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  Portrait of the Hon. Mrs Ronald Greville (1863–1942), painted in 1891 by Charles Auguste Émile Durand, known as Carolus-Duran (1837–1917).


  Introduction


  ‘Mrs Ronnie of Polesden Lacey’ was a shrewd social climber, an ardent collector of royalty, a rigorous businesswoman, an inveterate traveller and a mercurial philanthropist with some controversial political beliefs. She was born Margaret Helen Anderson in 1863, ostensibly the only child of two working-class Scots transplanted to London. However, her lowly origins concealed a fascinating secret, and she used her charm and cunning, not to mention the fortune left to her by the man thought to be her stepfather, to become a close friend of many members of the British Royal Family, and of kings, queens, maharajahs and millionaires from all over the world.


  Margaret went by a number of names throughout her life: to her intimate friends she was Maggie or Aunt Maggie; she liked being known to Edwardian society as Mrs Ronnie; and, although she rarely used the title, formally she was known as Dame Margaret Greville, having been awarded the DBE in 1922. In fact, her multiple names are an indication of her frequent metamorphoses. Tough and ambitious, she reinvented herself as it suited her, covering her tracks, and destroying any evidence that might not show her in a good light. Plucked from obscurity by her mother’s late marriage, she was quick to leave the Edinburgh lodging house behind; as soon as she was safely married in 1891 to the affable Ronnie Greville, ‘Maggie’ started to record the edited highlights of her new life in press clippings, now stored in albums in her beautiful country house, Polesden Lacey. Once she had inherited a fortune in her own right, and was widowed, childless and alone at 50 years old, she used her wealth and independence to create a social circle of the powerful and influential, inviting them to her two magnificent houses, where luxury was the watchword.


  Proximity to royalty, starting with Edward VII, became a habit that was hard to break, and her long life encompassed friendships with King George V and Queen Mary, and King George VI and Queen Elizabeth. Her only failure in this field was with the Prince of Wales, the future Edward VIII, of whom she held a low opinion; the feeling was mutual. Needless to say, she was much involved in the Abdication Crisis.


  She travelled extensively and always gravitated to the most powerful and influential people of the age, which brought her into contact with Mussolini and Hitler. She also sponsored and supported people of far-sighted intelligence and ability, from inventors such as Marconi and scientists like Professor Lindemann, to major politicians like Sir John Simon and Winston Churchill.


  She was revered and feared in equal measure, especially by the other society hostesses of the age; adroit at the astute put-down, her voice, with its gentle Edinburgh accent, was described by Prime Minister Balfour as ‘a sort of honeyed poison’, and she enjoyed getting her retaliation in first. She courted the press, using the media to present herself in the best possible light, but she was also aware that her post-mortem reputation would be damaged by her involvement with the momentous political developments of the 1930s, especially her early misplaced enthusiasm for the Third Reich. Consequently, she left instructions that her private papers should be destroyed by her faithful Head Steward, Francis Bole, who had been loyal to her for four decades.


  However, she was not able to suppress all information about her life, much of which was led in a highly public manner and consequently reported in papers, magazines and photographs of her era. Stories about her were also recorded in the diaries, letters and memoirs of her contemporaries, many of them unfavourable. Though she tried to manipulate her own public image, it has been possible to fill the gaps with help and advice from many people who have been extremely generous with their knowledge.


  ‘Mrs Ronnie’ provoked strong and conflicting reactions amongst her contemporaries. Cecil Beaton, in 1948, described her as ‘…a galumphing, greedy, snobbish old toad who watered at her chops at the sight of royalty and the Prince of Wales’s set, and did nothing for anybody except the rich.’ Picture dealer and art adviser Colin Agnew said of her ‘…she was a true friend, but a terrible enemy.’ But Osbert Sitwell, who knew her for nearly 30 years, stated when she died, ‘a great number of men and women of a generation younger than herself, as well as her own contemporaries, have lost an irreplaceable friend.’


  Mrs Ronnie schemed and manipulated to the very end of her life. She changed her will, going back on an offer she had made to King George V in 1914, to leave Polesden Lacey to his son Bertie, later King George VI. Instead she left it to the National Trust, along with a massive bequest and almost all the contents in memory of her beloved father, William McEwan, with the desire that the house and grounds should be opened to the public. As an impressive consolation prize, however, she left more than 60 pieces of exquisite world-class jewellery to Queen Elizabeth, and these gems are still worn at formal events by members of the Royal Family.


  Mrs Ronnie’s life began in obscurity in 1863 as a low-caste Victorian in the age of Empire. When it ended, in 1942, she was the best friend of the Queen and King, stubbornly sitting out the Blitz in the very heart of the beleaguered capital city, as Britain fought for its very survival at the height of the Second World War. This is a story of driving ambition; Margaret Greville was certainly no saint and she made some unwise judgements, but she was a complex and fascinating woman who, through her own determination and social mobility, obtained a front-row seat at many of the most momentous events of her era.
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  The east front of Polesden Lacey. The property was promised to a descendant of King George V in 1914, but was bequeathed to the National Trust in 1942.
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  The portrait of Mrs Greville’s father, William McEwan, was painted in 1900 by Benjamin Constant and now hangs in the Dining Room at Polesden Lacey.


  Mr McEwan and Mrs Anderson


  “…William McEwan MP, the Scottish millionaire, [is] one of the most interesting men in the House of Commons. Widely read and an acute thinker, no one would guess that this quiet, low-voiced man, with the delicate scholar’s face, had been the architect of one of the largest fortunes of his time…”

  



  (Glasgow Evening News, undated, c.1890


  The ascetic features of William McEwan, MP, Privy Counsellor send an appraising gaze across the dining room at Polesden Lacey. The portrait in oils depicts an elderly man with a long white beard and of slightly Oriental appearance. McEwan had disliked this particular painting, but Margaret Greville had it hung in pride of place, so that even after his death, she could always sense his presence, as she held court at her famous dining table. The point would not have been lost on her sophisticated and wealthy guests. ‘All this…’, as she once sweepingly described her luxurious life, ‘all this…’, was due to the enterprise, energy and business acumen of a taciturn Scot, supposedly her mother’s second husband and, as was suspected but unproven at the time, Margaret’s natural father.


  An ambitious man


  William McEwan was the third child of John McEwan, a ship-owner from the port of Alloa in Scotland, born on 16 July 1827. His father died when he was four years old; his pregnant mother was helped to bring up her five children by her parents, and they paid for William to attend Alloa Academy. By 1843 sixteen-year-old William was working as a clerk at the Alloa Coal Company, recording coal shipments.


  Alloa was a thriving coastal town, reliant on brewing, distilling and glass-making. The narrow streets were full of the pungent smells of beer-making and the sounds of coopering and ship-building. Before the Industrial Revolution, the general population drank beer rather than risk their health from drinking the contaminated water, and half of it was home-produced. However, commercial brewing was a growth industry, and the purity of Alloa’s water created demand for the products of the town’s breweries all over Scotland.


  Young William was ambitious, but lacked any clear direction. In 1845 he embarked upon a grim existence as an accounts clerk in Glasgow for £30 a year. When offered a position as a cashier in a textile company in Yorkshire, at a salary of £70 a year, he leapt at the chance. This was William’s first visit to England, and he was disillusioned by what he found at Honley, a ‘village without society’. He wrote:


  “How often have I heard [that] England was a land of comfort. It may be so according to an English notion of the term but I am sure no Scotchman who has been accustomed to live respectably in his own country can say it is so – what wretched hovels they have got to live in…How miserably have I been deceived on the reports about England…”


  (William McEwan’s notebook, 1847)


  Desperate for company, he attended both the Wesleyan and Independent chapels. Ironically, considering the liquid origins of his phenomenal later success, he joined both the Teetotal Society and the Huddersfield Total Abstinence Society, though he celebrated his 21st birthday supper with friends with a bottle of ginger wine.


  The brewery


  John Jeffrey, William’s uncle, who owned the Heriot Brewery in Edinburgh, offered him a five-year apprenticeship, and William moved up to Edinburgh and set about learning the art and science of brewing. In 1856, financed by a £2,000 loan, William McEwan opened a brewery at Fountainbridge in Edinburgh.


  Fountain Brewery started modestly; the wages bill for the first week of operation was a mere 16 shillings. When a potential customer called, McEwan sent word to the cooper to ‘hammer like blazes’ to give the impression they were busy. His first deliveries were made in January 1857. From the outset McEwan oversaw every aspect of the business; twice a day he toured the site. He was also pragmatic, and ardent in his pursuit of a sale – ‘Of one thing I can assure you, that no exertion shall be spared on my part to send you an article second to none in the trade’, he stated in a letter in 1857.


  William McEwan had used geologists to identify the optimum spot for his brewery, securing unlimited supplies of the purest water hundreds of feet below ground from a vast complex of springs. The brewery was near the Union Canal and adjacent to the Caledonian Railway, from which a spur ran straight into the brewery yard. The spreading rail network allowed his beer to be transported all over Britain, and the raw materials (coal, hops and barley) were brought to the brewery by barge or rail. McEwan’s beer was sold to outlets all over Western Scotland and the industrial heartland of Tyneside, supplying the mighty workforce of metal-bashers and ship-builders.


  There was a market across the British Empire for reliable bottled beers that travelled well, whether up-country in Simla or under the blazing sun of Perth. McEwan’s Export Ale and McEwan’s Pale Ale were developed expressly to meet these markets. In 1868 the brewery exported 250 shipments overseas, worth £34,000, to the West Indies, India, Australia, New Zealand; wherever there were hot and thirsty sons of Empire, the familiar sight of a bottle of McEwan’s ale offered an opportunity, albeit temporary, to lay down ‘the white man’s burden’.


  Business boomed – within four years of its foundation, the firm’s annual turnover was more than £40,000, and William was employing more than 150 men and 50 boys by the early 1870s. By 1880, the brewery site covered 12 acres, and in 1889, McEwan converted the business into a limited liability company, with a capital of £1 million, an astonishing sum, worth more than £48 million in today’s money. Within 25 years William had created a booming brand whose quality was respected all over the world.
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  Fountain Brewery in the early 1900s; the beer was shipped from Edinburgh to markets all over the world.


  

  A man of affairs


  In the mid-1880s, by then in his 50s, this most private of men surprisingly embraced the life of a man of affairs. He did this in three ways: by seeking public office; by becoming a benefactor of Edinburgh’s prestigious but cash-strapped university; and by investing in his adopted city’s artistic and cultural heritage. As a result, he mingled with the entrepreneurial classes, politicians and the aristocracy, even royalty, gaining an entrée into the most influential circles in the country.


  William McEwan stood as a pro-Gladstone Liberal candidate for the newly created Central Division for Edinburgh, winning the seat in the General Election of 1886. He was highly popular with his constituents for fourteen years, and was returned unopposed at the general election of 1895. He supported Home Rule for Ireland and, though not the most vocal of Parliamentarians, he had a reputation for dispensing excellent advice, and was extraordinarily well-connected. As The New York Times reported on 23 December 1894:


  “Mr McEwan…exerts a tremendous personal influence in the lobby… he is immensely wealthy and scatters his money freely, though with somewhat selfish discrimination. He entertains lavishly and at his London residence, 4 Chesterfield Gardens, he serves what is practically a free luncheon every day during the Parliamentary season. He is a very intimate friend of Lord Rosebery, who is a shareholder in the McEwan brewery…”


  In 1900 Mr McEwan retired from politics on the grounds of ill-health; at the subsequent election for his seat, the unsuccessful candidate was Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes. Mr McEwan declined a peerage from Edward VII in 1907, saying, ‘I would rather be first in my own order, than be at the tail end of another.’ However, he was delighted by the greater accolade of being appointed Privy Councillor the same year, a rare honour. William McEwan was Deputy Lieutenant of Edinburgh for 30 years, a position which brought him into contact with visiting royalty, and it may have been in this capacity that he first encountered the Prince of Wales, later to become Edward VII, who was to hold the taciturn Scot in high regard for his financial acumen.


  William McEwan’s second career in politics ran concurrently with his philanthropy to the City of Edinburgh. His notebooks and diaries record his previous small, discreet gifts to charities, and he supported a number of good causes throughout his career. But in the mid-1880s McEwan seems to have decided to make his philanthropy more public.


  The University boasted a highly respected medical school, and ‘Edinburgh men’ were well regarded as surgeons and physicians worldwide. However, it lacked a formal graduation hall in which to bestow its degrees; indeed, there was no building in Edinburgh that could accommodate more than 3,000 people for lectures, presentations or concerts. William McEwan curtailed the civic hand-wringing by offering to fund the entire construction of the building, and work began in 1889. Neo-classical in design, the McEwan Hall is semi-circular and has two ranks of galleried seating in the manner of a theatre. The interior of the hall was decorated with vast wall paintings in the style of the early Renaissance.


  The McEwan Hall was formally opened on 3 December 1897. It represented a huge investment in both the University and the City of Edinburgh by one of its least publicity-hungry residents. The whole project cost £115,000 (more than £6.8 million today). Mr McEwan was given an honorary Law degree and his philanthropy was held up to shame the less open-handed:


  “…surely it is no small reproach to our modern civilisation that men like Mr McEwan are so rare. In a society where rich men, and even exceedingly rich men, are so numerous as in ours such generosity as his ought not to be exceptional or particularly remarkable…”


  (The Times, 4 December 1897)


  Meanwhile, McEwan was keen to establish his credentials as a man of culture; largely self-taught, he went to the Great Exhibition of 1851, on his first trip to London, and he also visited the great country house of Chatsworth. On business trips to Holland, he saw some of Rembrandt’s paintings, and he developed a well-informed taste for the Dutch Old Masters. McEwan bought Franz Hals’s Dutch Lady and Dutch Gentleman for the National Gallery of Scotland in 1885, his first recorded purchases of art, and in 1892 he gave £5,775 for Rembrandt’s Woman in Bed, which he donated to the same gallery. By the 1890s McEwan was collecting Dutch paintings, particularly seascapes and marine themes, perhaps an echo of his youth in Alloa. His most important private purchases, such as The Golf-players by Pieter de Hooch, which was painted around 1660, were left to Margaret Greville on his death.


  It seems that Mr McEwan’s burst of public activity and serious expenditure in the 1880s was due to young Margaret and her mother, Helen. On 26 November 1885, the bachelor Mr McEwan quietly married the widow Mrs Anderson, with her daughter ‘M.H. Anderson’ as a witness. They chose the discreet anonymity of St Peter’s in unfashionable Pimlico, in London, rather than risking the prurient scrutiny of Edinburgh society, where they lived. Helen Anderson was nearly 50 years old, a former lodging house-keeper, and her new husband was 58. However, this unlikely romance, between one of Edinburgh’s leading entrepreneurs and wealthy public figures, and a pretty but stout bombazine-clad lady of humble origins, was no sudden infatuation.


  William McEwan and Helen Anderson


  Helen Anderson was born in Dunfermline in 1837, to Thomas and Helen Lawrence Anderson. Her father was an agricultural labourer, and as the third of twelve children, she was sent out to work to help support the family. According to the 1861 census, when she would have been 24, Helen had left home; it is most likely that she was ‘living in’ as a domestic servant in Edinburgh. However, her unmarried older sister Isabella, also a domestic servant, was back at the family home with a three-year-old child, Daniel, and Isabella subsequently had a second illegitimate son, David. It seems that the Andersons were a close family, who would not ostracise an unmarried daughter for having a child.


  It is not known how William McEwan met Helen Anderson, but she worked as a servant in
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