







HUTCH

CHARLOTTE BREESE

[image: image]

[image: image]


For my marvellous parents – Dick and Miriam Odgers


Contents

Chapter One A West Indian Upbringing 1900–1916

Chapter Two Harlem Stride 1916–1924

Chapter Three I Love Paris 1924–1927

Chapter Four London at Last 1927–1930

Chapter Five London After Dark 1927–1930

Chapter Six From Revue to Variety 1931–1938

Chapter Seven Touring and Climbing 1931–1938

Chapter Eight Reserved Occupation 1939–1945

Chapter Nine Out of Fashion 1946–1953

Chapter Ten Back in Mayfair 1954–1960

Chapter Eleven Indian Summer 1955–1960

Chapter Twelve The Sweet Smell 1956–1959

Chapter Thirteen Clinging On Abroad 1960–1966

Chapter Fourteen The Darkness Deepens 1967–1969

Afterword

Plate Section

Appendix

Acknowledgements

Select Bibliography

Notes

Discography

Illustrations


Chapter One

A West Indian Upbringing
1900–1916

Grenadians are bloody show-offs and bloody snobs.

C. Bernard Gibbs, Grenadian

Grenada is a beautiful island with towering green mountains, racing streams and waterfalls, lakes, long beaches of soft white sand and lush tropical foliage. Bougainvillaea and flamboyants flourish and there are many varieties of cactus. Sugar apples, papayas and limes are abundant. Throw a seed on the ground, say the Grenadians, and it sprouts instantly. The scent of spice rides on the breeze and clings to the skin long after. Grenada used to be known as the Isle of Spice, as the only spice-producing island in the western hemisphere.

By the nineteenth century there were sugar-cane plantations, coffee, cotton, cocoa and a little indigo. These products and rum were exported to the UK. Most of the inhabitants were French and had been given political rights and religious freedom. Some 83 per cent of all landholdings were less than five acres. This preponderance of peasant landowners is characteristic of Grenada and one of its biggest assets. These people carefully saved their earnings and educated their children at the best schools they could afford. Their descendants occupy positions of importance in Grenada today, unlike most of the other islands, where a distinct division persists between the wealthy landowners and the poor labourers. Prosperous white planters had children by house slaves in the early days. These children were often sent to school in England and then returned, creating an educated, wealthy class of local people.

The Hutchinsons came from Skye in the Western Isles of Scotland. They were first mentioned in 1747, in association with the Macdonald clan, and have strong links with Guyana. However, it was from Barbados that George Washington Hutchinson came with his brother to Grenada some time before 1880. As he was keen to fit in, George modified his accent but never quite shook off traces of his Barbadian origins. Shortly after he arrived, he started a long relationship with Annabella, a girl of some local standing. She bore him two sons, Leon in 1880 and George in 1882. Oddly, although George is identified as father against their names in the parish register, their mother is not named. As George was only nineteen and very poor when Leon was born, the boy was mostly raised by a French family friend, Mrs Miles. But he brought up his younger son, who was darker-skinned and dimmer than Leon, rather haphazardly by himself.

By 1889, George had registered as a merchant, and set up as a hatter and importer of cloth in the main street of Gouyave, a little fishing village on the west coast of the island — Gworve to older, educated Grenadians, Gwarve to everyone else. Although the grander people of the town were too snobbish to allow him to be more than a peripheral figure, George was still a respected and popular member of the community. His imported hats attracted fashion-conscious people throughout Grenada, and he enjoyed dealing with his suppliers in Europe and North America. Until his mid-fifties, he was a useful batsman and wicket-keeper in the village cricket team; and, although not on the church council, he regularly played the organ and was regarded as trustworthy enough to collect glebe rents.

George was known as Hutch, Hutch the Hatter and, possibly because he was dark-skinned and rather colour-conscious, Pass-more. Given the need to marry well and, in particular, the high premium on fair skins, in 1899 George married Marianne Simm Turnbull. Her father, a Scotsman called Alexander Turnbull, had owned a beautiful estate at Grand Roy, Gouyave, and Marianne was rich enough in her own right to stay at home and not to work. She was intelligent and strong-willed, and, although hardly more educated than her husband, could speak both English and French. Yet, in spite of all those advantages, Marianne had remained on the shelf until she married at forty. She was nine years older than George.

George’s first child with Marianne was born on 7 March 1900, delivered by Dr Dunbar Hughes, who was also his godfather when the baby was christened Leslie Arthur Julien two months later.

Many Grenadians were called Julien, after the leader of an uprising against the British in 1795. Slaves had first been brought to Grenada by the Spanish in 1503, drawn mainly from the Ibo and Yoruba peoples of Nigeria. Slavery was not abolished in the UK until 1833, and slaves in Grenada were then freed after a four-year apprenticeship. When Leslie later claimed that he had French, Spanish, English, Carib-Indian and African blood, he omitted two strains, the Maltese-Portuguese and the East Indian. Within the same family there are often great variations of skin, eye and hair colours, and great significance is attached to these. The temperament of the average Grenadian has been described by one of them as ‘a mixture of English discipline, French joie de vivre, the indolence of the negro . . . and the independence of the land-owner’.1

George and Marianne’s second child, Ivan Washington, arrived in 1902. The family lived in a large rented house in a poor area two minutes’ walk from the Anglican school in the Charlottetown area of Gouyave, bordering the beach at Duncanstown. Also living there were two adopted boys who were vaguely related to the family. One, Earl Duprey, was the same age as the Hutchinson boys, but the other, Herbie Hyacinth, was at least thirty years older. They were essentially servants answerable to George, who, as head of the household, gave them bed, board, clothes, schooling and training in various duties in exchange for their labour. If not the ‘outside children’ of some family member, they were, like George’s eldest son Leon, the sons of parents who could no longer afford to keep them. Both boys were treated well, and remained happy and loyal members of the family. At that time in Grenada, as in many other parts of the world, including Britain, only very poor families did without menial help as there was a huge surplus of labour, and salaries and the cost of living were very low.

The household was completed by two of George’s unmarried sisters, Miss Carrie and Miss Georgie. Everyone had their own bedroom in the rambling, dilapidated house, and there was an outside bathroom. Another sister, Rose, was married to Marianne’s brother Walter, known as Watty, and they lived in an adjoining house. They had a daughter called Wyomi, or Omi, who was fifteen years older than Leslie. Watty Turnbull was the district postmaster and a government warden; Rose taught sewing at the primary school. As Watty and Rose were better off than George and Marianne, Watty paid many of the expenses of bringing up Leslie, Ivan and Leon. These arrangements were conducted openly, and Leslie greatly resented everyone knowing just how much he was indebted to his uncle.

As a child, Leslie respected and admired his father. George Hutchinson was strict with his boys and insisted that they must be hard-working, obedient, responsible and clean-living with no bad language or drunkenness. Even before Leslie could walk, George taught him to swim, along with Ivan and their friends. Later, he taught them to fish with a spear and with their hands. Although they were always welcome to play at home, Leslie and his friends preferred to have fun outside, especially on the beach, where he used to collect shells.

Gouyave is a drowsy little port with a main street running parallel to the beach where fishermen with small boats and big nets bring in their catches. On 29 June (the feast of saints Peter and Paul) the Fisherman’s Birthday Festival has long been held there and involves the blessing of nets and boats followed by dancing, feasting and boat races. The town’s weathered red-roof houses along the sea wall are dominated by the Anglican and Catholic churches behind them. Gouyave is also the centre of the nutmeg and mace industry, for both are produced from a single fruit and have a powerful smell, as do the cocoa beans which ferment in vats near the beach.

When he was eight, Marianne sent Leslie to have piano lessons with Emily Arthur, a canon’s daughter from a well-off family. She taught Leslie social skills and gave him his first intimation of how he might use his talents to become rich and famous. Through her, and later through the governor’s wife in St George’s, Leslie came to ‘learn the white man’; even as a boy, he realised that his future progress would depend on pleasing whites.

Leslie and two other presentable boys were chosen to act as ballboys at tennis parties at the local big house. While they enjoyed watching the rich at play, they took exception to being treated as inferiors when the hosts were the parents of school friends who often stole apples from the Hutchinsons’ garden.

Leslie was adored by his mother, who revelled in his high spirits, even when he and his friends taunted her brother by shouting ‘Watty Bubu’ (‘Monkey Face’) at him as he sat working at the window next door. Watty and Omi were both remarkably plain. Marianne was thrilled that her elder son was all that her husband was not: startlingly handsome, fair-skinned, talented, clever, funny and, thanks to her love and encouragement, delighted with himself. She was very ambitious for Leslie, and wanted everything good in the world to drop into his lap.

Leslie was Emily Arthur’s star pupil, and worked hard at St John’s primary school down the road from home. He was taught history, geography, arithmetic, religious knowledge, agriculture, hygiene and taking dictation; and, as a member of the scholarship class, he also learned mental arithmetic and to read at a rate of 100 words a minute. His school day comprised five hours of lessons with a break for lunch, then playtime. There were no organised games, but there were twice-weekly drill parades in the churchyard with the pupils carrying broom handles. Hutch’s cousin Wyomi was a pupil-teacher. A devious, intimidating woman over six foot tall, she was often the ringleader in any mischief. The headmaster, Rupert S. Hewitt, was a dedicated, decent, humourless man whose air of pompous authority made little impact on his unruly school. His log describes outrageous behaviour in a precariously genteel style:

1910. Miss Turnbull was not in her place this morning and sent no excuse. If these young ladies were employed in a store, they could not coolly absent themselves from duty and send the lame excuse that they had gone to service. When people are employed, their duty takes precedence over all other things. As a result of her absence, the working of the school was hindered.

1911. The Reverend Canon Arthur, manager of the school, investigated a complaint against Miss Turnbull (whom he had, incredibly, promoted). Ada Stewart removed her daughter Alice from the school because Miss Wyomi Turnbull had knocked the child’s head against the wall, causing the child to be sick.

1912. Miss Turnbull sent me a message telling me to go to the devil. She was suspended and made to sweep the school much against her will . . . I have again directed all female teachers to leave their crochet work at home. It is utterly impossible for them to attend to their duties and at the same time have their eyes riveted. When crochet is being knitted, schoolwork is done in a slipshod fashion and the discipline of the classes goes to the dogs.

George Hutchinson was the usual organist at the dank Anglican church in Gouyave. Like the chorus girl backstage in a musical who steps in when the star twists her ankle, the twelve-year-old Leslie took over one Sunday when his father was sick. He had practised on the old harmonium at home, and knew the service backwards. So, although his feet barely reached the pedals, he played with great poise, never once glancing at his hands. When the service was over, he gracefully acknowledged the compliments of the parishioners. Some of them hid their smiles: Leslie had always been encouraged to show off.

Ten years later, in 1922, George Hutchinson would disrupt the Sunday service by retching in spasms and mopping himself with a large, white handkerchief. He vainly tried to staunch the blood which splashed vividly over the ivory keys. As they helped him out, the parishioners hid the disgust they felt because consumption was a disease of the poor and meant certain death. By then Leslie was no longer there to replace him.

In September 1912, the headmaster recorded that Leslie had won a scholarship to the Grenada Boys’ Secondary School in the capital, St George’s. Although the award was limited to just one Grenadian boy a year, the distinction was more of a tribute to the premium the Hutchinson family put on education than to Leslie’s innate ability. This is confirmed by the fact that in 1916 his less clever younger brother Ivan also won the scholarship, taking two years longer over it than Leslie. If the boys had been any darker and the family any poorer and without past evidence of strong white genes, they would not have had a hope of gaining the award; apart from anything else, they would have been far too busy with menial chores such as fetching water and tending the family goat. Although St George’s is only 12 miles from Gouyave, there was virtually no transport, and so Leslie had to be a boarder; as a result, he was so cut off from home, he might almost have gone overseas. For his father, Leslie’s achievement was the vindication of many sacrifices; Marianne too was proud but sad to see him go.

The coast road south to St George’s winds past soaring mountains, old plantation houses and valleys covered with banana and breadfruit trees, palms, bamboo and tropical flowers and spices. St George’s is a charming harbour town which straddles a promontory with steep hills and very narrow roads which climb from the lagoon. Inter-island vessels and wooden schooners and skiffs load and unload. Mellow bricks, red tiles and wrought-iron balconies of the colonial Georgian buildings frame the splendid views. For generations every Saturday farmers, fruit growers, hat makers and spice dryers have come to spread their wares across wooden stalls or on the cobblestones. One vendor makes rotis, another stirs a fragrant oil-down (a local stew) and the smell of cinnamon and clove hangs in the warm air. Close by, the long sweep of Grand Anse beach stretches as far as the eye can see.

The first motorbike arrived on the island in 1904 and a Stanley steam car soon after. Before 1914 there were only half a dozen cars in Grenada, but 200 by the end of 1919. Leslie would have used the beautifully decorated buses (which still survive), each with its name painted on the back — ‘Why Worry’, ‘Have Faith’ and ‘Mystery de Luxe’. They were trucks that had been converted into buses by a superstructure of open benches with posts at each end supporting a roof. A canvas blind was rolled down when it rained.

The Grenada Boys’ Secondary School was founded in 1885 by planters for their children. It provided a classical education roughly on a par with an English grammar school, and was, at first, fee-paying. However, the year before Hutch joined, it was taken over by the government and became free. It had seventy-two boys, and the headmaster was a Welshman, D. Hedog Jones. As a scholarship boy, Leslie went into a higher form than normal pupils. One of the top ten students, he moved up the school rapidly, often at the rate of a form a term, and shone at all his studies, including, of course, music. He boarded with a distant relative, Mrs Nellie La Barrie, up a winding cobbled street near the school. She took good care of him, and was much impressed by his ability to hear a piece of music just once and then play it immediately by ear.

Later in life, Leslie said that he had played opening bat for the school eleven, and was keen to become a professional cricketer but had to set this ambition aside to study for his Cambridge exams. None of his contemporaries can recall his sporting skills but, whatever the truth, cricket became an abiding passion. A further characteristic, his outstanding clarity of diction, was also acquired at this time. Fifty years later, Leslie attributed this to the inspiration of his English teacher who gave him the part of Portia because everyone wanted to hear him declaim the set-piece speech ‘The quality of mercy is not strained’.

Another lifelong enthusiasm got off to a poor start, however. When Leslie was fourteen, his father visited him and swept him off to a brothel. Thirty years later, Leslie told a girlfriend that the encounter had frightened and distressed him. It is probable that, in being forced into an experience before he was ready for it, he lost something more important than he gained — his childhood innocence.

Home for the holidays in Gouyave, Leslie was increasingly unpopular with the locals. They compared him unfavourably with his brother Ivan, who was less clever but polite and friendly. By contrast, Leslie dressed sharply and put on airs. ‘He was fussy and standoffish,’ remembered one contemporary. ‘He thought himself superior with his new friends at the school away. You would think he was a white man, because he always behaved as though he was top of the social ladder and you were at the bottom.’2 His old friends resented this selfish boy, now big, broad and good-looking, loudly practising his singing and piano, and clearly showing that he had grown out of his birthplace.

Leslie took his Cambridge exams, roughly the equivalent of A levels, in his third year, in the autumn of 1915. On leaving school, he became a government clerk. As a holder of the Cambridge Certificate, he qualified for the relatively high wage of £5 a month; otherwise he might have been paid as little as £1. It was the sort of safe, steady job that another man might have been happy to pursue until retirement, but Leslie was holding out for better things. Meanwhile, together with other young men ambitious to get off the island and study abroad, he gave concerts in St George’s. The choir was directed by a very musical shop-owner, Clem Thompson, and the catholic repertoire embraced popular classics, musicals and, at Christmas, Handel’s Messiah. Leslie played by ear and improvised and, like the other aspiring boys, saved his share of the takings for travel expenses.

His plans materialised sooner than he had hoped. In the summer of 1916, a girl who had been at his primary school in Gouyave sold him a ticket to New York because she had fallen in love and no longer wanted to leave Grenada. For Leslie, as for most ambitious West Indians, the USA was the place to go. Although 2,300 miles away, it was only half as distant as Europe, where in any case war was raging. Moreover, unlike the UK, the USA did not openly bar immigrants on the grounds of colour. Whatever they did, the immigrants were always described by their families back in Grenada as ‘getting on well in New York’. Those who failed never returned. Nor did some of those who succeeded.

Later, Leslie said that, even before he left school, it was his father’s idea that he should study to be a doctor. ‘I didn’t know what I wanted to be. I just wanted to roam about a bit first.’ Leslie’s godfather, Dr Dunbar Hughes, had long urged George to encourage Leslie to study medicine. He also offered to contribute to expenses. George asked his eldest son, Leon, then thirty and hoping to be a dentist, to escort Leslie; to study alongside him at Meharry Medical College in Nashville, Tennessee; and to send back regular progress reports on himself and his half-brother. He also paid for their fares and their studies, and gave them each a small allowance. Ivan was to join them later. Adding to Leslie’s funds were, possibly, the governor’s wife in St George’s — some thought Leslie had caught her eye — and certainly Uncle Watty, who had scooped the Panama sweepstake and given all his nephews a generous share of his windfall. This money was vital as the USA made each immigrant produce ‘show money’ to prove they could survive there; the amount requested was substantial, and was occasionally passed back down the queue.

So Leslie left the island. His parents had given him the best possible education, together with the resources and confidence to succeed. Their prayers and high hopes went with him. None of them knew they would never see each other again.

After he had gone, the family rarely heard from Leslie. But, when he finally made some, he sent money to his father’s sister Miss Carrie, and later to his cousin Wyomi.

The Grenadians kept track of Leslie Hutchinson’s career. In 1929, school friends wanted to see him at the London Palladium but, with standing room at ten shillings each, could not afford to do so. A local politician, Theophilus Albert Marryshow, did see Hutch perform in London, and was shocked to find both Edwina Mountbatten and Ivor Novello paying court to him in his dressing room. When Marryshow returned to Grenada, he reported on Leslie in great detail, and the islanders started to buy his records. They also heard him on the radio, including a live performance in a Silver Jubilee broadcast in 1935 which was programmed for a time when West Indians would be awake. On it, Hutch said, ‘I hope people are listening in Grenada where I come from. I haven’t got any relations left there, but I’ve still got property in Grenada and I know quite a lot of people.’3

When Hutch visited Trinidad in 1937, everyone in Grenada thought he would then proceed to his island home which was only an overnight trip away by boat. People prepared a special reception for him and, when he did not show up, were disappointed and angry. In fact Hutch did come to Grenada but he came swiftly and secretly to avoid all publicity. He saw a cousin of his father’s, Gordon Hutchinson, and gave him two of his records. He went to tea with Canon MacEachrane, the successor of Canon Arthur, in Gouyave and played the piano for him and his family. He then slipped away



Plate Section

[image: images]

Hutch’s early passport.
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Hutch (left) Florida, 1923.
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Hutchinson’s Royal Six visiting the Lido, Venice, 1926.
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Edwina Mountbatten on the beach at Deauville, 1925.
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Joan, 1927.
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Noël Coward, 1920s.
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Hutch in London, 1928.
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Gabrielle, born 1930.
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Elisabeth, mother of Gabrielle.
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Princess Marina, 1934.
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Hutch in the Cotswolds, 1940.
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Mary, mother of Chris and Graham.
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Chris and Graham.
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Hutch in the 1950s, by Baron.
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Princess Margaret at twenty-five, August 1955.
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Hutch in India.
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Hutch with Joan at the Blue Angel.
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Emma, born 1965.
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Jill, mother of Emma, 1960s.
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