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The Blacksmith and the Chemist

Somehow I had always felt I came from nothing, but if I do go back any distance there is nowhere I’d rather be than Tintinhull.

Cecil’s diary, August 1973

 

In ancient times at Acornbank there stood a solid stone table around which, it was said, the Knights Templar used to gather. The village of Temple Sowerby is supposedly named after this stone and lies between Penrith in Cumberland and Appleby in Westmorland. There have been Sissons (or Syssons) in that vicinity for over 450 years. Some were mercers and lawyers, but the family from which Cecil descends were millers or poultry farmers. In the latter part of the nineteenth century, Joseph Sisson was the village blacksmith at Temple Sowerby. He was also Cecil’s maternal grandfather. Known as ‘Auld Jossie’ to the villagers, his smithy was a popular spot for young children. One of its attractions was a red and green Amazon parrot chained to a pump in the cobbled yard. Alice Lowthian spent many hours there as a child: ‘He was so jolly and handsome and always a kindly word for the tots, watching the great bellows and the patient fine horses.’1 Alice thought Cecil bore a striking resemblance to his bewhiskered old grandfather. Auld Jossie was married to Elizabeth Oldcorn, a handsome if rather austere woman who had probably married beneath her. They had a family of ten and were often so poor that the children went barefoot to the doors of the better houses begging for waste for their pigs. Of the children of the marriage, the four sons led unremembered lives, and the two elder daughters married and disappeared to Canada and Australia respectively. Ella, the third daughter, married the well-to-do Frank Williamson of Penrith who, alas, proved a gambler. It was the three youngest daughters, Jessie, Etty and Cada, who were to prove exceptional.

These three girls were outstandingly beautiful and caused such a sensation in the village that the memory of them lingers there to this day. Some say that the girls owed their particular beauty to the fact that their fathers were young bloods who came to Temple Sowerby to fish and that they were not Auld Jossie’s girls, but this can be no more than a matter for speculation. The girls attended the village school and for a while entered private service. But they were destined for more glittering futures and none lacked the self-confidence to take their chance when it came.

The King’s Arms, which still dominates the village today, was the place where visiting young gentlemen would stay. Elizabeth Sisson was ambitious for her daughters and realized that here, if anywhere, they might meet suitable husbands. She was once seen with binoculars trained on the pub awaiting the arrival of fashionable prey from London. She would then send her pretty daughters to walk past the pub and hope that hearts would be stirred.

Two young boys, Romulo Suarez and Claud Chattock, used to come to Temple Sowerby at this time. Romulo’s uncle, Don Pedro Suarez, was attached to the Bolivian Legation. Cecil described him as having ‘large velvety eyes, thickly lashed, black hair centre-parted and a Ghengis Khan moustache’.2 He was considered devastatingly attractive and he certainly proved so to Cecil’s Aunt Jessie. After a whirlwind romance she and Pedro married in 1890 and set off on a life of adventure in the exotic if feudal world of Bolivia. After many bizarre adventures, Jessie contracted malaria and she and her husband were forced to return to England. She remained in bed for two years, and became little more than a wraith. Later she gave birth to a son, which she took to Temple Sowerby to show her father. Here it was injected against smallpox, but the doctor used a dirty needle: the child contracted septicaemia and died.

Following Jessie’s marriage to Suarez, Auld Jossie gave up his smithy and moved from his thatched cottage to ‘The Cedars’, a fine old house opposite the maypole on the village green. Alice Lowthian recalled: ‘I seem to see him now in an impeccable grey suit and panama hat and with a beautiful flower in his buttonhole, and his smiling face and curly hair.’3 Auld Jossie’s wife died on 23 September 1898, shortly before Jessie returned from her Bolivian adventures. Jessie and Pedro set up home at 74 Compayne Gardens in West Hampstead, where they entertained a motley crew of fellow South American diplomats. Pedro, now known as Lieutenant-Colonel Don Pedro Suarez, served as Military Attaché in London from 1900 and later as Consul General. In 1913 he was promoted Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary. He also represented Bolivia in Paris, and this account by Eduardo Aramayo represents the way Cecil liked to think of his aunt: ‘At the end of the Belle Epoque the elegant coach, drawn by a team of white horses in which Don Pedro and his beautiful English wife drove along the Champs Elysées and the Avenue du Bois, attracted much attention.’4

 

Esther, Cecil’s mother, always known as Etty, was born on 14 November 1872, As a young girl she liked to take bicycle rides with her father and sometimes she accompanied her sister Ella to watch the football at Penrith. She was good-looking and when she grew up she acquired an admirer called Ted Tandy, a keen shot, who used to send her salmon and wild duck. In time they became engaged, but Ted caught a bad cold as a result of shooting until four in the morning. This developed into tuberculosis and he died in Switzerland. There was another man who was on the point of proposing, but Jessie summoned Etty to London to join the fun there, part of which was to see the local amateur company in A Bunch of Violets. The male lead was Cecil’s father, Ernest Beaton. On Christmas Day 1902, in Jessie’s drawing-room, Ernest Beaton proposed to Etty and was accepted. The wedding took place on 7 March 1903. The invitations were sent in the name of Lieutenant-Colonel and Madame Suarez and there is no evidence that Auld Jossie (who did not die until 8 December 1907) took any part in it. In 1928 Cecil wrote: ‘It is extraordinary how unintimate we all are with our parents and never hear anything about things past. I’ve no idea what sort of people Mummie’s parents were, what their house was like, where Mummie met Daddy or any other such sentimentally interesting thing.’5 Nor did Mrs Beaton ever discuss her past with her children. Cecil only learned of his maternal origins after his mother’s death, when he began to piece together the details of his aunt’s life for his book, My Bolivian Aunt. Even so he did not mention the blacksmith, either in print or to his friends. Of Auld Jossie he wrote: ‘He loved all country trades, including farrier work, and was pleased when his cart and horses needed shoeing . . . But if Joe Sisson was in a mood to explore the woods, or make his way down the River Eden, the world and all in it could go hang.’*6 Cecil’s case is proof of the fluidity of the English class system. It might be thought impossible that a blacksmith’s grandson could turn into a Cecil Beaton, but then the exotic novelist, Ronald Firbank, was the grandson of a coal-miner.

Cecil was hardly better informed about his Beaton ancestors. His great-uncle Brice tried his hand at some amateur genealogy and came up with the story that the Beatons descended from an ancient family who had come over with William the Conqueror and that they belonged to the same family that produced Cardinal David Beaton, Archbishop James Beaton (the faithful Ambassador to Mary, Queen of Scots), and Mary Beaton, one of her four maids-of-honour attendants. This unreliable information caused Cecil some trouble in society later on.

The earliest known ancestor of the Beatons was Edward Beaton (1715–65), son of William and Martha Beaton. John Beaton, who was born in Somerset on 31 March 1804, was the grandson of William Beaton, of Tintinhull, near Yeovil, and Mary Priddle, who married in 1770. One day when Cecil was on holiday with his parents, his father shattered any illusions he may have had concerning grand origins. Mr Beaton said his father began life dispensing medicines in a chemist’s shop in Kilburn, and that his grandfather (the aforementioned John) owned the shop. Mrs Beaton then interjected, ‘And a very good business too, I expect’, but Mr Beaton snapped, ‘No, it wasn’t. He was just an ordinary chemist in Kilburn.’ Cecil was upset about this: ‘I just was dumb and numb. I had hoped we were better than that. Daddy’s father got terribly prosperous and had an enormous house and wonderful gardens, stone balustrades etc. So he sprang from a Kilburn chemist . . .’7

Not long after this Cecil was with his father when they looked him up in the Sherborne School register: ‘There he was, the nice E.W.H. Beaton, son of [Walter] Hardy Beaton of Nightingales, Clapham Common! Rather a nasty hit for me, the snob, but I comforted myself that Nightingales may have been the most wonderful place.’8

Cecil’s grandfather lived at different times in Calne (Wiltshire), Newington (Kent), Oxford Street (London), Shoreditch High Street and Grange Road, Dalston (Hackney). He married Louise Stroughill, who was engaged at fifteen, married at seventeen, and a mother at eighteen. The Stoughills were said to be ‘men of Kent who were never beaten’.9 Some of them had been knights. Walter Hardy Beaton was one of the original founders in 1858 of the firm of Beaton Brothers, Timber Merchants and Agents. Cecil’s youngest uncle Wilfred inherited that business. The grandfather ended his days at Hazelwood in Abbots Langley (Hertfordshire) and left £154,000.

In this house Ernest Beaton presented his bride to his family. After their wedding they travelled to Monte Carlo for their honeymoon. Visiting Monaco in September 1965, Cecil noted:

There is every reason to believe that I was conceived here. My parents spent their honeymoon at the Hotel Hermitage and nine months later I was born. One of my earliest memories is of a photograph of my proud and smiling parents standing in an exotic garden with the spikes of the black feathers on my mother’s hat complementing the cacti and palms of the background. My mother’s dress was rose velvet.10

Cecil was born at 21 Langland Gardens in Hampstead, a house he described as ‘a small, tall, red brick house of ornate, but indiscriminate taste’.11 He came into the world at 11.30 in the morning of 14 January 1904. By 18 January he weighed 7¼ pounds and on 5 March he was baptized with the names Cecil Walter Hardy by the Reverend William Stone, Vicar of St Mary, Kilburn. His godfather was his uncle, Cecil Beaton. By a curious coincidence Uncle Cecil was also chosen to be godfather of Dame Peggy Ashcroft’s brother, the first of Cecil’s many links with the theatre. Cecil was the eldest of four children. His brother Reginald was born at Langland Gardens on 3 April 1905. So was his sister Nancy on 30 September 1909. In 1911 the family moved to Temple Court, Templewood Avenue, a ‘vaguely neo-Georgian mansion’,12 close to Hampstead Heath and generally more spacious. Here Barbara (known as ‘Baba’) was born on 21 January 1912.

 

Cecil, or Toto Binnun (his first name for himself), remembered his earliest childhood days as ‘a mixture of wonder and surprise’, but was soon aware that not far away ‘danger lurked, and the grown-ups laughed sympathetically about it, and tried to protect one against the worst’.13 His first memory was of a spring holiday at Shanklin on the Isle of the Wight. He remembered bluebells, a ride in a carriage and a Pomeranian dog.

At the end of their plot at Langland Gardens was a gate which led on to a communal public garden. Here Cecil encountered ‘the strangeness of vegetation’. He recalled ‘frighteningly large, dark bushes of flowering privet and also weigelia which has pink blossom of a waxy trumpet variety: even as an infant I did not like the colour of this pink’.14

On a particularly magical summer evening, when he was about three, Cecil was picking daisies in the long grass. Suddenly he was interrupted:

The atmosphere became less calm, and more electric; someone was smiling at me in a rather alarming, excited way. It was my father returned from America. This was my first reunion with him. He wanted me to remember him, but I did not know he had been away. I did not know whether to be frightened and to start to cry, but instead tried to regain the pleasure of the calm evening and invited him to ‘pick daisies, pick daisies’.15

The face that looked down on him was a kind one. Cecil liked to describe the Beatons as coarse, or like walruses. He described his great-uncle Brice, in September 1923, as: ‘a typical fat Beaton that had fallen in the dustbin’.16 Uncle Wilfred fared little better. He looked like ‘a bloated bladder’. Ernest Beaton had simple tastes from which he derived much enjoyment. His favourite work, Vanity Fair, he read thirty times. Cecil often bemoaned the fact that he was not more like his father, as life would perhaps have been easier. Ernest Beaton and his brothers and sister were keen amateur actors in the 1890s: he was the popular Honorary Secretary of the Thespis Dramatic Society in the days when the family lived at 8 Netherhall Gardens, Hampstead. He gained quite a reputation as an amateur actor, whose performances were described as spirited, lively and energetic and ‘decidedly in advance of the average amateur in style and finish’.17

After his marriage Mr Beaton gave up acting, but never lost his love for the theatre. He greatly enjoyed mimicking the great actors of his day for the benefit of his family. ‘His Herbert Tree as Svengali sent shivers down our spines,’ wrote Cecil, ‘and he made terrible faces, dilating his eyes, widening his nostrils, and stretching his mouth to reveal his black teeth.’ Sometimes the family nurse complained that Nancy and Baba had been disturbed in the nursery by ‘bloodcurdling noises accompanied by raucous outbursts of laughter’.18 Nancy always maintained that her father missed a good career as a barrister.

His other great passion was cricket. He played some forty-six seasons for Hampstead, very often as wicket-keeper. He was a member of MCC, and the editor of Timber and Plywood noted: ‘We have heard tales, not from him, of mighty smites associated with his name on that famous ground.’19 He was born in 1867 and, after Sherborne, was educated first in Germany, then in Sweden. In 1887 he started work in one of his father’s timber agency businesses, which specialized in all types of European and Baltic softwoods. Later he spent eleven years on the Council of the Timber Trade Federation and became its President in 1933. He had one other curious appointment. He was listed as Vice-Consul of Bolivia in London. During Cecil’s early years the family business prospered, and the Beatons bettered their standard of living. Only later did matters take a downward turn.

 

Cecil was born in the Edwardian era, and was considerably influenced by this period and particularly by the two women closest to him, his mother and his Aunt Jessie. He admitted that his child’s eye, like his later adult’s vision, ‘always sought out the detail rather than the conception as a whole’.20 He would take in and never forget the ‘miraculously soft’ materials his mother wore as she bade him good night, or some imitation lilies pinned to her pale green chiffon scarf. He loved to watch his mother disguise herself in the fashion of the day and to witness the transformation of their house into a stage setting for a party. Spellbound, he observed his mother completing her efforts while her bedroom became more chaotic, with powder spilled on the dressing-table and floor, and discarded garments, trimmings and feathers littering the bed. One night a governess told Cecil that in Heaven people’s shapes were different. As he wrote in 1923, ‘I was so upset at the idea that I wouldn’t see Mummie that I cried until I was quite exhausted.’21 Cecil loved his mother better than anyone in the world, and when he was little he held the illusion that she was an important society figure. He was bitterly disappointed to discover that she was not, but resolved to improve her.

Aunt Jessie was altogether more flamboyant. Cecil loved her personality (‘built on heroic proportions’)22 and her beautiful, small, straight nose. He was prepared to overlook her lack of stature and plumpness. In his childhood he would hear her infectious laugh. He thought her ‘grand and gaudy and gay’.23 In her days as wife of the Bolivian Minister she could offer Cecil a glimpse of herself on the way to court. Sometimes he was allowed to powder her back before a ball. Jessie herself acquired a somewhat exaggerated foreign accent, mixed in with a touch of north-country. Her husband, Pedro, she referred to as ‘Peth-er-orh’; tomato was ‘tomm-art-tohh’; she emitted curious exclamations such as ‘Orch-ta-taie’ and ‘Tutte, tutte, tutte’. Less exotically she would complain, ‘Orh, rotten cotton’, and the family often heard aunt and mother in close discussion: ‘Eh! Etty, but do you know!’ . . . ‘Eh! Jessie, but have you ever?’

Aunt Jessie was considered a comic character in the Beaton household with her strange and often unbelieved stories of Bolivian life. But to Cecil she was the spoiler and rule-breaker. At Compayne Gardens he encountered spiced food, magically scented soaps and a Yorkshire terrier with gold medallions around its neck. She dressed extravagantly and wore huge, elaborate hats that proved an inspiration for many a stage production (most notably My Fair Lady), and in 1943 Edith Evans, starring in Shaw’s Heartbreak House, would complain: ‘I won’t wear a train just because Cecil’s Aunt Jessie did.’24

Aunt Jessie paid a second visit to Bolivia, but when Pedro ran off with the young housekeeper she sold her wedding ring and came home, impoverished and sad, with only an assortment of old clothes in trunks and her jumbled memories. Thereafter she was a less romantic figure. She would walk about with a small cigarette staining her upper lip yellow, the ash inches long and precariously balanced, perhaps carrying a vegetable dish in either hand. Once a part of the diplomatic world, she was now neglected. She lived on £500 a year. Cecil sometimes amused himself by drawing caricatures of her, and a friend who saw her in later years described her as looking ‘like a down-at-heel fortune-teller’.25

There was a third, important influence on the young Cecil in the form of his first theatrical heroine. It was his habit to climb into his mother’s bed and nestle close to her while she opened letters and sipped her tea in the mornings. One day when he was about three, his eye was caught by a tinselled, hand-coloured picture postcard of Lily Elsie, with her hair piled high in a billowing cluster of curls. Cecil wrote: ‘the beauty of it caused my heart to leap’.26 The picture showed the famous musical comedy star as a swan-like profile ‘yearning towards some unknown romantic horizon’.27 This gentle creature exuded a sweet sadness, compassion and dignity. Cecil thought her the kind of woman that other women emulate and men want to protect. Not only did he fall for Lily Elsie, but he also fell for the idea of the picture postcard and thus acquired an early interest in the photographic image. Presently he obtained a picture of Lily Elsie in her black hat, a short brim at the front, a large one at the back, adorned with wisps of paradise. This ‘Merry Widow hat’ created a craze for huge hats, and part of Lily Elsie’s charm was that she never quite knew why she was so popular. Nor did she understand the dazzling effect that she had on London. Cecil never saw her in Franz Lehár’s musical because she was ill on the matinée to which his father took him. However, at a children’s party at the Carlton Hotel in Haymarket, Aunt Jessie introduced them. Gallantly he rose to the occasion, obliging his uncle to buy him some Parma violets, which he presented to the smiling lady in furs. Another meeting occurred when Lily Elsie and Gertrude Glyn took tea with Aunt Jessie at Compayne Gardens. Cecil and his brother, Reggie, attempted to re-enact the Merry Widow waltz, Cecil taking the part of the widow in too long a pale green nightgown with Reggie following meekly as Prince Danilo. Although Cecil’s performance was appalling, the adults loved it and Miss Elsie rewarded him with a kiss. In such ways was a love of theatre born in him, and he never forgot the lovely creature whose beauty he so often tried to capture in crayon. ‘Lily Elsie wrapped the whole of my childhood in a haze of roses,’ he wrote, ‘and since then has never failed to cast her spell.’28

Cecil’s early life was enriched by further visual wonders. His interest in picture postcards widened to include other leading ladies of the day. On afternoon walks he would make a beeline for the local stationer’s shop and spend half an hour turning the revolving stands of postcards. He cut out magazine pictures of Gertie Millar, Florence Smithson and the extraordinary Gaby Deslys. He was delighted if the editors had granted her a full-page spread. At the age of four his mother took him to be photographed by Miss Lailie Charles, the lady responsible for the pictures of many of his stage goddesses. Cecil began the session very shyly until he recognized the bouquet of false roses that Lily Elsie used to hold. Miss Charles had some difficulty persuading him that it would not be suitable for him to clutch them during his sitting.

Mr Beaton welcomed the daily enthusiasm with which Cecil awaited his return from the office, but presently he became aware that Cecil was really wanting the Evening Standard, which contained a daily fashion plate by Bessie Ascough. If he were lucky there would be a lady in court dress with feathers, bouquet and train. Cecil particularly admired the skill with which she drew roses (an art that he himself developed to a high degree). One day his father forgot the paper and Cecil flew into a rage. His father then told him that Bessie Ascough was on holiday for a while. This was not true, but the Beatons had decided that this obsession with fashion was unhealthy. As Cecil put it: ‘The child was becoming peculiar.’29

Once a passion is within a child there is little chance of controlling it. Cecil found photographs of stage sets and designs and studied them through a magnifying glass with professional dedication. He loved the ‘tricks and artifices of the stage’ and sought to discover how the sets were constructed, where the joins came in the canvas. His father was also stagestruck and, whenever he came back from New York, he brought with him a bundle of playbills and theatrical magazines. Cecil bombarded his father with questions which poor Mr Beaton was rarely expert enough to answer. For years this situation would continue, the youthful Cecil squirrelling away a vast collection of images of lovely ladies, gathering ideas and plans, but being too young to find a satisfactory outlet for them. His taste would change, of course, over the years. By 1925 he ‘loathed’ Gertie Millar and ‘detested’ Florence Smithson, while remaining loyal to Lily Elsie and declaring himself proudly to be ‘of the Gaby Deslys period’. He was forever grateful to have been a child of the Edwardian era and able to enjoy youthful glimpses of that world before the Great War swept it away. He believed it gave him ‘a sense of solidity and discipline and helped to crystallize a number of homely virtues and tastes, by which, consciously or unconsciously, I have been influenced in my life’.30
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The Funniest Place in the World

Greetings from Hollywood, the funniest place in the world. Here with the Emersons and Irving Berlins seeing all sights and meeting the stars. Weather tropical. Bought weekly Daily Sketch on Hollywood Boulevard. Xmas dotty – Cecil

Cecil to Daily Sketch, 27 December 1929

 

Cecil returned to New York in order to make more money and to gather beauties for his forthcoming book. When asked about this he said that Venus de Milo would not fulfil his requirements, but he was dead set to get Greta Garbo: ‘Oh, she’s going in regardless of her measurements. She has personality, and she has perfect lines, aside from academic beauty.’1 This time he underplayed his lecture on beauty or the lack of it in favour of talking about enticing gimmicks such as climbing ladders to photograph film stars.

Cecil arranged to go to Hollywood with Anita Loos and her old-fashioned theatrical producer husband, John Emerson. He thought that under Anita’s tutelage he would ‘see all the sights and we’d have some grand laughs’.2 They were due to set off on 10 December, but the trip was delayed a week as Anita received the offer of a contract.

The extra week in New York proved nothing if not memorable for Cecil. He had been thoroughly overworked with drawings to do for Vogue and photographic print work. He hoped for a quiet week to get it all sorted out, but gradually the telephone began to ring again and he took on more and more work: ‘My last-minute work panic was worse than ever, I felt ill with pains in my head and a longing to sleep, but no time for that.’3 Vogue and Vanity Fair were calling up, appointments were being made for people to sit for drawings and a half-witted secretary allocated to Cecil was coping badly.

In the midst of all this Cecil elected to lose his virginity:

This time my life was a nightmare. I had had a very momentous week. I’d hardly slept at all and for the first time I had been to bed with a woman. With one on Wednesday and another, a longer and more serious affair, on Friday. We got up and dressed and went to Child’s for some hot coffee and eggs. I was deathly tired. She was alert and as pretty as ever. I felt very sentimentally [sic] and slightly hysterical. I took her home and then returned to retouch photographs – a dog’s work but I can find no one to do it. I slept for about three hours and then the storm started again.4

With a certain modesty, Cecil did not at once confide the identities of his benefactresses to his diary, but in time the names slipped out.

The first was Marjorie Oelrichs, a lively New York girl, with ‘waxen skin and eyebrows like butterflies’ antennae’,5 who shocked her family by advertising Lucky Strike cigarettes. Of her Cecil wrote in The Wandering Years: ‘More than any other woman I had met before, she was responsible for giving me a modicum of self-confidence and the satisfaction of gaining some worldly experience.’6 In his book Cecil Beaton’s New York he paid further tribute to her:

Not only in character and appearance was she one hundred percent American but she possessed all the best qualities of the young New York woman – loyalty, courage and a wonderful sense of humour. Yet unlike most women in her milieu, she was adaptable. Her friends, chosen from every walk of life, had varied interests. She was equally sympathetic to musicians, artists, sportsmen and businessmen, and fitted perfectly into the national life of Austria, France, England, Scotland or Poland . . . Though much of the time with her was spent in laughter, one took her very seriously, minding very much what she felt, and her gentle reproof, ‘Now really’, was more effective than the most stringent criticisms or all the threats of damnation.7

And Anita Loos, her friend, wrote of Marge: ‘Soft, plump, and beautiful, she was a high-society version of Mae West. Her voice was a sort of sexy wheeze but, contrary to Mae, her brain was like a bag of popcorn.’8 The affair came about in a curious way. Cecil confided to her that he had never been to bed with a woman. ‘She volunteered her services as my first experiment,’ Cecil wrote in 1937, ‘and if this sounds comic it was done from the best motives.’9

The second girl was one of his early heroines, the dancer Adèle Astaire, Fred’s sister. Cecil had first seen the Astaires performing in Stop Flirting in Birmingham in January 1924. He was ‘delirious with happiness’10 whenever they were on stage. ‘She is so American and perfect and slim and graceful and smart,’ he wrote at the time. ‘I adore her ugly face and the pearls tight around her neck.’11 He obtained Fred and Adèle’s autographs at the Theatrical Garden Party in 1924 and again saw them dance in London: ‘I adored the Astaires so much that I nearly died in my stall.’12 Adèle was very nearly eight years Cecil’s senior. Like Marge he had met her in Palm Beach on his first visit. In Vogue he described her as ‘rather too roguish but a delightfully brittle puppet’.13 Cecil was still undergoing his grim week, when she reappeared on the scene. He stuttered, ‘I’m so grateful to see you’, and asked her up to help him wrap a vital parcel. Then he gave her a present: ‘Did she like these? These were her photographs. Her Christmas present, hers and Fred’s. She seemed rather quiet and sheepish and sour. Surely the little thing must realize I couldn’t stop and devote my whole attention to her.’14 His diary account continued:

Adèle and I went to the station in her car holding hands. ‘I do think you’re nice’ and she would say ‘Balls’ – I was feeling very sentimentally [sic] and hysterical and when at the station Miss Platt my secretary and the luggage could not be found I was almost demented. Marge and Kitty [Miller] and Joe Schenck* were at the station to see us off [to Hollywood] and lovely presents were exchanged. Anita looking diminutive and screaming with laughter. Marge seemed quietly hysterical and sentimental. Kitty was just a kind and sympathetic stranger, Adèle was vague and quiet – ‘Here’s a little present I have for you but I’m furious with Cartier’s for not having done what I wanted. I asked Liles Gleneazers to have Cecil stamped on it’, and I producing the gold pencil realized that Adèle seeing the handsome and generous gift of photographs I was giving her felt she ought to give me something in return and dashed off there and then to Cartier’s. I was rather annoyed and hurt. I hated her not being honest. I hated her getting me a present because she felt she had to.15

Thus Cecil departed for Hollywood leaving his two ladies behind. In later life Adèle, who adored Cecil, nevertheless related to friends how her shy young lover approached the bed, demurely holding a towel in front of himself.

‘Gaga with exhaustion’ Cecil settled down for his four-day train journey to Hollywood. He could not have been in better company. Anita Loos (who was then forty) and John Emerson (then aged sixty-four) were intelligent travelling companions with the added boon of a riotous sense of humour. Anita could laugh for four hours at a time without seemingly being exhausted by the process: ‘There’s no one who laughs more than she,’16 Cecil wrote. He was impressed by her knowledge and statistics about goings-on in the cities they passed through and by her industry. She began work every morning in the train by 7.30 or 8.00 and continued until they met for a late lunch. Together they pored over ridiculous cinema magazines, one of which had a series entitled ‘If Venus got her arms back’17 and showed an actress in a variety of bizarre poses.

Cecil was relieved to be on his way: ‘It was next morning when I was woken by the coon bringing a telegram from Marge: “The idea of you leaving is too frightful.” I was glad to have left. Troubles were left behind. I wouldn’t mind so much if I heard later that all my photographs had been lost or were received and considered unsatisfactory.’18 He sent telegrams: ‘To Adèle – I didn’t quite know what to say to her but I like her. To Marge – I felt the same about her!’19 A while later he wrote a letter to Adèle, noting, ‘Adèle, about whom I had lustful thoughts, but with whom I am definitely not in love – and only hope our friendship will fizzle out happily as fizzle out it obviously must. We have nothing in common. She frankly doesn’t like flowers.’20

At Chicago the songwriter Irving Berlin and his wife joined the train with

a lovely assortment of film people, Jew producers very flashily dressed, pale mauve collars, purple ties, custard blondes, with cream-coloured faces, scarlet lips and eyes swollen with make-up and curly headed young men all on their way to make good, to become stars. It was my first real glimpse of Hollywood and very exciting.21

At dinner Irving Berlin talked about his collection of wine, books and glass: ‘Now what’s the name of that blue glass I used to collect – er – not Wedgwood – something-staff – Lowestaff! Yes, that’s it.’ John Emerson chewed gum and muttered, ‘Well, that’s better than collecting stamps.’22 There was talk of the cancellation of the romantic actor John Gilbert’s contract after his failure in talkies, and of the aloofness of Garbo, for whom Cecil was already developing a powerful obsession: ‘The loveliness of that exquisite lily in black velvet crinolines leaning on ornate mantelpieces fired me with inspiration and excitement.’23

The train rattled on towards Hollywood, a goal Cecil had longed for since childhood. They passed huge fruit markets, bakeries built like windmills, extraordinary ice-cream shops, and thousands of Christmas trees all vividly illuminated with scarlet, yellow and magenta lights. Christmas was big business in Hollywood. The boulevard was renamed Santa Claus Lane for the festive season, Santa Claus getting higher ratings here than Jesus Christ. Cecil concluded: ‘It is as though rich children had been allowed to run amuck.’24 Cecil had thought that Hollywood would be like a large village street with one big hotel, a few shops and an interminable procession of stars walking up and down it. Instead he found a city larger than Birmingham, ablaze with electric lights.

He was stunned by the beauty of everyone in Hollywood – even the typists, cashiers and waitresses, and the young men with plucked eyebrows: ‘Some look like thugs and crooks, lots are fairies, all men and women look as though they feel the next moment is the one moment when they will be picked up to stardom. They have a rather desperate glint in their eyes.’25 He observed at least a hundred people whom he felt worthy of his Book of Beauty. On the other hand, beauty and brains were not united. There was a plethora of ‘vapidly blank faces’. In the back of his mind Cecil yearned to be spotted himself: ‘How I would adore to be given a good part in a good film. There would be no excitement or satisfaction like it! But alas I am afraid I am not likely to realize that ambition.’26

At the Roosevelt Hotel a reporter called on Cecil, who was in the bath, but soon ready to receive him and his cameraman:

I drying my hair and unpacking was saying the usual things about American women. The average good looks higher, no superlative beauties, from the neck up England wins but from the neck down America gets the prize.27

He wanted Anita to come and be photographed with him. John Emerson accompanied them to stop the picture looking compromising. Anita Loos realized that her husband was jealous of Cecil, though with no foundation. Later she recalled: ‘When I met Cecil we clicked immediately . . . Yes, he met people through me, but he was popular. He soon didn’t need that.’28

The following day Cecil had his first taste of a studio, when they lunched at United Artists with Irving Berlin. They passed deserted Belgian villages made of canvas and plaster, and decaying Russian palaces:

Oh the glamour and romance of owning a mock Russian Palace. I would like to live in scenery; to have the doors painted to look like wood and to have the columns empty.* I was thrilled with all this and couldn’t have been more excited than when we went into a huge building to see them making Dolores del Rio’s talkie.29

He was disappointed with Dolores del Rio, but not with a glimpse of Lillian Gish walking to her dressing-room with a faded pink shawl around her shoulders. Overall he was depressed by the time spent on fundamentally bad films and how the photographic side was at present the least important.

Part of Cecil’s Hollywood assignment was to photograph stars for Vogue. Condé Nast imposed one condition on the job. He had worried that the results Cecil obtained from his little folding Kodak were often technically deficient; they lacked contrast and definition and often became mottled in enlargement. He insisted that Cecil buy himself a camera that would take 8 × 10 inch plates. Cecil had received this ultimatum with horror and complained that he would no longer be able to photograph from ladders. But Condé Nast was insistent and so was Vogue’s new lay-out artist, Dr M.F. Agha, a somewhat unsavoury Turk, who had worked for Nast in Berlin and did not relish Cecil’s welcome into the bosom of Vogue.

Cecil was greeted by Al Kaufman, of Paramount, at the start of his assignment. Here he observed a crowd of medieval beggars on their way to lunch, smoking and chewing gum, a hooded old friar driving off in a little car and a painted blonde stepping out into the sunlight in full evening dress, tiara and tulle. Elsie Janis, a star of Cecil’s childhood, was encountered. She now wrote screenplays. So too was Ernst Lubitsch,* ‘the god, the master producer, the only producer, the man that produced The Marriage Circle, the first good film I ever saw’.30

The new camera was tried out at Paramount on William Powell,† then considered a ham actor who was acting in a detective drama. To begin with, the new camera proved a menace: ‘I hated the cumbersome thing,’ wrote Cecil. ‘I felt rooted to the earth with it. I could not assert my domination over it.’31 Gradually, though, Cecil came to see that it had the advantage of picking up the tiniest detail with enormous clarity. He used the set with ropes, lamps and property men all in evidence, as background to the photographs. Powell was pleased and said, ‘That’s a very original “thot” you have. Generally we spend our time trying to hide the implements of our trade.’32 Gary Cooper was next:

He was absolutely charming, very good looking with black eyelashes as thick as the lower lid on the upper. Very tall, a good figure and such a good sort that he made one feel such a swine. He was on such good terms with everyone. The electrician offered him a cigar. ‘Are they all right?’ – ‘Well they should be. The three cost 25 cents’, and so Gary lit up and the cigar did not explode. He was extremely smartly dressed with a brown hat to match his suit and gloves, very elaborate gloves with green spots in the lining. He is just a very charming cowboy and it was amusing to see him so smartly turned out. His success is stupendous. He is about the most popular actor on the screen and is paid fabulous sums. It is an extraordinary phenomenon this suddenly leaping to fame. He has only been in the business three years and now it saps him entirely. He longs to get away, but can’t – he can’t spend his money even, he longs for the sun to stop shining but it never does. ‘Terrible weather this for the day before Christmas!’ The sun was boiling hot. I took quite good pictures of him, that is unless they go wrong technically and the last person to be taken was little Mitzi Green,* the nine-year-old wonder-monster, who behaves like a tough old trouper who has been on the job for years.33

In addition to the photographs Cecil drew the set of the film Young Eagles for Vogue. The electricians and helpers took great interest in what was going on, asking questions of Cecil’s work such as ‘Do you think this looks anything like it’s supposed to look?’ and ‘Well, what’s it for anyway?’

‘A magazine.’

‘Oh, publicity.’34

 

Cecil was totally bemused by the characters that peopled Hollywood – Wilson Mizner, the brother of Palm Beach architect Addison Mizner, was a fund of odd stories. Talking to Al Cohen about a Greek Jew of their acquaintance, he burst into fury and cried, ‘Jesus Christ. God damn the son of a bitch. Why he started his career as a waiter and invented rubber pockets so that he could steal soup.’35 As the Christmas rush overtook Paramount Studio, a clerk proposed marriage to a secretary and was turned down, and a stenographer rushed in, seized a ringing telephone and addressed the caller: ‘Hullo you silly sucker. Merry Christmas to you.’36 Cecil went to a party at the Beverly Hills home of John Gilbert and Ina Claire; the actress was in jubilant mood, later to be seen ‘in a corner cuddling and kissing a newly acquired dog that seemed to be resigned to its fate’.37 At the end of the evening Cecil attracted the attention of a young starlet, who made a great play for him. John and Anita called this ‘a big break’ for Cecil, but he thought she just wanted him to photograph her for publicity purposes.

Other experiences included a visit to a religious rally drummed up by the evangelist Aimée Semple Macpherson and the exaggerated Hollywood-style wedding of Bessie Love (‘the only person who was in the studio who had never had a beau’).38 The Vogue drawings pressed so heavily on Cecil that he felt exceptionally sorry for himself: ‘I stamped with rage, kicked books sky high, talked and swore loud, tore pieces of paper to bits and wept. I recovered and went in to see John and Anita. The latest news was that Marion Davies arrived in Hollywood for one hour on Monday and wants us to go on with her up to her ranch for New Year’s.’39 Exhausted with overwork Cecil pressed on with an article for Vogue, ran into more stars such as Gloria Swanson ‘looking at once terrible, old and hideous, like a pig, and also beautiful, soignée, flawless’,40 but failed to set eyes on the ever-elusive Garbo. Things reached a fever-pitch of panic, before they departed on Monday 30 December. High-spirited guests including a number of stupid but polished blondes mounted the special train which took them overnight to the Hearst stronghold at San Simeon. William Randolph Hearst, the super-rich newspaper proprietor, arrived from New York with the modest Marion Davies, his beautiful mistress, a ‘sincere’ film-star if such a creature existed. Cecil dined with two blondes and retired to the compartment he was to share with Eddie Kane, ‘a natty little counter skipper’ who bade him a cheery ‘Good night, old man’.41

On New Year’s Eve a ‘coon’s voice’ gave the command: ‘It’s after nine o’clock and Mr Hearst is up.’42 It was an unshaven Cecil who joined John and Anita. They passed signs declaring ‘Danger. This road dangerous to pedestrians on account of wild animals.’ They saw buffalo and zebra, cypress trees and statues and finally arrived at the castle:

I was speechless at the place. Mr Hearst was standing smiling at the top of one of the many flights of garden steps. My room was enormous with carved gilt ceiling, huge carved Jacobean beds with gold brocade covers and on the walls hung old tinselled velvets and gosh the view from the window! One was in heaven looking down on pale green mountains, pale blue, misty hills, and a silver sea in the distance. Gosh the beauty. The pain of enduring the beauty.43

Anita Loos commented: ‘To have this Palace and then ask these tough blondes is what I call true aristocracy.’44

It was in such surroundings with delicious food awaiting him, bleached blondes in breeches going riding, animals in the zoo being fed, Mr Hearst terrifying all the guests, and the angelic Marion Davies attending to her place à table, that Cecil bade farewell to the Twenties. It had been an extraordinary decade for him. He had transported himself from stifling domesticity in a suburban home to success in the cut-throat glamorous world of Hollywood. There was no reason why this boy from Hampstead should represent the decade, yet as early as 1930 Osbert Sitwell was writing: ‘It is to his photographic portraits that the people of the next century will turn when they want to rediscover the character of this one.’45 And in 1933, Patrick Balfour cited Cecil as one of three typical products of the ‘Twenties’, alongside Beverley Nichols and Oliver Messel. He continued:

All three are talented, hard-working and successful. All three are bachelors. All three are amusing and socially popular. Mr Nichols as something more than a journalist, Mr Beaton as something more than a photographer, Mr Messel as something more than a stage-designer are entitled the respect due to all artists, and must be congratulated on the position which they have each achieved.46

The new decade began dramatically. Although Cecil had not ridden since St Cyprian’s, he and Anita set off together in borrowed riding clothes. The sun set, the sky turned a blue-mauve colour, and the white palace at the top of the mountain looked more beautiful than ever. But when Cecil tried to open and close a gate from the saddle, his horse bolted and he was caught holding onto the saddle and to the rope of the gate. The skin on his fingers was burnt almost to the bone, upon which a ‘scarlet blonde’ commented: ‘Oh that’s too bad!’47 Back at the ranch the hand was dressed, but the pain continued to soar and Cecil took refuge in whisky. He supervised his packing, calling out drunken instructions to the servant. He took a hot shower ‘in a stupor’. Later he recovered sufficiently to dance wildly with Marion Davies (until her formidable overlord appeared) and later he tangoed with Eileen Percy. Cecil was fortunate not to be personally involved in the subsequent high jinks that resulted in the breaking of a priceless gold chest (at which point, of course, Hearst reappeared). It was the moment for the party to catch their train back to Hollywood. Cecil had enjoyed the luxury of the ranch but in conclusion he disliked the uninspiring house-party of toughs.

Cecil’s last week in Hollywood proved frantic and exhausting. At the studios of Fox he photographed Lilyan Tashman and Marguerite Churchill. Due to a dreadful accident in which two aeroplanes had crashed during filming and ten people had been killed, he had to carry his own equipment which made his hand smart with pain once more. At Paramount his pictures of Mary Astor, Fay Wray, Jack Oakie and Kay Francis ‘were so slickly taken and as I afterwards discovered were the best I’d taken’.48 Dolores del Rio proved difficult because she had fixed ideas on how she should pose. She thought Cecil wanted to make her too exotic. Her ideas struck Cecil as being ‘vulgar, garish and senseless’.49 Cecil was sufficiently confident to call off the sitting when he had taken enough shots of her. Irving Berlin was another awkward sitter because of ‘an enormous nose which catches the lights wherever they are placed’.50 Ed Lowe in a sailor suit was submitted to what Cecil called ‘brutal pictures which Beaton is getting good at’.51 Sometimes the stars failed to inspire him at all – Joan Crawford was too inclined to pose, Anita Page ‘easy and pliable’,52 Buster Keaton ‘a disappointment too’.53 But he loved his work on Pathé’s All Quiet on the Western Front. He went up in a crane to view the scene below. A battalion of soldiers under fire were marching into the slush amidst tremendous explosions. A church was blown to the ground. ‘Gosh this was thrilling,’54 he noted. Meanwhile an ambulance was poised ready for calamities; indeed the director’s nose and eye were cut by a piece of flying wood. Cecil was delighted to hear later from Carmel Snow that the photographs he had taken with his new camera were a great success.

Throughout this last week Cecil was obsessed with the idea of seeing Greta Garbo.

She is the only person with glamour. She is flattered and pleased that she is an amazing success but she does not want to meet her fans. Women send orchids to her every day, men telephone on long distance calls to try and hear her voice. She
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