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PROLOGUE

Ladies and Gentleman.

A prologue to a play is out of date

A leisurely technique of masquerade

So please regard me as a friendly shade,

Returning down the years to indicate,

More by my presence than by what I say,

The atmosphere and setting of this play …

Noël Coward, Conversation Piece



Another biography of Noël Coward?! But in fact there have been only four cradle-to-grave accounts of his life, none published in the last three decades. Remove from that list books by those who knew him well or who were refused permission to quote from his work, and there has been only one. Philip Hoare’s Noël Coward, a magnificent feat of research that vastly extended our knowledge and understanding of its subject, appeared in 1995, when gay marriage was illegal and a law prohibiting the “promotion” of homosexuality was still in force.

In the intervening years a great deal of new information has come to light. Hundreds of letters and notebooks have been made available from Coward’s private archive; a memoir written by his first partner has been discovered; lost scripts turned out not to be lost at all. Directors and scholars have begun to treat him with increasing seriousness. Forgotten plays have found productions and stagings of even his most familiar comedies have revealed an intensity and mournfulness we had not known were there. Time and mortality permit a new biography a freer, more disinterested, hand. The attitudes of society towards Coward’s alternative designs for living and loving have changed utterly. There are new things to say about him; he has new things to say about us.

He was born a Victorian, in 1899; he died in 1973, seventeen years – to the day, oddly enough – before I was born. The most pressing reason to write about him afresh, from a half-century’s distance, is that no biography has been published in my adult lifetime. It is worth presenting Coward to a new generation with whom he has much in common. He was always at his peak, as both playwright and songwriter, during periods of frenzied social change and liberation achieved against a backdrop of potential destruction. A century on from his first productions, in what is said to be a second “roaring twenties”, the young stagger out into the light after a global catastrophe and, fearful of the environmental crisis, rebel against the certainties of previous generations and search for new ways of life. Ours is a divided and serious-minded age and we may be in need of someone who once wrote the line: “Be flippant. Laugh at everything.”

There is rarely a week when one or other of Private Lives, Hay Fever, and Blithe Spirit is not in production, somewhere in the world. Phrases from Coward’s songs – “Mad About the Boy”, “Mad Dogs and Englishmen” – are in the public consciousness. It is no longer necessary to persuade readers of his lasting worth and quality, but, fifty years after his death, the scope and complexity of his output are still underestimated. Coward roved further and wider than the public conception of the varnished wit, the cigarette holder, the dressing-gown. Some of his most striking and daring writing lies outside the central clump of classics and remains unfamiliar. It is a shock to stumble across T. S. Eliot arguing, in 1954, “there are things you can learn from Noël Coward that you won’t learn from Shakespeare”.1

Coward was protean and inconsistent and above all prolific. Quite apart from his acting and directing, he wrote some fifty plays and nine musicals, as well as revues, screenplays, short stories, poetry, and a novel. He was both composer and lyricist for approximately 675 songs. Ardent Coward completists must forgive inevitable absences, but I have tried to burrow in unexpected corners, aiming especially to recreate his interwar revues. Lost to modern audiences, they are among his most radical inventions, in which he caught, with accurate and exhilarating daring, the spirit of his age. Even those who dislike Coward’s work will perhaps concede that the story of his astonishing life is worth telling and re-telling. So central was he to his age’s theatre that any account of his career is also a vicarious history of the British stage in the twentieth century.

The challenges Coward sets to a biographer are many. A jumble of contradictions, he has inspired hagiography (testifying to his radical modernity, his charm, his generosity, his astonishing array of talents) and hatchet-job (baulking at his ego, his ruthlessness, his need for fame, his increasingly reactionary politics). He was, above all, witty, but wit is an elusive thing to capture within the pages of a book. It relies on delivery; it can rarely be tracked to its source. It must be light as air, such that attempts to work out how it is done risk its collapse. It is much easier to make the case for tragedy than comedy – just try arguing that The Code of the Woosters is on a level with Anna Karenina. Numerous volumes compile Coward’s epigrams and witticisms, which vary wildly from account to account … and then turn up somewhere else, attributed to Wilde or Churchill.

I have been able to use hitherto unpublished letters and diary entries to let Coward speak not through gossip and anecdote but in his most private and intimate words: witty, certainly, often riotously and outrageously so, but revealing a man of surprising gravity and bleakness. His was the gaiety of a man who knew grief, a comic self-creation grounded in suffering and taking refuge in performance as an armour against a dangerous world. Only half-mockingly he told Cecil Beaton that he took “ruthless stock of myself in the mirror before going out. A polo jumper or unfortunate tie exposes one to danger.”2

Edward Albee once wrote an essay titled “Notes for Noël about Coward”. This book is about Noël, rather than Coward, and is least of all about “the Master”, that self-invented and unhelpful nickname, which manages to be both fawning and, with its Jack-of-all-trades undertones, dismissive. Designed to deflect attention from the man to the legend, it has accidentally cordoned off Coward’s work from serious appreciation. I have tried above all to give a sense of being in his company, although the surest means of conjuring his presence would be to douse the pages in cigarette smoke and Guerlain’s Vétiver. The composer Ned Rorem, briefly his lover, thought him “among the golden few who, though seen but rarely, are so giving, so volatile, so there (not looking beyond you at someone more important), that their brief presence is more memorable than certain dear friends enjoyed daily”.3

This book is biography rather than literary criticism, and discussion of Coward’s work is contained within the narrative. Nevertheless, I have lingered over his greatest plays with the aim of restoring them to their rightful place at the centre of any account of his life. Louis Mountbatten’s famous tribute argued that, while there were greater comedians, greater novelists, greater composers, greater painters and so on, only “the Master” had combined fourteen talents in one. Coward’s range cannot be ignored, but his versatility has distracted from his foremost achievement and lasting importance: he wrote some of the most imperishable plays of his century, and was a songwriter who could set words dancing with one another. (It is no surprise that the comedian Victoria Wood, one of his truest heirs, nominated him as among the few lyricists whose work she enjoyed.) I have tried to refresh familiar material by considering how it would have appeared when it was new, and by binding Coward into the literary context that he often affected to despise, be that the modernism of the 1920s, of which he increasingly seems an integral part, or the Angry Young Men of the 1950s, of whom he can be seen as a vital ancestor. The surest means of weakening Coward’s reputation is to defend him on his own terms; the biggest risk when writing about him is any attempt to be Coward-esque. His plays have long since escaped his protestations that he intended merely to entertain and amuse an adoring public; they repay serious consideration. To miss Coward’s seriousness is to miss his wit.

As the cliché has it, he was his own greatest creation. But as first-hand memories fade, his oeuvre has survived the absence of a creator to whom it was once indissolubly bound. Among Coward’s contemporaries were any number of celebrated novelists or composers, from Michael Arlen to Lord Berners, legendary for living eccentric lives in the public eye. Wonderful characters of their own creation, they were more captivating than anything in their work: interest in their writing rests on interest in their life. Even Somerset Maugham is now better known through biographies than through his books and plays. With Coward it is the opposite. Our conception of him is a result of continued fascination with his work, which he created only partly as a means of presenting himself to the world.

He admitted that his output varied hugely in quality. It is impossible to argue that his post-war plays are on the level of his earlier successes. His biographies risk being top-heavy, his most interesting inventions clustering in early chapters. One option for a fresh account would be to eschew chronology. But, with an uncanny eye on posterity, Coward ensured his life had a built-in structure that it would be foolish to ignore. His last years were a time of renaissance, restoring his reputation and (arguably) his talent. My imperfect solution has been not to scramble the chronology but to vary the pace. When covering his life after 1945, this book moves with much greater speed, on the logic that his day-by-day activities during this period can be charted in his published diaries, and that few readers will be familiar with his later plays, most of which are rarely, if ever, revived.

By far the biggest obstacle to anyone who seeks to write about his character is that it was just that: a performance of a character called “Noël Coward”. The biographer snags himself on those quotation marks. (“Camp,” said Susan Sontag, “sees everything in quotation marks.”) Much of his writing is about the pain of being always on show, of being trapped within his own masquerade; in this too, for a generation performing to a permanent (online) audience, his relevance has been reignited. His was an extravagant array of lives, in which he cast himself in different lead roles; a seemingly endless masked ball, to which disguise and façade were inherent. This was a solution to the dangers of his homosexuality, which was illegal for most of his life. But it was also a means of surviving a world about which he was consistently and wittily embittered. One of his childhood loves was for the masked characters of commedia dell’arte, and his work is patterned with masks and masques, both metaphorical and literal. His famous song “Dance, Little Lady” was first staged to a crowd of eerily masked figures. Masks were used in his play Conversation Piece and for a sketch in his 1932 revue Words and Music: “We’re going to do a Midnight Matinee! | We’re going to do a Midnight Show! | A sort of ‘Masque’ | Where everyone will ask | And nobody will ever know.” In Sigh No More, another revue, he wrote a pageant featuring “the spirit of masque”.

In an attempt to capture the way in which he seemed so often to be playing a role, living as if on a stage, I have split this book into nine sections, its shape taken from his nine-play sequence, Tonight at 8.30. Each section is loosely structured as one of the varied genres in which he wrote: plays, musicals, revues, screenplays, short stories. Passages written as dialogue use only verbatim quotations; nothing is made up. The final part is fashioned entirely as a play-script. It seemed a natural conclusion to an enacted life, which was conducted either side of a disconcertingly permeable barrier between theatre and reality.



This biography is the first to be written since the formation of two major archives, both of which collate thousands of documents previously in private hands. After Coward died, a large number of papers ended up at the London flat of his secretary Joan Hirst; upon her death, in 2002, these became the Noël Coward Collection at the Cadbury Research Library, University of Birmingham. The remainder of Coward’s archive was meanwhile in Switzerland, in the possession of his partner, Graham Payn, who died in 2005. This collection led to the formation, in 2017, of the Noël Coward Archive Trust, which holds over 20,000 items at the Noël Coward Room, and its overflow storage facility, in London. To both these collections I have had unrestricted access.* When quoting from manuscript, I have included all of Coward’s idiosyncrasies of spelling and grammar in his childhood writing, but otherwise have silently expanded abbreviations, emended rare spelling mistakes, maintained emphatic underlining, and added any punctuation that will aid the reader. Cuts are indicated by an ellipsis in square brackets. I have used the latest edition of the collected plays (Bloomsbury, 2nd revised edition, 9 vols, 1999–2018), but to keep references to a manageable number I have cited only extensive quotations.

The three main sources from which Noël Coward’s life can be chronicled – memoirs, correspondence, diaries – were all a means by which he fashioned his own legend. The three volumes of memoirs are now published together as his Autobiography, in which the opening volume, Present Indicative (1937), covers the first three decades of his life. The book contains gaps and (according to his closest childhood friend) inaccuracies. While we know what brand of baby food his mother favoured (Allen and Hanburys), we do not know the address of one of the houses in which Coward grew up, nor the name of his first school. Future Indefinite (1954) recounted the years of the Second World War but revealed very little of Coward’s undercover activities; critics agreed that it was not on the level of its predecessor. In the mid-1960s Coward began, but never finished, Past Conditional, an account of his professional success and global travel in the thirties; it was released posthumously. All three autobiographies, which could only hint at his private life, are essentially “ghost-written”, which is to say written by Noël Coward’s public, rather than private, self. In one of Coward’s final plays, A Song at Twilight, an ageing writer publishes a memoir described as a “superlative example of sustained camouflage”.

There are fewer surviving letters written by Noël Coward than might be supposed, and at the time of writing no collected or scholarly edition exists (a valuable selection was published in 2007). Little effort was made during his lifetime to keep copies of outgoing letters, of which – excluding telegrams – roughly a thousand survive in collections across the world. Of these, a great many are of the “Mr Coward regrets …”, “Darling, thank you so much for …” variety. Letter paper was for Coward an empty stage, leading to documents that are theatrical and amusing, extravagant in their protestations of love and gratitude, but revealing for what they do not reveal. Coward rarely bared his soul in correspondence. Wartime communications were written under the cloche of censorship; the illegality of his sexuality during a lifetime of intense fame and scrutiny led to secrecy. A Song at Twilight features a young biographer hoping to track down secret love letters; few such documents are to be found in Coward’s archive.

For the last three decades of his life Coward was a dutiful diarist. He began on 1 January 1940 and continued with some regularity until January 1970. Even during the war he rarely skipped a week, carrying the journals with him around the world. The entries chart – as a biography of readable length cannot – the sheer energy with which he lived, the least eventful of days still swarming with social engagements, performances seen and given, books read, words written. But they mainly chronicle the least acclaimed period of his career, capturing him at his most reactionary and, often, bitter. The reader can pinpoint with precision the moment (halfway through 1953) when the entries begin to be made with a view to publication. The Noël Coward Diaries appeared in 1982, nine years after his death, and, generous as the 700-page selection was, its editors were coy about just how much had been omitted. This is the first book about Coward to be given unlimited access to, and permission to quote freely from, the unexpurgated diaries. I have worked from facsimiles, held by the Noël Coward Archive, of the handwritten manuscripts (the originals are at Yale University).* There are twenty-seven volumes in all; around 5,500 handwritten pages. The Noël Coward Diaries included a large proportion of the post-war material but only a handful of excerpts from the wartime journals, which contain over 1,900 entries. Many of these, not least the 1940 diary, entirely unpublished hitherto, reveal in more detail than ever before the nature and extent of his clandestine wartime employment: one of the chief aims of this book is to give the fullest account yet of Coward’s life during the Second World War.

Coward was always conscious of the mass of material he was leaving behind. As he wrote in his diary on 31 December 1969: “I can only suggest to any wretched future biographer that he gets my daily engagement book and from that fills in anything he can find. And good luck to him. Poor bugger.”4



* At the time of writing, further information about the Noël Coward Archive Trust, and details as to access, can be found at www.noelcoward.com

* The original 1940 diary is lost, although complete transcript copies survive. The original diaries for 1966 and 1967 are held by the Coward Archive in London.



THE RAINBOW

An Edwardian Comedy in Six Scenes



CAST

master noël coward, a stage-struck little boy

mrs violet coward, née veitch, his mother

mr arthur coward, his father

master russell coward, his older brother

master eric coward, his younger brother

miss esmé wynne, a young actress

miss lila field, a playwright

miss june tripp, a young actress

master alfred willmore, a young actor

mr charles hawtrey, an actor-manager

mr philip streatfeild, an artist

mrs evangelina (eva) astley cooper, a socialite

assorted aunts, actors, teachers

The action moves from suburban townhouses to the theatres of London’s West End.

TIME: 1899–1914



Scene One

The scene is the stage of the Duke of York’s Theatre in London, Christmas 1913.

What you see is the Neverland. You have often half seen it before, or even three-quarters, after the night-lights were lit. The figure who has emerged from his tree is master noël coward, dressed as slightly in a fur coat and top hat, his boots striped in pink and black. slightly is conceited. He thinks he remembers the days before he was lost, with their manners and customs. It is impossible to tell whether he is thirteen or thirty or seventy.

slightly: My mother was fonder of me than your mothers were of you. Peter had to make up names for you, but my mother had wrote my name on the pinafore I was lost in. “Slightly Soiled”; that’s my name.

A lady falls out of the sky. It is slightly’s idea that they shoot her: the Wendy-bird. She falls to earth to lie unconscious at their feet.

slightly: This is no bird. I think it must be a lady.

The lady stirs; the arrow has caught in a button. peter pan thinks the button is a kiss.

slightly: I remember kisses; let me see it. [He takes it in his hand.] Ay, that is a kiss.

all the lost boys: Wendy lady, be our mother!

In the wings a stage manager crouches with mirrors and a lantern, shooting tinkerbell’s light around the theatre. The pirates lurk.



Scene Two

Violet Coward doted on her son. He was blond-haired, blue-eyed, disarmingly bright, and he showed signs of being musical, reaching tiny fingers up to the piano in the parlour of the Cowards’ semi-detached house, known as “Helmsdale”, at 5 Waldegrave Road in Teddington.1 Violet and her husband, Arthur, had befriended the local celebrity Robert “R. D.” Blackmore, bestselling author of Lorna Doone, and he agreed to become godfather to their child, sending a carriage drawn by a white pony to trundle the boy, resplendent in his Victorian skirts, around the streets of the prosperous Middlesex suburb.

Life unspooled in a world of bustles and Empire. Queen Victoria grew fatter on her throne; the railway chugged the Cowards in and out of Teddington when needed. Then, five months before his seventh birthday, the little boy caught a strain of meningitis that infected the fluid around his brain and spinal cord, and it killed him within days. He was buried in Teddington cemetery, five minutes’ walk from the house.

In loving memory of Russell

Arthur Blackmore Coward

Who fell asleep March 17th 1898

Aged 6 years & 7 months.

There’s a crown for little children

Above the bright blue sky

And a harp of sweetest music

And palms of victory

“Life seemed to have come to an end for me” Violet wrote.

I became very ill, and longed and longed to die. To think that I could ever feel great happiness again, with Noël! I could never have believed it. Russell was our only child, and our world for those happy six years. Everybody was overjoyed when it became known that I was to have another baby, and though my own feelings were unsaid, I did so long to feel baby arms around my neck again, I missed Russell so – and yet felt as if I were being unfaithful to him to have another in his place. But time does heal, and one cannot always be sad, and so on the 15th of December [1899], I was looking forward with joy and longing for my little newcomer, little knowing the great joy and happiness and pride I was to have in him and how he was to alter our lives. As I looked at the snow, I felt it beginning and at 4.30 on the morning of the 16th, my precious Noël first saw the light. He was a fine big baby, and oh the joy of him!2

Noël, named for his birth’s proximity to Christmas, permitted a fortnight’s glimpse of the dying century, and spending an unremembered year as a Victorian baby swaddled in skirts and love, became Violet’s miracle child, and her second chance at motherhood, into which she threw herself with startling vigour.



Scene Three

Violet never forgot, and would never let her son forget, that her family had seen better days. Her family tree was a distinguished one, and she minded, badly, that she clung onto the faded leaves of its lower branches when names such as Field Marshal Haig (the son of a distant cousin) nestled at the top. Her ancestors had enjoyed a family seat in Scotland and a crest that she would become determined Noël might use. Her efforts to propel her son into the limelight stemmed in part from her sense that the family should be restored to its former glory. Noël Coward’s childhood was suburban and impecunious, but his mother would have argued that his blood was always bluer than anyone let on.

Violet Agnes Veitch was born on 20 April 1863, the granddaughter of George III’s consul-general to Madeira, and the daughter of an asthmatic naval officer who died three months before her arrival, leaving his second wife, Violet’s mother, to bring up six children on the meagre funds of a naval widow’s pension. Violet’s childhood was a little wild, in the absence of a father, and lived in genteel poverty. The family flitted from house to house, moving ever further away from the expenses of London. There was money enough to send Violet to a “finishing school”, actually a convent in Belgium, where she caught an infection that went untreated and left her slightly deaf. Noël would later attribute his distinctive consonants to the clarity with which it was necessary to communicate with her.

Above all, Violet Veitch loved the theatre. There survives a collection of handbills and souvenir programmes that she hoarded from her theatre-going youth, the pages spangled with the great performers of the day, from Ellen Terry to Henry Irving. The margins are carefully annotated with her views – often acerbic – on the actors, whose delivery she was thought to imitate perfectly. Deafness did nothing to alter her love of music, and when the family ended up in Teddington, a riverside Middlesex town to which Victorians flocked after the railway linked it to London, she joined the local choir at the parish church of St Alban’s. Here she met a fellow chorister called Arthur Coward. He, born on 20 November 1856, was thirty-three; she, twenty-seven. They were married on 8 October 1890 and wasted no time: Russell was born exactly nine months later.

Perhaps Violet and Arthur bonded over their shared experience of a fatherless childhood. Arthur’s father, James, had died of tuberculosis in 1880, leaving a large family and a young wife. But James’s financial arrangements had been prudent, and the Coward brood were well provided for. It is Arthur’s side of the family from whom Noël’s musical talent appears to stem: James Coward had been a choirboy at Westminster Abbey, and became resident organist at the Crystal Palace. All ten of his children bolstered local choirs and amateur theatricals, and most of them made music their profession. Arthur inherited the family traits of music and alcoholism. He became first a clerk and then a travelling salesman for the music publisher and piano maker Metzler & Co., demonstrating harmoniums to prospective clients. But, commuting into London five days a week and often sent abroad for work, he became a rather absent figure in Noël’s childhood.

One of Noël’s friends “thought it easy to see how a combination of the genes of his parents might produce such a phenomenon as their son”.3 Height, charm, and bone structure from his father; wit, temper, and ambition from his mother. Not that Arthur couldn’t come out with a sharp one-liner when roused, as of a short and irritating local verger: “his brains are too near his bottom”.4 But Violet gave rise to so many anecdotes as to sound like a character in her son’s plays. On surveying her deceased sister in the coffin: “Doesn’t she look pretty, like a little snowdrop. It’s a pity she looked so disagreeable when she was alive.”5 Can she really have driven her motor car through a shop window, ploughing into a display of glass jars and spattering the bonnet with marmalade? Did she really, on hearing that Noël had been hit over the head with a tennis-racket by his older friend Doris, march angrily over to Doris’s house, whip out a racket from behind her back, and smite poor Doris over the head, telling her to pick on someone her own size? Doris might well have noted the hypocrisy.

Noël’s first decade, nomadic and melodramatic, already contained something of the actor’s life. His patchy schooling was spread across a number of small private institutions, not one of which gave him a comprehensive education or left his biographers a searchable archive. He had little domestic consistency, his parents lacking a decent income (or Violet’s idea of one) to the extent that they made numerous attempts at different lives, in the town and in the country, as landlords and as tenants. House would follow house, bedroom follow bedroom, the walls decorated with pictures of Edwardian theatre stars, carefully cut from magazines. The erectors of commemorative plaques would be kept busy, a century on.

The house in which Noël was born – red-brick, three-storey, end-of-terrace, a handful of years old – he would never remember, as he spent no more than eighteen months in it, looked after by his mother and by a nineteen-year-old maid called Eva Stevens.6 The river was a fifteen-minute walk away, but it was a noisy life at Waldegrave Road, its precarious gentility coated in a film of dust: the railway ran directly behind the garden, steam trains roaring their regular way to and from Waterloo. Amid thick snow Noël was christened at the cathedral-sized St Alban’s by the Bishop of Kingston, on 11 February 1900. It was one of his few early skirmishes with religion, which impinged as little on the family’s life as did the fight for women’s suffrage or the Relief of Mafeking. Violet and Arthur were political animals on only one issue. Vaccination against smallpox had been mandatory in Britain since 1853, but in late-Victorian England the anti-vaccine campaign, which argued against state intervention in personal affairs, was at its height, and the Cowards supported it passionately. The death of Russell did nothing to alter their views, and in February 1901 Arthur Coward was summoned to the local magistrates’ court for neglecting to have Noël vaccinated. He stated his “conscientious objection”, but was fined ten shillings.7

Conversely Violet, made paranoid by Russell’s death, flew into panic at any hint of illness in Noël and at the slightest provocation summoned the doctor, who would invariably diagnose the large and healthy baby with a case of too much molly-coddling and note that he was too clever for his age. The doctor advised Violet, as she remembered, “to be very very careful of him – to cut off all his beautiful curls and never to let him go to children’s parties or be much excited, for, he said, his brain is far in advance of his years. Well I did all this, refused all invitations, and kept him very quiet, and he grew big and strong.”8

In the second half of 1901 the baby’s adoring audience grew. The family left Waldegrave Road and moved to a larger house close by, living together in a big room on the top floor, with Violet’s sister Vida and their mother, Mary, ensconced below. When Violet became pregnant again the family pondered emigrating to the Commonwealth of Australia, a federation of colonies just three years old and thought to be a land of opportunity. An alternative history beckoned for Noël Coward, perhaps as a progenitor of Barry Humphries, skewering the housewives of Melbourne suburbs. But no. Noël’s skirts were exchanged for trousers, and Teddington exchanged for the town of Sutton, then part of Surrey and swelling with commuters. A house, known as “Helsdon”, was found at 56 Lenham Road, where Noël’s brother Eric was born on 13 July 1905. Noël showed the expected disgruntlement at being upstaged by a new cast member who would turn attention away from the star of the show, but, alas for Eric, he didn’t, much.

There was parkland nearby; there was a stained-glass front door; there was a maid called Emma Adams. Noël was sent to school and life should have settled itself. Instead, a teacher refused to tie Noël’s shoelaces and after a row of some kind, Violet transferred him to a local girls’ school. Her motives may have been social: St Margaret’s was housed in a grand building on Worcester Road, in the smarter part of town, and run by the puff-sleeved Miss Willington whose arm Noël later claimed to have bitten, in a fit of temper, “right through to the bone – an action which I have never for an instant regretted”.9 In his unpublished novel Cherry Pan, written when he was eighteen, he made no efforts to disguise his former headmistress, in whose care his heroine is placed: “Miss Willington grabbed hold of the little pink arm. Cherry by this time hysterical and entirely desperate turned quickly and bit the fat hand with all her might. Miss Willington let go with a howl of pain and Cherry flew on the wings of fear up the stone steps and along the garden path.”10

At six years old Noël was, as he later admitted, a badly behaved child, brought up by his mother in alternate stripes of indulgence and temper, the former shown until she lost the latter. Once, she slapped the boy in the street, to the shock of passers-by. Walked to and from school by the maid, more often than not Noël slipped her hand and ran home. Tantrums became his speciality. His behaviour may be evidence of a fast-moving brain denied serious exercise in Miss Willington’s establishment, combined with the frustration of being the only boy in a sea of girls, at once oddity and exoticism. Mothering him so devotedly, Violet half forgot to be a mother: they argued like lovers and misbehaved together like school friends.

In 1907 Noël left his parents to spend the summer with his prosperous Aunt Laura at Charlestown on the south coast of Cornwall. The house was of a grandeur he had not yet known, with a lake in the garden and, on the horizon, a sliver of sea. He adored the place, working out what was missing when it came to riches and what they bought. (Decades later he paid for a bell in the local church that is still affectionately known as Noël.) He wrote to his mother from the holiday, the first of his letters to survive:

Darling Mother

I hope you are well. Girlie has taught me to row with two oars and I row her along. I had some little boys over yesterday afternoon to tea and I dressed up in a short dress* and danced to them and sung to them and we all went round the lake and on it. XXXXXOOOOXO I am writing this in the kitchen with love from Noel Coward11

Noël doesn’t seem to have countenanced that he, aged seven, was a “little boy” in the way his teatime companions were. The letter, as lavish with affection and embrace as he presumably was in life, makes clear his early love of performing, no matter to whom. Amid the disruptions of his childhood the lifelines of music and theatre loomed large.

No child likes having a December birthday, Christmas gifts and birthday presents all too often sliding into one. But Noël Coward’s annual treat was to be taken by his mother to the theatre. As young as three he had sat through a local pantomime, and the main delight of seaside holidays had been the minstrel troupes and brass bands and puppet shows on the beaches and promenades, or the large music halls on the pier. Toy theatres and dressing-up became staples of his childhood play. Edwardian theatre was exploding in popularity, in a world that had yet to be dominated by wireless or cinema. Huge auditoria, designed by Frank Matcham and others, sprang up all across London and the provinces throughout Noël’s childhood. Shaftesbury Avenue was only ten years older than he was, the major road improvements during the late nineteenth century having shifted Theatreland’s centre of gravity firmly westwards. Noël Coward and the modern theatre, with all its technological and architectural developments, were of an age. They grew up together.

Violet and Noël sat in the dark as the orchestra tuned and the curtain rose. The actors shone under the electric lights, a novelty of Violet’s youth but now fitted in theatres across London. Stars such as Gabrielle Ray and Phyllis Dare became the most photographed women of the era, and their images were soon among the clippings stuck to Noël’s bedroom wall. In the auditorium he watched entranced, presumably from the cheaper seats, which gave a bird’s-eye-view to the scallop-shell footlights, the dusty drapery, the dots of black in the orchestra stalls that dissolved as the men collapsed their top hats. He delighted in theatrical ritual, from the donning of evening dress required by Edwardian etiquette, to the curtain calls that were taken at the end of each act (a tradition that would hold fast for decades). Noël would stand for hours at the stage door waiting for his beloved Gertie Millar to emerge, and once she presented him with a red rose that he kept for years between the pages of a comic book.12

British theatre was in an interim stage. The dominance of Gilbert and Sullivan was over but American musicals had yet to arrive. Playwrights such as George Bernard Shaw and Harley Granville-Barker were leading a period of “New Drama”, and scandalous European imports by Ibsen and others were the talk of London. Oscar Wilde’s reputation was slowly reviving after the scandal of his imprisonment. But Noël Coward and his mother were most interested in Edwardian musical comedies. More tightly constructed than burlesque yet lighter than opera, these usually featured plucky heroines – shop girls, chorus girls – who break into high society. The Blue Moon was a favourite: a British major falls in love with a Burmese singer, whom he eventually marries, without scandal, owing to the fact that she turns out to be British. Or there was The King of Cadonia: Princess Marie falls in love with a mysterious stranger, whom she eventually marries, without scandal, owing to the fact that he turns out to be heir presumptive to the Cadonian throne. And so on. As dated as the fashion crazes they inspired, shows such as these took hold of Noël’s boyish imagination and lie like a thinly traced sketch behind his mature plays. The predictable plots and happy outcomes offered comforting consistency amid his disordered childhood. Brazenly insubstantial, they were neatly and sometimes brilliantly constructed: in Robert Courtneidge’s The Dairymaids a cat’s cradle of amorous entanglements is unravelled into no fewer than five successfully paired-off couples. The lyrics creak and, occasionally, teeter on the edge of sparkle: “Dairymaids we of alluring rusticity | Beauties whose freshness is all unadorned, | Set in surroundings that smack of simplicity | Where ev’ry useless embellishment’s scorned.”

The music was skilfully undemanding, but this made it naggingly memorable. Noël had no formal music lessons, and he never learned to sight-read, but he was able, on coming in late from the theatre, to rush straight to the upright piano and accurately pick out tunes, adding rudimentary chords underneath. That he should have such a fine-tuned ear was not surprising, given almost all of his aunts and uncles played or sang to professional standard, and music was a staple of the family’s entertainment as they tried to fill the long winter evenings. Singing came naturally to Noël, and enjoying the acclaim that followed came even more naturally. The lack of any organised teaching meant that music-making never shifted from pleasure to chore. Copyright had been introduced and sales of sheet music, which Arthur could bring home discounted or for free, were booming. A new middlebrow musical culture had been created, and the Cowards revelled in it.

Noël’s was a childhood measured out in song: performed by his father in a noticeably beautiful tenor, or by his mother accompanying herself at the piano after she had carefully removed her rings and placed them on the lid. Even a prospective lodger, viewing a later Coward residence, treated the family to a piercing recital. Parlour songs and Gilbert and Sullivan (whom, as an adult, he came to dislike) were laced into the rituals of life. His mother’s friend Gwen Kelly sang to the family on her visits in a husky contralto, and her artistry was an inspiration to the little boy. At local fetes most of the family were involved with the entertainment, and “Master Noël Coward” invariably provided a routine. One memorable appearance came at the local town hall on 23 July 1907, as part of a prize-giving concert for Miss Willington’s school; he sang from Paul Rubens’s 1902 musical A Country Girl. The audience called for an encore but Noël’s name was not among the prize-winners. “I did not realize that he had expected a prize”, remembered Violet, “till he flung himself on the sofa and yelled crying. I felt so sorry for him.”13

Later in life he recognised that there had been something off-putting about the way in which, at eight years old, he had mimicked with innocent accuracy the saucy delivery of the theatre’s leading ladies. Looking back, from a time when adulthood and professionalism had taught him nerves, he noted with envy that his boyhood performances had had, above all, confidence.



In 1908 the Cowards decamped to 70 Prince of Wales Mansions in Battersea, with the intention of taking lodgers. Happy as they were to move into central London, and to a reasonably genteel block of flats, they were downsizing considerably, and living in what was then a cheap and unfashionable area, with slum housing prevalent in the district. The flat overlooked Battersea Park, and beyond that was the river, and beyond that, best of all, lay the London theatres.

Lodgers duly arrived, two bachelors who lived side by side with the four Cowards and Emma the maid. Life was cramped and quarrelsome, but also took on a ceremony – group sing-songs and formal dinners – that Noël enjoyed. Communal living gave him the chance to observe, and he did so, with an almost adult eye, calmly scrutinising the way in which the lodgers would flirt outrageously with his mother’s friends. Otherwise he played with children in the neighbouring flats, and became a ringleader of pranks both silly and, on occasion, dangerous. Residents communicated with the porter by a long speaking tube into which Noël poured boiling water that ran down the floors and into the porter’s ear. Another favourite game was to tie perambulators kept in the corridors to the apartments’ front doors, and he was said to have pushed a pram, with a baby in it, down a flight of stairs. Any repercussions were lost in these escapades’ gleeful recounting.

He and his mother were now a tightly bound unit on which other relationships barely impinged. But separation from her became inevitable when he set his sights on joining the choir of the Chapel Royal in St James’s Palace, in which his father’s brother Walter was a tenor. It was a mark of Violet’s confidence in her son’s talent, or of her inability to deny him what he wanted, that this was considered a serious ambition and swiftly acted upon. She seems never to have doubted that Noël, who had had no music teaching of any kind, who did not read music or show any inclination to learn, would be capable of navigating the complex polyphony that was the choir’s stock-in-trade.

The Children of the Chapel Royal, as they were known, were a group of trebles resplendent in their ornate costume of red and gold, doubtless an attraction for Noël. They lived and were educated in a tiny school in an imposing Georgian townhouse in Clapham, which also took on a handful of non-chorister pupils. Noël enrolled as a non-chorister. The boys were looked after by Claude Selfe, the “Master of the Children”, whose passion for the theatre did nothing to endear him to the new arrival.14 He encouraged manliness among his pupils and had little time for those such as Noël, who, small and theatrical, was promptly bullied. But acting came to the rescue: Noël could pretend to faint with enough conviction that his school friends quickly became anxious. The need constantly to make new friends in new places had instilled a certain courage. Acting also enlivened the miserable daily commute to the school, which he made, alone, on two trams, regaling fellow passengers with fantastical stories of his hideous life and abusive parents. So convincing could he be that one apparently alerted the police. The theatre of his mind was more real to him than the journey to Clapham through gaslit winter fogs.

The day of his choral audition finally came, and he was brought before the organist for the Chapel Royal, Walter Alcock, a distinguished and later knighted man, confident of his intimate acquaintance with both the Royal and the Holy family. Noël launched into a self-consciously cherubic performance of “There is a green hill far away”, using the tune by Charles Gounod rather than the standard Anglican setting:

There is a green hill far away,

Without a city wall,

Where the dear Lord was crucified,

Who died to save us all.

Singing fashions change, and Noël’s childhood performances should be imagined not as a hooty treble such as opens twenty-first-century carol services, but as a boy soprano, swooping and tremulous, replete with the precise diction of the era and delivered with simpering artifice: he had been weaned not on church music but on musical theatre. He reached an almost disturbing frenzy.

He died that we might be forgiven,

He died to make us good,

That we might go at last to heav’n …

By the time Noël got to the Amens, Alcock was panting and mumbling excuses about the choir’s not having a vacancy after all. Violet was outraged. She blamed Alcock. And anyway, the whole choir had looked so extremely common.



NEW STORY BOOK!: THE MAGNET

The Making of Harry Wharton

HE TORE HIMSELF FREE AND GLARED AROUND!15

Living in his imagination gave Noël a shaky grasp on the rights and wrongs of real life, and he thought little of petty thievery to supplement his supply of books and comics. To the latter he was devoted, thriving on a hearty diet of Chums and The Boy’s Own Paper (traditional Victorian fare) and of the newer and more colourful The Gem and The Magnet. Alongside the standard adventure and detective yarns, these featured schoolboy stories – Billy Bunter of Greyfriars or the pupils of “St Jim’s” – and Noël devoured everything he could, vicariously experiencing carefree schooldays within the orange pages. Edith Nesbit was serialising her children’s novels in the Strand or London magazines: The Enchanted Castle appeared in 1907 and The Magic City in 1910. Noël’s childhood copy of the former survives, the flyleaf curtly inscribed with a curlicued “Coward”, as if the boy were already conscious of building an image with that single word. It would be decades before children’s literature catered for the stage-struck, but Nesbit’s collision of realism and magic was quietly revolutionary, and her books became for Noël a series of talismans that accompanied him first through childhood, and then through life.

Stealing papers and comics was one thing; stealing the jewellery of his mother’s friends in order to pawn the loot for money (an elaborate swindle for an eight-year-old) was quite another. The shoplifting may indicate unhappiness but seems not to have been the conventional cry for attention: attention was on plentiful demand, and from the person he cared about most. In his mother’s eyes Noël could do no wrong, and so the notion of wrongdoing made little sense. When the family relocated to a cottage in the country, Violet was not above taking Noël to steal fruit from their landlord’s orchard after dark.

For the lodgers had departed from the Battersea flat, and not long afterwards the Cowards had followed suit. It was not out of character for Violet to leave London in a temper as a reaction to Noël’s failed Chapel Royal audition, but it made financial sense to rent out the flat entire, and live cheaply off the income in the countryside. In the summer of 1908 they settled in Meon, a hamlet in South Hampshire. It was an experiment in rural life, after years of making ends meet, or rather not meet, amid the financial pressures of the city and its surrounds. The family took to it happily, renting a cottage where they lived for six months, poor but content, their financial hardship less apparent in the countryside. The cottage was tiny and thatched; the garden contained a privy, carefully bolted against the attentions of a local goat. Cut loose from the pressures of lodgers and relations, and brought physically together in the small number of rooms, the Cowards finally became a family unit (for great portions of Noël’s memoirs, the reader would be forgiven for assuming him the only child of a single parent).16

It was in Meon that Noël first turned his hand to writing plays, producing some tragic drama, the script now lost, that his landlady’s daughters were coerced into performing in the garden. The cast refused to take their writer-director seriously, so he hit them with a wooden spade. Writing and performing were their own kind of school, but during the idyllic half-year in Hampshire nobody appears to have thought that Noël should resume any formal education. Late in 1908 his maternal grandmother died, but Violet’s share of the inheritance did not transform the Cowards’ fortunes.17 Nevertheless, by early 1909, they were planning their return to Battersea, and Noël found himself once again a pupil at the Chapel Royal school, facing the difficult task of reintroducing himself to social groups from which he had been absent for half a year. He was sent back to London a week earlier than his parents, staying with an uncle and aunt in Pimlico, from where he made his own way to school. The misery of being plunged suddenly back into a world of gowned masters and teasing boys and corporal punishment, culminated in a fit of screaming that might today be called a panic attack. Separation from his mother, even for a short while, had become agony for him. He began to entertain nightmares of immense detail about her death, aware of the great performance he could give in reaction to the news, brave orphans being a vital part of the children’s fiction to which he escaped. He wrote to her in despair:

I am still very unhappy and I shant get over it till I see you again. I would rather see you than Alladin but I suppose I cant. I saw the Portsmouth train going off the other day and I longed to get on it. I wish you would let me come back to you please do, for I do want to so I could never be happy without you. I cry every night and day and are so miserable do let me come back. I am quite alright now but I wish you were here. The dinners are alright, at school there are six new boys. […] oh mother do send me some money to come down to you please do I am not very happy here without you18

Violet decided that Noël would benefit from being taught to dance, and thought nothing of removing her son from school for two days a week so that he could attend a cheap dance academy. Miss Janet Thomas advertised in the Morning Post: “Receives and visits pupils for ball-room and society dancing. Four private lessons or 12 classes, £1 1s., Valse, Boston, La Vague, Reels, &c. Fancy Dances for private theatricals, stage, &c.”19 Noël went for twelve classes, fancy dances and all. Miss Thomas taught in a since-demolished house in Hanover Square, and Noël retained vivid memories of the long and dank room, with its wall of mirrors and its smell of furniture polish, and the bobbing bottoms and black bloomers of the instructors. Slowly his dancing improved, though he began with much enthusiasm and little skill.

Nine years old, his hair slick with grease and his collar stiff with starch, he spent his days criss-crossing London on his own, from Clapham to Battersea, Battersea to Westminster, while Violet sat at home tense with worry. He had become independent, and even an outsider. But an outsider by definition needs a world from which to be excluded, and Noël had instead been denied the usual communities of childhood, making his volatile way through his first decade in varying moods of despondency, temper, and delight. He was solitary, but, he insisted, never lonely. He had little need for the company of other children, who had always been a disappointment anyway. School and discipline caused him misery, but he later pronounced himself to have been a happy child beneath the hot-blooded tantrums, cocooned in his mother’s love for him, and his for her.

His had nevertheless been a boyhood studded with accident. On the promenade of an Edwardian seaside town, a horse had lunged from nowhere at his head, taking a chunk from his neck, behind his right ear; later, a bull terrier had gone for his leg, the skin of the calf flapping and blood spilling until the doctor burned the flesh away to seal the wound, scarring Noël for life. Paddling in the sea, he had stood on a broken bottle stuck unseen beneath the waves, and severed an artery, the blood blossoming in the water like jellyfish. Aged nine, walking along the street, he was knocked down and concussed by a cyclist, an injury that would find its way onto medical notes made in the First World War. Such accidents and near-misses were so frequent as to imply that an incautious little boy was happier living on the stage of his mind’s imagination than in the world around him.

The belief has arisen that he was staggeringly precocious, but it has to be admitted that he was far from an infant prodigy. He was instead a strange mixture of precocity and naivety – unless the latter, in being assumed or heightened for the delectation of his audience, was actually an instance of premature sophistication. In an age that expected drab rectitude from its young men, he was making early, even flailing, stabs at panache, in a household that did not panic at the prospect of a flamboyant and sensitive son. Violet thought nothing of rounding up all her neighbours and sitting them down in front of Noël’s puppet shows. The theatre was an enhancement and continuation of all that he enjoyed at home, and it was an easy leap, from his red-plush seat, to see himself on the other side of the proscenium arch at the curtain calls. His singing voice was apparently good but its days were numbered; photographs do not prove him to have been an especially beautiful child, his face yet to come into its paternal inheritance. His knowledge was as patchy as his self-belief was certain, and neither his reading nor his writing was advanced for a boy of his age (it is his childhood drawings that show skill and care beyond his years).

And so he turned ten years old, and King Edward VII died, and the Battersea life continued, and he and his mother began to plot for him a life on the stage with a confidence that seemed, truth to tell, entirely unfounded.



* A “short dress” would have been a standard outfit for an Edwardian seven-year-old, rather than a female costume. “Girlie” was his cousin, another Violet, whose company he preferred to her lofty older brother, Walter.



Scene Four

One of the hinges on which Noël Coward’s life opened was the fact that his mother read the Daily Mirror, or saw the issue of 7 September 1910. Her gentility may now seem an odd fit with the oldest British tabloid, but the Mirror was originally pitched to a middle-class, and specifically female, readership. Violet came across an article entitled: “London Theatre for Children – Juvenile Actors and Actresses in Adventure Plays. Miss Lila Field’s plan.”* Miss Field harboured grand dreams of creating a permanent “children’s theatre” and was in need of actors. “My plays will begin in the middle of October, at one of the large West End theatres”, Miss Field told the Mirror, with what proved to be groundless optimism. “I am badly in need of five or six boys. The plays for these children to act I am having specially written. They will be ‘children’s plays’ all right […] the love element will never be very much developed, for instance.” If that was not enough for Violet, the project also had the support of the aristocracy: Princess Dolgorouki, Princess Hatzfeldt, the Duchess of Norfolk …20

Two hundred mothers wrote to Lila Field that very day, Violet among them. She and Noël were invited to a room on Baker Street, where not a princess or a duchess was to be seen. Miss Field watched from behind rouged cheeks, replete with beauty spot, while Noël performed “Liza Ann” from The Orchid: “There’s a Yorkshire town, very bleak and brown …” Violet sang the accompaniment and afterwards insisted that Miss Field was so overwhelmed by the boy’s talent she “passed out”.21 Evidently she regained consciousness to the extent that she could offer to employ Noël for a guinea and a half each week (about £150 in today’s money). And after a moment’s confusion, in which Violet thought the sum was not a salary but a fee, mother and son walked out into the street delirious with excitement, assured of Noël’s future stardom.

Lila Field was thin and erect and foaming with lace. She spoke, one pupil remembered, with a “devastatingly refined accent […] and ruled like a rather cadaverous queen”.22 She and her sister Bertha were German in origin, had spent time in Peru, and ran a dance academy in Hanover Square. She had a good eye, having spotted amid the hopefuls not only Noël Coward, but a girl called June Tripp, later a star of silent movies, and a boy called Alfred Willmore, who grew up to become – using the name Micheál Mac Liammóir – a legendary figure of Irish theatre. Tripp noticed Noël’s “elfin ears” and “foul temper”, and admitted that she expressed her aversion to his “black suits, horse-laughter, and fiendish grimaces”, in a series of “haughty head-tossings”.23 Eventually he cracked and hit her over the head with a ballet slipper. Mac Liammóir came gallantly to her defence and punched him. He found Noël “in manner and bearing a young man”, with eyes that were “amused and slightly incredulous”, and a speaking voice that had already developed its trimly idiosyncratic adult style. Frightened and uncertain, he asked what Noël was going to be when he grew up. “An actor of course”, was the reply. “Why, what do you want to be?” Mac Liammóir hesitated, but Noël was firm: “You’d better make up your mind, you know. People should always be quite clear about what they want to be.”24

Lila Field’s grand plans dwindled into the mounting of a single children’s play of her own authorship called The Goldfish, which she published with Mills and Boon. This was a three-act “musical fantasy” about fairies, a childish parallel to Gilbert and Sullivan’s “fairy opera”, Iolanthe. The Victorians’ obsession with fairies had yet to abate, and in 1917 a series of ostensibly genuine photographs depicting two girls dancing with fairies would become a national obsession. The first act of The Goldfish showed a group of children taking tea in a garden (Noël was Jack, in a bowler hat) under the supervision of a French governess acted by Miss Field. The juvenile cast was then transformed, for reasons best known to the author, into various fish, living in a place called Sunny Cove and disporting themselves as if in Arthurian romance. Mac Liammóir was the goldfish, June Tripp a starfish. Noël arrived for Act Three as “Prince Mussel, the Court Jester”, unrequitedly and unhappily in love with said starfish, and given a lovelorn ballad to himself: “When love enters a jester’s heart …”

There followed three months of patchy rehearsal, which progressed as spasmodically as might be expected, given Miss Field’s precarious management, and only intermittent payment of the temperamental star-struck children, chaperoned by a parade of ambitious mothers. The play was first performed at the Knightsbridge home of Lady Llangattock, where Miss Field unwisely dressed the first-act tea party with real cake. The actors could not contain themselves. At least one was sick during the performance. June Tripp, “completely immobilised by a chocolate éclair”, forgot a vital line, so Noël said it instead, to her chagrin and his triumph.25 Finally The Goldfish opened to the public on 27 January 1911, at the year-old Little Theatre, a 300-seater tucked away behind the Strand. Noël Coward delivered his first ever line on a professional stage: “Any luck, Dolly?” The costumes were suitably fish-like, bouquets and sweets were handed out at the end, and the reviews were indulgent enough. “None of these [performers] were really prodigies” thought the Westminster Gazette.26 Noël decided a stellar career on the boards was now inevitable.

Less than a week later he had earache and couldn’t perform, which Violet ever afterwards insisted was the reason Miss Field pulled the show. Given Noël’s small role and the poor ticket sales, the playwright’s reasons may have lain elsewhere. But The Goldfish was soon revived, first at the Variety Theatre (the smallest auditorium of the Crystal Palace) and then at the Royal Court for a handful of performances in April. Rehearsals had made Noël’s already patchy attendance at the Chapel Royal school even more intermittent, and the prospect of returning to its bullying horrors after a taste of a different life was almost impossible. (Allegations of bullying at the institution became so frequent that in 1912 there would be a police enquiry, and Claude Selfe took early retirement on a comfortable allowance from the Lord Chamberlain.)27 Calmly Noël played truant, preferring to walk alone around London, sitting in stations watching the trains, or purchasing a wig and beard so as to wander the capital unnoticed. The disguise was surely as necessary as it was convincing, intended not to avoid detection but to make his own theatre.

Back at Miss Field’s academy, a promising thirteen-year-old dancer named Edris Stannus did her barre exercises under a framed photograph of The Goldfish, and noticed the boy dressed as a jester. “I was told how clever he was; I asked his name and was informed that he was called Noël Coward.” How, thought Stannus, could she ever catch up? Soon to change her name to Ninette de Valois and eventually to found The Royal Ballet, she went back to her exercises “with a sigh and my eyes on ‘Noël’ who was so much ahead of me […] and was going to be a great actor”.28



Life might soon have become ordinary once again. Arthur Coward sold his pianos; aunts Antoinette and Vida were now boarding permanently at the Battersea flat.29 Eric was six and overlooked; Noël was eleven and indulged. On one memorable occasion Anna Pavlova appeared in state at Miss Field’s academy on the hunt for child dancers, but Noël, tripping up Ninette de Valois in his eager display, was not selected.30 No prospect of further employment seemed possible until the late summer, when he was invited by some theatrical agents to audition, in the first week of September, for the great actor-manager Charles Hawtrey (not the Carry On actor, but a star of light comedy who had created roles for Oscar Wilde).

Hawtrey was to be the lead in a farce called The Great Name, due to open in a matter of days. He was badly in need of a young actor to play a page boy named Cannard, and Noël was engaged on the spot, for £2.10 a week (£250 today). He was also paid to understudy an older child actor called Sidney Sherwood, who managed never to miss a performance. Noël delivered his tiny part with such gusto and variation that when Hawtrey heard him prising every ounce of meaning and subtext from the role he asked never to clap eyes on the boy again – but relented, especially when Noël proved that he could gabble his lines in an accurate Cockney. The boy developed a major infatuation with Hawtrey, who wafted backstage in expensive clothes and a cloud of scent and enjoyed being exasperated by the puppy-dog affection. Since 1904 the law had required child performers to obtain a licence prior to each and every stage appearance, subject to the discretion of a local magistrate. The one to whom Violet applied in advance of The Great Name (who looked, Noël thought, “like a macaw”) was for some reason suspicious of the whole enterprise and dug in his heels.31 Violet burst into tears and insisted, with her customary allergy to understatement, that Noël would have to go to a sanatorium if he could not act. The licence was granted.

The Great Name had been adapted by Hawtrey from a German play about a composer who, fed up of his success in the trivia of musical comedy, swaps identities with a master of great classical works. It dramatised a tussle between the popular and the good, the frothy and the serious, that would resonate throughout Noël Coward’s career. The show opened on 7 September 1911, and closed again not long afterwards, the reviews having agreed that it was thin and sentimental. But within three months, Noël found himself cast in the premiere of a play produced by Hawtrey that soon became a fixture of Christmas theatre in London: Where the Rainbow Ends. Written by Clifford Mills and John Ramsey, and with a score by Roger Quilter, a leading composer of light music, it would be revived almost every year for the next half-century. It was a fantasy owing a great deal to the novels of E. Nesbit: a quartet of children go in search of their missing parents on a magic carpet, taking with them a pet lion cub and guarded from danger by Saint George.

Among Noël’s fellow cast members were Philip Tonge, the leading child actor of the day; Sidney Sherwood, whom he had recently understudied; a teenage Hermione Gingold (later a star of films such as Gigi); and Esmé Wynne, whom he dismissed as a “podgy, brown-haired little girl with a bleating voice”.32 They were to be trained by an actress named Italia Conti, who when Where the Rainbow Ends became a juggernaut, the Billy Elliot of its day, founded a drama school in which to coach the children for each revival. Noël was cast as yet another Cockney page boy. “He only had five lines”, remembered Gingold (not quite accurately), “but what he did with them was something quite fantastic. People used to stand and gape in astonishment […] Charles Hawtrey was always threatening Noël with the sack but never carried out his threat because even Noël’s scene-stealing had a ring of genius about it.”33

Rehearsals were enjoyable, parties were put on for the children, and Violet had the time of her life chaperoning Noël, frizzing her hair and wearing evening dress, and sparring with Philip Tonge’s mother as if to see who was the more devoted to her son’s career. The play opened at the Savoy Theatre, on 21 December, and was, thought The Sunday Times, “the very thing for boys and girls who love the heroism of St. George and the prowess of the British lion”.34 For an impressionable and star-struck eleven-year-old, its message would run deep.

The London County Council had begun to enforce certain rules over the treatment of child actors – Hawtrey’s London offices on the Haymarket had to be turned into schoolrooms – but it would be some time before they enjoyed the same legal rights as child workers in other trades, not least where working hours were concerned. Violet remembered sitting at the theatre until half past four in the morning as the final rehearsal dragged on.35 Italia Conti herself argued that child actors were essentially playing, not working, and that the law should treat them accordingly.36 The forty children cast in Where the Rainbow Ends often worked fourteen-hour days: they attended school in the morning, were dined handsomely in a restaurant every lunchtime, gave two performances each and every day either side of a mandatory nap, and were sent home at 11 p.m. after hot milk with bananas.37

Philip Tonge, two years older than Noël and cast as the lead, never became a close friend. But from Esmé Wynne, despite his initial suspicions, Noël soon became inseparable.38 There was something in this clever and passionate girl, already interested in the spiritual and moral issues to which she would eventually devote her life, that deeply attracted him, and the feeling was mutual. Even her name (assumed for the stage) was slightly rakish, “Esmé” having only recently become unisex. This was her second professional job and her first speaking part, and Noël was by no means latching himself onto the biggest name in the company.39 Her father was a stockbroker, and her large family house in the elegant suburb of Stockwell was a quick cycle from the Cowards’ cramped residence in Battersea. Esmé, eighteen months his senior, was already beginning to feel intellectually confined by performing someone else’s words, and had set her sights on being a writer. Noël, though certain that he wanted to be an actor, threw himself wholeheartedly into a jovial game of one-upmanship.

After seeing Louis Parker’s Drake of England – a pageant about the life of Francis Drake – he promptly wrote a burlesque version of it that led Charles Hawtrey to weep with laughter.40 On 2 February 1912 the juvenile cast staged a one-off matinee that was, according to Hermione Gingold, Noël’s idea. “As far as I remember, he wrote it, directed it, and starred in it, even managing to persuade Charles Hawtrey to let him use the theatre.”41 Noël’s contribution to the show does not survive; Esmé Wynne provided a drama called The Prince’s Bride, which was presented alongside The Daisy Chain by eleven-year-old Dot Temple. Charles Hawtrey, at the children’s invitation, took a box to watch them, unwittingly alerting the press, which led the Lord Chamberlain to protest that the entertainment had not been licensed. Meanwhile the London County Council forbade Noël to charge for entrance, an edict he flouted by taking money from the audience at the door, asking them to sit, then promptly ensuring that they left and re-entered as “free” guests.

As the run went on, he and Esmé began to collaborate on plays and poems. They shared readings lists, swapped gramophone records, even bathed together, so loath were they to interrupt the pleasure of one another’s company and of the long conversations in which they set the world to rights. Eventually they would draw up their “Rules of Palship”: “If one hits the other either in anger or fun, he must allow the other to hit back.” “We must not talk RELIGION unless it is inevitable.”42 The rules would be broken when Esmé converted to Christian Science.

Soon she was given his customary baptism of a nickname. She was Stoj, he Poj, as if in contrition for thinking her chubby, which she wasn’t. Noël would use nicknames for beloved friends all his life (his mother, to whom he was Snoop, was usually Snig). They were a strange combination of intimacy and distance, an affectionate gesture that holds the other at arm’s length, depersonalising even while being personable. It was an early attempt at belonging, emulating societies that circumstance had denied him, from the schoolboy slang that he read about in comic books to the maze of sobriquets beloved by the upper classes. At twelve years old, he was already ensuring that his acquaintances appeared in a world of which he was unquestionably the casting director.



* “Lila” was pronounced to rhyme with “miller”.



Scene Five

“Dear Darling old Mother”, he wrote. “Thank you very much for your letter. I could not send a card and this was scarcely odd because there were no cards to send.” Nodding to “The Walrus and the Carpenter”, it may have been Noël’s first attempt at literary allusion. He was writing in the summer of 1912 from his Aunt Laura’s Cornish home. “Yesterday Girlie took me round the lake”, he continued, referring to his cousin, “a very nice lady asked me to go to tea with her I went and had a huge tea […] I am afraid she did not impress me much […] I had 3 little boys to tea yesterday each about the size of a flea. I had to amuse them and didn’t enjoy it much.”43

For the first half of that year Noël had learned the frustrations, as well as the glories, of acting, spending his time sitting dolefully outside audition rooms or playing truant from school. July found him back at the Savoy Theatre, dressed as a mushroom in a little curtain-raiser of a dance (“An Autumn Idyll” by Ruby Ginner) that preceded an operetta called The Cicada: “I wore grey silk skin tights, a large grey silk hat like a gargantuan muffin, and a diaphanous frill round my middle to conceal any unaesthetic protuberances.”44 For years afterwards a photograph of him resplendent in fungal couture was proudly displayed in whichever house they found themselves living in, and Violet usually had to be dissuaded from showing it to distinguished visitors. What Noël always neglected to mention, and the photograph didn’t show, is that his brother Eric was also in the cast.

By 21 October Noël was in Manchester, performing in a twenty-minute farce called A Little Fowl Play, which came into London a week later. Another vehicle for Charles Hawtrey, the comedy was part of a whole evening of sketches, which Noël enjoyed watching from the wings. He was to be a poulterer’s boy, described in the script as “seventeen”; already he was playing beyond his years. His dialogue consisted of various exclamations of “The chicking, sir!” But he was permitted to appear only at matinees, the evening performance beginning so late that the local magistrate would not issue his licence, and he watched heartbroken as the assistant stage manager went on instead, chicken in hand.

By the time of his thirteenth birthday, in December 1912, he was back in Where the Rainbow Ends. Italia Conti then suggested that Noël join the children’s chorus she was preparing for a performance of Gerhart Hauptmann’s symbolist play Hannele, produced by the Liverpool Repertory Company and due to open in the first week of April 1913. Noël appeared as one of a trio of angels during a dream sequence, dressed in a green petticoat with silver leaves in his hair. The director was a bespectacled and irascible man in his mid-twenties called Basil Dean, who thought him a “pimply, knobbly-kneed youngster with an assured manner”.45 And in the children’s chorus was a girl, one year Noël’s senior, who had ringlets, and a black satin coat, and a black velvet hat, and a way with a powder puff that Noël thought the height of sophistication. “She then gave me an orange and told me a few mildly dirty stories, and I loved her from then onwards.”46 She was using the assumed surname of Lawrence and asked this love-struck boy to call her Gert.

Gert was one of the bright spots of the production. The weeks in Liverpool were predictably horrible, in that Violet reluctantly remained back in London while the children lived together in digs, under the supervision of Italia Conti. Noël’s homesickness was acute, unalleviated by the Epsom Salts with which Conti habitually dosed him. In Manchester, when the play went on tour, a magistrate decreed that the children had to attend school for the duration of the run, but Noël behaved so badly that the teacher left him alone. He and Gert overdosed on peppermints before one show and, mid-performance, spattered their green costumes with a distinctly unangelic stream of vomit.

That summer the Coward family left the Battersea flat and moved a little way south-east to a larger apartment at 50 Clapham Common, South Side. Clapham, a grand district in Violet’s youth, had faded into an archetypal commuter suburb and Arthur, still gamely selling pianos for a small living, became “the man on the Clapham omnibus”. The Common could be seen from the front windows, just the other side of a road ever busier with motorcars. Perhaps the extra money that Noël brought home aided the move. The new flat’s proximity to his school cannot have been a deciding factor, for he seems to have given up on formal education almost entirely. His schooling, such as it was, now came from the theatre and from books. Unguided by any teacher who would press upon him the classics, he graduated from comics and E. Nesbit to historical romance, reading his indiscriminate and voracious way through The Scarlet Pimpernel and the bestselling adventure stories of Samuel Crockett, Edgar Jepson, and Louis Tracy. He also took strange refuge in numerous volumes of “women’s fiction”, usually featuring steamy love scenes in some foreign clime, from the novels of Cynthia Stockley (which tended to revolve around adultery in South Africa) to accounts of love affairs in the Pacific Islands by Beatrice Grimshaw, and the amorous sagas of Betsey Riddle, whose titles are today irresistibly reminiscent of Victoria Wood: Pam, Pam Decides, What Became of Pam.47

He had hit his stride and was in almost constant work, going straight away into rehearsals for War in the Air, by Frank Dupree, which opened at the London Palladium on 23 June 1913. This was a grand affair, about a man named Tommy Vincent who, when a child, designed a model aeroplane found to be of utmost value to the War Office. Noël played Vincent as a boy and, thought The Era, proved himself “a young actor of exceptional ability”.48 The bulk of the action took place in the future and showed with horrible prophecy the country enmeshed in a fruitless war with an unnamed enemy. But little Tommy saves the day with his aeroplane, a model of which was brought onto the vast stage of the Palladium and flown over the heads of the audience – on those nights when it didn’t get tangled in the lighting rig. It was another patriotic play of morale-boosting heroism. The Edwardian frame of mind, in which empire and duty were paramount, was parcelled up as a coup de théâtre and instilled in Noël Coward when he was at his most porous and stage-struck.

The Cowards spent the summer of 1913 with family on the south coast, and on their return Noël was outraged to find that, owing to his absence during auditions, the role of a precocious American boy in Hawtrey’s latest farce had gone not to him but to a child actor called Reginald Sheffield. Hawtrey loyally asked Noël to understudy, and Noël perfected his American accent while plotting various ways in which the dismayingly healthy Sheffield might be, at the very least, incapacitated. But disappointment was forgotten on the arrival of the invitation for which every young actor in the country secretly longed: to appear in Peter Pan.

He auditioned for the producer Dion Boucicault Jr (son of the Victorian playwright) and was offered his pick of the Lost Boys. Violet had perhaps read up on J. M. Barrie’s stage directions, for she suggested that Noël would best suit the role of Slightly, who is described as “quite possibly a genius”, with “a home-made whistle to which he capers entrancingly”. Caper entrancingly Noël could do, and he was engaged as Slightly for the London run and ensuing tour, accepting the princely sum of £4 a week: just under £400 today, and over three times the average wage in 1913. With a single job in a two-month run, he could earn more than his father, knocking yet further askew the Cowards’ strange familial hierarchy, and enhancing the thirteen-year-old’s oddly adult role in domestic affairs.

Peter Pan, only ten years old and already immortal, was a Christmas staple for London theatregoers, who knew when to boo and when to clap their belief in fairies. Slightly was the only one of the Lost Boys not played by a girl, a situation to which Noël was entirely used and which allowed him to make even greater an impression. Noël’s old acquaintance from The Goldfish, Micheál Mac Liammóir, was John Darling; Peter Pan was the American actress Pauline Chase, who had been in the role on and off since 1906, and who, on one memorable occasion, consented to visit the Cowards for tea. On the verge of retiring from the stage, she was rumoured to have had an affair with Captain Scott, whose ill-fated Antarctic expedition had recently been all over the papers. She arrived at the Cowards in a yellow sports car. The curtains of Clapham twitched.

Devotees of Peter Pan enjoyed the burst of energy Noël gave to the well-worn proceedings, for the role of Slightly had traditionally been given to the 33-year-old Archie Baskcomb. “The immortal Slightly”, wrote one reviewer, “is quite a young boy and his grave pretence at wisdom is all the funnier.”49 The critic Kenneth Tynan wrote of Noël, four decades later: “In 1913 he was Slightly in Peter Pan, and you might say that he has been wholly in Peter Pan ever since.”50 The implication is that Noël was frozen in the amber of boyhood, forever a Lost Boy. The name by which, when legendary, he became known – “the Master” – would not shake off the honorific by which his juvenile performances had been listed in Edwardian programmes: he was, perpetually, “Master Noël Coward”. But Peter Pan, although he was the boy who never grew up, is also the boy never permitted a childhood. His crowing youthfulness is matched only by his ancient weariness. He and his Lost Boys spend much of their time playing at adulthood, caught in a strange half-life, their odd Neverland, between youth and age.

So it was for Noël. A jobbing actor since the age of eleven, he had little experience of a childish childhood. Not for nothing had his mother suggested he play Slightly, the little old man trapped in a boy’s body. He had perfected the comedy that could be wrung from the mismatch between an adult demeanour and his actual age, taking on with careful nonchalance the actor’s vocabulary, flamboyant with affection, and polishing to a high sheen his veneer of adult sophistication, presumably through mimicry. It was an impersonation of urban worldliness without the experience to put behind it: an artificiality at several removes, because the very mode of behaviour that he affected was affectation. The first act of The Goldfish had found the children gathered around the tea table, speaking to one another in a language of dandyish artifice. Noël had been required to call everyone “my own dear” or “my dear boy” and to deliver lines such as: “Mother comes here to recoup in the matter of complexion”.51 The Times had complained of Lila Field’s play that “children ought to be children in the theatre no less than in the nursery, or else where is the charm that is their especial glory?”52

But beneath the veneer, Noël remained riddled with the insecurities of boyhood, and his teenage letters combine stabs at loucheness with the spelling and (occasional) tantrums of someone half his age. His career rested, as for any child actor of the day, on all that was rosy-cheeked, innocent, patriotic, and good. It also rested on all that was young. Before every revival of Peter Pan the regular juveniles were measured to see if they had got too tall; if they had, they were unceremoniously fired. “Measuring day”, wrote Pauline Chase, “is one of the tragedies of Peter Pan.”53 The result was that a generation of hard-working child actors, as they ricocheted between Peter Pan and Where the Rainbow Ends and back again, were trying hard to be grown up, while trying not to grow up at all. Noël flourished his consonants as Gertrude Lawrence flourished her powder puff. All of them were attempting to work out who it was they were supposed to be. Noël was one of the few among his circle to keep his own name – Esmé Wynne had been born Dorothy Ripper; Gertrude Lawrence was originally Alexandra Klasen; and Ninette de Valois, back at Lila Field’s academy, was still known as Edris Stannus.

The Times had thought that, in The Goldfish, Noël “was more at home in the first act as a natural boy than in his second character as the Court jester”.54 But a “natural boy” was precisely what Noël Coward was never allowed to be. Years later, Mac Liammóir met him as an adult and wondered “what had made me dislike him as a child, because here he was […], so much more charming, more natural, more himself”.55 At fourteen, Noël was arrested in childhood after childhood was over, and groping at adulthood before adulthood had begun.



Scene Six

His mother aside, few would have singled out Noël Coward as one of the century’s great talents. He had become a stalwart supporting player without ever graduating to the level of Philip Tonge, who had moved to America and was enjoying success on Broadway. Cannily he realised that the smaller parts suited him; it is impossible to steal a scene if it already belongs to you. But when the tour of Peter Pan finished early in 1914 he was out of work, and remained so for the rest of that momentous year.

He had stayed close to Esmé Wynne, and as they grew older, quarrelling, collaborating, playing, they had run wild. They traversed London on the railway, dodging the fare and the ticket officer, and running from the clutches of stationmasters. She later insisted that she had stood back, disapproving, while Noël exercised his old habit of stealing what he needed and wanted, and that Violet, called on to intervene, had turned a blind eye.56 But Noël painted a believable picture of a giggling pair of theatrical and innovative petty thieves, picking the locks of slot machines, or running off from shops and stalls with chocolates and cakes and even scent. Play-acting was paramount, and they swapped clothes, parading around the streets as each other while smoking packets of stolen cigarettes. Noël’s eventually blasé use of the cigarette as sophisticated prop was achieved only by battling initial nausea, but cigarettes were now to accompany him through life, onstage and off, and would eventually hasten his death. Beginning the habit in his early teens he was hardly unusual; smoking had become so popular among juveniles that the Children’s Act of 1908 had had to forbid the sale of tobacco to those under sixteen.

Most of all they continued to write stories and scripts together, and Esmé produced reams of verse that Noël, taking his first steps as a songwriter, set to music that has not survived. Together they created a children’s newspaper, containing poems, letters to the editor, and an agony aunt’s column.57 Their outpourings were, he later thought, “beastly little whimsies”, featuring elves, mermaids, fawns and fauns – and, especially, Pan. Noël’s poetry became “rife with whimsical pixie allusion”, and he began to fancy himself “a half-wild creature”, darting through trees and “crouching in the bracken in faun-like attitudes”.58 Noël and Esmé had learned to read in the era of Peter Pan, The Wind in the Willows, and The Secret Garden, in all of which the pipe-playing god is shorn of Bacchanalian wildness and depicted as a personification of rustic, even Arcadian, innocence. One of the most popular musical comedies from Noël’s childhood had been The Arcadians (1909), chief among its songs “The Pipes of Pan are Calling”. Esmé’s The Prince’s Bride was, like The Goldfish, set in fairyland and Rainbow’s star attraction, each year, was the return of Mavis Yorke as “Will o’ the Wisp”. A generation of Edwardian children would come of age as the Bright Young People and carry over into their strangely infantilised adulthood ironic remnants of their Arcadian youth. When Noël was older, friends would still note his “mischievous faun’s eyes” or remark that he was “lithe as a fawn”, that he “looked like a satyr”.59

But if the Edwardian era had ideas about innocence, it also set strong store by sophistication, and in 1914 Esmé was sent away to be “finished” at a Belgian convent. Dutifully Noël wrote to her, the letters covered in doodles and sketches: “I don’t know what I am going to do without my Stodge […] Can’t we arrange so that we can be together lots? Please go on with all your wicked ways at the Convent and get expelled and come home! DO!!!!! I am longing for you. […] Goodbye now darling old Stodgekins from your ever loving Pal to all Eternity.”60 Later she admitted to him how “letters from you preserved me from near-suicide at that dreadful convent”.61 The enforced separation from Esmé made room for another friendship that kept him from solitude for the rest of that year, and did a great many more things besides. On the top of one of Noël’s childhood letters, Violet has written simply “Philip S time”, as if referring to an era in her son’s life that she knew would be important.

Noël met James Streatfeild, who went by his middle name of Philip, some time in 1914, when Noël was fourteen and Streatfeild was thirty-four. It was a formative friendship for the boy, so formative that whatever its nature it can be dignified with the word “relationship”. But little survives to narrate it. Streatfeild was a successful artist, a silver medallist at the Royal Academy. Closest among his student friends had been E. H. Shepard, who remembered him as a fine pianist, “always cheerful and, being endowed with a good voice, [he] often led us in song while we were cleaning up”.62 Streatfeild was a keen amateur performer, and gave his Chelsea studio over to meetings of the Poets’ Club.63 Best known as a painter of landscapes and portraits, he had sketched a number of child actors, and would eventually draw Noël in what may have been a formal commission for promotional material.64 Family legend had it that Violet, in need of money, was working for Streatfeild as a char-lady and suggested that Noël could stand in as the aristocratic child whose portrait Streatfeild was painting.65

Only a handful of Streatfeild’s canvases now survives, mostly formal portraits in the manner of John Singer Sargent, with whom he had studied; he claimed some of Sargent’s commissions to be his own work. It has been written of him that “he painted boys, usually naked, and usually young”, the implication being that his friendship with Noël was tinged with a paedophilic attraction.66 Only one such painting has been discovered, a roundel of nude children from 1914 in which, it has been suggested, one of the figures bears some resemblance to Noël.67 The boy’s head is turned away from the viewer, and the likeness is not pronounced. The style is reminiscent of Henry Scott Tuke, who was elected an associate of the Royal Academy during Streatfeild’s studies, and who is now infamous for his paintings of nude boys and for hovering on the fringes of a group – led by Oscar Wilde, J. A. Symonds, and others – known as the Uranians, who celebrated the adolescent male in a manner that, to twenty-first-century attitudes, appears clearly pederastic.

By May 1914 Streatfeild and Noël had become close enough for the former to suggest that they holidayed together, and they set off happily on a motoring trip through the West Country, trundling through Devon and into Cornwall (the maximum speed for motor cars of the day was 20 mph). Cornwall is almost always the backdrop for Tuke’s Uranian paintings, which were made en plein air with the juvenile models posed against sea and rocks close to Tuke’s home in Falmouth. Strengthening the possibility that Noël modelled for Streatfeild in Tukeian fashion is the fact that they were joined on the holiday by Streatfeild’s friend Sydney Lomer.

Lomer was thirty-four, a military man, privately wealthy, famously flamboyant, fond of fast cars and flashy parties. In 1912 a nineteen-year-old soldier from his regiment, Robert Buchanan, had been found dead in Lomer’s home with a suicide note scrawled in soap on a mirror, but rumours were rife of foul play and a crime passionnel.68 Lomer was not only a friend but a patron and sponsor of Tuke, to whom he once complained that the boy models’ genitals were not painted with enough clarity. He wrote verse under the pen name of Sydney Oswald, and in the year of the Cornish trip he privately circulated his translation of the Anthologia Palatina (Book 12), a favourite text of the Uranians in that it contained verse by the Ancient Greek poet Strato about the desire of an older man for a boy. Lomer’s translation was dedicated to an anonymous love: “Here in this book I will not write thy name […] Men deem it shame that thou and I should love.”69

But any portraitist of the relationship between Noël and Philip Streatfeild should tread carefully before painting it as one between a predatory pederast and a sexually precocious teenager. It is uncertain whether Streatfeild made an attempt either to mask or to enact his erotic feelings, such as they existed at all. “Uranian” is a broad and loosely defined umbrella term, covering relationships from the lecherous to the innocent. Images of bathing children were a conventional genre, and the Royal Academy would annually show a number of pictures and sculptures on the theme.70 (One painted advertisement for Where the Rainbow Ends showed the pre-pubescent actress Mavis Yorke nude beneath transparent chiffon).71 Much Uranian poetry was positively reviewed in the mainstream press, innocence taken for granted, and paintings of the type practised by Tuke, in which untainted boys are shown at one with a pastoral landscape, were self-consciously offered as a rural corrective to the urban and dandy-like desires of figures such as Wilde. The Uranian culture of Tuke and Streatfeild propagated the unsexualised and ostensibly wholesome homosocial world (thinking itself quietly superior to the carnal desires of heterosexual love): genitals invisible, bodies hairless, physical contact scant. None of Tuke’s models, many of whom he supported financially, complained of abuse or assault. Sydney Lomer’s verse translations venerate innocence, despairing at the passing of youth and the sudden sad appearance of hair on a boy’s upper lip. Philip Streatfeild’s drawing of Noël, carefully stowed away by Violet, makes the boy look only half of his fourteen years.

Noël, his career preserving him in an aspic of pragmatic, which is to say employable, innocence, shared with Peter Pan a strange sexlessness, sex having been discarded with the other trappings of grown-up life. When Philip Tonge had casually revealed to him the mechanics of sex, Noël responded in melodramatic but clearly authentic panic, at the sudden rip of physicality through the world of rainbows and Neverlands and the passionless conventions of Edwardian romance. (The heroine of his song “Alice Is At It Again” takes a calmer view: “The curious secrets that nature revealed | She refused to allow to upset her | But she thought when observing the beasts of the field | That things might have been organised better.”) It was his combination of innocence and sophistication, at once old and young for his age, fancying himself a faun from one of his stories and flitting through the trees of his Arcadian imagination, that Philip Streatfeild may have found irresistible. The god Pan had become a symbolic emblem for Uranian poets. A photograph of the pair together taken in 1914 shows Noël grimacing for the camera, his socks pulled to his knees, and emulating the older man’s debonair attitude and the easy drape of his scarf. Streatfeild is deadpan, inscrutable. The impression is of a fourteen-year-old with a crush on a prefect or schoolmaster.

Violet seems to have tolerated the “Philip S time”, and perhaps was unaware, or kept in the dark, about its intensity, such as it was (she omits Streatfeild entirely from her otherwise detailed memoir of Noël’s childhood). But the era was unsuspicious of such relationships. J. M. Barrie’s love for the boys of the Llewelyn Davies family had given rise to Peter Pan and to a consequent slew of mainstream Edwardian literature in which nostalgia for childhood seemed to merge with desire for the child. Philip was part of the historic Streatfeild family, with a family seat and crest. Noël was in low spirits, owing to unemployment and Esmé’s departure, and the friendship was not only distraction but a means of social elevation. Violet’s sister Charlotte, still living on Cornwall’s south coast, was around to keep an eye on things and eventually, after a happy few weeks with Streatfeild and Lomer, Noël was left with her and his cousins.

The Cornish trip was such a success that a few weeks later it was repeated. Streatfeild took a house on the sea at Polperro, and Noël went too, arriving on 1 July; the two were there together for over a month. Violet may have approved the company the pair kept in Cornwall. Also staying in the small village was Mrs Eva Astley Cooper, privately wealthy and the daughter-in-law of a baronet, who had taken her son and a friend of his (both nearing thirty) on holiday. The five of them struck up a friendship, and although Noël was half the age of the young men, he was comfortable in such company, or tried to be. His letters home are full to bursting point with attempts at sophistication; they were hardly the writing of a man enjoying a romantic get-away. He was, still, a fourteen-year-old boy on a seaside holiday.

Then, early in August 1914, they suddenly saw a newspaper, and the strange Arcadian comedy of his childhood was over. Every one of the boys who had modelled for Henry Scott Tuke, and perhaps for Philip Streatfeild too, naked and spotless in the Cornish seas, would be called up to the war, and many would not return. Charles Frohman, the producer of Peter Pan, would be killed on board RMS Lusitania, sunk by a German U-boat in 1915, the same year in which George Llewelyn Davies, one of the boys who had inspired J. M. Barrie, was shot through the head. Charles Hawtrey, looking sadly over the various casts of Where the Rainbow Ends, would soon note how many alumni of the production had been killed. Noël had starred in the play alongside Sidney Sherwood, a child actor known as Fuzzy, whom he had understudied back in 1911, and who was one of the very first young men to enlist.



A rainbow fuzz of memories, the half-remembered images and sounds of childhood, like bright photographs, coloured by memory as they would not have been by the Edwardian camera. The green hat and feather boa of a lady lodger; the blue cornflower in arthur coward’s buttonhole; the red cover of The Magnet comic book, Billy Bunter lumbering through its pages: “The newcomer was a somewhat stout junior, with a broad, pleasant face and an enormous pair of spectacles.” The smell of the mud of the Teddington river. “Darling Mother I hope you are well, I am writing this in the kitchen with love from Noel Coward.” The goldfish. The mushroom. The macaw. “They were not railway children to begin with …” A crown for little children, above the bright blue sky. “Do you believe in fairies? Say quick that you believe …” Suddenly all fades into darkness and silence. The lights slowly come up and the stage fills with weeping women and uniformed men. It is sidney sherwood’s funeral. A poem is read:

The sun still shines,

Although the rain descends

You have but danced

To where the rainbow ends.72
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