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  About the Book


  ‘I am to be found in my work’ Georgette Heyer


  Georgette Heyer remains an enduring international bestseller, read and loved by four generations of readers and extolled by today’s bestselling authors. Despite her enormous popularity she never gave an interview or appeared in public.


  Georgette Heyer wrote her first novel, The Black Moth, when she was seventeen in order to amuse her convalescent brother. It was published in 1921 to instant success and ninety years later it has never been out of print. A phenomenon even in her own lifetime, to this day she is the undisputed queen of regency romance.


  During ten years of research into Georgette Heyer’s life and writing, Jennifer Kloester has had unlimited access to Heyer’s notebooks and private papers and the Heyer family records, and exclusive access to several untapped archives of Heyer’s early letters.


  Engaging, authoritative and meticulously researched, Georgette Heyer: Biography of a Bestseller offers a comprehensive insight into the life and writing of a remarkable and ferociously private woman.


  About the Author


  Jennifer Kloester is the foremost expert on Georgette Heyer. A professional writer for more than a decade, Jennifer was granted unlimited access to Georgette Heyer’s private papers by her son, Sir Richard Rougier. She has also had exclusive access to the newly-discovered archives of Georgette Heyer’s early letters. Meticulously researched, Jennifer’s groundbreaking biography provides a wealth of new and intriguing insights into one of the world’s most reclusive bestselling authors. Jennifer has travelled widely researching Georgette Heyer’s life and writing and is a sought-after speaker on Heyer and the Regency. Jennifer lives in Melbourne, Australia.


  Also by Jennifer Kloester


  Georgette Heyer’s Regency World
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  For


  Richard George Rougier


  (1932–2007)


  friend, raconteur and gentleman


  and for


  Jane Aiken Hodge
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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  I first read Georgette Heyer’s novels while living in the jungle in Papua New Guinea and re-read them while living in the desert in Bahrain. A fascination with her historical fiction led me on a ten-year research journey which culminated in this biography. Much of this story of Georgette Heyer’s life and writing is drawn from new and untapped archives of her letters. In recent years my discovery of over a thousand pages of her personal writing, dating from when Georgette was eighteen, has made a new biography possible. Access to these letters, so generously given by their owners, has made it a reality. Georgette Heyer’s son, Sir Richard Rougier, gave me the necessary copyright permission to quote from his mother’s private and public writing. He also gave me unlimited access to her notebooks and private papers and repeatedly told me ‘you have carte blanche’ with the material. Sir Richard’s faith and belief in me opened many doors. Georgette Heyer’s first biographer, Jane Aiken Hodge, gave me her entire research archive as well as the gift of her friendship, wisdom and advice. Jean and Harry Frere generously gave me sole and exclusive access to all of Georgette Heyer’s letters in the Frere Family Archive. Joan Reinhardt kindly allowed me to copy the entire Max Reinhardt Archive and bring it home. The staff of the McFarlin Library at the University of Tulsa in Oklahoma gave me unstinting support and made available a complete copy of their remarkable collection of ‘Georgette (Heyer) Rougier letters’. Jean Rose at the Random House Archive helped me to find invaluable letters, photographs and documents and provided access to Georgette Heyer’s letters in the Heinemann Archive. Ro Marriott, Roy Pfautch and Lady Townsend shared their Georgette Heyer letters. Other letters came from Duke University; King’s College Library, Cambridge; Reading University and The Society of Authors Archive at the British Library. Georgette’s daughter-in-law, Susanna, Lady Rougier, was especially generous in sharing memories and photographs (and a pair of Georgette’s York tan gloves). Jeremy and Judith Rougier, Hale Crosse, Sally Tornow and Diane and Antony Price all shared documents, photographs and memories. Judy, Lady Rougier, has been unfailingly kind and her generous support has made possible my continued access to the Heyer family archive. With so many new letters to tell her story, wherever feasible in the biography I have let Georgette Heyer speak for herself as she wrote with a passion and a force that re-writing or paraphrasing would only dilute. For convenience, throughout the book I have referred to her by her Christian name – a familiarity for which I hope she will forgive me.


  Jennifer Kloester, 2009


  When my biographer collects my letters for publication, he’ll have a job expurgating them, won’t he?


  Georgette Heyer


  PART I


  THE YOUNG EDWARDIAN


  1902–1919


  1


  I am to be found in my work.


  Georgette Heyer


  GEORGETTE HEYER WAS born an Edwardian. The Victorian Age had ended with the death of Queen Victoria and on 9 August 1902 the new king, Edward VII, was crowned at Westminster Abbey. Georgette was among those born in the first year of his reign. She was also one of the last generation to witness an era which had begun more than one hundred years earlier. Her childhood was alive with traditions that stretched back to the days of the English Regency, many of which remained recognisable, if not unchanged, into the first decade of the twentieth century.


  Georgette grew up in a sheltered world in which people were assumed to know their place and many believed that the worth of a man could be told from the cut of his coat. As the eldest child of a mildly affluent middle-class family with aspirations to move up the social ladder, she understood and accepted as natural such things as servants, horses and carriages, good manners, correct speech, the right clothing and a certain level of education and cultural literacy. All of these things had been as much an integral part of life for the moneyed classes in the Regency and Victorian eras as they were in the Edwardian, and they were to have a lasting influence on Georgette.


  She was born in the bedroom of the family home at 103 Woodside in Wimbledon. Her parents, George and Sylvia Heyer, had been married only a year and, according to the baby book which Sylvia kept, they were delighted with the safe arrival of their baby daughter, who came into the world at 9.30 a.m. on 16 August 1902 weighing a healthy 8lb 5oz. It was a Saturday and George was enjoying the long summer vacation from his job as French master at King’s College School. Georgette was delivered by John Hayward, Wimbledon’s most eminent doctor and a family friend, whose presence at the birth reassured Sylvia. At twenty-six she was conscious of being a little older than many first-time mothers. As the youngest of eight siblings and with three unmarried sisters, she knew little about babies and George did not know much more. He was thirty-three but delighted to be a father for the first time.


  They named the baby Georgette after her father and grandfather, with the name to be ‘pronounced à la française’. It was an unusual name and as well as being a feminised version of George was also the name of a new kind of French silk which would (appropriately, given the enduring nature of her future novels) become known for its ‘crispness, body and outstanding durability’. The name would also prove prophetic in other ways, for Georgette developed a love of clothes and fabrics which would eventually find an outlet in her writing.


  She was a happy baby, with a good appetite who took an active interest in the world around her. Her first weeks were spent largely in the care of the month-nurse, for it was customary for a new mother to remain in bed for at least two weeks while the nurse fed, bathed and cared for the newborn. Georgette was eight weeks old when the month-nurse finally handed her entirely into her mother’s care. Sylvia revelled in her daughter’s rosy cheeks and silky brown hair that clustered in such pretty curls at the back of her head.


  Sylvia recorded many details of Georgette’s early months in her baby book, noting that ‘Georgette did not take to the perambulator at once when nurse left. She missed the motion of being carried I suppose.’ Her baby liked to be with people and woke without fail at the arrival of any meal, crying lustily until she was taken from her cot and brought to join her parents at the table. By four months she had begun to make ‘sweet little sounds by way of talking’ and loved to visit the clock on the dining-room mantelpiece, where she would make excited noises at its stentorian ticking and musical chimes.


  Music was part of daily life in the Heyer household, for George came from a musical family and Sylvia was a graduate of the Royal Academy of Music. She was an accomplished pianist with a lovely singing voice. In the first year of their marriage she and George often spent pleasant evenings at home with piano and book. Sylvia would play and sing, and George would read aloud or recite from his favourite novel or anthology of poems or entertain his appreciative wife with a humorous composition of his own. Georgette loved to hear her mother sing and would turn her head at the sound of her voice when she was only a dozen weeks old. She was delighted by the piano and by the family musical box, which she thought ‘a grand source of entertainment’. Pleased to find her baby so captivated by music, Sylvia would often set the music box playing while she gave Georgette her bottle.


  Unlike many fathers of his time George took a great interest in his daughter and Sylvia would often put her into their bed with him in the mornings while she was getting up. She loved to watch Georgette and her father ‘hold a regular flirtation together’ and to listen to her husband talking nonsense to their baby. George was a fine linguist, with a great love of language and poetry in particular, and it afforded him enormous pleasure to watch and listen to this tiny child who made such fascinating noises and looked up at him with her beautiful blue eyes. He thought her entrancing.


  He and Sylvia gave Georgette funny little pet names like ‘Lillie Solomon’, ‘Tooley’, ‘Solly Tolly’ and ‘Iddy Todgemim dim Bimby’. In February 1903 George wrote a poem for his daughter which he made into a little book tied up with a red ribbon. Entitled To Georgette Aged Six Months it began:


  I’ll sing a song of you,


  Georgette,


  I’ll sing a song of you;


  You’ve silky brownish sorts of locks,


  And cheeks of fairest hue;


  You wear such pretty light blue frocks,


  And joy to kick off both your socks,–


  I’ll sing a song of you.


  And ended:


  And when you are asleep,


  Georgette,


  Oh, when you are asleep,


  Above the ’broidered coverlet


  The little fingers peep;


  I’d like to venture near, and set


  A kiss upon their tips, Georgette,


  Because you are asleep.


  Her father read aloud to Georgette from babyhood, telling her tales from Shakespeare and the Bible, reciting poetry and nursery rhymes and delighting her with made-up stories of long ago. Almost from birth, rhyme, rhythm and metre were an integral part of her life: whether it was her mother’s piano-playing and singing, or her father’s recitations and storytelling, Georgette’s ears were attuned to excellence in music and literature from her infancy.


  She was an intelligent baby, fascinated by people and sounds and quick to learn. By fourteen months Sylvia noted that she was crawling everywhere and had begun to walk holding on to the furniture. Her favourite pastime was to stand at the window watching people and things passing by and to look out for her father on whom, Sylvia recorded, ‘she was very keen’. Their relationship was to prove pivotal in her life. Her father was a handsome, charismatic man who possessed the knack of bringing the past to life – something which, in time, he would impart to his daughter. Georgette adored him.


  George had come to Wimbledon in 1897, at the urgent request of the new headmaster of King’s College School. After relocating to Wimbledon from its traditional home in London’s Strand, King’s had lost several teachers and been desperately in need of a new French master. George was an old boy and a Classics graduate of Cambridge who spoke fluent, idiomatic French and had spent the previous five years teaching at Weymouth College in Dorset. He was a natural and gifted teacher, with a tremendous sense of humour and an energy and enthusiasm that enlivened the classroom and made him a great favourite with his students.


  When Georgette was eighteen months old, her mother wrote that ‘She dances & plays the piano & sings & pretends to be an old woman,’ and observed that, in some ways, she was ‘more like a child of 3 or 4’. Georgette and her mother were close in those early years, though this would change in time. Sylvia loved to spend hours with her baby, observing each tiny development and noting with pride every new word or skill accomplished. She described her daughter as ‘a darling and so intelligent’ and proudly recorded that Dr Hayward considered her ‘by far the prettiest baby in Wimbledon’. When Georgette was given her first vaccination, Sylvia felt the pain as much as she did and found herself ‘almost hating Dr Hayward’ for inflicting it.


  By now, Georgette’s eyes had turned to a grey-blue (later grey), though her nose was still a ‘dear wee snub’. She often sucked her thumb and loved her ‘eidy’, which she would cuddle when she was tired. Sylvia let her have her first walk out of doors when she was eighteen months old and enjoyed watching her little daughter toddle about the garden. Georgette was fascinated by the world outside the house, with its myriad of things to see and touch and endless new words to learn, as she gradually expanded her horizons and explored the world of Wimbledon and beyond.


  Wimbledon was a pleasant place in which to raise a family. A prosperous suburb, it was popular with affluent middle-class professionals who liked its country charm and close proximity to London, just seven miles to the north-east and easily reached by train. Georgette grew up in a world where wooded lanes, hedgerows and fields of wild flowers were part of every daily walk and where the great expanse of Wimbledon Common offered an imaginative child unlimited opportunity for adventure. Her home was not grand, but comfortable and well run, with at least two servants to manage the day-to-day cleaning, cooking and serving of meals. Her father’s salary was modest, but in those days a man did not need a vast sum to afford a decent house and domestic help.


  The Heyers’ house was a pleasant red-brick, three-storey, end-terrace, with steps leading up to a panelled front door beneath an arched portico. A typical middle-class Victorian house, it had its living rooms on the ground floor, bedrooms and the nursery on the first floor and an attic room with a gable window at the top for the servants. Woodside was a quiet street, leading east off Wimbledon Hill Road, conveniently close to the shops in the High Street for Sylvia and within pleasant walking distance of King’s College School for George.


  Georgette did not spend all of her babyhood in Wimbledon, for Sylvia’s mother lived in south-east London and George’s parents lived in Worthing, on the Sussex coast. When she was two months old her parents took Georgette on her first outing to her maternal grandmother Annette Watkins’ home, at Lee in Lewisham, near Blackheath, to be christened. The service, attended by both sides of the family, was held on 2 October at the Lewisham parish church of St Peter’s. This was the first of many visits to ‘Grannie’ Watkins. Georgette came to adore her grandmother and Sylvia noted that even as a baby she would ‘go on anyhow’ whenever Grannie came to visit.


  The Watkins family was in commerce and well-to-do, and Georgette’s Grannie lived at Fairfield, a grand Victorian house set in a large garden at 52 Eltham Road (demolished in 1961 to make way for flats). Sylvia had been born at Fairfield in 1876, and her three unmarried sisters, Cicely, Ellice and Josephine, still lived there with their mother. Sylvia was very fond of her sisters, two of whom, Ellice and Cicely, were nine and ten years older than she was and had helped to raise her. She was also close to Josephine, the youngest of her three sisters and just three years older than Sylvia. Jo, a redheaded beauty, had a strong independent streak. Like her sisters, Ellice and Cicely, she never married. There were also three older brothers, and another sister who had married and moved away when Sylvia was still a child, though she still kept in touch. When Georgette’s mother was a girl, Fairfield had accommodated her parents, their eight children, her mother’s sister, a live-in cook, parlourmaid, housemaid, and a nurse. Grannie Watkins remained at Fairfield until her death in 1914.


  Sylvia’s father, William Watkins, had died in 1900, just two years before Georgette was born. He was a tugboat owner, the son of John Rogers Watkins who, in 1833, had founded the first company in the world to run a fleet of tugboats. William and his brother John joined the firm in their teens and over the next three decades helped to build it into a successful business. By the time Sylvia was born, the company was named for her father. William Watkins Limited was one of the leading tugboat operators in the world, with an international reputation for long-distance towing and salvage. Watkins’ tugs held records for the world’s longest tows, having tugged ships from places as far apart as London and Cadiz, St Helena and Southampton, and Cardiff and St Petersburg. In 1878 it was the Watkins’ tugboat, Anglia, that brought Cleopatra’s Needle up the Thames to its new home on London’s Embankment and it is a Watkins’ tug, Monarch, that is depicted towing the grand old ship in Joseph Turner’s painting The Fighting Téméraire Tugged to her Last Berth to be Broken. Years later a Watkins’ tug would be the first to evacuate troops from the beaches of Dunkirk.


  The Watkins bought Fairfield in 1875. It was a happy home. Years of family photographs show that the girls’ parents had indulged their daughters’ passion for dogs and that the house had been home to a steady stream of small dogs of different breeds. Sylvia’s own pet had been a dachshund which had shared her adolescence. After Georgette was born, Sylvia made sure that dogs were a part of her daughter’s life, too, and there is a delightful photograph of Georgette and her brothers with a handsome Pekinese taken when Georgette was in her teens.


  Like the Watkins, Georgette’s paternal grandparents, George and Alice Heyer, had also lived in the Lewisham area. They had moved to Eltham from Highgate in London when George was ten and preparing to start at King’s College School. The Heyers lived in a house called ‘The Chestnuts’ in Court Road which was named for the magnificent chestnut tree in the garden into which (legend had it) the Black Prince had once nailed a horseshoe. In those days, the Heyer and Watkins families lived only two miles apart and both families attended the parish church of St Peter’s in Courtlands Road. It was probably here that George and Sylvia first met, although as a twelve-year-old schoolboy George may not have taken much notice of five-year-old Sylvia Watkins. Several years later, in 1895, the Heyers moved into Tudor House, a large property next door to Fairfield, the Watkins’ family home, where George would have been a frequent visitor. When they did eventually marry, twenty years after they met, on 10 August 1901, the wedding was at St Peter’s.


  By the time Georgette was born her Heyer grandparents had left Lewisham and retired to the seaside town of Worthing in Sussex. Although visits there were less frequent because of the distance, when the family did go to Sussex it was usually for several weeks. Georgette’s first big trip away from home was to Worthing when she was just four months old. On Christmas Eve 1902, George and Sylvia took her to the seaside town by train. They spent nearly a month with ‘Grandpip’ and ‘Grandmim’ at their house in Broadwater Road.


  Georgette’s grandfather, George Heyer, was a Russian émigré with a white beard and a thick foreign accent that he never lost. He spoke several European languages fluently and on regular family trips abroad enthralled his children with his ability to switch effortlessly from one language to another each time they crossed into a new country. He ensured that his daughters Inez, Ilma and Alice, as well as his son George, learned French and German and insisted on clear enunciation whenever they spoke English. Father and daughters were all musical and young George grew up in a home where an evening’s entertainment might include duets from Il Travatore, a classical recital on the piano or the family singing Russian folk-songs together.


  George Heyer was a passionate man and an affectionate father who was described by his daughter Alice as being ‘full of little pithy stories told in a purposely exaggerated broken English and very witty’. He also had what his granddaughter described as a ‘Russian Fatalism’ tempered by a sense of humour which frequently found expression in all sorts of pranks and practical jokes. He loved to play tricks on unsuspecting friends and family members, and create havoc by introducing people to each other using made-up names. A passion for words often led him to invent outlandish names for everyday things and, in later years, he would tell his grandchildren that he had been picking ‘ganzoolias’ (marigolds) in the garden. He also loved to tell Georgette tall tales about how, as a nine-year-old, he had escaped from one of the Tsar’s pogroms riding on the buffers of a train – at a time when the Russian railways were still in their infancy and the only established line was between St Petersburg and Tsarkoe Selo.


  Born in 1832, Georgette’s grandfather actually emigrated when he was twenty-seven, leaving Kharkov in southern Russia in 1859. He was a fur merchant born in the village of Kremenchuk, the son of Augustus Heyer, also a merchant, and the family does appear to have been Jewish. This would have made life hard at times, especially for those from towns and villages such as Kremenchuk which were inside the Pale of Settlement – the area within which Jews were allowed to reside permanently and into which they were frequently forced to move after being expelled from cities or provinces within the Russian empire. In 1859, however, Tsar Alexander II had eased many of the restrictions on Jews, making it easier for them to travel. There was a brutal pogrom in Odessa that year and George Heyer seized the opportunity to leave Russia and begin a new life in England. After making the long and difficult journey from Kharkov to London he found work as a warehouseman and, in 1863, successfully applied for British citizenship. By then, George Heyer had pulled himself up the ranks, improving his status and his income, by rising from the position of warehouseman to that of foreign agent for a large woollen wholesaler. Three weeks after his citizenship had been granted, he married Alice Waters at St Luke’s Church in Holloway and moved to a new address at 10 Penn Road Villas in Islington, North London.


  If George Heyer was Jewish, he chose to divest himself of both his ethnic and his religious heritage and to integrate into British society as quickly as possible. His wife was an English girl from an old Norfolk family and their marriage in the Anglican Church and their new house in a fashionable middle-class neighbourhood were all part of his transformation from Russian immigrant to prosperous English businessman. The family surname ‘Heyer’ was also anglicised from its original Russian pronunciation which would probably have been either ‘Geyer’ or ‘Khyeyir’ (the latter being a phonetic spelling as there is no letter ‘H’ in the Russian alphabet). In its original form the surname was pronounced ‘higher’ but during the First World War Georgette’s branch of the family changed their pronunciation of it to ‘hare’.


  When his longed-for son was born in 1869, George Heyer appears to have dispensed with the Russian patronymic tradition (in which a son is given his father’s first name as his second name) and given him just the one name, ‘George’, having long since dropped his own second name of Augustus. (A second son, Hubert Claude Heyer, was born in 1875, but died in infancy.) In actively distancing himself from his heritage in this way, Georgette’s grandfather may also have unconsciously succumbed to the xenophobia common among the British middle-and upper-classes in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and set a precedent for a similar stance among his descendants.


  Thus, Georgette’s family background was mainly middle class and she came from a long line of forebears who, with every new generation, had worked to better themselves and their family’s social and economic status. Her father was raised with the expectation that he would become an English gentleman. With this in mind his parents sent him first to a boys’ preparatory school on Highgate Hill and then to King’s College School in the hope that from there he would gain entrance either to Oxford or Cambridge. He was a bright child with an excellent memory and a gift for recitation that enabled him to perform entire chapters of Dickens by heart. George did well at King’s, excelling in mathematics, Greek, French and literature. In 1888 he fulfilled his parents’ wish by winning a place at Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge as a Sizar student. Sizar students were those with limited means who were admitted to their College at a lower fee, did not have to pay for food and tuition and were given lodgings at a reduced rate. Originally required to undertake certain domestic duties in return for these allowances, this practice was largely obsolete by the time George went up to Cambridge.


  George spent the next four years at Cambridge studying for his Classics degree, writing poetry and making a name for himself among the literary set. He made many friends and, according to a classmate, achieved the distinction of becoming ‘one of the most popular men at Sidney Sussex College’. He had originally wanted to be an archaeologist but in the early 1890s his aspirations were frustrated by a downturn in his family’s finances and on leaving Cambridge he was compelled to earn his living as a teacher.


  Georgette’s mother was from a wealthier background but the Watkins, like the Heyers, were in trade. Without a fortune they were limited in how far up the social ladder they could climb. Sylvia was given an education suited to a well-bred young lady of some means, and her love of music was fully indulged by her parents with lessons on both the cello and the pianoforte. When she was nineteen, they allowed her to audition at one of Europe’s most prestigious music schools: the Royal Academy of Music in London. In September 1895 she entered the Royal Academy to begin three years of intense study and musical practice. Supported by her family, who paid the eleven guineas per term tuition, she studied the cello under William Whitehouse, singing under R.E. Miles and took weekly classes in harmony and counterpoint, sight singing and musical dictation. Her parents arranged for her to move into rooms in Osnaburgh Terrace near the Academy and Sylvia gained a new sense of independence living in central London.


  She was a fine musician and the only female cellist in her class to receive a Silver Medal in her second year at the Academy, and the only female cellist to obtain a Certificate of Merit in her final year. Sylvia played regularly with the Students’ Orchestra and the Students’ Chamber Orchestra, performing pieces by Mendelssohn, Tchaikovsky, Saint-Saëns, Dvo[image: image]ák, Rossini, Schumann and Grieg. She loved being at the Royal Academy and for a time dreamed of a career in music. In the late-Victorian era this was not impossible, but it would have been unusual, especially for a female cellist. Sylvia would never be a concert pianist for her hands were too small to stretch further than an octave and her voice, though lovely, was not strong enough for an opera singer. Like most women of her class and time she was also constrained by society’s expectations that her career would be that of wife and mother. Three years after leaving the Royal Academy Sylvia married and abandoned her ambition to be a professional musician. A year later she had Georgette.


  Georgette was born into a home in which class and breeding were taken for granted as indicators of a person’s worth and social acceptability. In the Victorian and Edwardian eras every section of British society was profoundly hierarchical and throughout her childhood Georgette was constantly exposed to the idea of a distinct social order. She knew from personal experience what it was like to be waited on, to have the house cleaned and the food cooked by servants. As a child she quickly absorbed the differences between how people responded to family and friends and the way in which they spoke to the cook or housemaid. As she grew older she also began to understand the various rules and protocols attached to one’s own position in the social order and how these affected one’s behaviour in different situations.


  She was an observant child with an ear for language and a growing ability to discern the subtleties of behaviour that enabled her to recognise the differences between individuals within the various classes. There were innumerable rules for knowing and establishing one’s place within the social pecking order and Georgette’s perception was that this was particularly true among the servant class, which she quickly discovered could be the most rigidly hierarchical of all. One domestic servant who was known to every well-bred Wimbledon resident, and whom Georgette likely encountered in her childhood, was Roberts, a roving butler whose services were employed across Wimbledon by hosts and hostesses to assist with their dinner parties, dances, garden parties, suppers and soirées. His presence ensured the smooth running of any occasion and, as one Wimbledon resident recorded, he was ‘most amusing,1 sympathetic and competent’. Many of his characteristics match those of the iconic butler who would eventually appear in Georgette’s novels.


  It was not only Georgette’s daily interaction with servants that emphasised ideas about class and breeding, but also the books and popular magazines she read, many of which took for granted concepts of racial and class superiority, the importance of heritage, breeding, and bloodlines, dislike of the foreigner and the Jew, the right of men to rule and the importance of romantic love for women – all of whom apparently wanted to find a husband and live ‘happily ever after’. Georgette would have been unusual if she had not absorbed many of the ideas promulgated by the stories she read and heard from her infancy. As well as books by Rudyard Kipling, Robert Louis Stevenson, Charles Dickens, Jane Austen, William Thackeray and Shakespeare, Georgette also grew up reading the novels of Mrs Gaskell, Charlotte Yonge, Harrison Ainsworth, Ouida, Stanley Weyman, May Sinclair, Jeffery Farnol, Ethel M. Dell, D.K. Broster and Baroness Orczy among others. Two of her favourite childhood stories were The Shepherd’s Fairy by Darley Dale and The Red Deer by J.W. Fortescue.


  Georgette was given The Shepherd’s Fairy as a ninth birthday present and never forgot it. It tells the story of a French Comte who is so consumed with jealousy at the birth of his baby daughter that he persuades his brother, Leon, to take the child to England until his wife can be less ‘obsessed’ with her newborn. Leon sails to England and orders a crewman to give the baby to a shepherd’s family. Returning to France, Leon’s ship sinks and he is drowned. When the Comte hears of the wreck he assumes that the baby has also perished.


  The child, named ‘Fairy’ by the shepherd’s family on account of her dainty appearance, grows up with the shepherd’s three sons and although they know nothing about her origins it is ‘obvious’ that she is of good, even noble birth. Consequently, they see that she is educated in the parson’s home and do their best to meet what they perceive to be the needs of a better-born child. Fairy, too, gradually becomes aware of the apparently inevitable differences between herself and the shepherd’s family:


  As she grew older,2 Fairy began to realise that there was another difference between her and her foster-parents, besides the difference of education, for she was a lady in thought and feeling as well as by birth and, thanks to Mr Leslie, by education. Not that there was anything to jar upon her feelings in John Shelley or his wife; for, simple, honest folk as they were, there was nothing vulgar about them; and it is vulgarity that jars against a refined mind.


  In Georgette’s world and in the world of her future novels, vulgarity was the unforgivable sin, for it reflected poor breeding or an ill-formed mind.


  The Red Deer was an overtly simple tale about a family of Exmoor deer that emphasised Victorian ideas about a natural social hierarchy. In the novel the red deer are the nobility and all of the other animals take their place beneath them within a rigid class structure. The story takes for granted the importance of manners and birth, noblesse oblige, the ‘natural’ treatment of one class by another and what makes a ‘gentleman’. The red deer’s mother tells her son:


  “We are never unkind3 to the Trout,” she said, “for they belong to the peat-stream, but you must never become familiar with them. Fallow deer, I believe, treat them as equals,” and here she looked very proud, “but we do not. You must never be rude to them, for that would be unworthy of a Red Deer, but you must never make great friends with them.”


  Georgette’s childhood was replete with stories in which the consistent moral and message was that class will cling to class and breeding will always tell. These were themes that she would use repeatedly throughout her writing life. The ideas and attitudes in the novels she read reflected those of a highly structured, class-oriented society, proud of its Empire and sure of its place at the centre of the civilised world. For Georgette, growing up in a family with its own social aspirations, they were not attitudes that needed to be questioned – at least not before the end of the First World War.


  2


  I inherited my literary bent from my father.


  Georgette Heyer


  BY THE TIME Georgette turned three in 1905, George had grown dissatisfied with his job as a teacher at King’s College School and was casting about for something different. Two years earlier he had enjoyed considerable success raising funds for the school’s new playing fields. His enthusiasm and organisational abilities eventually brought him to the notice of the Board of King’s College Hospital. The hospital was raising funds to relocate from its cramped quarters at Lincoln’s Inn Fields in central London to a new ‘green-field’ site at Denmark Hill, several miles south of the Thames. The Board needed at least £200,000 for the new buildings and in November 1905 they appointed George as Appeals Secretary on a much-improved salary of £300 per year.


  A better salary meant a bigger house and in March 1906, two months after George began his new job, the family left 103 Woodside and moved into a spacious new home in another quiet street east of Wimbledon High Street (1 Courthope Road, Wimbledon). It was a good-sized house, double-fronted, and fully detached. This was to be Georgette’s home for the next five years and the longest she would live anywhere during her childhood. She stayed with her Grannie Watkins at Fairfield during the move but was excited to come home and explore the new house. She was talking all the time now, having mastered a considerable vocabulary by eighteen months and a fluency by two-and-a-half which prompted her mother to write that ‘Babs’


  has quite grown out of a Baby. She is such a dear mite. Her hair curls so prettily & she chatters away to any extent. She knows heaps of nursery rhymes, has known them some time now – she is going to be clever I think, she so soon picks up anything that one reads to her. Also her imagination is very much alive & plays a great part in all her games.


  At three-and-a-half Georgette could count up to 100 and knew ‘all her letters & can make a few’. Sylvia deliberately refrained from teaching her, however, believing that ‘she is so very quick and alert. I think her brain is best left alone for the present.’


  While Georgette’s birth may have suggested new possibilities for her parents in terms of their respective passions for music and literature, in those early years they chose to foster rather than force her natural interests. Although Sylvia hoped that her daughter would be musical, her feeling that Georgette’s brain was ‘best left alone’ suggests that she wanted her to have an unencumbered childhood, free from pressure and expectation. This did not preclude Sylvia from watching for any signs that might indicate a gift for music.


  By the time Georgette was four her mother felt compelled to acknowledge that her daughter had not inherited this particular talent: ‘Tooley is quite a big girl now. She is 4½ & tall for her age … Such a sweet nature & so affectionate. She is not musical – she likes to sing “Pop goes the weasel”, but the tune is somewhat lacking.’ Ten years later she would tell a young schoolfriend of Georgette’s that her daughter ‘had the most perfect throat and vocal chords for a singer and would have had a lovely contralto voice but she could hardly distinguish one note from another’. It must have been disappointing for such a musical mother to realise that her little girl had no inclination for music other than the enjoyment of listening.


  If Sylvia was disappointed by her daughter’s lack of musicality, George was delighted to discover that she loved to read. He was a great reader himself and as Georgette grew older he encouraged her to emulate him, giving her books to look at and showing her novels and history books which she might read in time. She read Dickens at a young age and by ten was familiar enough with David Copperfield to have absorbed the book’s characters and expressions into the family vernacular. As well as recommending books for her to read, her father gave her the run of his library and the freedom to follow her fancy and develop her own literary tastes. It was unusual for a Victorian father to allow his daughter to read at will, for society held strong views about the dangers of exposing young women to what was deemed ‘unsuitable’ reading matter. George had no such qualms about Georgette, however, and he went on encouraging her to read and to stimulate her imagination. He never forbade her reading a particular book, although he occasionally ‘advised her against it’, and if he sometimes steered her in certain literary directions, that was natural for a man who had benefited from a Classical education and was passionate about poetry.


  George had continued to write poems after leaving Cambridge and was enjoying some success with a number of his verses printed in The Pall Mall Gazette and The Saturday Westminster Review. His poems were sometimes romantic but more often witty. He had become well known at Cambridge for his poetic humour after he was published in the new university magazine, Granta. The editor Rudolph Lehmann (who later joined the editorial board of Punch) appreciated George’s wit and charm of manner and at one poetry reading expressed his ‘frank enjoyment when B.I.N.K., a new man, began with a Pantoum’. B.I.N.K. was George’s (inexplicable) nickname at Cambridge and he often used it as his nom de plume.


  The pantoum (a challenging form of poetry) which Lehmann enjoyed was ‘In the Lent Term’ – a light-hearted account of George trying to study Greek while a friend tempts him from his books to a tennis match at nearby Leys. It exemplified George’s love of writing about the everyday in an effort to capture real moments in his life or mark his enjoyment of ordinary things. He was fascinated by character, personality and the comic eccentricities of his fellow human and had an ear for the vernacular which he was adept at converting into witty dialogue. As a regular contributor to Granta, George was among those to be honoured in a tradition that saw regular writers immortalised in biographical verse based on a song from Gilbert & Sullivan’s operetta Patience:


  A waggish and gay young man,


  A plenty-to-say young man,


  Tell you tales by the score,


  Give you nicknames galore,


  I’ll show you the way young man.


  But it was not only poetry which excited George’s imagination and inspired him to write. His student life had been enriched by the works of many of the great writers, and he was alert to the ways in which the best of them revealed the complexities and subtleties of human nature through satire, drama, romance and brilliant comedy. Although he recognised that he would never reach such heights himself, as a teacher he sought to convey something of the richness and enduring nature of great literature to his students. While at Weymouth College he had instigated an annual tradition of producing the plays of Aristophanes (all of them performed entirely in Greek) and had joined the boys on stage in a leading role. In 1894, George’s production of The Frogs was positively reviewed in The Times and the headmaster acknowledged his ‘histrionic talent’ and ‘genius’ for bringing out the best in the boys. At King’s College School George produced a number of Molière’s plays and became famous for his performance as old Géronte in Les Fourberies de Scapin. Years later one of his students, G.S. Szlumper, recalled:


  The most popular master1 was Heyer. He was young and good humoured and joined in the games and many of the pranks of the boys, but nevertheless worked a good deal of French into the heads of some of us younger boys.


  From boyhood, Georgette’s father honed his skills writing poetry and short stories, skills which he then sought to impart to his students. He was a compelling teacher, but it required a truly gifted student to fully absorb and then make use of the kinds of literary lessons he had to offer. Ironically, it was not in the classroom but in his own home that George would eventually find that pupil.


  From an early age Georgette was the eager recipient of her father’s literary heritage and she benefited enormously from his enthusiasm for good literature, his passion for the past, his creative spirit and his love of writing. As well as encouraging her to read widely, George also insisted that she master the intricacies of written English and gain a clear understanding of grammar, syntax and punctuation. He instilled in her a love of the English language and an understanding of its construction, form and usage that would eventually enable her to develop her own stylish prose. They were kindred spirits, these two, and in time George would come to recognise in his daughter the gift of the natural storyteller and a talent for writing which would far exceed his own.


  He was a delightful father, with an irrepressible, Peter Pan side to his character which Georgette found immensely attractive. She had grown especially close to him by the time her baby brother was born on 20 August 1907. Coming into the world just four days after her fifth birthday, George Boris Heyer was a source of great interest to his sister, for she was very fond of dolls and quickly discovered that a baby could be just as entertaining. Like Georgette before him Boris was a lively baby, although he did not have her swiftness of mind or her passion for learning. She was not especially perturbed by Boris’s arrival or resentful of his demands on her mother. Sylvia’s confinement meant more time with Daddy. Father and daughter spent many blissful hours together in the weeks after Boris was born and Sylvia proudly recorded that George ‘worships the ground she treads on’.


  It is not known when Georgette wrote her first story or poem but she often saw her father writing and may have followed his example early. In 1909, when she was rising seven and Boris was almost two, their father wrote a poem about his son and achieved a long-held ambition when it became the first of several of his poems to be published in Punch. ‘To Secundus’ reveals George’s ability to bring a scene to life and infuse it with humour – another talent which he would encourage in his daughter. She also springs briefly into view in the ballad.


  To Secundus


  (Aged 20 months)


  You have capable fingers, Secundus my son,


  And a firm yet a delicate touch.


  Though you turn out the visiting-cards one by one


  And strew them around you, – isn’t it fun! –


  They are none of them, bent very much.


  And you know it’s untidy this game that you play,


  For you look up and smile, – and then what can I say?


  You’ve adventurous tastes and a will of your own,


  And I count it the worst of your sins


  That you instantly make for the dangerous zone


  Of the fender and coal-box, if suffered alone


  To toddle about on your pins;


  And your rink-like performance I cannot admire


  When you fetch up and balance in front of the fire.


  There’s a music that lurks in each word that you say


  Be it “tick-tick”, or “gee-gee”, or “done!”


  And the sound of your laughter no words can convey,–


  It is really the sparkle alive in the spray


  Of a waterfall lit by the sun.


  In your breath there is magic that “Sesame!” cries,


  For you blow on my watch – press – and open it flies.


  ’Tis your quick sense of fun that I like in you best


  And the fact that you never disdain


  To evince your delight at my sorriest jest


  Which, though often repeated, is welcomed with zest


  And demanded again and again.


  You’ve a joke of your own with the bell-push, but this


  Is a joke that the housemaid has taken amiss.


  You’re so fond of a game that there’s trouble unless


  We allow you to join the partie


  In whatever’s afoot; and it’s little you guess


  That your vigorous notions of how to play chess


  Have at times inconvenienced me.


  And your sister has also been known to refer


  To your manner with dolls as distressing to her.


  You’re a mischievous chap, and I freely admit


  That I like you for being a Turk;


  But there’s one thing about you disturbs me, – to wit,


  Your absurd fascination, – for here do I sit


  When I ought to be up and at work.


  You are surely a wizard, Secundus, my lad,


  And have bound with a spell your susceptible Dad.


  The years following Boris’s birth were busy ones for George. As well as his role as Appeals Secretary at King’s College Hospital, in 1908 he had also been appointed Secretary to the Dean of the Medical School. He continued directing the hospital’s fundraising activities and when, in July 1909, King Edward VII laid the foundation stone for the new hospital George was among those seated on the official platform with the Royal family. He was a key organiser of the grand fundraising carnival held at the Crystal Palace in Sydenham that year and, in 1909 and 1910, George also organised gala charity matinees at the Lyceum Theatre and the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, in central London. These were very successful and, for a time, put George squarely in one of his favourite milieus – the theatre. He came to know a number of London’s leading actors, playwrights and impresarios, as well as several members of the aristocracy, and it was as a result of these connections that, in 1910, he resigned from King’s College Hospital to take up the position of Organising Secretary of the Shakespeare Memorial National Theatre Committee.


  George was a Shakespeare aficionado and Georgette was raised on the works of the Bard. Her father was enthusiastic about the Committee’s plan for a theatre dedicated to producing the works of Shakespeare and keen to play his part in raising the necessary £500,000 in time for the Shakespeare tercentenary in 1916. The Earl of Lyttleton was committee chairman and his supporters included many of the theatrical, literary, political and aristocratic luminaries of the day. George probably attended the Shakespeare masque held in July 1910 in the park at Knole, the Sackville-Wests’ great house in Kent. Ellen Terry, Mrs Winston Churchill, Elizabeth Asquith and Vita Sackville-West all performed at the fund-raiser. George’s sister Alice later wrote of him in her memoirs that ‘he had charming manners and made many friends among these people and was received at Buckingham Palace’.


  By December 1913 George was reported in The Times as saying that the Committee had finally settled on a site in central London with frontages on Gower, Keppel and Malet Streets at a cost of £150,000. The balance of the money needed was to be raised by way of an appeal to ‘the lovers of Shakespeare’, but the First World War threw the Committee’s activities into disarray. It was to be nearly one hundred years before Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre was eventually built on the south bank of the Thames.


  Before his resignation, George had gained a solid reputation in a number of social circles through his work for King’s College Hospital and in 1909 he was invited to join the Wimbledon Literary and Scientific Society (WLSS). Founded in 1891 the WLSS was a private society for residents of Wimbledon with an interest in or knowledge of things scientific and literary. Admittance to the Society was considered a great honour, for membership was by invitation only and prior to the First World War members were drawn mainly from Wimbledon’s élite – its ‘top-of-the-hill’ ranks. Members met on a regular basis to hear formal lectures, present papers, and engage in organised debates or informal discussions, many of which were held in Wimbledon’s grandest homes.


  Georgette sometimes accompanied her father to the WLSS to watch him take part in recitations, readings and literary re-enactments, or in the Society’s famous Conversaziones. In 1911 George presented a paper to the Society on the poems of François Villon and two years later he and Georgette won great acclaim for their dramatic portrayal of the moment in Shakespeare’s tragedy, King John, when Hubert is about to put out the eyes of little Prince Arthur. Georgette was convincing as the young prince and the scene, inspired by Yeames’ famous painting, was considered very moving. Several Wimbledon families took part in the ‘Tableaux from the Poets’ and George was not the only literary father to act alongside his daughter that evening. Mr Alfred Percival Graves also led his wife and daughters in the tableau of Ruth and Naomi (there is no record indicating whether his fifteen-year-old son, the budding author Robert Graves, had a hand in the production).


  Despite its staid exterior, Wimbledon had much to offer a creative, imaginative child like Georgette and her formative years there were to be a major influence on her later writing. Like others of her generation she was a witness to the final years of the equestrian age. There was very little motorised traffic in the suburb before the war and horses were still an essential part of daily life, so as a child Georgette encountered horses and became familiar with carriages in their many forms. Her family does not appear to have owned their own carriage, but there were several livery stables in Wimbledon with horses and carriages for hire. George was a rider and he ensured that Georgette learned the rudiments of the art in childhood.


  Georgette also knew many of the local tradesmen’s horses. The butcher boy’s two-wheeled cart, the baker’s van, the fishmonger’s gig and the milkman’s chariot were all horse-drawn and several times a week the huge, flat, coal carts and open dust-carts made their regular rounds of Wimbledon’s streets. She liked to watch the enormous draught-horses with their jangling horse-brasses going down the road. One of the most exciting carriages was the local fire engine, which was drawn by two white horses. Sometimes she would see the horses go galloping down the road pulling the bright red fire engine with its boiler puffing and the firemen furiously clinging on at the back. But the real equestrian highlight came in the summer months when the Box-Hill stagecoach made its run with regular stops at the Dog and Fox Inn in Wimbledon High Street.


  Little had changed since the high coaching days of the Regency and Georgette loved to see the stagecoach coming down the street, its four horses glistening with sweat and its scarlet-coated guard holding on at the rear as the coach turned in at the inn yard. The Dog and Fox was where the stagecoach made its first change after leaving London. It was always exciting to watch the ostlers run out as soon as the coach pulled up in the yard and to see how quickly they could unharness the horses and replace them with four fresh ones. Georgette’s childhood was filled with the sights, smells and sounds of horses and carriages: she had heard the blare of the guard’s coaching horn resonate across the inn-yard as the stage swept out into the street with the horses’ hooves clattering on the cobblestones; she understood the urgency of the change and could picture the sudden flurry of activity as the passengers hurried to take their seats in the coach. Years later, when she came to write of such things in her novels, Georgette did not merely imagine these scenes from information culled from history books, she remembered them; one of the reasons she could make such scenes live in her books was because she was writing from life.


  Although horses were an important part of the daily routine in Wimbledon, walking was the way most people moved about the town and, like most middle-class Edwardian children, Georgette and Boris had one, or even two, regular daily walks. Accompanied by their mother, Georgette often helped to push Boris in his pram to the shops along the High Street or the Ridgway, or north to Rushmere Pond and the Common. Walks on the Common were sometimes rewarded with a sight of the balloon races that were held regularly in the summer on Saturdays. Looking up, Georgette and Boris might see half-a-dozen huge balloons floating by and would wave to the balloonists travelling overhead in their great basket gondolas. The memory of those balloons and their occupants would appear years later as a scene in her novel, Frederica.


  Away from the Common, a walk through Wimbledon sometimes meant an encounter with Algernon Swinburne, the famous poet who lived at Putney with his friend, Theodore Watts-Dunton. Swinburne was a familiar sight in Wimbledon where he took his daily walk to the shops and Georgette remembered him once stopping to pat Boris on the head.


  A trip to the shops could be a treat, especially if it included a visit to Frost’s, the toyshop at 5 High Street. Frost’s had a special counter on which was laid out a tantalising array of little tin toys, none of which cost more than a farthing. Georgette chose her dolls at Frost’s or, if they were of the more expensive porcelain variety, she might be taken to Mannings, the grand toyshop further down the hill in the Broadway. Two regular sights on the High Street were the Punch and Judy man, who would set up his portable theatre across the road from Frost’s, and the organ-grinder, who had several spots along the High Street and the Ridgway where he would stop and churn out popular tunes to entertain the passersby. In the winter months the muffin-man would also make his rounds and sometimes they would buy muffins from the large wooden tray balanced on top of his head.


  Georgette spent a happy, untroubled childhood in Wimbledon. She was a healthy, active child, slim of build but strong and very pretty, with long curling brown hair tinted with gold, clear grey eyes and her father’s ‘strongly marked very individual eyebrows’. She was given ample time to play and read and to absorb the world around her in her own way and at her own pace. School does not appear to have played much of a role in her life before the age of thirteen and it may be that Sylvia’s belief that Georgette’s brain was ‘best left alone’ continued to guide her parents’ approach to her education. George and Sylvia made sure that she had a sound knowledge of reading, writing and arithmetic, as well as a broad general knowledge and an understanding of languages, French in particular.


  Years later, when Georgette wrote her most autobiographical novel Helen, she gave the fictional father, Jim Marchant, strong views about education for women which may well have echoed her own father’s approach: ‘I don’t want Helen2 educated for a profession and made to pass Matriculation. I want her mind to expand. I want her to be accomplished in the sense that she has a wide knowledge of art and history, and literature, and the things that matter.’ In the novel Helen’s mother has died giving birth and she is raised by her devoted father. Although the child does not have any formal education before she is ten, she is untroubled by this for ‘Himself had taught Helen3 to read and write, while in long talks with her he had instilled into her a not inconsiderable knowledge of history and literature.’ Like Georgette, Helen is happiest in her father’s company and has little need for a busy social life or lots of friends.


  Georgette was not without friends as a girl but she was a shy child who was happy in her own company and quite content to be left alone with her books and to spend time reading, thinking, and making up stories. Although she sometimes played with other Wimbledon children, she seems to have retained very few of these relationships into adulthood. John Davy Hayward, the son of the family doctor, was an exception. He was two years younger than Georgette, with a sharp intellect and a similar interest in books and writing. John had a quick temper but his conversation was stimulating and Georgette did not seem to mind his tendency to be difficult and acerbic. As she grew older, her own style with those she knew well was to be frank, sometimes to the point of tactlessness, and in John she found someone with whom she could be herself. The two developed a close friendship and the habit of easy intimacy without the complications of romance.


  Although he developed a rare form of muscular dystrophy in early adolescence, John eventually went to Cambridge where he became a lifelong friend and confidant of T.S. Eliot’s. He and Eliot later ran a minor salon from John’s flat in Bina Gardens in London and shared rooms for several years before Eliot’s marriage. After university John went on to become a successful anthologist and bibliophile and he and Georgette wrote to each other intermittently for many years.


  In 1911, when Georgette was nearly nine, her family moved again. Their new home was at 27 Chartfield Road in Putney. It was here that Georgette’s brother, Frank Dmitri Heyer, was born on 18 January 1912. By the following August, when she turned ten, Georgette was very much the big sister to both Boris and Frank. She told them stories, pushed Frank in his pram and helped Boris learn his letters. She loved both boys but was closest to Boris in both age and temperament. The two shared a similar sense of humour and the same direct way of talking. The Heyers did not stay in Putney for much more than two years, for in 1913 the family returned to Wimbledon to live briefly at 119 Ridgway, before leaving England for a new life in France.


  3


  The modern child isn’t brought up on the proper literature.


  Georgette Heyer


  EARLY IN 1914, George accepted a job as the manager of the Paris branch of Cox’s Bank and that spring Georgette and her family moved into a maisonette on the Avenue Marceau. It was an ideal location in the heart of the city, just off the Champs-Elysées, with a view of the Arc de Triomphe and the Étoile. Georgette delighted in her new surroundings with their wide, open boulevards, busy cafés and endless variety of things to see and do. It was a marvellous time to be in Paris, for it was then at its zenith as the cultural centre of the world and an irresistible lure to many of the world’s greatest artists, thinkers, writers and musicians. They brought the city to life with conversation and performance, art, music and books and the Heyers revelled in the opportunity to go about the city and absorb some of its cultural riches.


  For a literary Francophile like George, the chance to immerse himself in French society, culture and language was especially satisfying. While for Sylvia Paris represented an opportunity to rediscover her music, with its rich offering of concerts, ballets, private salons and the great Paris Opéra. Only the year before the Heyers’ arrival, Stravinsky’s ballet The Rite of Spring had caused one of the greatest sensations in the history of music, and the city was alive with the sounds of Ravel, Debussy
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