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  Introduction


  This is a book about silence, the silence that followed the ‘incessant thunder’ of the four years and four months of the First World War. At the heart of the book are three specific November days in which silence predominated: the day the guns fell silent in 1918; the day the two-minute silence, then known as the Great Silence, was first observed in 1919; and, a year later, the day when in 1920 the Unknown Soldier was lowered into silence beneath the floor of Westminster Abbey. But this book is also about a more general silence – the silence of grief – that crept into every corner of life during the two years that followed the Armistice of 1918, a time when vitality and youth had been swept aside by a massive, unanticipated mortality.


  In one way this is a book about the relief that is brought about by the absence of noise: silence as balm, as a time for reflection and contemplation. But it is also about another kind of silence, the silence of isolation and fear, of the failure and the terror of attempting to articulate misery. It is a book about the silence of denial and of emptiness, of endings and of death. Silence can bring with it a vacancy that in its turn craves the distraction of the human voice or the obscuring impact created for example by music. These distractions can help to stifle the terror of being abandoned to the silence of the noisy mind. Even the silence of sleep can carry with it an added dread, for sleep ends in wakefulness. And as Siegfried Sassoon said, ‘to wake was to remember’.


  During the summer of 1911, a record-breaking hot season three years before the outbreak of war, the strength of the sun had been sufficient to bleach out the pattern of purple pansies on newly married Ethel Harrison’s dress. Already social fragmentation had started to make itself felt in a peacetime society that on the surface seemed ordered and secure. Women, trade unionists, both Houses of Parliament, the servant class, the poor and the rich were all either seeking or resisting change. Some said that the twentieth century did not begin until 1914, that the extended Edwardian idyll had lulled the English into a sense that not only was everything all right with the world, but that it always would be.


  In fact the structure of society had been shifting, sometimes imperceptibly and sometimes, as the reign of George V got under way in 1910, with some drama. The suffragette movement had become increasingly volatile and disturbing. The force-feeding of imprisoned women, whose crime had been to fight for votes for the unrepresented half of society, had become more prevalent. Stones were thrown through windows of municipal buildings across the land; one suffragette tried to push the Home Secretary, Winston Churchill, beneath a moving train, and in June 1913 the campaign for the voice of women to be heard in the democratic process resulted in tragedy. During the Epsom Derby Emily Davidson, at the age of 39, had thrown herself beneath the hammering hooves of Anmer, the King’s horse, her skull smashed, her brains – so it was reported – spilling out on to the grassy track, as Anmer did a complete somersault in full view of his owner. Just over six years later women would be voting and one of them, an American divorcee, would be representing a constituency in Parliament.


  The outbreak of war had brought with it a healing unity; domestic problems were suppressed, while the country joined together to fight side by side against a common enemy, experiencing a new sense of community across the classes with so many suffering the loss of someone they loved. But with the end of the war, after the immediate relief experienced when the fighting stopped, divisions returned with renewed intensity. In moments of honesty many questioned whether the golden summers of the pre-war world had been as golden as memory willed them to be, or whether instead they had been the mere product of hindsight.


  Social discontent returned, and in louder voice. Now, too, a series of new divides had developed: between the men who had gone to fight and the women who had been left behind to manage family life; between those too young to have absorbed the real lasting impact of what had happened, and those who would never get over it. The gulf between those who had experienced the closest thing to hell on earth and those who had only glimpsed it was to prove almost impossible to close.


  There were of course those for whom the war changed things for the better – in particular women, who won the right to vote immediately the war ended, though the right was still restricted to those over the age of 30 and conditional on owning a house or being married to someone who owned a house. But women’s expectations had changed. Seventy years before the Armistice a columnist in the London Journal had written that ‘a delicate reserve, a rosy diffidence and a sweetly chastened deportment are precisely the qualities in a woman that mostly win upon the affections of men’. It had taken war and the death of millions to bring about change, although some women, mostly of the older generation, hoped that the natural order of things would be restored. Exhausted by the effort of running the whole family show at home, they longed for the men to return and take charge.


  Servants like Arthur Atkins, an under-chauffeur with no prospects, returned from the war determined not to resume his servile duties. Unemployment ran through society with a devastation similar to the 1918 flu epidemic, destroying lives as it spread. Not only had four million men returned from the army and navy looking for work, but a further three million munition workers were now without jobs. Means Test committees presided over by fat women cuddling even fatter pekinese talked about the national necessity for tightening belts. Unemployment meant poverty and an estimated 11 per cent of the population was considered to be living under such circumstances. Poverty meant misery. Nor were other sections of society immune to the taxes and the economic consequences of the conflict. Financial ruin had affected the fortunes of many of the richest members of the aristocracy.


  But the class system survived the war in large part intact. Although some men retained a sense of equality because of shared experiences between servant and master, aristocrat and postman, women had no such exposure to ‘the breakdown of tradition’. As the writer Barbara Cartland, then a young woman from the ‘gentry’ and on the brink of ‘coming out’, explained: ‘We lived in manless homes. We were brought up by women, and Edwardian women at that. We were fenced round with narrow restrictive social customs, nurtured on snobbery and isolated from any contact with, or knowledge of, people outside our own accepted class.’


  This book aims to discover what happened to that peaceful prewar society after the intervening gash of the war years and the death or injury of more than two and a half million men. How had society changed and how were people adapting or failing to adapt to that change? In 1920 the journalist Philip Gibbs wrote of ‘fits of profound depression alternating with a restless desire for pleasure’. I want to know what kind of sound was made by the hinge that linked those two sensibilities.


  The bereaved of 1918 were facing what the writer Joan Didion has since called ‘the unending absence’. The post-war world was in large part a world paralysed by grief. Such a small tidy word is incongruous for something so messy. Grief is an iceberg of a word concealing beneath its innocent simplicity a dangerous mass of confusion and rage. Bereavement follows stages, and if a cycle can be identified within these stages, then the comfort found in reaching the final stage is often dashed with the realisation that circles have no endings. The cyclical sequence of emotions said to be followed by a person in mourning can in practice be inconsistent and irregular, each part failing to fall into its proper place. Emotional effects can include at first shock, disbelief and denial, followed by guilt, self-reproach (Rudyard Kipling never forgave himself for the encouragement he gave and the strings he pulled to get his short-sighted son John sent to the battle that would kill him), loneliness, hopelessness, relief (and the guilt involved in that process), numbness and yearning. Disbelief, hope and denial sometimes jostle one another for pre-eminent position.


  After the Great War, in Barbara Cartland’s words, ‘an atmosphere of gloom, misery and deep unrelenting mourning settled on practically every house in the British Isles’. Formal occasions of remembrance designed to comfort often produced the reverse effect. Private anniversaries of the day someone was reported missing, the day a final telegram was delivered, wedding days and the day you last saw them all prompted memories so similar to the moment of actual loss that the healing cycle was derailed. In 1917 in Mourning and Melancholia Freud was emphatic about the flaw in the assumption that grief ‘would be overcome after a certain lapse of time’. After the shock of the impact of the news has softened, grief can be like standing with your back to the sea. Sometimes a warning rumble gathers momentum in the form of an approaching birthday or Christmas, bringing with it the fear of remembered happiness. On other days the approaching wall of water can appear without any warning at all. On the calmest, most settled sort of day, there is no predicting when a rogue wave in the shape of a snatch of music, a familiar phrase, even a shared joke, might suddenly roll in and threaten to topple you.


  Bereavement can have profound effects on the body including exhaustion, uncontrollable crying, troubled sleep, palpitations, shortness of breath, headaches, recurrent infections, high blood pressure, loss of appetite, stomach upsets, hair loss, disruption of the menstrual cycle, irritability and visual and auditory hallucinations. The bereaved may turn to alcohol or drugs for the relief and numbing of suffering. All of these symptoms can occur even with the often-cathartic experience of a funeral. But there were no bodies to bury during the Great War. A decision had been taken in 1915 that no corpses of either officers or soldiers would be brought back from the front. There were simply too many for the authorities to be able to manage such a task. There was another reason too. Many of the bodies were unidentifiable, being so badly mutilated, although this detail was not often made explicit. The dead remained abandoned, drowned in the liquid mud into which they had slipped or been trampled, and were buried abroad either in the very place where they had lost their lives or in vast cemeteries – what Rudyard Kipling called a ‘Dead Sea of arrested lives’ – set up by the Imperial War Graves Commission.


  Lack of evidence gave rise to an inability to believe in death. Ettie Desborough lost two sons in the war. The first, Julian, had been wounded and took two weeks to die, his mother at his hospital bedside throughout. The younger son, Billy, was killed among hundreds of others in a military charge, his body never identified, buried among his fellow men and never again seen by his mother. She confided to her friend Cynthia Asquith that she had found the complete, sudden disappearance of Billy harder to bear than ‘the long loving farewell to Julian’.


  Before the war people had tended to die in the place where they had spent their lives, surrounded by the people they had loved and the things they had known. A shopkeeper would live out his last days in the back of his shop, customers coming in to pay their respects but also to buy the things they needed for their tea. Life went on. There was something valuable in this way of dying at home, a comfort not only for the dying themselves but also for those who loved them. Death as with birth formed an integral part of living. And burial, and the ceremonial that went with it, was a fundamental part of that process.


  A promotional film made by the Cremation Society called The Great Purifier, advocating a cleaner, ecologically sound alternative to burial, had failed to attract many supporters to the cause. After news had got out in 1879 about the experimental cremation of a horse in the country’s first cremation oven in Woking, the procedure had seemed doomed never to become established. The public distress caused by the disposal of the horse in such a manner resulted in the Home Secretary’s threat to prosecute Sir Henry Thompson, surgeon and President of the Cremation Society of England. The burning of a body, human or animal, was widely perceived by Christians to interfere with or even destroy all hope of resurrection, and although cremation was made legal in 1902, by 1918 only 0.3 per cent of the population chose to take up that option.


  By the end of the war the absence of funerals and the strain of maintaining hope had exhausted the nation. The English habit of managing difficult feelings was to suppress rather than discuss them, as if by remaining silent the feelings would disappear. The bereaved feared to pass on their grief to those already burdened by grief themselves and friendship and intimacy suffered as a result.


  Before the war, a young designer, Cecil Beaton, had noticed that ‘women were more hysterical’. The sight of a fire engine charging down a London street, the white horses ‘trained to rush out at the sound of a big brass bell rearing and flaring their nostrils’ like stallions, was enough to make nursemaids scream and faint at the thought of impending tragedy. The restraint imposed by the rigours of war had banished all such public display of emotion. Now the phrase ‘before the war’ came to represent all that was untarnished: a benchmark by which to measure all subsequent standards and aspirations. Compassion became a rationed emotion reserved for only the most intimate of relationships as the individuality of death was submerged in the vast numbers of dead. This collective suppression of feeling often produced a deep underlying fury and in many cases prevented the full expression of mourning, resulting in the pain-filled and often angry silence of unspoken grief.


  During the war a curious but widespread assumption had grown up that at the end of the war things would return to normal. Leading society figures, among them the Duchess of Devonshire and the Marchioness of Lansdowne, had founded the Officers’ Family Fund, a public morale-boosting exercise, designed to emphasise both the glory of sacrifice and the fact that death could on occasion be an opportunity to rejoice. Both had suffered in the death of Charles Fitzmaurice, brother to the Duchess and husband of the Marchioness. The two women had successfully campaigned for the abolition of wearing of black armbands in public; they favoured white to symbolise pride rather than grief in death.


  But a little over a month before 11 November 1918 Cynthia Asquith had written about ‘the prospect of peace’. Her brother had been killed along with most of her male friends, and she anticipated the end of the war with a shudder of fear. ‘I think it will require more courage than anything that has gone before,’ she wrote on 28 September. ‘It isn’t before one leaves off spinning round that one realises how giddy one is. One will have to look at long vistas again, instead of short ones, and one will at last fully recognise that the dead are not only dead for the duration of the war.’


  With the war over, a fragment of a famous sermon, taken out of context, was seized on by many who wanted to believe that this unbelievable thing had not happened. As Edward VII lay in state in his coffin in Westminster in the spring of 1910, Canon Henry Scott Holland had given a sermon in St Paul’s on the finality of death. During his long meditation he commented on the curious phenomenon of the vivid physical memory of a recently dead person and the strength of the illusion that they have not really gone for ever.


  Death is nothing at all. It does not count. I have only slipped away into the next room. Nothing has happened. Everything remains exactly as it was. I am I, and you are you, and the old life that we lived so fondly together is untouched, unchanged.


  But he had continued by reminding his congregation that ‘the long horrible silence that follows . . . will cut its way into our souls’. Conveniently these words were rarely quoted.


  Ignoring the emotional fall-out from the absence of men, an advertisement in The Times on 18 December 1918 now outlined a service for the ‘Training of War Wives’. The advertisement was addressed to recently demobilised women, or fiancées or wives of soldiers, and offered ‘an opportunity to perfect themselves in household accomplishments which will make the homes of the future ideal for family life’. But with the annihilation of a ‘golden generation’ a deficit arose of suitable healthy men to love and marry the surviving women. Men with shattered faces hidden beneath tin masks walked the streets, terrifying in their inability to make the mask laugh or cry.


  When the emotion of shock began to lessen, people began to look for any possible means of escape from the ‘gloom, misery and deep unrelenting mourning’. The passion for movies, mostly of the thrilling and adventurous kind, filled an insatiable appetite for entertainment. Charlie Chaplin had become the most famous man on earth and movie stars, male and female, with all their attendant glamour, attracted and illuminated imaginations dulled by the relentless greyness of war.


  But it was music and above all the exhilarating injection of jazz into tired souls that ignited the faltering heartbeat of the nation. Jazzing and its players arrived in England from America’s Deep South and transcended all class barriers. Saturday nights at huge and exuberant dance halls became a weekly obsession for all the country’s youth.


  For some the search for spiritual and emotional well-being or simply for understanding was channelled into the creative paths of writing and painting. For others, love developed in unexpected places, in relationships they might not have considered in the straiter-laced confines of the Edwardian age. The sun-carressed skin and muscular arms of the gardener and the delicate complexion of his lady employer suddenly presented both parties with an attraction no longer worth denying.


  Technological progress, particularly in aeroplane and motor-car design, as well as the increasingly pervasive use of the wireless, arrived along with other trends in fashion and the arts from across the Atlantic. The post-war world was rapidly becoming unrecognisable in many ways to those who had lived and died before the war.


  In this book I have chosen to look at the lives of several individuals for whom the years preceding and following the Great Silence were especially significant, among them a soldier, an undergraduate, a bohemian, a newly married socialite, a duke, a cook, an artist, a surgeon, a war hero, a ten-year-old boy, a four-year-old girl, a butler, a dress designer and the Queen. Wherever possible I have spoken to the individuals themselves, or to their immediate descendants, as well as consulting private diaries and letters, and other sources published and unpublished.


  It was a time when trust had vanished. In a just world the good were rewarded and the bad punished, yet the experience of the war had shown this belief to be faulty. Marriage and parenthood were no longer certain bets. The country that people had fought for was no longer the self-assured place they had assumed it to be. Lloyd George, the Prime Minister, had promised that this would be the war to end all wars. Could he be right?


  Fighting and death had only been part of it. The delayed response to sights and sounds, the mutilation, the hammering of the guns, experienced by those returning was just beginning. Would any of them recover? Would any of them find lasting peace? Would a healing silence ever come to them, as they lay awake at night, trying to forget? This is a book about the pause that followed the cataclysm: the interval between the falling silent of the guns and the roaring of the 1920s.
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