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Amanda: Whose yacht is that?

Elyot: The Duke of Westminster’s I expect, it always is.

- Noel Coward, “Private Lives”

Amanda and Elyot are standing on a hotel balcony overlooking the sea. From their clothes it is clearly the period between the two World Wars. The sophisticated dialogue, spoken with a clipped English accent, identifies them as members of the Mayfair Set—upper-class Britons who lived in London’s West End and in country houses when they were not travelling abroad. 

In 1929, when Noel Coward wrote this scene, the Mayfair Set was flocking to the South of France. Leafing through old copies of The Illustrated London News or British Vogue, it seems that everyone who was anyone went to the Riviera and nearly everyone had a yacht (though not two yachts like the Duke of Westminster). This is only one slice of the upper crust that has holidayed on the Riviera. Before the First World War, the Riviera’s guest list read like Debrett’s and the Almanach de Gotha combined. After the Second World War, the Jet Set of oil millionaires, ex-kings, and stars of the entertainment world appropriated this earthly paradise.

And not only High Society but the artistic world too. The School of Paris drew so much inspiration from the Mediterranean light and color that it might just as well be called the Riviera School. Indeed, the window views of Matisse and Dufy encapsulate the region’s physical charms. The Riviera has drawn legions of writers to its shores. We think of Prosper Merimee nursing his asthma at Cannes, Guy de Maupassant restlessly cruising the coast in the Bel Ami, Arnold Bennett at the palace hotels, H.G. Wells in a love nest at Grasse. The list is endless: Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Somerset Maugham, Katherine Mansfield, D.H. Lawrence, Cyril Connolly, Graham Green, and on to Irwin Shaw and Harold Robbins. Appropriately, Noel Coward and Gertrude Lawrence - the first Amanda and Elyot - rehearsed some of Private Lives at a Cap d’Ail villa.

Riviera, Cote d’Azur, South of France, or le Midi as the French call it, by whatever name the Mediterranean coast between Saint-Tropez and Menton evokes images of glamorous people enjoying the sweetness of life against a stunning backdrop of palms, gleaming white villas, yachts, and the blue Mediterranean. 

But that was not how it began.

In the nineteenth century, to go to the Riviera in the summer was thought to invite death from heat prostration or malaria. Originally, it was nothing more than a winter sanitarium for consumptives. Alexander Dumas, pere, whose son created the most famous consumptive of all in La Dame aux Camelias, observed in 1847 that “frail pale women come to Nice to die,” and he criticized the townsfolk for “living at the expense of the sick foreigners.” At mid-century, the French had not yet discovered the charms of their sun-drenched Mediterranean coast. It was the British invalid who pioneered the discovery of the most famous resort area in the history of travel. These ailing northerners were the first Riviera Set. 
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THE WINTER RIVIERA

In the 1850s, British consumptives in search of winter sun had an arduous journey before them. They could go to Egypt above the cataracts where the climate was hot and dry, but that meant a grueling eight days by sea and then a slow houseboat up the Nile. It was not unknown for sufferers to go to Algiers, and some of the more adventurous sailed as far as the Cape of Good Hope in South Africa. The island of Madeira had a small English winter colony. However, the usual destination of British travellers, both ailing and healthy, was Italy. The well-known London hostess, Lady Holland, had wintered at Naples for years, simply transferring her salon to a palazzo overlooking the famous bay. Florence and Venice were long-established winter resorts, particularly for art lovers, in spite of damp, dreary weather that was barely an improvement over London. Nice, a provincial capital in the kingdom of Sardinia, offered better weather and a shorter journey—British invalids, as well as Russians and other Europeans, had been wintering there for a century. However by the middle of the nineteenth century, Cannes, a small French port not far from Nice, was hosting a winter colony of upper-class Britons.  

Cannes’ history as a resort began when a retired English statesman, Lord Henry Brougham, discovered the area. In the winter of 1834, en route to Nice with a consumptive daughter, the former Lord Chancellor found the weather at the little fishing village of Cannes “as mild as Cairo” and decided to go no further. On an uninhabited hillside covered with pine trees and an orange grove, he built a colonnaded Regency mansion that he named the Villa Eleonora after his daughter who died before it was completed. Other titled Britons followed the old lord and by the mid-1850s there were some forty or fifty families wintering there.

In Letters from Cannes and Nice (1857) Margaret Brewster, a genteel Scottish spinster with the observant eye of a Jane Austen, described Cannes society of the mid-nineteenth century as “simple and kindly, without formality or overdressing.”  Like Margaret, many winter residents suffered from consumption, and the daily routine was a morning walk by the sea, the ladies sheltering from the sun under white parasols, thick veils, and wide-brimmed hats lined with white paper, afternoons in the garden, and early-to-bed evenings. Entertainment at the villas consisted of reading and discussing a portion of Scripture. Cannes was so prim and proper that Prosper Merimee, the author of Carmen and other naughty tales, was prompted to say that “only the frogs and crickets are eager to make love here.” Until his death in 1868 Lord Brougham, as Cannes’ “founder,” was the leader of this ailing and very moral society of Victorians abroad. 

While the English were lording it at Cannes the Russians were the dominant foreigners at Nice. The visits of two tsarinas in the 1850s and 1860s brought a shoal of grand dukes and imperial officials in their wake. These in turn were followed by wealthy Russians who squandered the rents from their estates on European travel.

Tourism on the Riviera began in earnest with the coming of the railway in the 1860s. The Franco-Prussian War of 1870 that led to the deposing of Napoleon III and the establishment of a republic in France only temporarily slowed the tourist trade. The railway, coupled with the opening of Monte Carlo – the elegant gambling casino at Monaco – transformed Nice from a sanitarium for sickly northerners into a pleasure resort like Baden-Baden and Biarritz.

While Nice with its “boulevards, clubs, theatres, and brilliantly lighted cafes” hospitably received the new middle class, by the 1880s Cannes had taken on all the snobbishness and exclusivity of a London club. Attracted by all things British the European elite made Cannes its winter headquarters, arriving by yacht, private railway carriage, and the deluxe Mediterranean Express newly equipped with sleeping cars.

The illustrious traveller who, more than any other, created the vogue for the Winter Riviera was Queen Victoria’s son and heir, Edward Albert, Prince of Wales.
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The Prince of Wales, later King Edward VII, came to Cannes every winter for three weeks, timing his stay for the Battle of the Flowers at Nice - a feature of the pre-Lenten carnival. Precluded from the English throne and from all affairs of state by his “eternal mother,” the middle-aged Prince of Wales was indisputably King of the Riviera. Gregarious and charming, he was the style-setter for his generation. Men of all nationalities copied his tailoring and his barbering. When he accommodated his corpulent stomach by leaving his waistcoat partially unbuttoned, this became the fashion. When he adopted the felt hat made in the vicinity of his favourite spa, the Homburg was born. Looking at old photographs of high society gives the impression that all the males were cloned from the Prince. His annual visit set the fashion for wintering at Cannes.

Bertie (as he was called in the bosom of the royal family) usually came to Cannes without his wife and enjoyed the bachelor life in company with his cousin, the Duke of Cambridge. The Duke, with his mutton-chop whiskers and florid bloated face that wore a perpetual scowl, could have been the model for the fictional Colonel Blimp. A generation older than the Prince of Wales, he had been Commander-in-­Chief of the British army for forty years, and it would be hard to find a more reactionary disciplinarian. Yet his marriage to an actress revealed an unconventional streak and, in fact, he was as much of a bon vivant as Bertie. Several of the ladies wintering at Cannes were among the Duke’s old flames.

The Prince of Wales exemplified the new type of traveller who preferred a short, carefree vacation at a hotel to setting up housekeeping in a villa. Sometimes he stayed at the yacht club, the ultra-fashionable Cercle Nautique that had seventeen bedrooms for the use of its members. More often he settled into a hotel on the seaside, close to the club, with his entourage consisting of his personal physician, two equerries, two valets, a butler and a footman. The latter’s job was to wait upon Caesar, the Prince’s fox terrier.

The height of the season was whenever the Prince of Wales chose to appear. The Battle of Flowers at Nice was once put back two weeks to accommodate his vacation schedule. This flexible season was a social whirl with the English prince at its vortex. 

Cannes society was as sublimely uncultured and unintellectual as its princely patron of whom a modern biographer has written that “reading a newspaper was an effort, a book a complete impossibility.” Dinner parties and large receptions were the main social activities, and the Paris literary salon or even the musical soirees popular at Nice were virtually unknown at Cannes. Encountering the Grand Duke of Mecklenbourg-Schwerin and the King of Wurtemburg on the Croisette one day, Guy de Maupaussant commented to a friend that “it will certainly not be for their ideas that today’s nobility will perish. What cretins!”

During the Prince’s short stay all the Cannes hostesses vied for this most coveted guest. His life at Cannes was a perpetual round of gaieties, which did not fail to reach the ears of his disapproving mother. Replying to Queen Victoria’s sour criticism, he gave an expurgated version of his reasons for choosing Cannes as a winter resort: “I like Cannes excessively, especially for its climate and scenery, just the same as you do Aix, which you tell me you are going to this year. To be away from England in the South for three weeks is a very beneficial change to me.”

The Prince of Wales was as happy to attend the various fetes in his honour as the Cannes hostesses were to have him. On March 5, 1886, we find him anticipating with pleasure a ball at the villa of  the social-climbing American, Baroness Hoffman, his only regret that his sailor son, “dear Georgy,” who had been at Cannes on shore leave, would not be there because he had to rejoin his ship at Genoa. While ambitious American ladies entertained the Prince lavishly (one going so far as to bring a music hall star from Paris to sing risque songs for his amusement), it was the English and French villa owners who provided him unfailingly with his nightly dinner and dance.

At the Villa Perigord he was entertained royally by the Princesse de Sagan. Twenty years earlier, when she was a belle at Napoleon III’s court, they had had an affair. The heat had long since gone out of the relationship but the princess still proudly bore the title of official French mistress to the Prince of Wales. The gaiety of the Second Empire lived on at the Villa Perigord. According to the society decorator, Ferdinand Bac, a habitue of the house, the hostess and her inseparable friend, the Marquise de Galliflet, maintained “the charming frivolity and easy ways” of the sixties, “totally liberated from all prudery and ‘comme-il-fauterie” - a word coined by the Marquise. Though the ladies used language that “could make a monkey blush,” Bac hastened’ to add that “the delicious licentiousness” at the villa was never vulgar. It was a milieu that would have been most cordial to the Prince’s tastes which ran to racy humour and practical jokes.

We get a glimpse of the social events laid on by the English colony for its future king from the journal of Isabel Burton, wife of the celebrated explorer and orientalist, Sir Richard Burton. The Burtons’ first visit to Cannes in February 1887 coincided with the Prince of Wales’s annual stay. Through an English doctor and his titled wife the Burtons met “all of society”, and Isabel preens herself on receiving several invitations to meet His Royal Highness. The first event was a fancy dress ball given by a retired British diplomat, Sir Charles Murray, and his wife. Isabel tells us that Richard went as a Bedouin and she, as Mary Queen of Scots. She neglects to say what the Prince wore. He may have gone as Satan in the scarlet costume and horns he sometimes donned for the Battle of the Flowers -­ an unconsciously apt choice for a prince who was notoriously a devil with the ladies. The next big social function for the Prince to which the Burtons were invited was a garden party at Mezzomonte, a luxurious English villa on the slopes of La Californie, Cannes’ posh new residential district.

Isabel also records that “Richard had the honour of dining twice with the Prince of Wales.” These were stag dinners, no doubt to give the Prince and his cronies an opportunity to hear the fabulous erotic stories that Sir Richard had collected on his travels. This would also account for Burton’s invitation to dine privately with the Mecklenbourg-Schwerins. The Grand Duke was known to collect erotica and the Grand Duchess was whispered to be a nymphomaniac. Scheherazade, with her thousand and one salacious tales, would not have been more popular at Cannes than Sir Richard Burton.

Cannes hostesses were aware of the Prince’s likes and dislikes. They knew to serve his beef well done, to keep a supply of Egyptian cigarettes on hand and, most important, to invite pretty and vivacious women to dine with him. While the Prince was good natured, it was not easy to be his dinner companion. Queen Victoria’s granddaughter, Princess Alice, writes in her memoirs that Uncle Bertie spoke little and not consecutively, and that he fiddled constantly with his cutlery. His attention span was that of a child and it was always a question of keeping him amused. Attractive, twenty-seven year old Victoria Sackville West, wintering in Cannes in 1889 with her diplomat father, was naturally conscripted for duty.

At a dinner party in February 1889, Victoria found herself seated beside the Prince of Wales. He was clearly taken with her and invited her to join him for an after ­dinner cigarette in the smoking room. Although smoking was indulged in by some society women of the day—the Russian grand duchesses were inveterate smokers—Victoria did not smoke. Nevertheless (as she noted in her diary) she had to join him but astutely took a lady friend with her. The Prince was very attentive to her for a while. At a large ball, he led her out as his partner in a quadrille of honour, and he took her on an outing to Nice with his aides-de-camp. But if the Prince’s intentions were what they usually were, he was disappointed in this young lady for, as Victoria put it, she was not “fast”, though she confided to her diary that she longed to be.

The Riviera provided the Prince of Wales with countless women who were more obliging. One of these was Diane de Fougeres, daughter of a French admiral. Ferdinand Bac, a most reliable gossip about pre-1914 Riviera society, says that after “honouring” this young lady with his “particular friendship,” the prince married her off to his brother’s aide-de-camp, “to keep her in the family as it were.”

The Prince’s penchant for the lovely courtesans who frequented Monte Carlo was a carefully censored matter just as his fondness for gambling at the casino was kept secret. One favourite was La Belle Otero, a dark beauty with a magnificent bosom which she could expand at will to astonishing proportions. The durable queen of musical comedy, Hortense Schneider, was another long-time “amie” of the Prince’s. In 1887 she was starring in a wildly successful production of Offenbach’s La Belle Helene at the Nice casino. After attending the performance, the Prince of Wales dined tete-a-tete with her in her curtained loge.

As well as famous actresses and demi-mondaines at his disposal on the Riviera, there was a bevy of unknown young women of whom one has partially emerged from obscurity. It is said to have been at a Cannes restaurant that Crepes Suzette were first concocted and named after the Prince’s pretty friend of the evening. 

The press was obligingly restrained about the Prince of Wales’s philandering. From newspaper reports of the day, it would appear that the Prince did nothing else during his holidays but pay duty calls, unveil monuments, attend charity benefits, and lay cornerstones. In the London Times for February 3, 1883, we read of him dutifully attending a breakfast at Lord and Lady Wolverton’s Chateau Scott in honour of the British prime minister, William Ewart Gladstone. It is doubtful if the Grand Old Man of English politics would have done anything so frivolous as to holiday at Cannes had it not been at the urging of the banker George Grenfell Glyn, a most generous supporter whom he raised to the peerage as Lord Wolverton. Gladstone, a dedicated reformer who worked sixteen-hour days despite his seventy years, was too serious even for Queen Victoria who complained that in his private audiences he addressed her as if she were a public meeting.

Gladstone is a prime example of the tonic effect of the Riviera. On his arrival at the Chateau Scott he appeared worn out from his parliamentary struggle to bring in Irish Home Rule. But dropping in to see him a few days later, the Times correspondent found him “walking about the hall, talking and laughing freely—altogether a new man.” Pointing to her husband’s “cheerfulness and freshness,” Mrs. Gladstone confirmed that he was sleeping well and had a good appetite. He was clearly enjoying himself. Each day after morning service at the Anglican church, undeterred by rain, he set out on a long walk that would have exhausted “many men thirty years his junior.” He was an assiduous sightseer, visiting the pottery works at Vallauris and all the gardens of note. At the Nice Battle of Flowers, he was observed to be “laughing gaily all the time,” shielding the famous hawk-like profile from the confetti (then made of plaster pellets) with a wire mask. In fact, the Prime Minister was having such a good time on the Riviera that he could not be induced to return in time for the opening of parliament. Gladstone’s visit of 1883 marked the beginning of his unlikely love affair with the Riviera. When the British electorate finally let him go to a well-deserved rest in 1894, he spent much of his remaining four years among the mimosas and sea breezes of his late-discovered paradise.

Another printable activity of the Prince while on vacation was the new sport of lawn tennis. He took it up in the early eighties and we have it from an official biographer that “the Prince, whose marvellous energy never found sufficient outlet on the croquet lawn, went quite wild about the game and played it on all possible occasions.” Tennis courts immediately sprang up at the hotels and villas, and the sport became immensely popular at Cannes.

The Prince of Wales was a great eater and the Riviera’s restaurants were part of its charm for him. In England it was unheard-of for ladies and gentlemen to dine out together in public. Besides, as one well-travelled Englishman said, there was “not a hotel in London where you could get a decent meal.” On the Riviera dining out in mixed company was the accepted thing. Excellent restaurants abounded in Nice—old established ones like the Restaurant Francais and the London House, and newer, more fashionable ones such as Chez Vogade, which provided private  alcoves for flirtations and stayed open until three in the morning. Cannes had few good restaurants since home entertaining was the rule. One Cannes restaurant patronized by the Prince of Wales was La Reserve, described as “an elegant spot, the ‘Prunier’ of the day where one went for seafood and bouillabaise.” The Prince (still a schoolboy at heart) liked to organize a “pari-mutuel des langoustines,” taking bets from the diners on which lobster would reach the side of the tank first. 

The Prince and the Duke of Cambridge often dined at Monte Carlo with their clique of dowager duchesses and Jockey Club friends like Sir Frederick Johnstone. Sir Frederick and his wife, Lady Wilton, were possibly the only English to own a villa at Monte Carlo in the early eighties. At that time, according to an old Riviera resident, “no self-respecting Briton would stay at Monte Carlo.” The Prince of Wales did not share this prejudice, and occasionally stayed with his Monte Carlo friends, with the result that “the English soon followed his example in the thousands.” Both the Hotel de Paris and the Grand in Monte Carlo boasted excellent dining rooms. It was at the Grand that Cesar Ritz and the master chef, Auguste Escoffier, began their famous collaboration.

The son of Swiss peasants, Ritz had worked his way up from a waiter at Voisin’s during the siege of Paris, to maitre d’hotel at the Grand in Nice, and, at twenty-seven, manager of the Grand Hotel National in Lucerne. In the winter he managed the Grand in Monte Carlo, turning the stodgy old hotel into a deluxe establishment that rivaled the Hotel de Paris for comfort, service, and cuisine. His elegant figure in morning coat and white carnation boutonniere was as familiar to the patrons of grand hotels as the potted palms in the lobby. When the Hotel de Paris stole the Grand’s chef, Ritz brought in Escoffier to take charge of the kitchens. Though not yet famous, Escoffier was already, in Ritz’s opinion, “the best chef in the world.”

Born in Villeneuve-Loubet, a village near Cannes, August Escoffier had received his early training at his uncle’s Restaurant Francais in Nice. At nineteen he went to Paris to apprentice at the Petit Moulin Rouge and, after serving as an army cook during the Franco-Prussian war, he returned as head chef. Apart from a season at a Nice hotel and a short venture as proprietor of a Cannes restaurant, Escoffier remained at the Petit Moulin Rouge until Ritz summoned him to Monte Carlo. Both men were perfectionists and innovators, and both had a leavening influence on the prevailing heaviness in decor and cookery. While Escoffier was simplifying sauces and eliminating inedible garnishes in the kitchen, Ritz was replacing the hotel’s dust-collecting plush draperies with muslin and light silk curtains.

At the Grand the Prince and his cronies gorged on Escoffier’s poularde Monte Carlo and timbale de sole Grimaldi, finishing off the twelve-course meal with the special ice cream bombe perfected by the great chef in the Grand’s kitchens.

When Ritz bought the Hotel du Provence in Cannes, a musty establishment patronized by English spinsters, the Prince who once declared that “where Ritz goes, I go” made the hotel fashionable by spending the Easter of 1888 there with his family.

The English prince was extremely popular with the Cannois. They loved him for his lack of airs. Driving on the Croisette in his victoria, he greeted acquaintances with a simple yet regal salute. And after a heavy dinner in the English Quarter, it was his habit to stroll back to his hotel, stopping off at a bar on the port to drink and chat with the sailors. But most of all the people of Cannes appreciated his staunchness to the resort which, in the eighties, was certainly put to the test.  

While typhoid at Cannes (as at other resorts before and since) was hushed up, a cholera epidemic in mid-decade could not be hidden. During the nineteenth century, waves of cholera spread into Europe and North America from India. In 1883 another epidemic reached Europe through Egypt and this one affected the Mediterranean ports in particular. People were frightened away from all the Riviera resorts. At Cannes, receipts from tourism fell by almost thirty percent. At Nice villas stood empty and businesses went bankrupt. 

Unlike so many of his countrymen, the Prince of Wales did not forsake the Riviera during the cholera scare. There he was as usual, stepping off the train at the Cannes station on February 3, 1885. Britain was then fighting in the Sudan and the Prince had pleaded to accompany the British expeditionary force. As always he was denied any active role and had to content himself with the Battle of Flowers at Nice.

The Prince was again loyal to the Riviera when the next disaster struck—this time an earthquake. 

It was the last week of February 1887. The Nice carnival was in full swing. On the day of the Battle of Flowers the weather was “splendid”. The carriages of the rich winter residents had been transformed into flower-­bedecked chariots; the Prince of Wales and his son, Prince George, were “literally bombarded with bouquets of flowers.” The list of distinguished revellers (as reported in the London Times) included the Duke of Leuchtenberg, the Count and Countess of Eu, the Grand Dukes of Saxe-Weimar and Saxe-­Cobourg-Gotha, Prince Hohenzollern, the Grand Duke of Mecklenbourg-Schwerin, the Duc de Nemours, the Duchesse de Chartres, the Countess of Caserte, Lady Murray, the Duchesse de Luynes, Countess Bardi, the Princesse de Sagan, the Comtesse  de Suzannet, and Lady Aston.

Ordinary tourists had also returned and the Riviera was recovering nicely from the two lean years of the cholera scare. Hotels were full and villas were let. Menton was enjoying a good season for the first time in years.

The first shock came at six o’clock on the morning of February 23rd without warning. Suddenly buildings were rocking from side to side, “like vessels on a stormy sea” as one tourist described it. Hotel guests ran screaming into the street. Hundreds of houses collapsed and the streets were filled with rubble. An eye-witness compared the scene to the bombardment of Paris during the 1870 war. Invalids were carried out of endangered buildings by ladder or down damaged staircases. Caring for the seriously ill posed a problem of large proportions. Tents were set up on the shore, carriages and omnibuses were commandeered, and yachts became hospital ships for the duration of the emergency. While church roofs fell in and altars crumbled, the Monte Carlo casino was miraculously undamaged and gambling continued uninterrupted.

Pandemonium reigned at the railway stations. Everyone had only one thought—to get to Paris. Perfectly decent peres de famille fought each other for train seats.

During all the panic, the Prince of Wales displayed true British sang-froid, thus earning himself a gratifying reputation for heroism. “If everyone had behaved like the Prince of Wales at Cannes,” declared the Times, “the panic would not have been so great. Apprised by his suite of the terror caused by the earthquake, he declined to go down into the garden, and having tranquillized everybody remained in bed.”  What the Times failed to mention was that Cannes felt the quake very little and, in fact, served as a way station for hundreds of refugees from the other resorts.

The Prince of Wales remained the hero of the Riviera earthquake
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