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“Aloha Wanderwell must surely be the most remarkable woman adventurer to remain virtually unknown to history. This marvellous book sets the record straight, even as it powerfully evokes a distant era of travel when the survivors of the Great War set out to go anywhere but home.”

— Wade Davis, author of The Lost Amazon and The Serpent and the Rainbow



In 1922, a 16-year-old Canadian girl, fed up with life in a French convent school, answered an ad for a travelling secretary. Tall, blonde, and swaggering with confidence, she landed the job. Her assignment was to become the first woman to drive around the world. Her name was Aloha Wanderwell. 

Aloha’s mission was foolhardy in the extreme. Cars were alien to much of the world, and drivable roads were scarce. The Wanderwell Expedition modified a Ford Model T for the journey, with gun scabbards and a sloped back that could fold out to become a darkroom. All that remained was for Aloha to learn how to drive. 

Aloha became world-famous. She was photographed in front of the Eiffel Tower, parked on the back of the Sphinx, firing mortars in China, greeting the Emperor of Japan, and smiling as the guest of honour at a tickertape parade in Detroit. By the time she was 26, she had become a pilot, a film star, an ambassador for world peace, and the centrepiece of one of the biggest unsolved murder mysteries in California history. Her story defied belief, but it was true. Every bit of it. Except for her name. 

Drawing upon Aloha’s diaries and travel logs, as well as films, photographs, newspaper accounts, and previously classified government documents, Aloha Wanderwell tells the astonishing story of one of the greatest — and most outrageous — explorers of the 1920s. 
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For Sam and Kieran.

— CFJ

For Valri and Nile and Margaret.

— REW






 

My unfulfilled ambition is to write a great novel in three parts about my adventures. I’ve yet to have them, but they will be perfectly thrilling.

— Wendy Darling

All the world is made of faith, and trust, and pixie dust.

— Peter Pan






CONTENTS


	PREFACE

	PROLOGUE

	PART ONE

	ONE There’s No Place Like Home

	TWO Brains, Beauty, and Breeches

	THREE Saturday’s Child Has Far to Go

	FOUR In League with Nations

	FIVE The Temper of the Times

	SIX The World Is Your Oyster

	SEVEN Pilgrim’s Progress

	EIGHT The Last Chance to be First




	PART TWO

	NINE Do Svidaniya, Tovarisch

	TEN Mahalo Aloha

	ELEVEN Alias Walter Wanderwell

	TWELVE A Gathering Storm

	THIRTEEN Against All Odds

	FOURTEEN A Special Delivery

	FIFTEEN Two If By Sea

	SIXTEEN Mother’s Nature

	SEVENTEEN The Best Laid Plans

	EIGHTEEN The Interrupted Journey




	PART THREE

	NINETEEN With Car and Camera

	TWENTY The Fork in the Road

	TWENTY-ONE To the Ends of the Earth

	TWENTY-TWO Close Quarters and Frigid Seas

	TWENTY-THREE That’s the Guy!

	TWENTY-FOUR What’s Past Is Prologue

	TWENTY-FIVE Alias Aloha Wanderwell

	EPILOGUE Curtain Call




	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

	A NOTE ON SOURCES

	NOTES

	BIBLIOGRAPHY

	INDEX







PREFACE

The heart of the Aloha Wanderwell story spans twenty-seven years, from 1906 to 1933, beginning with the early years of a young girl named Idris on Vancouver Island, through her teenage debut as “Aloha” in the South of France, and across ten years of adventures on the road, travelling around the world by automobile.

Twenty-seven years is a relatively short period in a normal life; however, Aloha’s life was anything but normal. Her adventures — the places she travelled, the people she met, the things she achieved and endured — would fill several volumes. The challenge in conveying her story wasn’t just deciding what should go in, but making tough calls about what should be left out. That’s not to say that her story was easy to tell. Many of her achievements, especially in less industrialized parts of the world, have been lost to history. And even many of her activities in Europe and North America have not been remembered or recorded over the years, so we’ve had to piece together many of her life’s details from a bewildering variety of sources, including 254 print resources, dozens of visual archives, and the collections of family members who so generously shared what they had. Other important sources were Aloha’s ghostwritten autobiography (Call To Adventure!, 1939), her unpublished 679-page hand-typed, double-sided reminiscences (“The Driving Passion”), her handwritten log books and diaries from the period, as well as letters, cards, notes, candid family photos, and mementoes.

Even these sources left out many crucial aspects of her life story, which is why we undertook ten years of research in archives and repositories in more than a dozen cities worldwide. Along the way, we uncovered historical documents, maps, charts, films, videotapes, microfilm, and audio recordings within university collections and museums and buried in the stacks within the Library of Congress, the Smithsonian Institution, and the National Archives at College Park, Maryland. We also filed more than sixty American Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests, and a half-dozen Canadian Access to Information Act (ATI) requests. As for online resources, until very recently the Internet “history” of Aloha revealed only a handful of arcane references containing mostly inaccurate information. That’s not surprising, since the name, notoriety, and accomplishments of Aloha Wanderwell have long since drifted into the fog of a bygone era.

Since the 1960s, others have attempted to tell Aloha’s story in various forms; Aloha herself tried to publish a second book about her travels and life experience. We know of six other biographies that also failed to gain traction due to the lack of credible sources and references. Discovering the “real” Aloha has been no easy task.

It was in comparing “official” archives with original source materials, and also against third-party accounts including newspapers, that we came to a dramatic realization: Aloha’s life and times were far more sensational, thrilling, adventurous, life-threatening, death-defying, rewarding, and devastating — not to mention of greater historical significance — than even her own recollections and writings would have anyone believe.

The challenge any biographer faces is to distill the endless “facts” of someone’s life into a coherent and compelling narrative. In Aloha’s case, however, this task was made considerably more difficult by her dogged attempts to revise, reinterpret, or flat-out fabricate some of the events in her life. She had her own ideas about how she wanted to be remembered, the facts be damned. But facts matter, which is why we undertook such a protracted, expensive, and often frustrating research adventure. It was, truly, the only possible way to accurately reconstruct her life, tell her story, and return her legacy to its rightful place in history.

Aloha’s story began over a century ago, during the social, political, and economic upheavals of the early 1900s. The events of those years set the stage: a young girl drove off on a global adventure, set world records that have yet to be broken, entertained audiences around the world, and created a life that only Hollywood could compete with.

No wonder Aloha Wanderwell became known far and wide as “the Amelia Earhart of the open road.”

Randolph Eustace-Walden

Christian Fink-Jensen

October 2016






PROLOGUE

On a stormy afternoon in December 1932 a two-masted schooner eased from the port of Long Beach, California, into a curtain of rain and fog. The boat, a ramshackle hundred-foot yacht, veered and pitched over rough seas while a small group of people gathered on her port side, holding tight to the railing and listening while a handsome man named James E. Farris shouted through the squalls, delivering a eulogy. The dead man at their feet had been carefully prepared. Dressed in his best uniform, he had been placed in a seagrass coffin and draped in an American flag. Among the mourners was a willowy blond woman, also in uniform. Beautiful though she was, her face was like granite, and intentionally so. Since childhood she had practised the art of obscuring her thoughts and feelings from others. People, she had found, were always demanding, always trying to get something from her. And today was no exception.

Hardly fifty yards away, a dozen men and one woman were clustered at the railing of another ship, watching through binoculars and camera lenses. Supposedly, they were monitoring activities, ensuring that no one tried to escape. Actually, all eyes were on the blond whose name and face were plastered across the front pages of newspapers worldwide. It was a sensational story, packed with everything that sold papers: far-flung settings, world records, beautiful girls, political intrigue, illicit sex, theft, violence, espionage, smuggling, and murder. The only problem was that no one seemed to know which, if any, of the stories were true. Some claimed the woman had driven around the world and discovered tribes in the Amazon. Others insisted that she was a Communist revolutionary or a Hollywood insider or that she’d crossed Africa, scaled mountains, survived jail and kidnapping, escaped civil wars, and worked as a spy. Such basic details as how old she was, where she came from — even her real name — were unclear. Her stage name was Aloha Wanderwell, but beyond that her true story was as murky as the weather that cloaked those two vessels.

As the icy mists turned to lashing snow, Captain Farris shouted a passage from Joseph Conrad: “May the deep sea where he sleeps now rock him gently, wash him tenderly, to the end of time!”1 A bugler rang out “Taps” and the flag was lifted from the coffin. Then, amid sobs and a flurry of flashbulbs from the press, the plank was raised and the coffin slid overboard. A splash, a wash of bubbles, and then nothing. Just the dark sea.

The woman called Aloha Wanderwell bent forward and covered her face. Her life to this point had been a series of open roads, a steadfast journey to some other place, just over the horizon. Home as a fixed address had not existed since her childhood, 1,100 miles north on Vancouver Island and eighteen years earlier. Before she’d circled the world. Before several US government agencies had started tracking her. Before the nastiness and the extortion and the forthcoming trial. Those carefree days before another man’s death had changed her life forever.
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ONE

SECOND STAR TO THE RIGHT, AND STRAIGHT ON TILL MORNING.

— PETER PAN






[image: A hand-painted facsimile of the Hall Family Coat of Arms Crest belonging to Herbert’s grandfather. It reads: “The Arms of Thomas Dickinson Hall of Whatton Manor and Broughton in the county of Nottingham.” It also carries the family motto: “Persevere.”]

Hand-painted facsimile of the Hall Family Arms Crest and motto, “Persevere.”







ONE THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE HOME

On a bright July morning in 1912, a fifty-foot cabin cruiser named the Inlet Queen arrived at the settlement of Qualicum Beach on the east coast of Vancouver Island. Stepping out into the hot summer sun were Herbert Hall, his wife Margaret, and newborn infant daughter Miki. Watching from the newly painted deck was five-year-old daughter Idris.

While her parents walked carefully around the small rocks and driftwood on the lip of their new property, Idris preferred to stay on the boat, combing her doll’s long blond hair. The cruiser had snug beds, a kitchen, even a living room complete with piano and gramophone. But most important of all, here they were together.

For as far back as Idris could remember, “home” was the place where she stayed put while her parents went off without her. At Grandpa Hedley’s house in North Vancouver, Idris was scolded for being too noisy, too rambunctious, and too present, while the other Hedley grandkids were doted upon, sung to, and read to. Most of her days were spent playing alone in her bedroom while the older cousins enjoyed the run of the house. By the time she was five, Idris had firmly associated the word “home” with separation.1 Travel, on the other hand, meant exciting times with the people she loved best. Travel brought treats and adventures and Daddy reading tales of Peter Rabbit. As far as Idris was concerned, they could keep on sailing forever. Why leave the lovely pleasure craft when solid ground meant staying put and the end of every good thing?


[image: Context Break]

At the dawn of the last century, Vancouver Island was a lush rainforest paradise. Ancient fir stands stretched more than 400 feet into the air. Ravens and eagles circled the skies and kept watch over a misty, rolling landscape that plunged to a gentle sea dotted with seals and orcas. Europeans had been poking around since the 1840s, but few had actually settled. In 1900 hardly a thousand Caucasians inhabited the 5,000 square miles along the island’s east coast. But for the British, the Edwardian era of colonial expansion and opportunity was in full swing by 1905, and things were beginning to change.

Rumours of a railway from Victoria in the south to Port Hardy in the north drew settlers from around the world with the lure of newly arable land, plentiful natural resources, and the promise of well-paying jobs. Territory that had been populated by Coast Salish, Esquimalt, and other Indigenous peoples for millennia was suddenly crawling with Americans, Germans, Russians, Scandinavians, Chinese, Japanese, and most of all, English. The collapse of English agriculture in Great Britain, combined with a weak stock market and rapid urbanization, had removed the gilded sheen from the English upper classes. Landowners suddenly found themselves without tenants and, consequently, without a stable source of income. Estates that had belonged to families for centuries were being liquidated, their heirs flung out to the far corners of the British Dominion to prospect for new sources of wealth. One such Englishman was nineteen-year-old Herbert Cecil Victor Hall.

Herbert, or “Bertie,” was born June 26, 1887, at Tickhill, Yorkshire, and came from a well-known Nottinghamshire family that had once controlled vast properties. Herbert’s grandfather, Thomas Dickinson Hall, had served as the sheriff of Nottingham and Lord of the Manor of Whatton, a sizeable village. Herbert’s father had been a captain in the Boer Wars and had sent his sons to Haileybury Imperial Service College, a school once attended by Rudyard Kipling. For Herbert, however, the rigors of a service college were too constricting. Though he respected military tradition and understood the responsibilities of authority, he saw no place for such discipline in his own life. Schoolwork didn’t interest him nor did the conventional attitudes of his fellow students. He had few friends, and thanks to an injury suffered while riding on the Hertford Heath in 1903, he did not compete in any sports. Herbert dreamed of a more exciting, freewheeling sort of life. By his second year at the school, Herbert was regularly running afoul of school authorities, most seriously in the spring of 1905 when Housemaster A.A. Lea caught Herbert with “smoking materials.” By September, Herbert had left Haileybury and was at the Manor Farm Agricultural College at Garforth.2

After less than a year there, Herbert received a letter from an older brother regarding investment opportunities in Canada. Unlike England, Canada was bursting with chances to earn a fortune in farming, mining, logging, fishing, heavy industry, and especially real estate. A national railroad, the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR), had been in existence for just twenty years, and by the early 1900s the trickles of westward immigration swelled to a flood. In 1906 Canada’s population was just over six million people, and of these, nearly a million had arrived in the previous ten years.3 It was, in other words, a nation waiting to be made.

Herbert quit the Manor Farm and set sail for Canada, where he would complete his education at the High River Agricultural School, just south of the city of Calgary. It was, at long last, his chance to set out on new adventures.


[image: Context Break]

Herbert’s ship docked in Montreal in the early summer of 1906. He made his way west, by train, across the prairies. The High River School of Agriculture had been founded in 1903 by fellow Englishman Oliver Henry Hanson of Cambridge. Hanson was one of many English “agricultural experts” who came to Canada to train prospective farmers. He advertised his school as a place for young English gentleman farmers. Tuition was fifty pounds per annum and the course lasted two years. According to one source, “Hanson supplemented his income by imposing fines on his trainees for infractions such as being late for breakfast, not shaving and not having their hair combed.”4 By 1909 Herbert had left Alberta5 to settle in the town of Salmon Arm, British Columbia, a fruit and vegetable growing microclimate.

Salmon Arm was settled predominantly by English. The town boasted a country club, cricket matches, lawn bowling, and a soccer league. Herbert probably came to Salmon Arm to explore farming opportunities but instead wound up discovering an Englishwoman named Margaret Jane Hedley — tall, elegant, a few years his elder, with an exciting disregard for convention and a fondness for giant hats. She was, like much else in Herbert’s life, an unusual choice.

Unlike Bertie, however, Margaret was not to the manor born. The eldest of six children, she was raised in the coal country of northeastern England. Her father, James, had worked in the collieries, and although he had risen to the position of foreman, family life was frugal and luxuries scarce. Finding a long, tiring line of would-be suitors unappealing, Margaret made a life-altering decision. Marriage would have shackled her to the duties of a coal miner’s wife, the likes of which she had seen many of her female friends endure. Around 1901, at the age of twenty-two, Margaret found her own way out, taking a CPR steamship to Canada. Eventually settling in Winnipeg, she fell in love with a CPR employee named Robert Welch, who, ironically, hailed from a town barely 5 miles from Margaret’s birthplace. Five years later, on October 13, 1906, Margaret gave birth to a daughter. Idris Welch was born at 77 Hallet Street in the Selkirk district of Winnipeg. According to Idris’s birth certificate, her mother was Margaret Hadley and her father was Robert Edward Welsh.6 The certificate claimed that Margaret and Robert were married, but there is no record of the marriage.7 It was the beginning of a cascade of errors — sometimes accidental, sometimes wildly concocted — that would persist in official documents throughout Idris’s life. It’s unclear when the couple left Winnipeg to move west and settle in Salmon Arm, or even what finally became of Robert Welch (a piece of family correspondence between cousins suggests he fell off a ladder and broke his neck), but by 1908 Margaret Hedley was single again.8


[image: A young woman dressed formally with top coat, scarf, and large ornate hat. This is Margaret Jane Hedley Hall, Aloha’s mother, about the time she married Herbert Hall.]

Margaret Jane Hedley Hall, Aloha’s mother. Photo taken about the time of her marriage to H.C.V. Hall, British Columbia, 1919.



Photographs taken in Salmon Arm show a scowling, three-year-old blond girl seated on a horse-drawn wagon in the company of her mother and several adventurous-looking men with prodigious moustaches, all wearing their Sunday best. These were probably a series of wedding day portraits of Herbert and Margaret’s marriage that took place on October 16, 1909, in Herbert’s own home with local Baptist pastor H.P. Thorpe presiding.9


[image: A baby girl, shortly after birth. This is Idris Welch, later to be known as Aloha Wanderwell.]

Baby photograph of newborn Idris Welch (Aloha), Winnipeg, Manitoba, October 1906.




[image: A dark-haired Herbert Hall relaxing inside his white canvas tent supported by wooden poles. He wears a long-sleeved white shirt and dark pants with suspenders. He is in need of a haircut and has a handlebar moustache. While the newly purchased property in Qualicum Beach on Vancouver Island was being cleared to make way for the building of the family’s new home, Herbert and Margaret stayed in this tent.]

Herbert Hall in his canvas tent on the newly purchased Hall property on Qualicum Beach, Vancouver Island, British Columbia, 1914. While the plot of land was being cleared and the initial living quarters were being built, both he and Margaret stayed in the tent . 



The ink had hardly dried on their marriage licence before they packed up and moved to the west coast of British Columbia. Margaret’s father had emigrated with the entire Hedley clan to the scenic slopes of North Vancouver and Margaret and Bertie decided that familiar family surroundings would benefit them all, especially a growing Idris.

North Vancouver was a thriving town of five thousand souls and had earned the nickname “the Ambitious City.” Herbert became a partner in a branch office of the Manitoba Fire Assurance Co. and was soon dabbling in real estate development, building single-family dwellings.

The decision to move west proved a good one. North Vancouver’s industries couldn’t hire fast enough and news of the good life attracted an influx of working-class families. Before long the Ambitious City became “the City of Homes.” The extended Hedley-Hall household was quite content.

However, the Halls were accustomed to being Lords of the Manor, and North Vancouver already had its established wealthy families. When rumours of a new railway line on Vancouver Island surfaced, Herbert saw his opportunity. The line from Victoria, north to Port Hardy would open vast stretches of prime real estate. New industries and settlements were bound to follow, just as they had done in Salmon Arm and North Vancouver.

With funds from the sale of their North Vancouver properties, Herbert bought heavily forested property along Vancouver Island’s east coast. Idris was left behind with her cousins and grandfather in North Vancouver, while Herbert and Margaret spent much of 1911 living in a canvas tent, clearing the most scenic part of a forty-acre promontory in Qualicum Beach. By early 1912 they had built a cabin to serve as a temporary home until the family manor could be constructed.


[image: Context Break]

As it turned out, Qualicum Beach was the highlight of Idris’s childhood. The arrival of a little sister — baptized Margaret, but nicknamed “Miki” — provided Idris with a playmate, and in future years both sisters would treasure the memory of their time there: days spent exploring the forests or summers spent paddling “in the shallows (while) mum ‘dipped’ in her cumbersome bathing costume, sometimes even removing her stockings.”10 The sisters befriended the deer that braved human contact in exchange for crackers, apples, and on more than one occasion, their daddy’s beer. On sunny summer afternoons, Margaret would pack a picnic lunch and box up the gramophone. The trio would march down to the shingle beach, where they’d twirl their skirts and croon along to the hits of the day, especially, Idris recalled, the song “Beautiful Ohio.” One 78 rpm record contained ukulele music. Playing it would prompt Idris to begin a slow hula-style dance, wearing an imaginary grass skirt. Sometimes Margaret would play this record for dinner guests and ask Idris to “do your Aloha dance.”11


[image: On the oceanfront property of Qualicum Beach on Vancouver Island stands a young Idris wearing a plain one-piece swimming costume. Her long blonde hair is unkempt. Herbert is dressed in dark swim trunks, dark undershirt, untied shoes, and a straw hat. Between them is a very young Miki wearing a smaller version of Idris’s swimming costume and holding Herbert’s hand.]

(L-R): Idris Hall, baby Miki and Herbert Hall enjoying their oceanfront property at  Qualicum Beach, British Columbia, 1913.




[image: Young Idris standing thigh-deep in the Salish Sea in front of the family’s Qualicum Beach property staring into the camera.]

Young Idris standing thigh-deep in the Salish Sea at the foot of the Hall family property, Qualicum Beach, British Columbia, 1913.




[image: Young Idris and Miki dressed in matching white dresses stand on each side of their nanny in front of their beach property in Qualicum Beach. The nanny is wearing a long white apron over her clothes.]

(L-R):Miki, their nanny, and Idris at the foot of the Hall family property on Vancouver Island, Qualicum Beach, 1914.



It wasn’t all flights of fancy and wooded kingdoms, however. Idris watched as her father applied his Haileybury and High River Agricultural School training. Forests were pulled down, timbers sawed and planed, and all that wood repurposed as buildings, fences, and signposts. Ranch land was created, the first schoolhouse erected, and a ribbon of road was laid along the coast to the huddle of shacks that served as the town centre. As his crowning achievement, Herbert worked with architects to design the Hall family manor, scheduled for completion in two years’ time. While the town around them sprouted into existence, Margaret and the kids tended the family gardens and readied the stable buildings for horses.

For Margaret, a life lived close to the land and sea was happily familiar. Although she had grown up in a mining community, she had often travelled to the North Sea coast on family outings. Striving to attain the trappings of a newly minted middle class, the Hedleys managed a few niceties, and as the eldest, Margaret benefited. While schooling was limited, as it was for most young women of the time, Margaret was able to learn equestrian skills and sailing, pursuits that made Vancouver Island — so dependent on horses and sailboats — feel like home.

For Idris, too, Qualicum Beach imprinted itself on her mind: this was, finally, home. No longer just one of the cousins, she was now part of a stable family — and one that was thriving in a vast and beautiful setting. Nothing could shake Idris from this idyllic life. Or so she hoped.

In April 1913 their boat, the Inlet Queen, sank during a promotional trip to Nitinat on Vancouver Island’s west coast. Maritime author J.A. Gibbs gives an account of what happened:


All went well till the Inlet Queen left dockside. Nasty winds were fanning the Strait of Juan de Fuca, and all the way to the Nitinat Coast the craft took a terrible pounding. The passengers became violently seasick. In crossing the Nitinat Bar, the craft ran hard aground and the passengers were forced to struggle ashore, sick, wet, and discouraged.

Despite the setback, including the total loss of the Inlet Queen, the real estate firm was persistent. They still planned a resort similar to those on the coast of southern England.12



Although the disaster did little to dissuade Herbert (after all, the Hall family motto was “persevere”), the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand in faraway Sarajevo was about to test the whole world’s perseverance.



[image: The Hall family motor launch is seen at the foot of the Empress Hotel in Victoria Harbour in Victoria, British Columbia. There are several other boats in the harbour, but theirs, the Inlet Queen, is distinguishable because of its square portholes.]

The Hall family launch, Inlet Queen, docked at the foot of Victoria Harbour in front of the Empress Hotel. Note the square portholes. Victoria, British Columbia, 1915.




[image: The interior lounge of the Hall family motor launch, the Inlet Queen, shows a low, heavy-beamed ceiling. To the left is a sofa with pillows, to the right a sideboard with a large ornate sports trophy on it, and in the centre is an upright piano and stool.]

The interior lounge aboard the Hall family launch, Inlet Queen, Victoria, British Columbia, 1915.
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England’s declaration of war on Germany caused skilled labour to vanish overnight. During the war’s first week, the Canadian militia requested that twenty thousand men sign up for service in Europe. One hundred thousand men responded. Herbert, whose military training made him a natural candidate, would have been expected to leave at once but Margaret begged him not to go. She reminded him how much he was needed in Qualicum Beach, not just by his wife and daughters but by the many families he employed. It was an excruciating decision for Herbert and he tarried through 1914, doing his best to mothball his numerous projects until the war was over, hopefully by Christmas. As 1914 passed, however, the news coming from Europe was cataclysmic. Germany had wiped out the Russians on their Eastern Front and had progressed so far into France they’d nearly captured Paris. The world was in shock, and the failure of the Allied forces to halt Germany was widely blamed on a lack of troops.


[image: A proper studio photograph of Lieutenant Herbert Cecil Victor Hall wearing his Durham Light Infantry uniform. He also wears his regulation issue Sam Browne belt and military hat.]

Studio photograph of Lieutenant Herbert Cecil Victor Hall, Durham Light Infantry, London, England, 1914.



Pressure to join the fight became a tidal wave that swept over Canada. War propaganda was everywhere. One famous poster asked women, “Is your ‘best boy’ wearing khaki? . . . If he does not think that you and your country are worth fighting for — do you think he is worthy of you?”13 It wasn’t long before businesses and entire towns were being run by wives and daughters, while the men signed up and were shipped to England for training and dispatch. For Herbert, raised in a military tradition and schooled at a college whose motto was, and continues to be, “Fear God, Honour the King,” the call of duty was eventually too powerful to resist.

On May 3, 1915, Herbert, now twenty-four, signed his attestation papers for the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF), committing himself to serve for as long as His Majesty King George V should see fit.14 He was commissioned as a private and placed in the 29th Battalion of the CEF, otherwise known as the Vancouver Battalion.15 He kissed his wife and daughters goodbye and just two weeks later was in Halifax where, on May 20 — amid a throng of rowdy recruits, many of whom had never fired a rifle — he boarded the SS Missanabie and sailed for England. In June the men of the Vancouver Battalion were sorted and sent for training in Romney Marsh, Kent, a flat, treeless expanse that simulated the denuded landscapes of rural Belgium, where Herbert would soon be assigned.


[image: Context Break]

Herbert stayed with the Vancouver Battalion for less than six months before transferring to the 12th Battalion of the Durham Light Infantry (DLI), where he was tasked with overseeing the construction of new trenches and facilities and was the keeper of maps for his unit. In a few short weeks he had gone from building houses with sweet-smelling Canadian pine and cedar to piling limp sandbags in a pit and fortifying shelters with scrap timber and flattened tin cans. The British General Staff had a policy against making the trenches too liveable, based on the notion that comfort discouraged “the offensive spirit.”

In Qualicum Beach, Margaret did her best to keep up appearances. She wore her biggest hats to all the church functions, kept the horses well brushed, and made sure her girls’ dresses were neatly pressed. Inside, however, she was collapsing. As a child, her birth mother had died suddenly. Then, her first love had been killed in an accident.16 The thought of losing Herbert was more than she could stand. It certainly didn’t help that the teatime talk among the ladies from town was dominated by rumours from Europe: whole fields of infantry cut down in neat rows like wheat by German machine guns. Some women were astonished to hear the men were even fighting on Sundays and when it rained. According to one young woman, “Every boy I ever danced with is dead.”

Worse than the news from the front, however, was the lack of it. Letters from the front to Canada took as long as four months to arrive. It often happened that a cheerful missive would arrive from a soldier weeks after his family had received the telegram informing them of his death.

As the months ticked by, Margaret began to withdraw. She no longer wrote to the family in North Vancouver, especially since her brother, James, had also gone to war. She hired a nanny to watch and tutor the girls, much to Idris’s consternation. Although she didn’t understand the full scope of events, she was old enough to see that her mother was unhappy, that her beloved daddy was away, and that her comfortable life was under threat.
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When a telegram arrived in early July 1916 saying that Herbert had been injured in France and was recuperating in England, Margaret made up her mind. The distance and the wait were simply too much. She and Miki packed their bags for England. Idris, however, would be left behind. Perhaps Margaret felt she would be safer in Canada or that she should continue her schooling or that she would be too big a handful to manage, given the situation. Whatever her reasons, Margaret made arrangements with a Victoria boarding school.17 For Idris, it was the start of yet another separation from her family, but also perhaps the first record of an error in her birthdate. Somewhere in the whorl of moving from North Vancouver to Vancouver Island, and from Qualicum Beach to Victoria, her birth year was changed from 1906 to 1908. It’s unclear whether Idris actually knew her true age — both dates crop up in documents spread across the years. This uncertainty about her birthdate would come to have serious consequences.

Herbert convalesced at the Cambridge Military Hospital in Aldershot. Miki and Margaret found Herbert in good spirits, though his right thigh had been littered with shrapnel during battle at the Somme.18 A photograph taken during an afternoon stroll around the hospital grounds shows Herbert leaning on his cane and smiling at the camera, while Margaret, in a pinstriped dress and large flowered hat, looks down at little Miki, wandering the overflow tents in her white frock. The expression on Herbert’s face is, unmistakably, fatherly pride.


[image: Lieutenant Hall in his uniform standing outside next to a tent with daughter Miki and wife Margaret in Aldershot, England. He holds a cane in his right hand. Miki is wearing a white dress as is her mother. Margaret also has on one of her large hats.]

Lieutenant H.C.V. Hall, daughter Miki, and Margaret, taken during Herbert’s convalescence from a wound suffered during battle, Aldershot, England, 1916.



While Europe was torn to pieces, Idris was waging her own kind of war. Unhappy to be confined in the school dormitories, she regularly escaped (usually to attend the cinema) and was placed under house arrest for pummelling a boy who called her a sinner. Later, when Herbert’s brother, Algernon, came to visit in his Ford Model T, she convinced him to teach her how to smoke. It appeared that Idris’s school career would turn out rather like Herbert’s. She was restless and she wanted to be with her family. So deep was her desire to get to England that, in later years, she claimed to have left Canada in January 1917, even describing life in a London cold-water flat with a collapsible Primus stove, the alarm of Zeppelin raids (one blast levelling Miki’s nursery garden), the clang and shriek of trains grinding into Victoria station, the sight of fresh troops departing Charing Cross, people kissing in public, and everywhere the “acrid reek of coal smoke, steam.”19 However, ship manifests plainly reveal that Idris was in Canada until after the war’s end.
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Once Herbert was returned to the front, an uneasy routine settled upon Margaret and Miki through the spring of 1917. One of Herbert’s letters noted that the men were working non-stop, though Margaret could not have imagined how literally he meant it. The 23rd Division was part of a colossal mining operation at a place called Hill 60, near Ypres, Belgium, one of the most feared theatres on the Western Front. The project’s objective was to mine the whole of the Messines Ridge, occupied by the Germans. The rise, although hardly as high as a second-storey bedroom, was one of the few vantage points in the area, and any view of opposing trench lines was invaluable. For ten months Australian, Canadian, and British troops had rooted under the ridge and along a smaller opposing escarpment called the Caterpillar, laying mines. While the DLI 12th Battalion was not directly involved in tunnelling, they were responsible for defending the trenches and conveying explosives while the digging continued.

By early June the tunnelling was complete and the explosives in place. At 1:00 a.m. on June 7, 1917, the British moved to their jumping-off positions. At 3:05, the troops were instructed to lie flat on the ground. Five minutes later, close to a million pounds of explosives were detonated inside nineteen tunnels under the German front line. The result was a man-made earthquake that instantly killed ten thousand German soldiers. It shook the bed of British prime minister David Lloyd George at 10 Downing Street and rattled pint glasses in Dublin.20 It was the largest human-created explosion in history up to that time.

Following the blast, the left flank and most northerly unit was the 23rd Division. It was up to them to fight off what German resistance remained and secure the capture of Hill 60. On June 13, six days after the detonation of the mines, Herbert was working with two other officers on a construction detail in an area of Ypres called Battle Wood. Late in the afternoon, the 12th Battalion’s forward position came under German shelling. One explosion caused a trench wall to collapse. As soon as the dust settled, the troops scrambled over the debris towards shelter. Just as the last men were clearing out, another heavy shell fell directly into the trench, badly injuring two officers and vaporizing Second Lieutenant H.C.V. Hall. Bertie was gone. Not so much as a fingernail was recoverable. He was mentioned in dispatches “for gallant and distinguished service in the Field” and posthumously awarded a service medal.


[image: An official British military letter announcing the death of Herbert. It reads: “Certified that according to the records of this Office Temporary Lieutenant Herbert Cecil Victor Hall, Durham Light Infantry, attached 12th Service Battalion, was killed in action in France on 13th day of June, 1917.” It is signed by the Secretary of the War Office. Attached to the letter is a sticky note containing a correction written in Aloha’s hand stating: “Incorrect. H.C.V. Hall was killed at Ypres, Belgium.”]

Official British military ‘Certificate of Death’ for H.C.V. Hall dated October 9, 1917, but retrieved from Canadian archives in May 1921. Aloha’s own sticky note corrects the information, stating Herbert died in Ypres, Belgium, not France.
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Margaret was bereft. In the weeks that followed, she tried her best to look after the family’s affairs, including the reading of her husband’s last will and testament. Documents had arrived from the family’s barrister in North Vancouver, stating that Margaret was to act as sole executrix to Herbert’s estate. According to the will, Herbert’s possessions in England were to be divided between his brothers, Henry and Algernon. This amounted to some dusty furniture, a few pictures, a gold watch, and a battered cigarette case. Herbert’s Canadian property and possessions would pass to his “beloved and faithful wife” Margaret, with the exception of the family silver, which he bequeathed to his daughter, Margaret Verner Hall, Miki. There was no mention of Idris at all.21

Idris had been too young to remember her birth father, Robert Welch. When Margaret and Herbert wed, she was barely three years old. The revelation contained in Bertie’s will forced Margaret to tell Idris the truth: Herbert had been her stepfather. Idris was numb with shock. Margaret told Idris to be strong. As the older sister, she needed to keep her chin in the air and a smile on her face. To set an example for her younger sister. Idris was by now ten years old, still not old enough to tell her mother to go to hell — that would come later.

The effect Herbert’s death had on Idris is evident in surviving photographs. Where once there had been a smiling, gregarious child, there was now a distant, hollow-eyed, vaguely angry young girl of indeterminate age.

The hand she had held on those long beach rambles turned out to be an empty glove. No wonder she had been left behind in Canada. No wonder she felt she had nowhere to belong and, once again, had no place to call home.
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[image: As a teenager, Idris Hall was a big fan of actress Mary Pickford. Here she is dressed up as the silver screen idol wearing a dress with vertical stripes, a beaded necklace, and an ornate floppy hat with chin strap.]

Idris Hall, age fourteen, dressed as her silver screen idol Mary Pickford, 1920.







TWO BRAINS, BEAUTY, AND BREECHES

By June 1919, seven months after the last shot, the war to end all wars finished with the signing of the Treaty of Versailles. That same month, after a lengthy train trip from Vancouver Island, Idris stood on the shuddering deck of the SS Melita, watching the ship’s propellers churn the cold Atlantic waters. She was twelve years old, and she was travelling solo to England. It had been three years since she had last seen her family. Never small for her age, Idris now stood at almost five seven. Her face had thinned and lengthened, revealing strong cheekbones, large, deep-set eyes, and full lips. The biggest change, however, was in her attitude. Idris had always been a high-energy child and boarding school had proved an intolerable prison of starched collars and chalkboards. The only thing that had made her dull life bearable was the cinema. On the silver screen, Hollywood’s stars led exciting and glamorous lives. And in 1919 no one was more glamorous, more adventurous, or more famous than Canadian actress Mary Pickford. Idris became obsessed with Pickford’s persona, copying her spunky style, her bravado, and her disregard for authority.

Idris’s ship departed from Montreal and sailed for eight days. Like Idris, many passengers were returning to salvage the scraps of their former lives or to claim the possessions of lost relatives. But there were other worries too. Since the war’s end, a new and vicious strain of flu was sweeping the globe, killing with incredible speed. An innocent sneeze at breakfast could mean approaching death by dinner. Governments scrambled to contain the disease — the state of Arizona outlawed handshakes and France made spitting a legal offence — but to little effect.1 On board the ship, many passengers wore masks throughout the voyage and avoided contact with others.

The ship’s manifest doesn’t record if anyone accompanied Idris, and there are no Halls or Hedleys listed on board. She may well have travelled alone. It is ironic that Margaret left her in Canada through the war, only to call her to England at the height of the most virulent illness the world had ever seen. According to those records, Idris was headed for Margate, Kent, to attend school, but this was never likely. As she wrote years later, “Mum had no desire to settle in England — she had become a colonial misfit among her own.”2

Idris arrived to the bustle and sooty air of Liverpool harbour on June 25. A day later, on the southeast coast of the country, she was reunited with an emotionally distant mother and a still playful, but bigger sister. Three years of separation had been, for all of them, a transformative time.

At first, Margaret was devastated and pined for the life she’d had with Bertie. But as the weeks passed her sadness turned to fancy, even consulting an astrologer to have her charts done. She came to believe it was possible that Bertie was not actually dead but only wounded or a prisoner of war or suffering from amnesia. Such things happened all the time. Without a body or even a personal effect to prove that he’d been killed, perhaps he was out there somewhere, smoking his pipe, twisting his moustache, waiting to be found.3 At the very least, she had to go to Belgium and see where he sup-posedly fell, to visit the grubby railway dugout where a small white cross marked his empty grave.
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Idris arrived with her mother and sister at the Belgian town of Heyst-sur-Mer, or “Heist” as the locals called it. A summer holiday town, it was as relaxed as the towels that covered its wide sandy beaches. Postcards of the era show women in ankle-length skirts and children in striped bathing costumes frolicking in the surf or reading books under tipping umbrellas. But Margaret had not chosen Heist for its sand and surf. During the war, the town had been a German command post, a few miles from the terminus of the Western Front. This made it a convenient location from which to explore the fields where Herbert had fought.4 Margaret leased a four-level apartment that served as an annex to the Hotel des Bains, newly repaired after heavy German shelling destroyed much of the original façade. While Miki stayed with a nanny, Idris and Margaret spent two months taking day trips across northern Belgium, looking for Herbert. Nothing could have prepared them for the shattered landscape they encountered or for the mutilated veterans they found begging in the streets and train stations. As Idris would later recall, “Mum yet hoped for some miracle among shell-shocked drifting fugitive prisoners of war trudging westward, dazed, haggard, sometimes mindless.”5


[image: In a large apartment window sill in Heist, Belgium, Idris is standing and smiling between her baby sister Miki and an unknown young woman who wears a wide headband. They are facing the street.]

Idris Hall (C) and Miki Hall (R) at the window of their apartments with unknown woman, Heist, Belgium, 1922.



Margaret’s fantasies might seem naïve, but the general public had only the vaguest ideas of what had happened during the war.6 The 1914 Defence of the Realm Act gave the British government sweeping powers to control citizen activities, especially regarding the communication of anything war related.7 For the duration of the conflict, virtually no stories indicating the true number of casualties or the horrors of battle were published in any newspaper in the British Dominion. It was feared that real images would shock the public and erode support for the war. The reality — the fields of rotting, mangled corpses, the undependable supply lines, the rat- and disease-infested trenches, the angry hopelessness of soldiers — was carefully guarded from entering the public imagination.8


[image: Idris and Miki standing and smiling on the beach near Heist, Belgium. They are dressed almost identically in knee-length dresses, scarves, floppy hats, and white shoes.]

Idris and younger sister Miki on the beach at Heist, Belgium, 1918.




[image: A studio photograph of a smiling Miki. She is next to a small table on which stands a doll that she is holding. Miki is wearing a knee-length pattered coat and a jaunty hat, just like the doll.]

A studio photograph of Margaret “Miki” Hall, age six, London, England, 1919.



By summer’s close, with no sign of Herbert, Margaret was again packing her daughters’ things into a large cedar-lined trunk. She and Herbert had talked about a “continental education” for the girls and this was her chance to fulfill that wish.9 The girls became boarders in the Catholic girls’ school Monastère des Bénèdictiones, Religieuses Françaises, two hours south of Heist in the town of Ooigem. Idris dreaded life in yet another boarding school, but at least this time Miki would be with her. The school was a collection of boxy, ivy-clad dormitories with orange tile roofs and a long, rectangular teaching hall, lined on one side by tall arched windows. In summer, the grounds could be beautiful, offering spacious green courtyards and the security of 20-foot-high brick walls. In winter months, however, the barren trees and dead grass made the grounds feel more like a cemetery. 

From Margaret’s perspective, the school was ideal. A convent could offer all the opportunities of a secular boarding school, but at a much better price and with the possible added advantage of being strict enough to handle a tall twelve-year-old who enjoyed a good scrap and rolled her own cigarettes.


[image: A group of students posing in the garden of a school in the south of France. Miki is kneeling in the front row, while Idris stands in the back row head and shoulders taller than everyone else.]

Idris (C, back row) and Miki (kneeling second from L, front row) in student class photo, Monastère des Bénèdictiones, Ooigem, Belgium, 1920.



Miki, the cherubic little girl who was as retiring as her sister was outgoing, settled in quickly. Photographs show a small, slightly plump girl with dark, bobbed hair and a round face. Everyone liked Miki, and it wasn’t long before she’d learned to “genuflect gracefully” and otherwise stay in the nuns’ good books.10 She learned French easily and was soon deemed ready for her First Communion. Idris’s experience was somewhat less positive.


Mine was a grudging progress, only belatedly acquired by din of Benedictine zeal. All innocent? Not I! Happily compliant? Not likely! Mother spoke of it as “a mind of her own” and did not deny me. I was promptly admonished with some acerbity, forbidden to shoot orchard apples with a slingshot, or to whistle. “Makes the Virgin Mary cry.” What a pity . . . . Problems faced in earlier schools began.11



The nuns labelled Idris uncorrectable, but that did not prevent her from gaining a degree of success and popularity.12 Idris noted the quiet rivalries that existed between the nuns and formed convenient allegiances. But there were genuine friendships too, most notably with the Mother Superior, Abbess Marie Pia, who recognized that Idris had her own kind of spirit. At the opposite end of the spectrum was Madame Headmistress, a “gross despot” who used her girth and booming voice to tyrannize students.13 Idris was one of the few who dared to defy “the Battle-Axe” and often suffered for it, though never with the severity visited upon the other girls. The nuns were only too aware of Idris’s close relationship with the Abbess (whom Idris referred to as “Mother of Leniency”) and measured their punishments. It could also be that Idris had discovered something that gave her a degree of power over her tormentors. She would later write, “In this rigid cloistered order, under vows of abstinence and chastity, only Headmistress was permitted to share her bedroom with another nun.”14
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Idris turned thirteen that fall and, like Herbert, yearned for a life of adventure, not piety. Late at night, after the nuns had passed her door en route to their evening vigil, Idris lit a candle and lost herself in the contraband books she’d snuck into the convent after weekend visits with her mother: Kingston’s The Three Midshipmen, Conrad’s Java Sea tales, a stream of cheaply produced, serialized adventure tales for boys, and, of course, Silver Screen magazine.15


[image: A studio photograph of Idris at the age of thirteen. She is seated wearing a long buttoned-up coat with fur collar. Her hair is done up with a wide ribbon.]

A studio photograph of Idris Hall, age thirteen, London, England, 1919.



For Idris, the hair-raising adventure stories were inspirational. Before long, she was scrawling her own variations in a book she called her “fantasy journal.” There were tales of stormy sea adventures, of young girls overcoming despotic nuns, of true love threatened by blackmail, and of lovers separated by natural disasters and cruel parents. Whatever the crisis, there was always a swashbuckling heroine who bore an uncanny resemblance to Idris Hall. Idris shared her stories with some of the more wayward girls of the cloister. On free afternoons, during hikes along the gentle River Lys, Idris and friends would stop in the shade of ancient oaks to perform impromptu dramas based on her scripts.
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At the school, both Idris and Miki contracted scabies. When Margaret heard of this, she promptly paid a visit to the headmistress, demanding that immediate measures be taken. Madame Headmistress coolly informed Margaret that, even in the presence of disease, the Benedictine Order did not take baths.16 There was a total prohibition on nudity: the girls could not even view their own bodies when changing. Bathing was never immersive, but done with a damp sponge under clothing.

This was not a complication that Margaret had anticipated. “You people,” she hissed, “must be the last holdouts for St. Jerome’s sanctimonious advice about female nudity. I’ll take cleanliness next to godliness!”17 She paid a quick visit to the Mother Superior and then to the convent’s patriarch priest, whom she plied with a five-star cognac. The next week two full-length zinc bathtubs were installed in the convent dormitories, for Miki’s and Idris’s exclusive use.

In the meantime, Margaret ensured her girls received proper medical attention. It was an experience Idris would never forget.


The cure became my first experience of standing totally nude before a man, a young Belgian physician. In the presence of my mother his gloved hands rubbed my body forcefully in every area with a stinking sulphur compound of Peruvian balsam seed benzoate. Standing head-level to him, anticipating every sensation, cringing inside . . . I stared wildly at Mum.18
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Idris and Miki were permitted occasional trips to visit Margaret in Heist, where the trio spent lazy days wandering the wide beaches, collecting shells and stones, or visiting local cafés for treats of warm milk and petits fours. For Idris, though, half the adventure was getting to Heist. She no longer looked like a child and often attracted the attention of male passengers — a development that both frightened and fascinated her. Clattering rides north were spent keeping one eye on her sister while coolly pre-empting men’s attempts to engage her in conversation. It was no different at home in Heist, where she regularly endured “vulgar Continental annoyances.” Even the owner of the hotel was prone to holding Idris’s arm rather too intimately.19 When Margaret noticed, she counselled her daughter to employ what she called the Frigid British Stare. “If it’s an impudent look,” she said, “just give your eyes the cool dismissal. If the bottom pinch is too marked, just kick ’em in the shins, ’arry!”20

Margaret will have known all about the attentions of men, even now. Margaret was a panther among tabby cats: an independent woman from the new world, accustomed to handling her own affairs and quick to dispense with civilities when bored or affronted. Her strong, tempestuous character was put on public display when, during an afternoon stroll, Idris and Margaret witnessed a peasant brutally goading a tired horse with a hayfork, blood oozing where the prongs had pierced.21 Spewing an invective of incomprehensible Frenglish, Margaret charged the bewildered farmer, snatched his pitchfork, and walloped his backside with it. Amused onlookers cheered her on.
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In early 1921 Margaret abruptly announced that she would return to Qualicum Beach to “see what could be retrieved of the family fortune.”22 She had finally accepted that her vigil in Belgium was futile; Bertie was gone. Back in British Columbia, however, Margaret had to face the fact that almost all the family’s commercial land holdings had been auctioned off to pay for property taxes and her Canadian friends and the families of the men Herbert had employed could not, or would not, offer the beleaguered widow assistance. Go home to England, they told her, and forget about Qualicum Beach.23

Idris, meanwhile, was chafing with boredom. The world beyond the cloisteral walls was churning with excitement while she missed it all. Even in sleepy Ooigem there had been a thrilling procession of Marxists through the town centre. Fearing a revolution, shopkeepers had shuttered their windows, and churches had locked their doors. The nuns sent the girls to chapel to chant the rosary and pray for safety. Idris, however, watched from a third-storey window while passionate young men with “Gregorian voices” boomed the “Internationale” and waved banners. She had little concept of what the Communists stood for, but she understood that change was at the heart of their message — and that was something she could believe in.

Then, in a way she couldn’t have predicted, change arrived of its own accord. During some routine snooping, the headmistress discovered and read one of Idris’s fantasy journals. Its tales of violence, monastery intrigue, and wild plans for escape scandalized the sisterhood. Even Mother Superior could not quell the shock and outrage that Idris’s lurid stories provoked among the nuns.

According to her later accounts, Idris was summoned to the headmistress’s office where she was excoriated for, as her journal would later say, “conceiving such irrational events.”24 The diary had been her best friend and to see it so sneeringly violated was unbearable. She lunged to retrieve it, but the headmistress yanked the book from reach. Before Idris could stop herself, a fist shot out and crashed into the nun’s mouth, sending her sprawling in a puddle of black and white fabric. Shrieking expletives, Idris kicked aside the sister’s fallen rosary and plucked her precious journal from the floor.25

It is impossible to know if this account has been embellished since we have only Idris’s word for it, but it is true that Margaret received a cable from the Mother Superior of the Monastère des Bénèdictiones, explaining the discovery of the journal and the necessary disclosure of its contents — after all, it contained the girl’s avowed intention to run away from school. The nuns, she wrote, could no longer cope. Idris was to be expelled from the cloister. Margaret hastily leased the remaining Vancouver Island properties for logging and ranching. Together with her war widow pension, the funds would meet life’s expenses with little left over for luxuries. At this point, according to her daughter, she hardly cared. She was tired of hauling her unhappiness from shore to shore. She “cabled a sailing date for the French Riviera, imploring, ‘Patience ’till we meet!’”26 For her part, Idris vowed to be “très sage.”
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In late April 1921, the sisters, now fourteen and nine, dressed in tweed capes and took a train to Paris, where they boarded an express for the French Riviera. The train came to a stop in Nice, where Idris and Miki tumbled out onto the platform, wide-eyed at the soft air and warm sun. The girls soon spied their mother and ran into her outstretched arms.

A large black taxi delivered the reunited family to the Villa Marie-Thérèse, a rustic thick-walled villa built in the late 1600s. There were large fireplaces, deep-set windows with rippling glass, and heavy doors on every room. For the girls, though, their new home’s best feature was the elaborate private garden, overflowing with citrus fruits, roses, orchids, and mimosas. It was a stage for fantasy, transformed during the summer into Peter Pan and Wendy’s Neverland, and, in view of the garden’s fig trees, the Garden of Eden.


Well, there is something wrong with that story. I (had) no sooner strung large leaves fore and aft across Miki’s bare betweens, than she began to scream, dashed for the pump, tearing off the apron. The back of those leaves was worse than poison ivy! The Written Word lost some of its power for us.27



Though Idris was content to spend the summer naked in the garden, Margaret wanted to keep the girls more productively occupied. She enrolled them both in ballet classes at the Victoria Cinema Palace under Madame La Sédova, formerly of the Imperial Ballet, and in equestrian practice with a Cossack ex-cavalry officer who had recently fled the Bolshevik bloodbath. Miki, it turned out, had a knack for horses, while Idris excelled at dancing. She was soon dreaming of a career on the stage.

At summer’s close, the girls were registered in the tiny Raspini Pensionnat de Demoiselles on the Rue de France, No 107.28 It was another convent school, run by two “gaunt as parchment”29 nuns. Idris steeled herself for another spell of regimented boredom, but consoled herself that at least this time she could spend weekends at home with her mother.

When school began, Idris was pleasantly surprised. In contrast to the banal uniformity of the Monastère des Bénèdictiones, students at the Raspini were ethnically diverse and culturally sophisticated. The school was also less strict than the Belgian cloister had been, with the unstated aim of “finishing” privileged girls in preparation for a successful marriage rather than a life of abstinent piety. In her journals, Idris noted a blond, olive-skinned Corsican, a “sultry” Romanian violinist who made her classmates swoon to Godard’s Berceuse de Jocelyn, several hot-tempered Italians, and above all, an American girl of uncertain ethnicity. Like Idris, Eliza was tall, outgoing, and looked older than her years.30 She introduced Idris to make-up, pedicures, ballroom dancing, wine, and urbane literature, especially the work of Madame de Staël. Eliza’s mother was a poet and a friend of the French writer, Colette. In later life, Idris wondered if Eliza was the model for Colette’s famous would-be courtesan in Gigi.31
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No high walls surrounded the Raspini school, and students were afforded relative freedom, but Idris enjoyed more than most. She was given her own room and was permitted to leave the school on weekends to run errands for her mother, now less than an hour south by tram. It was a liberty Idris cherished and sometimes abused. Occasionally, on early evening trips home from a matinee or shopping at the Place Masséna, Idris would pass by the local bordello. “They were corpulent, painted — wore wigs, I thought. If daytime, we smiled at them and they smiled. Raspini girls recognized them all by sight but remained strictly aloof.” Margaret said she felt terribly sorry for these women, and Idris was shocked to learn that the girls there were legally and forcibly inspected for syphilis. Yet she was fascinated by them. “There was something about their mien,” she wrote. “Something about the way they walked.”32

Now fifteen, Idris was increasingly interested in fashion and conscious of the changes that time and ballet were effecting in her body. Margaret noticed the changes too, telling her that her shape “would never be better.”33 When a Côte d’Azur beauty contest was announced, Idris begged her mother to allow her to enter. The first prize was a picture contract with a well-known French company.34 In the end, Idris didn’t win, but the experience of being fawned over and admired whet her appetite.


[image: The Mother Superior of a convent school is seated on a bench to the left in a garden with fifteen-year-old Idris to the right. Idris has long hair to her shoulders and she is wearing an ornate headband. Standing between them is Idris’ baby sister, Miki.]

(L-R) Mother Superior, Miki, and Idris, age fifteen, at the Raspini Pensionnat de Demoiselles, Nice, France, 1922.
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Idris was happier in the South of France than she had been in Belgium but still resented the drudgery of classes, homework, and school rules. Like Herbert before her, she longed for excitement and adventure. Then, in the spring of 1922, while on one of her many sorties from downtown Nice to the Villa Marie-Thérèse, she paused at the local aerodrome to watch the planes crisscross the tiny airfield and twist through the Mediterranean sky.35 She imagined herself in the cockpit, with goggles and scarf, climbing through the air, soaring over great distances.

And while Idris watched the planes, the pilots began watching her. Soon a handsome war hero named Marc Maicon36 strolled over and introduced himself. They chatted for a while and he offered to give Idris and her groceries a ride home — not in his Caudron G.3 airplane, but in his cherry red Peugeot sports car. She took one look at his wavy brown hair and big brown eyes and handed her groceries to Maicon.

By the time school recessed for the summer, rides home from the aerodrome were regular occurrences. With Margaret’s approval, Marc began teaching Idris how to drive. Naturally, Idris was soon infatuated. “Had (mum) been aware of my immediate captivation, things would have been quite different.”37 But it wasn’t just Marc that Idris was falling for. She loved the speed and mobility of driving. This was independence — and it didn’t hurt that these wheels came complete with a dashing owner. “I was to remember how the confines of a car, its reassuring purr and motion, breeds an extraordinary sense of isolation, intimacy . . . privacy.”38

Even if Margaret fancied that Idris might make herself a good catch with the war hero pilot, she likely had little sense of how rapidly things were really progressing. Idris’s journal recorded how with each meeting the caresses grew more insistent, the romantic talk more serious. During one lesson, as he leaned across Idris to help her steer, he proposed they find some place to be alone. Idris declined at first but eventually “agreed to go with him to a small villa near the aerodrome.”39 They drove to an out-of-the-way house where a plump matron showed them to a small room on the upper floor. After some initial awkwardness, he manoeuvred Idris to the single bed and began unbuttoning her shirt. He praised her smooth skin, her nascent curves, and blossoming breasts. “You should be wearing a soutien gorge,” he told her, “or those little tetons will begin to droop.” As he ran his fingers over her, Idris, not exactly sure what they were doing, began to giggle un-controllably.

Perplexed, Marc asked if it was her first time. “No, of course not,” she lied. But the giggles would not stop. Fearing the moment would be lost, Marc leaned over and kissed her. Although she was still in
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[image: A staged photo opportunity of Walter setting up a camera shot on a tripod in England. With him are two unidentified young girls from his expedition both dressed in military-style uniforms. An unidentified man wearing a coat and fedora is pointing upward. Two small children sit on stairs nearby.]









[image: The original newspaper clipping that started it all. It is an advertisement stating: “Brains, Beauty, and Breeches. World tour offer for a lucky young woman. A good-looking, brainy young woman who is as clever a journalist as her appearance is attractive is wanted. Moreover, she must foreswear skirts — and incidentally marriage — for at least two years, and be prepared to rough it in Asia and Africa and wherever else Captain Walter Wanderwell takes her in his “Flivver” — an all-steel Ford car.”]
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