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Bloomsbury Reassembles, 1919–22

In January 1919, Virginia mused on a familiar theme: Stephens versus Stracheys – who was up, who was down. Lytton had scored his first big hit with Eminent Victorians, so the Stracheys needed tearing down a peg or two: ‘There are three words knocking about in my brain to use of Stracheys – a prosaic race, lacking magnanimity, shorn of atmosphere’.59

Eminent Victorians, published in May 1918, was an immediate success, making Lytton famous overnight. Consisting of biographies of four leading figures of the era – Cardinal Manning, Florence Nightingale, Thomas Arnold and General Gordon – the book hit the market at exactly the right moment; a new sense of cynicism was in the air – frustration with the generals who were sacrificing young men at the front, suspicion that the ‘lions’ were being led by ‘donkeys’. Lytton’s irreverent assessments of the four figures challenged the moral superiority of the Victorian age. Bloomsbury attitudes chimed with the feelings of the upcoming generation, and Lytton reaped the rewards. According to the literary critic Cyril Connolly, Eminent Victorians anticipated the mood of the Twenties; Strachey ‘struck the note of ridicule which the whole war-weary generation wanted to hear, using the weapons of Bayle, Voltaire & Gibbon on the creators of the Red Cross and the Public School System. It appeared to the post-war young people like the light at the end of the tunnel.’60

Virginia was more disparaging of the Strachey success. For her, Lytton, James, Oliver, Pippa, Pernel and Marjorie were all as bad as each other: ‘To the common stock of our set they have added phrases, standards, & witticisms, but never any new departure, never an Omega, a Post Impressionist movement, nor even a country cottage . . . or a printing press.’ Lytton’s writing ‘lacked originality and substance’, it could be dismissed as ‘superbly brilliant journalism, a supremely skilful rendering of the old tune.’ Even at Tidmarsh, Lytton ‘had to be propelled from behind, & his way of life insofar as it is unconventional, is so by the desire and determination of Carrington’. The Stephens and Bells, on the other hand, had ‘the initiative, & the vitality to conceive our wishes into effect’, refusing to be ‘chilled by ridicule or checked by difficulty.’61

As her friends gradually reassembled in London after the war, Virginia reflected too on the different members of the group, and their various achievements. There were Thoby’s friends from the ‘Cambridge stage of life’, the group she met later when sharing houses with Adrian and, most recently, the 1890s babies: Bunny, Ralph, Carrington and Carrington’s troupe of artist friends from the Slade, known collectively as the ‘cropheads’62 thanks to their shingled hair. The recent additions had made important emotional contributions during the difficult war years, helping to hold relationships together when force of circumstance might have driven the friends apart. Bunny had provided the glue in the Bell–Grant household, and Tidmarsh had become a haven for many thanks to Carrington. At this stage Woolf thought Carrington had made Lytton braver and kinder, reinforcing rather than supplanting her connection with him: ‘I like Carrington . . . She has increased his benignity. O yes, if he were to walk in at this moment we should talk about books & feelings & life & the rest of it as freely as we ever did, & with the sense, on both sides I think, of having hoarded for this precise moment a great deal peculiarly fit for the other.’63

Bloomsbury writers and artists suddenly seemed to be booming. Hostility towards pacifists and conscientious objectors was fading, and Britain was experiencing a peacetime surge in consumption: prices stayed low, so those who had jobs had more to spend on an ever-expanding range of goods. Sales of books and newspapers were on the up, and younger people were feeling less respectful towards the heroes of the past. Lytton Strachey was the first to benefit, but Maynard Keynes’ The Economic Consequences of the Peace, which attacked the self-interested principles of the men who negotiated the treaty that ended the First World War, also became a runaway success when it was published in 1919. Keynes had written the book hunched over a desk at Charleston, infuriated by his experience as a Treasury representative at the Versailles Conference. Published soon after his return to lecture at Cambridge University, the book pushed Keynes to the forefront of economic scholarship, making him a respected pundit called on by press and politicians alike. Duncan Grant made a similar grab for public attention in February 1920 with his first ever solo exhibition. Reviews were mixed, but buyers tended to agree with Virginia – who found the pictures heady, like wine, ‘so lovely, so delicious, so easy to adore.’64 Lytton spent £60 on Grant’s enticingly muscular image of circus artists, their bulging thighs encased in thick pink and blue tights. Juggler and Tightrope Walker was duly hung over the desk in his library at Tidmarsh.

The critics associated with Bloomsbury sensed the shift in public response, the connection to changing currents in popular taste. Roger Fry praised Grant’s Venus and Adonis in the New Statesman: ‘Whatever influences he has submitted to are all fused here into something that belongs entirely to our own age and country, and, indeed, just to one intensely individual view on life.’65 Grant’s pictures captured the optimistic mood of the moment, the growing appetite for joyous colour, fanciful imagery. For Clive Bell, Grant’s style was ‘fantastic and whimsical and at the same time intensely lyr-ical.’66 His luscious Venus now reclines in colossal splendour at Tate, her gaze fixed sphinx-like on the tiny figure of Adonis, running off to enjoy the hunt. It’s tempting to read all sorts of hidden messages into Grant’s depiction of a man who chose sport over love, but when questioned by a Tate cataloguer he claimed to have thought only of the myth: Venus ‘calm and unpreoccupied’, Adonis ‘hunting safely’.67 At Charleston Farmhouse, domestic commitments to Vanessa took centre stage; in London, Grant was free to roam. Still loosely involved with Bunny Garnett, he was always eager to meet young men, drawing inspiration from their bodies, enjoying the stimulation of fresh ideas.

Leonard and Virginia were still ensconced in suburban Richmond, but others were beginning to settle back into familiar territory. With rural retreat no longer a necessity, central London was the obvious place for the friends to regroup, and Bloomsbury the most appealing destination. Maynard Keynes had taken over the lease of 46 Gordon Square in 1918, with Duncan Grant as his main lodger. 50 Gordon Square became a layer cake of Bells and Stephens in changing configurations: Adrian Stephen and his new wife Karin as the main leaseholders, the Bells initially together, then Clive solo for many years. Stracheys began arriving en masse soon after, leasing numbers 41, 42 and 51 – all on the same side of the square. Lytton tended to stay with his mother and sisters at no 51; James and Alix Strachey were at no 41, and Oliver and Ray Strachey at no 42. When Bunny Garnett decided Taviton Street in Bloomsbury would be the perfect place to open a new bookshop, Duncan Grant was delighted. Running northwards from the top corner of Gordon Square, the row of tall nineteenth-century houses with narrow windows might seem an unlikely location for a business, but it was perfectly positioned to catch passing Bloomsbury Group trade.

With so many prospective purchasers nearby, success for the bookshop, Birrell & Garnett, was guaranteed – the ground-floor rooms didn’t have a proper shopfront, but they had plenty of room for shelves, and space for Omega Workshop tables. Bunny and his business partner Frankie Birrell stocked up on all the things most likely to tempt the local audience: a goodly selection of eighteenth-century literature, ripe for inclusion in Lytton’s library; the latest English and French novels, newly fashionable Russian translations, and everything you might need on modern art. Hogarth Press books were a certainty, along with Carrington’s quirky foil paintings. There was a comfy sofa to settle down in and chat, and impromptu sessions could be expected after hours, especially when Bunny joined the group of lodgers living upstairs. It was here in 1920 that Bunny met his wife, the wood engraver Ray Marshall, who injected some much-needed cash into the Garnett coffers, without noticeably limiting his chosen way of life. Ray retreated to the countryside after their son Richard was born in 1923, leaving Bunny in London during the week, free to continue his ongoing connection with Duncan Grant, and pursue amorous encounters with anyone who caught his eye, of any age or gender. Bunny constantly reassured Ray of his love, his commitment to their growing family, but Ray struggled to accept the presence of so many other lovers in their lives.
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Eddy Sackville-West published his first two novels while living with John; when Strachey’s own first book came out, the subject was firmly aligned with his left-wing agenda: Revolution by Reason, An Account of the Financial Proposals submitted to the Labour Movement by Mr Oswald Mosley. It’s hard to imagine many of their Oxford friends rushing to pick up a polemic on socialist economics, and harder still to know what they made of Mosley, who had campaigned for an adjoining seat in Birmingham, and became John’s Labour Party mentor. The charismatic future leader of the British Union of Fascists had yet to show his true colours. With his eye firmly fixed on the main chance, Mosley had already deserted one party – the Conservatives – in favour of Labour, where he was becoming a fast-rising star; he seemed to have no problem combining socialist principles with an expensive lifestyle, confidently putting forward ideas for reforming the economy while spending his wife Cimmie’s American retail fortune. John was excited by Mosley’s fervour, sticking ever closer to his friend once he became MP for Smethwick in the Midlands, learning at the sharp end exactly how much investment was needed to help Labour candidates win by-elections. Until the socialist utopia was established, capitalist methods were there to be exploited.

Away from the prying eyes of Midlands voters, John’s double life continued unabated. When the Mosleys hired grand villas in Venice or Antibes, John would come with them for the summer. When the Mosleys bought a country home at Savay in Buckinghamshire, John became a regular guest, lounging by the swimming pool with a bizarrely alternating cast list of Labour Party activists and Bright Young Things. On one memorable night Cecil Beaton and Stephen Tennant found a box of Edwardian evening dresses belonging to Mosley’s mother-in-law; after putting them on, they ‘did the most fantastic dances as passed description for effeteness, tho’ brilliance was in every line.’404 The craze for home movies was at its height, and John Strachey was captured on film by Mosley, cavorting alongside Beaton and Tennant. John played a rustic vying for the attentions of Cimmie Mosley, while Beaton appeared as the madam of a brothel. Tennant took the role of a blind beggar boy dressed in rags, who sits on a riverbank making daisy chains before drowning himself in the river. To the outside world, John seemed to be living a charmed existence. The truth was more prosaic; John inherited less than he expected when his father died in 1927, and the prospective parliamentary candidate for Birmingham Aston moved back in with his mother to make ends meet.

Convinced that he needed to earn more money to campaign successfully as a Labour MP, John tried all sorts of different strategies. He had already done a series of BBC broadcasts with populist philosopher Cyril Joad, co-authoring the resulting volume of After-Dinner Philosophy. In a bold new move, he headed to New York to cash in on the high fees offered by the American lecture circuit. In October 1928, John wrote excitedly to Lytton Strachey to warn his cousin that he had dropped Lytton’s name to Baroness de Hueck, a successful public speaker who was going to help him get bookings in the States. John timed his trip perfectly, as Lytton’s Elizabeth and Essex was about to launch in America. Raymond Mortimer was in New York in January 1929, sending Lytton a first-hand account of the reactions:

Except for Lindberg, you are the most popular man in New York. John Evelyn Strachey gets offers to lecture, merely because he bears your name . . . Hatless girls in the queues of theatres clutch Elizabeth and Essex and schoolmasters birch little boys for not being able to parse your paragraphs. So of course I shall say no ill of the Americans. Indeed, I am glad I came, for New York is various and beautiful, and full of surprises.405

Lytton never went to America himself, so John’s presence can only have added to the promotion of the Strachey brand. John’s father had lectured at Yale and Harvard, and reviewed books for the New York Times, so there was already a degree of East Coast familiarity with the name. When in New York, John stayed with an old friend from Oxford – Joseph Brewer, now an editor at the publishers Payson & Clarke. Within weeks of arriving in America, John had been introduced to one of the new authors signed up by Brewer: Esther Murphy, whose Life of Lady Blessington ‘was scheduled for future publication.’406 Renowned for being the life and soul of any party, Esther was tall, single and exceedingly rich. Like Cimmie Mosley, her fortunes were linked to an American retail empire. While Cimmie’s grandfather Levi Leiter had co-founded Marshall Field & Company, Esther’s father Patrick Murphy had acquired the Mark Cross leather goods brand, expanding the stores from Boston to New York and London. With factories in the Midlands, and a flagship outlet at 89 Regent Street, Mark Cross was promoted in the States as an English maker of leather goods and gloves. By a strange coincidence the Mark Cross works were in Walsall, less than ten miles away from John Strachey’s prospective parliamentary seat at Birmingham Aston.

John could hardly believe his good fortune: Esther’s outlook was progressive and international, her circle as queer and creative as his own. She had travelled between Paris and New York since the early Twenties, befriending the ‘Lost Generation’ of American authors, many of whom had taken up temporary residence in France. Esther was particularly close to Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, spending a memorable Christmas on Long Island with the Fitzgeralds and their friends John Dos Passos, Edmund Wilson and Gilbert Seldes. In New York she would attend the informal salon hosted by Muriel Draper, a writer and social activist best known for her 1929 book Music at Midnight. In Paris she was a regular at Natalie Barney’s weekly literary salon where avant-garde writers mixed with members of the more traditional Académie Française; Barney started a rival ‘Académie des Femmes’ to honour female authors, connecting Esther with writers such as Colette and Gertrude Stein and journalists like Djuna Barnes. Djuna produced an affectionate satire of the Barney salon in 1928, where Esther appears as ‘Bounding Bess . . . noted for her enthusiasm for things forgotten’, absorbed by ‘great Women in History . . . last seen in a Cloud of Dust, hot foot after an historic fact.’407 John found himself absorbed within a group of transatlatlantic writers and artists whose appetite for hard drinking and hard living put Young Bloomsbury to shame.

Seduced equally by the Mark Cross millions and the glamour of bohemian New York nightlife, John proposed to Esther. Their engagement was announced in February 1929: the New York Times trumpeted ‘Bachelor heiress to wed kin of Lord’;408 Time Magazine was more interested in John’s relationship to Lytton Strachey, pitched as the biographer of Queen Victoria and Queen Elizabeth; the New York Journal’s Cholly Knickerbocker column – famous for coining the term ‘café society’ – covered the engagement and all the subsequent events. Esther’s parents threw a formal drinks party for several hundred people at their Park Avenue apartment and celebrations continued thereafter; according to writer and composer Max Ewing, ‘On the following nights it will be the same hundreds saying the same thing at Sarah King’s or Muriel Draper’s and elsewhere.’409 The pace of Esther’s conversation could be exhausting, but this didn’t seem to stop the flow of invitations. Arriving at one of the many events thrown in Esther’s honour, acerbic writer Carl Van Vechten asked ‘why in heaven’s name a party should be given for Miss Esther Murphy, who attended more parties than any living woman, never going to less than three a night.’410

John and Esther had more in common than might immediately be supposed. Left-leaning without being a committed Marxist, Esther was entirely receptive to John’s political views. Intellectually they seemed well matched: as well as being an aspiring biographer, Esther wrote book reviews for the New York Tribune, impressing contemporaries with her analytical approach. Frustrated by living at home with their parents, both longed for a more independent existence. Neither were physically attractive in the conventional sense, their features so striking that they tended to provoke strong reactions. John’s mother had Sephardic Jewish ancestry, passing features to her son that led to persistent antisemitic comments. Lytton Strachey called St Loe’s wife ‘Oriental Amy’,411 while Carrington saw John in terms of racist caricature: ‘A very tall, monstrously fat Jew, a Beardsley character . . . the drawing of the fop in Under the Hill by Beardsley’.412 Esther was mocked for her height, her prominent chin, and her masculinity. Critic Edmund Wilson compared her unfavourably to her brother: ‘All the masculine traits seem to be concentrated in Esther and all the feminine ones in Gerald.’413 Encouraged since early childhood to voice her opinions, Esther’s confidence challenged typical gender norms. Author and academic Lloyd Morris created a character in This Circle of Flesh who is thought to have been modelled on Esther: ‘She was a trifle too tall and a trifle too heavy. She had the figure of a Valkyrie, the broad and candid face of a plain boy, with a boy’s brown hair, close cut. She had the warm, friendly, impersonal manners of a boy, likewise.’414

Behaviour that would have been seen as commanding or authoritative in a man was often interpreted as overbearing in a woman. Max Ewing remembered how hosts ‘would occasionally bring up a strange gentleman or a beautiful blonde and present them, but they would soon disappear, frightened away by the incomparable but intolerant onslaught of Esther Murphy’s eloquence.’415 Those who stuck around long enough discovered that kindness was one of her overriding characteristics. Muriel Draper could forgive any amount of garrulity from someone who would write the next day declaring, ‘You were superb and magnificent last night as indeed you always are, what a particular and fortunate dispensation I think it is that I happen to be your contemporary.’416 Esther was also tolerant of difference, whether sexual or political. If her Catholic parents were likely to be shocked by her guests, then Esther would borrow a friend’s apartment for the evening. Max Ewing lent his rooms at the top of the Life building for a divorce party in honour of Emily Vanderbilt. Ewing was one of the young gay men who gathered round Muriel Draper and Carl Van Vechten, covering the walls of his walk-in closet with an ever-changing ‘Gallery of Extraordinary Portraits’. Exhibited to the public at an Upper West Side gallery in 1928, the photographs form a visual representation of Esther’s circle. Portraits of their friends are mixed with homoerotic images of bodybuilders, boxers, dancers and athletes. Among the gay and lesbian icons on display were a range of British figures: Oscar Wilde, Radclyffe Hall, Cecil Beaton and Vita Sackville-West, appearing rather appropriately in a pose from Orlando.

Queer friendship groups were familiar territory for John, who had spent years living with Eddy Sackville-West, and counted the bisexual MP Bob Boothby as one of his intimates. Esther’s sexual interest in women was stronger than John’s equivalent interest in men, but it was not a source of conflict. Bisexuality was par for the course in Bloomsbury circles, with John’s cousins James and Alix providing a model example of how a marriage could be sustained alongside other same-sex relationships. Even though rumours of prospective engagements had surfaced in the past, Esther’s female friends were surprised by the announcement. After two years of obsessive (and mostly unrequited) love for Parisian hostess Natalie Barney, Esther was released to start a new life with a new person in a new country. Barney claimed to find the news ‘startling and revelatory’, fishing rather tactlessly for confirmation that Esther had actually tried sleeping with a man before committing: ‘I must rejoice with you that you not only foresee but experience happiness . . . I am glad that you recall our meeting not too bitterly . . . just how your nature may sanction this nouveau regime is a thing already ascertained?’417

John sent a long letter of explanation to one of his own former lovers – the French journalist Yvette Fouque:

I’m going to marry a girl called Esther Murphy – New York, Irish descent, extremely intelligent, not pretty, 6 feet tall, with some money and a very, very good person indeed. She, I think, loves me very much. This, my dearest Yvette, is if you will believe me, not foolishness, not mere lachete, or resignation to the lure of the dollar, but a deeply felt, and absolutely necessary development of my life. Of course, the fact that she has money is vitally important to me – ah, you know me well enough to know that – but please, please believe me that I have not foolishly rushed at the money, sacrificing too much for it. She is a deeply civilised, deeply and passionately intellectual person, to whom the cultural heritage of man is life itself. She knows French literature and history, I really believe, as well as you do, and English literature and history far better than I do. She is the only other woman I have ever met whose intellectual equality I could never question . . . I know this marriage will inevitably strengthen and help my life. It will give me the objective ability to go in wholly for politics and also a certain inner strength to do so.418

Everything seemed set for a partnership of true equals, very much in the Bloomsbury mould, where gender was seldom seen as a barrier to intellectual or artistic achievement.
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John and Esther’s honeymoon visit represented a last moment of family happiness before chaos descended. There was a sense of flying too close to the sun: in October 1929, Gerald and Sara’s eldest son was diagnosed with life-threatening tuberculosis; in the same month the American stock market crashed, with devastating consequences for the Mark Cross brand. The Villa America remained a place for brief escape, but the days of long lazy springs and summers on the Riviera were gone. The Stracheys returned to London, while Gerald and Sara travelled across northern Europe, taking their sick child from clinic to clinic. Patrick Murphy struggled to keep Mark Cross afloat in New York, as colleagues tumbled around him. The American Jazz Age had come to a sudden and bitter end; the ensuing European downturn was less dramatic, but equally long term. Deeply conscious of the impending economic crisis, John Strachey spoke rousingly in Parliament about unemployment in the capitalist world. If America was in decline, then trade with Russia would be vital.

John spent August 1930 trailing round factories in the Soviet Union rather than basking in the sun on the Cap d’Antibes. John’s Young Bloomsbury friends were less aware of the issues at stake, cushioned from the impact of the Great Depression by their incomes from writing or painting, which seemed little affected by the recent financial reversals. Few had major investments to lose, and cheap holidays in the South of France were still affordable for groups of young men who clubbed together to share a house. Eddy Sackville-West was one of many who headed to a borrowed villa at La Napoule for three months in spring 1930; Eddy hoped to work on his new novel, Simpson, while artists John Banting and Roland Penrose were expecting to paint. The poet Brian Howard and his lover Sandy Baird joined the stream of visitors passing through. When cash ran short, Eddy wrote to Raymond Mortimer to call in a loan: ‘Do send me that cheque soon, darling: the bank is threatening to cut me off & John [Banting] hasn’t a penny, so that all the housekeeping devolves on Sandy and me.’432 Eddy managed to get some writing done despite the emotional dramas; as he concluded with some satisfaction to Raymond:

The weather here is heavenly, baking sun & glittering sea. Life has altogether its exhilerations since the lunacy continues de plus belle without disturbing Simpson, who is racing along. I really don’t know how I manage to do it. A new situation has arisen between Sandy & me about an exceedingly good-looking, but undoubtedly louche young American, called Fred Healy. We are determined not to quarrel about it.433

Old Bloomsbury tended to have more investments at risk, but they were able to carry on watching the young with amusement from the sidelines. Former Vogue fashion editor Madge Garland had a flat at rue d’Antibes in Cannes, which was only a few miles down the coast from La Napoule, and Clive Bell decided to rent the flat for six weeks in summer 1930, sending wry accounts of the various goings-on. Bell was with his new lover, Benita Jaeger, a young German Jewish sculptress who loved to dance at the Gargoyle Club, and wore sheer dresses apparently made of little more than two scarves sewn together. Clive and Benita happily observed the queer shenanigans at La Napoule; several members of the party were also sending letters to Lytton Strachey – thanking him for money, suggesting he come out to join them. John Banting gave Lytton a lingering description of the joys available:

It is not yet overwhelmingly hot though I am able to write this on the terrace stripped to the waist in the most deliciously smooth warm sunlight. It is like early summer until three o’clock and after that like autumn. Eddy arrived yesterday. Clive is in Cannes (five miles off) and Sandy Baird is coming here next week . . . So that I can offer you plenty of society as bait – or solitude, which is possible in the village. It is so situated that one can either take several steps to the ‘Carlton’ or several in the opposite direction into mountains of unearthly splendour and beauty – or equally happily sit here looking at the sea.434

While his friends were all sunning themselves at La Napoule, John Strachey was fighting for the political and economic future of the country. Oswald Mosley was the minister charged by the Labour government with finding a solution to the growing unemployment problem, and John was working as his political private secretary. When Mosley’s recommendations were rejected, he resigned in disgust, launching his own political movement in February 1931. John switched to Mosley’s New Party, hoping to negotiate a better future for the working man. The decision was profoundly misguided. Mosley made less and less effort to hide his fascistic leanings, and by July 1931 most of the Labour MPs who had joined him resigned their membership. Left without a party, John fought the October 1931 general election as an ‘Independent Workers’ candidate but the seat fell to the Tories, and John disappeared into the political wilderness. With hindsight it seems extraordinary that Oswald Mosley was ever able to tempt a man of John’s convictions away from the Labour Party, but Mosley was famously mesmeric, and amidst the chaos of 1931 his New Party briefly seemed to offer a brighter future.

The Strachey marriage, already under pressure, spiralled into freefall. Esther found herself back in America nursing first her father, then her mother, through terminal illness. John rekindled a previous relationship, abandoning Esther in New York immediately after her father’s funeral to set up home with his lover in a cottage in Sussex. According to the writer Sybille Bedford, ‘The whole thing went to pieces en grand’, with John ‘letting her down, her beloved father dying, then her mother’s illness, the Mark Cross Company. Gerald being impossible. Suddenly no money.’435

The Gordon Square Stracheys, preoccupied with Lytton’s declining health, paid less and less attention to what their radical young cousin was up to. John’s growing determination to split from Esther and marry his lover – Celia Simpson – was another perplexing step. Open marriages were common in Bloomsbury, but divorce was rare; even Julia Strachey remained married to Stephen Tomlin despite their eventual decision to live separate lives. Esther’s lack of interest in sex with men, her desire for relationships with women, were issues accommodated within many Bloomsbury relationships. John’s friend Joseph Brewer reflected the prevailing ethos when he suggested ‘If it is the question of sleeping together that bothers you, let me say, the more I see of marriage . . . the less it seems to depend on this . . . the sex business, if sensibly and rationally handled, can be quite adequately arranged within or without its bounds.’436 According to Joseph, Esther was equally pragmatic, feeling that other aspects of a shared domestic life were much more important; providing John was discreet, alternative sexual solutions could easily be found.

Esther had put up with a lot while living with John in London. Having moved in vibrant intellectual circles in New York and Paris, she was used to women voicing their opinions and finding an audience. By comparison, Mosley’s clique seemed sexist and Euro-centric; they had extraordinarily little interest in American affairs, and expected women to take a back seat in political conversations. There is a depressing account of Esther breaking down in tears after an interminable lunch at Savay, having sat entirely silent while all the men held forth; as John explained afterwards to Mosley ‘that was because, in America, everyone listens to her.’437 As soon as she went back to the States, her frustrations were unleashed; Esther poured out her views ‘on the politics of all the world’438 to her New York friends, and lunched in Southampton with Andrew Mellon, Secretary of the US Treasury. Amabel Strachey’s sympathies were firmly with her sister-in-law, who had gamely set out to talk about the American form of government at a New Party by-election despite the way she had been treated: ‘She is a hero and a goddess. I have seen a good many great women, but never one to surpass Esther, and never one so vulnerable, and inexperienced and exposed to the hard fate of being a human being.’439

While Esther recharged her batteries in New York, John sought help from a psychoanalyst, thrashing about for a new way to earn a living. With Parliament off the cards, writing seemed the obvious answer. Eddy Sackville-West’s Simpson had done fairly well in 1931, winning the Femina Vie Heureuse prize for his detached account of the life of a nanny. Strachey chose a much more inflammatory subject for his new piece: The Coming Struggle for Power: An Examination of Capitalism. Published in 1932, The Coming Struggle for Power was described by the editor of the New Statesman as ‘the most single influential Marxist publication’440 produced in the UK. Amusing and easy to read, it reached a surprisingly broad audience for a work of political analysis. Left-wing publisher Victor Gollancz was pleased with the sales, and John Strachey was relieved to have found an alternative source of income. Even Strachey’s old friend and sparring partner, the Tory MP Bob Boothby, was impressed:

I’ve read the book with the greatest interest and congratulate you on your achievement. It is the first time the materialistic theory has ever been presented to the British public in readable form . . . it is a superb intellectual performance. Needless to say I disagreed with most of it.441

Reflecting on John’s legacy, Labour Cabinet minister Richard Crossman felt the book had a lasting impact:

to the Socialist generation of the 1930s, the Coming Struggle for Power came as a blinding illumination. Suddenly they saw the class war with Strachey’s abstract extremism, jumped with him to the conclusion that capitalism was a doomed failure, and rushed to the army of the Socialist revolution.442

By the time John’s book was published in 1932, Esther had regained some of her verve. Virginia Woolf would have been impressed by her independence. Muriel Draper reported that Esther did not depend on John ‘emotionally, intellectually, or actually’, nor did she see him as ‘the one hope and solution of her life.’443 What she wanted was equality, and if this could not be achieved by staying married, then they were better apart. John’s friend Bob Boothby bumped into Esther when he was in New York, and found her willing to forgive John’s disappearance immediately after her father’s funeral. A bargain had been broken – John should have stayed, as he’d accepted her father’s money – but Esther was forbearing. Esther told Bob that her life was in New York and Paris:

You should have seen her at a cocktail party last night. Right at the top of her form . . . She has, I think, lonely moments. But only moments. She can, and will, recapture the only sort of life which could ever have made her happy.444

By choosing politics as an arena, John Strachey had already pushed well beyond the comfort zone of his Young Bloomsbury friends. By choosing Esther, he had ventured even further – into the international world of the lost generation of American authors, and their expat community in Paris and the Riviera. But neither of these experiments were total failures. They shared the same root cause – the rejection of the traditional social and moral ideology of the British upper classes, the desire to find an alternative way of living. In this regard John was more philosophically aligned with his Old Bloomsbury relations than might have been supposed, but he never succeeded in rousing them into direct political action, nor did he trigger an immediate exodus to the United States. Lytton and Virginia were content to let their publications speak for themselves, building an audience for Bloomsbury in America that survives to this day, unburdened by the British preoccupation with the subtle nuances of class privilege.
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