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Prologue: No Agenda
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Everything she’d experienced, lived through, achieved and married into had been leading up to this moment. On 12 December 2007, Raine Spencer, formerly Lady Lewisham, the Countess of Dartmouth, Countess Spencer and La Comtesse de Chambrun respectively, London councillor, board member of the British Tourist Authority, chairman of the Covent Garden Joint Development Committee, chairman of the GLC Historic Buildings Board, divider of loyalties, rehabilitator of royal relationships and most latterly Harrods board director and sometime shop assistant, swept into Room 73 at the Royal Courts of Justice, Strand, London and took the stand at the coroner’s inquest into the death of Diana, Princess of Wales.

As the late Princess’s ex-stepmother, once vilified by the Princess, but later one of her closest confidantes, Raine had plenty to spill. She’d cherished three men in common with Diana: her late husband and the Princess’s father Lord Spencer; Prince Charles – a long-time friend and Diana’s former husband; and Diana’s lover, Dodi Fayed, a close office mate of Raine’s, who had died on impact on that steamy August night in Paris in 1997, in the terrible, tragic crash that changed history. The world was transfixed. Here was the chance for a uniquely intimate glimpse into the fateful life of the most famous woman on earth – a woman her brother Charles had described as ‘the most hunted person of the modern age’.

An excitable air of nervous expectation hung over the court. After weeks of testimony from what could best be described as ‘bystanders’, mostly French, expectations were high. Here was someone the public, the press and likely even the assistant deputy coroner for Inner West London appointed for the hearing, Lord Justice Scott Baker, might have assumed was uniquely qualified to shed light on the reality of the Princess’s relationship with Dodi Fayed, her distressed state of mind after what she had effectively termed a ‘betrayal’ by the royal family and the events leading up to her death.

Conspiracy theories surrounding the Princess’s death ten years earlier were still swirling, like so much Dickensian fog. Operation Paget, a 2004 Metropolitan police criminal investigation unit set up to look into the allegations (made principally by Mohamed Al Fayed) that the Duke of Edinburgh and MI6 had colluded to murder Diana, Princess of Wales and her lover Dodi (Al Fayed’s eldest son), had cost the public somewhere north of £12.5m, produced an 832 page document, and concluded in its first report in 2006 that there had been: ‘no conspiracy and no cover up’. The Princess and her companion, it stated baldly, had been killed by a drunk chauffeur who lost control of his speeding car in a Paris underpass. And still the world wondered. Could it have been that simple?

Dodi Fayed’s father, Mohamed Al Fayed, had already dismissed the findings as ‘garbage’ and a ‘cover up’, insisting that his son and the Princess had been ‘murdered’. The crash had been, he claimed, a thinly veiled ‘intervention’ by a royal family – specifically Prince Philip – and a government concerned both by the Princess’s associations and possible pregnancy with the Muslim son of one of Britain’s most notorious shop keepers and her increasingly vociferous public stance on landmines; a position which was threatening government ties and policy in the regions she highlighted.

There were also the loose ends, which in spite of the conclusion of the criminal investigation were deemed too many to gloss over. Firstly there was the mystery driver and the white Fiat Uno car, which appeared from witness statements to have been involved in the fatal collision – neither had been conclusively traced. And then there were the unfathomably high levels of carbon monoxide found in the blood of chauffeur Henri Paul. Most significantly the Princess, who it had been suggested was pregnant and imminently to be proposed to by Dodi, had been painted by the press, commentators and even politicians, as a desperate, confused neurotic, blighted by failed love and circumstantial loss of position, poised to make a decision that would irreparably damage the reputation of the House of Windsor.

It was, despite the findings of the criminal investigation, not too much of a stretch to conclude that suggestions might have been made, ‘off the record’, that the matter of the Princess and the playboy needed to be brought to a swift close. In this it was suggested that the shadowy cabal of British Secret Intelligence Service (aka MI6) had been assisted by the American Secret Service. And then there was the much talked about phone call to the Princess from the MP for Crawley and close friend since childhood of Prince Charles, the Honourable Nicholas Soames, who, it was alleged, had told the Princess in no uncertain terms to ‘stop meddling in landmines’, threatening her darkly that ‘accidents do happen’. The then portly bon vivant Etonian, Soames, a grandson of Winston Churchill and nicknamed somewhat unkindly at the time by the tabloids, ‘Fatty’, was scheduled to give evidence after the Countess.

What was required then at this investigation was the insight of someone who knew the Princess’s heart, who was close to all sides – the Spencers, the Fayeds and the Windsors. Someone who might have the courage, the fortitude and the clout to speak truth to power.

Cue Raine, Countess Spencer, a title she had settled on after her divorce from her third and final husband, the French Count, Jean-François Pineton de Chambrun.

The Countess had cut an iconic, divisive figure ever since she had been ‘introduced’ into society and voted ‘Debutante of the Year’ in 1947. With her enormous sweep of bouffant hair, her cut glass vowels and her demure yet forceful manner, it would not be an understatement to describe her as formidable. Certainly, the British public and the national press thought so. Everything about Raine – from her mother, the prolific penner of romances Barbara Cartland, often nicknamed ‘the pantomime dame’ for her putrid pink outfits and lurid makeup, to her much publicised feud with the world’s most photographed woman, her stepdaughter Diana, was ‘good copy’.

It was no surprise then, that when Raine’s expertly made-up face – the artfully mascara’d hazel eyes, the glossy red lips – along with the trademark sculpted hair, with pearl and jewel earrings the size of quality scallops clinging to her ears, first came into view on the bank of 50-inch plasma screens, specially installed in the press annexe for the inquest, a burst of riotous, appreciative applause ricocheted round the room. The seventy-eight-year-old Countess, who had arrived in her chauffeur-driven Rolls, was manifesting a chic if slightly dotty eccentricity, in her black immaculately fitted woollen suit, and her pillbox hat and veil (a nod perhaps to the grieving Jackie Kennedy or the widowed Duchess of Windsor?). Her famous wit was subtly on display – how else to explain her chequerboard scarf which cheekily mimicked the cap bands of the Metropolitan police force?

As Raine was sworn in, the silence in the court room was almost audible. In the press annex fingers hovered anxiously over keyboards whilst all eyes were trained on the screens. Mr Ian Burnett, counsel to the inquests, had risen and was preparing his first question: ‘Are you Raine Countess Spencer?’1 he asked. The Countess, who appeared entirely unphased at the prospect of giving evidence at one of the most historic inquests of all time, slowly raised her veil, fixed the QC with a dazzling smile, moistened her already glossy lips and, taking a deep breath, perhaps for dramatic effect, began …




1

Mummy Darling
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It would have been surprising to anyone who knew her, that Raine would have given anything but a masterful performance at the inquest. ‘Behind the saccharine image there stands an extremely able politician, a feminine but tough bargainer, who is prepared to fight for the moon to get half’, the Guardian 1 had said of her earlier political career. Here was a woman who had been rehearsing her lines and managing her image for her entire life. Her first role was as the daughter of the globe’s biggest pedlar of romances, the redoubtable novelist Barbara Cartland, known to her millions of fans as BC, who had at the time of her death written 723 books and sold more than 750 million copies worldwide.

Barbara Cartland must have made for a strange and challenging mother figure. Publicly, the novelist fashioned herself as the fairy godmother of love. She dressed the part in negligee-like pink dresses, enormous hats and sported Geisha makeup, applying boot polish to her false eyelashes, rather than mascara, for greater effect. Privately, she was, by all accounts, a controlling, domineering figure in her children’s lives, happily stating on many occasions that she’d rather Raine had been a boy (she later had two sons with her second husband – the cousin of her first). ‘I was disappointed by having a daughter’, she told the interviewer Dr Anthony Clare, for his Radio 4 series, In the Psychiatrist’s Chair, ‘I should like to have had a dozen boys’. When Clare asked why, she replied snappishly, ‘I don’t like women very much. I think men are marvellous, they are the heroes in my books’.

Throughout her life Cartland doted on her boys as she had on her own brothers and as her mother had on her father. They in turn worshipped her, always calling her ‘Mummy’, returning to the fold at very regular intervals (her sons, Ian and Glen, live at the time of writing at Camfield, Cartland’s former estate). ‘I despise men who don’t run their own households’, Barbara told Clare, seemingly without a shred of irony – Cartland’s own mother Mary (known as Polly) had more than capably run her own household after the loss of her father, and Barbara, similarly, ran hers with a rod of iron, brooking no interference from either of her husbands, her sons, or Raine for that matter.

At least two of Cartland’s three children were bullied at school in one way or another as an indirect result of her own dominant relationship with them. Ian’s miserable prep school experience was thanks in part to the fact that Cartland made him wear his hair long down his neck: ‘the boys used to call me a girl. I put up with the teasing and bullying and kept my hair long just to please her’.2 Later, Raine was bullied when evacuated to a school in Canada. ‘Perhaps they didn’t like the way she talked’, said Cartland at the time, dismissing the bullying, which was more likely due to Raine having been home-schooled and unaware of how to socialise with girls of her own age. Matters between mother and daughter were no better at home. ‘The mother–daughter relationship was always what you might call scratchy’, says a friend who knew both mother and daughter.

If ‘Man as hero’ was the prevailing trope in the Cartland household, then fantasy was the key to success. Barbara Cartland’s emergence onto the social scene was a story worthy of its own leather-bound publication. Despite her lifelong insistence that she hailed from an aristocratic family, in reality, her parents, Polly and Bertie, were solidly middle class. Born at her paternal grandparents’ house, a pseudo-Gothic villa in Edgbaston, Birmingham, on 9 July 1901, Barbara always said her parents would have preferred a boy. When, during the difficult birth, the doctor asked Bertie Cartland whether to save the mother or child, he reportedly expostulated: ‘Damn the bloody child! Save my wife!’

‘“That’s dead – throw it on the bed”, my father said’, was how Barbara described her father’s reaction to her entry into the world, ‘but’ she added, ‘I was determined to live.’3

Born into a new century and a new Edwardian era (Victoria had died on 22 January of that year and Edward VII was now King), the world that Mary Barbara Hamilton Cartland emerged into was swiftly changing. A young MP called Winston Churchill gave his first speech in the commons (the Empire versus the Boers), oil was struck for the first time in Texas, the Commonwealth of Australia was formed, Chekhov’s Three Sisters opened at Moscow Arts Theatre, US Steel became the world’s first billion-dollar corporation, the first Nobel Prize in physics was awarded to Wilhelm Röntgen for his discovery of X-rays and a little known English engineer, called Hubert Cecil Booth, patented the powered vacuum cleaner.

Later that year, across the pond, Theodore Roosevelt would be inaugurated after President McKinley’s assassination.

Whilst her family might not have been anywhere near as aristocratic as Barbara might have later made them out to be, they were certainly ‘muck ’n’ brass’ wealthy. She liked to tell the story of how her industrialist grandfather, James Cartland, having lost a fortune speculating on the Fishguard railway, shot himself one Sunday morning (18 October 1903). James was the proprietor of a brass foundry, James Cartland & Son ‘sole manufacturers of Andrews, Peacock’s and Pugh’s patent lock furniture and Thorpe’s ventilating sash fasteners’. Probate states that he died leaving an estate of £92,614.11s 6d. (roughly £11 million today) so he and the family were certainly very far from impoverished.

‘You are selling yourself on the altar for seven and six’, Barbara’s maternal grandfather, Sanford George Treweeke Scobell, had repeatedly told Barbara’s mother Polly after her engagement to Bertie Cartland was announced (seven and six being the cost of a marriage license at the time). Barbara was always at pains to point out the superior side of her maternal family – her maternal grandfather, she said, had been educated at Winchester and Trinity College, Oxford, and according to her he had been amongst the first men to scale Mont Blanc. And she would add, the family was one of the oldest Saxon families in existence – distantly related to the Sheriff of Nottingham. Whether this is true or not, there is little dispute that the family backgrounds of the bride and groom were radically different.

Unfortunately, Bertie showed little aptitude for hard work and it’s easy to see why Sanford was soon fed up with his feckless son-inlaw. After their marriage the couple would be forced to live on the £50 yearly that Sanford settled on Polly ‘We were very poor’, Barbara later recalled. ‘We only had two servants.’

Sanford’s legacy to his granddaughter Barbara seems to have been his ability to subject others to his torrential rages. Describing her grandfather as ‘handsome and blue blooded’ – from pictures the former was also likely wishful thinking – she often told stories of how she had been brought up witnessing his terrible temper. A particular favourite was her recollection that Sanford had died of a heart attack, brought on by one of his tyrannical rages after the local fire brigade had proved tardy in their arrival to put out a fire at one of his pigsties. ‘I’m very disagreeable at times and I don’t feel the slightest bit guilty’, she told Clare.

For a while after her grandfather’s death, Bertie began to contribute to the family finances; but not without Polly’s prompting. A dinner at which she sat next to a high-ranking official yielded results. The official offered Bertie a job and he worked his way up to the position of secretary of the Provincial Primrose League. The group, founded by Lord Randolph Churchill to spread Conservative principles of ‘tory democracy’ throughout the nation and named after Disraeli’s favourite flower, afforded Bertie a decent salary and a position in society which Polly so craved.

From then on, the family continued to live the sort of life to which they had wanted to become accustomed, renting Amerie Court, a run-down farmhouse in Pershore, from the Earl of Coventry. Bertie’s salary did not extend to them affording horses, so they rode to hounds and to tennis matches together on bicycles. Polly polished the family silver herself to save money and keep up appearances. Bertie was more a liability than an asset, drinking excessively and gambling recklessly. A legacy from his mother also kept them afloat. By then there were three children with the addition of two boys – John Ronald (known as Ronald, born in 1907) and James Anthony (known as Anthony, born in 1912), both adored by Barbara who by then was boarding at Malvern, where she was bullied. ‘The girls thought her uppish’, says her biographer Tim Heald, ‘she thought them noisy and rather common.’4

When Bertie was called up in 1914, it seems to have been a relief for the family. Polly promptly moved back in with her mother and Barbara was sent to Netley Abbey, which she described as ‘finishing school’ but was in reality a school run by the Misses Downie, who discounted fees for the daughters of Naval and Military Officers (by then Bertie was a major). Sixteen-year-old Barbara did not weep for her father when she was told of his death in action in 1918 – she did however make practical arrangements for the funeral, writing to her mother, ‘I have had my coat and skirt dyed black. Would you like me to have my frock coat done?’

With Bertie gone they would struggle to survive. To make money Polly moved to London and opened a dress shop. According to Barbara, her mother took a ‘tall and dingy’ rented house at 20 Neville Street, South Kensington, in order for the young Barbara to ‘come out’ into society. In fact, there is no indication that Barbara actually ‘came out’ in the traditional sense. The process of presenting debutantes at court had been suspended during the war and there would be no dinners or balls in her honour, no presentation at Buckingham Palace to the King and no traditional Queen Charlotte’s Ball. In any case, the family’s finances and their social position would not have afforded either the social leverage or the lavish spending required to launch a young aristocrat – had Barbara been one – into society. No matter because the London social scene, which had been dramatically, if temporarily, fragmented by the war, offered for one brief moment a different sort of opportunity for women like Barbara – young, and socially ambitious, with aristocratic pretensions, but no so-called ‘breeding’ – to launch themselves into society.

Instinctively comprehending the situation, Barbara seems to have set out to exploit it to its full advantage. Recognising that to ‘succeed’ in early 1920s society meant either being aristocratic or at least being as close to aristocracy, both literally and metaphorically, as possible, Barbara announced to her brother Ronald with all the enthusiasm of a modern-day Becky Sharp, that she planned to get to know ‘everyone in London’. Everyone worth knowing that is. She made it her business to attend the ‘right’ parties and associated almost exclusively with the moneyed, the socially and politically notable and the aristocratic. ‘I was grown up. I was expected to be amusing, gay and attractive to men. And incredible though it seemed, I was!’, says Barbara in one of her five rose-tinged autobiographies, We Danced All Night.5

Her happiness was momentarily blighted by the breaking off of an early engagement to an officer in the Life Guards. The break was precipitated by Polly, who had taken it upon herself to educate her daughter about ‘the facts of life’. Barbara was so disgusted and shocked by the realities of the sexual act, that when her former fiancé threatened to shoot himself, she simply ignored him and whirled on in a champagne haze of admirers whom from then on, she would keep very strictly at arm’s length.

She took more than one turn around the dance floor with a certain Ernest Simpson, though she was soon warned off by his sister Maud Kerr-Smiley, who let the young Barbara know in no uncertain terms that her brother needed to ‘marry money’. Instead, he married notoriety, walking a certain Wallis Warfield up the aisle – the woman who would later be responsible for the greatest schism in the British Monarchy, when Edward VIII abdicated the British throne in favour of their marriage.

Could a young girl like Barbara, with ambitions that greatly outweighed either her bank balance or her middle-class background, have ‘broken through’ and succeeded so readily at any previous moment? It seems unlikely. ‘Apart from my face and my youth I had little to offer’, she concedes in We Danced All Night.

The 1920s unleashed a post-war explosion of manic energy. With hindsight it seems to have been composed of guilt and relief, which within the upper echelons drove a highly charged, somewhat debauched society, determined to party away the terrible memories of the death and destruction that the Great War had wrought and the impending threat of another to come. Boundaries were blurred and class barriers much more readily breached. London society was fuelled by a cocktail of champagne, cocaine, jazz, gossip and illicit affairs, which allowed someone like Barbara with a social hunger, a good mind and a mission to be successful, to slip through the cracks.

Pretty soon Barbara was pictured at all the right places with all the right people, notably with her best friend Mary Ashley, later the Honourable Mrs Cunningham-Reid, who married First World War flying ace, Captain Alec Cunningham-Reid (they were described by Tatler as England’s wealthiest girl and handsomest man). Amongst other friends were Mary’s sister, Edwina Mountbatten, the Countess of Dalkeith and the famous society beauty and Cecil Beaton muse, model Paula Gellibrand. Gellibrand, Barbara notes, somewhat waspishly perhaps, ‘became a sensation overnight when she lunched at the Ritz in a hat trimmed with Wisteria’.6

Accounts of Barbara’s early relationships with the opposite sex are varied, and contradictory. She was fond of recounting her first ‘encounter’ with just the sort of man who would later appear in her novels. The dashing and renowned archaeologist and Egyptologist Howard Carter first clapped eyes upon Barbara queuing for a drink at the infamous long bar in Shepheard’s Hotel in Cairo. The bar, so called for its length and as a result its tortuous wait times, was the watering hole of military officers, explorers and global roués. The dates are blurry and it was certainly not the sort of place one might expect to encounter a young English lady on her own (there’s a possibility that the whole thing was fiction) but then, Cartland was not just any young lady. Even then she seemed to possess the knack of positioning (or perhaps ‘telling’) herself into the vortex of the story. After having dinner together (with Polly chaperoning – the two were staying at Shepheard’s whilst visiting Cairo for the first time), Carter issued an invitation for them to visit his newly discovered Tomb of the Pharaoh in Luxor. Naturally they (or was it Barbara?) accepted.

When the visit occurred a week later, it would be without Polly, who was ‘unwell’ on that day according to Barbara, who was left to visit Tutankhamen’s tomb alone with Carter. One thing led to another, and Barbara would later tell of Carter’s advances, made whilst the two were resting on the sarcophagus. She claimed that she rebuffed him and scrambled back out of the tomb, blinking into the sunlight, intacta. Whether things ended there or not with the adventurous Carter, Cartland never elaborated, but the visit was meaningful, and not just because of her privileged access to such a momentous historical find. From then on, until her death, Barbara would be endlessly fascinated by the colour pink, espousing its calming benefits and enveloping herself and her home in various shades of rose, which she claimed she first saw adorning the walls of King Tut’s tomb.

On 2 November 1920, Barbara’s engagement to Terence Hume Langrish, nicknamed Pingo, ‘late Irish Guards and RAF’, was announced in The Times. The betrothal was short-lived and the reasons for Pingo’s rejection all too poignant. After joining the Special Police Force, having been unable to find work in England, Pingo and his great friend Peter Ames, the fiancé of socialite Millicent Orr Ewing, had headed to Ireland, where the war of independence was raging. Ames was tragically murdered in the terrible Bloody Sunday massacres on 21 November 1920, which left tens of British and Irish dead (including civilians, amongst them two children). After Pingo telegrammed Barbara with the news, it was left to her to break it to Millicent. Unable to cope with the tragedy, Barbara broke off the engagement shortly afterwards. ‘I knew that I was running away, but I couldn’t bear being involved in death and murder, tears and unhappiness. I just wanted to dance, to forget wars and anything to do with them.’

Barbara, now dressed mainly in pink, would quite literally foxtrot, tango and possibly even shimmy her way through the roaring drink- and music-fuelled twenties – she was an elegant, accomplished partner and her reputation preceded her. On her dance card were likely to have been Edward, then Prince of Wales, and his brother George (later the Duke of Kent). From the mid-twenties the debonair brothers were in demand, living a bachelor life together in York House, a part of St James’s Palace. Edward, it is said, was responsible for weaning his brother, younger by eight and a half years and a notorious bisexual, off morphine and cocaine after he became addicted during a friendship with Kiki Preston, the American socialite known as ‘the girl with the silver syringe’.

By the age of twenty-three, Barbara had published her first book, a romantic novel called Jig-Saw, disingenuously telling the New York Times much later in an interview, ‘I was a debutante then and it was a serious book and debutantes weren’t supposed to soil their lily-white hands’.7 The book was a bestseller almost in spite of its tepid reviews.

Her big break came the following year when she met Richard Viner, gossip editor of the Daily Express, who offered her five shillings a paragraph for any gossip she could put his way. Soon her florid prose caught the eye of Lord Beaverbrook, Napoleon-sized, snaggle-toothed media magnate and proprietor of the newspaper. As Barbara tells it, after summoning her to his office, the press baron, described by Lady Diana Cooper as ‘the strange attractive gnome with the odour of genius about him’, offered to make her ‘the most successful female journalist in the world’.8

The inevitable catch was that she’d also have to be his mistress: an offer she says she swiftly declined, ‘besides he was terribly old’9 (Beaverbrook was forty-four). Undeterred, he decided to take the aspiring journalist under his wing – or that’s the way Barbara told it. Soon she was hanging with the ‘Beaverbrook crowd’, partying at the press baron’s invitation in Deauville with Noël Coward and the Marchioness of Queensberry, swiftly becoming a gossip columnist for the Daily Express. Beaverbrook impressed upon her two things: the need for short sentences and the heady elixir that a liberal sprinkling of aristocratic names could add. Barbara was introduced to the paper’s readers as a young woman who ‘exemplifies in London Society, the charming and intellectually exuberant type she describes’. In other words, young Cartland was a crashing snob and a namedropper, establishing herself in society by association, rather than, to use one of her favourite terms, ‘rank’.

As the new ‘favourite’ Barbara also became a regular at Lord Beaverbrook’s Hurlingham mansion, where lunch guests included Winston Churchill, Lord Birkenhead and Lord Castlerosse. Beaverbrook continued to make passes, but she was, she said, resolute and the two became close friends, with Max personally editing her snippets of gossip and later her columns, instructing her sternly to ‘never be boring’. This made all the more sense when she comprehended that her readers were increasingly appreciative of the short dialogue they were hearing first on radio and later on television. ‘I then reduced all the paragraphs in my novels to about three lines – if they were longer the reader skipped them.’10 In other words, she was writing novels in the form of newspaper headlines.

Barbara didn’t let historical matters like women’s suffrage trouble her short-sentenced narratives either (though she was certainly the model of the modern self-supporting female herself). None of her heroines reflected the fact that whilst she was writing her early novels, women over the age of twenty-one would gain the right to vote in the Equal Franchise Act of 1928. The first tranche of over thirties females who met the property requirements had already to great uproar won the vote in 1918. If society was moving on, alas Barbara’s fictional women were not. They never would.

Barbara was a studious ignorer of the zeitgeist – her heroines would, to a woman, fall in line in support of the ancient trope, that a woman’s place was in the home. In reality, throughout Britain, the new-found freedom and liberation that women entering the workplace during the First World War had earned for themselves, could not now be contained by a post-war society desirous of a return to the ‘old normal’. In direct contradiction to the burgeoning female empowerment movement and of critical importance in all of Barbara’s 728 books, written over seventy-five years, was the notion that the heroines of her novels should define themselves by having lovers and husbands who were titled, rich, or best of all, both.

And, whilst the ‘Bright Young Things’ represented in literature by F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Gatsby, P. G. Wodehouse’s Bertie Wooster and Nancy Mitford’s Radlett family, whirled each other around the dance floors of the jazz clubs and ballrooms of London, sipping cocktails and chomping on canapes, either trying to forget those that they had lost, or in giddy relief at having been a tad too young to fight themselves, the rest of Britain, particularly the lower classes, were struggling.

By 1925, when Churchill returned Britain to the gold standard, maintaining high interest rates, making exports expensive, and the cost of living almost prohibitive for the working classes, the collective relief and goodwill fostered by the end of the war had been exhausted. Unemployment had risen to over two million and in the North it stood at some 70 per cent of the population, thanks to the paucity of coal reserves (all of which had been used during the war) and the lack of investment in new mass production techniques in industry. By 1926, the workers had little option left to them but to strike. For Barbara, the event of the 1926 General Strike itself was the beginning of a growing insight that her own hard won, seemingly gilded life, could in the course of a few wrong turns (or possibly the wrong marriage), return her to the instability and genuine poverty from which her mother had sought so diligently to free them all. ‘We were brought up by Edwardian women with narrow restrictive social customs, nurtured on snobbery and isolated from any contact with or knowledge of people outside our own accepted class’, she later wrote in We Danced All Night, acknowledging a childhood free from the influence of men. At one point she even admits to her own financial challenges: ‘We all wore large shawl-capes of fur which were really wide stoles. Mine was completely unidentifiable and although I longed for a muff I couldn’t afford one.’

The poverty that she witnessed whilst running an errand to a vicarage on the Harrow Road during the General Strike (during which she wielded a truncheon to keep order) seems to have stunned her into a momentary realisation that all was not well outside her bubble. ‘The dirty streets, the dilapidated, mean little houses badly in need of repair, the ragged children running about with insufficient clothes and bare feet.’ At this parlous state of affairs she was forced to wonder, ‘if the miners were not justified in refusing a cut in their wages?’ She empties her purse of money to help a woman she meets in a hallway who cannot pay the rent. ‘How long would it last to feed a family of five children?’ She wonders in a rare moment of empathetic reflection. ‘And how many families were there without help, without hope?’

Unfortunately, her compassionate insights endured no longer than the end of the General Strike and they were never to surface again in the same way, although charity would be one of her métiers. Perhaps the weighty expectations of her mother at that time were making themselves felt? Certainly, the young novelist must have realised that without a husband to provide financial security, her circumstances were parlous. She could not, unlike her titled friends, rely on trust funds, inheritances or ‘daddy’ for assistance. ‘Marriage was the goal, the prize, the grand finale of our hopes and aspirations. There was no continuation of the story because there was no question of there being a divorce later’, she told her biographer Tim Heald, admitting that she would not allow any suitor to kiss her unless he proposed beforehand.

Small wonder then that she had forty-eight proposals of marriage before accepting the forty-ninth. He was Alexander ‘Sachie’ McCorquodale, of Cound Hall, Shropshire, heir to a printing fortune. ‘He was rich’, she later said, ‘his father’s company printed all the Government’s postal orders.’ Whilst Sachie was not titled he was handsome, an excellent sportsman and he had ‘prospects’ (for which read he stood to inherit a fortune).

Surprisingly the only cloud on the horizon was Polly, ‘Is he really worthy of you darling?’11 she asked.

Barbara’s powers of persuasion were already as impressive as her mother’s. Having convinced Polly of Sachie’s suitability she went on to persuade the young Norman Hartnell, then a fashion student, and later the exclusive designer to Queen Elizabeth II, to create a wedding dress to her own design (which she later described as a ‘disaster’). The wedding, on 23 April 1927, was held at St Margaret’s, the church next to Westminster Abbey, thus ensuring maximum exposure and an implication by location and guest list that this was a ‘noble’ media-worthy wedding. The desired press photographers were in attendance. As if to underscore her status, Barbara’s twelve bridesmaids and three pages included the daughters of the Marquis of Queensbury, Viscount Scarsdale, Viscount Monsell and Lady Domville. The girls were outfitted in fairy-tale pink confections modelled on a dress worn by Mrs Dudley Ward, mistress to the Prince of Wales.

Barbara and Sachie set up house in Culross Street, where Tatler announced ‘Mrs McCorquodale, an accomplished hostess, will be one of London’s leading social figures this season’. She quickly became pregnant and, obsessed by having an attractive baby, placed a picture of her ideal baby next to her bed. ‘I was determined she should be beautiful’, she said later of her daughter, ‘and I not only looked at Beauty but thought it.’ On 9 September 1929, Cartland gave birth to Raine McCorquodale. The circumstances of the birth are not recorded, but her Gaelic name was chosen, said Cartland, because it was ‘beautiful and original’. Tatler, 9 October 1929, ran a picture of a dutiful mother leaning over a cradle with the caption: ‘Barbara Cartland (Mrs Alexander McCorquodale) and her daughter.

The famous young authoress of Jigsaw, Blood Money, The Mayfair Review etc, with her new daughter, who is to be given the uncommon name of Raine.’ The pun was unintended. Eager to get back to her writing, Barbara swiftly hired a nanny who pushed Raine out in a custom enamelled black and white pram mirroring the colours of her own Rolls-Royce, given to her as a wedding gift by Sachie. ‘What a lovely fat baby!’, the young Princess Elizabeth is said to have exclaimed, coming across the infant and nanny at a birthday party, ‘and what a funny name’.

Barbara was radiant. Her future was assured. She had a beautiful baby, a flourishing social life, a career as a novelist and titled friends. She cemented her reputation by organising a series of vast charity dinners, culminating with the infamous ‘Britain and Her Industries’ dinner at the Royal Albert Hall, following the pageant of the same name. During the pageant itself the aristocracy vied for superiority by flaunting vast dresses illustrating British industry – each one more fabulous and indulgent than the last: Lady Ashley in black sequined tights as ‘Coal’, Lady Scarsdale in an outlandish woollen crinoline as ‘Wool’ and Barbara in the pièce de résistance – an enormous dress, sponsored by a cruise line and crafted to look like an ocean liner (with a train modelled on the ocean, so large it was positioned on a trolley, in turn rolled by three titled female attendants). The pageant and ball were a triumph for which Barbara was personally and very publicly congratulated by the Prince of Wales, who whirled her, sans train, post dinner, onto the dance floor. It was the apotheosis of her young career. She had success, she had social cachet, she was widely accepted, even without a title, as London’s foremost hostess. And now the icing was on the cake: she was the woman who had danced with the Prince of Wales.

In stark contrast to the blissful marriages which she detailed in her novels, Barbara’s own would not go the distance. Sachie, she had swiftly discovered after their marriage, was a lascivious drunk and serial philanderer who, she later claimed, was barely capable of performing the sexual act: ‘I was never in the slightest danger of getting pregnant by him’,12 she told one interviewer, promulgating the premise (mostly her own) that Raine had been fathered either by the fifth Duke of Sutherland or by Prince George, the Duke of Kent.

By 1930, Barbara knew that the marriage was over. Her expectations of the physical side of marriage were, in fact, greater and more informed than might have been expected, given her initial proclaimed horror of the sexual act. ‘Well I may write about innocent virgins’, she told one journalist shrewdly, during her later years, ‘but I wasn’t one when I married.’13 She lost her virginity, she later admitted, to Hugh Lygon, Viscount Elmley, the son of the seventh Earl Beauchamp, Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, whose home, Madresfield Court, was the model for the house in Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited. (Elmley was broadly acknowledged as the study for Lord Marchmain, with his second son, the Honourable Hugh Patrick, as the model for Sebastian Flyte). Barbara claimed not to have found Elmley attractive enough to marry; this was fortunate because soon after, his father, Lord Beauchamp, was forced to resign all of his offices and leave England under a cloud, heading for the continent, after being outed as a homosexual and as Barbara so delicately put it, ‘buggering the footmen’. (Homosexuality in Britain would remain a criminal offence until the 1967 Sexual Offences Act decriminalised homosexual acts between men aged over twenty-one.)

Barbara’s own behaviour had not been perfect during her marriage. Later she admitted to the aforementioned dalliance with the Duke of Sutherland (his second wife confided to Barbara at a London lunch party in 1963, that she was sure the Duke was Raine’s real father). She also had a relationship with a married Mayfair neighbour, Lieutenant-Commander Glen Kidston, one of the racing Bentley Boys of the 1920s, who died tragically when his borrowed de Havilland Tiger Moth bi-plane broke up in a dust storm over the Drakensberg Mountains in South Africa. When locals found Kidston’s broken body, they discovered lying nearby the six photographs of Cartland in Nile blue leather frames that he carried with him everywhere. They were later returned to her by Kidston’s grieving sister. Not all of Barbara’s dalliances ended in disaster. A fling with Lord Mountbatten (at least as described by BC) turned into a life-long friendship. They were at work on a book together when he died at the hands of the IRA in 1979.

Perhaps Barbara greatest claim was to have bedded Prince George, later the Duke of Kent: ‘PG, as I called him was twenty-five at that time and absolutely adorable’, she said, ‘as well as being the most amazing lover. In my heart I have always believed he was Raine’s father. I was shattered when he too died in a plane crash, whilst on active service during the war.’14

Against this tempestuous backdrop, with numerous allegations of out of wedlock fatherhood including a royal, Raine would hardly have been permitted to be a retiring wallflower, even had she so desired it. She did not. The media were as entranced by her as they were by her glamorous mother. When the Daily Sketch ran a lighthearted weighing-in of top society babies, Mrs McCorquodale’s Raine was ranked at number two: 7lb 10¾oz, behind Lady Alington’s Mary: 9lb 4oz and ahead of Lady Diana Cooper’s Julius: 7lb 4oz. The Glasgow Evening News described Raine as ‘one of the smartest babies in the park’. Her first party was of course her christening, reported thus in The Lady: ‘The christening of Raine McCorquodale at St Margaret’s by the Bishop of Chelmsford was followed by a very gay party indeed.’

But Raine was not an easy baby and in private Cartland was less than delighted with her. ‘Not only was Raine a girl, she was also the child of that disastrous first marriage’, notes her biographer Tim Heald. She was also in poor health for much of her infancy. An enlarged thymus meant that she required delicate handling and in her early years she would sleep with a large radium pack strapped to her chest: ‘expensive’, noted Cartland tersely. She suffered from severe eczema too, a physical sign of weakness, something which Cartland, for whom keeping up appearances was all, would not have been happy about. Despite being warned that any sudden shock could potentially kill Raine, Barbara decided to raise her as a normal child, explaining that she wanted to inure her to the stresses and strains of everyday living, otherwise ‘a rabbit pops out of a hedge and the child dies of shock’.

Raine claimed to remember little about the first major event in her life, the very public divorce proceedings of her parents. Whilst she was only four when the divorce was first petitioned, it seems unlikely that, even as a young child, she would not have sensed an underlying tension in the house, and her parents’ mutual disquiet over the scandal which enveloped their lives. She did remember though ‘being given lots of sweets as a distraction’ but even those were soon ‘snatched back’ because they ‘gave me spots’. No prizes for guessing who was doing the ‘snatching’. Even in her darkest hour Barbara always held that it was a woman’s responsibility, no matter her age, to look beautiful and to act as her husband’s (and her mother’s) best asset. ‘It’s your fault if he goes off the rails and to another woman’, she later declared to Anthony Clare, conveniently skimming over her own fateful divorce and the circumstances leading up to it.

The events surrounding the Cartland/McCorquodale divorce were nothing short of scandalous and they were treated as such by the press. When Barbara discovered Sachie’s latest affair with a major’s wife and fellow alcoholic, Mrs Helene Curtis, via a batch of letters left in his unlocked desk drawer, she immediately offered him a divorce. Sachie forcefully resisted, worried about the amount of money and loss of reputation the whole affair would cost him. He hired private detectives to spy on Barbara, reasoning that he would turn the tables and sue her for divorce instead.

It was Barbara’s brother, Ronald, later to be misidentified as her lover in the divorce papers, who discovered Sachie’s plot, when he engaged one of the private detectives lurking outside the house on Culross Street in conversation. The divorce came to court in November 1932, with allegations and counter allegations splashed across the press. Sachie overlooked his suspicions that Raine was not his biological child and counter-petitioned for custody of her.

The couple had guaranteed a very public divorce, by engaging the services of the two leading KCs of the day. Representing Barbara was former Attorney General, Sir Patrick Hastings, one of the best paid KCs in the land. Representing Sachie, the 1st Baron Birkett, later to become the alternate British judge at the Nuremberg trials. Hastings took the trial gratis having been incensed to learn from his daughter, who was dating Ronald at the time, that Sachie was hoping to crush Barbara by hiring Birkett. Fortunately for Barbara, Birkett was Sir Patrick’s nemesis and he relished the opportunity to take him on in a high-profile case. The two prima-donna KCs used the McCorquodale trial to flaunt their legal skills and expertise. Sachie’s legal bills – and presumably his blood pressure – rose ever upwards.

The papers trumpeted the story – a lurid exposé of upper-class life – for weeks: ‘Divorce Suit by Novelist’, ‘Husband’s Cruise in Liner’ and ‘Cousin cited in cross-petition’. The aforementioned cousin was Hugh McCorquodale. Barbara and he, it was reported, had become ‘close’ during Sachie’s endless drunken indiscretions. In an admirable display of fictionalised truth, worthy of the bestselling novelist she had become, Barbara managed to persuade the court that Hugh’s visits were harmless. He would, she said, simply admit himself to the house via a key she had provided, join her in her bedroom, kiss her on both cheeks and together they would drink cocktails. In retaliation, Sachie produced their ex-butler, ‘Finney’, who said that on taking tea up to Barbara, he had found ‘Mr Hugh sitting beside Mrs McCorquodale in a very familiar manner’.

Barbara gamely dismissed the claims, telling the court that all of her friends ‘behaved in this way, not just Hugh’.

‘You have seen Mrs McCorquodale and you can judge for yourself whether she was the sort of woman who would throw herself into another man’s arms in a profligate way’, said the judge in the summing up, gesturing towards Barbara who sat, looking baleful, wearing (on her lawyer’s instructions) little make-up and a restrained black dress. The jury took just fifteen minutes to deliver a victory for the lady novelist. She and Hugh would continue their relationship and marry discreetly in 1936.

Hugh McCorquodale, forever known to Raine as ‘Uncle Hugh’, had, like his cousin, been educated at Harrow and similarly went on to Sandhurst, joining the Cameron Highlanders. During the First World War he had been badly wounded in the Battle of Passchendaele and awarded the Military Cross. He had, he later proclaimed in a statement worthy of one of Barbara’s fictional heroes, loved her since the moment he had set eyes upon her, at her wedding to his cousin, Sachie. After the divorce, Barbara, Raine and later their two boys – Ian born in 1937, and Glen in 1939 – would be Hugh’s lifelong focus. He had the sort of character required for a life with Barbara: long-suffering, kind, loyal and devoted. He was either thick-skinned or forbearing enough to withstand Barbara’s eccentricities, her demands and most importantly, her exceptionally close friendship with her brother Ronald, with whom she once famously and rather uncomfortably proclaimed that she ‘shared everything but sex’.

Sachie had agreed in the divorce to fund a nanny for Raine, which freed Barbara up to continue her working life and her socialising. She needed the money. Despite having authored twenty-one novels over the preceding sixteen years, the couple were stretched financially. Sachie’s family, both scandalised and incensed by the divorce and Barbara’s subsequent re-marriage, had confiscated his fortune, which left Barbara with just the £500 a year she had secured in the divorce settlement. Approximately £25,000 in today’s money was nowhere near enough to live in the manner to which she had, in her younger years, been determined to become accustomed. Hugh’s income was not in the same league as Sachie’s, so both the house and the Rolls-Royce were sold to pay the lawyers’ bills.

In the autumn of 1936, after the couple married, they moved with Raine to a flat in Half Moon Street, W1. If the young Raine ever registered their change in circumstance, she never acknowledged it, although it may not have been coincidental that she would marry three men who would bring with them not only titles, but various large and impressive homes to boot. Much later, Barbara conceded the trial had been tough on both mother and daughter. ‘In those days’, she told the New York Times in a 1981 interview, ‘people didn’t have “divorces”.’

Barbara was already beginning to position Raine for her entrée into society. She had plenty of contacts. Her social world was one in which Emerald Cunard, perhaps London’s greatest hostess at the time, gave sensational parties, only to be ‘out sensationed’ by a fellow American hostess and Cunard’s enemy Lady Colefax. ‘The oldest joke at the time’, says Barbara rather spitefully in We Danced All Night, ‘was that the only sound in the King’s Road was Lady Colefax climbing.’15 In 1933, Raine had starred in a round-up of ‘Society Children’ published by Vogue, which reported that: ‘the little daughter of Barbara Cartland is a perfect hostess for the after-tea visitor … she has achieved a pretty dignity of manners which should stand her in good stead later’. Raine’s nursery, we were told, had a fine view of Curzon Street, with a mantlepiece covered with invitation cards: ‘and her engagement diary must be almost as full as mother’s’. This would have been a physical impossibility. Barbara spent most of the 1930s, when she wasn’t giving birth, writing or partying at the fashionable KitKat and Embassy jazz and dining clubs (both of which she’d had a hand in revamping) with her precious brother Ronald, for whom she nurtured not only an undying love but also an ambition to see featured at the heart of political power.

Though she favoured Ronald, Barbara adored Anthony too. The brothers were both schooled at Charterhouse and the three had been close all of their lives. Anthony had accepted a commission into the army after leaving school, whilst Ronald seemed to be destined for the type of career in politics that Barbara almost certainly, at some level, wished for herself. If her brother was full of self-doubt, she was not. She spent a great deal of time and money campaigning successfully for him to become an MP. In 1935, at King’s Norton, Birmingham, Ronald was nominated to stand for the Conservatives. In addition to funding him, Barbara had found him a sponsor and stumped for him exhaustively alongside their mother Polly, who even attended Ronald’s selection committee with him.

When Ronald won a surprise victory over his Labour opponent, G. R. Michison, whose wife the infamous writer Naomi attended the result hatless in high Russian boots – confirming their reputation as an outré pairing (they had an open marriage) – Barbara felt vindicated. From then on, she and Ronald were an inseparable political duo. He discussed and rehearsed every political speech with her, and was swiftly identified as one of the most promising parliamentarians of his generation. ‘The trouble with most women today is that they will not realise that women can only succeed when they are the inspiration of the shadow behind men: that men become great through them. That is the secret of women’s power’, she later said almost certainly referencing herself.

The sources for inspiration and motivation in Barbara’s life were threefold: her brother Ronald, her writing career and her daughter Raine. The three would intermingle and fight for attention throughout her life, even when, in Ronald’s case, they were deceased, or in Raine’s, when relations were strained and difficult to the point of no communication.

Despite Ronald’s misgivings that Barbara’s marriage would change their relationship, it did not: ‘You know what you have meant to me these last five years – much more than I can ever tell you … Now, after today it can’t be quite the same – our relationship’, wrote Ronald to Barbara on the morning of her wedding. He urged her in closing: ‘Don’t ever lose the memory of these last few years; the struggles as well as the victories and don’t forget darling, all the happy hours we’ve spent together.’ For his part, Hugh had no objections to his wife’s close involvement with her brother. Whilst brother and sister holidayed on the Riviera for example, with Barbara pregnant with their first son, Ian, Raine was sent to her beloved grandmother Polly in Worcestershire, to whom she was devoted (she later credited Polly for her ‘can do’ indomitable attitude), in order that Hugh could pursue his twin loves of shooting and fishing in Scotland.

Ronald’s star was on the rise. In his parliamentary maiden speech, he attacked Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin’s apathetic attempts to bolster aid to distressed areas of the UK. He was vociferous too about Nazi persecution of the Jews, something he and Barbara had seen for themselves on a walking holiday in Austria. In 1939, he was amongst a group of Conservative MPs who publicly opposed the government’s policy of appeasement. When he left the chamber in frustration over Baldwin’s weak leadership he had bumped into Winston Churchill who urged him to return to the chamber, because ‘we have everything to fight for’. As a result of that encounter, Ronald impassioned speech in favour of intervention – ‘We are at the point where we are going to fight and we may be going to die’ – caught the mood of the nation perfectly, speaking for an entire generation of young men, whilst his fellow backbenchers barracked him incessantly. His reputation as a potential leader was cemented and Churchill later described him as ‘a man of noble spirit who spoke fearlessly for Britain’.
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