of the night walking up and down outside his Fifth Avenue house, with guards on the alert. But he never ceased to scheme, and one of his last acts was to attack the Manhattan Railway Company in his paper, depress the shares, buy them, gain control of the company, and then boost it. Opposition papers described him in opprobrious terms; and when the President of the Manhattan, Cyrus W. Field, found himself bracketed in The New York Times with a well-known plunderer like Gould, he made amends to the public conscience as well as his own by reducing the fares from ten to five cents. This struck Jay as cowardly, and no doubt another night’s insomnia was spent in taking counsel with himself. Freshened up by pleasant thoughts, he urged Cyrus to buy Manhattan stock, and as soon as his friend was loaded up with it Jay resorted to his usual publicity methods, devalued the stock by a half and ruined Field. They appear to have been remarkably innocent, these eminent men of business, because Jay found money-making as easy as smiling.


  In spite of the violent attacks in the press by men who wished they could clear the till as easily as Jay Gould so frequently did, the pirate sailed valiantly ahead and died in 1892 at the age of fifty-six, his fortune being assessed at seventy-seven million dollars, though perhaps an equivalent sum had been salted away from public gaze. His funeral was attended by several unprejudiced financial wizards, among them J. Pierpont Morgan, who had not been one of Jay’s victims and so could take an unjaundiced view of the dead man’s genius.


  There is no stronger craving in the world than that of the rich for titles, except perhaps that of the titled for riches, and the two appetites caused the union between Jay Gould’s daughter Anna and Boniface, Marquis of Castellane, who belonged to an ancient family from Provence. “My ancestors,” he said, “exercised the prerogative of coining money,” but he was destined to spend someone else’s money. Born in 1867 and brought up at the eighteenth-century château of Rochecotte in the Loire Valley where his people lived, he had a strong sense of his own importance and a pride in the aristocratic tradition of his family, which led to his becoming a rather attractive ass, conceited, affected, amusing to those who liked him, absurd to those who did not. In the spring of 1894, when twenty-seven years old, he met Anna Gould in the Parisian flat of Fanny Reed, who did not take to Boniface (Boni, for short), her attitude being implied by his statement that she was ugly, that she had no taste in clothes or anything else, and that her singing gave him a pain in the neck. Miss Reed’s dislike of him was due, he said, to the fact that he brought light into the dullness of her existence. His favorable view of Anna was doubtless influenced by his knowledge of her fortune, but he appraised her shortness of stature, her slight build, her black eyes, her small hands and feet, her shyness and childish malice, and decided that she had charm—above all, possibilities.


  “I thought that it would be fascinating to complete her education in the best finishing school—marriage—and afterwards to present her to an admiring world.”{14} Put in another form, he felt sure it would be fascinating to present himself as a man of taste to an admiring world with the aid of Anna’s dollars. To this end he paid her assiduous attention, wrote to her constantly, sent her bouquets, and displayed himself on horseback beneath her windows. Thinking that if he went to America, she would follow him, he went there, and she did; but no doubt he had heard that she was going there before he decided to lead the way.


  After a spell in England he arrived penniless in New York, but as he put up at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel we can only assume that the cabman who drove him was paid by the reception clerk. He quickly got into touch with a friend, Charles Raoul Duval, who “put me at once in the way of making money, and I had no cause to worry over the immediate future.” We may make what we like of this, but the probability is that Duval financed him on the strength of his marital expectations. He went to Newport, where millionaires and their families disported themselves, and as he was an authentic count, innumerable dinners, fetes and picnics were given in his honor. But the pleasures, ideas and customs of the place jarred on his sensibilities, and the cooking displeased his palate.


  Anna duly arrived in New York and sent a letter asking him to meet her at the Horse Show. Liking horses, he obeyed, but found that she did not manifest as much enthusiasm for him as he did for her. Undaunted, he called at her sister Helen’s house on Fifth Avenue where she was staying. Helen was rather forbidding. She seemed to be making up for her father’s delinquencies by coming to terms with Heaven, and though Boni found this irksome he solaced himself with the feeling that in such a moral atmosphere he would at least “possess a wife who had been kept absolutely unspotted from the world.” Indeed Anna illustrated her spotlessness by saying that she would never marry him, as she disliked foreigners and declined to live outside America. Fortunately for him, Helen’s religious gloom got on Anna’s nerves; and when Boni, to make her jealous, paid attention to other women, she obligingly manifested jealousy. Also her brother George was friendly, asking Anna and Boni to join a holiday party for an excursion to Canada. They accepted the invitation and for the first time Boni traveled in one of the latest creations of Mr. Pullman.


  At Quebec they attended High Mass in the Cathedral. Afterwards, “still under the mystical influence of my Faith, I unveiled my inmost soul to Miss Anna Gould, and I asked her to become my wife. She accepted without hesitation.”


  Her previous coolness may have been due to a suspicion that he was already well-provided with mistresses, but his reverent behavior in the Cathedral no doubt dispelled such thoughts. Having thanked God for making him happy, he next implored her to make him doubly blessed by adopting his religion. But on this point she was adamant, shocking him with the statement that she would never become a Roman Catholic because it would prevent her from divorcing him, and she would not remain his wife if she were unhappy with him. He was “dumfounded,” unable to realize that American girls could think of divorce in connection with marriage. However, he felt that as her husband he would be able to mold her character, and it took him a long time to wake up to the fact that “the idea of divorce was ever present in the mind of Miss Gould from the day of our marriage until that of our final parting.”


  Anna was nineteen years old when they were married on March 4, 1895, by the Catholic Archbishop of New York, Monsignor Corrigan, at the Gould house on Fifth Avenue. In his memoirs Boni says that they passed a happy honeymoon at Irvington, the old home of the Goulds, and that Anna’s charming companionship made him hope that after he “had helped to complete her soul education” he would find in her the perfect helpmate. But as he records that they left New York for England and France on March 6th, his honeymoon reflections cannot have been exhaustive.


  He soon perceived that Anna was extremely self-satisfied: “She was the pathetic victim of the Gould tradition that the sun rose every day on purpose to hear the Goulds crow!” whereas, he might have added, all right-minded people knew that it rose on purpose to hear the Castellanes crow. She appeared to be utterly unimpressed by rank, disregarding it completely: a female Gould was sufficient unto herself.


  They had a joyful reception at the château on the Loire, with cheering crowds, rousing music, hearty songs, resplendent decorations, and a huge village fete. “I looked at Anna, hoping for some expression of pleasure. None was forthcoming—she was unmistakably bored!” From that date, he avers, “Anna disliked Rochecotte with an ever-smouldering hatred.” When introduced to the family circle “she entered our world of traditions from out of a world absolutely destitute of them.” In his opinion she made no more attempt to understand the French temperament than she did to understand him, and this he thought unfair: “If American wives endow us with their wealth, we, for our part, give them in exchange, besides a name, something which their money is powerless to purchase—a tradition and a taste which their superficial education does not give them the power of obtaining for themselves.”


  At any rate he intended to make the most of the wealth which he had received in exchange for his title, tradition and taste; and he started to buy all sorts of artistic objects for the house he wished to erect in Paris. “I don’t appreciate money except to spend,” he said; so he rushed about purchasing Gobelin tapestries, pictures by Reynolds, Gainsborough, Vandyke and Rembrandt, period tables, carpets, clocks, Sèvres china, spending millions of francs “without any trouble.” He carefully points out that Anna retained full control of her fortune and “allowed me to spend her money of her own free will.” It is interesting to note that nearly all the things he bought eventually found their way into Pierpont Morgan’s collection, a fate which, had he been conscious of it, would have made Jay Gould more than usually sleepless.


  While their own mansion was being constructed in the Avenue du Bois de Boulogne, the Castellanes occupied another house in the Avenue Bosquet, where their first two sons were born. In honor of Anna’s twenty-first birthday the Marquis planned a fete which he intended “should equal any given in the glorious days of Versailles.” It was held in the Bois de Boulogne and invitations to 3,000 people were sent out, a dinner party of 250 intimate friends preceding the fete. But although the woods were lit with innumerable lamps, the dining marquee was decorated with red roses, the guests represented the bluest blood of France, the lake reflected the many-colored lanterns, eighty picked coryphees danced in the ballet, and an orchestra of 200 emitted sweet music—in spite of all this, Anna remained unimpressed, and Boni had to console himself with the reflection that, apart from the poetic feelings the fete had inspired, “such entertainments are good for trade” and no one should be blamed for spending money “on such a praiseworthy object.”


  Certain domestic misunderstandings did not help to make their lives harmonious. For instance, the nurse engaged for their infant was discovered to be a bad lot, and Boni was attacked in a paper as the cause of her indiscretions. He challenged the journalist to a duel, which took place on the road to Neuilly close to the Seine. He was dressed in immaculate white. “It was soon over and in a couple of minutes I had settled my account by wounding him in the forearm”; after which he put his tongue out at a friend whose dismayed expression before the encounter had irritated him. The result of the affray brought a shower of compliments from admirers, among others the ex-Empress Eugénie, upon whom he took his wife to call, finding it “impossible to deny the deathless attraction of this Empress of many sorrows....She was a beautiful and pathetic wreck!”


  He bought a 1,600-ton yacht, which was manned by a crew of eight officers and over ninety men. In 1897 they took a sea trip to Norway with a few aristocratic friends. The then Emperor of Germany, William II, was also cruising in Norwegian waters, but as a good patriot Boni kept out of his way. Then they went up the Baltic and it became clear to him that Anna was losing interest in yachting, as she spoke peevishly of their guests. It did not occur to him that she could be bored with his well-bred friends. They found the Russian Grand Dukes hospitable, but Boni, like many men a sound ex post facto prophet, “sensed the catastrophic ending of the Imperial regime.” By the end of the trip all the passengers were sick of the sight of one another, and “each of us had begun to hate his neighbour.” All the same they risked another cruise, this time in the Mediterranean, the high spot being the audience granted them by Pope Leo XIII. Once Boni gave a luncheon to various celebrities on board his yacht, at the conclusion of which he proposed a short voyage. Alas! a storm came on, and “instead of returning thanks for our hospitality our guests most unthankfully returned us their lunches.”


  He now entered upon what he called “the decorative duties of life,” and their carriages, their postillions with eighteenth-century wigs, provoked comment. His ideas of decoration made no appeal to his wife, who was a real “home-bird” and something of a masochist, kicking up a fuss over his early love affairs. “She ignored the fact that the majority of men are ‘widowers’ on their wedding day, since until then most lives are shared by unofficial wives.” She would not allow him to choose her gowns though his taste was impeccable and whenever she dressed according to his whim she became in his eyes “super-elegant.” He carried his artistic sense even to the field of sport, the drag-hunts which he instituted at Rochecotte being aesthetically satisfying, while his domiciliary taste insisted that his footmen should wear clothes that did not clash with the architecture and furniture of a house.


  By the time their palace at No. 40 Avenue du Bois de Boulogne was fit to receive guests, though the interior work was never completed, Boni and Anna were on cool terms with one another. He loved flowers, music, beauty, people, while she seemed to want something else, possibly even dreaming of a husband’s undivided love. The palace, which contained a theatre to seat 600 people, was duly blessed by the Abbé Marbeau, later Bishop of Meaux, and Boni “celebrated the occasion by paying all rents under 500 francs of residents in our parish.” But it was scarcely a poverty-stricken quarter.


  His first reception was not given to princes, marquises, counts and viscounts, but to artists, decorators, sculptors and plumbers. Then came the titled world, and it grieved him that Anna could never be made to pay the deference due to rank, rebelling against the etiquette which he considered essential. The rich costumes and powdered wigs of the servants set off the superb ornamentation of the mansion, and he sensed some jealousy in his guests, who could not rise to the vastness of his ideas. They entertained as many as 2,000 people at a time. His notions of grandeur once led him into danger. When the King of Spain visited Paris, Castellane drove to the Spanish Embassy in a magnificent Dorsay with superb horses and grooms in State liveries. He was mistaken for the King and acclaimed by the populace; but as a number of assassins had designs on His Majesty, who was surrounded by guards, Boni might easily have received a bullet intended for Alphonso.


  Feeling, no doubt, that she was entitled to spend a certain amount of her own money, Anna bought the castle and estate of Marais in 1897, and her husband cheerfully adopted the role of host, giving a fete to the peasants of the locality, with illuminations, merry-go-rounds, and other attractions. The neighboring notabilities were lavishly entertained, and Boni’s fancy pictured a collection of exotic animals in the grounds, large Nubians in red turbans with jaguars and black panthers on leash. Again the liveries of the servants harmonized with the house; they wore white coats and pale blue breeches. One eminent visitor, King Carlos of Portugal, ruthlessly upset the color scheme by appearing in a bright red smoking jacket. Had he not been a monarch Boni would have ticked him off and compelled him to dress in accord with the surroundings, just as he once told a lady that her gown and hat were out of place at a shooting party. One visitor to Marais arrived in an automobile: this was the Comte de Périgord, afterwards Prince de Sagan, who hardly knew the host and had never met the hostess. “Little did I dream, when I entertained this angel unawares, that he would eventually own Marais—and incidentally marry my wife,” wrote Boni long afterwards. By this time, either owing to his advice or to her imitative faculty, his wife was transformed and could receive princes without embarrassment.


  In 1898 Boni was elected as a deputy for Castellane, and in the famous affair which shook France he displayed hostility to Captain Dreyfus, buying the Soir in order to pump up the emotional nonsense of the moment. He fought a duel with his cousin Comte Orlowski because of certain remarks made by the Count about the French army. As he felt concern over the state of his cousin’s soul, it pleased him that it was only necessary to wound the fellow. Among other little luxuries Boni allowed himself a racing stable, not because he liked racing but he enjoyed seeing his mauve and green colors moving against a setting of trees. Apparently he was able to isolate his own colors and be blind to all the others with which they were mixed. His entertainments were famous, and one of them, a flower dinner party for 250 people, was the talk of the hour. The female guests represented different flowers, his wife appearing as a scarlet poppy. “It was a most enjoyable evening,” he wrote, “and my charming flowers reversed the decrees of Nature by going to bed at sunrise!”


  He had innumerable love affairs and women were attracted to him in spite of his appearance, which was described by one person as being like a powder puff, by another as resembling a lovely doll, for his complection seemed like wax and his hair shone like gold.


  Anna’s family controlled their anger for a while; but when Boni bought the Château de Grignan because Madame de Sévigné as well as his ancestors had once owned the place, their rage came to the surface. They started a campaign against him, calling him a spendthrift, which he hotly denied, admitting that he had perhaps bought too much too quickly, but it had never occurred to him that he would have to pay on the nail. It was almost a point of honor with him never to settle accounts when presented. But at last a dealer, perhaps incited by the Goulds, demanded payment of the whole of his account. “This was indeed an impertinence,” said Boni, “and one unworthy of a man in whom I had hitherto reposed implicit confidence.” But the impertinent fellow was also impenitent and brought an action against Castellane in New York, whence his wife’s income was administered by trustees. As the sum ran to several millions of francs, Boni was attacked in the American papers, which did not add to his domestic comfort. Anna was angry, “but if she had proved herself more sympathetic towards me at this crisis in my fortunes, I should have become her slave for life.” Alas! she agreed with her family and laughed at his assurance that his speculations in works of art would ultimately make a huge profit for her. At a much later date he claimed that his investments had been the best ever made by the Gould family.


  One woe doth tread upon another’s heel


  So fast they follow...


  and Boni was to be attacked for his political views as well as his social indiscretions. The Figaro opened fire and called him a bankrupt, mentioning other misdemeanors while he was absent in America, where the unpleasant newspaper gossip drove him to ask President Roosevelt to put an end to it. But the President did not feel disposed to muzzle the press for the sake of Boni.


  Returning to France the Count called on the editor of the Figaro, M. de Rodays, with the intention of boxing his ears, having cabled his design from New York. Shown into the presence of M. de Rodays, he asked point-blank whether the editor was responsible for the objectionable articles. De Rodays replied that he did not write them but accepted full responsibility for them; upon which Boni stepped forward and slapped the editor’s face several times. De Rodays squealed, Boni gave him another slap, left his card, and walked out. A duel followed, de Rodays choosing pistols at the greatest allowable distance and one shot to settle all. The affair took place in the Parc des Princes at Boulogne-sur-Seine, and Castellane’s bullet hit his antagonist in the thigh. De Rodays bled profusely, and honor was satisfied. Instantly Castellane became a topic in plays, revues and concerts, his photo being exhibited everywhere, his popularity attested by the name “Boni” which everyone called him. “I moved in the midst of this turmoil aloof, disdainful, and unheeding,” he remarked.


  In the summer of 1899 the Prince of Wales asked him to send a yacht to Cowes, where he gave a dinner on board in honor of H.R.H., the servants being dressed as sailors in consonance with his artistic taste. But the propeller of the yacht broke and he lost the Cup. His wife then accompanied him to Scotland and Ireland, where he bought a hunter at the Dublin Horse Show, but eventually returned the animal to Ireland. They went on to Blenheim, and the Duke of Marlborough received a good deal of advice on harmonious environment which if followed would have necessitated the rebuilding of his palace. Boni was particularly proud of the kitchens at his various establishments and discoursed on their elegance, their white-tiled walls and marble floors, in a manner which the Duke found tactless.


  While the Goulds were busy exposing him as a monster of extravagance, Boni considered his contributions to the public weal. “As I have afforded food for endless gossip,” he thought, “surely I may claim to be regarded as a public benefactor.” His châteaux, yachts, race horses, charities, fetes, pictures, furniture, rare books, could all be regarded as sound investments apart from the pleasure they had given to so many people. His wife’s pearls were the finest in the world, her diamonds unsurpassed, while her rings with their flawless stones, her Renaissance jewels, had no equal. Some sixty million francs were spent on these luxuries, but their value would increase as time went on, and even the 7,800 meters of land on which his Parisian palace had been built, for which he had paid 300 francs a meter, would be worth ten times that amount in the years ahead. In addition to such benefits he had, with the assistance of his wife, produced three “charming” boys; yet with all these achievements in his favor Anna failed to understand him and listened to the “perfidious advice” of family lawyers. At the end of his career he came to the conclusion that “Nobody has replaced me” and that “My enterprises were too much in advance of my time.”


  In 1903 he again visited the United States, his wife and two elder boys having preceded him. But to his annoyance they did not meet him when his boat docked. He took a cab to the hotel where they were staying and saw the three of them seated at a table in the dining room. Anna was unperturbed by his querulous attitude and merely expressed regret that, having married a foreigner, she did not live in her own country. Having stayed in America for six weeks, they visited various Mediterranean resorts on their yacht. Constantinople did not live up to its reputation for beauty; Venice was not so attractive as the painters had made it; but Athens was a sheer joy. Life on board a yacht had an unfortunate effect on Anna, whose dislike of her husband became increasingly apparent, though “I am convinced,” said he, “that I have not done anything worse than those who read my ‘Confessions’”—a somewhat shaky avowal.


  On December 8, 1905, they gave a dinner at their Parisian palace to the King of Portugal, in the course of which Boni “sensed impending disasters.” Already he had noticed that people ceased talking when he entered a room, and he recognized himself as the theme of scandal, but he was hardly prepared for an incident which took place when he and his wife were guests at a dinner in the first week of January 1906. Someone asked him what he had been doing that day. As a conscientious deputy he replied that he had been to the “Chamber.” His wife appeared skeptical, saying, “The word has two meanings, and I think he prefers a ‘chambre’ as a bedroom to a place of legislation.” This made him feel uncomfortable but did not alter his way of life.


  On January 26th he and Anna went for an afternoon walk in the Bois. He expected to meet her at dinner, but on his return home from the Palais Bourbon a little after 6 he found his house wifeless, childless, servantless, and in the dark, the electricity supply having been cut off. He rushed to the Hôtel Bristol, where Anna had taken refuge, but was headed off by detectives. Returning to his deserted mansion, he received an official application for a judicial separation from his wife. When next they met he asked why she had been so charming to him on the day she left home. “Because it was for the last time,” she said.


  His matrimonial affairs were soon the talk of the town, but he held his head higher than ever, saw his friends, never discussed his fortunes, and walked in the Jardin du Luxembourg instead of the Bois de Boulogne. At last the Gould family persuaded Anna to divorce Boni, for which purpose his character had to be blackened. But, according to himself, the necessary evidence was difficult to obtain, “as my misdemeanours were not flagrant.” But flagrant or not, she obtained all that was needed and they were divorced, Boni reflecting that “I am sure we did not appreciate the wisdom of giving and taking during our married life.” He omitted to mention that he had given her a great deal out of her own money.


  Meanwhile Anna lost no time in bewailing her lot. In 1908 she married Helie de Talleyrand-Périgord, who became Duc de Talleyrand. His family went in for American wives on a fairly large scale, though he was wealthy enough to do without one. But rich men have no objection to greater riches, and it would seem that he was fond of Anna. At any rate she bore him two children and definitely liked him better than Boni.


  The lack of creature comforts did not depress our spendthrift hero, whose chief consolations were perhaps to be found in other people’s beds, and he experienced the satisfaction of believing that he had been “a considerate husband,” which was true in the sense that he had devoted much thought to his wife’s income. “When I married Anna Gould,” he exclaimed with a flourish, “I laid the world and its possibilities at her feet. When she divorced me, she kicked them inconsequently away!” A partial view no doubt, but this may be said in his favor: the way he spent his wife’s money was preferable to the way in which her father had acquired it.


   


  CHAPTER 7—The Manchesters


  Consuelo Iznaga and the 8th Duke of Manchester


  Helena Zimmerman and the 9th Duke of Manchester


  Although many American women married French, Italian, Spanish and German noblemen, their titles were not prized so highly in the social world of New York as British peers, and the Marquis of Castellane was small beer compared with the vintage port of an English ducal family. When therefore Viscount Mandeville, son and heir of the 7th Duke of Manchester, visited America in 1875, he was marked down as a likely son-in-law by several ambitious mothers. Twenty-two years old, he was looking for fun, not money, and it is doubtful whether he wanted to be tied to a wife, however rich, his nature being unsuited to the settling-down process of matrimony. He wished to enjoy himself, as most youngsters do at that age, and responsibility was the last thing he desired. But all his inclinations were dismissed from his mind after dancing with Consuelo Iznaga.


  She was the second daughter of a Cuban father and a mother whose family had lived in Dakota. Before the Civil War the Iznagas had owned slaves in Louisiana, living richly on their cotton plantation with a house in New York. The war deprived them of much property and they lost a great part of their Cuban estate. Though still enjoying comfort, they were no longer rich when Mandeville was invited to stay with them. A few days after his arrival he was down with typhoid fever. Recovery was slow and the patient’s attention became fixed on Consuelo, the lovely girl of seventeen whose presence made illness a pleasure. He asked her to marry him, and she consented. His parents were aghast on receiving the news but relented when they got to know her.


  The dukedom of Manchester dates from 1719, the family name being Montagu. The title has nothing to do with the famous Lancashire city, the territorial name deriving from Godmanchester in Huntingdonshire, “God” having been dropped. The father of the Mandeville who was now engaged to Consuelo had himself married a German, Countess Louisa von Alten, who for many years led what was considered the fast set in London society and who, following the death of her present husband, married the eighth Duke of Devonshire, being known thereafter as “the double duchess.” We shall meet her again. Though a woman who spoke her mind and snubbed people unmercifully if their behavior vexed her, she approved of Consuelo and even admired her. With her golden hair, large dark eyes, angelic expression, slender neck and graceful figure, Consuelo was generally regarded as a beauty; but her dresses were sometimes eccentric and her placid indifference to conventions astonished people in the years to come. It was as well for her future happiness that she could remain unconcerned whatever the provocation she received.


  The marriage of Viscount Mandeville to Consuelo Iznaga took place in New York on May 22, 1876. The church was packed with some fourteen hundred people and the general traffic in the neighborhood was suspended when the carriages of the guests began to roll up. No marriage was complete without Mendelssohn’s Wedding March, but on this occasion a special musical arrangement by John Peel was played at the bride’s request. Her close friend Minnie Stevens was present, and in the years ahead they saw a lot of one another in England, for Minnie crossed the Atlantic to find a husband and with Consuelo joined the select set favored by the Prince of Wales.


  Having failed to have his fling before marriage, Mandeville seems to have made up for the deprivation afterwards. His wife gave in to his whims and showed no resentment however he behaved. Though she hated country life, he marooned her at Tandragee Castle, County Armagh, the Irish estate of the Manchesters, where she was uncomplainingly wretched. He even subjected her to the company of his undesirable friends. They were invited to stay at Ross-Trevor by Lord Newry, who told Consuelo that he would be giving a ball at a hotel he had recently built and asked her to bring a dress for the occasion. They were received at Newry’s house by their hostess, a queer woman with a painted face. Consuelo did not like the look of her, and when at dinner the odd female exclaimed, “Oh, I am quite miserable! Newry has laced me too tight,” Consuelo did not like the sound of her. But not desirous of a quarrel with her husband, she kept her thoughts to herself. Enlightenment came with the ball, when she heard from an elderly well-wisher that her hostess had practiced polyandry on a fairly substantial scale and was now Lord Newry’s mistress. Without passing this information on to her husband, perhaps guessing that he was not ignorant, she pleaded illness the following morning and he had to take her home. Newry, having already soaked her for a £10 subscription to a fanciful charity, sent her a bill for entertainment expenses.


  More reputable friends did not interest Mandeville and he made so many excuses to avoid them that Consuelo started accepting invitations without him. Some of her husband’s conversation must have infected her because, as we have already heard, she told “roguey-poguey” stories at a dinner party given by Lady Randolph Churchill, which astonished her hostess and the other guests; but this may have been an attempt to hide her disappointment under a lively exterior. She had plenty to distress her, having to undergo the publicity consequent upon her husband’s infidelity. For a while he cohabited with a music hall star named Bessie Bellwood. The notoriety of the liaison was bad enough for his wife, since Bessie was not the sort of person who could keep a secret, but worse was to come. A cabby called to demand payment of a sum owed him by Mandeville. During their argument, or altercation, Bessie suddenly intervened and gave the cabby a punch on the nose. A police-court case ensued, and Mandeville had to give evidence in the witness box. Altogether a most discreditable episode, and poor Consuelo hid herself for a while. But she never reproved him, and indeed never censured the actions of anyone, her children being allowed to do what they liked. A visitor once called to see her when she was ill in bed and found her eldest child, Kim, playing on the floor with the pot de chambre. “It seems to be the only thing that amuses him,” said his tolerant mother.{15}


  Mandeville was made a bankrupt in 1889, and on the death of his father the following year he became the eighth Duke of Manchester. He promptly turned over a new leaf, ceased his connection with Bessie, and apparently settled down to a respectable family life at Kimbolton Castle. Bessie immediately entered an action against him for sums he had borrowed from her. He refused to admit that she had lent him a penny, which was probably true because she freely distributed cash among those who caught her fancy. A periodical called The Dwarf, owned by a man who had a poor opinion of the Duke, made imprudent comments while the case was sub judice. As a result of his indiscretion, the proprietor had to apologize and pay the legal costs. Again the Duke suffered the blaze of publicity and his wife endured a period of privacy. As he spent some time in Australia during 1891, while Consuelo was staying with friends in Paris and elsewhere, the picture of domestic harmony at Kimbolton was somewhat distorted.


  The Duke died in August ‘92 at Tandragee Castle.


  Consuelo had inherited her brother’s property, valued at over two million dollars, which she generously divided with her sisters, one of whom was Lady Lister-Kaye. In the matter of wearing apparel Consuelo remained erratic, and once on her way to a Court ball she told her companion in the carriage that her stays were so tight and tedious that she intended to dispense with them, which she did there and then, pulling them out over her breast after much twisting and wrenching.


  In addition to the capricious conduct of her husband and son, she had had to sustain the loss of her twin daughters; but she accepted the tragedies of life with serenity and death with composure. Everyone who knew her well mourned her departure, which took place at 15 Grosvenor Square, London, in November, 1909. She left over seven hundred thousand pounds in England and America.


  Her eldest child, Kim, became the ninth Duke of Manchester on his father’s death in ‘92, he being then at Eton College, aged fifteen, and trustees were appointed to manage the estate. He inherited Kimbolton and Tandragee Castles, but he also inherited a quantity of debts. Much of his childhood had been spent at Tandragee, where he developed a great admiration for his father, whose physical courage appealed to the lad. A man cannot possess every quality, and if overgifted in one direction he is usually undergifted in another. Kim’s father exhibited bodily fortitude to his son, mental insensitiveness to his wife, but a five-year-old boy notices the first quality, not the second. Wishing to make a man of Kim, his father taught him to swim by taking him out in a boat to the middle of a lake and flinging him in. Having a strong wish to survive, Kim floundered about in the water, somehow kept afloat, and lived to relate: “When my father thought I was full enough of water, he yanked me back into the boat and emptied me out.” He learned to ride in an equally Spartan manner. His father placed him on an unsaddled pony and gave it a whack, which sent it away at a gallop. Kim fell off; his father gave him a whack for being so stupid; and the performance was repeated until he could keep his seat. “In my boyhood,” Kim declared, “children were brought up on serjeant-major lines, and were drilled into decent members of society.” His own life illustrated his conception of a decent member of society.


  As a young man he visited America several times, and like many another young man in his position he made remarks which were widely reported and distorted. One of them was to the effect that if he could not marry a Vanderbilt or an Astor he was undone. His dukedom was not worth a penny, said he, but he hoped to sell it for a million; and his cardboard coronet was in the market for anything it would fetch. Whether or not he said such things, they were put into his mouth, and he became the joke of Newport society. But he did not mind being laughed at if only he could get an heiress, and he played up to the part assigned him by the press. Somehow it got into the American papers that the wages of the housekeeper at Kimbolton were in arrears, that she had been compelled to buy food and drink for her master’s guests with her own savings, and that when she threatened proceedings for the recovery of the debt the Duke had accused her of pinching the spoons. On one of his arrivals at New York the gossip-writers enlarged on the reason for his voyage and suggested The Duke and the Ducats as a good title for a forthcoming Newport romance. For two or three years his search was unrewarded. Perhaps the wealthy beauties of Newport felt disinclined to share the ridicule to which he had been exposed. But at last he found a girl willing to take the risk.


  She was Helena, daughter of Eugene Zimmerman, a not very prominent millionaire of Cincinnati, a director of railroads, a proprietor of coal and iron districts, and a considerable holder of Standard Oil Company stock, but unknown in New York society. Helena’s maternal aunt, Effie Evans, favored the match and did her best to arrange it. Under her auspices the Duke met Helena at Dinard, and as Miss Evans was a journalist the newspapers of America were soon in a position to couple the names of Kim and Helena. The aunt managed to get the Duke a job as reporter on the New York Journal, and in that capacity he tried to discredit the scandalous stories associated with him. He had been accused of infatuation for leading actresses and famous heiresses. He denied the charge, and most of the gossip. Unfortunately, Kim had a reputation for handling the truth carelessly, and as press reporters are not notable for accuracy we must assume that he had provided groundwork for their fancies.


  Eugene Zimmerman disliked all this publicity; indeed he preferred his wealth to remain unknown, his house at Cincinnati being unpretentious; and the idea of having a duke for a son-in-law made no appeal to him. But Kim felt certain that his future father-in-law would act generously if once the deed were done, and persuaded Helena to marry him secretly at Marylebone Parish Church, London, in November 1900. The news leaked out and Kim’s mother, Consuelo, was asked if it were true. She stated flatly that it was false, and showed displeasure at the bare suggestion of such a marriage. But wishing to feel convinced on the point, she called at the church, saw the register, and felt convinced. The officiating clergyman then explained that a friend of the Duke had made the arrangements, describing Miss Zimmerman as an heiress with £10,000 a year and unlimited prospects, admitting that her parents did not know of the marriage, but producing the Archbishop of Canterbury’s license.


  The newspapers, prompted by Kim, spoke of the union as a love-match, and though he had expressly stated that he had no hope of a dowry he was extremely relieved when Eugene Zimmerman ate his words, said that he had never disapproved of the match, and described as rubbish the story that he would cast his daughter off if she married against his will. The thought of a loving welcome from a wealthy parent abbreviated the honeymoon which Kim and Helena spent in Ireland, and they sailed for America, where Mr. Zimmerman received them with apparent pleasure, detectives kept an eye on suspicious characters, and reporters fired off a barrage of questions. Kim explained the presence of the detectives to the pressmen by saying that the party had been threatened with a hostile reception in the form of bad eggs.


  Eugene Zimmerman proved a good father-in-law: that is, he instantly paid the Duke’s debts, amounting to a hundred and thirty-five thousand dollars, and settled a large income on the pair. He also footed a considerable bill when the Duke and Duchess of Manchester received King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra at Kylemore Castle in County Galway, Ireland. This expensive four-day event took place in 1904, and created a sensation in the American press. In those days the entertainment of monarchs necessitated much forethought. The railway station had to be enlarged and decorated and furnished with awnings and carpets. Presents had to be given to the King and Queen. Carefully picked guests had to be invited to share the festivities. The food and wines had to be of the best. And so on. Bills for something like a hundred and fifty thousand dollars were sent to Mr. Zimmerman, who paid up like a man, though he probably tried to think of it as an investment. The only noticeable return he got from the speculation was the appointment of his ducal son-in-law as Captain of the Yeomen of the Guard in 1906.


  Kylemore Castle had been built by a Manchester cotton magnate named Mitchell Henry. It was in the worst Victorian style and cost him over half a million pounds. Eugene Zimmerman bought it for about seventy thousand and gave it to his daughter in the hope that her hospitality would be on a large scale. It was. Half the British aristocracy stayed there at one time or another for shooting or fishing or hunting, and Helena herself liked it better than Kimbolton or Tandragee. It continued to be their main country residence for the rest of their married life. But Kim was no more able to exist in a state of domestic bliss than his father had been, and they traveled about the world a good deal before their divorce in 1931. That same year he married Kathleen Dawes, but Helena waited six years before marrying the tenth Earl of Kintore.


  A year after his divorce Kim issued a book which he called My Candid Recollections. It did not live up to the title so far as his own experiences were concerned, but it gave a few sidelights on his character. He combined a certain shrewdness with a kind of asininity peculiar to his type. In illustration of the second quality, he wrote: “Now I am going to make a somewhat startling suggestion: I am going quite seriously to suggest that this leader whom Britain so sorely needs should be a sportsman.” Had he studied history at all closely, he would have known that Great Britain has been misruled by sportsmen for several hundreds of years. Against that piece of stupidity we have a prognostication quite remarkable for 1932. He knew he would be laughed at for the sentiment, he told his readers, but referring to Winston Churchill: “I believe he may yet live to be the salvation of the country.”


  Kim lived to see it, dying in 1947.


   


  CHAPTER 8—Love at First Sight


  Mary Endicott and Joseph Chamberlain


  By way of contrast with youthful aristocrats in pursuit of money let us glance at an elderly politician who was caught by love. On November 26, 1887, there was a big reception at the British Legation in Washington. It was held in honor of Joseph Chamberlain, who was on a visit to the United States in order to negotiate a treaty in connection with the North American fisheries. Already he had been struck by the beauty and mental alertness of American women; but now he was introduced to one who added charm and sympathy to those qualities and he fell in love with Mary Endicott, daughter of Judge Endicott, then Secretary of War in President Cleveland’s first administration. Her age was twenty-three, his fifty-one.


  Chamberlain had made a lot of money as a screw manufacturer in Birmingham, where he was extremely popular on account of his municipal activities, having been elected mayor three times in succession and cleaned up the slums of that city. In spite of his republican views, which earned him the dislike of Queen Victoria, he received a ministerial post under Gladstone, but later split the Liberal Party over Irish Home Rule, and the Tories under Lord Salisbury took office. At the new Prime Minister’s request, Chamberlain undertook the job of trying to settle the dispute between the United States and Canada over the northern fisheries, and he arrived at New York as Chief Commissioner for Great Britain on November 7, 1887, having been through the fairly common experience of making what the skipper of the boat described as the worst passage across the Atlantic in his memory.


  Up to date Chamberlain’s domestic life had been both happy and tragic. In 1861 he married Harriet Kenrick, who died in ‘63, having given birth to a son (Austen) and a daughter. In 1868 he married Florence Kenrick, cousin of his first wife, who died in ‘75 after producing a son (Neville) and three daughters. Following the death of his second wife Chamberlain tried to forget his sorrow by doubling his activities. He felt that he was fated to face life alone, and he had no intention of marrying again. But fate disposed otherwise, and Mary Endicott produced in him all the symptoms of love at first sight. He soon left the spot on which he had been standing to receive people at the British Legation, joined her, and they talked together until he was reminded of his social obligations to others. He could not help thinking of marriage, but wondered whether he dared take the risk, lest another wife should die too. He became a frequent guest in the house of her parents, and someone remarked that “he fairly chased all the young men away.” Trying to describe her, he said that he had met a lady by Reynolds or Gainsborough who had walked out of her frame. Soon she began to return his affection. His conversation was so vital, he showed so much interest in so many things, he was so “light in hand,” that she never felt the difference in their years. Of course the newspapers were soon full of gossip. They were seen together so often that the columnists felt sure they would soon be together forever.


  Like many lovers before and since his time, Joseph felt convinced that Mary and he had been made for one another; and when the Treaty negotiations were at their worst, and it looked as if his visit had been a failure, he told her, “You are the real Treaty; the other does not matter”—a sentiment that would scarcely have appealed to Lord Salisbury. All the same he did not neglect his duty. In common with so many distinguished visitors to the States, he became one of the most popular Englishmen who had ever been entertained there; and he was duly impressed by Niagara Falls. A very youthful fifty-one, he danced with women half his age and dined with men young enough to be his sons, and never seemed tired. People often asked him to explain his perpetual youth. “No exercise and smoke all day,” he replied. He maintained an equable demeanor all through the ticklish discussions over the fisheries, but at one moment threatened to break off negotiations, which brought the others to their senses, and the Treaty, as agreeable to each party as any treaty can be that is fair to both, was signed on February 15, 1888. It was a personal triumph and he admitted that he had “stood the racketting as if I were 25 instead of something that I had rather not recall.”


  Perhaps the real secret of his eager youthful appearance and quick excitable manner was the sudden realization that he was more deeply in love than he had ever been before. Quite unable to check his emotions, he asked Mary to marry him and instantly followed her acceptance by asking the permission of her parents, receiving their consent just before the other Treaty was signed.


  The Endicotts were an old New England family, the first of them having arrived in 1628, becoming Governor of Massachusetts and being independent enough to resist the Crown. He was a grim Puritan who fought the Indians, persecuted the Quakers, and coined money. The family settled at Salem, where their descendants remained for more than two centuries. Chamberlain’s future father-in-law, Judge Endicott, insisted that the engagement should be kept secret until after the Presidential contest of the coming autumn, which might be decided by the Irish vote; and if it were known that the daughter of the Secretary of War in Cleveland’s government was to be married to the man who opposed Gladstone and Parnell over Home Rule for Ireland, it would have a disruptive effect on the American Celts. The marriage therefore could not take place for at least six months.


  Chamberlain’s main hobby was the cultivation of orchids at Highbury, his Birmingham home, and he was always seen with an orchid in his buttonhole, which was as much a part of his make-up as the monocle in his eye. But at the last banquet he attended in New York a red rose had taken the place of an orchid. This was clearly symbolical of something or other, but no one guessed the meaning of the symbol. It was Mary’s favorite flower. As he could not take her with him across the Atlantic, he took her portrait instead. “He had always thought of writing a good play. This time he lived one,” says his official biographer,{16} though the connection between his amorous experience and a political drama is a little vague.


  During their separation he kept up an almost daily correspondence with Mary, but it nearly amounted to a political diary. He had previously gone into society for amusement or distraction, “to pass the time”; but now he did so in reference to her. How would she like this? he kept asking himself. He created a large rose-house for her at Highbury. He read books about the New England of her ancestors, who lived at a period of witchcraft and witch-hunting. His old home became in his eyes a new home for her, and he pictured her “in imagination in every room.” He told her that they would try to grow American roses, which would remind her of the country she had abandoned for him. It relieved his mind to buy things for the decoration of Highbury. Apparently politics engaged too much of his attention, for he wrote to her: “Take my advice and never marry a politician, but you may marry a horticulturist—a grower of orchids, for instance.” He went to a play because of the title Joseph’s Sweetheart, but it was so stupid that he left after the third act. He still derived comfort from books and he advised her to read Samuel Butler’s Erewhon and Bulwer Lytton’s The Coming Race. He said that she had revived his youth, exclaiming, “How much I owe you!” Before meeting her he had steeled himself to face life, but she had made him sensitive. While admitting that he sometimes felt like giving up public life and devoting himself entirely to her, he exhorted her to recall him to a sense of duty and “order me back to the battlefield.” He noticed how civil he was to Americans, “all because they are countrymen of somebody!”
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  He revisited the places where his youth had been passed in London. He could not have done so before because all the happiness in his life had been behind him, but “now I can affront the past without fear.” He saw the house at Camberwell where he was born, the house in Canonbury Square where he had been to school, the houses in Highbury Place, Hampstead and Highgate where he had lived. He went to the British Museum, the South Kensington collection, the National Gallery, the Dulwich Gallery, Kew Gardens, the City, University College School, all of which he had known well in earlier days. But as he had not cared to awaken his memories, he had kept away from these places: “Now it is altogether different.” The past thirteen years, though to the world he had been successful, now appeared to him like a bad dream. He had made money, his public life had prospered, his family life had been peaceful, all his tastes, affections, ambitions were gratified; “and yet in spite of all this I have been so lonely, there has never been a time when I would not have accepted a sentence of death as a relief....You have made life once more a glorious and a hopeful thing.” No one, not even his closest friends like John Morley and Charles Dilke, could have guessed from his self-assured manner and steely exterior that he was capable of feeling lonely or of being stirred to such emotions as he revealed to Mary, which would have evoked much skeptical laughter from his political opponents.


  Early in November ‘88 he started for the United States, explaining his absence from the autumn session of Parliament to his friend the editor of the Birmingham Daily Post: “When this letter is brought to you I hope I may be half-way across the Atlantic to carry out a second and private treaty which I negotiated when last in America and which fortunately does not require the ratification of the Senate”; and he went on to speak of “this new light that has come into my life.” His passage was booked under another name, and he managed to make the journey without recognition. He left the vessel by a ladder, a dangerous proceeding as the boat was moving, the steps were swaying, and he might easily have dropped into the water or been crushed between pier and steamship. He made straight for Washington, and was married to Mary Endicott in St. John’s Church, President Cleveland and most of the Cabinet being present. They went to Paris, the Riviera and San Remo, reaching Highbury in time for Christmas and undergoing a big civic festival in January ‘89.


  London society approved the match, one of its leaders Lady Dorothy Nevill praising the latest American immigrant: “No one ever had a more perfect wife than he....She is the most charming woman imaginable.” Queen Victoria entered in her journal: “Mrs. Chamberlain is very pretty and young-looking, and is very ladylike with a nice frank open manner.” Chamberlain’s eldest son and daughter, Austen and Beatrice, were of Mary’s age; while of the children of his second marriage, Neville was nearly twenty, Ida, Hilda and Ethel would soon be out of their teens. But the coming of Mary created a much happier home, and long afterwards one of Joseph’s children wrote: “She unlocked his heart, and we were able to enter in as never before.” Chamberlain himself declared: “She brought my children nearer to me.”


  His private life was more secretive than that of most people. No one knew anything of the tranquil happiness, due entirely to Mary, that he experienced at home. Gossip-writers could not glean a scrap of information about his doings anywhere but in the political field, and they had to fall back on his love of orchids. He was known affectionately to his fellow citizens of Birmingham as “our Joe,” and to the less admiring portion of the electorate as “Brummagem Joe.” With Mary at his side he developed a passion for his garden at Highbury, varying the beds, extending the greenhouses, adding shrubberies, making the pool more picturesque. The peace he could not find among men he discovered among flowers. When in London, he and Mary were often to be seen in the Botanical Gardens, Regent’s Park, or in the gardens at Kew, where to his concern the Temperate House had remained unfinished for thirty years.


  In 1890 Chamberlain lost much of his money when the Argentine securities collapsed, but cut his expenses and wrote a political play which was read to the actor-manager Beerbohm Tree, who made the wise comment, “Sure of reputation in one sphere, why should Chamberlain risk failure in another?” and turned it down. A few years later Chamberlain saw Oscar Wilde’s play An Ideal Husband, thinking the dialogue clever but the plot false. “I wonder that Wilde did not know better than to make the black spot such an especially mean and contemptible thing as selling a political secret,” he said. Perhaps he considered that to justify such a situation a politician should at least have a war on his conscience.


  Tree’s rejection of Chamberlain’s play did not affect their friendship, and to celebrate the politician’s sixtieth birthday the actor-manager and his wife went to stay at Highbury. They drove from the Birmingham station in their host’s carriage, which was recognized by the people in a marketplace and lustily cheered. Anxious that the populace should not think their hero ungracious, Tree bowed right and left and doffed his hat, but having no monocle could not do full justice to the occasion. After dinner they discussed John Bright, and Chamberlain read one of his speeches, imitating his manner. “He was a very young man for sixty,” noted Tree, “for he could not help running like a boy when a cow got loose from a paddock.” Needless to add that Tree had to see the orchid house.


  At a later meeting an incident occurred which Tree recalled. He was lunching in Chamberlain’s house in Prince’s Gate, London, and after the ladies had left the table the men smoked and gossiped about politics. Many well-known politicians, including John Morley, were there, and Tree was the only layman present. “The conversation turned upon the affairs of the world, and after some warm argument Colonel John Haye, who was then American ambassador, said: ‘Gentlemen, gentlemen, do remember that in international politics there is such a thing as morality.’ There was a momentary silence, then everybody round the table roared with laughter.”{17} According to Tree, in Chamberlain’s opinion it was good for a man’s character always to do what he had decided to do; for instance, if he had made up his mind to take a walk and it began to rain, Chamberlain would nevertheless take a walk. Perhaps this remark impressed Tree more than it would have done had he known that Chamberlain seldom took a walk if he could help it.


  Whatever “our Joe” did was right in the eyes of the Birmingham people, and when, after all his radical reforms and his republican views on the House of Lords, the Conservatives returned to power and he accepted the Colonial Secretaryship under Lord Salisbury’s leadership, his constituents were prouder of him than ever before.


  At first he did not wish to take office, but his wife encouraged him and under her influence his attitude quickly changed from gloomy uncertainty to radiant confidence. He never appeared or felt gay when she was away from home, and two passages in his letters to her during February 1895, when she was looking after her parents in Cannes, tell us all we need to know:


  I can never be too grateful to you for all the happiness you have brought to me and to mine. I often think that you have completed my life.


  And now having unburdened myself a little [concerning his financial losses] I will only add that all my troubles are as nothing in comparison with the happiness you have brought me.


  March came and she was still with her people on the Riviera. “I do not mind telling you that I should like to have you back again,” he wrote, “and I think that the time has fully come when ‘this correspondence shall now cease’ as they say in the newspapers.” That spring there was an outbreak of a relatively new illness called influenza. “The doctors seem to know no more about it than they did at first and certainly to be no nearer a cure,” he told her, adding that “the daffodils and some of the azaleas are good, also some white rhododendrons. There is not a large show of orchids but some new and very pretty ones.”


  The atmosphere in the home changed completely when she returned after an absence. The years seemed to drop from him, and she was like a much-loved sister instead of a stepmother to his sons and daughters. She was considered by everyone thoroughly feminine, having a good intelligence and no fads. Chamberlain once said that he preferred Parnellites to petticoats in Parliament, but his domestic life was governed unconsciously by his wife, who smoothed his social relationships with the nobility at whose houses he now had to dine and who were frequently his guests. They seldom dined alone, his position enforcing their attendance at innumerable receptions or the presence of others at their table. He seemed younger than ever, though his industry was indefatigable and his indulgences unregarded. In his early sixties his doctor warned him that if he continued to drink champagne with his dinner he would scarcely survive another ten years. He asked how much longer he would live if he gave it up. Another five years at least, said the doctor. Then he would be satisfied with ten years plus the champagne, said Chamberlain, who also chain-smoked long black cigars, sat up till the early hours of the morning, and ate and drank what he liked. He was hospitable but not clubbable and enjoyed nothing so much as tea with his wife among the roses in what he called “the Italian climate of Birmingham.”


  After changing his political allegiance he lost his early friends and acquired no new ones, but his wife more than made up for the loss. He still saw John Morley occasionally but they never talked politics. His old leader Gladstone had been both hated and loved. Chamberlain aroused much hatred but no love among his political associates, and as he appeared harsh and cynical to the world scarcely a soul was aware that he pined for friendship and affection. Before his third marriage he had acted on the principle that “work is the only anodyne” for sorrow, and he kept his feelings sternly under control. But the softness in his nature was wholly released by Mary, and the only time he ever displayed emotion in public was when he spoke of the happiness she had brought him. He was on affectionate terms with his children, and in later years was proud of Austen’s Parliamentary success and Neville’s business acumen. He said that his younger son was cleverer than the elder, but that Neville was not interested in politics: “If he was, I would back him to be Prime Minister.” Austen seemed more anxious to be a gentleman than a statesman, an ambition not shared by his father, who would have been amazed by Neville’s naïveté in treating Hitler as a gentleman.


  Chamberlain’s period as Secretary for the Colonics was sufficiently exciting. It included the Jameson Raid of 1895, the Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria in 1897, and the Boer War of 1899-1902.


  The tremendous imperial preparations for the Diamond Jubilee kept Chamberlain tied to his desk for many weeks, and his wife saw little of him; but when all the ceremonial functions were over on Jubilee Day, June 19th, Joe and Mary went for a walk through the city, past St. Paul’s on which searchlights were playing, and as far as the Bank of England, returning along the river to Piccadilly, a distance of five miles which for him might have been fifty. “I think Joe has had as much of it as is good for anyone,” said Mary at the conclusion of these junketings.


  But the great Victorian Age was destined to end in the disaster of the South African War. The responsibility for this was shared equally by President Paul Kruger and Joseph Chamberlain, though at the time each was made to carry the total blame by his opponents. We are mainly concerned with the private man and our record must be confined to a moment when the negotiations leading to the war had reached a crisis. At the end of August 1899 Mary and Joe walked all round their garden at Highbury after the rest of the household had gone to bed. The moonlight, the dark shadows of the shrubs and trees, the queer lighting effect on the flowers “gave it a new charm and we both wondered why we did not do it oftener.”


  Chamberlain’s mind was never at rest. Whenever he left a man or a meeting he was thinking of what he had to do in the next few hours. With him mental activity took the place of bodily exercise. He was the type of man who could not leave things as they were. Yet with his manifold activities, enough to exhaust the energy of others and leave them limp, he needed the constant encouragement and consolation of his wife; and when, after the death of her father, Mary went abroad with her mother in September 1900, the man who was then conducting a war wrote to her: “It is only a few hours since I said goodbye but already it seems a long time.”


  His first grandchild appeared in 1901, and a year later Joe was caught on all fours with the baby on his back. The next year was notable for the termination of the Boer War and the coronation of Edward VII, but it was not lucky for Chamberlain, who had a nasty accident in July. He was driving in a hansom cab when the horse shied, slipped and fell, the occupant’s head coming into violent contact with the glass window. Blood poured down from a cut and he was nearly stunned. At Charing Cross Hospital inspection showed that the glass pane had penetrated to the bone and slightly indented the skull which was bruised at a very thin spot. Three stitches were necessary without an anesthetic, and he lost a pint of blood. Mary dashed to the hospital and found him smoking one of his black cigars. On the next day, his birthday, he sat up and read letters and telegrams. Although at the time he did not appear to have suffered from concussion, he was never quite the same man afterwards, his mind losing some of its quickness.


  When A. J. Balfour took Salisbury’s place as Prime Minister, Chamberlain visited South Africa with his wife and soon afterwards resigned his post as Colonial Secretary in order to devote his energies to a campaign for Tariff Reform.


  On July 8th, 1906, his seventieth birthday was celebrated in Birmingham with general rejoicing, much banqueting, and a great deal of speechmaking. The next day he made an oration on the reform he had been so eagerly pressing on the electorate for three years, ending with the words:


  Others I doubt not, if not we,


  The issue of our toil shall see.


  Two days later, on July 11th, he suffered a severe stroke from which he never recovered. His mental faculty remained operative as a general rule, but there were periods of aphasia, and physically he was an invalid.


  In 1910 Margot Asquith called to see him at Prince’s Gate, receiving a warm welcome from Mary. He was sitting erect in an armchair near the tea table, and Margot noticed that his mind was still vigilant though his speech was indistinct. The present writer once saw him at the Kensington Gardens teahouse on a summer day. He was sitting bolt upright, wearing a top hat and greatcoat with astrakhan collar, a monocle in his eye, an orchid in his buttonhole. Though he appeared to be looking fixedly at the passers-by, he gave the impression of a seated statue. He who had been the vital hero of one’s boyhood had become a lifeless mask.


  He lingered on for eight years, dying at Highbury on July 2, 1914. Mary, still lovely, married again, this time a canon in the Church of England. Perhaps her gentle patient nature was more at rest in the cloisters of a cathedral than in the precincts of Parliament.


   


  CHAPTER 9—Oscar Wilde Discourses


  In the same year that Joseph Chamberlain met Mary Endicott a famous wit commented on the Pilgrim Daughters. The eighteen-eighties saw the first considerable arrival of American girls with their mothers in search of titles. It was estimated in 1909 that more than five hundred American women had married titled foreigners and that some 220 million dollars had gone with them to Europe. The great majority of these alliances took place in the last decade of the nineteenth and the first decade of the twentieth centuries, and the mart was not recognizably open for trade until the nineties. It is therefore interesting to have the reflections of the most acute social critic of his age at the commencement of a movement that was to bring fresh color into the English scene.


  Oscar Wilde had spent the whole of 1882 in America and had seen the inhabitants of the United States with an observant eye. He liked the girls, calling them “pretty and charming—little oases of pretty unreasonableness in a vast desert of practical common sense.” Apparently they liked him, because he landed at New York with two secretaries, one for autographs, the other for locks of hair, and he declared that “within six months the first had died of writer’s cramp, the second was completely bald.” Asked whether he thought European or American women the more beautiful, he replied that he would answer that question in mid-ocean, out of sight of both continents. Back in England he summed the situation up: “American women are charming, but American men—alas!”


  Soon after his visit the eruption commenced and London society was dotted with American mothers and daughters. Early in 1887 he announced that “a terrible danger is hanging over the Americans in London. Their future and their reputation this season depend entirely on the success of Buffalo Bill and Mrs. Brown-Potter.” The first of these was Colonel William F. Cody, who had made a reputation as scout and guide during the Civil War and had spent some ten years fighting Indians. While the Kansas Pacific Railway was being constructed he supplied the workmen’s rations by killing nearly five thousand buffaloes within eighteen months, earning the nickname of “Buffalo Bill.” He then founded a great Wild West show, with which he toured Great Britain and the continent of Europe, making a fortune. Wilde was convinced that his show would be successful because:


  ...the English people are far more interested in American barbarism than they are in American civilisation. When they sight Sandy Hook they look to their rifles and ammunition; and, after dining once at Delmonico’s, start off for Colorado or California, for Montana or the Yellow Stone Park. Rocky Mountains charm them more than riotous millionaires; they have been known to prefer buffaloes to Boston. Why should they not? The cities of America are inexpressibly tedious. The Bostonians take their learning too sadly; culture with them is an accomplishment rather than an atmosphere; their “Hub,” as they call it, is the paradise of prigs. Chicago is a sort of monster-shop, full of bustle and bores. Political life at Washington is like political life in a suburban vestry. Baltimore is amusing for a week, but Philadelphia is dreadfully provincial; and though one can dine in New York one could not dwell there. Better the far west with its grizzly bears and its untamed cowboys, its free open-air life and its free open-air manners, its boundless prairie and its boundless mendacity! This is what Buffalo Bill is going to bring to London.


  The second visitor of note that season, Mrs. Brown-Potter, had married the nephew of Bishop Henry Codman Potter, her maiden name having been Cora Urquhart. She was born at New Orleans, where she made a reputation at private gatherings by reciting popular poems like “The Charge of the Light Brigade.” But one of her recitations contained a reference to an unmarried mother and shocked President Cleveland’s sister at a Washington party. She went on the stage and became famous for her beauty, offending her rivals by permitting her name to be used for advertising a cold cream, in which respect she was a pioneer. Leaving her husband and daughter, she decided to capture London, and succeeded in capturing the Prince of Wales.{18} But her stage notoriety was due to her beauty, not her acting. Wilde dealt with the situation as politely as possible, and went on to discuss the effect on English society of the American incursion:


  With regard to Mrs. Brown-Potter, as acting is no longer considered absolutely essential for success on the English stage, there is really no reason why the pretty bright-eyed lady who charmed us all last June by her merry laugh and her nonchalant ways, should not—to borrow an expression from her native language—make a big boom and paint the town red. We sincerely hope she will; for, on the whole, the American invasion has done English society a great deal of good. American women are bright, clever, and wonderfully cosmopolitan. Their patriotic feelings are limited to an admiration for Niagara and a regret for the Elevated Railway; and, unlike the men, they never bore us with Bunker’s Hill. They take their dresses from Paris and their manners from Piccadilly, and wear both charmingly. They have a quaint pertness, a delightful conceit, a native self-assertion. They insist on being paid compliments and have almost succeeded in making Englishmen eloquent. For our aristocracy they have an ardent admiration; they adore titles and are a permanent blow to Republican principles. In the art of amusing men they are adepts, both by nature and education, and can actually tell a story without forgetting the point—an accomplishment that is extremely rare among the women of other countries. It is true that they lack repose and their voices are somewhat harsh and strident when they land first at Liverpool; but after a time one gets to love these pretty whirlwinds in petticoats that sweep so recklessly through society and are so agitating to all duchesses who have daughters. There is something fascinating in their funny, exaggerated gestures and their petulant way of tossing the head. Their eyes have no magic nor mystery in them, but they challenge us for combat; and when we engage we are always worsted. Their lips seem made for laughter and yet they never grimace. As for their voices, they soon get them into tune. Some of them have been known to acquire a fashionable drawl in two seasons; and after they have been presented to Royalty they all roll their R’s as vigorously as a young equerry or an old lady-in-waiting. Still, they never really lose their accent; it keeps peeping out here and there, and when they chatter together they are like a bevy of peacocks. Nothing is more amusing than to watch two American girls greeting each other in a drawing-room or in the Row. They are like children with their shrill staccato cries of wonder, their odd little exclamations. Their conversation sounds like a series of exploding crackers; they are exquisitely incoherent and use a sort of primitive, emotional language. After five minutes they are left beautifully breathless and look at each other half in amusement and half in affection. If a stolid young Englishman is fortunate enough to be introduced to them, he is amazed at their extraordinary vivacity, their electric quickness of repartee, their inexhaustible store of curious catchwords. He never really understands them, for their thoughts flutter about with the sweet irresponsibility of butterflies; but he is pleased and amused and feels as if he were in an aviary.


  On the whole, American girls have a wonderful charm and, perhaps, the chief secret of their charm is that they never talk seriously except about amusements. They have, however, one grave fault—their mothers. Dreary as were those old Pilgrim Fathers who left our shores more than two centuries ago to found a New England beyond seas, the Pilgrim Mothers who have returned to us in the nineteenth century are drearier still. Here and there, of course, there are exceptions, but as a class they are either dull, dowdy or dyspeptic. It is only fair to the rising generation of America to state that they are not to blame for this. Indeed, they spare no pains at all to bring up their parents properly and to give them a suitable, if somewhat late, education. From its earliest years every American child spends most of its time in correcting the faults of its father and mother; and no one who has had the opportunity of watching an American family on the deck of an Atlantic steamer, or in the refined seclusion of a New York boarding house, can fail to have been struck by this characteristic of their civilisation. In America the young are always ready to give to those who are older than themselves the full benefits of their inexperience. A boy of only eleven or twelve years of age will firmly but kindly point out to his father his defects of manner or temper; will never weary of warning him against extravagance, idleness, late hours, unpunctuality, and the other temptations to which the aged are so particularly exposed; and sometimes, should he fancy that he is monopolising too much of the conversation at dinner, will remind him, across the table, of the new child’s adage, “Parents should be seen, not heard.” Nor does any mistaken idea of kindness prevent the little American girl from censuring her mother whenever it is necessary. Often, indeed, feeling that a rebuke conveyed in the presence of others is more truly efficacious than one merely whispered in the quiet of the nursery, she will call the attention of perfect strangers to her mother’s general untidiness, her want of intellectual Boston conversation, immoderate love of iced water and green corn, stinginess in the matter of candy, ignorance of the usages of the best Baltimore society, bodily ailments and the like. In fact, it may be truly said that no American child is ever blind to the deficiencies of its parents, no matter how much it may love them.


  Yet, somehow, this educational system has not been so successful as it deserved. In many cases, no doubt, the material with which the children had to deal was crude and incapable of real development; but the fact remains that the American mother is a tedious person. The American father is better, for he is never seen in London. He passes his life entirely in Wall Street and communicates with his family once a month by means of a telegram in cipher. The mother, however, is always with us, and, lacking the quick imitative faculty of the younger generation, remains uninteresting and provincial to the last. In spite of her, however, the American girl is always welcome. She brightens our dull dinner parties for us and makes life go pleasantly by for a season. In the race for coronets she often carries off the prize; but, once she has gained the victory, she is generous and forgives her English rivals everything, even their beauty.


  Warned by the example of her mother that American women do not grow old gracefully, she tries not to grow old at all and often succeeds. She has exquisite feet and hands, is always bien chaussée et bien gantée, and can talk brilliantly upon any subject, provided that she knows nothing about it.


  Her sense of humour keeps her from the tragedy of a grande passion, and, as there is neither romance nor humility in her love, she makes an excellent wife. What her ultimate influence on English life will be it is difficult to estimate at present; but there can be no doubt that, of all the factors that have contributed to the social revolution of London, there are few more important, and none more delightful, than the American Invasion.


   


  CHAPTER 10—A Misunderstanding


  Miriam Leslie and William Wilde


  One of the clever women Oscar Wilde met, both in the States and in London, acted in a manner that surprised him, although he had observed that an American woman would sometimes marry an Englishman not on account of a title, nor because she had fallen in love with him, but simply because she found him amusing or thought he might be useful. What Oscar could not understand was that a particularly clever woman, Mrs. Frank Leslie, should want to marry his bohemian brother Willie.


  The early life of the lady was shrouded in mystery. According to herself, she was the child of aristocratic Huguenot parents, one of whose forebears had been made a baron by Louis IX, and she had been born at New Orleans in 1851. According to her third husband’s descendants, who contested her will, she was a Negro slave’s illegitimate daughter, whose mother had kept a New York brothel and whose birth had taken place in 1836. Under these circumstances it is not surprising to learn that she died at different ages, sixty-three in the first press announcements, eighty-six when the obituarists had thought it over. Her putative parents were named Follin; she later added an “e” and knew herself as Miriam Florence Folline. During a half-starved unhappy childhood she picked up from her father a knowledge of French, Spanish and Italian, and when her mother kept a boarding-house in New York she quickly made the acquaintance of the inmates, one of whom, a clerk in a jewelry store named David Charles Peacock, she married in 1854, at the age of three if her natal year, officially given by herself at a much later date, is to be trusted. It seems to have been a forced marriage following a seduction, though who seduced whom is a matter for surmise. Within two years the marriage was annulled, and by a series of circumstances which need not detain us Miriam Folline appeared on the stage at Albany with Lola Montez. The engagement lasted a week, and none of the critics considered her acting worthy of notice, though her soulful eyes, bronze-gold hair, attractive smile and graceful movements attracted an anonymous congressman, through whom she may have become acquainted with the notable archaeologist E. G. Squier, to whom she was married in 1858. Squier was a leading authority on aboriginal monuments, about which he wrote scholarly works. She helped him in his labors and he helped her in various translations and articles.


  During the Civil War they took a lodger named Frank Leslie into their house, and Squier was soon offered an editorial job by Leslie, who had arrived in America from England some years before and had worked his way up to the proprietorship of the New York Journal, later publishing Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, which concentrated on murder, arson and prize-fights, subjects which the reading public found much to their taste. Squier became extremely useful to Leslie as an editor and a writer on travel, while Mrs. Squier was soon engaged to run The Lady’s Magazine and to become an arbiter of fashion. With a quick eye for what would appeal to her readers, she got a serial story out of M. E. Braddon, whose novel Lady Audley’s Secret was the literary sensation of 1862. She then edited Frank Leslie’s Chimney Corner, which was the sort of thing Dickens tried to do in Master Humphrey’s Clock, a family magazine which included something for everyone, from ghost stories and crimes to moral tales and prophylactics. It aimed to be “a welcome messenger of instruction and amusement to the young and old, in the family and by the fireside—that altar around which cluster our holiest and most cherished recollections.”{19} Where Charles Dickens had failed, Miriam Squier succeeded, and the sale of Chimney Corner was prodigious. Her next triumph was another fashion publication called Frank Leslie’s Lady’s Journal, which started a profitable career in 1871.


  A trip to Paris by Leslie, Squier and his wife was accompanied by some scandal, and it soon became clear that the newspaper proprietor’s interest had shifted from the mental labor of his editress to her bodily attraction. The archaeologist was the stumbling block, but they took this in their stride. On their return to New York a big dinner was given in a questionable house of entertainment, Squier was plied with drink, a lady attended to his comfort, they were found together in a compromising position, and all ended happily with a divorce. Frank Leslie married Miriam in July 1874, and, to quote an appraisement on his death six years later, “his love for her was poetical, and her devotion to him always perfect.”


  Business prospered, and the Leslies were soon the center of a cosmopolitan social circle. They entertained sumptuously in their Fifth Avenue house. Senators, generals, governors, wits, poets, painters, and an occasional emperor were to be seen at their dinners. They bought an estate at Saratoga called “Interlaken” and dispensed lavish hospitality to eminent folk. They traveled across the continent in the utmost luxury, and recounted the journey in their papers with illustrated articles. Miriam Leslie wrote a book about it, and her taunts at the expense of the city of Nevada resulted in a spiteful reply by a local paper in which the “crime and licentiousness” of the female slanderer’s life were exposed to view.


  But the Leslie business prospered too well and threw the directors off their balance. Increasing the number of periodicals issued by the firm, Leslie became a publisher of books. A series of Standard Works came out under his name, and though the standard was not high it went a little above the heads of a public nurtured on crime stories. Having expanded at too great a rate, the business contracted with proportionate speed, with the result that it was taken over by a nominee of the creditors, though Leslie himself was given the job of general manager, his salary augmented by a percentage on profits. Within two years the situation had almost been retrieved, and the son of Leslie’s former wife decided to benefit from his sire’s prestige by attaching the name “Frank Leslie Jr.” to a rival firm. The father brought an action against the son to prevent the use of his name, a disagreeable form of publicity.


  In January 1880 Frank Leslie died of cancer of the throat, and his widow made all sorts of depressing resolutions to exhibit her affliction and commemorate the departed. But she intended also to keep his memory green by recreating his achievement, and being a woman of remarkable will power she assumed the control of all his undertakings. She raised money on her jewelry to pay off creditors, and within a year she was solvent. Her name was changed to “Frank Leslie” on application to the necessary authority, and thenceforth she was known as such. In 1881 she brought off a sensational feat. President Garfield was shot by a disappointed Chicago lawyer, and died after two months of national anxiety. Every incident of the crime and its sequel was described and illustrated in a Leslie newspaper, and the latest number was in the press when the President’s death was announced. Mrs. Leslie promptly withdrew a part of the paper from the printer and had a fresh edition prepared, including a new set of engravings, within forty-eight hours, an unprecedented performance. Her reputation was made, her future income assured.


  She now set about improving the printing, appearance, woodcuts and contents of her papers, and substituted efficiency for luxury in her personal life. She rose early, enjoyed or endured a cold bath, did physical exercises, turned up at the office at 9 A.M. arrayed in black silk, and ruled her staff of about 400 with the energy and firmness of a dictator. She read all the manuscripts and supervised every department. She reduced the number of her publications and improved the rest. She wrote articles, corrected those by other authors, and started a weekly salon at which the well-known personalities in literature, painting and journalism were to be seen, herself the most striking figure in the gatherings. Such widely divergent poets as Ella Wheeler Wilcox and Joaquin Miller were constant attendants. The latter, falling back on Shakespeare for inspiration, called her his “bright particular star” and wrote: “I know of no one in history so remarkable, so glorious as this strangely beautiful and inspired little Creole.”


  Mrs. Leslie had many male followers, and no doubt made quite a few conquests. For a while she was engaged to be married to the handsome Marquis de Lenville, who may have been the son of an aristocrat or of a hairdresser but managed to double the parts of poet and painter. The engagement fell through, and several other affairs did not develop along conventional lines. The title of Mrs. Leslie’s book Are Men Gay Deceivers? suggests either that she had been deceived or that her admirers had been lured into matrimony with other women against their wills. Not only in America did she gain admiration. During her trips to Europe she collected material for lectures on “The Royal Leaders of Society,” which included stories of kings and queens accumulated by personal knowledge in her own account, gleaned from their valets, maids or dressmakers in the opinion of others. At least she went to luncheon with the Prince and Princess of Wales, received photographs from Lord Ronald Gower, and attended the curious receptions at the house of Lady Wilde, mother of Oscar and Willie. A certain baroness introduced her to Parisian society, but it appears that she was only endured in that milieu on account of a legacy she had promised the baroness. In short, the size of her bank balance was of greater value in the eyes of society than the style of her conversation. All the same everyone agreed that she had a good figure which set off her clothes to perfection.


  In Lady Wilde’s dimly lit rooms she may have passed for her official age, in which case she was only one year older than Oscar’s brother Willie. In any event Willie was not looking for youth and beauty but for ease and comfort, and since his breezy conversation and genial personality seemed to find favor in her eyes he followed up the impression he had made by proposing marriage. The proposal appealed to her, possibly because youthful admirers were dropping away, or because her fourth marriage would cause considerable publicity, or because Willie’s training as a journalist would be useful in her business. Whatever the combination of causes, she liked the tall hirsute softly spoken fellow, who amused her; and on October 4, 1891, in the Church of the Strangers, New York, she married William C. Kingsbury Wilde.


  Unlike his younger brother, Willie as a boy had entered into the conventional life of his school, playing games and using his fists. But like his brother he had won a reputation for telling funny stories. He was destined for the bar and was duly called thereto, but he preferred a different kind of bar and in a certain respect followed his father’s footsteps too studiously to make life easy at home. One day a letter arrived from a pregnant girl who laid the responsibility on him. Having the same name as his son, Sir William Wilde opened the letter by mistake and passed it on to his firstborn with the words: “Here is a most disgraceful letter.” After reading it gravely, Willie said: “Well, sir, what are you going to do about it?” Finding the business of a barrister when in action rather too much like hard work, he left Dublin with his mother and lived with her in London both before and after his marriage. He had inherited about £4,000 from his father, but this soon vanished, and he took up journalism as a free lance. The editor of the World liked his racy gossip paragraphs, in which incidentally he sometimes puffed brother Oscar, and enjoyed his vivacity.


  In time he got a job on the staff of the Daily Telegraph, and made a success in reporting the judicial proceedings of the Parnell Commission, his accounts being the most vivid in the press. He was appointed a leader-writer, and his Micawberish form of language, in which many words did the service of one, was exactly suited to that form of beguilement. The humorous verbosity of Dickens was still in vogue, and it was said that an old lady paid Willie £300 a year for keeping her amused every afternoon for two or three hours. He envied the great reputation for wit and humor won by his brother, his own ripostes being of a less exalted order. When George Moore’s brother Augustus asked what he thought of a particularly bright necktie, Willie replied: “I should have thought that only a deaf man could have worn it with safety.” Often in need of stories for his gossip-column, he appealed to Oscar, who invented dozens for his benefit, which may have aroused his gratitude at the moment but increased his sense of inferiority.


  However, it looked as if he need no longer bother about earning a living the moment he was safely married to Mrs. Frank Leslie, who had more than enough to keep him in sybaritic comfort for the rest of his life. But Mrs. Leslie (there is no evidence that she was ever called “Mrs. Wilde”) had different views. She actually thought that a husband, in return for his luxury, should occasionally show some consideration for herself. He might for example drop in at the office for an hour or two, give advice when asked, and take a little interest in the means whereby his comforts were assured. He might even, though this was asking a lot, prefer her company to that of other women and his fellow clubmen. He failed to appreciate this view, spending his evenings drinking with congenial spirits at the Century Club and sometimes in more questionable company. He seldom left his bed before 1 o’clock in the afternoon, though he was considerate enough to call for his wife at the office in the mid-afternoon and take her for a drive; after which it was time for snifters and the ceremony of dressing for dinner, followed by a carousal at the Club. She tried to persuade him that work and early hours were necessary, but he replied that far too many people were working in America and that the country was badly in need of a leisured class which he proposed to adorn. In his opinion it was ridiculous for a man to labor when his wife already had more money than they could spend. As his brother had said: “Work is the curse of the drinking classes.”


  All this was very irritating to a woman whose life had been devoted to industry, though she might have made the best of it if he had attended to her sexual needs. But her remark that “he was of no use to me either by day or night” implies that his drinking habits reduced his potency as a lover, such strength as he possessed in that character having perhaps been frittered away elsewhere. Their marriage lasted two years and ended with a divorce. On his arrival in England brother Oscar was sympathetic, but at the moment of their greeting Willie was alcoholic. “Has your marriage broken up?” asked Oscar.


  “No, it has broken down,” said Willie with a tipsy man’s insistence on accuracy.


  “What is the difference?”


  “She is up, I am down.”{20}


  Willie went to America a drinker; he returned to England a drunkard. His second marriage was reasonably happy, but his wife could not reclaim him from the bottle. He lived on loans and his personal appearance became so disreputable that even the gentle Oscar said: “He sponges on everyone but himself.” There was perhaps a hint of feeling in the remark made by Gwendolen in The Importance of Being Earnest: “I have never heard any man mention his brother. The subject seems distasteful to most men.”


  But Willie had his revenge when Oscar, between his two trials, sought refuge in his mother’s house. The insanely malevolent Marquis of Queensberry had hired a gang of roughs to follow Oscar from hotel to hotel and get him turned out of each. After midnight he reached the Chelsea house where Willie lived with his mother and almost fell into the hall, dead beat, when Willie opened the front door. Willie, having mixed his drinks pretty freely, also mixed his metaphors in recounting the incident: “He came tapping with his beak against the window-pane, and fell down on my threshold like a wounded stag.”


  It was a great moment for Willie and he took full advantage of it. He defended his brother outside the home, saying to Bernard Shaw: “Oscar was not a mail of bad character; you could trust him with a woman anywhere.” But within doors his attitude was offensive. “Thank God my vices are decent!” he declared in his brother’s presence. He managed to raise money on the predicament caused by vices he considered indecent, for he pawned or sold everything of value his brother then possessed. On hearing that Willie was defending him all over London, Oscar remarked: “My poor dear brother would compromise a steam-engine.”


  W. B. Yeats called one day with letters of sympathy from people in Ireland. “Do these letters urge him to run away?” demanded Willie. “Every friend he has is urging him to, but we have made up our minds that he must stay and take his chance.”


  Provoked no doubt by whisky, the tears stood in Willie’s eyes as he babbled on: “He could escape. Oh yes, he could escape. There is a yacht in the Thames, and five thousand pounds to pay his bail—well, not exactly in the Thames, but there is a yacht. Oh yes, he could escape, even if I had to inflate a balloon in the backyard with my own hand; but he has resolved to stay, to face it out, to stand the music like Christ....It is his vanity that has brought all this disgrace upon him. They swung incense before him...they swung it before his heart.”


  From which we may guess one of the reasons why Mrs. Frank Leslie jettisoned Willie: she tired of his conversational style. But she was not tired of making money. At first she handed over the business to a syndicate, retaining a considerable income for herself. In three years certain incautious investments had ruined the syndicate. She returned to assess the situation, found she had lost a fortune, and started to make another by transforming the enterprise into a stock company of which she was president, with herself as editor of Leslie’s Popular Monthly. This publication was greatly improved, and such writers as Bret Harte and William Dean Howells contributed to it. In the midst of her whirlwind activities she managed to produce a new volume of essays on the perennial themes of love and marriage.


  Presumably other interests were now represented in the management of the paper, because in 1900 she was replaced as editor, and three years afterwards she sold out completely, becoming an aristocrat instead of a plutocrat. The name “Frank Leslie” had ceased to produce thrills in the world of journalism, so she changed it to Baroness de Bazus, her Huguenot ancestor having been awarded the title of baron, and, getting into the skin of her part, she began to repair a castle in Normandy where the nobleman had lived, at any rate in her imagination. She continued to hold receptions in New York hotels, but people who went to pray remained to scoff, or, more accurately, those who would have liked to pay their respects found that she had become a figure of fun.


  She died in September 1914, and though a great war had just started, her last will and testament caused a sensation. Almost two million dollars were left to Mrs. Carrie Chapman Catt to be devoted to the movement in favor of votes for women. Her own and her late husband’s relations promptly disputed the will, and in the course of the legal proceedings she was described as a mad and illegitimate mulatto. These statements were eventually disproved, and Mrs. Frank Leslie’s fortune supported the cause for which she had intended it. None of her husbands would have approved her action, but she had a strong feeling that “men were deceivers ever” and it was high time for women to emulate them.


   


  CHAPTER 11—Three Clever Women


  Victoria Claflin and John Biddulph Martin


  Minnie Stevens and Sir Arthur Paget


  Maud Burke and Sir Bache Cunard


  In the last two decades of the nineteenth century it was the general opinion of peeresses with unmarried daughters that the American girls who had been brought to England by ambitious mothers were far too clever, this opinion, as we have seen, being echoed by Oscar Wilde. Many of their fathers had cashed in on the Civil War, and desirous of social distinction were willing to pay a part of their quickly gotten wealth on noble sons-in-law. As a rule they were easily accommodated, but sometimes the daughters had to use as much intelligence to gain husbands as the fathers to win fortunes. It was not always plain sailing. Let us briefly survey the careers of three totally different types of American women with marked intelligences.


  About the year 1849 a married pair named Claflin were to be seen in many districts of the United States advertising their ability to heal sickness and tell fortunes.{21} With them were two small daughters, Victoria and Tennessee (Tennie for short), both of whom were credited with magnetic powers. They went into trances, spoke messages from another world, and under spiritual influence revealed truths and induced cures. The parents did well, but the daughters ultimately did better. We are chiefly concerned with the elder child, Victoria, who was born in 1838 and could claim inspiration at the age of eleven. When she was fifteen years old a doctor called Woodhull said to her: “My little puss, tell your father and mother I want you for a wife.”


  Apparently her parents raised no objection, and they were married in 1853. But there were thorns with the roses of married life, and she continued to travel about the country, working as a cigar seller, a seamstress and an actress. The doctor loved her so much that when not in her company he drank to excess. This must have reduced his amorous potency, and she took a lover named Colonel Blood, who no doubt sympathized with a spirit-voice which ordered her to join her sister Tennie in New York. Here they set up business as healers and sellers of patent medicines, occasionally touring the country in a covered wagon and making speeches on free love and spiritualism. Victoria’s chief spirit was Demosthenes, who chose the New York house in which they all lived, though we hear less of Dr. Woodhull as time goes on and may assume that he dwelt among his bottles.


  At last the Claflin girls got into touch with Commodore Vanderbilt, now past seventy, who would have married Tennie if his family had not put obstacles in the way. He set them up as brokers, giving them enough tips to make a fortune on Wall Street, and they were able to take a house in the fashionable Murray Hill quarter. He financed a paper for them, edited by Blood, and they began to expose the morals of certain well-known citizens. Victoria turned to propaganda, both in print and on the platform. Her speeches were described as dazzling, brilliant and inspiring, though her passionate advocacy of free love undermined the effect she made as a fighter for women’s suffrage, such females as supported the one being not much attracted to the other. As a radical reformer she clarified their policy by publicly stating that they wanted to overthrow “this bogus Republic,” their intention being treasonable and their object a revolution. All her sayings and doings received headlines in the papers, and at length she announced her design to stand for the Presidency. She believed in progress in block capitals and proclaimed herself a free lover in practice as well as belief.


  Enthusiasm outran reason and she asked the famous Brooklyn minister Henry Ward Beecher to take the chair at one of her performances. On his refusal to do so she decided to settle, or rather unsettle, his hash, and at that moment he was in a vulnerable position. In July 1870 Mrs. Elizabeth Tilton confessed to her husband that she had committed adultery with Beecher, the most famous preacher in the country, whose words caused many women in his congregations to swoon with adoration. The Tiltons could not keep their secret to themselves, Elizabeth no doubt feeling obscurely that it was an honor to be seduced by America’s leading divine, her husband Theodore perhaps taking pride in being cuckolded by so notable a personality. It was soon an open secret, and Victoria Woodhull, furious with Beecher for refusing to support her propaganda for free love though himself an adulterer, started press and platform operations against him, exposed what she considered his hypocrisy, and turned what had been a whispering campaign into a shouting-match. The Brooklyn preacher was eventually compelled to bring an action in the courts. The case lasted for six months, provided the chief news sensation in America, and ended in a jury’s disagreement, though more voted for than against Beecher.


  In the course of these proceedings there were subsidiary actions for libel and the issue of arrest-warrants, but money was always found to keep the sisters free, and in 1872 Victoria was put up for the Presidency by the Equal Rights Party. She had somehow managed to get rid of her husband, to marry Colonel Blood, and to enjoy a six months’ liaison with Theodore Tilton, who wrote her biography to boost her candidature. In the long run her lurid exposure of Beecher hurt her reputation, and she discovered that one cannot sully the fame of a well-favored man of God without inviting thunder and lightning. Her popularity dwindled; she was soon hard-up; and she tried to recover her position and wealth by a lecture tour. Dropping her belief in free love, she now preached monogamy and spoke heart-burning words on the divine inspiration of the Bible. But on that subject Beecher was heard with more confidence than Victoria, and his lecture tour eclipsed hers. Writs and warrants issued on behalf of those she had libeled in her heyday arrived with depressing frequency. The sisters applied to Vanderbilt for assistance, but he may have been annoyed by the sudden change-over from brokerage to bibliolatry or his family may have shown a united front against further disbursements: whatever the cause he declined further help and his relations disembarrassed him from the awkward pair by paying their fares to England.


  Victoria, soon after arriving in London, lectured on her latest revelation, a member of her first audience being John Biddulph Martin, wealthy son of a famous banker, who fell in love with her words or her figure or both and asked her to marry him. She approved such a consummation, but his family did not. To impress the family she spent six years laboriously building herself up as a maligned and innocent woman, denying that she had written certain articles and made certain speeches imputed to her. With extraordinary patience and persistence she wore the Martin family down, and gradually they came to accept her as a model of Christian virtue, even believing her statement that certain English capitalists were backing her nomination as President of the United States. At last the family surrendered, and she married John Biddulph Martin six years after his first proposal. Her sister Tennie also managed to win the admiration of a rich retired merchant named Francis Cook, later a baronet, and after their union she became Lady Cook and Marchioness of Montserrat in Portugal.


  Both the sisters settled down to a respectable existence in England, though the gambling instinct was strong in them and in 1898 they were again brokers, calling themselves Lady Cook & Co. Their past lives were continually causing them anxiety, and Victoria’s husband financed innumerable lawsuits against people whose memories were better than hers. In 1892 Victoria tried but failed to become a candidate for the Presidency of the United States, and then her admiring spouse started a magazine for her in London called The Humanitarian; but it was too dull for English readers and came to an early end.


  When they had been married for eighteen years John Biddulph Martin died, still firmly believing in the reformed Victoria and leaving her nearly two hundred thousand pounds. She retired to their estate at Bredon’s Norton, Worcestershire, where she enlivened the neighborhood by running spiritualist salons and flower shows, and where she founded a college for women and a village school. At the beginning of the 1914 war she worked for the Red Cross and began a movement for female land-laborers. Later she ardently supported what was called the “flapper franchise,” i.e. votes for women aged twenty-five. Her sister Tennie died in 1923, and Victoria’s final manifestation took the form of dangerous driving. She dashed about the countryside in a large white car and sacked any chauffeur who refused to exceed the speed limit. She tried to extend her life by passing the nights upright in a chair, and died in her sleep June 10, 1927, at the age of eighty-nine.


   


  No one could have less resembled Victoria Martin than Minnie Stevens, except in the undeviating purpose of finding a husband. As we have seen, Minnie was the intimate friend of Consuelo Iznaga, who married the 8th Duke of Manchester, and both of them were favorably received in the circle that surrounded the Prince of Wales. Minnie was the daughter of Paran Stevens, a successful hotel proprietor who had married a chambermaid in his employ—so it was commonly supposed. At one time Stevens owned the chief hotels in Boston, the Revere and Tremont, as well as the Continental in Philadelphia and the Fifth Avenue in New York. He and his wife lived at the Revere for a while after their marriage in 1850, then took a large residence on Beacon Street. But the lady was not received by Boston society, so they went to New York. Their daughter, Mary Fiske Stevens, our Minnie, was born in August 1853.


  The social world of New York showed no stronger disposition to receive them than had that of Boston, largely because hotel proprietors were not then considered respectable members of the community, particularly if they had married beneath them. But Mrs. Stevens was a woman of spirit and by degrees she fought her way into the exclusive circles of New York. Her dinners were too good, her entertainments too festive, to be ignored, and as European visitors of note were delighted to accept her invitations, her fellow countrymen were induced to do likewise. In time hers were the most fashionable parties and she was the most distinguished hostess on Fifth Avenue. They often visited Europe, and when Paran Stevens became a United States Commissioner to the Paris Exposition in 1867 their hospitality in the French capital was profuse. Paran died in ‘72, and though his widow did not dispose of their residences at New York and Newport she spent the next few years traveling about Europe, at first with the sole object of finding a suitable husband for her daughter.


  By 1874 Minnie could boast of the friendship or admiration of the Prince of Wales, who of course knew nothing of social distinctions in America. If a pretty girl from the States were also wealthy, no more was required of her. Whether her parents came from ancient families or disreputable origins was of no consequence whatever: all Americans were the same; they were simply Americans; and those with beauty and plenty of cash were welcomed in the best English society. But the Prince liked them to be amusing, and Minnie Stevens had the gift of witty comment and repartee.


  The object of her mother’s first attempt to arrange a noble union was the Duc de Guiche, whose father, the Duc de Grammont, was cautious, engaging a sleuth in America to discover the exact amount of income that could be expected with Minnie from the Stevens property. He had been told that she would have about £20,000 a year, but careful investigation reduced this sum to £5,000; whereupon, like Macbeth in not quite similar circumstances, Grammont concluded: “We will proceed no further in this business.” Minnie’s friend Lady Waldegrave was shocked, because she too had been led to believe in the larger figure and so felt that the rebuff served the mother and daughter right.


  While these transactions were in progress Minnie was spending a long holiday with her old friend Consuelo Mandeville (née Iznaga) in Ireland, and exercising her gaiety on all and sundry. She was undoubtedly a cheerful liar of no mean ability, and many people who were at first attracted by her high-spirited humor suffered from disillusionment on finding themselves the victims of her mendacity. Two Irish peers were visibly under her spell, Lords Rossmore and Newry. But the latter, as we have heard, was unconventionally spellbound elsewhere, and the record is too meager for surmise concerning the intentions of the first. Next we hear of Lord William Hay as a possible suitor, and Minnie, about to leave for Paris, expressed the hope that she would catch “the matrimonial fever” of which there seemed to be an epidemic. But according to her own account, which may or may not be believed, Lord William Hay did not suit her and she turned his offer down on more than one occasion.


  Things were getting desperate. She was in her twenty-fifth year, and no endurable lord or lordling was yet in sight; so she fell back on the grandson of a Marquis, a good-looking officer in the Guards, Arthur Henry Fitzroy Paget, whose third Christian name at least suggested royal blood. They were married at St. Peter’s Church, Eaton Square, in July ‘78, and society flocked to the show. There were presents from the Prince and Princess of Wales and other members of the Royal Family, and altogether it was one of the chief events of the season.


  In time her husband received a knighthood, and Minnie, if without a coronet, could call herself Lady Paget. She had enough money to gratify people with good dinners, and enough sense to collect a number of amusing guests. It is possible that she added to her resources by arranging introductions with a view to marriage. Her wit and worldliness reminded at least one visitor of Thackeray’s Becky Sharp. At Minnie’s house Consuelo Vanderbilt first met her future husband the Duke of Marlborough, and Consuelo noticed that her hostess had become totally British, receiving her guests with “the condescension that seemed to infect the habitués of the inner circles of London society. I realised with a surge of acute discomfort that I was being critically appraised by a pair of hard green eyes.”


  They were the eyes of a cynic who knew “the price of everything and the value of nothing,” an epigram that may have occurred to Wilde when watching Minnie Paget in action. It is true that she helped Lady Randolph Churchill to raise money for the American hospital ship, the Maine, during the South African war, but such actions, however meritorious, are too widely recognized to be purely philanthropic.


  Minnie died in May 1919, and it would have grieved her to know that at the auction sale of her belongings several matchless dresses made by Worth of Paris were knocked down for a song.


   


  The Mayfair parties of Lady Paget could not hold comparison with those given in the succeeding generation by Lady Cunard, who established a salon as remarkable as that of Madame Récamier in France a century earlier, although the components were more varied in profession and less regular in attendance. Hers was a case of money marrying money, and appears to have been a marriage of chance. She was the daughter of George F. Burke, a resident of San Francisco, and the niece of Horace Carpenter, a California millionaire, whose riches she would inherit. Christened Maud Alice, she later preferred to be known as Emerald. On February 21, 1894, it was stated in the press that Maud Burke was engaged to Prince André Poniatowski, grandson of the last King of Poland; but on June 2nd of the same year the press reported that Poniatowski was engaged to Miss Beth Sperry, whose sister Mrs. Crocker, desirous to have a Prince in the family, had used her influence to break his engagement to Maud Burke, who, however, let it be known that she had terminated the arrangement. The facts behind these rapid changes of mind are concealed from us, but it is obvious that Maud had no difficulty in finding a husband because in less than a year she was united to Sir Bache Cunard, grandson of the founder of the Cunard Steamship Line. The ceremony which had been announced for June was suddenly expedited and took place on April 17, 1895. “The bride,” we are told, “wore a tailor-made gown of grey cloth and a bonnet to match,” which suggests hurry. They sailed for England within a few days.


  Sir Bache Cunard was a fox-hunting enthusiast whose talk was of horses. He had a house at Market Harborough, the hunting center of Leicestershire, and his many guests were solely interested in chasing inedible animals. Their conversation and their pursuits bored their hostess, who soon decided on a life of her own choice among people who could talk of more exciting objects than the inmates of stables and kennels. Husband and wife went their ways, saw each other at intervals, but had no interests in common. Emerald, as we shall now call her, mostly lived in a large corner house in Grosvenor Square, and began her collection of notabilities. She was keen on literature, music, politics and talk. The quirks and quiddities of human nature appealed to her, and she enjoyed the thrust and parry of debate. Contrast and variety were the spice of life, and she gathered around her poets, politicians, musicians, painters, financiers, and occasionally even actors. She was eclectic in her choice of guests; the men had to be amusing or important, the women beautiful or charming. Often her parties were arranged with the object of fostering a personality or furthering a cause, a well-known conductor or a Restoration Play Society.


  Her gatherings were not large, ten or twelve sitting down to dinner or luncheon, and the guests were carefully picked. The talk was general during the meal, but when the eating was over she usually dropped a conversational bomb which started off a heated debate between two antagonists on some subject of general interest. If the argument seemed to be lagging, she made an explosive remark that gave renewed life to the theme or inspired others to take part in the battle of wits. Controversy was the breath of her nostrils and kept her taut. Her own witticisms continually fed the fire of repartee; and though her bons mots were frequently at the expense of others, they were distributed without discrimination, and by hitting everyone hurt no one. She was intensely alive, almost neurotically so, with a vitality that appeared inexhaustible, and her animation provoked what was lively in others. She was often malicious, but never dull, and to those who knew her intimately the excitability of her nature, the smartness and callousness of her banter, concealed a pathetic, lonely, disillusioned and timid nature.


  In appearance she was short and slight, with a neat figure, small nose, receding chin, eyes like jewels, and a way of holding her head that reminded people of a bird. Always dressed in the latest and extremest fashion, she wore a profusion of emeralds, pearls and diamonds, with many rings on her small claw-like hands. Her high piercing voice could be heard in a crowd, and her jokes always called forth much laughter. At one moment she seemed ruthless, at another charming, and she could be both. Snobbish, ambitious, cultivating famous folk and attentive to her own fame, she could yet help struggling artists up the ladder of success; and at the height of her renown in 1927 a poet, Colin Hurry, wrote this “premature epitaph” in her honor:


  Speak deferentially


  Here of the dead.


  Tread reverentially,


  Bare now your head,


  Sculptor, musician,


  Painter or bard


  That owe your position


  To Lady Cunard.


  Saying whatever came into her head and holding independent views, she made friends and enemies with equal facility. She had a tremendous admiration for Sir Thomas Beecham and spent untold sums on grand opera. She inspired the romantic worship of the novelist George Moore, who told her that her life was a work of art and that there was no one like her, “no one as fascinating, no one as clever, no one as good.” Every year he saw her “in a more beautiful light,” and his admiration for her courage and warmth of heart made him praise her on every possible occasion. She obtained for him an audience with the Prince of Wales (afterwards Edward VIII) which delighted him, and after his death nearly all his pictures and furniture were left to her.


  Many artistic endeavors received her support, and she was quite capable of holding her own in discussions on literature, music and painting. She had read the works of all the great novelists and dramatists and could quote passages from Tolstoi, Dostoevski and Balzac with as much ease as she could sing excerpts from the great operas. She ate little, slept little, and spent hours in bed reading, often ringing up people at 3 or 4 in the morning to impart some idea that had just entered her head as a result of her reading. Her friends suffered from her hatred of solitude, and if she could not talk to them in person she kept them chatting on the telephone.


  We have glimpses of her during the 1914-18 war. Arnold Bennett, who was doing what is commonly called war work in Whitehall, wrote to an American friend that the female artistic snobs in England were terrible. They went to every social function, and imagined that by supporting plays and operas they were being patriotic. “I was at the first night of the Russian ballet,” Bennett reported in the autumn of 1918. “They were all there; I knew they would be; headed by Lady Cunard.” Edward Marsh met her at a party, said she was at the top of her form, and gave an example of her form: “I never know what ‘obscene’ means. Is it the same as salacious, or Elizabethan, or pornographic?” She was also observed to be a trifle tipsy during an air raid, but resolved on visiting the opera in order to set the public an example of coolness in the face of danger.


  One of her favorite post-war haunts was the Embassy Club, where the bright spirits of the nineteen-twenties foregathered, where a deafening roar of voices competed with the band, and where everyone shuffled about the floor in acute discomfort from want of space, bolting food between dances in an atmosphere of alcohol and cigarette smoke. The manager, Luigi Naintre, treated his customers with arrogant disdain, and Ambrose the band leader was usually in a bored and somnolent condition as if unconscious of his whereabouts. Peers, actors, writers, politicians, press magnates, millionaires, pimps and courtesans jostled one another and shouted to their friends and shrieked with laughter over nothing, increasing the general hubbub. An Armenian named Michael Arlen, one of the literary pets of the period, said that as the floor space was large enough to accommodate only 150 dancers, the membership was strictly limited to 1,500. Introducing Arlen to a duchess, Lady Cunard cried: “This is Michael Arlen—the only Armenian who has not been massacred.”


  Emerald became notorious for such untimely sallies. Once she invited the Grand Duke Dmitri to a political lunch. Dmitri had been exiled on account of his participation in the assassination of the monk Rasputin, and his hostess announced his arrival to the other guests in a manner that destroyed his appetite and caused his immediate departure: “Here is the Grand Duke Dmitri, the murderer of Rasputin.” At the Embassy Club one night Emerald tried to put a well-known demimonde at her ease by saying: “You should go on the stage, my dear. Then we could all know you.” (But the lady did better than that: she married the son of a peer.)


  The female fashion at the Embassy was to have a slim boyish figure, short hair and white complexion, so the women dieted valiantly, some dying in the process. The young people were inventing such phrases as “I couldn’t like it more” and “I couldn’t care less.” They smoked while eating, called one another “darling” and peppered their conversation with the word “bloody.”{22} It was all very progressive, highly fashionable, and excessively tedious. Emerald liked it, partly perhaps because she could stay up half the night in company that did not feel fatigued until it was time for breakfast.


  Her independent spirit was shown on all sorts of occasions. She was one of a party staying with Lord Tredegar in South Wales and asserted herself effectively. Tredegar was a bizarre character whose house seemed to be crowded with great Danes and good-looking male servants. There were altars all over the place, and the park was populated by kangaroos and other queer animals. He was interested in black magic and Welsh choirs, one of which entertained his score of guests at dinner during his absence at some local affair. On a cold winter night the choir lifted their voices in folk-song outside the dining-room windows, which were wide open. The freezing guests decided to close the windows, and Lady Cunard went out to thank the singers. Tredegar returned to his house party drunk, and raged furiously when he discovered that the windows had been shut on his favorite choir. Emerald stood up to him, and they shouted at one another. At last she threatened to leave in the morning; “but with the morning cool repentance came,” and their quarrel was patched up.{23}


  Nor was her behavior at political meetings in 1930 of an emollient kind. The proprietors of two daily papers, Lords Rothermere and Beaverbrook, had opened a campaign against the Conservative leader Stanley Baldwin, who was sufficiently ruffled to say in public that the press lords “were aiming at power without responsibility, the prerogative of the harlot throughout the ages.” Lady Cunard made a point of turning up at many anti-Baldwin meetings, and whenever the names of Rothermere or Beaverbrook were mentioned in the speeches she would say quite audibly: “Degenerates; they’re both degenerates.”{24} In the nineteen-thirties, when Hitler was at large, the German Ambassador Ribbentrop constantly referred to “the Führer” at social functions, and Emerald as constantly pulled his leg. “Tell me, dear Ambassador,” she would say naively, “what does Herr Hitler truly think about God?” Ribbentrop answered that the Führer had not yet decided what his people ought to believe on the subject. Or she might say sweetly: “We all want to know, dear Excellency, why Herr Hitler dislikes the Jews?”{25} That was a stumper. No doubt he would have liked to reply that there was no room for two Chosen Races in the universe, but he did not care to commit himself.


  Emerald visited America in the late thirties, but was back in England by the autumn of 1940, and as her house in Grosvenor Square had been hit by a bomb she took a suite in the Dorchester Hotel, where she tried to recapture the spirit of her earlier salon; but it was never the same. She had seldom invited her fellow countrymen to her house before the war and had sometimes criticized them; so now, when a sort of American fever raged through the metropolis, she felt rather out of it. But she retained her enthusiasm for music and poetry, supporting movements to promote them, retained too her ability to cause discomfort. After a number of well-known poets had given a rather feeble public rendering of their verses, Emerald emerged into Bond Street with the rest of the crowd, caught sight of the one-time War Minister, Hore-Belisha, and rushed up to him, exclaiming at the top of her voice: “Leslie! Recite me some Ronsard! You do it so beautifully!” But he might have replied in the words of Shakespeare’s Richard III: “I am not in the vein.” He escaped hurriedly.


  Her gentler side was revealed to John Lehmann, who had done much to encourage the new poets, and to whom she once confided: “No man, John, has ever said to me ‘I love you!’ But I have had letters—I have had letters!”{26} She liked and disliked people with equal fervency, and Hugh Walpole really detested her, while admitting that he might have liked her better if she had been nice to him. In November 1940, Walpole stayed at the Dorchester Hotel. There was a terrific air raid and the building rocked from the effect of gun and bomb explosions. Unable to bear his loneliness and the shindy going on outside, he donned his dressing gown and descended from the sixth floor to the basement, where he found Lady Cunard “and the other smarties, smoking long cigarettes and chattering in hard shrill voices.” But during the Second World War she helped the national effort in a practical way by nightly inviting the balloon barrage operators in Hyde Park to her suite and giving them refreshments.


  Latterly she had to give up cigarette smoking, and when the United States Ambassador, Lewis Douglas, asked her to a dinner party she declined the invitation because tobacco smoke caused her distress. Whereupon he paid her the handsome compliment of requesting the other guests not to smoke so that she could be present.


  She died in July 1948, leaving instructions in her will that her ashes were to be scattered in Grosvenor Square. The task was duly performed by one of her regular guests, who reported that the wind had blown the ashes back into his face and hair and that he was now full of his former hostess, a crack that would have appealed to her.


   


  CHAPTER 12—A Russo-American Alliance


  Alice Astor and Prince Obolensky


  In many respects Russia could offer more than England in the matter of titles. There were almost as many princes in one as peers in the other, and an American girl who married into the Russian nobility could almost count on being a princess. But few of the princes were looking for money before the 1914 war, because they had great possessions which were not in need of American dollars to keep them trim and intact. Two of these princes had something else besides their estates: they were blessed with romantic appearances and aroused passionate adoration in the female breast. One in particular, Prince Felix Youssoupoff, after coming down from Oxford, was the cynosure of girlish eyes, both English and American, in the years immediately preceding the First World War Lady Diana Cooper recalled that her mother wished her to marry some “Adonis reigning feudally in a palace,” and gave her own opinion that “the most eligible of all was Prince Felix Youssoupoff,” who was “of transcendent beauty” and “deeply in love” with her sister Marjorie. But the Prince seems to have been unaware of this deep love because in his book of reminiscences he describes two daughters of the Duchess of Rutland as among his particular friends: “It would be hard to say which was the more attractive of the two; I was under the spell of both.”


  There is no evidence that he was under the spell of any American girl, but competition for his favor was very strong among the belles of New York, and if he had needed money he could have had the pick of the plums. Not only was he an Adonis in looks but he had a mild and tender nature, and none of those who idolized him could be made to believe in after years that he had been responsible for an action of excessive callousness and ferocity. He used to tell the story in full but his female listeners remained skeptical. As we know, Lady Cunard thought the Grand Duke Dmitri tough enough for the job, but she dismissed Youssoupoff as a susceptible soul who had been dragged into an affair which revolted him. Yet there can be very little doubt that this humane young man forced himself to do the deed, and we may briefly recount the story as he used to tell it to an audience of doting unbelievers. From it we learn that, reversing the usual procedure, Hyperion killed a satyr.


  Youssoupoff’s father had been appointed Governor-General of Moscow, but many ministers of state were then pro-German, owing their jobs to Rasputin’s influence, and when the Governor-General attacked them he was sacked. The monk Rasputin was a peasant with hypnotic powers. He had apparently cured the Tsarina’s only son of a dreadful disease, and when the boy survived an attack of haemophilia in the autumn of 1912, Rasputin’s assurance that he would live made the monk more than holy in the mother’s eyes. Thenceforward she was totally under his influence; and as the Tsar was under hers, Russia was practically ruled by Rasputin, whose real plan when war broke out in 1914 was to replace the Tsar by his sickly son, make the Tsarina regent, and patch up a peace with Germany. To save his country from this malign influence, Youssoupoff, the Grand Duke Dmitri, Captain Soukhotin and Pourichkevitch, a member of the Duma (Russian Parliament), decided to dispatch the monk. Though repelled by his personality, Youssoupoff became friendly with Rasputin and even submitted to being hypnotized by him. “I felt as if some active energy were pouring heat, like a warm current, into my whole being,” narrated Youssoupoff,{27} who fell into a torpor, lost the use of his limbs and speech, but managed to retain his senses and power of resistance.


  At last, after many meetings, Rasputin accepted the Prince’s invitation to his house on the Moika Canal at St. Petersburg (now Leningrad). He fitted up a flat in the basement, furnishing and decorating it in a manner that would lull the monk’s suspicions. On the fatal evening he went to the Cathedral, spending two hours in prayer. Dmitri and the others arrived, and Doctor Lazovert lifted the tops of the cakes to sprinkle the ground crystals of cyanide of potassium in each. The glasses were also treated, and either a drink or a cake was enough to kill a normal man instantaneously. Then Dmitri, Soukhotin and Pourichkevitch went upstairs to play lively tunes on the gramophone, which would put Rasputin at his ease. Having made the necessary arrangements, Youssoupoff went to fetch Rasputin in his car. Suddenly he felt a great pity for the monk, but as suddenly his heart hardened on recalling the fellow’s infamy. Arriving at the Prince’s house, the two descended to the basement, where Rasputin inspected the furniture with keen interest and Youssoupoff made a final attempt to make the monk leave St. Petersburg.


  At first Rasputin refused to eat and drink, but in time he did so and seemed to thrive on the poison in the wine and cakes. After a dreadful period of uncertainty Youssoupoff went upstairs to tell his friends that the poison had failed to act. They decided to go down in a body and strangle the monk, but Youssoupoff persuaded them to let him return alone with Dmitri’s revolver. When he got back Rasputin complained of a heavy head and burning stomach, asked for more wine, gulped it down, and began to talk of God. He got up and stood with his host looking at a crystal crucifix; then he admired an ebony cabinet, but Youssoupoff advised him to keep his eyes on the crucifix and say a prayer. At that Rasputin went close to the Prince and looked him in the eyes. With a shudder Youssoupoff lifted the revolver, aimed at the man’s heart and pulled the trigger. Rasputin screamed and collapsed on the floor. The noise of the shot brought his friends. Rasputin seemed to be dead, and they went upstairs to discuss their next action. But Youssoupoff had a twinge of doubt and returned to the basement. Rasputin still lay on the floor apparently lifeless, but with startling suddenness jumped up, foaming at the mouth and howling with rage. They struggled together until Youssoupoff managed to get away and dash upstairs to tell his friends what had happened. They descended rapidly and saw Rasputin crawling to a door which led into the courtyard. He disappeared through it before they could stop him, but Pourichkevitch followed and emptied several barrels of his revolver into the half-dead but still dangerous monk, whose body was then taken by Dmitri, Soukhotin and Doctor Lazovert, and flung into the river.


  As a result of police investigations, Dmitri and Youssoupoff were exiled from the capital. Youssoupoff’s action had made him popular with many nobles as well as the populace, and when the Russian Revolution broke out in March 1917 he was asked to become Tsar. But the Bolsheviks came to power and the offer was not renewed.


  Such was the account, given with graphic detail, which Youssoupoff’s friends refused to credit, though some of his onetime female zealots from America felt rather relieved that he had not returned their ecstatic devotion. Even an intimate male friend, Serge Obolensky, could not believe that such a gentle, sensitive soul had actually murdered, or done his best to murder, Rasputin.


  Grand Dukes and eminences of all sorts were scattered about the cradle of Serge, Prince Obolensky, at his birth in 1890. A childhood spent in Russia was followed by a period in England, where he finished his education at Christ Church, Oxford. He fought through the 1914-18 war on the Russian front, and while serving married Princess Catherine Bariatinsky. He got out of Russia after the Bolsheviks got in, and started a business career in England. Here he met Alice Astor at a golf match, though they had first bumped into one another at a dance, each unaware of the other’s identity at the time of the collision. Her parents had been divorced when she was sixteen, and her mother Ava had recently married Lord Ribblesdale. Her father, John Jacob Astor, had gone down with the Titanic, and her brother Vincent now managed the business. Unfortunately Ava’s second marriage was also unsatisfactory, Ribblesdale needing peace and quiet while she demanded chatter and bustle.


  Not only was Alice an excellent dancer, but she seemed to know everything about anything, from poetry to golf, from Louis Seize furniture to Egyptian philosophy, and Serge Obolensky was impressed. They attended many dances together and became great friends. One of her interests disturbed him. Believing herself a reincarnated Egyptian princess, she was attracted to the mysteries of the East and had been one of the first four people to enter Tutankhamen’s tomb. Serge did not care to meddle with such matters and tried to influence her in an opposite direction. His marriage had been a wartime romance, and as they had nothing in common his wife agreed to a divorce. He quickly became engaged to Alice Astor, an arrangement sternly opposed by her mother, an implacable adversary. Lady Ribblesdale decided that Alice should marry an English peer, not an exiled Russian prince, so she began to collect all sorts of eligible young men for her daughter’s choice.


  First they visited Spain, where a likely suitor was their host; then Alice was forced into other company; but she remained firm. Occasionally she and Serge came across Lady Ribblesdale at parties. A polite smile or bow and they passed on. Alice’s sister-in-law Helen Astor had a house in the Bois near Paris, and they occasionally visited her weekends. Soon Lady Ribblesdale determined to put an end to the affair and packed Alice off to America in the winter of 1922-23; but as she could not interfere with the postal system between the two countries, the pair kept up a regular correspondence. In the summer of ‘23 Alice came of age, and her mother gracefully surrendered her right to tyrannize, becoming friendly with Serge and remaining so until her death at the age of ninety.


  While waiting for his divorce to be made absolute, Serge and Alice discreetly saw a lot of one another. He was legally freed on June 23, 1924; his engagement to Alice was announced on July 4th following; and on July 24th they were married at the registry office in Buckingham Palace Road, at the Savoy Chapel, and at the Russian Church of St. Philip. Whether three marriage ceremonies are more binding than one is perhaps a question for theologians to debate, but in practice the temperament of individuals is more decisive than sacramental forms.


  A week’s honeymoon at Deauville, a brief visit to London, and they were off to Canada, where they wanted to buy a ranch and settle down happily. They inspected sites near Calgary and in British Columbia, but the climate disagreed with Alice and the places were too remote. They dismissed the ranch from their minds and went to New York, where they stayed at the old family mansion on Fifth Avenue with Vincent and Helen Astor. Here Alice’s grandmother had given those famous dances and receptions when she was leader of New York society and with Ward McAllister had drawn up the famous list of Four Hundred people who constituted the cream of the fashionable world. The place was now like a mausoleum of late Victorian curiosities, such as statues, pictures with enormous frames, tapestries, chandeliers. Vincent Astor was about to demolish it and put up a block of flats in its place, though eventually a synagogue rose on the site. Alice and Serge also stayed on the Astor estate at Rhinebeck overlooking the Hudson River north of New York. That, too, Vincent planned to pull down and rebuild.


  Returning to London, they bought Hanover Lodge in Regent’s Park from Admiral Earl Beatty, furnished it and moved in during the spring of 1925, their son Ivan being born shortly after. Alice spent her money freely on objects with which her husband sympathized. She endowed a school in France for the children of Russian refugees, helped to get them jobs after their education, and made provision for many Russian émigrés. She also helped writers, painters, musicians and dancers. Their lives were spent in a constant succession of social engagements and a regular shifting of scene: summer weeks at Newport in the United States, the autumn at Rhinebeck, Christmas in London; then to St. Moritz in January, to the Riviera for the early spring, and back to London for the season. Sometimes they passed autumn weekends with such friends as the Duchess of Rutland at Belvoir, Lord and Lady Curzon at Hackwood, Mrs. Greville at Polesden Lacy. Theirs was a life of sport mixed with leisure, and Serge Obolensky later admitted: “I would be exaggerating my interest in world affairs if I did not admit that I enjoyed it immensely.”{28} He still had a stockbroking job in the city and occasionally visited the office. They lived in harmony, though his patience was tried by her unpunctuality when they went out to dinner. She tried to cure herself by putting all the clocks in the house forty minutes ahead of time, but even then sometimes had to complete her toilet arrangements in the car, which was driven as fast as the traffic would allow.


  But wealth does not breed contentment, and Alice wanted something more than riches and marriage could give. She found little satisfaction in the game of bridge, and one evening she left her husband in a huff because the rubber he was playing seemed endless. Possibly too she was irritated when he danced a lot with a particular partner. At any rate she began to dine with her friends, and what he called his “periodically uncontrollable stupidity at hitting back” did not ease the strain. Soon they had a “spectacular row” during which each pointed out the failings of the other, and he decided that they needed “a breather” He went off with friends to the south of France, but the change of air did not prevent him from missing Alice. At last she turned up at Cannes and all seemed to be well. They had a jolly time at innumerable parties and went on to Venice for more parties and another jolly time. But on returning to London he received “the real shock of my life,” for he found that Alice had deeply resented the Riviera interlude and wished to be divorced. He asked for a little time in which to find his feet, and departed for the United States to look for a job. Vincent Astor got him one, which he held for three years. Alice followed him and insisted on a divorce.


  The newspapers began to comment on their relationship, which added to their difficulties. She returned to London, and for a while a third party negotiated between them; but in 1932 she applied for a divorce from a town in Nevada. It was agreed that he should have the custody of their son Ivan, and that Alice should have their daughter Sylvia, born after the divorce proceedings had started. Later Vincent Astor made Serge a good offer to work in a real estate company, which he accepted, having become a naturalized American citizen in September 1931. The year after their divorce Alice married again, her husband being Raimund von Hofmannsthal, son of the poet Hugo who wrote libretti for Richard Strauss. As with his former wife, Serge remained on friendly terms with Alice.


  In the 1939-45 war Serge did valuable work as an officer in a parachute unit, dropping into Sardinia while the island was still under German occupation. Alice meanwhile drove an ambulance during the London blitz, and whenever Serge went there they dined together. By this time she had divorced Hofmannsthal and married Philip Harding, but she confided in Serge that she was not happy. During one of his brief visits Alice gave a party, her intention being to provide a really good meal as a change from wartime food. Everything was excellent except the salad dressing, for which she had used mineral oil in the belief that it would have the same effect as salad oil; but the effect on her guests was different.


  After the war, during which he won the Croix de Guerre, Obolensky returned to the United States and went into the hotel business, making a success first of the Plaza, then of the Sherry-Netherland, then of the Astor. He heard that Alice had married David Bouverie, and the news hurt him because he had hoped to remarry her after she had divorced Philip Harding. He reflected on the tragedy of human beings: “Once they make a mistake they can never quite recoup the ground that earlier was lost—they can never quite get back.” In spite of their mutual love, something divided them, and the division may have been due to an incurable discontent in the nature of Alice, whose feelings were probably expressed in the mournful conclusion of Shakespeare’s Richard II:


  ...but whate’er I be,


  Nor I nor any man that but man is


  With nothing shall be pleased, till he be eased


  With being nothing.


  Had she married forty husbands instead of four, Alice would have looked in vain for the content she could only have found in herself. Toward the end of her life she “got herself deeply into the hands of mystics” and Serge believed that they derived worldly profit from her spiritual need. She died suddenly in 1956 and was buried at Rhinebeck.


  “I take it for granted that a primary objective in the lives of men is to have a good time,” wrote Serge. But it is possible that Alice and he differed over the meaning of a good time.


   


  CHAPTER 13—Sympathetic Matrimony


  May Goelet and the Duke of Roxburgh


  Florence Garner and Sir William Gordon-Cumming


  Elizabeth Cabot Ives and Sir William Harcourt


  Thelma Converse and Lord Furness


  By no means all of the well-publicized Anglo-American marriages were made for love or money, for power or position. Some of them were clearly the outcome of fellow feeling, community of interests, sense of comradeship; and though such sympathies are rarer than the other causes of marriage, as indeed they are rare in life, we must take note of some examples that have been recorded.


  Our first illustration does not promise well because dollars and dignity were ultimately matched, and at first the wealthy girl demanded a rank that would flatter her vanity; but it happened that her ambition was neutralized by affection. She is perhaps more interesting on account of her grandparents, Mr. and Mrs. R. T. Wilson, than for herself. Richard Thornton Wilson and his wife were a remarkable pair, the first making a great deal of money, the second forcing her way against strong opposition into the front rank of New York hostesses. Their children, backed by their opulence, paved the way for their social distinction.


  Wilson was born in Georgia in the year 1829, his father being a Scottish tanner. He started life as a commercial traveler, and was so well endowed both bodily and mentally that he soon persuaded a man to advance sufficient money for him to start a store, sell his own goods, and was soon to marry his backer’s daughter. He was an imposing figure, being six and a half feet tall, and his brains matched his physique. During the Civil War he became a commissary for the South, a job that placed him in a position to make money on a large European loan, to buy an estate in one place and a house in another. Rising rapidly to a position of prominence, he went to England on behalf of the cotton planters in the Southern States,{29} and with his family stayed there for the duration of the war. When it appeared that the fighting was going against the South, his moral sense was awakened, and he decided that his future career would be placed on a more satisfactory basis if he changed sides. Accordingly he visited the American Legation and took the Oath of Allegiance. The consciences of many other Southern exiles in England were similarly troubled, common sense prevailed, and they became citizens of the United States. But not all of them were enabled to return home with a fortune of half a million dollars, which was roughly the sum brought back to America by the Confederate agent, R. T. Wilson.


  He took a house on Fifth Avenue, New York, opened a bank, and concentrated on the re-establishment and construction of Southern railways. In a mysterious manner, known only to financial wizards, he made much money by “the securing and exploitation of the street railway and other franchises” of Detroit, which an unfriendly authority described as “a solid chapter of the most flagrant fraud.”{30} Naturally he experienced ups and downs of fortune, sometimes owning more millions than he knew, sometimes being reduced to just a few, though at no time would his fellow citizens have considered him hard-up.


  But there was a fly in the Wilson ointment. They could not get into society, and for many years their hospitality was lavish but unavailing. At last a chance came and they took it. For a while it was only a chance, but they were in luck. Ogden Goelet fell in love with their daughter May. The Goelet family was well up in the social scale, and Ogden’s uncle was as rich as Croesus, but there was no certainty that Ogden would benefit by it; indeed his expectations had not influenced any girl to bank on them, and as he was short of stature and not very bright in conversation, his female acquaintances did not regard him as an attractive investment. Nevertheless the Wilsons nobbled him on account of his superior social status, and the marriage took place in 1877. Soon afterward Ogden’s uncle died and left all his money to be divided between Ogden and his brother. The newly married pair promptly went to Europe, hired a yacht, and sailed to all the places where the rich and titled congregated, including Cowes. As we have seen, in Europe at that time there were no class distinctions where Americans were concerned. If they were rich, they were welcome; if they were poor, they remained in America. The idea that upper, middle and lower classes existed in New York or any other part of the United States would have been greeted with indulgent laughter by the aristocratic residents on the Riviera, and the Goelets were received in a free and easy manner by the Prince of Wales’s circle.


  Class distinctions were however of grave importance in New York, and none knew this better than the Wilsons, who were doing their utmost to break into the closely guarded ring which enclosed the monarch of the social world, Mrs. W. Astor. Their efforts were rewarded by success, because seven years after their daughter May’s marriage to Ogden Goelet their son Orme married Carrie Astor, whose mother’s regnancy in New York society was acknowledged throughout the States, if unknown at Goodwood and Cowes. Needless to say many obstacles had to be surmounted before the Wilsonian consummation was achieved, not the least being the sum of half a million dollars which they were compelled to produce as capital for their son, equal to the dowry put up for the Astor daughter, their momentary difficulty occasioned by a serious loss of money on Wall Street that year.


  The Wilsons were now going from strength to strength. Four years after the Astor union, their daughter Belle married into the English aristocracy, the bridegroom being the Hon. Michael Herbert, brother of the Earl of Pembroke, who regularly entertained the Prince and Princess of Wales at the family seat, Wilton House near Salisbury, where Shakespeare had once acted—though it is improbable that the Wilsons thought as much of the poet as they did of the Prince. Michael Herbert was attached to the British Legation at Washington, and by a stroke of luck became the temporary ambassador just after his marriage to Belle. The episode that made him so has become famous. In 1888 the British Minister, Lord Sackville, foolishly suggested to a correspondent that in the forthcoming election he should vote for Cleveland, the Democratic candidate for the Presidency. The Republicans made full use of this letter, fulminated against British interference with the domestic policy of the U.S., and got their candidate elected. In the decorous language of diplomacy Sackville was “handed his passports”; in other words he was kicked out, and young Herbert took his place. Fourteen years later, in 1902, Sir Michael Herbert was made British Ambassador at Washington, and Belle as his wife reached a social peak that her parents could only have conceived in dreams or with the aid of alcohol.


  Eight years after Belle became a Herbert another Wilson daughter, Grace, married Cornelius Vanderbilt Junior, whose father strongly objected to the union and cut Cornelius off with a million dollars; but as the lad received a five-million-dollar legacy from his grandfather and was presented with six million by his brother, there was no danger of immediate starvation. Grace also got half a million in trust from her father, and the pair was not badly off, though Cornelius must have sacrificed at least fifty million by obeying his instincts and disobeying his father. Like the other Wilson children, Grace left America with her husband, and we hear of her entertaining the Kaiser of Germany as well as members of the Russian Royal Family, besides wearing diamonds worth a million dollars.


  The Vanderbilt wedding took place in 1896, by which time the daughter of the Ogden Goelets, named May like her mother, was old enough to be considered for matrimony. She was in a much better position than her mother, her aunts and her uncle had been, their pioneer work having made her way plain. With an Astor, a Vanderbilt and a Herbert in her family, she seemed destined for at least a prince. By now the origins of the Wilsons were wrapped in mystery or completely obliterated, and her social station was impregnable. So thought Kim, the 9th Duke of Manchester, who perhaps was not wholly uninfluenced by the Goelet cash and was extremely attentive to May when the family visited England in 1897. He even went so far as to have his engagement to the girl reported in the press. But he reckoned without his presumptive father-in-law, Ogden Goelet, who echoed Shylock’s sentiments, “I would my daughter were dead at my foot...and the ducats in her coffin,” rather than see her married to the Duke of Manchester. On hearing this Kim thought it good policy to get in first and denied the newspaper report before Ogden did so with greater emphasis. But the mere hint of such an espousal may have hastened Ogden’s end, for he died soon afterwards leaving some thirty million dollars, most of which was eventually inherited by his two children.


  May’s future was still undecided, and the merits of various princes, dukes and earls were passed under review, one of them being the future Queen Mary’s brother, Prince Francis of Teck. When the Boer War broke out in 1899, Viscount Crichton was in the running and in the forces, a gossip paragraph in the World asserting that May Goelet “pines for a Victoria Cross, but it must be pinned by the Queen on the breast of her suitor”; but as it also stated that two months earlier she had lost her heart to Captain Oswald Ames of the Horse Guards (six foot eight inches tall), her true emotions remained obscure.


  At last her mind was made up. She met the Duke of Roxburgh, and felt an immediate affinity with him. Her money was not an essential factor, as he had enough. His dukedom was not indispensable, as she had rejected more imposing titles. What drew them to each other was a feeling of sympathy and understanding, plus admiration on her part for a gentleman; on his part for intelligence. They were married in 1903, and passed a tranquil existence at Floors Castle, near Kelso, where domesticity satisfied her. The Duchess of Marlborough visited her there, and thought that May was vegetating: “Her chief interests were bridge, needlework and salmon fishing. To these diversions she devoted a good brain which might perhaps have been used to a better purpose.” But this was the opinion of an unhappily married woman on one who had found happiness in marriage.


   


  Some quality that went deeper than sympathy must have driven Florence Gamer to the altar. She too had a remarkable grandfather, Thomas Garner, who had left England for America in the early part of the nineteenth century and made a fortune before his death in the sixties from the sale of cotton prints. The son, William Garner, father of Florence, inherited his father’s ability in addition to his wealth, which continued to augment, and at the age of thirty-four William had made a great reputation as a money-magician. Then a very strange thing happened. William was Vice-Commodore of the New York Yacht Club, and one July day in 1876 he and his wife entertained some friends on his recently built schooner Mohawk. They were anchored off Staten Island. The sails were fast. Preparations were being made for an afternoon trip when a squall hit them and the boat capsized, trapping the party below deck. All were drowned except two guests who managed to scramble through a skylight. Though many people thought the accident due to wanton carelessness, the captain of the boat said that it was an unavoidable disaster.{31}


  Their parents having died, the three Gamer girls were put under the guardianship of an aunt, who looked after them well and arranged titled marriages for the lot. But in the case of Florence, something excessively unpleasant occurred after she had become engaged to Sir William Gordon-Cumming, Bart., Lieutenant-Colonel in the Scots Guards. Sir William was a rich Scottish landowner, famous for shooting tigers on foot in the Indian jungles. He was conceited, rude, unpopular, and said things to sting which stung. A remark he made to Louise, Dowager Duchess of Manchester, may have led to his disgrace and certainly contributed to it. After the death of the 7th Duke of Manchester his widow became the mistress of a leading politician, Lord Hartington, known familiarly as “Harty-tarty,” afterwards the 8th Duke of Devonshire. One day Gordon-Cumming asked her casually, “When is Harty-tarty going to make an honest woman of you?” It was a most expensive question.


  Early in September 1890 there was a house party at Tranby Croft, the home of Mr. and Mrs. Arthur Wilson. The Prince of Wales was staying with them. On two evenings some of the guests played baccarat, and one of them, Gordon-Cumming, was accused of manipulating counters in his own interest. He denied the charge, repeating the denial to the Prince of Wales in the presence of Lord Coventry and General Owen Williams. But after a long discussion he agreed to sign a document in which he solemnly undertook “never to play cards again as long as I live” in consideration of a promise by those cognizant of the accusation that they would preserve silence on the subject.


  But this was too tasty a titbit to remain unrevealed, no husband being capable of keeping it from a suspicious wife, and no woman being averse to passing on a deadly secret which did not reflect on herself. The good news was spread abroad next day at the Doncaster races, and the Dowager Duchess of Manchester did not fail to overhear it. She made a point of retailing the facts to as many members of Gordon-Cumming’s clubs as she knew, and very soon he found himself being cold-shouldered or ignored by his friends, which compelled him to bring an action against those who had accused him of cheating. The Baccarat Case in the first week of June 1891 was the sensation of the day. The Prince of Wales was slated by the press for the company he kept (“Woe to the monarchy,” said the Daily News, “when it can no longer perform what may fairly be called its last surviving use”), and Queen Victoria thought he had better relinquish his succession to the throne. In the course of Sir Charles Russell’s cross-examination, Gordon-Cumming was asked why he had signed the document swearing never to play cards again:


  “You pointed out to Lord Coventry and General Williams that it was virtually an admission of guilt?”


  “I said it was virtually an admission, and they agreed that it would be.”


  “Sir William Gordon-Cumming, why did you, as an innocent man, sign that paper?”


  “Because it was put to me by these two friends of mine, on whom I placed implicit reliance, that I had no chance of clearing myself; that however often I reiterated my innocence, I had no chance of proving it against five witnesses. I was told a horrible scandal would follow, in which my name, my regiment and everything would suffer, unless I signed that paper.…”


  “And to avoid that scandal you signed that paper?”


  “Yes, to avoid the scandal I signed that paper, and I have never ceased to regret that I did so.”


  The jury found for the defendants, though Gordon-Cumming’s counsel, Sir Edward Clarke, maintained to the end of his life that Sir William was innocent of the offense with which he had been charged.


  On the day following the verdict Gordon-Cumming was removed from the army, “Her Majesty having no further occasion for his services”; and on the same day, in the teeth of her family’s opposition, Florence Garner married him, each of them being accompanied to the church by a single friend.


  Malicious gossip had done its worst, and the prime tattler was made an honest woman by Harty-tarty, now Duke of Devonshire, in 1892. At one time she had been the leader of the smart set which outraged mid-Victorian propriety, but as Duchess of Devonshire she became eminently respectable, ending up as a rather alarming old hag with a painted face. As for the Duke, he remained aloof from all gossip. Indeed, his attitude to everything was so detached that once, when making a speech, he found himself yawning in the middle of it from sheer boredom.


  The sacrifice made by Florence Garner may have been the gesture of a rebel or a martyr, but as she bore five children to her husband, and lived in apparent harmony with him in Scotland to escape social ostracism in London, the strong probability is that she simply believed in his innocence, commiserated his lot, and refused to let her course be dictated by English social prejudice.


   


  Most of the territorial magnates of England and Scotland were, like Gordon-Cumming, men of a solid, conventional, unimaginative nature, both Whig and Tory aristocracy having little in common with the enthusiastic American women who brightened the social world of the eighties and nineties. But in a few cases each found his or her complement in another human being of a different nationality, and when this happened the relationship turned out to be more than usually amicable, partly because of the absence of passion and the difference of temperament. It was certainly so in the case of Sir William Vernon Harcourt, the last of the great Whig politicians. His first wife had died, leaving him a son called Loulou to whom he was devoted. He had served in various ministerial posts under Gladstone, but his was an extremely independent and overbearing nature and he frightened both parties with his cutting comments.


  When not enraged by hostility to his views, his disposition was benevolent, and in private life he seemed a different man. Women liked him as much as he liked them; but apparently their intellectual qualities failed to arouse his admiration because when asked to support a movement for the higher education of women he refused, saying that women’s charm, influence and force depended on their dissimilarity to men in modes of life, action and thought. All the same a fairly intelligent member of the sex began to attract him strongly some ten years after the death of his wife.


  He had long known John Lothrop Motley, the historian of the Dutch Republic and Minister for the United States first in Vienna and then in London, an imposing and picturesque figure who reminded one observer of a magnificent Vandyke portrait. Motley’s daughter, who lived chiefly with her father on the Continent and at Washington, was a pretty young widow named Elizabeth Cabot Ives. Her quiet sense of humor made an instant effect on Harcourt, who was captivated by her unobtrusive charm and unassisted beauty. They were on terms of friendly banter almost at once, and soon he was just as anxious to protect her as she was solicitous to look after him. Their marriage took place, December 1876, in the Henry VII chapel at Westminster Abbey.


  The Harcourts began their honeymoon at Strawberry Hill, once Horace Walpole’s villa at Twickenham, and in the eighteen-seventies belonging to the leading hostess of the Liberal Party, Countess Waldegrave, whose political salon and weekend gatherings there had been notable. Afterwards the wedded pair went to Paris, accompanied by Loulou Harcourt, who had acted as his father’s best man.


  Reformers can seldom be reformed, and marriage had no effect on Harcourt, who continued to be the ungracious fellow with a caustic tongue whose elephantine proportions had earned him the nickname of “Jumbo.” He sulked when he could not get his way, and even Gladstone felt a bit uncomfortable when his Chancellor glared at him. Harcourt inspired little affection because his kind actions were unaccompanied by friendliness, which may have been due to the internal discomfort of fighting a losing battle as the last of the Whigs. For a while in the early nineties his intense individualism drove him to side with a capricious fellow like Labouchere against an imperialistic clique in the Liberal Party led by Rosebery and Asquith. But “Hell would be pleasant compared to the present situation!” he exploded, and when Rosebery succeeded Gladstone as premier, Harcourt resumed his post as Chancellor of the Exchequer.


  Political life, especially when wedded to Labouchere, may have been worse than hell, but Harcourt’s private life was more like heaven. His wife, whom he called Lily, produced their eldest son Robert in 1878, and three years later he told her: “I don’t think any man was ever more completely happy in his wife and children and his home.” When apart from one another he sent Lily long chatty letters. Staying at Balmoral as Minister in Attendance, he reported that the Queen had prayers said in the dining room to escape the mob of tourists who inspected her through opera glasses at the church, that he indulged in baby-talk with the Duchess of Connaught to whom he had lost his heart and played with her baby, that he had galloped 26 miles on a hill pony and felt “rather achy” after the experience, that men wore trousers, not knee breeches as at Windsor, and that when he went to church in a gray frock coat he received a message from Sir Henry Ponsonby, private secretary to Queen Victoria, “We don’t like gray on the Sabbath”—which much amused Lily.


  But though his feelings toward his second wife were wholly affectionate, his deepest emotions centered on the son of his first wife, Loulou. When the family were on holiday on the west coast of Scotland in 1880, he wrote to Loulou: “As I visit each of our old haunts, the first thought in my mind is ‘Oh, if only Loulou were here, how much more could I enjoy it!’” a sentiment that might have disconcerted Lily had she been conscious of it. But she was an unsophisticated soul who could write to her sister that Mr. Gladstone had poured out his mind to her on every subject “in a way that makes me wish I had the pen of a ready writer to write it down and record it”—a phrase her father might have criticized.


  Harcourt and his wife often cruised in a yacht around the western Scottish islands, visiting Skye, Kyleakin, Loch Alsh and other spots. From most of these places he wrote to Loulou, calling him “my darling” and telling him, “You have been and are all in all to me, and grow dearer to me every day,” which again might have made Lily fretful. But she was naturally sympathetic and possibly understood his adoration of the young man. She looked after her husband very much better than he looked after himself, and once, against his will, she called in a doctor to diagnose his physical condition. Harcourt described what happened to his sister:


  He told me I had bronchial catarrh which I knew; that my temperature was normal, and that I must not catch more cold. All these ideas had occurred to me. However, I made a full confession to him and received plenary absolution. He was very pleasant and went away knowing about me nearly half as much as I do myself.{32}


  Harcourt smoked cigars of any brand incessantly, the larger the better, and denied himself nothing he happened to like. He had an ample vigorous personality, indulged in humorous caricature, and thought life on the whole rather funny. “In politics, as in private life, I am in favour of everyone having everything he wants—it is the only way to be happy,” he declared. On the other hand he had no sympathy with the imperialists who wanted to possess every port of call in the world, saying: “If you want to post from London to York it is not necessary to own all the inns on the road with the circumjacent farms attached to each.”


  Although he had a heavy face, a ponderous manner, a sarcastic tongue and a forbidding appearance, he could at one moment boil over with rage, at another simmer down to mildness. He was naturally disposed to optimism, expressing his general view in the phrase “Things are never so bad as they seem,” and he was a hearty laugher, even making jokes with mirthful accompaniments at Queen Victoria’s table. If necessary he could be very adroit. When the French chargé d’affaires complained that Lord Rosebery had referred in a speech to the battle of Agincourt, Harcourt carefully explained that the English King at Agincourt was really a Frenchman and that the battle was merely an incident in a French civil war. Such incidents highly entertained Lily, whose constant care of him may have inspired his remark: “The next great revolution in America will be the war for the emancipation of the American husband.”


  In spite of her zealous vigilance he died at short notice on October 1, 1904, to the relief of those who had suffered from his gibes, to the regret of those who had escaped the lash of his wit, to the sorrow of those who had appreciated his fertile personality.


   


  To pass from the throb of politics to the thrill of passion, we can take the case of a girl who first mistook sexual excitement for love and then mistook constant attention for deep affection.


  Toward the end of August 1905 Harry Hays Morgan, the American Consul at Lucerne in Switzerland, became the father of twin daughters, Gloria and Thelma, who had a cosmopolitan upbringing on account of their parent’s changes of post, from Switzerland to Amsterdam, from Holland to Barcelona, from Spain to Hamburg, from Germany to Cuba, from Havana to Brussels. Their happiest period of childhood was passed at Barcelona, where their strange mother felt at home. She was of Spanish origin and extremely proud of it, boasting of her descent from Ferdinand the Third of Castille and from many other princes of note, not to mention St. Ignatius of Loyola. Her temperament too had a Spanish quality, her transports of fury being succeeded quickly by tearful reconciliations, both anger and affection being expressed with hysterical lack of control. The slightest inconvenience would produce yells of rage, which would be swamped in a minute by sobs of atonement. Consequently her children lived in a permanent state of insecurity, while her husband, after much practice, endured what could not be cured. Naturally she blamed him for everything of which she disapproved and brought up her children to regard him as the author of all her woes, as well as theirs. They did not appreciate his sterling qualities until they were grown-up and beyond her influence.


  When the 1914 war broke out they left Barcelona for England, where they were unhappy in a boarding school run by a Frenchwoman. Then they joined Papa at Hamburg where they had a disagreeable German governess. With the entrance of America into the war, their father and mother returned to the States, and by a neat stratagem involving no little duplicity the children went on the same boat.{33} On arrival at New York “the Morgan Twins” were rewarded for their trick by the appearance of their photo in a leading paper. They were placed in a convent where education was made more attractive than it had been in England, and the time passed pleasantly. The war over, their father became American Consul General at Brussels, where they spent a holiday, and in 1920 they attended the wedding in Paris of their elder sister Consuelo to Count Jean de Maupas, the marriage having been contrived by their mother without the least reference to the feelings of Consuelo, who hardly knew the Count.


  Back in America without their parents, they stayed with friends, but became restless in an uningratiating atmosphere and persuaded a friendly woman who had a house on Fifth Avenue, New York, to let them take an apartment. They were sixteen years old and could just live on the allowance from their father. They soon made many friends, and found that they preferred male adults to boys of their own age. In fact Thelma lost her heart to an irresponsible but attractive fellow called James Converse, known to his friends as Junior, who had already been divorced at about the age of thirty. He was always on the point of making large sums of money, but never making them; and he explained to Thelma that the dissolution of his marriage had been due to his wife’s failure to understand him. Thelma took no heed of the warnings of her friends, because he made her heart “do queer things.”


  It was inevitable that he should ask her to marry him, and inevitable that she should consent. But as she was only sixteen she could not marry without the approval of her parents, which she knew would never be given; so they decided to elope. He discovered that her age was no obstacle to marriage in Maryland, and off they went to Washington, the ceremony being performed in Rockville, not far from the capital. At this, their first separation, each of the twins felt lonely, and Thelma became more forlorn as the weeks went by and she discovered that her husband was a toper. Their honeymoon was passed at Palm Beach, where she ascribed his drinking to happiness, but when they returned to New York and he became abusive in his cups she realized that it was a habit.


  Junior called himself a broker by profession, which necessitated a good deal of drinking with the kind of people who brought off “deals,” and if this resulted in drunkenness he felt like Falstaff that “‘tis no sin for a man to labour in his vocation.” But his ups and downs did not make for domestic harmony. A mood of rapture at the prospect of a successful deal was followed by a condition of dejection over its failure, accompanied by an exhibition of tearful self-pity with


  Another and another Cup to drown


  The Memory of this Impertinence.


  When Thelma announced that a baby was on the way, he displayed no paternal pride, and even the still-birth which followed did not cheer him up. She suddenly realized that he meant nothing to her, and that “nothing is deader than a dead love.” It was all over except the divorce, and she left to see her parents in Brussels.


  Meanwhile Gloria had become engaged to another divorced man, Reggie Vanderbilt, and had gone through the rather alarming experience of being “vetted” by the Vanderbilt family. On the day of their marriage she nearly collapsed with an attack of diphtheria. The twins were subject to telepathic sensibility. When Thelma had a baby, Gloria suffered from abdominal torments; and now, when Gloria contracted a sore throat, Thelma did so too. A cable arrived from Reggie that Gloria was seriously ill, and Thelma at once started for New York. She had to stay in Paris for the short period before the boat left, and lunching at the Ritz one day she caught sight of the unsteady Junior, who spotted her and made a maudlin appeal for her affection. Thelma had a brilliant idea, and passed herself off as Gloria. He was too fuddled to see the difference, apologized with alcoholic dignity, and picked his way out through the tables.


  Gloria gradually recovered and Thelma stayed for some time with her and Reggie. Then she crossed the continent to California in order to obtain her divorce. Here she did a certain amount of film work, met all the movie stars, became friendly enough with Charlie Chaplin to evoke rumors in the press that they would shortly be married, and fell in love with a man of her father’s generation, Richard Bennett, who had fine eyes and a forceful personality which bowled women over like ninepins. Bennett was a famous stage-lover and knew how to make the most of his mental and physical qualities. As a result, Thelma’s emotions were soon “whirling like a top,” and when he put a ring on her engagement finger and told her of his love she remained speechless. But when, a little later, she went into his theatre dressing room and saw his soiled towels and make-up outfit, the glamour faded, and the curtain descended on that episode. In their book of memories Thelma says that she and Gloria were described in the press as beautiful. “As far as we were concerned, that was a lot of nonsense,” she comments, but as she goes on to quote Cecil Beaton’s portrayal of them, from which they could not possibly have been mistaken for Cinderella’s ugly sisters, they were clearly conscious of their attractions.


  Having obtained her decree of divorce, she joined Gloria in Paris, where at a dinner party she sat next to Marmaduke, Lord Furness, called “Duke” for short, whose father had founded the Furness Line of steamships and had increased his fortune by owning steel works, collieries and a huge shipyard, all of which descended in due time to Thelma’s neighbor at the table, who was much older than she and whose wife had died leaving a boy and a girl for him to bring up. An instantaneous sympathy sprang up between Thelma and Duke. She liked the way he tucked his handkerchief into his sleeve, but it took her some time to get used to his language which was peppered with such words as “bloody” and “hell.” After dinner they danced at various night clubs till daylight.


  Though he had many business affairs to engage him in England, Duke suddenly discovered that other affairs necessitated constant weekends in Paris, and Thelma enjoyed dining with a man who was treated everywhere with the respect due to riches. Her lightest whims were his laws. If she expressed a penchant for plovers’ eggs, they arrived by airplane from Holland within a few hours. She was fascinated by a man who could get whatever he wanted by lifting his finger, and she accepted an invitation to stay at Glen Affric, his shooting lodge some 40 miles north of Inverness. There she managed to make friends with his daughter Averill, aged seventeen, by proving that she could easily keep pace with the girl in a walk of fifteen miles. Country pursuits were not much to Thelma’s taste, and Sundays in particular were gloomy until someone had the bright notion of firing at tin cans as they floated down the lake. Her holiday finished on a tragic note with a telegram announcing the sudden death of Gloria’s husband, Reggie Vanderbilt.


  At once Thelma left for New York, where she received innumerable cables from Duke asking when she would return. Now quite convinced that she loved him, a passage was soon booked, and she arrived in England during the great strike of 1926. It seemed as if, for want of labor, the boat would have to go on to Cherbourg, but Duke arrived with three cars and had the luggage taken ashore. He also frightened her by producing a revolver and threatening to shoot any striker who impeded their progress. Staying at Claridge’s, she went to lunch at Duke’s house, 17 Arlington Street, where he slipped a diamond ring on the significant finger, saying that it would be better for their marriage to take place in Paris to avoid the London press. Taken aback, she hinted that it was usual for a girl to be given the option of accepting or rejecting a proposal of marriage before the arrangements were made. He took her acceptance for granted with a kiss; and they were married in London after all. Registry offices were closed on Sundays, but Duke managed to get the registrar at St. George’s, Hanover Square, to operate specially for them, and they enjoyed a relatively secret ceremony; after which they went to Burrough Court, his place near Market Harborough in Leicestershire.


  Returning to London, they were invited to a ball at Londonderry House, where Thelma was introduced to the Prince of Wales by Lady Londonderry. He asked her for a dance, a Viennese waltz, and altogether nothing could have been nicer than her introduction to London society as Lady Furness. Then she and Duke spent “heavenly weeks” at his Scottish home, riding on the moors, picnicking by streams, lying in the heather, swimming in the lake. After that they spent some weeks at Burrough Court, followed by a period at Monte Carlo and Cannes, where she won nearly a million francs at the Casino tables. Duke seemed to be the ideal husband, admiring, attentive, considerate, quite the opposite of the tough, selfish, short-tempered man of business known to the rest of the world. Back in Leicestershire, she was bored by hunting and occupied herself with chicken-farming. But she took some interest in horses and accompanied her husband to Ireland to see the Dublin Horse Show and his stud at Guildtown.


  Shortly after the London season of 1928 she knew that she was pregnant, and the following March she delivered a son prematurely. Duke was delighted, but for some odd reason he only managed to put in occasional weekends at home that spring. At last she heard, long after everyone else, that he was seeing a lot of a glamorous American woman called Peggy Hopkins, at whose villa in Monte Carlo he was staying, though he always telephoned Thelma from the Hotel de Paris. To convince herself that rumor was a lying jade, she put a call through to the hotel, only to be informed that Viscount Furness was not residing there. He rang her up some minutes later, presumably from the hotel where he was not staying, but she said nothing about it. Rumors later reached her that he was often in the company of another pretty woman, and she could no longer doubt his infidelity, especially when, like Lord Windermere in Wilde’s play, he asked her to invite the lady to dinner. This she refused to do, taking counsel with a friend, who advised her to let Duke go his own way, as he would soon outgrow his peccadilloes. While still in an unhappy state of mind she ran across the Prince of Wales at the Leicester Fair. Having congratulated her on the birth of her son, and finding that she would soon be in London, he asked her to dine with him at St. James’s Palace. She did so, feeling that it was the beginning of the end of her relationship with Duke. The Prince and she spent the evening together, having cocktails in his room and going on to dine and dance at the Hotel Splendide. He expressed a wish to see her again, and she felt flattered.


  That was the beginning of a friendship which in its way affected history. The whole remarkable story is told by herself in Double Exposure. It must be briefly summarized here. She found the Prince a refreshing change from her husband: he was diffident, courtly and thoughtful, while Duke had been the reverse. The Prince did not care for things of the mind any more than Duke had done, but his companionship was soothing and sensitive. It happened that her husband had arranged a hunting expedition in Kenya which coincided with the Prince’s visit to that country. Needless to say Duke did everything in style, and they roughed it in comfort. Thelma bagged an elephant, a lion and a rhinoceros. They joined up with the Governor’s party, which included the Prince, and when the camp was pitched after the day’s sport Thelma’s tent was always next to the Prince’s. Dinner over, the sportsmen retired for the night, leaving Thelma and the Prince sitting close to one another by the fire outside their tents. “This was our Eden, and we were alone in it,” she relates. Encircled by his arms, she felt transported by his words of love. The time came for him to leave, and he drove Thelma across rough country to the nearest railway station forty miles away. They had eaten lunch and traveled a considerable distance when the Prince collapsed at the wheel. Greatly agitated, she determined to drive the car, but while preparing to do so, he recovered and managed to complete the journey. His temperature on arrival was 105° and he came down with malaria.


  Then began a series of weekends at the Prince’s residence, Fort Belvedere, where they gardened and entertained and did needlework and Thelma was “sublimely happy.” In addition to their quiet weekends they were seen at countless parties and dances. That summer he was her guest at a house in Biarritz, whence they visited Lourdes, the report going forth that the Prince had knelt on the wet ground as the Blessed Sacrament passed by. This caused some commotion in England, and he was subjected to an epistolary bombardment. At about the end of 1930 her sister Consuelo rang up to ask if she might bring a friend to her house in Grosvenor Square. The friend’s name was Wallis Simpson. They got on well together, and soon Thelma introduced Mrs. Simpson to the Prince. The stories later circulated concerning their introduction were fictional, according to Thelma. The point she makes is that Mrs. Simpson became one of her greatest friends, and that they, the Prince and herself, frequently invited the Simpsons to parties. A different version of the first meeting between the Prince and Mrs. Simpson will appear in a later chapter.


  Thelma revolutionized the method of keeping Christmas at Belvedere and St. James’s Palace, receiving the Prince’s approbation. At length they had to part, owing to his official visit to South America, but while away he wrote to her from various places. Meanwhile Duke attempted to patch up the relationship between Thelma and himself, but it came to nothing, and she decided on a divorce which duly took place. Duke married another woman, but he was one of those men for whom union spelled disunity and he could not have found happiness in a harem. Holding her in his arms, the Prince assured Thelma that she had been right to divorce her husband, and she “felt secure” in the Prince’s love.


  At the beginning of 1934, Gloria asked Thelma to join her in a trip to California. As she felt anxious to see all her friends again, she decided to go and broke the news to the Prince, who did not seem to like the plan, saying he would miss her greatly. On hearing of her departure, Mrs. Simpson said that “the little man” would feel very lonely, and Thelma asked her friend to “look after him.”


  While Thelma was in California the Prince telephoned to her or cabled, in a code they had concocted, with great regularity. At New York on her way back she met Aly Khan at a dinner party. He was extremely attentive, asked her to delay her return to England so that he could travel with her, and when she refused he expedited his own departure, filled her cabin with red roses and suddenly announced his presence on the same boat. During the journey his attentions became rather more alert than she wished, and somehow the Prince got to hear of what had happened, because when they met his manner seemed a trifle rigid and he mentioned the cause. She could not understand his new attitude, but the revelation was at hand. She spent a weekend at Belvedere, where he showed little desire for her company. Greatly worried, she appealed to Wallis Simpson, who assured her that “the little man” had felt lost in her absence. While they were together Mrs. Simpson was called to the telephone to speak to “His Royal Highness,” but on her return said nothing of the conversation. Thelma was again at Belvedere the following weekend, and during dinner became conscious that the Prince and Mrs. Simpson were on terms of easy familiarity. At one moment she “playfully slapped his hand.” Thelma, knowing his objection to such unconstrained behavior in public, gave her friend Wallis a look of reproof, which was returned with a “cold, defiant glance.” Thelma now understood the Prince’s new attitude to herself. She had a cold and he visited her bedroom that night to inquire if she wanted anything for it. She asked point-blank: “Darling, is it Wallis?” He became glacial and left the room.


  Not long after this, in a mood of bravado, she spent an exciting holiday with Aly Khan, first in Spain, then in Paris, Deauville and other places. She enjoyed his lively company but her deeper emotions were not aroused. The war came, Duke’s son was killed, his daughter died, and at last Thelma heard that Duke himself was dead. In a changed world the twins, Gloria and Thelma, settled down in New York and started to sell perfumes, traveling about the States for the company they had formed: Parfums Jumelles. It was perhaps a pleasant change from the aroma of aristocracy and plutocracy in which they had lived between the wars.


   


  CHAPTER 14—Professorial and Parliamentary


  Caroline Slemmer and Sir Richard Jebb


  Nancy Shaw and Lord Astor


  It would not be easy to picture two careers with less resemblance to those of the four women sketched in the last chapter than the ones we now propose to outline. The subjects of this chapter exercised considerable influence in their spheres, became part of the professional fabric of their adopted countries, and were more remarkable as personalities than the men they married. Both were attractive, sprightly, and had a wide choice of husbands, but each married an essentially serious man, the first wishing to make a mark on the scholarship, the second on the politics, of his time.


  Caroline Lane Reynolds, born at the end of 1840, was the daughter of a clergyman of the Episcopal Church, whose first wife had died, leaving him with six children, and whose second wife, Eleanor Evans, presented him with four, the last of whom was Caroline. Her parents were at Evansburg in Pennsylvania at the time of her birth, the clerical father being an amusing eccentric solely interested in himself; the mother a serious sympathetic person mostly interested in other people. The children were taught well by their parents, who must have been fairly strict because when Caroline damaged her arm while out sledding contrary to her mother’s wish, she maintained silence about the injury, which resulted in a slightly shortened limb.{34} As a result of their father’s early tuition, all the children did well at school, and Caroline did particularly well out of school, being surrounded by adorers while still in her early teens. One of them wanted to marry her when she was fourteen, and all of them were disappointed when at the age of sixteen she married Lieutenant Adam Jacoby Slemmer, aged twenty-seven, who after some active service was teaching at West Point. Following the birth of a boy within a year of their marriage, Addy, as she called him, was sent to Fort Moultrie in South Carolina, and she began writing letters to her eldest sister Ellen, who had married a civil engineer in Philadelphia named Charles M. DuPuy. At first Caroline was quite contented with her lot, especially while they were in Charleston, but the constant moves were rather a nuisance, one of them being necessitated by the admiration of an officer and corresponding emotions in the breast of Caroline, which she honestly confessed to her husband.


  Addy obtained a transfer to Pensacola in Florida, where time began to hang heavily on Caroline’s hands; so she started to have parties once a week, at which she provided wine and cake. After four years of married life she recognized that she and her husband had scarcely a taste in common and that they could never be really happy together. She would have liked a settled home, and going from one place to another was boring, particularly as the people at each new post were mere replicas of the people at the last post. But she cheered herself with the thought that her father was too far off to visit her. The Civil War was brewing, but for Caroline the Christmas of 1860 passed in gaiety, and it delighted her when she received more attentions from the officers at the dances than women she described as better-looking, more smartly dressed and more skilful than herself. Already disillusioned with life, she intended to make the most of whatever comfort came her way.


  The officers at Pensacola knew that in the event of war the Southern forces intended to capture the naval yard. But they had received no clear instructions, and fighting had not yet started. So they held a council of war at Slemmer’s house to decide whether they should surrender the yard or defend it. They talked interminably, and Caroline listened patiently, no doubt supplying refreshments at intervals. At last her patience broke down and she stood up. “If you men won’t fire the first shot for our country’s flag, I will!” she proclaimed. This cut short their deliberations, and as they did not wish to be led by a modern Joan of Arc they agreed to hold Fort Pickens in the harbor, which proved of immense value in the future operations. They acted in the nick of time, for a few hours later a Southern party arrived to occupy the Fort and was received with bullets. Caroline did more than her share in the removal of stores, furniture, etc. to Fort Pickens, her “gallantry” receiving mention in Harper’s Weekly, and then left with her child for New York, where she read in a paper that she was “worthy to be the wife of an American soldier.”


  She determined to earn this praise, and journeyed to Washington for a short talk with President Lincoln. Quantities of civilians had recently been enrolled and turned into officers without any military experience, and she thought that the least she could do for Addy was to see that he gained promotion in view of the military services he had already rendered, and the fact that as an officer in the regular army he ought not to have civilians promoted over his head. Consoling herself with the reflection that the President was, after all, merely a man, she entered his presence in the company of her brother-in-law. He was sitting at his desk and she took up a position near his chair. Wishing to put her case in the easiest and most friendly manner, she placed her hand on Abraham’s shoulder. Not displeased by an appeal from an attractive woman, he covered her hand with his own and listened to her appeal, which caused him to note down: List of officers I wish to remember when I make appointments for Officers of the Regular Army, the list including Lieut. Slemmer—his pretty wife says a Major or First Captain.


  Slemmer became a major, but soon nearly died from typhoid. While he was getting over that disease his small boy died from another, diphtheria, and Caroline lost “the only thing in the world I had learned to love infinitely.” A little later Addy was wounded in the leg, declined to have it amputated, and recovered, becoming a Brigadier-General in March ‘63. True to her belief that one should make the most of life, Caroline moved from place to place increasing her number of admirers, seldom giving her husband a thought, and chiefly conscious of Herrick’s counsel:


  Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,


  Old Time is still a-flying.


  A dozen or more officers called to see her one evening in Cincinnati, but whatever their intentions her relationship with these followers remained what is commonly called “innocent,” and she was horrified by the wartime immorality of society in Columbus, which she likened to the profligate Court of Louis XIV. For some months she did not feel well, but managed to attend plenty of parties. Clearly the conversation of officers left her unsatisfied, because at a dinner for ladies only she surrendered to the joys of singing, recitations of English and German poetry, and talk of a less restricted nature than would have been understood by “the weak minds of men.”


  With the end of the war she rejoined her husband, and when Addy was given the command of a fort in Dakota she felt completely cut off from the civilized world, with sinister Indians lurking in the background. She attended a meeting to arrange a treaty with the Indians, at the conclusion of which she was expected to smoke a pipe of peace, but she managed to evade the difficulty by blowing the smoke out instead of drawing it in. Addy, a conscientious officer, traveled considerable distances for conferences with the Indians, and after one of them he was prostrated with fatigue. His heart gave out, and he died in his sleep aged thirty-nine.


  Caroline was soon besieged with wooers, among them our old acquaintance “Commodore” Vanderbilt, who took her for several drives at Saratoga and made it clear that he wanted to marry someone much younger than his lately deceased wife. But his grandfatherly years were against him, and she abandoned him to a girl of suitable juvenility. Cornelius was followed by General Negley, another wealthy suitor, whose earlier relationships with women had been of a scandalous order, and Caroline turned him down because he had passed the age when a man might be expected to reform his habits. Next came a doctor, who destroyed his chances by speculating with a part of her money, and losing it.


  Feeling in need of a change, she left for Europe in 1870 for a visit to her cousins, taking with her a letter of introduction written by General William Sherman to influential Americans in England, including J. L. Motley, the United States Minister. She suffered badly from seasickness on the way and wondered why anyone could voluntarily brave the ocean with the prospect of such a horrible visitation. Having taken a look at London, Switzerland and France, she stayed for some time at Cambridge with her Cousin Jeanette who had married Robert Potts, a well-known private tutor, solely for the purpose of giving her brothers a university education. Caroline soon got to know the scholastic bigwigs and came to the conclusion that they lacked robustness, living in a remote world of their own, divorced from reality, full of knowledge but empty of sense. Still, many were charming and she did not lack admirers, both young and old, who flocked round her and flattered her vanity with courtly attentions. One of the younger men, Arnold Morley, appealed to her, but when he proposed marriage she felt compelled to tell him that, though she might look twenty, she was really eight years his senior, and further that the state of her health prevented her from having children. She had become so fond of him that it hurt her to say this, and she wanted to leave Cambridge because it reminded her of him.


  Back in London for the early part of 1871, she came to a definite decision never to marry anyone, however rich or famous, except for love. At the age of thirty she knew her own mind and was not likely to be swept off her feet. Also she noticed that old men were more attracted to her than those of her own age. At all the parties in London she seemed to be the center of interest, partly because she was an American, but largely because she could talk vivaciously, and no doubt her striking personal appearance helped to keep the males hovering in her neighborhood. Presentation to the Queen failed to thrill her, and aristocratic society left her cold.


  Returning to Cambridge for May Week, she had a warm welcome and several offers of marriage. Many years later someone asked her if it was true that she had received three proposals of marriage one evening in a particular house. “No,” she said, “two of them were in the garden.” Late in life she did her best to remember the number of offers she had received, and arrived at a total of 37, the last being made when she had reached the age of seventy-seven. But though she rejected several during this visit to Cambridge, which lasted three months, she kept her eyes open for possible matrimonial candidates and noted that not a few of the younger females were pursuing the Vice-Chancellor, who, however, contrived to remain single.


  One day her Cousin Jeanette received a note from a Fellow of Trinity College named Richard Claverhouse Jebb, who wanted to know whether Caroline would consider a proposal from him. He recognized that he hardly had a chance, but was anxious to feel certain on the point. Jeanette did not think it a hopeless case, and he wrote to Caroline, who much preferred the fifty-three-year-old Vice-Chancellor, John Power, to the thirty-year-old classical scholar Richard Jebb, and gave him short shrift. Actually it was an instance of love at first sight on his part and antipathy at first sight on hers. Though what he offered was agreeable enough, she stated positively that “I couldn’t have married him if he had been a King.” He persevered in his suit and she persevered in her refusals, telling him that the idea of love was repugnant to her and strongly advising him to forget all about it. She then left for America, where she was followed by his letters. He was not allowed to write about love, so he wrote on subjects more suitable to his position as Public Orator, though occasionally the banned subject received indirect reference, as when he reported a question put to him at dinner by an exuberant female with a hearty appetite: “Mr. Jebb, do you think that women ever die of a broken heart?” Gulping, he replied: “Perhaps other organs may have something to do with it.”


  Yet the impersonal themes with which he dealt must have increased her interest in Cambridge, for three years later she was back again, and soon after her return Jebb asked her to marry him. She intended to reject him and leave for America before he could write or see her again. But the night preceding her departure she dreamt that her guardian angel warned her of the error she was about to commit and said that she would never regret seizing this opportunity. Taking no risks, the guardian angel must have made her oversleep, because she rose too late for her journey, and when the Public Orator appeared she said “Yes” or intimated with Victorian periphrasis that the answer was in the affirmative.


  On August 18, 1874, they were married at Ellesmere in Shropshire, and she sent her sister a glowing account of her wedding dress, which was “of two very delicate and closely approaching shades of grey silk and anything lovelier than the result you never saw.” Dick, as she called him and we may follow her example, at once settled his life insurance of £2,000 on Cara, as he called her and we may do the same. He also abandoned his right to her property. Their honeymoon was spent at Llandudno and Killarney, where some of his relations lived, and whence she admitted in a letter to her sister that the marriage had perhaps been too hasty and that the thought of separation from her family made her heavyhearted.


  Having settled down at Cambridge, she found that Dick drank a pint of sherry a day, to which she attributed his rheumatism and indigestion, and that he had no sense of money, spending it without remembering how it was spent. She decided to cure him of both defects, and did so without his being wholly conscious of her influence. She had humor as well as tact and was much amused by his amour propre, but careful to keep the diversion to herself. He possessed wit but no humor, and his quick temper irritated some of the other professors who disliked his sarcasms. One of them greatly enjoyed seeing him ride into the river on his tricycle; another remarked that “What time he can spare from the adornment of his person, he devotes to the neglect of his duties.” Shy by nature, he did not care for company, but was scrupulously well-dressed and would have liked to be an officer in the cavalry; instead of which he was a master of the classics and the leading Greek scholar of his time. Marriage greatly improved him, made him more genial and companionable, his devotion to Cara enabling her to develop his social qualities. Under her guidance economy was enforced and solvency achieved, prudence dictating all their expenditure.


  Their first home was at 3 Peter’s Terrace, where she managed to get rid of her husband, who hated discomfort, while the house was being made habitable. Her description of a dinner to their friends gives us a good idea of Victorian appetites: soup, fillets of sole with lobster sauce, entrees (first timbales de foie gras, then sweetbreads stewed with mushrooms and truffles), leg of mutton, boiled turkey with oyster sauce, accompanied by potatoes, cauliflower and celery, roast duck with sauce, plum pudding, Charlotte Russe, cheese, dessert. While admitting the presence of red glasses for hock, and four small sherry decanters, she does not mention the names of the various wines, possibly because she did not care to think of Dick lapsing under their influence. She took great trouble over the decoration of the table, placing laurel leaves and artificial roses in the center of the épergne, blooming primulas in china pots on each side of it, the whole set off by dessert dishes filled with oranges, apples, grapes and candies. The success of the party was proved by the fact that the cabmen outside, weary of waiting, started to quarrel among themselves.


  While Dick appeared at his best as a host, Cara made an admirable hostess, and she was soon the most popular woman in the social life of the university. She took an interest in all the movements and all the sports, even attending the spiritualistic séances which were held by Henry Sidgwick and Fred Myers, though she remained skeptical. Her vitality and vivacity were appreciated in the somnolent atmosphere generated by scholasticism, and she enlivened the place. But not for long. Scarcely had they made themselves at home when Dick was offered the Greek Chair at Glasgow University. He hated the thought of leaving Cambridge, where he had been for seventeen years, and took a long, mournful time to reach a decision. Having accepted the offer, he was miserable and wished to retract, but at last resolved to face it; and after his election they left Cambridge for Glasgow. At first they felt wretched and pined for the place where they had been content; but Cara kept encouraging Dick by saying that they would only be in Scotland for a short while, as he would obtain the Greek Professorship at Cambridge as soon as the then Professor, Dr. Kennedy, died or resigned. Had Dick known that Kennedy would remain in healthy occupation of the Chair for another fourteen years, he might have absorbed more than a pint of sherry a day.


  Cara passed her time in Glasgow pleasantly enough. She played a lot of chess, went to parties, attended church, and managed to look suitably solemn on Sundays. They always spent part of their long vacation at Cambridge and sometimes went abroad. From Italy she reported that their companions—among whom were Gerald Balfour, brother of the politician A. J. Balfour, and Oscar Browning—lacked humor, which heightened hers and gave her plenty of entertainment. She found it laborious to maintain their high conversational level, and as her ignorance of French bothered her she decided to study it closely on returning to Cambridge, intermitting her studies with the relatively new game of lawn tennis. She never argued with all these clever people, but listened attentively to what they had to say and gained their approbation thereby. On the other hand she asserted her individuality among the womenfolk, and once remained standing and talking in the middle of a drawing room until a chair became vacant in a sufficiently central spot, when she sat down and became the focus of the male guests.


  Occupation, she thought, was necessary for happiness and she kept herself busy, finding that “the day has in it never an hour too much.” Dick loved his work and preferred spending a fine afternoon writing on Thucydides to playing tennis. Occasionally they stayed a few days in London, and early in 1880 they saw Henry Irving and Ellen Terry in The Merchant of Venice. She thought Irving’s Shylock infinitely better than his Hamlet, while Ellen Terry’s appearance, voice and acting were ineffable—“the most beautiful woman I think I ever saw”—and the memory of her performance kept Cara awake that night. Had she known it, her own life perfectly illustrated the truth in Ellen Terry’s remark to Bernard Shaw: “You’d be all bad, and no good in you, if you marry anyone unless you know you love her. A woman may not love before marriage and really love afterwards (if she has never loved before).” Cara was already beginning to love Dick, and her love increased even as their days did grow. Back at Glasgow after seeing Ellen Terry, the next excitement was the election of Gladstone for Midlothian and the general rout of the Tories, which occupied the minds of everyone; and Cara said that she hated Lord Beaconsfield—“he is such an out and out sham”—a sentiment which must have endeared her to the northern liberals.


  In the course of the eighties Cara met quite a few famous folk. She thought Arthur Balfour cold, passionless and bored with life, and that Margot Tennant (afterwards Asquith) had little chance of marrying him though she was “moving heaven and earth” to do so. During a Cambridge vacation Cara met George Eliot, who was sweet, if old and ugly. Her husband, J. W. Cross, twenty years younger than she, talked much to the women of his own age, which irritated her and gave an edge to her remarks. She died soon after and her friends were advised not to press for a funeral in Westminster Abbey as it might be opposed by moral and religious people. Tennyson was another acquaintance, but Cara found talking to him “anxious work” owing to his morbid sensitiveness and his greed for praise. He dedicated a poem “to Professor Jebb.” After his death Cara heard that no poet Laureate would be appointed to succeed him, Swinburne having annoyed the Queen by extolling the murder of some grandee, William Morris being a socialist, and no one else counting. But some three years later, Lord Salisbury spotted a Laureate who was no poet and gave the post to Alfred Austin, whose Toryism could be depended on. Cara was something of a prophetess, for when she encountered R. B. Haldane, the ablest man she had met in England, not to mention the best company, she felt convinced that he would some day be Lord Chancellor, and eighteen years later he achieved that position. Haldane enjoyed her company as much as she did his, and there is little doubt that she could almost make the dumb talk. A shy youngster named Lord Ailsa sat next to her at a Glasgow dinner party and she tried every subject on earth to make him articulate. At last she hit the right theme, chickens, and he was off.


  Sometimes the talk flowed a little too easily. Bret Harte, Consul for the United States at Glasgow, “made Dick’s hair stand on end through most of dinner.” His language was not that of a gentleman, according to Cara, who was terrified that he might say something that would shock the clergyman at her side. He told lots of good stories, and never closed his mouth. Then he wished to smoke, a habit indulged in those days after the ladies had retired from the dinner table, refused Dick’s offer of a cigarette with the observation that he only smoked cigars, and when these could not be found sat alone in the study with a pipe. Cara heard another eminent American holding forth, Mark Twain, “a gentle unpolished creature” who seemed to enjoy telling long and wordy stories on his feet, addressing the whole company as if from a platform. On the whole Cara considered the English less boring than the Americans because they were more sensible and were not made uncomfortable by long pauses in the conversation. She called to see a Harvard professor named Goodwin and his recently married wife, both of whom prosed away unmercifully, their talk reminding her of “the parts one always skips in books.”


  Cara found life very pleasant, especially at Cambridge during the vacations and on the Continent. In 1883 she visited Pau for her health, and though her companions were too full of information for comfort she could always retire to her bedroom and enjoy the view of the snow-capped Pyrenees. In 1899 she went to Monaco with Dick, where they walked every day, listened to music, played chess and watched the gamblers, which was more amusing than taking part in the gambling. Dick was asked to lecture at Harvard in 1884 and she accompanied him, delighted to find that everything in America pleased him and that he could enjoy himself so much.


  In 1881 they took a house at Cambridge called “Springfield,” which faced “the Backs” and had a tennis lawn, a kitchen garden, and all the other conveniences. At first the rent and rates came to £200 a year, but later they bought the lease. Dick had become happier, more sociable and genial since his marriage, although Cara did not think him “a shining example of brilliant spirits.” He never got rid of his donnish substitute for humor, in which many words did the service of few, and he never cared for evening callers, preferring a quiet domestic life. But Cara’s natural cheerfulness lifted his spirits and made him less of a recluse. He depended entirely on her, became more and more devoted with the years, and recognized that his marriage had been “his one tremendous piece of luck.” In time she could even speak of his “boyish light-heartedness.” He slaved away at his work incessantly and became restless when not industrious. In ‘88 he was made an Honorary Fellow of Trinity College and in ‘89, with the death of Kennedy, he became Regius Professor of Greek at Cambridge. Various academic honors followed, and in ‘91 he was returned unopposed to represent Cambridge University in Parliament. All this time he had been preparing his famous edition of the works of Sophocles.


  While Dick was laboring at Greek, Cara was busy matchmaking. Her sister Ellen’s two daughters, Nellie and Maud DuPuy, came to stay with her. Nellie arrived in ‘82, and one of Cara’s first duties was to cure the girl of the giggling habit. They all went to Florence that year, and Gerald Balfour, attracted by Nellie’s face, tried to make her appreciate classical music. A new bill permitting Fellows of colleges to marry had just been passed, and it seemed that Nellie would have all sorts of chances. Gerald Balfour displayed much interest in her, and Cara felt certain that if only the interest were returned the issue would be favorable. But though he was extremely good-looking, Nellie remained unimpressed: they had nothing in common, and at last Nellie declared that she had never met such a conceited man. Cara’s next hope was George Darwin, a Fellow of Trinity and son of the great Charles. But this too fizzled out. George proposed and was rejected. Nellie left for America and passed the rest of her life in a state of “single blessedness.”


  Next came Maud in ‘83. Gerald Balfour’s vanity would not let him be allured by another of Cara’s nieces, but several other men fell in love with her—one of them, H. M. Taylor, Fellow of Trinity, seriously so. Cara thought that many otherwise attractive men were spoilt by the shape of their legs, but Maud had to admit that Taylor’s were perfectly straight and chiefly objected to his shortness. Anyhow she refused him and turned her attention to George Darwin. Advising Maud how to behave, Cara told her not to go out with George unless chaperoned, not to be seen with him too much, not to be careless of the conventions, not to spell her letters incorrectly, and so on. George proposed and was accepted, on hearing which Cara repudiated the imputation that she was a matchmaker. All the same, people noticed that her dinner parties were often arranged for the purpose of finding out whether a male of her acquaintance would be likely to suit a female in whom she took an interest. “I have noticed that people who are fond of eating are generally kind and happy,” she declared, her reason being that good food, unlike good intentions, satisfied the aspiration of those who enjoyed it. On this basis she could judge character and decide between dishes whether there was a likelihood of harmony in the union she envisaged.


  In the autumn of 1888 William Richmond painted her portrait, for which she wore “a lovely blue plush tea-gown faced with pink,” which drew an exclamation of pleasure from her husband. She made a striking subject with her lively eyes, dark auburn hair, good complexion and statuesque build. Her personality did not belie her appearance: she had a slightly husky voice that reminded one of Ellen Terry’s, a radiant vitality, and an unaffected interest in everybody and everything around her. At nearly fifty she looked only thirty. People gazed at her when she entered a room, listened to her rapturously, and caught some of her own animation. Her nature was kindly, not passionate, and so her popularity was general and not peculiar to a group.


  Her drives about Cambridge were features of the social life. Her coachman-gardener, a tubby little man called Melbourne, drove the victoria with his eyes on Zoe the mare and his ears attentive to the conversation in the carriage, which he frequently interrupted in order to supplement or correct the statements of his mistress or her companion. He knew everything that was happening or being talked about in Cambridge and kept Cara fully informed on all points. Glen, the collie dog, followed the carriage and barked vociferously when feeling the need. In addition to Melbourne and the dog, the domestic staff at Springfield consisted of three maids, who were never changed, and Darius, the Persian cat. One other member of the family hardly seemed to exist, and at least one of Cara’s great-nieces, daughter of Maud and later to be known as Gwen Raverat, described Uncle Dick as a wholly unimportant figure, “a sort of harmless waif, who was kindly allowed to live in a corner of the library, so long as he kept quiet and gave no trouble.” But according to Cara, her husband became more and more precious to her every year, and as the time passed by he achieved more and more prominence in the eyes of the world.


  In 1897, Jebb refused the offer of a knighthood but, urged by his friends, became Sir Richard three years later. Various other recognitions of his scholastic eminence were crowned by the Order of Merit in 1905. In the summer of that year he went to South Africa as President of the Education Section of the British Association. Traveling and speechifying and sightseeing and banqueting proved too exhausting for some of the writers and scientists who made up the expedition, and there were casualties. Jebb himself came home to die. He was ill with fever on arrival, contracted pleurisy, assured his wife that but for her he did not wish to live, underwent an operation for abscess of the liver, faded away on December 9, 1905, and was buried in St. Giles Cemetery.


  Lady Jebb lived for many more years, but all she cared for was buried with Dick, “my dearest and best.” She was reminded of him wherever she went, his shadow coming between her and the sun, and three years after his death she wrote in her diary: “I would give all the years of my life to come if only I could live those last few weeks we were together once again.” In 1907 she published his Life and Letters and after that she tried to ease her heartache by traveling. She wintered on the Riviera and visited America to stay with her relations. Having, at the age of seventy-seven, rejected a marriage proposal from an old admirer, Sir Charles Walpole, she sold Springfield in 1917 and retired to Washington in the United States, where she resumed her social life but continually pined for Cambridge. We hear of her in 1921 at a big reception given by the British Ambassador, Sir Auckland Geddes, whereat she met Arthur Balfour again and talked to Admiral Lord Beatty. In 1924 she went to Erie, Pennsylvania, where she expired on July 11, 1930, at the age of ninety, her ashes being sent at her own request for interment in Dick’s tomb.


   


  America seems to breed women of a dominating character. It may be that the males of that continent have to expend all their strength in wresting a living, first from the forces of nature and next from the violence of competition, leaving them no energy to combat the natural tendency of the female to rule her own territory. Whatever the cause, American men take a back seat at home and in social life; and in the case of the remarkable Pilgrim Daughter we are about to notice, she eclipsed her husband so completely in the sphere he had chosen for himself that someone once described him as “a mere peer.”


  Nancy Langhorne entered the world on May 19, 1879, the seventh child of Chiswell D. Langhorne and Nancy Witcher Keene. Her father, once owner of a large slave-worked tobacco plantation in Virginia, was ruined by the Civil War, and had to take all sorts of jobs, from polishing boots in a hotel to selling livestock in a yard. He made more money from poker-playing than from working; in fact he did well enough at the game to arouse suspicions. At last he got a job with a railway contractor, which put him on his feet, and soon he was in business on his own. He appears to have been a good mixer, both in talking and drinking, with innumerable yarns in his repertoire, each of which could be adapted with embellishments to the company of the moment. In time he did so well that he could take a sizable house at Richmond, and in 1892 he could afford to buy a considerable estate to the north of Richmond called Mirador. Here his children were able to live a carefree sort of existence and he could enjoy all the riding, shooting and fishing to which he had once been accustomed, as well as the society of his friends.


  His five beautiful daughters soon made themselves known throughout the countryside, and in 1895 one of them, Irene, married the popular artist Charles Dana Gibson, who at once began to use her and her sisters as models for his drawings, the type he created winning renown in Europe and America, where “the Gibson girls” appeared in all sorts of circumstances, and eventually as a chorus in a musical comedy.


  But our present subject was more concerned with horses and books than with pictures; and at the age of sixteen Nancy went to a school in New York, where she was too individualistic to like the atmosphere of communal girlhood and persuaded her parents to take her away from it. Returning to Mirador, she came under the influence of the local pastor and did a certain amount of social work, visiting homes for the aged and infirm. All the Langhorne girls had been taught horsemanship by their father, and were highly proficient. They were allowed to ride wherever they liked, but were not allowed to stroll with men beyond the limits of the front lawn. Their mother had been married at the age of sixteen, and perhaps their father wished to guard them from a similar fate.


  But fate is not affected by parental vigilance, and at the age of eighteen, while staying with Irene in New York, Nancy met a handsome young man named Robert Gould Shaw, who was much admired by women, belonged to a sound Boston family, and enjoyed a respectable income. He asked her to marry him, and as her family approved she consented. Reflection made her break the engagement, but further reflection confirmed it. A remark by the young man’s father that her influence would help to steady the youth caused her some apprehension; but she resolved to go through with it, and they were married in the autumn of 1897. She soon discovered that drink was the cause of his unsteadiness. Gravely disturbed, she yet thought his habits would improve; but with the birth of their son the situation became unendurable. Taking the advice of her father-in-law, she left Robert for six months in the hope that her absence would make his heart grow less fond of the bottle. But the hope was vain. On her return, she left him for good. It required some pluck at the age of twenty, but she never lacked for that. At first the Puritanical streak in her fought against a divorce, but on hearing that her husband wished to marry the woman with whom he was living, she started proceedings, divorcing him for adultery. This early experience created in her a morbid abhorrence of alcohol. She did not take the rational view that the abuse of a thing is no argument against its use. If food were denied people because some of them were gluttons, the world would starve, and overeating does far more harm than overdrinking. As Dr. Johnson said: “Not to drink wine is a great deduction from life.” Even the comfort of sobriety is heightened by contrast with occasional insobriety. But nearly everyone has a bee in the bonnet, and hers never ceased to buzz.


  Having visited London and Paris, she returned to Mirador, where after the death of her mother she looked after her father. But two visits to Leicestershire for the hunting seasons of 1904 and 1905 changed the course of her life, for on one of her journeys to England she met Waldorf Astor, who wasted no time in asking her to become his wife.


  A word on the Astors. Members of that family arrived in the United States from Germany toward the close of the eighteenth century. The founder of the Astor millions, John Jacob, made money from the fur trade, and early in the nineteenth century his ships were taking furs to certain parts of the world where such commodities were expensive. Not content with the large sums he was making in this way, and foreseeing that the port of New York would in time become a considerable city, he bought land on Manhattan Island (in Falstaff’s phrase) “as cheap as stinking mackerel”—the value of which rose to such a height that he was able to leave a vast fortune to his son William Backhouse Astor, who multiplied the millions he inherited, handing on two-thirds of his wealth to one son, John Jacob the Second, one-third to another son, William. The former added to the value of his possessions by building innumerable houses, and left a colossal sum to William Waldorf, his only son.


  Up to this point the heads of the Astor family had concerned themselves exclusively with the business of adding to their assets, but William Waldorf was made of more malleable material. An Italian tour as a youth had given him an interest in art and developed a curiosity in public affairs. At the age of twenty-nine, to his father’s surprise, he attained election to the New York Assembly, and the following year stood for Congress. Though he spent much money in an attempt to get votes, being censured by the press for such conduct, he was defeated. Annoyed by his failure, he wished to leave America, and obtained the post of Minister Plenipotentiary at Rome. Here he increased his knowledge of art, acquired many paintings and sculptures, wrote a novel, and sumptuously entertained people who cared for such things.


  Returning to New York in 1886, he found the place and the people both hostile and humdrum, and when his father died he left for England to the accompaniment of displeasing observations in the papers. The other branch of the Astor family, headed by William, brother of John Jacob the Second, now reigned supreme in New York, William’s wife (the Mrs. Astor) being the queen of the social world and aunt of William Waldorf, whose one object was to achieve prominence in England. He started by buying Lansdowne House in London, next Cliveden near Maidenhead, and then Hever Castle close to Tonbridge. He soon won fame as an eccentric, especially when he erected a Tudor-looking house on the Victoria Embankment, London, which he crammed with all sorts of artistic objects, and wherein he lived like a medieval baron with revolvers by his bedside and doors which shut mysteriously when he pressed a button. He never became popular socially, perhaps because his eminent guests were received by a secretary and sometimes dismissed by himself abruptly when he became weary of them. Though he spent a great deal of money to obtain social recognition, owning newspapers and assisting the right sort of people in the right sort of way, there was something about him that even those he helped found distasteful. He was nervous, uncomfortable, poised insecurely between his millions and his ambitions.


  But his son Waldorf Astor had a different sort of upbringing and a dissimilar nature. Eton, Oxford, rowing, polo, hunting, fishing and reading, helped to put him quite at ease in his surroundings, and his friendly open manner made him universally liked. His age was the same as that of Nancy Shaw, their birthday being the same, and in character he complemented her. She was animated, excitable, commanding, enthusiastic; he was calm, easy-going, quiet and cautious. She returned his love, and since his father raised no objection their marriage took place in May 1906. As a wedding present they received Cliveden and a few million pounds from his father, who gave Nancy the Sanci diamond which since the fourteenth century had belonged to kings and princes.{35}


  At Cliveden, a mid-Victorian construction by Charles Barry, she became a notable hostess, mixing all conditions of people of every sort of nationality, from monarchs and diplomats to authors and soldiers. She made a point of asking Americans to meet Englishmen, as she came to believe that the future of civilization depended on Anglo-American union. There was a large staff, some score of indoor servants and double that number out-of-doors. The catering department was often pushed to its limits to provide for unexpected guests, and the crush at table could be uncomfortable. Her husband started a stud farm for race horses and won many races with those he bred; but she cared as little for the racing set as previously for the hunting set in Leicestershire. Some of her guests, like Winston Churchill, she did not personally like, but the feeling was reciprocated in his case and resulted in a famous interchange. They usually avoided one another and were never invited to the same parties; but once he turned up by accident at Blenheim while she was there, and a heated argument between them caused her to explode: “If I were your wife I’d put poison in your coffee!” to which he retorted: “And if I were your husband I’d drink it.” She cared little for Hilaire Belloc, who was too worldly, or for James Barrie, who became a duchess’s darling, or for Rudyard Kipling, who was wife-ridden; but she enjoyed the company of Lytton Strachey. Her guests were free to do whatever they liked. They could read, write, talk, walk, play games, just as they felt disposed.


  Waldorf Astor was elected M.P. for Plymouth in 1910, and his wife did much speaking and canvassing for him. In 1912, having brought several children into the world, she fell ill and was ordered a rest cure. This did not suit her temperament and she held dinner parties in her bedroom. The following year she became a Christian Scientist, dismissed her doctors, and recovered, her strong will being fortified by the new faith. Some years later she converted her husband to the same belief, and his crippling sciatica departed. Before the 1914 war they had a cottage built near the Sandwich golf course, a cottage with fifteen bedrooms, bought a large house in St. James’s Square, London, and another on Plymouth Hoe. A group of young and earnest men gathered round the Astors after Waldorf’s entry into Parliament. They were known as Milner’s young men, having served under that statesman in South Africa. All of them possessed ideals concerning the British Empire, which they wished to turn into a great peace-creating Commonwealth. One was Philip Kerr (later Lord Lothian), another was Lionel Curtis, a third was Geoffrey Dawson (future editor of The Times). They ran a quarterly review, The Round Table, in which their opinions were disseminated and constantly met together at Cliveden to exchange views.


  Much to Waldorf’s annoyance, his father achieved the position he had so long coveted when Lloyd George made him a baron in 1916 and a viscount in 1917, which meant that when he died two years later his son had to sit in the House of Lords. A new M.P. was required for the Sutton division of Plymouth; and since women had recently been given not only the vote but the right to sit in Parliament, Waldorf wished his wife to succeed him in his constituency. The local conservatives asked for nothing better, and after a campaign in which she easily held her own with hecklers she was elected with a large majority, becoming almost at once a national figure, the press having reported her quick repartee and humorous stories. The first woman to sit in the British Parliament, she was sponsored by the Prime Minister, Lloyd George, and Arthur Balfour, and instead of going straight to her seat, as was usual after such ceremonies, she chatted gaily with the Speaker. In fact she soon felt at home in the House, and on the evening of her entry gave a dinner to M.P.s irrespective of party. Her first speech was inevitably on the subject of alcohol. The Conservatives wished to abolish the Liquor Control Board, a wartime institution, and she wished to retain it, saying it had been a blessing to women and children. When the House protested vocally, she tried to soothe members by adding: “Do not think I am urging prohibition. I am not so stupid as that, though I admit I hope England will come to it one day and I am not afraid to say so.”


  We will not weary ourselves with the politics of that time, and all that need be said is that Lady Astor, as she had now become, kept the House of Commons alive, not so much with her speeches as with her interruptions and backchat. She defended the interests of women and children on all possible occasions, never missed an opportunity to attack the liquor trade, and introduced a bill making it illegal for boys and girls under eighteen to drink in public houses, which was watered down in committee. Always intemperate in her advocacy of temperance, she must be described as more of a wag than a wit, but her remarks were often better adapted to the occasion than if they had been weighted with more durable substance, as in this case: “The toast used to be ‘The Ladies, God bless ‘em.’ Now that women have the vote it should be ‘The Gentlemen, God help ‘em.’” A more characteristic example was her reply to a tipsy Labour member during a debate on prohibition in the House. Prohibition being then the law in her native land, “Why don’t you go to America?” he shouted. “Why don’t you go and have another?” she retaliated. Her general attitude to the drink question earned her a premature epitaph by Colin Hurry:


  “Here England buries her grudge against Columbus.”


  In 1922 she attended a conference of women in the United States and frequently spoke against the policy of isolation that had been adopted by that country. She met President Harding, General Pershing and other notables, and went on to see her old friends in Virginia, where she had a rapturous welcome. Fond of the Negroes in her youth, she did not forget them now, and listened entranced to their singing.


  At every general election she was returned for Plymouth with a handsome majority, and she represented the constituency for twenty-five years. Before the Labour Party came to power she gave a dinner to the leaders who were supposed to have revolutionary leanings, and introduced them to King George V and Queen Mary. Ramsay MacDonald and the rest of them were duly impressed and probably rather enjoyed what their less-privileged followers called a masquerade, because they had to appear in Court dress, breeches and silk stockings, which caused headlines in the American press like Labour in Knee Pants. The outcome of the occasion was an invitation to the future ministers to dine at Buckingham Palace. Incidentally Lady Astor never felt quite at ease with Queen Mary, who was able to turn on the cold-water tap of royalty at a moment’s notice. When the two of them were at a home for the blind, Lady Astor asked the Queen to have a chat with one of the inmates. “Have you talked to him?” asked the Queen. “Yes, indeed.” “Then I think that will suffice.” But her son the Prince of Wales was quite a different sort of person; he was easy-going, modest, rather shy, and not in the least intimidating. Lady Astor liked him, feeling sure he would be a popular monarch, and they played golf together.


  Perhaps she took more pride in her friendship with Bernard Shaw than in anything else, and her pride was justified because she won his friendship by personality, not position. It will be more convenient at this point for the chronicler to adopt the first person. Since Lady Astor was the only famous hostess of her time who could attract Shaw to her gatherings, I asked him how he had first got to know her. “I have always refused to play the society clown and declined all the invitations she sent me,” he replied; “then I met her at someone else’s house, liked her at once, and began to accept her invitations.” He also took an interest in her eruptions during the Parliamentary debates, admired her bellicosity and irreverence, and enjoyed such remarks of hers as: “The press doesn’t give women enough publicity; they’ve got to murder their husbands to get into the papers.” (On the nonsense talked about the common man) “The common man’s no use at all; it’s the uncommon man who gets us on.” (Answering a heckler who accused her of great wealth) “Yes, the Astors are very rich. Don’t you wish you were?” And: “I married beneath me. All women do.”


  In the later twenties Shaw often stayed at Cliveden, and his correspondence with his hostess began in February 1929 with a letter opening “Loveliest Nan.” It was a very cold winter and he hoped she had not been devoured by wolves, adding: “though you would be if I were a wolf.” At the end of March he read his new play The Apple Cart to a party she had collected at Cliveden, and thereafter he wrote to her frequently. We find him sending her a ticket for one of his lectures, telling her all about the bust of himself on which Jo Davidson was working, refusing to attend a party given by one of her friends, supplying bulletins of his wife’s health when she contracted scarlatina at Buxton in May 1930, describing his trips round the world, and giving her advice on politics during the financial crisis of 1931, which, since he called the bankers “the most Godforsaken fools,” she cannot have followed. He did not think much of her other political advisers, telling Geoffrey Dawson that he was the world’s worst journalist, which of course made him an ideal editor of The Times. When I wished to quote two of his letters to her in my biography of him, he told me to omit the opening “My dearest Nancy,” explaining why: “You see Lady Astor’s son by a former marriage is called ‘the Shaw boy,’ Shaw being his proper name, and people might think he’s my boy when I address her so affectionately.”


  While writing Shaw’s Life I went to Lady Astor’s house in St. James’s Square on April 26, 1939, and had a long talk with her. I found that she did not admire Shaw’s brains but his character: “He has a good heart; he’s really kind and virtuous; he’s good through and through; he has a beautiful nature.” There is much truth in this, because he was incapable of suggesting evil in any of his stage characters and could not believe evil of the dictators who rose like toadstools in the nightmare of the nineteen-thirties. She thought him an essentially simple man, having no interest in royalties (except cash ones) or the aristocracy. She said that she had introduced him to a circle of intelligent people who were neither actors nor socialists, and that she had been able to influence The Times to publish his letters, the only sort of official recognition he cared about, for it meant much more to him than a dukedom or the Order of Merit. She hoped to appear in his will, giving me this reason: “No one remembers politicians after their deaths, and my one chance of immortality is to be mentioned in his will. Besides, I need the money.” As we were talking in a palatial London residence, and as I knew of her houses at Plymouth and Sandwich, not to mention her Cliveden château, I failed to see how any sum Shaw might leave her could much increase her comfort.


  She then gave me a description of her famous visit to Russia with Shaw, the other members of the party being Lord Astor, their son, and Lord Lothian. They arrived in Moscow on July 21, 1931, and received a tremendous welcome. “They treated me as if I were Karl Marx,” said Shaw, who thought the Russian people looked happy and found Stalin merry. “They received him as if he had been God,” said Lady Astor, who thought the Russian people looked wretched and found Stalin grim. Shaw was given a marvelous suite at the Metropole; the rest of the party were accommodated in cubbyholes. “We were just nobodies,” Lady Astor told me: “He was the great man. But he insisted on our full recognition and participation in every ceremony, pushing us forward and keeping us well in the limelight with himself.” They were taken to all the show places, to model farms, model colonies, model everything else, and learned from their guides that thus and thus was Russia being modeled.


  While Shaw was speaking at a luncheon given in his honor for his 75th birthday, Lady Astor noticed that his audience sat tense with fear when he criticized the Soviets, relaxing with relief when he praised them. One or two of the speakers, emboldened by his appreciation of the Russian experiment, attacked the English. Shaw said, “I am Irish,” and told Lady Astor to reply for England. She was quite equal to the occasion and he roared with laughter at her sallies. Her forthrightness could be a little disconcerting. Shaw gave me an illustration. “Now tell me honestly,” she plied Litvinoff, “wouldn’t you rather not have had a revolution at all?” Taking a deep breath, Litvinoff solemnly replied: “My whole life was spent in preparing for one.”


  But it was over a passage between herself and Joseph Stalin when their party was received by the dictator at the Kremlin that Shaw’s memory lapsed or Lady Astor’s fancy functioned. Stalin wanted to know how England had managed to build such a great empire. Shaw replied that the English were buccaneers and had stolen it. Lady Astor’s explanation that the English character had been formed by the Bible, which had made them crusaders, missionaries, pioneers and mighty fighters, produced an electric atmosphere, and everyone except Stalin nearly had a fit. She added that the Russians too might be great if, having smashed an idolatrous religion, they brought back the Bible.


  “That is what we don’t yet know,” replied Stalin, while his comrades choked and the interpreter’s teeth chattered. “It remains to be seen.”


  Then Lady Astor dropped a bomb.


  “When are you going to stop Tsarist government?” she demanded.


  The interpreter went as white as the ceiling as he translated the question.


  “What do you mean?” growled Stalin.


  “Shooting your opponents,” Lady Astor briskly explained.


  The interpreter could hardly deal with this: he stammered and yammered, his features twitching with fear. When he had got it off his chest, the officials opened their mouths in stupefaction and remained for a while petrified. Stalin calmly answered:


  “We are living in a state of war. When peace comes we shall stop it.”


  Having delivered this, the interpreter nearly expired.


  When I showed Lady Astor’s report of what had happened to Shaw, he contradicted it emphatically: “This is what Lady Astor now imagines she said. Not a word of it actually passed. Obviously we could not have asked Stalin for an interview to insult him in his own house.” Yet the queer thing is that Shaw’s own description of what Lady Astor said to Stalin must have annoyed the dictator far more than the accusation of shooting his opponents. According to Shaw, she asserted that the Soviet did not know how to treat children. Stalin was indignant, saying with intense feeling and the appropriate gesture: “In England you BEAT children.” Let Shaw continue:


  “All Russia would have been abashed and silenced had all Russia been present. The attempt to abash and silence Lady Astor was about as successful as an effort of a fly to make head against a whirlwind. Her fearless impetuosity rocked the Kremlin to its foundations. He [Stalin] did not know what he was talking about. She [Nancy Astor] did. She had not fostered and financed the sisters Macmillan in their Child Welfare experiment at Deptford for nothing. Those prettily dressed little girls in their dainty nursery at the collective farm, with their unbroken toys: why were they not out of doors? The nurse had said that it had rained that morning. Rubbish! A child should not know nor care whether it was rain or shine. And the spotless dresses and the clean faces and hands! A child should be grubby, dirty, clayey, except at meals. It should not have a dress from the wardrobe of the Russian ballet: it should have a tough linen frock that could he washed in half an hour. ‘Send a good sensible woman to me in London,’ she ordered, ‘and I will take care of her and show her how children of five should be handled.’ Stalin, overwhelmed, soon guessed that this feminine tornado had perhaps something to teach him. He took an envelope and asked her to write her address on it....She was hardly safe at home when he sent her a dozen, whom she had to entertain and instruct and take to Deptford.”


  As Stalin believed that everything in Russia was sacrificed to the nurture and education of the young, whereas the shooting of opponents was mere routine work, Lady Astor’s outburst as described by Shaw may have insulted him far more than her objection to Tsarist government. Both accounts are probably true, because in reviewing my book H. G. Wells, who had discussed the Shaw-Astor visit with Stalin, wrote: “I think he [Stalin] tried to argue with her and lost his temper. She certainly annoyed him thoroughly, and his memory of her rankled.”


  For the British and American journalists, more interested in gossip than in economics, the outstanding feature of the trip was that Lady Astor had been seen washing Shaw’s beard. She told me that she often massaged his head, but the origin of the beard-washing episode was given me by Shaw: “All of us needed to have our heads washed after three days and nights in the train. Lady Astor had the necessary sort of soap. When I complained that she was splashing my shirt, she said ‘Take it off’; so I stripped to the waist. Between talking and scrubbing we forgot our surroundings. When some noise made us look round, there were no reporters and no cameras, but the entire staff of the hotel and as much of the population of Moscow as could squeeze in behind them were enjoying the spectacle. No charge was made for admission as far as we knew.”


  On her return from Russia, Lady Astor met an exiled Tsarist prince, Serge Obolensky, and could not resist teasing him: “What a wonderful job they’ve done over there in such a short time!” Which of course was true, in a sense. But she could be as sympathetic as she sometimes appeared to be the reverse, and her friendship with T. E. Lawrence was due to her fellow feeling for unconventional people. He soon managed to feel at home with her, behaving naturally and discarding his various poses. She went for long trips on his motorcycle, riding behind him, and they remained on affectionate terms until his death. Another strange person who gained her regard was Gandhi, who managed to make her listen to him by implying that she talked too much. She promptly attended and was duly enlightened, later admiring the way in which he could simultaneously address an audience and hold his clothes in position.


  Her own hardihood made her appreciate that of Lawrence and Gandhi. She started the day with a cold bath, a game of squash and a hot bath, by which time she was ready to deal with three secretaries, after which she began to entertain. Since she was a fanatical teetotaller, her visitors could hardly expect drinks at all hours, and the Duke of Bedford relates that guests could only get alcohol between meals by making friends with the butler in the pantry. As a young man he had stayed at Cliveden, where the house party consisted of racing people, a gang of bright young things, and a set of grave old Americans. He knew no one, scarcely exchanged a word with a soul for three or four days, and had “never been more miserable in the whole of my life.” But his presence must have been noted by the juvenile section because they turned up in his room with the intention of making an apple-pie bed, their thoughtful action being thwarted by his brooding presence on it. Their high spirits were not due to strong spirits because no cocktails were permitted before meals, and though wine was served during the courses it was more of a ritual than a rouser.


  Lady Astor’s main object in life during her career in Parliament was to reconcile opposing factions, and she arranged meetings between Tory diehards and Labour extremists, stern Americans with unbending Englishmen. She believed that agreement could come with understanding; and this faith was the foundation of what came to be known as “the Cliveden set,” a number of people who strongly supported the League of Nations and who honestly thought that Hitler, Mussolini & Co. could be brought to reason if treated with reason, that they could be pacified by common sense and fairness, that if Great Britain disarmed, Germany and Italy would follow suit. The members of this “set” included the Astors and Lord Lothian, and their policy was reflected in The Times and The Observer, both papers owned by the Astors. Lothian was a well-meaning man who considered that friendliness was the key to sound policy; the editor of The Observer, J. L. Garvin, was an unbalanced windbag with Messianic tendencies who lulled himself and his readers with columns of imposing platitudes; while Geoffrey Dawson was a fitting editor of The Times. None of these people had the least knowledge of human nature, and all were fogged by their own theories. If they had occasionally studied life in a public house or read Shakespeare’s picture of a dictator in Macbeth with understanding, they might have learned something to the nation’s advantage. As it was, they believed until it was too late that megalomaniacs were open to argument. Since this was also the view of the Prime Minister and the majority of his Cabinet, it soon got about that the Cliveden set was influencing the policy of the country, and the communists discovered a sinister conspiracy by the Astor clique to give Hitler a free hand. In the prevailing atmosphere the reason of the Cliveden set became another word for treason, and Lady Astor, who abhorred Hitler and all he stood for, was subjected to a campaign of calumny. She, too, like her friends, believed up to the last that the madman of Munich could be appeased, and Consuelo Balsan tells us that as late, as the winter of 1938-39 Lady Astor was preaching in Florida the surrender of the Sudetenland to Germany, assuring everyone that Hitler would never encroach on the liberties of the Czechs. The usual number of truths, half-truths, lies and half-lies went from mouth to mouth as the panic increased, and the Cliveden set became a sort of national bogey. Actually their crime was not treachery but stupidity.


  Plymouth, refusing to join in the general scare, made Lord and Lady Astor the city’s mayor and mayoress in 1939; in the same year their friend Lord Lothian became British Ambassador at Washington; and a little earlier, with the humorous inappropriateness of such occasions, Lady Astor was awarded an Honorary Doctorate of Literature by the universities of Birmingham and Reading. In March 1941 Plymouth suffered some of the worst bombing of the war, and the Astors did their utmost for the inhabitants, remaining in the city while the bombs fell. At the end of the war Lady Astor retired from Parliament, aged sixty-six, and with her husband visited the United States. Her idea of a holiday was to address public meetings on the necessity of Anglo-American co-operation. She returned to America several times in the ensuing years and caused a rumpus in 1953 by catching sight of Senator Joseph R. McCarthy sipping a cocktail at a Washington party. “Too bad it isn’t poison,” she said—although according to her standards it was. Her arrest was demanded by a newspaper editor in McCarthy’s home state, but she remained free and at a Red Cross luncheon declared that she did not wish to murder anyone, though while plunging a knife into an anniversary cake she pretended it was McCarthy.{36}


  Her old friends were now leaving her. Charlotte Shaw died in 1943, and she went with G.B.S. to the funeral service, after which she begged him to stay with her at Cliveden and got this reply: “You ask me to come for a quiet time, and you know you will have at least thirty people there, most of them women—and after all I am now the most eligible man in England. It can’t be done.” He was then in his eighty-eighth year. In 1945 Lloyd George died. She admired him more than any other politician of his time. At the age of ninety-four Bernard Shaw went “from sunshine to the sunless land,” and two years later her husband followed him. She left Cliveden and ultimately took a large flat in Eaton Square, London. But her eightieth birthday was spent with her family at Cliveden, when she played golf. “It’s wonderful to be so aged and yet so agile,” she told a reporter. Soon afterwards she became an Honorary Freeman of the city of Plymouth. At an earlier age, when supporting female suffrage, she would have insisted on the title being changed to Freewoman.


   


  CHAPTER 15—Managing a Genius


  Caroline Balestier and Rudyard Kipling


  It is a pleasant change to drop the subject of important positions and great possessions, and take up a case of genius.


  On a cold foggy January day in 1892 a diminutive congregation gathered together at All Soul’s, Langham Place, London, to witness the marriage of a short English author named Rudyard Kipling to a small American woman named Caroline Balestier. An atmosphere of secrecy surrounded the ceremony because Kipling had become “news” and wished to avoid it. A quiet statement in The Times the following morning was all he desired. Henry James was present to give the bride away, Ambrose Poynter to act as best man, the publisher William Heinemann to satisfy himself; Mr. and Mrs. Edmund Gosse were there as friends, and their son Philip did not know why he was there, but at the end of his life remembered the occasion vividly because he was wearing an Eton collar for the first time and so was impressed by the formality of the proceedings. The clothes of the bride and bridegroom were unobtrusively normal, and no one would have guessed that the group was anything more remarkable than sightseers, though Henry James managed to handle his office with mysterious portentousness as if an Egyptian god were being propitiated. But someone disclosed the secret; perhaps Heinemann’s office boy had received the information through a keyhole; for soon after the party emerged from the church they saw a newspaper placard announcing the event. The bride’s mother being ill, the married pair separated on the steps of the church, but fortunately for them no reporter observed the parting. They were reunited at Brown’s Hotel later in the day,{37} and remained together for the rest of their lives.


  Both Kipling’s grandfathers were Methodist ministers, which accounts for much in his nature. His father, John Lockwood Kipling, was an artist-craftsman, an extremely efficient sculptor, designer and teacher; his mother, Alice Macdonald, was a charming quick-witted woman, whose three sisters married remarkable men, the painters Edward Burne-Jones and Edward Poynter, and the ironmaster Alfred Baldwin, whose son Stanley became Prime Minister of Great Britain. Lockwood first met Alice at Lake Rudyard, not far from Hanley in the Potteries, and their first child was named after that haunt of picnickers. Rudyard was born on December 30, 1865, at Bombay where his father was head of an art school. When he was nearing the age of six, and his sister Trix three, the parents brought them to England, and on returning to India left them at 4 Campbell Road, Southsea, in the care of an ex-naval officer, Captain Holloway, and his wife, who had a boy of their own. Presumably the Holloways made a good impression on the Kipling parents, but after the death of the captain his widow and son made a bad impression on Rudyard. For five years he was brutally ill-treated by the one and bullied by the other, their behavior being described by himself at the end of his life as “calculated torture,” done in the name of religion, the hell to which they subjected him on earth being a foretaste of the hell he could expect after death, because he lied when the truth was punished and then was beaten for not telling the truth. He pictured his sufferings in a short story, “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep”; again in a novel, The Light That Failed; and once more in his autobiography, Something of Myself.


  Throughout these five years of mental and physical anguish in “the House of Desolation” his sole joy was in reading, and when Mrs. Holloway discovered this she punished him by impounding the books, after which he read by stealth in a wretched light and strained his eyes. Once a year he and Trix, who escaped ill-treatment, went for a holiday to the home of his uncle Burne-Jones, the Grange, North End Road, London, which was like heaven after Southsea, the iron bell pull on the gate that led him into paradise becoming a symbol of all the happiness he knew; and when eventually he had a home of his own, and the Grange was no longer inhabited by his relations, he asked for that bell pull and placed it on his own front door, “in the hope that other children might also feel happy when they rang it.” One of their many pleasures at the Grange, after being sent to bed for the night, was to lean over the stair rails “and listen to the loveliest sound in the world—deep-voiced men laughing together over dinner.” Though many people can think of lovelier sounds, this sentiment set the key to much of Kipling’s future work.


  At last he escaped from one horror by means of a tragedy. His eyesight suffered and his schoolwork deteriorated. The master’s reports of his lessons became worse and worse, and one of them was so certain to result in hideous chastisement that he destroyed it, saying that he had not been given it. The lie was detected, and like David Copperfield he was compelled to parade in public with the word LIAR pinned to his back. Soon he was ill and pronounced half-blind on inspection. A period of punishment for pretense followed, but deliverance was at hand. Suddenly, in the spring of 1877, his mother arrived from India, went upstairs to kiss him good night and was shocked when he “flung up an arm to guard off the cuff that I had been trained to expect.” He exchanged hell for a pair of spectacles, and went off with his mother to Epping Forest, where he roamed for some months unalarmed and fancy-free. Then they went to London, where for the first time “the night got into my head” and he rambled about the house and garden in the dark. It may have been claustrophobia, a sense of suffocation, because in later years the desire to leave the house and wander about streets after midnight frequently overcame him. He and his sister could not keep away from the South Kensington Museum, and his innate love of knowledge for its own sake thrived in that atmosphere. He still read voraciously, discovering the stories of Bret Harte and the poems of Emerson, and loving the sounds of certain passages in prose and verse so much that he learned them by heart and said them to himself over and over again.


  At the age of twelve he was fit enough for a further spell of education, and as a great friend of his family, Cormell Price, had recently been made the first headmaster of a new school called the United Services College at Westward Ho! in Devonshire, Rudyard was dispatched thither. He later revived his schooldays in Stalky and Co., and like other writers made the commonplace rough and tumble of school life and his own place in it far more remarkable than the reality. The disillusionment of age tends to make people enhalo their youth. From reading his own account we get the impression of a tough boy who could hold his own in physical combats with his fellows, in verbal encounters with his masters. But a close schoolmate of his named George Beresford, pictured as M’Turk in Stalky and Co., gives us a totally different impression. Beresford described Kipling as “a cheery, capering, podgy little fellow” with a broad smile partly hidden by a pair of spectacles, and an embryonic mustache. His short sight and lack of muscular development prevented him from fighting and saved him from games. He was careful not to quarrel with any boy unless he were backed by allies; he avoided physical violence by cordiality and cunning; “he was always noticeable for his caution and his habit of ‘getting there’ by diplomatic means”; and he could disarm potential opponents by lifting his glasses and gazing at them with large humorous blue eyes.


  His excessive precocity in the matter of reading and turning out verses helped him to popularity with masters and boys, and by plying one master with questions he commenced a course of rifling other folk of their specialized knowledge which lasted a lifetime. The close friendship he formed with the headmaster displayed another characteristic which he found useful in after years: an ability to get on well with people in important positions. He read intensively and could quote from memory long passages in the works of Emerson, Carlyle, Poe, Whitman, Ruskin, Browning, Landor, Mark Twain, all of whom he could imitate and parody with some skill. Toward the end of his time at the United Services College he edited the school magazine and actually got a guinea for an article in some London paper. Funnily enough, in view of their somewhat disparate views and careers, a set of verses he published was almost a crib, both in title and content, of a poem by Oscar Wilde which had appeared a year before.


  In his fifteenth year he fell in love with a girl named Florence Garrard, and when he left school for India two years later he managed to convince himself that they were engaged to one another. But this was the usual schoolboy’s illusion and it was doubtful whether she shared it. In September ‘82 he sailed for Bombay, and in November started work as assistant editor of the Civil and Military Gazette at Lahore, where his father was professor of an art school and curator of the museum, and as a friend of the paper’s proprietor had got Rudyard the job. The lad lived with his parents, and being devoted to both was happy. As the white staff consisted of himself and the editor, he had a great deal to do and worked from ten to fifteen hours out of the twenty-four. Apart from a month’s holiday each year at Simla or somewhere in the hills, he slogged away at his job in appalling heat and through various attacks of fever for five years. It was a grueling experience, but it taught him a lot, and his hunger for knowledge was insatiable. Not content with the social life at the club and in military messes, he sometimes wandered through the native quarters, visiting the places where men drank, gambled and smoked opium, storing up information for future use and dreaming of the stories he would write. He does not appear to have been popular with his contemporaries, many of whom looked down on him as a mere journalist, and on one occasion he saved himself from an organized ragging by threatening the raggers with a revolver.


  In his twentieth year he began a series of sketches for his paper called Plain Tales from the Hills, and soon after that a collection of verses to be known as Departmental Ditties. These aroused controversy, and in 1887 another of his father’s friends gave him a job on The Pioneer of Allahabad, where he could spread himself with longer stories, many of which were soon seen in paper-backed editions on railway bookstalls, later appearing in more durable volume form. His talent as a writer being recognized, he became socially popular, and people began to observe him closely. One lady described him as looking about forty and getting baldish, though only twenty-two, but she added that he was well informed and animated, telling his stories vividly and keeping his listeners either spellbound or in fits of laughter. From Allahabad he traveled all over northern India, collecting material for his paper and himself. Some of his finest work was suggested by Indian sights, scenes, sounds and smells. Two of the greatest short stories ever written, “The Man Who Would Be King” and “Without Benefit of Clergy,” we owe to Kipling’s imagination working on his experiences of these years, their economy of presentation being due to his habit of reciting all his work aloud to himself over and over again, whereby the language was made easy and the meaning clear.


  But his ambition now demanded a wider field and he wished to capitalize his reputation in London; so he sold his paperbacked editions to the man who ran the railway bookstalls, his Plain Tales and Departmental Ditties to a publisher, and with a salary for six months in his pocket he started for the west by way of the east, reaching England via Rangoon, Singapore, Hong-Kong, Yokohama, San Francisco and New York, with much zigzagging en route. Toward the close of 1889 he arrived in London to find himself famous. Like Dickens before him and Wells after him, he never knew the years of despair, poverty, suspense and struggle endured by authors whose talents are not immediately recognized by the average reader. He hit the public taste, as well as the public lack of taste, at once, never looked back and never moved forward, a man of genius with a boy’s mentality.


  Taking chambers in a building at the embankment end of Villiers Street, Strand, he was soon on friendly terms with critics, editors and publishers, all of whom combined to help him, his reputation with the reading public being made when Soldiers Three came out at the beginning of 1890. He did all the things that blooming authors were supposed to do: dined with such nurses of genius as Andrew Lang, Edmund Gosse and Walter Besant; made himself agreeable to magazine magnates, joined the Savile Club, placed his literary affairs in the capable hands of A. P. Watt and Son, and visited George Meredith. Nearly every leading newspaper wanted contributions from him, and early in 1890 a long article in The Times placed him firmly on the map, where he remained unchanged. At the close of his life he displayed not a little of the cheap humor expressive of contempt which is commonly practiced by schoolboys. In his autobiography he says that he took some of his verses “to a monthly review of sorts edited by a Mr. Frank Harris.” The Fortnightly Review was the most distinguished monthly of its time, while Frank Harris and W. E. Henley were the two most remarkable editors of the age; but when Kipling wrote that phrase the monthly had ceased to mean anything while the man had died with a somewhat tarnished reputation. Another notable figure of the nineties received another childish sneer in that last book, where he speaks of “the suburban Toilet-Club school favoured by the late Mr. Oscar Wilde,” a typical bit of fourth-form vulgarism which looks smart and means nothing.


  Kipling was more in his element with W. E. Henley, a man of savage temperament and, as Bernard Shaw put it, “a tragic example of the combination of imposing powers of expression with nothing important to express.” A famous verse of Henley’s was much treasured by Kipling:


  In the fell clutch of circumstance,


  I have not winced nor cried aloud:


  Under the bludgeonings of chance


  My head is bloody but unbowed.


  They became friends, and Henley’s weekly, The Scots Observer, published Kipling’s Barrack-Room Ballads. Though frequently asked to review books, Kipling prudently made up his mind never to criticize the work of living authors, and thus his popularity remained unimpeded by personal hostility.


  During his first year in Villiers Street he wrote several short stories, many verses, and a novel, The Light That Failed, which appeared in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine (January ‘91) and in that form was an innocuous yarn with a happy ending; though when published as a volume in London he changed the whole tone of the work, which ended on a note of tragedy. He had already said some nasty things about the American public, and his action in giving them a pleasant little tale for consumption may have been a comment on their taste. His own taste was held up to scorn by Max Beerbohm when the story was dramatized and put on the stage by Forbes-Robertson. Spotting the juvenility which Kipling never outgrew, Beerbohm said that his men were “feverishly imagined” just as they would be by a woman, though the specifically Kiplingesque atmosphere, “charged pungently with the triple odour of beer, baccy and blood,” determined the sex of the author, whose hero contained within himself the brute and the bounder and spoke “that abrupt jargon of alternate meiosis and hyperbole which is Mr. Kipling’s literary style.” The cruelty of the average schoolboy comes out when the blinded hero, hearing soldiers machine-gunning some Arabs, screams “Give ‘em hell, men! Oh, give ‘em hell!”


  It may be added at this point that most of Kipling’s humor is puerile and derives from the discomfort of others or the practical jokes so beloved by the immature. One of his short stories, “The Mutiny of the Mavericks,” is a good example of the delight he took in the popular adolescent sport of bullying. It describes how a seditious agitator in an Irish regiment tries to get away from two tommies who have guessed his intention. Their brutal treatment drives him mad with fear; he dashes toward the enemy and is shot. One of the tommies regrets that the agitator is no longer alive to be kicked and punched because of the fun he gave them. Had Kipling ever done any soldiering, he would have known that men in action are too much concerned with what is going on to indulge in pastimes of this kind. But his sense of reality was repeatedly betrayed by his rudimentary sense of fun, the fanciful cruelty in some of his tales signifying a spiritually undeveloped nature.


  In the early nineties Kipling suffered much from his sudden popularity in America, because publishers printed his works by the thousand and he never got a cent for them. With the assistance of his agent Watt he fought the pirates tooth and nail but made little headway, and it was therefore a great relief to him when Gosse introduced him to a young American named Wolcott Balestier who represented an American firm for which he wished to buy publication rights of leading British authors. Balestier came of a Huguenot family of New Englanders who had done well, Wolcott’s grandfather, a lawyer, having left over half a million dollars at his death in ‘88. Wolcott was a man of great personal charm, and every English author took to him at once. Kipling became devoted to him, began to follow his advice on literary matters, and actually agreed to collaborate with him on a novel. The young American agent was so successful that his family joined him in London, his mother, two sisters, and a brother. One of the sisters, Josephine, was a beauty; the other, Caroline, was efficient and practical; the brother, Beatty, was talkative, volatile, and so expensive in his habits that Wolcott soon sent him home. But Caroline (known as Carrie) proved extremely useful, took control of Wolcott’s domestic life and became his hostess both in London and the Isle of Wight where he had a cottage. While Wolcott and Kipling wrote their novel together, a friendship between Rudyard and Carrie sprang up; and when the overworked author, just recovering from an attack of influenza, was medically advised to take a trip around the world, the two had probably reached a point where marriage was in the cards. She was three years his senior.


  In the autumn of 1891 he visited Cape Town, New Zealand and Australia; then, hearing that Wolcott Balestier was ill, he started home via Lahore, where a cable told him that Wolcott was dead of typhoid. He hurried back instantly, reached London on January 10, 1892, and married his friend’s sister, Carrie Balestier, eight days later, to the amazement of Henry James, who described her as “a hard devoted capable little person whom I don’t in the least understand his marrying.” But Henry James did not perceive that Kipling felt as defenseless as a child without some protective agency in the background. Up to then he had depended on his father, mother and sister—“the family square,” he called it. Henceforth his wife took their place, and being a natural manager was well qualified for the post.


  Kipling quickly polished off the novel called The Naulahka which he had undertaken with Wolcott, and the newly married pair started off on a journey around the world. They stayed with Beatty Balestier and his wife at Brattleboro in Vermont, and decided to buy some property there on which to build a house. Crossing the continent, they took boat to Yokohama, where they experienced an earthquake and a bank crash. All Rudyard’s savings disappeared and they had to sell their tickets for the rest of the journey, returning to Brattleboro, where they lived temporarily in a cottage. But they were soon having a house erected, a substantial affair on a hillside with a veranda and a view. They called it Naulahka after the book, the slight error of spelling being corrected. With the birth of a daughter they settled down peacefully in that neighborhood, and it seemed as if they might take permanent root there, Rudyard enjoying the domestic chores as a restful change from the labor of writing. Whether he also enjoyed dressing for dinner every night, a ritual insisted on by his wife to keep the servants in awe, we shall never know. His brother-in-law Beatty was their general factotum, arranging purchases, contracts, horses, labor and so on. Unfortunately Carrie, instead of giving Beatty lump sums for the work he arranged or did, treated him as a child, in fact precisely as she treated her husband, and paid him in driblets. This got on her brother’s nerves, especially as he was a natural spendthrift and always in debt, and friendly relations were rather strained before the actual completion of Beatty’s work for them and the cessation of payments. There came a period when the two households were not on speaking terms. Like many other people, Beatty was thick-skinned in making demands, thin-skinned on being refused.


  Meanwhile Kipling, his health completely restored, was steadily revealing that side of his nature which produced both his best and his silliest work. The boy in him preferred animals to human beings, and the endearing Jungle Books were the result. But the boy in him also found machines more interesting than human beings and wrote poems on pistons, crying “Lord, send a man like Robbie Burns to sing the song o’ steam.” If Robbie Burns had lived in the age of steam, he would not have wasted his time writing about it. Having a mature imagination, he was more interested in human nature than hissing vapor. This was Kipling at his worst. He had the adolescent passion for finding out how things worked and why this was that, many of his verses and stories reading like guides or catalogues. He loved to display inside knowledge of all sorts of trades and professions and often mistook erudition for intuition, information for imagination. He liked Captains Courageous, which he wrote during his stay in America, mainly because it dealt with codfishing schooners about which he was able to impart a great variety of carefully acquired technical details. Perhaps it need not be added that his stories about animals and his verses on machines were his most popular works, because people enjoy information rendered in a picturesque or racy form.


  Rudyard and Carrie were not wholly stationary at Brattleboro during these years. They paid visits to his parents, who were living in a house at the edge of a strangely unattractive Wiltshire village called Tisbury, and to Washington, where Rudyard expressed his wonder to Theodore Roosevelt that the American people, “having extirpated the aboriginals of their continent more completely than any modern race had ever done,” yet regarded themselves as a godly community which set an example to the brutal world beyond their frontiers. In effect he felt the atmosphere of America to be hostile and began to think of returning to England before events precipitated their departure.


  The domestic situation was rapidly degenerating. Carrie’s method of dealing with Beatty infuriated the young man, who sank more deeply in debt and started to drink heavily. The situation was not eased by his habit of pinching things from their house, using the money given him to pay bills for his personal needs, and taking umbrage when charged with dishonesty. For a while she tried to rescue him by lending money, but soon she had to stop that, and as he was not the sort of man who remained silent in his cups it became known locally that the family was quarreling. Carrie’s second daughter was born in February 1896, and the following month Beatty went bankrupt. As Kipling was now making large sums from his pen, it was thought disgraceful by Beatty’s friends that he should not be financed by his wealthy relations, and the feeling in the place ran strongly in his favor. Carrie made matters worse by proposing that Beatty should leave the district, and while he was finding a job elsewhere she would maintain him and look after his daughter. This was the final straw. Beatty felt insulted, and soon had the opportunity for revenge.


  Early in May Kipling was riding his bicycle in the neighborhood and fell off it. Just then Beatty came galloping by, pulled up, flourished his whip, and roughly demanded speech. Kipling replied that the other had better talk to his lawyer. But Beatty volleyed forth a barrage of accusations, charged Kipling with spreading false rumors, said he was a liar, a cheat and a coward, threatened to shoot him, and drove off calling him “a little bastard.” Rather foolishly Kipling set the law in motion. Beatty was arrested, brought before the Justice of the Peace, and the case was adjourned. Still more foolishly Kipling offered to stand bail for his brother-in-law, who declined his assistance, obtained a friend for the purpose, and wired to the press that he had an admirable story to sell them. Kipling being now a famous figure, the place soon swarmed with reporters, and money changed hands over the drinking of much whisky. The case came up again at the Town Hall, and the family’s private doings were exposed to the limelight, to Kipling’s intense distress. Although the proceedings resulted in Beatty being sent for trial, the real sufferers were the Kiplings, who decided to leave the country as soon as possible, the papers pouring scorn and ridicule on the distinguished author. Beatty sold various accounts of what had happened to various papers, and in the popular mind he was both victim and victor. The Kiplings had not mixed in the social life of the district and were not liked as a consequence. Beatty was never tried, because his accuser had left for England before the case was due for hearing.{38}


  The first place in England where Kipling and Carrie tried to settle down was near Torquay, but they soon perceived that Rock House, Maidencombe, had an atmosphere of unhappiness that depressed both of them, and the wheezy, wealthy, respectable inhabitants of Torquay inspired a desire in Kipling to dance through it “with nothing on but my spectacles.” Nine months of the place were about eight too many, and they moved to Rottingdean, near Brighton, at the beginning of June 1897, where they lived off and on for five years, firstly at North End House, lent them by Kipling’s aunt, Lady Burne-Jones, and next at The Elms, a stone’s throw away. Here he became friendly with his cousin, Stanley Baldwin, who had married Lucy Ridsdale whose family lived in the other big house on the village green.


  It was the year of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, and Kipling felt that the British people were congratulating themselves on the Empire a little too profusely. He decided to issue a warning in the form of a hymn but did not think much of the result, which he flung into the wastepaper basket. A visitor retrieved it and said it should be published. After some pressure he omitted two of the seven stanzas and “Recessional” appeared in The Times on July 17, 1897. His Wesleyan grandparents spoke through him in the Biblical accents of the hymn, and no poem of that length has ever created such a sensation. For sheer majesty of utterance there is nothing to compare with it in the hymnals, and as a portent it was the most sincerely patriotic thing he wrote. The child in Kipling, not content with a family of his own to make him feel secure, needed a family outside his family as a double-buttress, and this further protection was the British Empire, a family circle surrounding the family square. But the boy needs heroes to maintain the institution of his fancy, and Kipling’s heroes were about as much like life as the ancient gods, his ideal being painted as the Brushwood Boy who is much too good to be true, his appearance and nature being such that everyone, from the butler to the scullery maid, adores him at sight. This utterly impossible being was presumably Kipling’s idea of the born leader. But the schoolboy has also been taught what is called team spirit, which is transposed in the Jungle Books into “the law of the pack,” a soul-imperiling theory exactly suited to a totalitarian state. Kipling did not pause to consider the implications of pack-law, but ratiocination was not his strong point.


  His patriotism at its best came out in a love of the English countryside, an intense expression of his family affections, the love of a mother-country being symbolical of love for a mother. While at Rottingdean he wrote his poem “Sussex” which contains some of his most deeply felt lines. Like every other singer in history, he only wrote poetry at moments. The output of every poet except Shakespeare may be described as a desert of verse with occasional oases of poetry, which is the flawless image of a generally felt or easily communicated emotion. Kipling produces this effect more frequently and more movingly than anyone since Shakespeare whenever his emotions are stirred by the sight or memory of the soil and scenery of England, and nowhere more beautifully than in “Sussex”:


  Here through the strong unhampered days


  The tinkling silence thrills;


  Or little, lost, Down churches praise


  The Lord who made the hills...


  That deeper than our speech and thought,


  Beyond our reason’s sway,


  Clay of the pit whence we were wrought


  Yearns to its fellow-clay.


  Still at Rottingdean, with frequent visits to consult his father at Tisbury, he revealed his intimate understanding of boyhood in a tale of adventure without a plot called Kim, a poetic evocation of India unique in the language. It was a great moment for him when Carrie produced a son in August ‘97. The family square was now complete, and they began to winter year by year in South Africa, where the children had the time of their lives and Kipling had long talks with Alfred Milner, the High Commissioner, and Cecil Rhodes, the millionaire Empire-builder, who was largely inarticulate until the poet gave him a tongue.


  Kipling had reached a point of extraordinary eminence by the end of the century. He was popular with the navy as well as the army, and accompanied the Channel Squadron on a cruise. The sole fly in the ointment was the piracy of his works in America, and he went there with his family to arrange matters—an unlucky journey because his eldest daughter died while they were in New York and he nearly followed her. Worldwide sympathy was aroused by his condition, and when it looked as if he would not recover, the streets outside their hotel were packed with silent crowds. Carrie behaved with great fortitude throughout a period of terrible anxiety, and Kipling believed that he owed his life to her.


  Not long after their return the South African war broke out. Kipling wrote some verses called “The Absent-minded Beggar” which were set to music by Arthur Sullivan and played on every barrel organ in the country. They resulted in a quarter of a million pounds for charitable purposes and the offer of a knighthood for Kipling, which he declined. Early in 1900 the Kiplings paid their yearly visit to Cape Town, where Rhodes was building a house on his own estate for the use of writers and artists, Rudyard and Carrie being the first to occupy it for several years in succession. The Commander-in-Chief, Lord Roberts, asked Kipling to join the staff of a newspaper, and he went to Bloemfontein in March to repeat the labors he had once undergone at Lahore. He also had his first experience of being under gunfire at a minor engagement with the Boers, after which he returned to Cape Town, having been absent for a fortnight.


  Back in England by the end of April, he helped to organize a rifle club at Rottingdean, attended many discussions at the Plough Inn, and wrote a poem in favor of compulsory military service, in which he enraged many of his compatriots by referring to “the flannelled fools at the wicket or the muddied oafs at the goals.” Throughout the war they continued to winter at Cape Town, and when hostilities were over, Rudyard appeared in a new character. His aunt, Lady Burne-Jones, had sympathized with the Boers, and when they finally surrendered she hung a black flag from a window of North End House. A crowd assembled in ugly mood, and Kipling saved her house from damage by remonstrating with those who wished to put “the law of the pack” into operation. Both Carrie and himself were getting tired of the Rottingdean radicals, more especially of the mobs of trippers from Brighton who made life difficult at The Elms; and at last they found a house near Burwash in east Sussex, known as Bateman’s, which lay in a secluded valley and owned some thirty acres of pasture. For a little over £9,000 they bought this eminently desirable residence in 1902, moved there in September, and made it their home for the remainder of their lives.


  Being some distance from a railway station, Kipling experimented with various kinds of mechanical vehicles and soon became independent of trains. Those were primitive times for motorcars, and he spent many hours on the roads getting what has been called “the inside dope on gadgets.” His main hobby in life was the collecting of information, and this led him to believe in the common delusion that travel broadens the mind. Substituting information for insight, many of his stories were unreadable, and he himself could become a bore because he pumped people for whatever knowledge they possessed and when the pump ran dry he lost interest in them. It is permissible to guess that his friend Rider Haggard was especially welcome at Bateman’s on account of the agricultural instruction he could impart.


  But when he allowed his imagination free rein Kipling’s stories were incomparable, and the first decade of the twentieth century saw the peak of his creative genius. Approaching the summit by way of “They,” a superb story inspired by the memory of his dead daughter, he began a series of fairy-tales. With so much of the child within himself, Kipling sympathized with children and understood them. He was devoted to his own, telling them stories, reading to them, answering their questions, playing with them. They were disciplined with some strictness by their mother, who enforced obedience and favored a Spartan upbringing, but they could relax with their father. One summer they persuaded him to play the part of Bottom in scenes from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, with his son John as Puck, his daughter Elsie as Titania, their stage being an ancient quarry where the Romans had worked a forge. That set his mind going, and he began to retell historical episodes in the form of fantasy which are equally delightful to children and adults. Puck of Pook’s Hill (1906) and Rewards and Fairies (1910) contain his best prose and poetry and in their kind have been equalled by no other writer. They can be read with increasing pleasure from early youth to old age, and of not many imaginative works can that be said. Kipling’s sensitiveness to the air and earth of England is touchingly expressed again and again, perhaps most exquisitely in the verses beginning:


  Take of English earth as much


  As either hand may rightly clutch.


  In the taking of it breathe


  Prayer for all who lie beneath.…


  Lay that earth upon thy heart,


  And thy sickness shall depart!


  It was the most peaceful and satisfying period of the author’s life, with his children about him, the house of his dreams, and a second home near Cape Town for the winters. But a Liberal Government came to power in 1906. South Africa was handed over to the Boers with apologies for any inconvenience caused them while fighting the British Empire for two and a half years; Kipling’s friend Dr. Jameson ceased to be Premier, and the family discontinued their annual visits after the spring of 1908. At home he was again offered a knighthood, but he preferred freedom to speak his mind and turned it down. The Laureateship was not offered him because it was known that he would not accept it. But he had no objection to academic distinctions, receiving doctorates from Durham, Oxford, Cambridge and McGill, for the last of which he visited Canada; and the Swedish Academy awarded him the Nobel Prize for literature. His mother died at the end of 1910, his father a few weeks later, both having lived to see him “bear his blushing honours thick upon him.”


  His home life was governed entirely by Carrie, who dealt with his correspondence, ran the farm, and decided on the number and quality of their visitors, keeping away all those who wished to see her husband from mere curiosity. She was an economical housekeeper and made rather too much of her hospitality; she suffered from rheumatism, which, from 1908 onwards, tended to exacerbate her arbitrary, moody, suspicious and captious nature, as a consequence of which the family life was permeated with “a sense of strain and worry amounting sometimes to hysteria.”{39} Having finished with South Africa, the Kiplings spent some weeks in Switzerland at the beginning of each year, going on to Vernet-les-Bains for the sake of Carrie’s health.


  The war of 1914-18, foreseen by Kipling, brought all sorts of eagerly accepted duties. He visited the French and Italian fronts, and inspected ships, training grounds, etc. He wrote articles galore, poems, and histories of one thing and another. He was on his feet or at his desk from morning to night. And he endured the tragedy of losing his eighteen-year-old son, at first reported missing. For two years they hoped for good news but at last accepted the fact that they would never see him again. They scarcely ever talked of him, bottling up their grief, and both of them seemed suddenly to have grown much older. Kipling undertook a History of the Irish Guards, which had been his boy’s regiment, and he got some comfort from talking to those who had served with the youthful subaltern. Later he was an active member of the War Graves Commission, but his son’s body was never found and had no grave.


  From 1915 on, Kipling became the victim of a gastric complaint, and the doctors could make nothing of it, dieting and purging him, cutting down his consumption of cigarettes, and ultimately advising an operation, which he sustained, but to no purpose. Sometimes he felt quite well, often he suffered agonies, and the cause of his illness was not discovered until 1933, when a French doctor diagnosed duodenal ulcers of some fifteen years standing, at the end of which he was not strong enough to survive an operation. Little wonder that he was usually depressed and that his later stories largely dealt with diseases. No amount of worldly acclaim could make life worth living, and among other honors he refused the Order of Merit, though he took a doctorate from the University of Paris and was elected Lord Rector of St. Andrews University.


  Although he could escape from melancholy by work and could feel liberated in the exercise of his genius, he had no abiding pleasure in existence, agreeing with Rider Haggard that the world was one of the hells, containing as it did doubt, fear, bereavement, mental and physical torment, temptations that were almost irresistible, and ultimate execution. He believed in a personal devil, but had little sense of God’s existence; and when Haggard said that at least the other had achieved fame, Kipling replied with a gesture of disgust: “What is it worth?—what is it all worth?” Haggard admitted that most of his friends were dead, but that he still made acquaintances. “I don’t,” was Kipling’s grim comment. On hearing that Haggard was ten years older than himself, Kipling remarked: “Then you have the less time left in which to suffer.”{40}


  “Temptations that were almost irresistible.” He was in fact afraid of life, knowing enough of human weakness to decide that he did not wish to know more. In one of his sillier stories, written at the end of his life, he makes Shakespeare say that his works did not express his own feelings and that he had served up King Lear as a vomit for Burbage when that actor was at odds with the world. Kipling’s inability to appreciate the profound reality of Shakespeare’s tragic masterpiece indicates more clearly than anything else his stunted spiritual nature, which had scarcely developed since leaving school. Once he confided to Hugh Walpole that there was “too much of the abnormal in all of us to play about with it,” and Walpole perceived that he hated “opening up reserves.”{41} For this reason he loathed what he called muckraking. As there is a good deal of muck in the world, it can do with a little raking occasionally, and Kipling had done some in his own field of storytelling; but he drew the line at disclosing the truth about actual human beings. For this reason he needed, more than most men, a protector who would shield him from the world, and after starting with his parents he found one in Carrie. For this reason too he was at his happiest when writing stories about animals or children or (regrettably) machines, and one of his last works dealt with dogs.


  In spite of increasing disability Carrie continued to be his secretary, bailiff, accountant, housekeeper and warder, and after the marriage of their daughter Elsie to Captain George Bambridge in 1924, her ministrations were concentrated on her husband. “Even if I wanted to run away from Carrie I couldn’t do it,” he told Lady Milner, “because she would have to look out the train and book the ticket.”{42}


  The village of Burwash saw little of Kipling, who was scarcely known in the place, and once when a sturdily built man of 5 feet 6 inches in height with excessively bushy eyebrows and expressive eyes walked through the main street, no one recognized him except the visitor who noted the fact.{43} His wife sealed him off from contact with other people, and when it was necessary that he should visit London for the day she allowed him a certain amount of money for his lunch.{44} In company he was genial and talked like his books, taking “a flattering interest” in other people and asking them countless questions about matters on which they were experts.{45} But what he really extended was an unflattering self-interest, for he docketed the information so gathered for future use in his work. He seldom spoke of himself, probably because his wife was on the watch. She had an eye on him even while talking to others, and interrupted his conversation if she thought him on dangerous ground. When he embarked on a story she would sometimes cut him short and complete it. Her close guardianship had an unfortunate effect because it made him defer to her in company. Lady Astor thought him laughably servile. At Cliveden he sat on a sofa with Carrie and applied for her opinions before answering questions. Try as she might their hostess could not get him alone.


  But now and again the inseparables were apart, as when he spent a weekend at Balmoral with the King. Old friends got the best out of him because he felt at ease with them. Asked by the present writer whether Kipling was lovable, his cousin, Stanley Baldwin, replied: “I loved him. But it was difficult to get to know him. He didn’t open out to many. With a pen in his hand he came to life, and would roar with laughter over his own things. He didn’t mind me sitting there while he was working, and sometimes he would get up and walk up and down the garden chanting his poetry. It was only, he said, by singing it aloud that one could get poetry right.”


  “Did you see much of him in London?”


  “Occasionally at the Athenaeum. He said to me once that whenever he went into the lavatory there he expected to find a bishop on his back kicking his legs in the air like a black beetle....Kipling disliked connecting a man with his work. He wasn’t given to personalities of any kind, and I never heard him express an opinion on any of his contemporaries, though there were two he mistrusted, not on literary grounds, but for their effect on the young.”


  One of the two was H. G. Wells. The other was Bernard Shaw, who described his only meeting with Kipling to the present author. It was at Westminster Abbey, and they were acting as pallbearers at the funeral of Thomas Hardy, the others being John Galsworthy, James Barrie, A. E. Housman and Edmund Gosse. The latter to his amazement discovered that Shaw and Kipling had never met before. Gosse was a great promoter of the get-together spirit among men of letters. So taking no account of the fact that Kipling detested everything that Shaw stood for, Gosse seized Kipling and dragged him across to effect the introduction. “Kipling was nervous and fidgety,” said Shaw. “He made a little dive at me, thrust out a hand quickly, said ‘Howdyedo,’ withdrew the hand instantly as if he hardly dared to trust me with it, and bolted like a rabbit into a corner where Housman was there to protect him....As we marched, pretending to carry the ashes of whatever part of Hardy was buried in the Abbey, Kipling, who fidgeted continually and was next in front of me, kept changing his step. Every time he did so I nearly fell over him.” The change of step may have been the imperialist’s revenge for being compelled to march with a socialist. Shaw, having no rancor in his nature, was amused.


  In 1929 Carrie added diabetes to rheumatism among her disabilities, and they visited the West Indies, where she came down with appendicitis. Kipling got her home via Canada. His last work was called Something of Myself, which, though interesting, should have been entitled Scarcely Anything of Myself, the main emotions of his life being carefully veiled.


  Intending to spend the early part of 1936 on the Riviera, they put up at Brown’s Hotel in London on the way. But during the night of January 12th, Kipling had a very serious hemorrhage and was rushed to the Middlesex Hospital where he underwent a major operation, from which he did not recover. He died on the 18th, and by a curious irony of fate “The Red Flag” was being sung at Golders Green crematorium by the admirers of Saklatvala, an Indian communist whose body was being cremated as Kipling’s arrived under a Union Jack. Kipling’s ashes were laid in the Poets Corner of Westminster Abbey. Carrie survived for another three years.


   


  CHAPTER 16—A Producer Reproduced


  Helen Huntington and Harley Granville Barker


  However strong the influence of a woman over a man, she cannot radically change his character, and if he is a man of genius, such as Kipling, she can do no more than change his habits. But if a dominating female marries a man of talent she can change the direction of his life and destroy the peculiar faculty with which nature has endowed him. This was the fate of Harley Granville Barker, who might have revolutionized the art of stage presentation and lifted the whole tone of the theatre, but whose second marriage caused him to lapse into the minor role of professorial commentator. It was a tragedy for the theatre, which has not since produced a talent that can compare with his, and it was a tragedy for himself, who knew that he had committed the sin of the man in the parable: he had hidden his talent in the earth and could not claim the commendation: “Well done, good and faithful servant.”


  Since the author knew the leading figures and received firsthand accounts of several episodes in the story that follows, it will again be suitable to write occasionally in the first person.


  Harley Granville Barker was born in London on November 25, 1877,{46} and appears to have taken no pride in his parentage, since he never referred to his mother or father and scarcely ever to his upbringing, though I once heard him say that childhood was often the least pleasant part of a man’s life. His father, Bernard Shaw told me, “was an architect turned building speculator,” and met with no success. His mother earned a living by public recitations of poetry and imitations of those birds which make easily recognizable sounds, but she too was often out of work. From about the age of eight Harley accompanied his mother to the various provincial halls in which she appeared, being taught by her to recite popular poems, clothed in a sailor’s suit. But the affection usually bestowed on child-performers did not much increase their comfort, and at the age of fourteen he received some training as an actor in the hope that he would soon be able to support himself. He got a job in a touring company, was seen by a dramatist named Charles Brookfield, and played a small part in a London production before he was sixteen. He read greedily, particularly the plays of Shakespeare and the novels of Dickens, and started to write dramas with a fellow actor, one of which was given a single performance at a London theatre. He got to know Gilbert Murray and William Archer, both of whom fostered his ambition as a playwright, and soon he was taken up by William Poel, who believed that Shakespeare’s plays should be performed on the sort of stage for which they were written. Barker appeared as Shakespeare’s Richard II and Marlowe’s Edward II in Poel’s productions, and made something of a reputation. Poel taught him a great deal, and influenced his future work in poetic drama.


  After a period of touring the provinces and suburbs of London, he was taken up by the Stage Society, which gave performances of plays that the commercial theatre would not touch. The combination of personal charm and exceptional ability in Barker soon made him popular with the highbrows of that era, and he began to act and produce plays for the Society. One of the untouchable playwrights of that time was Bernard Shaw, whose Candida had been done on tour with Janet Achurch in the leading part. Shaw would not allow it to be seen in London until he could find the right young man for one of the chief characters. “I was at my wit’s end for an actor who could do justice to the part of Marchbanks,” Shaw told me; “when one day I dropped in to a matinee of Hauptmann’s Friedensfest, and instantly saw the very fellow for my part. I wrote to announce my wonderful discovery to Janet and her husband, who replied that they had frequently mentioned Barker to me as the ideal man for the part.”


  The play was done by the Stage Society on Sunday, July 1, 1900. Barker made the hit of the piece and firmly established himself as an actor at the age of twenty-three. More important, he became friendly with Shaw, who liked his intelligence and enthusiasm.


  For a while Barker continued to act for a living in popular pieces, but he was thoroughly dissatisfied with such work. “How high a pitch his resolution soars!” he had said as Richard II, and now it became true of himself. Filled with the idea of a National Theatre for the future production of worthwhile plays, he collaborated with William Archer in a book on the subject, and continued to work for the Stage Society on the immediate production of plays that were worthwhile. At last his great chance arrived. A wealthy Shakespearean enthusiast named J. H. Leigh took the Court Theatre, a small playhouse in Sloane Square, London, and asked his manager, J. E. Vedrenne, to arrange that Barker should superintend a revival of Two Gentlemen of Verona. Barker was willing if Vedrenne would join him in giving six matinee performances of Candida at the same theater. Vedrenne agreed, the matinees were given, and a profit was made.


  Encouraged by this success, Vedrenne and Barker formed a partnership and put on a series of afternoon performances. A few friends guaranteed the venture but were never called upon for money, and the famous Vedrenne-Barker management of the Court Theatre, which opened in October 1904 and closed at the end of June 1907, was the most notable enterprise in the history of the British stage since the days of Shakespeare. The success of the management was wholly due to the plays of Shaw, in which Barker acted, though all of them were produced by the author. Barker himself produced the plays of other dramatists, including his own and those of John Galsworthy, John Masefield, St. John Hankin, Laurence Housman, Ibsen, Maeterlinck, as well as translations of Euripides by Gilbert Murray. The theatre held just over six hundred people, and though the comedies of Shaw kept it going the handsome profits of West End theatres were out of the question. Plays were put on for a few weeks and, when successful, revived at intervals.


  As an actor Barker tended to underplay his parts, though he always gave them brains and poetry. He was highly successful as Marchbanks in Candida and Dubedat in The Doctor’s Dilemma, but he had not the rhetorical power for Tanner in Man and Superman, and in the opinion of both Shaw and Max Beerbohm he was definitely bad as Burgoyne in The Devil’s Disciple. As a producer of the realistic, intimate kind of play he was unrivaled. He managed to inoculate actors with his own intelligence, his method of doing so being peculiar. I heard him ask a player whether he had any conception of the past history of the character he was attempting to portray. The actor could make nothing of this, and gazed blankly into space. “Come, come,” said Barker encouragingly, “you are not, I hope, going to tell me that the fellow drops from the skies, ready-made, at the moment you walk on the stage?” Since the actor was still in the dark, Barker provided a full biography of the character in question, his object being to quicken the man’s understanding, to make him get into the skin of the part.


  Barker once cast me for the part of Valentine in Twelfth Night, though another play was substituted for it after half a dozen rehearsals. Valentine makes a speech wherein he gives a message from Olivia to Orsino, beginning it with the statement that he has received the message through Olivia’s handmaid, Maria. I delivered it as well as I could, after which Barker took my arm in a friendly manner, walked me up and down the stage, and gently explained that the speech contained a good deal more than I had fancied. “Don’t you think, dear friend, that you are overlooking the character of Maria?” he began. I failed to catch his drift and he proceeded: “Well, let us see. You start off by saying that Olivia’s handmaid has given you the message. Now her handmaid is Maria. But Maria, as you ought to know if you have studied the play attentively, is a player of pranks. She may have invented the message, or perhaps Malvolio advised her what to say, or possibly Sir Toby Belch provided her with a hint or two; and we cannot overlook the possibility of a contribution by Feste the Fool, who usually manages to poke his nose into other people’s business. But it is quite in the cards, and you must not rule this out, that she gives a hotchpotch of herself—Olivia-Malvolio-Belch-Feste. Now study the speech with those possibilities in mind, and see what you can make of it.” Of course all this was not meant to be taken literally. Barker wanted me to think the speech, not merely to say it.


  Naturally such novel mannerisms in the art of production were caricatured in the profession, and one story about Barker went the rounds of the dressing rooms. It was reported that at some rehearsal Barker had said to Dennis Eadie: “I want you when you enter to give the impression of a man who is steeped in the poetry of Tennyson.” J. M. Barrie, who was watching the rehearsal, overheard this and said to another actor: “I want you when you enter to give the impression of a man who has a brother living in Greenock.” Many years later I asked Barker if this were true. He replied: “I don’t remember it happening.


  It sounds liker to something said by Barrie across the dinner table—me present—in chaff.”


  His methods as a producer were not suited to the work of Shaw and Shakespeare, whose plays call for “ham” acting. “Keep your worms for your own plays,” Shaw advised Barker, “and leave me the drunken, stagey, brass-bowelled barnstormers my plays are written for.” But if it had not been for the Vedrenne-Barker management, Shaw would have had to wait several more years for recognition in England. At the Court Theatre John Bull’s Other Island, Man and Superman, Major Barbara and The Doctor’s Dilemma were produced, You Never Can Tell was revived and proved the chief money-maker of the concern, Ellen Terry appeared in Captain Brassbound’s Conversion, and within three years Shaw had become the leading playwright of Great Britain, though riches were not added to fame until Beerbohm Tree produced Pygmalion in 1914.


  Shaw would not allow Man and Superman to be performed until he could get the right woman for the leading part, Ann Whitefield. He found her in Lillah McCarthy, who became his chief actress at the Court and Barker’s wife in 1906. Shaw told me that Barker “was always falling in love and getting engaged.” He probably married Lillah because they worked so well together in the theatre, and her statuesque beauty appealed to him. Also he was the sort of man who needed nursing. He had a weak constitution, suffered from indigestion, was careless about food, heedless about clothes, unable to save money, and subject to moods of exaltation and depression. Lillah looked after him well, and took a country cottage for his greater comfort.


  Flushed with success the Vedrenne-Barker management moved into the West End, taking the Savoy Theatre, where Forbes-Robertson appeared in Caesar and Cleopatra, and The Devil’s Disciple as well as Arms and the Man were added to the Shavian cycle. But the rent was too high, and the general theatregoing public was not yet equal to brainy plays. The management was soon in debt and had to close down. To save the partners, Shaw footed the bill, losing between four and five thousand pounds. Then Barker went on tour in Shaw’s plays, but was stricken with typhoid fever at Dublin and nearly succumbed.


  Next he took charge of a repertory season at the Duke of York’s Theatre in 1910. J. M. Barrie had persuaded an American commercial manager named Charles Frohman to try a season of highbrow plays. With growing amazement Frohman witnessed such productions as Barker’s The Madras House, Galsworthy’s Justice and Shaw’s Misalliance. His amazement changed to horror when he studied the box-office returns, and although he was assured that houses averaging £120 were remarkably good for this class of work, he preferred the sort of show that averaged £300 a performance. Therefore, he speedily abandoned the enterprise and thenceforth lived on the profits of his successes, upheld by the memory of the noble work he had once done for the higher drama.


  Barker’s own plays, The Voysey Inheritance, The Madras House and Waste, the last of which was banned by the censor, were interesting contributions to the intellectual movement of the time, but they were written in a precious, finical, quasi-natural style and gave the impression that he was trying to persuade himself of something while remaining uncertain of what it was. They do not wear well; in fact they now appear to be worn out; but it is possible they will be revived as period pieces when sufficiently old-fashioned.


  Frohman having failed him, Barker got financial backing from Lord Howard de Walden to put on Shaw’s Androcles and The Lion at the St. James’s Theatre in 1913, and from Lord Lucas to stage Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale, Twelfth Night and A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the Savoy Theatre. These three productions made a sensation. The plays were performed in their entirety, which meant that the actors had to speak a great deal faster than the pace to which they were accustomed, which also meant that the beauty of the verse was often sacrificed to speed and naturalism. The scenery and costumes brought a new beauty to the theatre, Barker’s taste being exquisite, but his dislike of traditional Shakespearean acting led him to some undercasting and underplaying. On the whole, a notable enterprise which made an end of the practice of cutting the plays to shreds to gratify the egotism and vanity of “star” performers.


  All this time Barker was busy writing or trying to write plays, whenever possible at the farmhouse taken by Lillah, Court Lodge, Stansted, Kent. He was getting very depressed over his failure to establish a National Theatre or a system of repertory, though anyone else would have been delighted with the long runs of Shaw’s Fanny’s First Play and Arnold Bennett’s The Great Adventure, both under his management. When war started in August 1914 his depression increased; he thought the hostilities as preposterous as the commercial theatre; and after staging a version of Hardy’s The Dynasts he went with Lillah to America, where the Stage Society of New York wished him to produce several plays. One of the guarantors of the undertaking was Archer M. Huntington, whose wife Helen took an instant fancy to Barker, who took an instant fancy to her, their mutual feelings being soon obvious to Huntington and Lillah.


  Archer Huntington’s father, like so many American millionaires, had made enormous sums out of railway speculation. Having a son but no wife, his fortune was divided between the former and his nephew, Henry E. Huntington, who founded the library of that name at San Marino, California. Unlike the nephew, Archer cared nothing for his father’s business but greatly for Spanish art, which he studied closely. He also wished to learn about Greek antiquities, and engaged a fellow named Criss as secretary to accompany him on a tour of the Grecian islands. Criss had a wife, Helen, much younger than himself. Archer Huntington liked Helen at once and asked her to join the tour as his guest, an arrangement that resulted in a divorce—Criss no doubt being handsomely recompensed—and the marriage of Helen to Archer in August 1895.


  Twenty years after that wedding Helen decided to have another. She wrote poetry and stories of a rather precious kind, and entertained social as well as literary ambitions. Barker, besides being physically attractive to women, aroused their maternal instincts. He had made a great reputation in the world Helen aspired to vanquish and had the additional charm of being younger than herself. No one knew her age; she was probably a dozen years older than Barker, though she looked a dozen years younger than she was. We need not doubt that she loved him, because people often love the symbol of what they desire. He represented everything in the world for which she craved: intellectual eminence, imposing appearance, social prominence. That he loved her even more intensely need not be doubted, since she was emblematic of his hunger for comfort, security and devotion to his needs. He had always required a nurse, and here was one who could keep him in luxury as well.


  At the beginning of 1915 he produced Androcles and The Lion, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The Doctor’s Dilemma in New York, but absence from England made him feel uncomfortable and he wrote to Gilbert Murray that life in the trenches would come as a relief. But on reflection, service with the Red Cross proved a less agitating form of action, and after he and Lillah had returned from America in the middle of 1915 he crossed to France for ambulance work, having made it plain that his affair with Helen was a thing of the past. In a manner known only to those with friends in key positions, he got leave to lecture in America that autumn; and having assured Lillah that he loved her very much, he returned to the arms of Helen. He could no longer face a life of struggle. As Somerset Maugham perceived thirteen years earlier, “he lacked spiritual vitality,” and had not the guts to continue the fight for what he held dear. He asked Lillah to divorce him and begged his friends Shaw and Barrie to do everything in their power to urge her to that end. They did their best. Many years later Shaw gave me the facts, which had to be treated rather gingerly while any of the parties were alive:


  Barker asked me to persuade Lillah to divorce him and to offer her £500 a year if she agreed. She indignantly refused to do anything of the kind, was tempestuously furious with him and extremely angry with me for our lack of decency in proposing such a thing. Barker went completely mad when I passed this on to him, and said that if ever he met Lillah in the street he’d strike her. He was infatuated to the point of silliness by Helen: he was no longer a rational individual, but behaved like a raving lunatic.


  Having returned to the Red Cross after his lectures, Barker stayed several times with Shaw and Barrie, begging them again and again to make Lillah see the necessity of a divorce. She behaved like an outraged empress, stating her conviction that Barker would soon get over his trumpery affair with Helen and return to her. Barker behaved like a hurt child, and corresponded with Helen regularly. Then he again went to America, but when conscription was enforced in England he returned to serve with the Horse Artillery. But this was unpleasant, and through the influence of a friend he got a commission in the Intelligence Department. Let Shaw continue:


  In a state of frantic desperation, Barker implored me to do everything I could to move Lillah; so I went to see her again, pressed his proposal on her, and said that if she agreed to divorce him she’d get £500 a year for life, but that if she refused she’d get nothing, as Barker was a poor man. This of course was pure blackmail. Her outraged vanity made her very crafty, and she remarked that Barker and her rival must be together. “No,” said I easily, “he is in Paris, but she is in New York with her husband.” “In that case,” she pounced, “how has he been able to make these arrangements at such short notice?” I was completely cornered, but sneaked out by saying that they probably corresponded by cable in cipher. I then left her to consider the question. But consideration like a devil came, and she promptly wrote to Helen’s husband telling him that Barker was sending cables in cipher to his wife. There was an almighty explosion at the other end, and Helen never forgave me for being, as she thought, solely responsible for Lillah’s letter. In addition she hated the Shavian influence on Barker. Never having got beyond 1865, everything that has happened in literature since then is anathema to her, especially the works of Shaw.


  Anyhow the divorce went through, and Lillah got her £500 a year. Later she was told by an American lawyer that she could sue the other lady in the American courts for seducing her husband, and as Barker’s second wife was very rich the lawyer suggested action. Lillah sent this information on to me, but I strongly advised her not to rake up all the mud that was then settling and to possess herself in patience for a while. I wrote to tell Barker of the latest development, with the result that Lillah got another £500 a year to keep quiet.


  Helen also managed to get a divorce. Her husband treated her with extreme generosity and made her a handsome settlement. She became Barker’s wife in July 1918 at King’s Weigh House Chapel, Duke Street, Grosvenor Square, both of them making false entries as to age in the register. She made the most of her appearance with the aid of costume and cosmetics, and he looked very smart in khaki decorated with green tabs. Nearly two years later Lillah married an eminent biologist, Frederick William Keeble, who received a knighthood in 1922. Shaw told me:


  Helen was incensed when Keeble was so honoured, and spent a day with Mrs. Thomas Hardy, my informant, storming about “Lady Keeble” and complaining bitterly that Barker had not been knighted. When the Labour Party came to power Ramsay MacDonald and the rest tried hard to find some supporters who would not disgrace them in the Upper House, and Barker would certainly have been given a peerage if his wife had not forced him to abandon Socialism, a reflection that must have been gall and wormwood to her.


  Her ambition to make him a highly respected member of the community took the curious form of turning him into a country gentleman. She rented a picturesque residence near Honiton in south Devon called Netherton Hall, and entertained “the county” there. She made him hyphen his name because Granville-Barker implied an ancient family while Barker suggested a grocer. She provided liveries for the servants and instructed them in the art of deference. She studied Burke’s Peerage, which, as Oscar Wilde once said, was the best thing in fiction the English have ever produced. Guests who were not of the nobility had to be of exceptional distinction. Stage people were barred and very few authors were admitted. She cut her husband off from the theatre, though at the end of 1920 she allowed him to produce a play by Maeterlinck because he had signed an agreement to do so before their marriage, as well as a play they had both translated from the Spanish.


  The one drawback to her careful planning was that Barker; could neither hunt, shoot, nor fish, without one of which accomplishments a fellow could scarcely qualify as a country gentleman. Moreover, he was bored with sport and county talk. A visitor reported that he could scarcely conceal his yawns. True, he remained locked behind his study door all the morning and managed to write two plays, a book on the theatre, and several Prefaces to Shakespeare’s works, within a decade; but one feels in all of them that he was holding life at bay and rapidly changing from producer to professor. Helen knew Spanish well, translated several plays from that language, and put her husband’s name with hers on the title pages; he probably gave hints on words and commas. Completely dominated by her, he ceased to be the independent being known to his friends.


  Helen’s detestation of Shaw, who had been her husband’s good angel and whose influence she intended to supplant, was complementary to her passion for Barker; and an episode described to me by Shaw is of considerable psychological interest:


  Her hatred of me manifested itself in a most uncomfortable manner. In May 1925 there was a meeting at King’s College in the Strand to hear Barker give an address on the theatre. A. J. Balfour was in the chair; I was down to second the vote of thanks, Forbes-Robertson to propose it. When I arrived I was shown into the Green Room and found Balfour there alone. We chatted together for several minutes when in walked Mrs. Barker, with chains of pearls decorating her neck and bosom. She is one of those people whose face I can never remember, her appearance being entirely negative, so that each time I see her I seem to see her for the first time; but I recognized her pearls, so all was well. Naturally I expected her to be distant, if not openly hostile; but to my surprise she came straight up to me and spoke in a most friendly manner. Then I recalled that Balfour had recently been made an Earl, and all became clear. She could swallow me with Balfour, but she could not take me neat.


  After Barker had delivered his address and Forbes-Robertson had proposed the vote of thanks, I rose to second it. The devil entered into me and I was at the top of my form. I praised Barker’s speech to the skies and said that his retirement from the stage to become a professor was inexcusable. Barker as a professor! I exclaimed. It was preposterous. Why, the speech he had just given contained enough matter to make twenty professors! I then delivered a sustained eulogy of his work for the stage, repeated my assertion that his retirement from active work in the theatre was a public scandal, brought down the house, and resumed my seat. Barker was now placed in a very ticklish position, and I was not wholly unconscious of what his wife would be thinking of me. But Balfour saved Barker’s face by cleverly bringing the meeting to a close.


  What happened then was most extraordinary. The moment I got up to leave the platform I felt that my spine had been converted into a bar of rusty iron which grated on the base of my skull. The pain at the top and bottom of my spine was so frightful that I could not even bend down to get into a taxi. Somehow I reached home on foot, and when my wife arrived I was lying flat and helpless on my bed. The doctors could make nothing of it, and I really thought I was done for. I was brought down here to Ayot and after a while began to hobble about a bit; but I daren’t go further than the garden gate, until one day, with a great effort of the will, I decided to walk down the road, come what may. Instantly and miraculously the pain left me, and I recovered completely. I noticed that it was exactly one month to the hour since I had been stricken down by this inexplicable and horrible disablement.


  Some time later I met Lady Colefax who had been present at the King’s College meeting, and I told her what had happened to me. That, she said, was easily explained. She had watched Mrs. Barker, who was sitting exactly behind me, and who had been leaning forward in her seat while I was speaking, every muscle in her face and body rigid with hate. There was not the slightest doubt that she had bewitched me. And after hearing this I could conceive of no other explanation.


  As neither of the Barkers was happy, they traveled restlessly from place to place during what they called “holidays.” Luxury did not agree with him, and he was beginning to look sleek. Laziness increased his hypochondria and he consulted innumerable doctors. He appeared like a butler to one observer, like a farmer to another, like a tired stockbroker to a third, like a lost soul to a woman who had known him well. In 1930, to his great relief, they left the enervating atmosphere of Netherton Hall and took imposing apartments in Paris, at No. 18 Place des États-Unis, where they kept a large staff of servants, in addition to a country château. Barker walked daily in the Bois de Boulogne, and they entertained diplomats, millionaires and other eminences, even authors if they were French. Barker developed his Shakespearean studies, his writing becoming more and more refined and fastidious.


  When a man has nothing much to say, he takes great trouble over the manner of saying it, and Barker spent hours rewriting paragraphs and sentences. His writings on Shakespeare would have surprised that poet because he made no attempt to relate the work to the personality of the author. The strain and stress of Shakespeare’s life were beyond the comprehension of Barker, whose battle with hostile forces took place in an arena which Shakespeare would have considered a playground. He hated to think of King Lear as anything more than a literary and theatrical masterpiece, and the man whose sufferings were exposed in that tragedy was merely in his eyes a great dramatic artist and craftsman. There was a strong element of fear in this, for Barker even went so far as to assert in public that the whipping-post should be revived for all those terrifying persons who produce reminiscences and autobiographies, and his behavior when he heard that his ex-wife Lillah McCarthy had produced a book of memories might be described as neurotic. Shaw told me what happened:


  All communication between Barker and myself ceased until Lillah wrote her memoirs and asked me to do a Preface. Naturally I had to send the preface to Barker, who suddenly blew in here one day as if he had only been away a few hours. The Webbs were with us, and Barker looked rather uncomfortable. He asked if he could speak to me for a few minutes in private. “I never thought I would come here again,” he said when we were alone, and he went on to assure me that if Lillah’s book were published he would take proceedings. I replied that he couldn’t as there was not a detrimental word about him in it; I warned him that any action on his part would result in a lot of mud-stirring; and I absolutely declined to advise Lillah’s husband to withdraw the book. At last I got a smile out of him; he saw that he hadn’t a leg to stand on, and left me with some approach to friendliness. About twenty minutes later (he must have gone some distance in his car) he returned to take an effusive farewell of my wife. As a result of Barker’s attitude, Keeble decided to take out all the references to him in Lillah’s book, much to the annoyance of both the Barkers when they read it.


  In 1936 Barker’s play Waste was revived in London, and he came over to rehearse it, being as fussy with his actors as he was over his periods. Whenever his wife called for him at the theatre in her car, he dropped work at once and dashed away.


  The Barkers managed to reach Spain when the Germans entered France in 1940, and in September were installed at the Mayfair Hotel; Park Avenue, New York. He lectured at Yale University as Honorary Professor, and repeated what he had said in the previous war: that he would be happier digging trenches on the Norfolk coast. There were no insuperable obstacles in the way of doing so except a strong preference for easy living. He worked in the British Library of Information, but an attack of eczema restricted his labors. Then he lectured on the drama at Harvard and Princeton universities, receiving a few of those academical distinctions so much coveted by gentlemen of letters.


  The war over, Harley and Helen were soon back in Paris, to find their sumptuous apartments in apple-pie order, their possessions inviolate. Gabriel Pascal wanted Barker to play the Inquisitor in a film presentation of Shaw’s Saint Joan, and he would have liked to do so, but his wife would not let him. Soon afterwards his constitution began to break up and he suffered from hallucinations. He told a friend, “My life is useless,” and indeed it had been so ever since he had ceased to do the work which called forth all his talent. In his unhappiness he cried a lot, and received no comfort from talks with an Anglican parson. His death from arteriosclerosis occurred on August 31, 1946.


  Helen’s mind was affected by his sudden decease, and her behavior became unpredictable. One winter she visited St. Moritz, where Harley and she had stayed during their honeymoon. She went for a solitary walk, did not come back, and was found by a search party insensible and semi-frozen. Soon afterwards, in February 1950, she died, and was buried next to Barker in Père Lachaise cemetery.


   


  CHAPTER 17—Royal Romance


  Bessie Wallis Simpson and the Duke of Windsor


  We began with a Betsy from Baltimore: we end with a Bessie from the same city.


  Bessie Wallis Warfield came of a highly respectable family, had a respectable upbringing, and in November 1916 at the age of twenty married a flying officer of the United States Navy named Winfield Spencer. An “odd incident” occurred at the beginning of their honeymoon. Her husband found that they had come to a “dry” state where he could not buy a drink; but he had a bottle of gin with him and obtained supplies elsewhere. As time went on his intake of alcohol increased; he became jealous of the attentions she received from other men and either sulked or asserted himself. Sometimes he indulged in practical jokes, such as locking her up in a room for hours at a time; on other occasions he maintained “a running barrage of subtle innuendoes and veiled insults” at her expense and in front of other people. He seemed to be discontented with himself, and the more he drank the worse he became. When he got a job in Washington their rows were audible through the thin walls of the hotel rooms. At last she could stand it no longer and broke the news to her mother, aunt and uncle that she intended to divorce him. They were violently opposed to a deed that had never before occurred in the family.


  There were many temptations to part from an uncongenial husband. “The nineteen-twenties were, I recall, a particularly hazardous era for American women, especially on sofas and in rumble seats.”{47} But she had a code, never to drift into momentary affairs, and she intended to wait until her heart and head were engaged. A trip to Paris with a friend was followed by another attempt to live with her husband in China, where he was then stationed. But it was a failure: the combination of gin and jealousy enforced their separation, and they were divorced in 1925. The fact that he married four times before his death at the age of sixty-one proved him an optimist.


  In due course she met Ernest Simpson, an American ship-broker who represented his firm in London and loved England. They were married in 1928. At first she did not feel certain they would be suited to one another, but after marriage she decided that they were. Life was prosaic but secure. They led a social life. He was a well-informed man who enjoyed taking her to see cathedrals and ancient castles.


  In the winter of 1930-31 she met the Prince of Wales at a country house near Melton Mowbray. She was struck by his shortness (five feet seven inches) and by his sad, wistful expression. She was nervous before he arrived, worried about her first curtsy, but managed to survive the ordeal successfully. His naturalness delighted her; he talked without the least affectation, actually lit his cigarette like anyone else, and put her completely at ease. At lunch next day she sat by him, and as she showed no interest in hunting he started a discussion on central heating. Although she had a cold in the head, she displayed no enthusiasm on the subject.


  Edward, Prince of Wales, was beyond doubt the most popular man in the British Empire, having attained that position by natural charm, unremitting toil, sportsmanship, informality and kindliness. At his urgent request he had been allowed to serve during the 1914-18 war on the various fronts, being frequently under fire. Thereafter he had visited many parts of America, Australia, Africa and India, with the object of serving the Empire, and wherever he went his personal popularity increased. As President of the British Legion, he never ceased to work for the men who had fought in the war. It was generally felt that he ought to get married; and though he later admitted that “there had been moments of tenderness, even enchantment, without which a Princely existence would have been almost intolerable,”{48} he had no intention of being hurried into an engagement.


  The Prince and Mrs. Simpson were soon on friendly terms, meeting one another at various houses. He told her all about his garden at Fort Belvedere, and she was “utterly absorbed.” She was presented at Court, and he admired the grace and dignity of her movements. He dined at the Simpsons’ flat in Bryanston Court, thought her a wonderful hostess, and enjoyed the lively conversation of her guests. Her independence of thought and forthrightness of expression appealed to him, and he began to envisage a life shared with her. But the Royal Marriages Act of 1772 necessitated the Sovereign’s permission; and as his father, King George V, was too ill and full of care in 1935, the son disliked adding to his worries.


  The Simpsons spent several weekends at Fort Belvedere in 1932-33, and she discovered the Prince’s preference for doing needlework to reading. The guests were also provided with the necessary implements and spent hours slashing away at the laurel trees their host wished to have cut down. She thought about him constantly, with some amazement that “so brilliant a personage” should enjoy messing about in a garden. For her birthday in 1933 the Prince gave a dinner party at Quaglino’s, and the Simpsons returned the compliment a fortnight later at their flat. Her friend Thelma, Lady Furness, on leaving for America, asked her to look after the Prince as he would be lonely. She had no objection, and he began to drop in for cocktails or meals at Bryanston Court, telling her much about his work and more intimate matters. While her husband was in the States she joined the Prince’s house party at Biarritz, her aunt being among the guests, and while the others were amusing themselves she and the Prince often dined at little bistros by themselves. Then they went on a sea trip, and after a visit to Majorca she felt that their relationship was closer than ever, but could not help wondering whether it was all “a Mediterranean Night’s Dream.” The glamour surrounding royalty had cast a spell upon her.


  Her husband Ernest at last perceived “the shape of things to come” and refused the Prince’s invitation to the winter sports in Austria. He returned to New York instead, and when they met again he was very silent. Later he declined to join a party at Cannes. Meanwhile his wife’s friendship with the Prince of Wales had become evident to the leaders of social life, and many prominent hostesses, including Lady Cunard, suddenly discovered that Mrs. Simpson was their greatest friend, and hoped that she would bring the Prince to their parties. Soon their friendship got into the gossip columns of the daily press, and women who stayed at Fort Belvedere reported that the Prince seemed happier than he had ever been. In a bonnet and tartan kilt he would march around the table after dinner playing the pipes. He wanted all his guests to feel at ease and to do as they liked. The atmosphere of the place was relaxed and agreeable, not a soul feeling constraint, while the host himself was restlessly attentive to everyone’s requirements. His concern for Mrs. Simpson was noted by Lady Diana Cooper, who wrote that when Wallis tore her nail she said “Oh!” and forgot all about it, but that the Prince dashed out, shortly reappearing breathless with two small emery boards for the filing of her nail.{49}


  At length Ernest Simpson began to pay attention to a female friend and his wife decided on a divorce. At St. James’s Palace she watched the ceremony at which Edward’s accession to the throne was proclaimed, and she know how different thenceforth his life would be. The Archbishop of Canterbury came to see him, leaving the impression that he was being advised to terminate his friendship with Mrs. Simpson. Edward invited a party, including Wallis, for a cruise down the Dalmatian coast, and wherever their boat put in, the populace gave them a tremendous reception, clearly under the impression that the two were in love. On returning from the trip, Wallis received cuttings from American newspapers which amazed and shocked her. But David, as she now called the King, reassured her, implied that it was a journalistic stunt, and said that the British press would ignore it.


  Having arranged to start divorce proceedings, she went as a guest to Balmoral. To avoid publicity, it was decided that the case should be heard at Ipswich, which meant that she would have to reside for a period within the jurisdiction of the court. A cottage called Beach House, near Felixstowe, was rented for the purpose, and she left the flat at Bryanston Court, taking No. 16 Cumberland Terrace, Regent’s Park. At the hearing of her case she thought the judge hostile, but he granted a decree nisi, which necessitated a delay of six months before the divorce could be made absolute. On her return to London after the hearing she and David dined together in Cumberland Terrace. He had disturbing news.


  Stanley Baldwin, the Prime Minister, had called to suggest that the King should influence Mrs. Simpson to drop the divorce proceedings, implying that the British press could no longer ignore a subject that was being blazed in headlines throughout America, where the papers foretold their marriage. The King had asked Lord Beaverbrook and the Hon. Esmond Harmsworth (later Lord Rothermere) to prevail upon the press to report the divorce case in the usual way and not to make a sensational feature of it.


  Early in November Wallis and her aunt spent the weekend at Ford Belvedere, and the King showed her a letter he had received from his private secretary, Alexander Hardinge, advising him that she should go abroad at once and hinting not only that the Government might resign but that the press would probably give tongue in a few days. On reading this, Wallis said she would go, but the King would not hear of it and declared his intention of marrying her whether he was on the throne or off it. He considered the letter impertinent, and thereafter conducted matters with the aid of Walter Monckton. She was deeply distressed, but the King was adamant, and she agreed to stay because she thought the country could deny him nothing and “as a woman in love I was prepared to go through rivers of woe, seas of despair, and oceans of agony for him.”


  The usual epidemic of anonymous threatening letters now broke out, all written by people who had failed to make the best of life; and as the rumor of a plot to blow up Wallis’s house reached David, she and her aunt were asked to stay at the Fort. The question of a morganatic marriage was put up to Baldwin, who dispatched cables to the various Dominions requesting the views of their governments on the subject. The King dined with his mother and sister, opening his heart to them. Queen Mary disapproved, placing the monarchy before all else. He wished her to see Wallis, but she refused. He then confided in his brothers, all of whom received his decision with comparative calmness. Later he heard from Baldwin that the Dominions were opposed to a morganatic marriage, and he realized that it was now a question of sacrificing his love or his throne. Then the balloon went up.


  The Bishop of Bradford, Dr. Blunt, made a speech in which he regretted that the King had not shown himself sufficiently aware of the need for divine guidance in the discharge of his high office. In reporting the speech, the press became articulate and there appeared to be two parties in the state, those who thought the King should do as he liked and those who thought he should do as he was told. On one hand he was advised to take a firm stand against his ministers. But he had no desire to do so, hating the idea of dividing the nation on a personal issue. Baldwin arrived at Buckingham Palace, a place the King disliked on account of its musty smell, and told him in effect that his marriage with Mrs. Simpson would mean abdication. The Government and Parliament were behind him, said the Prime Minister. But not the whole of Parliament, because Winston Churchill pressed a waiting policy on the King, saying that Baldwin had no authority to compel a decision on a matter of no immediate urgency, since the divorce could not be made absolute for another five months. Churchill even made a final effort on the King’s behalf in the House of Commons, but was howled down by a mob of M.P.s who would soon be fawning on him; and the only other big figure in Parliament, Lloyd George, deplored “the shabby and stupid treatment” and “the mean and unchivalrous attacks” to which the King had been subjected throughout the crisis.


  Baldwin did his best to make the King change his mind, and Wallis insisted that he should remain on the throne at whatever cost to themselves. Before the crucial decisions were made she was secreted out of the country, traveling through France with the King’s friend, Lord Brownlow, as “Mrs. Harris”—which somehow recalls the declaration of Betsey Prig in Martin Chuzzlewit: “I don’t believe there’s no sich a person!” To avoid the press they went a roundabout way to Cannes. Near Lyons someone recognized her and yelled, “Voilà la dame!” The reporters caught up with them and kept close to their car. Cornered at Vienne they managed to escape through a small window into an alley, but found the gentlemen of the press encamped around the house of their hosts when they arrived at 2:30 A.M. on December 6th. To escape notice, Wallis crouched on the floor of their car, covered by a rug. For days they were surrounded by several hundred reporters and photographers. She was besieged, long-range lenses taking the place of long-range guns.


  Brownlow advised her to renounce the King. She agreed, and issued a statement to the press expressing her willingness to retire from an unhappy and untenable situation. She read it over the phone to the King, who said that it would make no difference. Her solicitor arrived and asked her to withdraw her action for divorce, which would settle everything. Again she agreed, but when she rang up the King she learned that he had already decided to abdicate. She heard his farewell broadcast, after which she heard from the many half-crazy people who seize such opportunities to vent their self-hatred on some victim who is temporarily incurring odium. The abdication had been caused by social as well as political pressure. Persons of royal blood and peeresses of the realm were dismayed at the prospect of walking behind an American commoner. On such trivialities, as Shakespeare knew, are determined the grave issues of mankind.


  The Church, always on the side of convention, publicly rebuked the ex-King in the person of Cosmo Lang, Archbishop of Canterbury, who spoke solemn words in a broadcast to the nation. After saying how strange and sad it was that Edward should have abandoned his great trust for the sake of private happiness, his Grace continued: “Even more strange and sad it is that he should have sought his happiness in a manner inconsistent with the Christian principles of marriage.”


  But not everyone in holy orders can have agreed with the Archbishop, because the Rev. R. Anderson Jardine, vicar of St. Paul’s, Darlington, married Wallis to Edward, now the Duke of Windsor, at the Château de Condé near Tours on June 3, 1937, after her divorce became absolute. On the sound principle that it is safe to kick a man who cannot kick back, pressure was brought to bear on the new King, George VI, who wrote to tell his brother that he could not extend the title of Royal Highness to the Duchess of Windsor. Though he knew that George was not responsible for this final insult, Edward was angry, and for a while the relationship between the brothers cooled.


  The Duke being interested in housing problems, he and his wife visited Germany, where they were shown both sights and sites by Dr. Ley and met the notable Nazis—Göring, Goebbels, Himmler, Hess and Hitler—the British Ambassador being instructed by his Government to ignore the visit. Having taken tea with Hitler, the Duchess concluded that he did not care for women. Since the Duke liked the country while she liked the town, they compromised by living at Versailles, afterwards taking a house on the Riviera and another in Paris. The outbreak of war in 1939 brought them to England, where the King offered his brother a job and the Royal Family proffered a cold shoulder to the Duchess. Back at Versailles, she worked for a French relief organization, while he joined the British Military Mission at Vincennes as a Major-General. Soon they returned to Paris, where she served with the French Red Cross. With the help of the Spanish Ambassador, they managed an exit to Spain when the Germans entered France. Without his servant, the Duke made havoc with his clothes, and the Duchess reflected that “it is almost impossible for a Prince to be a hero to his wife without a valet.”


  When Winston Churchill became Prime Minister, he wanted the Duke in England and placed the necessary air transport at his disposal. But the Duke insisted that, if he went, his wife should be received at Buckingham Palace. Hearing that the Royal Family declined to consider his terms, he would not go. Winston did his best to soften their attitude, but they refused to be softened. An agreement was reached with the Duke’s appointment to the Governorship of the Bahamas. Winston believed that the Germans intended to capture the Duke and, when they had conquered England, to make him King again, thus disuniting the people and sapping their resistance. To be on the safe side a company of Cameron Highlanders guarded them across the Atlantic, in case the crew of a German submarine made an attempt to kidnap them.


  They sailed from Lisbon on August 1, 1940, and arrived at Nassau on the 17th. Throughout his period of duty, both of them were engaged in war work, and the Duke quelled a riot by a show of force. When the tide of war turned, the Duke applied for another post closer to the scene of hostilities. Churchill offered him the Governorship of Bermuda, which was scarcely an improvement on his then position, and he rejected it. Clearly his family wished to keep him at a distance.


  In the hope that the trials and horrors of war, operating upon the natural emotions, had made her husband’s relations more permeable, the Duchess wrote to Queen Mary, stressing the significance of family ties, and she asked the Bishop of Nassau to hand the letter personally to her mother-in-law. But Mary froze at the mention of the Duchess’s name, though in a letter to her son the Queen sent “a kind message to your wife.”


  After the war the Duke and Duchess of Windsor took a house in the Bois de Boulogne and a country residence in the valley of the Chevreuse, both places no doubt being more peaceful than were Buckingham Palace and Windsor Castle during the tensions of 1936. The Duchess can certainly claim to have caused more stir in the world than any other of our Pilgrim Daughters.
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  Thank you so much for reading our book, we hope you really enjoyed it.


  As you probably know, many people look at the reviews before they decide to purchase a book.
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  Thank you so much,
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