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Me in a Cecil Beaton pose, 1969


Introduction

The vision of the past is a dream, ‘a long-drawn sunset splintering into a thousand fires’. Edith Wharton gave me that line,i but it echoed in my head as I looked back over the years I spent walking in the footsteps of Cecil Beaton. In the long weeks of lockdown, it was a great joy to open the safe and pull out diaries written forty years ago to relive an exciting adventure – my good fortune to have been given a passport into a magic world quite new to me. A lost world came to life as I reread my youthful notes – the excitements, the setbacks, the extraordinary people, the occasional sense of being overwhelmed by the task of doing justice to a man of so many parts. It led to authors whose books I had never read but then devoured with glee, to meetings with stars from childhood, who had seemed impossibly beyond my orbit. It sharpened my visual taste and I, who only bought books, now bought pictures.

I have said many times that for Cecil Beaton every day was a birthday, every afternoon a matinée, the red velvet curtains opening on a new set, every evening a first night, champagne waiting in the wings. He lifted people out of humdrum worlds and gave them something to dream about.

I did not feel that my world was particularly humdrum, but I had emerged from a long, life-changing adventure in my quest for Gladys Deacon.1 She was the long-lost Duchess of Marlborough, whom I was lucky to find, alive and articulate in her mid-nineties, a patient in St Andrew’s Hospital, Northampton. I had talked to her for more than two years and published her biography.2 If she had been the first person to ‘breathe life’ into me and make me think in a different way, then Cecil Beaton guided me (albeit posthumously) into a PhD in lifestyle, new values, new experiences, new challenges.

For several weeks in those long, essentially glorious summer weeks of 2020, I went back into a lost world and lived it once more.

This book is based on the private diaries I kept during those years – some fifty-one handwritten books, covering the years between 1979 and 1985. They represent a fraction of what was written, there having been 240,000 words on the work into the biography, excluding anything more personal or irrelevant.

I had started keeping a full diary in 1975, when I was researching Gladys’s life. I found I was being told things that were interesting – sometimes even historically important – which would not fit into the biography. Diary writing is a good exercise for a biographer, turning daily happenings into the written word, a bit like practising daily at the keyboard for a pianist. Diaries are particularly interesting as, unlike the historian or biographer, the diarist does not know what is going to happen next. Here was a chance to record my progress, or lack of it, the excitements and disappointments. My diary was my friend, good therapeutic company on my journey.

Perhaps inspired by James Pope-Hennessy and his notes on Queen Mary, some of which I read at about this time, I wanted to record raw what the sources told me, not all of which found its way into the published biography – what I thought of them, what they said about each other and how I started on the outside and was quickly scooped into their world.

These pages do not include the other things going on in my life at this time. The extracts focus on the work and on the characters in Cecil’s world.


Author’s Note

I appreciate that the world in 2021 is a different place from what it was in the 1980s. My diaries reflect and record what was said at the time, but the world of Cecil Beaton was one where both the public and private understanding of sexuality was sometimes confused and contradictory. The people I spoke to discussed this openly, and the way they expressed themselves in those far-off days was frequently different to what is now considered acceptable. This potentially difficult material has been left in, however, as they are inextricable from Beaton’s life, his social circles and my experiences and conversations during this period of time.


The Quest Begins

One telephone call changed my life completely. On 4 December 1979, I was sitting at home when John Curtis,3 my editor at Weidenfeld & Nicolson, called me to say that Cecil Beaton was looking for a biographer. He had got hold of my Gladys, Duchess of Marlborough, and wondered if I might not be the ideal candidate to write his authorised biography. It later became clear that he had met her in the 1920s, but had not realised how interesting she was – he had been intrigued by her – a figure beyond his grasp. I had caught his curiosity. I suppose, also, that as I had been very patient, talking to Gladys, writing down all my questions, he thought I would be patient with him. He had suffered a stroke and could not always find a word or a name. The timing was crucial. Gladys had been published in September. I was told to ring Cecil Beaton’s secretary, Eileen Hose,4 and to talk about Prince George and Princess Marina5 ‒ I was then under commission to write a joint biography, a plan eventually dropped.

I had not lobbied to write about Cecil: I did not know a biography was being planned. But there was not an instant of hesitation. I set off on a journey that would last over five years and take me into some unusual situations, and into worlds I had never dreamt of. Nothing would ever be the same again.

As for me, in the days before the telephone call, I had paid a long overdue visit to the two Kappey sisters who later featured in my book The Kiss. I had tidied up a proposed book for Debrett – about Prince Charles (held back until it could be a royal wedding book). On the day before, I had written an article for Tina Brown, then editing Tatler. That night I had gone to a party of intolerable boredom given by Debrett. A man there ‘held a cigarette in a way that the smoke went directly up my nose. I moved back; he moved forward – it was a sinister sort of dance. I tried to escape his wretched conversation about family trees.’ I had dinner with a French friend in a restaurant and told her: ‘I see little point to life these days.’ The next day John Curtis rang.

I did not come from a family of writers, though reading was always a feature of my home. My father was a successful stockbroker. Unfortunately I have no head for figures and would have made a hopeless City man. It was my mother who encouraged me to follow my own path. She was a great admirer of Cecil Beaton, and when I was fourteen I ‘stole’ her copy of his The Glass of Fashion. In 1964 she took me to see My Fair Lady, for which he had designed the costumes, towards the end of its run at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane. Zena Dare was still in the cast, though Rex Harrison and Julie Andrews had long moved on.

In 1968 I had gone alone to Beaton’s National Portrait Gallery exhibition, and in 1971 to his fashion exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum. I had seen him in life – when he arrived with Lady Diana Cooper at the funeral of the Duke of Windsor at St George’s Chapel in May 1972, and when he attended a performance of Crown Matrimonial at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket in October that year.

I had worked with Hugh Montgomery-Massingberd6 on various genealogical books, and most particularly on Burke’s Guide to the Royal Family (1973), which led me to all the royal households. In a quest for a Cecil Beaton photograph of Princess Alexandra, I was sent to 8 Pelham Place, met Eileen Hose, who was to play such an important part in the Beaton book, and was intrigued by Frank Dobson’s bust of Cecil, on which he had placed one of his straw hats.

In February 1975 I seized on my early obsession with Gladys, Duchess of Marlborough, and set about finding her and writing her life. Her posthumous gift to me turned out to be Cecil Beaton asking me to write his life. While I was definitely no expert on many aspects of his life, at least I was sound on the royal side and the photographs, and I had been brought up on My Fair Lady and Gigi. But I never had the chance to tell him that there was another link – the Wiltshire novelist, Edith Olivier,7 who played such a crucial part in the lives of Cecil and his friends when they were starting out. In the summer of 1975 I had spent some weeks at my aunt’s house in East Chisenbury, Wiltshire. At the Priory, the largest house in the village, lived Lady Harvey8 who wandered round her extensive garden wearing a large straw hat. Estelle Harvey has somehow eluded most biographies of the 1920s (there are occasional cryptic references to ‘Little E’), but as a young girl she had been Edith Olivier’s ward. She introduced me to Edith’s books and took me to the Daye House at Wilton, where Edith’s niece, Rosemary, still lived. To explore the crucial role of Edith Olivier was one of the excitements of this project.

I had already met the Countess of Avon (wife of Anthony Eden)9 in 1975, when my aunt took me to meet her in my quest for Gladys, and I had met her again a number of times in 1977 and 1979, particularly after I was taken up by Lord Weidenfeld, the doughty publisher of Weidenfeld & Nicolson, to whom I always referred as ‘The Baron’. No sooner had the typescript of Gladys been read in the Weidenfeld office than I was summoned to a Baron dinner party. I knew nobody but recognised everybody. I sat at the same table as Dame Rebecca West without meeting her.

Lord Weidenfeld always thought by a process of a knight’s move in chess. At once he set me to work with Laura, Duchess of Marlborough, helping her shape her memoirs, Laughter from a Cloud. Laura had been born a Charteris and had married four times, her last husband being Gladys’s stepson, Bert, the 10th Duke of Marlborough. I met her in January 1979 and we soon became firm friends. Then aged sixty-three, she lived at Portman Towers in George Street, near Marble Arch and had a country house, Gellibrands, in Buckinghamshire. She had suffered various illnesses and tragedies, two of her four husbands10 dying within days of each other, but she perked up when I came on the scene. She was a compulsive telephoner, and I must have spent hours that would amount to weeks, if not months, talking to her, often late into the night. She took me to stay with Robert Heber Percy,11 the ‘Mad Boy’ at Faringdon, she invited the legendary Lady Diana Cooper to lunch and Alastair (Ali) Forbes, that most social of journalists,12 a great talker, burst in in mid-flow, having already worked out exactly how I fitted peripherally into the scene. All of these figures would soon take on vital roles in my life and I in theirs.

Laura was a great help to me: she unravelled many mysteries about the people I met at Weidenfeld dinner parties, loaning me books on that world, and I soaked it all up, like a sponge. It was with Laura that I had a third sighting of Cecil Beaton in the summer of 1979. She invited me to the reception after her granddaughter’s wedding, even though I had never met the bride. It took place on a perfect summer’s afternoon at Fonthill in Wiltshire on Saturday, 19 May. I spotted Lady Diana Cooper and then, in the distance – here I resort to my diary – ‘the very, very old man who wandered out onto the terrace and who turned out to be Cecil Beaton . . . [Later] Laura talked briefly to Sir Cecil, who recognised her at once. He’s got much better from his stroke. At first he used to sit and cry all day apparently and Diana Cooper said she wanted to take a gun and shoot him just to put him out of his misery. Now he can use his left side very well, but still he’s accompanied by a male nurse at all times.’

Following John Curtis’s call, I made a plan with Eileen Hose, ostensibly to discuss the Duke and Duchess of Kent. I arrived at Reddish House on 13 December. Eileen met me at the front door:

 

Sir Cecil Beaton was in the library to the right of the hall. He was seated, wearing casual clothes with a silk scarf round his neck. He looked up as I came in and became animated. He offered me his left hand. He began by saying how much he had enjoyed reading Gladys. This led to us looking at the album I had brought. He enjoyed it. Meanwhile Eileen Hose offered me coffee and said: ‘And you will stay to lunch, Mr Vickers?’

‘That would be lovely.’

The album was an icebreaker – not that there was any ice.

 

We discussed Prince George and Princess Marina, and he spoke of photographing La Casati, a mistress of the famous Italian poet, d’Annunzio, in her old age. Sometimes during the conversation he could not find the right word. ‘A town in Italy.’ So I would say, ‘Rome? Venice? Florence?’ and then he would say, ‘Florence.’ Eileen Hose joined us for sherry, followed by lunch. The house had handrails either side of the stairs and Cecil Beaton moved slowly to the table. We talked about Diana Cooper, Robert Heber Percy and of Laura’s late-night calls. Cecil Beaton said that Emerald Cunard, hostess of his day, used to telephone him late at night and he was disappointed if he found out that he was not the last person she called.

After lunch we looked through folders of photographs of the Kents. He gave me a picture of Princess Marina that I had never seen before. When I left at three thirty I apologised to Eileen Hose for staying so long, and she said, ‘He enjoyed it and it’s very good for him. Sometimes he gets tired easily.’ I went away, hoping I had made a good impression: ‘The mere sight of him in the summer was terrific to me. Here I was having lunch with him, all thanks to Gladys.’

Events moved quickly. On Sunday evening I went to the Baron’s Christmas dinner party:

 

I talked to Clarissa Avon. She said: ‘I hear you’re doing Cecil. I’m so pleased.’ She pronounced him ‘Sissel’. I asked if she’d seen him since I had. She said not, and I still did not think it was official. Yet it looked as though it was. She said she hoped that I wouldn’t make him too much the centre of it. ‘Keep pushing him out,’ she said. ‘He’ll always want to be the one.’ She was disparaging about his work, not considering him ‘great’ but seemed fond of him. ‘I clock in about once a week,’ she said. She too goes through the process of finding a name he could not say: ‘My age? Your age? Dark? Fair?’ and so on.

 

The following day it was confirmed. I asked John Curtis if the plan was to publish the book in Cecil’s lifetime. He said, ‘You’re asking me a very difficult question. The plan is not to hold it until after death.’ So I was to go ahead with the knowledge that he would perhaps read it.

My extraordinarily confident agent, Gillon Aitken,13 confirmed the deal as a five-figure advance (£10,000), with Cecil Beaton getting 2.25 per cent of the book. This was a great deal more than anything I had ever been paid before. Weidenfeld had bought the world rights: ‘Gillon talked to me in the way people do after orgasms,’ I wrote in my diary. ‘The excitement for him is the deal, the climax. After that he lets one drivel on about this or that for several minutes. He should be pleased, of course. He gets a thousand pounds out of it. Gillon is now earning more [out of me] than I used to get for my early work.’

After Christmas a letter came from Cecil Beaton, confirming how happy he was. I rang Eileen Hose to make a further plan. It was Cecil’s birthday on 14 January. I would visit the following day.

It proved cold and wintry. Again Cecil Beaton was in the library, but standing up: ‘Conversation flowed at once from the start. He began by saying how pleased he was that I was to do this book. He wanted to know how it would be planned.’ He said he was looking forward to many talks, keen to do the biography “off the cuff”.– “I’ve written so much,” he said.

 

An unopened tin of Turkish Delight, and the Sunday Times tribute to Raymond Mortimer14 lay beside his chair. He showed me the Queen Mother’s Christmas card. I noticed that her signature was just beginning to look old. She had taken to the felt-tip pen. He described her as ‘marvellous’ and told me he had written to ask if he might take her eightieth birthday photographs. The gardener’s child came in and he spoke sweetly to her. He spoke of his plans for more fashion photographs. Then he said how much he wanted me to see the house in the summer. He said: ‘I hate you seeing the house like this.’

 

After lunch he told me the first story about his early life. He hated playing games so he bought a boot, the kind worn by children with a clubfoot. He said he never had to do a thing then. They believed him deformed. But he was careful to wear normal clothes when his parents came to see him at school.

Then Eileen helped him into his coat and cap and we went over to the studio. There I saw shelves and shelves of his diaries. There were filing cabinets of papers, about fifty books of press cuttings, and many sketches and drawings. He gave me several of his books, writing in each one as he did so. Eileen then read him a letter, which had arrived that morning from Sir Sacheverell Sitwell, the last of the three Sitwells. It was a sad letter claiming they were as well as could be hoped in these grim days and hoped he was too.

Plans were made for two longer visits when I would come and stay. I left the house, and as I walked to the car I slipped on the stones and had a cracking fall. I did not know them well enough to go back in, so drove cautiously back to London, pausing for a while in Salisbury.

 

The following Friday, 18 January, I had just finished writing Cecil a thank-you letter when my mother telephoned me to say that she had heard on the news that he had died:

 

Now all I have is regrets – had I known there was so little time, how much I would have liked to express the influence he had on me in my younger days. And there is the letter that I wrote thanking him for lunch. It was still lying on the floor, ready to be posted.

 

Instead I wrote to Eileen. The following week John Curtis rang to say how sorry he was, ‘But now you can go ahead and do it in the way you want to.’ He agreed that another six months would have made all the difference.

On Wednesday, 23 January, a fine day, I went to Broadchalke for the funeral, finding the village full of ‘No Waiting’ signs, with cars, policemen, press, and television cameras. The church was full and the coffin covered with flowers, good hymns, and at the end ‘the organ took on the task of “God Be In My Head” – always the most moving, the most mournful, the saddest of melodies’. Eileen followed the coffin out, clutching the arm of Cecil’s sister, Lady Smiley.15 Many of the figures who would later take a part in the book were in the congregation, including Lady Diana Cooper in a black dress, mink coat, white hat and white gloves, the Baron, and Clarissa Avon.

The committal took place. I embraced Eileen, though I hardly knew her. She said: ‘It’s now that the suffering begins.’ Then Diana advanced on the arm of the artist Patrick Procktor:16

 

She clasped my hand. ‘Oh! It’s you!’ she said. ‘But there’s nothing to say. It’s all been written. What can you say now? I’m being done but I’ve already written my book.’

‘I’ll find something,’ I said.

‘I hear news of you from Laura.’

 

Eileen replied to my letter saying she had anticipated a lot of fun for both Cecil and me. Cecil was not there to enlighten me, but neither was he there to control me. Possibly this heralded a better book, though it did not seem so at the time. Eileen was prepared to help in a way that she would not have done had an independent writer arrived after his death, landed on her by the publisher. She confirmed this in a letter to Jane Abdy:17 ‘I am most pleased that you approve of Cecil having chosen Hugo Vickers to do the biography. They got on so well together and would have enjoyed working on the book. I am filled with sadness. I will do my best, and anything I can, if he so wishes, to help Hugo. I am sure he is the right person.’ii John Curtis wrote to Eileen saying he was pleased that the final choice had given Cecil so much pleasure.iii

There was a bit of a lull while Eileen dealt with lawyers, accountants and others, which she later described as ‘unbearable’. She invited me to come and start my work, so I returned to Reddish House on 21 February and spent many days there until 29 May. For these visits I was able stay in my aunt’s18 house at East Chisenbury, a beautiful drive of about forty minutes across Salisbury Plain.

It was strange returning. My host had gone for ever. The front door was locked and seldom used. Eileen worked in the studio. She told me that at the moment it just seemed as if Cecil were away in New York. She had to come to terms with the idea that he would never return, and that the house would be sold, the contents fall under the auctioneer’s hammer. Christie’s men would soon be swarming over it.
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Eileen Hose in the studio

 

During these next weeks I discovered what a remarkable person Eileen was. Born in 1919, she was now just sixty. She had been with Cecil since 1953, mainly in London, but also joining him in Wiltshire, and since his stroke in 1974, she had lived in a cottage nearby and run his life for him. She had come to him via Hal Burton,19 the theatre director, who would presently materialise. During the war she had worked for a general and later as a dentist’s secretary. After the war, she wondered if she would have enough pull to be the leader of an advertising agency. She took over at Cecil’s London home, 8 Pelham Place, from the dreadful Maud Nelson,20 who had been so difficult that Cecil used to walk round South Kensington waiting until she had gone home. He could not possibly have achieved all he did without Eileen. She was one of those legendary personal assistants in the mould of Nicky Mariano,21 at Bernard Berenson’s Villa I Tatti.

She was under no illusions about her role in Cecil’s life. She knew he only loved beautiful people, but she pointed out that beautiful people would never have looked after him in the way she did. She was immensely knowledgeable about every aspect of his life. I never found a question that she was not prepared to answer. When I asked her who the people were that Cecil loved, she laughed and said, ‘Well, you’ve asked – so you want to know.’ And she filled me in.

On that first day, she showed me the last entry in Cecil’s diary about the death of his cat Timothy. She showed me the boxes of letters and sat me down in the library with the first of the fifty huge volumes of press cuttings. Previously a nervous guest, it was now my duty to explore everything to piece together the jigsaw puzzle of Cecil’s life. A new informality reigned in the house. If I wanted to, I could sit in his chair. There were still plants. Cecil’s glasses were still by his chair, as were his matches, his paints, his books and magazines.

Eileen brought me some tea and told me about Greta Garbo, the elusive film star with whom he had had an unlikely love affair. Eileen only met her once when she visited Cecil after his stroke. She thought Garbo a silly woman, who maintained she did not want to be recognised, then turned up her mackintosh collar and put on dark glasses so everyone knew at once who she was. Eileen was not impressed by Garbo remarking, ‘Sheep, I love sheep.’ She took her into Salisbury to try on shoes at Russell & Bromley and was irritated when Garbo turned to her and asked of the assistant, ‘Do you think she knows who I am?’ Eileen said that Garbo liked to wear boy’s sweaters. And when she came after the stroke and was on her way in to dinner, she said, ‘You see I couldn’t have married him, could I, him being like that?’ It sounded cruel that she was so dismissive of him in that state.
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Greta Garbo

 

I soon realised that the Garbo affair was likely to be one of the most important features of this book, something that had to be explained. Cecil had got into trouble for publishing his account of it. He dithered for years as to whether he should, and finally decided that she had slighted him so it was fine to go ahead. Even so, when he gave his diaries to be typed, he obliterated certain passages, but thoughtfully transcribed them and I found them.

He should have left me to tell the story as his biographer – but he could not resist going into print. During my research, I would have the chance to ask many sources their views. Presently Eileen produced copies of all the letters that Cecil had written to Garbo, which even she did not know were there. They emerged from under Cecil’s bed.

Eventually it got late. Grant,22 Cecil’s male nurse, came in and pulled the curtains, and the room, with its dark greens and reds, and its books bound in leather, took on a reassuring peace.

During the next days I took notes from the press-cutting books and, as a treat, would dive into the letters. I was intrigued by Garbo’s letters, not for their minimal content but for their restless style. A tin box emerged from under Cecil’s bed, which contained carbon copies of Cecil’s letters to her, a file marked ‘Greta.’ This was a scoop as they had never been seen. Often he had to write two letters – an intimate one for her, and a more formal one that she could show to Georges Schlee,23 the man described by Kenneth Tynan as ‘a sort of Kafkaesque guard, employed to escort her to her next inscrutable rendez-vous’.iv

Out poured letters including strange epistles from Stephen Tennant, and Sir Francis Rose,24 two of the more eccentric figures who passed through Cecil’s life. Eileen told me that Rose, a painter, was a pathetic creature who had died recently on Charing Cross station, and that Stephen Tennant, a former Bright Young Thing, was alive but ‘quite mad’. She told me he was now a recluse, living at Wilsford Manor, which he had decorated most eccentrically, that he who had been so willowy was now immensely fat and spent his days in a squalid bedroom. When Cecil died, Stephen’s manservant, John Skull, had written to sympathise adding that ‘Mr Tennant’ associated himself with this message. Eileen said she would try to take me there.

My fascination grew. I took to driving back to East Chisenbury by the Woodford valley, passing his house. In those days you could see it from the road and I would observe a light in a window, shining across the park. ‘I wondered if that was where the house was with that strange recluse living inside. And what would he be doing? Playing with his beads or jewels, reading his cine-magazines or reciting poetry as he can at great length. The whole thing becomes more and more mysterious.’ As the spring came and the nights grew lighter, I got better views of the house. So keen was I to meet Stephen Tennant that one night I had a horrid dream in which he died before I achieved this.

One day Eileen showed me round Reddish House, which I thought the perfect size. Cecil’s bedroom had a huge four-poster in the middle. The rose bowers and spring flowers in the garden were planted so that he could see them. There were photos of Peter Watson,25 Kin Hoitsma26 and Greta Garbo, his three great loves, on one side. The bathroom led to the dressing room and back to the bedroom. The drawing room was superb, with its dark red walls, very lavish; an addition had been built to this room and the famous conservatory led off that. Otherwise there were three bedroom suites – Grant’s, the blue room for ladies, and a smaller room for a single man. There were many books on the landing, and the garden was much bigger than I had expected, curling round the outside.

 

The other person in the house was William Grant, always known as Grant, Cecil’s Scottish male nurse. He stayed on until the sale. He took to popping into the library for a chat, told me he felt Cecil’s death badly and that he had lost his purpose in life. One of the lenses in his glasses was broken, but he lacked the impetus to get it fixed. He had been engaged three times but had escaped each time.

Grant talked of the slow process of getting Cecil up in the morning, his bath, which took a long time, the massaging of his leg, how he had to strap a board to his wrist at night to stop his fingers digging into his hand. He spoke of how, in his frustration to be understood, Cecil would sometimes get angry with him, at which point Grant left the room for ten minutes or so, returning later and never mentioning the incident. He enjoyed travelling with Cecil as he was treated as an equal guest in the houses of people like Chiquita Astor.27 He described Cecil paddling about in a pool in Miami – and how Grant had lowered him into the water: ‘I put a towel down under his bum.’

Grant told me of his travels with Cecil, his occasional impatience and how a girl student once knocked at the door and asked to see Cecil. ‘Is she attractive?’ he asked.

‘Well,’ said Grant, ‘I didn’t know if his taste was the same as mine.’ She had tea with Cecil in the drawing room and next day Grant noticed a small box was missing.

He told me how Cecil died. He said he was breathing badly and they called the doctor, who gave him something to make him sleep. ‘He’s breathing more easily now,’ Grant had said.

The doctor said: ‘It’s not that. He’s going.’ And Cecil just died peacefully.

Grant liked Greta Garbo. He said that Cecil really fell for her. He said that Lady Diana Cooper used to stare into his face – ‘Very alarming for someone who didn’t know her.’ And he, too, spoke of Stephen Tennant, who had been in shorts and a T-shirt with a huge belly hanging out in front.

 

When not at Broadchalke, I used every opportunity to glean what I could about Cecil, and I found people willing to help. At a lunch given by Charlotte Bonham Carter,28 the veteran concert-goer, I met Lady Smiley, Cecil’s sister, who offered to help me, though it soon became clear that she was anxious to assume editorial control over the book, which concerned me.

On 6 March, a wet, rather cold day, Cecil’s memorial service took place at St Martin-in-the-Fields. I went along with Laura Marlborough in a chauffeur-driven car she had hired and we were photographed by the famous Jane Bown on the way in. The service was not especially crowded, though a number of key Cecil Beaton figures were present. There was a good moment when the effete politician Norman St John Stevas arrived and sat next to Lord Charteris, the Queen’s former private secretary. Lord Charteris greeted him with a little slap on the bottom. I was surprised that there was only one royal representative – Mona Mitchell,29 sent by Princess Alexandra, who had discovered at the last moment that none of the rest of the Royal Family was being represented.30 Lady Diana Cooper boycotted the service because she did not like the church, wanting it at her church in Little Venice.

I did not like the address by the ballet critic, Dicky Buckle,31 which dwelt too much on the ‘courage in adversity’ aspect and not enough on Cecil’s transcendent gifts. As we left, the Baron joined us, his collar somewhat awry. He talked business as we walked down the aisle. ‘There’s a lot of interest in your book in America. Holt will get it, I suspect, but they will have to be very generous.’

 

Plans developed for the sale of the house and its contents. Eileen was in a quandary as to whether or not to sell the rose that Garbo had given Cecil in 1932 and which he had framed. I thought it would fetch a lot more than she did. I suggested they put Cecil’s Peugeot into the sale. Both were sold.

Grant began to consider his future. The telephone rang, which he answered. ‘Oh! Good morning, m’lady.’ I could hear from the library that it was Lady Avon, suggesting he come and work for her. He decided that this would be ‘on an elastic basis’. She came over to see him. He was keen to stand up to her: ‘I’ll give her her title, but after that, I’ll talk to her as the next man.’ I had the distinct impression that the meeting had gone badly, but Grant said, ‘Very satisfactory,’ and Clarissa later said, ‘A life saver.’ That day, she invited me to Alvediston for a drink:

 

Clarissa was full of smiles. She had lots of advice about Cecil and the book. She said that Diana was a key figure. She talked of Grant: ‘My visit to Reddish House was not a sentimental one. I had a purpose.’ Evidently Grant has agreed to go into the attic as long as it is done up properly.

We talked of Garbo, whom she said was ‘bewitching’. She told me she kept her legs as soft as peaches and she was clearly forever exercising. She said she was very difficult. At the time of the long summer at Broadchalke [1951], the press descended and Clarissa went up onto the Downs to find her ‘striding along’ – she felt she should be rescued. ‘She wasn’t in the least bit grateful,’ she said. You had to ring six times only – then she knew it was a friend but she said that after she became the foreign secretary’s wife she got straight through on the telephone and was late for lunch. ‘Greta was waiting on the pavement outside.’ They then went shopping and bought shoes. Her feet were not as big as everyone said.

 

Other Wiltshire neighbours also invited me. At lunch in his house at Tisbury, Billie Henderson,32 a friend of Cecil’s since India during the war, spoke of the night Cecil died. He had found him depressed and unable to keep warm. Billie tried to cheer him up. ‘You’ve got a new gardener that you like.’

‘Well, yes, that’s true.’

‘And you’ve got Hugo Vickers who’ll work with you on the biography.’

‘Yes, that I am looking forward to enormously,’ he said.

Billie spoke of David Herbert in Tangier, who owned a picture of a naked statue painted by Cecil. Cecil told him: ‘The behind is Mick Jagger’s.’ He also spoke of the lovers: Peter Watson never reciprocated any love – that was the problem. Kin Hoitsma was intelligent. Garbo he had met, but had no idea there was anything going on at all.

Dicky Buckle was more prickly since he had wanted to write the authorised biography. Eileen was relieved that he was not chosen, since he would have woven his autobiography into it. With me, there was no fear of that. Buckle lived at Semley down a remote track, in a house in the woods. He gave me two of the largest gin and tonics I have ever had. I was able to contribute something to his knowledge of Cecil since I had seen the papers:

 

First, Eileen said to him that Cecil and Greta Garbo did go to bed together. He thought Cecil just had two men-friends – Peter ‘Soapy’ Watson and Kin Hoitsma. Kin let him down as he’d never write to him, which, as Dicky said, one needs in old age ‘as I’m finding out’. He said he thought all that Cecil wrote about Garbo was an attempt at pretending to have a heterosexual relationship, but he said, along with that of Diana, it was one of the best human studies he’d done. He said that the funny thing was that Cecil, who was always described as the ‘arbiter of taste’ – there were things he got wrong.

Dicky said he thought Cecil would have ‘misled’ me. He would have said: ‘Oh! Don’t bother with that. It’s not important.’ I think that’s a good point.

Dicky talked of the Patrick Procktor exhibition in Salisbury. They all went along and, coming out of the Crane Street restaurant, they saw an extraordinarily repulsive figure, obese, with a light suit and a wisp of hair that had been allowed to grow very long and was dyed purple – Stephen Tennant. ‘He used to be slim like the picture of Dorian Gray.’ Evidently at the opening he sat on the only chair available, right in front of the cameras. Dicky was embarrassed to be seen with him but Cecil didn’t mind.

 

Then there were those who came to the house, imparting information of various kinds. Brian Blick was the local builder, used by everyone in that valley. He came to repair some lamps and told a funny story about John Ryden, a journalist sniffing about, asking Cecil’s taxi-man how Cecil and Garbo had behaved in the taxi together coming from Southampton. ‘Well, he didn’t finger her,’ said the revolting old man.

Billie Henderson and his stable-mate, Frank Tait, a doctor, arrived for drinks. ‘I’ll ice the vodka,’ said Grant. Frank Tait was an extrovert figure, full of stories. He said that Lord Olivier once came out of the shower in a theatre, stark naked, and said, ‘Isn’t it a pity? I’m the greatest actor in the world and I’ve got the smallest cock.’

On 9 April, Cecil’s sister, Lady Smiley, came to lunch, and left with the visitors’ book (in case someone stole it), the Rex Whistler of Ashcombe, Cecil’s home in the valley, his CBE, his Legion of Honour, and the signed photograph of the Queen Mother. Her line to me was ‘It’s not for me to advise you but I hope it isn’t going to be one of those gossipy books. There’s so much more.’

Many came to look round the house, some keen to buy, others merely sightseers. The way to identify genuine buyers was to ask if they would like to see the boiler. The sightseers invariably passed on that. I suggested that Eileen should note them all in a book so that we could remember them. Some visitors got so excited that they started measuring the curtains. Others just looked. There was a pot of pot-pourri and maybe it was a tribute to Cecil or to the calibre of the visitors that a great number of them took some away surreptitiously, while nothing of value was stolen, so far as I know.

Ursula, Countess of Chichester was the most effective. She came alone and said nothing; she brought her son and daughter-in-law and they said nothing; then she sent a tiresome surveyor, who looked quizzically at the ancient bowed wall at the front of the house. At the sale an agent bid for her and she bought the house.

 

We were now well into May. Eileen gave me Cecil’s overcoat and some books from the library. All remained more or less well until Monday, 19 May, when a pantechnicon arrived to take the books away:

 

Grant stood disconsolately in the yard, his mouth quivering, tears in his eyes – and Eileen confessed, ‘I said this would happen. I really do feel physically sick.’ And again, there were tears in her eyes – it was awful. Suddenly the flaps were down and the packing cases were out and men whose job it was to gather and depart were soon in the library and up the stairs, leaving the shelves sad and deserted. Worse than locusts they were. They were just doing a job, however. Eileen said: ‘There’s only one thing to do – go down to the pub and get drunk.’ And later in the office: ‘Oh! Well – shit!’

 

At lunch Eileen opened a bottle of Cecil’s champagne. Grant had gone off but he came back later, and was suddenly rather protective of Eileen where previously there had been quiet resentment on both sides.

Eileen decided that I should take all the papers to London to work on – the boxes of letters, the albums of press cuttings and a copy of any of Cecil’s published works that I did not already have. She also gave me the assignment of delivering Garbo’s rose to her in New York: ‘And we won’t have any nonsense about you ringing three times before she answers or leaving it under a stone.’

Still the stories came. Eileen had visited Michael Pitt-Rivers (who went to prison with Lord Montagu of Beaulieu), who had told her how he asked Cecil, ‘Why is it that in London you are so awful and in the country quite different?’

Without disagreeing, Cecil replied: ‘I regard it as a challenge.’

Eileen found a skull and rescued it. It was given to Cecil by Rex Whistler and inscribed to him. It was put into the sale. On 28 May scaffolding went up in the garden for the great sale tent. The garden was beginning to look its best, the terrace bursting with everything and the roses on the walls burgeoning. That last day ended with Eileen in the drawing room. The light was coming in through the windows as at the end of many summer days – the pink roses were creeping round the windows. The next day the house would fall into the hands of the auctioneers: ‘I will never forget the calm of that time.’

By the next day sticky numbers were festooned on some of the lots. Grant said he felt like a trespasser. I wanted to be alone and headed to the winter garden, but as I reached the doorway there was a Christie’s man reading a paperback. There was no time for last looks. Eileen and Grant were going over to Billie Henderson’s. It was time for me to go. Eileen said I had been a great comfort and I said goodbye to Grant: ‘There were tears in both our eyes.’ I said what I thought: a sad beginning, a sad end, but fun in the middle.

 

And I remember how as I waited in the yard the sun shone through the green leaves and I would see the front of the house through the trees and I thought back to that day when Cecil walked over to the studio to show me the diaries and papers. It all seemed such a long time ago, yet it was only a few months.

And presently I was off back to London and then the tears poured down my face and it was at least Wilton before I pulled myself together.

 

After that the atmosphere had gone. Eileen was irritated by an HP sauce bottle abandoned on the dining-room table. There were signs everywhere – ‘Sir Cecil’s bedroom’. The house was a museum, the flower room a buzzing office. On my last visit I spent forty-two pounds buying plants. One was a yucca, which I took to my flat. I forgot to cut it back. Forty years on it stretches above two storeys.

The sale took place on 9 and 10 June. On the first day, the house was auctioned for £225,000, though no one worked out who the new owner was. A man in the row in front of us asked, ‘May we know, as the villagers of Broadchalke, who has bought the house, please?’

The auctioneer replied, ‘I don’t know myself. You’ll find out soon enough.’

I managed to secure some Christian Bérards,33 a good Stephen Tennant and an oil by Michael Wishart,34 all at the maximum price I was prepared to pay. Garbo’s rose went for £750 and the Giacomettis fetched good prices (the cashier in the house was sitting on a Giacometti chair). At the end of the day, Mrs Brown, the doctor’s wife, said how she wished she could now go back and have tea with Cecil to tell him all about it. ‘He’d want to know every detail,’ she said.

As we left, torrential rain poured down.

OEBPS/Images/clip0020.png





OEBPS/Images/clip0019.png





OEBPS/Images/clip0021.png





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
HUGO
VICKERS






OEBPS/Images/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HODDER &
HODDER &





