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Introduction

The West End is the beating heart of London, the centre of glamour, style and sophistication. It is a land of glitz and gold. Here are the bright lights and red lights of Soho, the romantic mews of Mayfair, the elegant but rigid streets of Marylebone, and the chic enclaves of Fitzrovia. Here is Oxford Street, London’s most congested shopping stretch; here are the flashing neon signs of Piccadilly Circus, the most famous landmark in the world. Here is Regent Street, the ultimate in urban grandeur, and Old Compton Street, the epitome of social nonconformity. But it is also a place of loose morals, premeditated violence and necessary secrecy; the ulterior motive behind the gleaming smile.

Unlike its dark alter ego – the East End – few books have been written about the West End as a single entity. Many are the volumes on Soho or May-fair. There are various titles on Marylebone and Fitzrovia. Regent Street has several tomes just to itself. But as far as the West End as a whole is concerned there is a limited collection.

The West End is an easy place to locate. Controversy surrounding its borders is minimal compared to that which accompanies the East End, for instance. The West End consists of four constituent areas, each of which radiates away from Oxford Circus. Running clockwise from the north-west they are Marylebone, Fitzrovia, Soho and Mayfair. Such enduring names, yet their etymology is the usual catalogue of chance and contrivance. Marylebone has been Marybone and the awkward St Marylebone but derives from St Mary-by-the-Bourne (the popular name for the River Tybourn or Tyburn). Some locals still like to pronounce it ‘Marlybone’, probably to differentiate the still somewhat working-class section north of Marylebone Road, near Marylebone Station, from the up-market doctors’ quarter around Harley Street.

Mayfair and Soho are names with less sombre origins. Mayfair was built around the setting of the ancient spring fair. ‘Soho!’ was a hunting cry and is of uncertain origin. Of the four West End quadrants it is Fitzrovia, by far, that has the most interesting etymology. Until the mid twentieth century it was variously described as North Soho (glib) or Bloomsbury (too far west). Surely it deserved its own title? Thanks to those writers and artists who patronized the Fitzroy Tavern on Charlotte Street in the 1930s it received one: the obvious but ingenious Fitzrovia, with which it could sit confidently alongside Belgravia and Tyburnia.

Even then, it took until the end of the twentieth century for the name to be accepted by Londoners, map-makers and guide-book writers. Detractors pointed out that the name had been made up, as if ‘Chalk Farm’, ‘the Isle of Dogs’ and ‘Havering-atte-Bower’ were handed down to Moses with the commandments on Mount Sinai.

In the 1990s there was even a newspaper campaign to kill off ‘Fitzrovia’ and replace it with the horrible Americanism ‘Noho’, sometimes written even more outlandishly as ‘NoHo’. This rightly failed to take off, probably when would-be users wondered whether New York’s similar sounding SoHo (south of Houston Street) implied that Noho was the land north of (H)oxford Street, as might be pronounced by an aspiring cockney chimney sweep from My Fair Lady.

The borders around the West End separating it from ordinary London are mostly well-defined. To the north there is Marylebone Road / Euston Road – formidable, traffic-choked, a road of such strength and speed the casual geographer is immediately awakened to the idea that the areas on either side have little common bond. This road was London’s first bypass, built in 1756 to ease the manoeuvring of troops and allow drovers to take their cattle to Smithfield Market without having to use Oxford Street and Holborn.

To the east is Tottenham Court Road, a tedious stretch of hi-fi shops and dreadful pubs beyond which lies the intellectual Georgian vistas of Bloomsbury, and further south Charing Cross Road, with its ever-threatened bookshops. West of the West End is the obvious other world of Hyde Park, a much-needed respite from all the brick, glass and concrete of the West End, although north-west of Marble Arch the green oasis gives way to the slightly shabby spoils of Bayswater.

The West End’s southern boundaries are not so clear. Piccadilly is an obvious border, for beyond there is another, smaller, green lung – the pedestrianly named Green Park – before the super-expensive real estate of St James’s comes into view. But heading east to meet Charing Cross Road again it is not always easy to make out what belongs to the West End and what does not. Chinatown does; it is the West End in microcosm – cosmopolitan, fiercely independent, shabby but stylish, workaholic but relaxed. Trafalgar Square does not. It is the window on to Whitehall. It belongs to Westminster. As for Leicester Square, to many the social centre of London, it sometimes lies within (historically it was never quite accepted by Westminster), sometimes without (when the preponderance of fire-eaters and skittle jugglers send the discerning West End aesthete heading back to the unfussed decadence of Soho).

Then there are those parts of London near the West End that aren’t in it: Bayswater, Bloomsbury, Charing Cross, Covent Garden, Holborn, Kensington and St James’s. For the idle wanderer there is even a handy rule of thumb: ‘W1’ is found in small letters on the road names throughout the West End, a tactic that fails only in a few streets around Leicester Square.

The West End thus defined geographically, what is its purpose socially? Despite lacking the visual architectural splendour of Amsterdam or Edinburgh, it is the sheer brazen scale of the West End that dwarfs all its rivals. The West End is a place which millions – Londoners and out-of-towners – are instantly familiar with. It is enticing to explore and exciting to read about. Its place in London life is not based around the court (like St James’s), religion (Westminster) or Mammon (the City), but it tolerates a little of each. After all, Soho Square was built around the seventeenth-century home of Charles II’s illegitimate son, the Duke of Monmouth; the West End has played host to several mystical visionaries, particularly William Blake and Joanna Southcott, and the more bizarre quasi-religious groups, such as the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn; and Mammon, too, makes an appearance, for though an area like Mayfair is more of a rich person’s playground than a money-making exercise in its own right it is here that both the epic department store and the small specialist shopkeeper are to be found in excelsis.

Most of all the West End is a place built around enjoyment and entertainment – clubs, music venues, theatres, dance halls, comedy stores, brothels, cinemas, grand restaurants, cosy cafés, corner pubs, drinking dens. It has been home and host to the greatest of revellers and hedonists: Casanova, George IV, Oscar Wilde, Dylan Thomas, Nina Hamnett, Aleister Crowley, Henrietta Moraes, Tony Hancock, Syd Barrett, Francis Bacon… a list that continues to grow. It is one of the few locales not just in London but in Britain where Bohemian behaviour is tolerated, expected even. West End Chronicles in some small way tries to explain why.
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Capital of Chic

They come from afar to marvel at the capital of chic, the centre point of style. When they arrive in the West End they find glamour, glitz and glitter. They find chic finery, glorious elegance, dripping opulence. They find wealth; uncountable, unimaginable riches – Baroque mansions, walled gardens, stucco façades, Classical motifs, Georgian terraces, desirable town houses and Adam squares.

This West End is a vast store of treasures, conspicuous in its confidence, found on and around some of the most famous streets in the world – Piccadilly Circus, Regent Street, Oxford Street, Savile Row, Carnaby Street, Fitzroy Square, Park Lane. Here the shops are bigger and the goods fancier, the food in the restaurants tastier, the drinks in the pubs smoother, the streets livelier, the nightclubs louder, the nights out longer, the people happier, even the prostitutes – of either sex, sometimes both – better looking.

What other locale can match an area that contains the excitement of Soho, the refinement of Fitzrovia, the gentility of Marylebone and the class of Mayfair? Even Soho, long the sleaze capital of London, exudes a stylish sort of sleaze, style with rough edges – a potent mix. Shabby yet sophisticated, urban and urbane, Soho has long been the target for any self-respecting reveller, superior in every way to Camden Town, Brixton, Brick Lane, Notting Hill, Hampstead, or any other come-lately haven of hedonism. Its streets cater for everyone. While the discerning film goer sits in the Curzon Cinema on Shaftesbury Avenue, watching a rep classic directed by Michelangelo Antonioni, only a few hundred yards away on Winnett Street gullible northern football fans down for the weekend to watch the match are probably holed up in an illegal sex club, about to be stumped £295 each for consorting with a ‘hostess’ who a week previously was making a precarious journey from deepest Montenegro to London in the back of a lorry full of stolen cigarettes. That’s style, even if it comes with a hefty price.

On the other side of Oxford Street from Soho the mood changes as the tasteful, continental-style chic radiated by Fitzrovia fills a perfect arrangement of streets; some long (Whitfield), some small and straight (Tottenham), some atmospheric (Charlotte), some twisty and teasing (Hanway), some shaded by trees (Percy), some framed by towers (Howland), some lined with Georgian vistas (Fitzroy). Even the area’s much vaunted recent rebranding as a media village, its advertising agencies, graphic-design studios and satellite-TV companies lumped together around the absurd neologism ‘Noho’, an incongruous Americanized take on the word ‘Boho’ and the phrase ‘North of Soho’, has failed to dissipate Fitzrovia’s charm.

To the west, Marylebone has become an elegant, urban twenty-first-century village. Credit for ridding London of the old dull Marylebone of spiritless shops and sober Georgian town houses goes to the Howard de Walden estate, which owns the freehold for much of the area. When company executives looked around in the 1980s they saw a dreary if prosperous backwater of the West End that seemed to have little to offer other than the revered private clinics of Harley Street. Even the main route through the village – Marylebone High Street – had been ruined by too many takeaways and tacky shops. A change came when estate executives bought up the long leases of local properties so that they could choose which retailers they allowed in, thereby setting up a template for how planners across the country could shape a community if they so wished.

They convinced Waitrose to open a branch. Never has the opening of a supermarket had so galvanizing an effect on an area. Soon there was a Conran shop and niche outlets. A fishmonger moved in, as did a French furniture company and Daunt’s, the upmarket bookshop. Now Marylebone is one of the most thriving communities in London. Even the austere streets which Benjamin Disraeli compared to a ‘large family of plain children’ have a new sparkle.

Then there is Mayfair, the south-west section of the West End. Mayfair exudes an air of smug self-satisfaction. Its offices, home of prestige companies dealing in property, advertising, PR, wines, spirits and oil, were once the town houses of the aristocracy and the super wealthy who left for Kensington and Richmond in the 1950s and 1960s. Although there was a brief residential revival after the Arabs quadrupled the price of oil in 1974 and the sheikhs began moving into the area, Mayfair doesn’t really need much of a population. Not when it has Savile Row, still the home of bespoke tailoring. Not when it has Cork Street, a few hundred yards to the west, lined with the country’s most prestigious art galleries. And not when it has hotels like the Connaught, Claridge’s and the Dorchester exuding an air of priceless panache.

Deep into Mayfair there is the elegant simplicity of Shepherd Market, where a villagey atmosphere prevails barely a quarter of a mile north-east of roaring Hyde Park corner. In the centre of the community the letters SHEPHERD MARKET can still be picked out in bold sans serif lettering on the parapet of one block. All around are low-rise, flat-faced brick houses, nestling everywhere they can find a space amongst the chaotic, romantic street pattern which appears to rearrange itself every time the visitor returns. It is a mix of country market town and French hamlet, where the cafés have pavement seats and the dark alleys lead nowhere, often ploughing through buildings to get there. To the south, on winding White Horse Street, where the brick has turned a ferociously deep black, there is an old-fashioned cobbler and other relics of pre-chain store neighbourhood shopping which thus far have eluded the clutches of the planners and redevelopers.

If there is one place which effortlessly captures the style of the West End it is a secluded location deeper still into the heart of village Mayfair. It is where Waverton Street doglegs into Charles Street, south of Grosvenor Square. No sound from the interminable traffic at Hyde Park Corner, only a few hundred yards away, can be heard. No screaming ambulances tear round the corner, and no hooded youths hang around. By the bend in the road is a pub, the Red Lion, with a mews alley to the side. Opposite is the aquamarine weatherboarding of Carpenter House, built by John Philips as his workshop in 1754. Around the corner, the start of the lofty, narrow, exquisite Georgian town houses on Charles Street are dwarfed by the immense Baroque stucco folly wall which is all that remains of the mansion of Chesterfield House. Beyond, to the east, there is a delightful kink in the tiny, painfully narrow roadway as it nears Chesterfield Street, where Somerset Maugham wrote Of Human Bondage and The Moon and Sixpence.

This surely is a style that any corner of any city would love to emulate. But such splendours, such wealth, comes at a price. If only those fortunate enough to be guarding the soul of the West End weren’t so easily corrupted by Mammon.
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Vile Bodies

The West End has long been ruled by dynastic families – the Cavendishes, the Dudleys, the Rothschilds, the Londonderrys, the Cassels, the Grosvenors. These aristocrats and grandees, the super-rich overspill from the Georgian court, formed an empire centred on the grandly ostentatious streets that give the West End its most enviable image.

It is a society empire that began to take shape after London was forced out of the Old City by the Plague and Fire of the 1660s. High society colonized much of the West End, particularly Mayfair, gradually bricking over the sweet gentle lanes of the late medieval village into a plutocrat’s playground. Mayfair was a likely setting, for the River Thames was an inconvenient barrier, Westminster was for royalty itself, not for its extended families or the nouveau riche, the land west of Westminster – the Five Fields – swampy and plagued by villains, its mid nineteenth-century transformation into Belgravia unforeseen, the vicinity of the Abbey was dotted with villainous rookeries, and the territory further east the haven of an even more dangerous poor.

Mayfair began to attract an intensity of wealth and power that London had never seen before and has barely seen since. This new West End society empire grew apace through the eighteenth century, reached the peak of its powers in the Victorian period, remained buoyant during the Edwardian early twentieth century and even outfoxed the Great War and the economic crises of the 1920s and 1930s, until it crashed with the Second World War. Its tentacles spread out across the West End, but its power base was south of Oxford Street, close to Piccadilly and west of Regent Street, where the pokey, twisty dark streets of Soho warned of darkness and danger.

Park Lane was its western boundary. It had been an insignificant narrow rutted track leading to the Tyburn gallows in medieval times, but by the mid nineteenth century was a boulevard as glorious and opulent as those of Paris or Florence. Here, overlooking Hyde Park, was the grandest stretch of houses in London, each a millionaire’s paradise decked out with marble interiors, sweeping stairwells, velvet seats, gold wallpapers, the most glorious objets d’art, chandeliered ballrooms dripping with rococo splendour, décor that switched from Japonnaise to Renaissance, from Gothick to Gothic, from Louis XV to Louis XVI; each a Xanadu missing only an Alph, the sacred river running through caverns measureless to man down to a sunless sea.

From its earliest days those bringing their own mini-empires of conspicuous consumption to the West End have attracted the most wagging tongues, the sharpest brickbats, their every move guaranteed to attract equal measures of notoriety and opprobrium. Take James Scott, the Duke of Monmouth, Charles II’s bastard son, for instance. He lived in one of the first buildings ever put up in the West End – Monmouth House – constructed in 1677 on what is now Soho Square.

The duke gained considerable political power in the late seventeenth century. Only the king’s brother, James, Duke of York, who went on to become James II, and the king were more prominent. Monmouth embodied the hopes of all those who wanted a Protestant succession at a time when those closest in line to the throne were Catholics. But he was sent into exile after the unmasking of the notorious ‘Popish Plot’, when Protestant extremists contrived a conspiracy (to frighten people against Rome) that the Catholics were about to seize power. Monmouth later returned to London without permission, and in Soho was greeted by the ringing of church bells and celebratory bonfires. After the death of his father, Charles II, in 1685 he tried to seize the throne with help from West Country supporters. He was vanquished at the Battle of Sedgemoor, arrested and put to death at Tower Hill in a ceremony which ranks as the most botched execution in English history.

The first blow made by Jack Ketch, the notoriously unreliable executioner, made only a slight wound, and after the second the duke’s head refused to budge. Eventually Ketch had to call for a knife to complete the decapitation. When the headless duke was taken to the Tower the authorities realized that no official portrait of him existed, so they asked the royal surgeon to stitch the head back on and tie a white cravat around his neck to make him look more appealing. A portrait artist was then given twenty-four hours to complete the job before the decomposition of the body would make his task harder. The picture now hangs in the National Portrait Gallery, only a few hundred yards away from the site of his Soho Square house.

Wherever there was a grand new West End property there was a rogueish, gadabout tenant or an impecunious aristocrat who had fallen foul of the family fortune. So at Leicester House, built in the 1630s on a section of Soho fields known as Swan Close, now the north side of Leicester Square, lived Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia. She came to England penniless in 1661 but died only a week after moving in. A generation later, in 1717, Prince George (later George II) moved from St James’s Palace into Leicester House after a row with his father, the king. He brought with him a large retinue of attendants and servants, who moved into the adjacent Ailesbury House. When George I died in June 1727 the prince was crowned king in the gateway of Leicester House, and he moved back to St James’s Palace. Prince Frederick took his place at Leicester House, and the property became a new centre of political activity until Frederick died suddenly from pleurisy in spring 1751. A few days later, the writer Horace Walpole heard some workmen outside the house talking about the late prince: ‘He has left a great many small children,’ remarked one. ‘Aye,’ replied the other, ‘and what is worse, they belong to our parish.’

Drama surrounded events at Clarendon House on Piccadilly, named after its first owner, Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon, Charles II’s Lord Chancellor. One of the first West End mansions, its foundations were made with stone originally intended for the new St Paul’s Cathedral. It was immense and impressive, and cost the then astronomical sum of £50,000. Clarendon was not popular. As Pepys recorded in his diary for 14 June 1667, ‘some rude people have been at my Lord Clarendon’s, where they cut down the trees before his house and broke his windows’. The ‘rude people’ even erected a gibbet, and rumours spread that Clarendon’s funds must have been obtained by fraud or treason. That December, the great diarist and designer John Evelyn went to visit and found him in the garden ‘sitting in his gowt wheelchair. After some while deploring his condition to me, I took my leave. Next morning I heard he was gone’ – he had fled to France to avoid prosecution.

On the adjacent site grew the formidable shape of Berkeley House / Devonshire House, which occupied a large chunk of land between Piccadilly and Berkeley Square. It was built in 1665 for the first Lord Berkeley of Stratton, with a garden designed by John Evelyn. Evelyn praised the house’s immensity but was saddened at seeing London extended this far into the countryside. It was here that Princess Anne of Denmark (the future Queen Anne) lived from 1692 until 1696 when the Duke of Devonshire bought the property and renamed it Devonshire House. In October 1733 a fire, started when a pot of workmen’s glue boiled over and ignited some wood shavings, destroyed Devonshire House while the Prince of Wales was there having breakfast. The house was rebuilt in the 1730s by William Kent, the celebrated Palladian architect, also responsible for Horse Guards off Whitehall. He gave it an exterior so plain that one critic compared it to an East India Company warehouse. Within, though, Kent lavishly poured on the grand décor – gilded ceilings, entablatures, carved marble fireplaces, chandeliers dripping with crystal, and the finest and most fashionable furniture, designed by Thomas Chippendale of Covent Garden and laced with rococo, Gothic and a hint of Chinese, the armchairs given padded seats and mahogany arms.

At the end of the eighteenth century, Devonshire House came to be at the centre of a dazzling social circle that revolved around Lady Georgiana Spencer, wife of the fifth duke, William Cavendish. He was a gambler and ally of the powerful Whig politician Charles James Fox. She canvassed for Fox, dressed in a hat decorated with foxes’ tails, and traded kisses for votes with the butchers of Covent Garden, despite not having a vote herself. She was also a fashion leader who convinced West End ladies to wear tall feathers to increase the height of their headdress. One woman was so desperate to follow suit she scoured London in vain for such feathers until she found a compliant undertaker who sold her some from his hearse.

Georgiana lived in a ménage à trois for some years with the duke and his mistress, Bess (Lady Elizabeth Foster), her best friend. She also conducted an affair with the Earl of Grey, with whom she had a daughter whose most famous modern-day descendant is Lady Sarah Ferguson, the Duchess of York. Another branch of her family gave the world Lady Diana Spencer, the late Princess of Wales.

PRINCES OF GREED

When it became clear in the early years of the nineteenth century that George III was too mad to be allowed to continue ruling, his incorrigible son, George Augustus Frederick of Hanover, Prince of Wales, Earl of Chester, Duke of Cornwall, Duke of Rothesay, Earl of Carrick and Baron of Renfrew – ‘Prinny’ to everyone not in his earshot – took the throne.

George IV was insufferable, powered by greed and green-eyed gluttony. He surrounded himself with a large retinue of mostly toadying lackeys, and although he spent most of his time in Westminster or his Brighton summer palace he was occasionally forced to slum it in the West End. He married his mistress, Maria Fitzherbert, in secret at her house on Park Street, near Park Lane, on 15 December 1785. It had to be in secret. She was a Catholic and he wouldn’t be able to take the throne if the truth emerged. The felony was compounded by the vicar, the Reverend Robert Burt, who was then in debtors’ gaol but who agreed to perform the service for the £500 he owed his creditors. Ten years later the prince was pressed into an ‘official’ marriage with Caroline of Brunswick.

Meanwhile, Prinny’s set swarmed into the West End as their mentor’s power grew. More popular than the prince was Lord Alvanley, who many regarded as the wittiest man of his day and who threw regular dinner parties at which there were always eight – and only eight – guests present, and where the menu always included apricot tart. More famous than any of this extended crew – more famous even than the Prince himself – was the dandy and well-dressed man, Beau Brummel. He was ostracized by the Prince after an amusing incident at a ball in 1813. Momentarily ignored by the Regent, Brummel turned to Alvanley, remarking loudly: ‘Ah, Alvanley, who is your fat friend?’ Prinny never spoke to him again.

Not all the West End power-brokers were as grotesque as the Prince Regent. At Apsley House, a Robert Adam mansion built in the 1770s by what is now Hyde Park Corner, the Duke of Wellington exhibited trophies from the 1815 Battle of Waterloo, including Napoleon’s coach. And it was here he preferred to stay at the expense of 10 Downing Street when he was prime minister in the 1820s, sitting on the roof inconspicuously watching his troops march by. Apsley House is now a museum, best known for its charming soubriquet – No. 1 London – awarded in honour of being the first house east of the former Hyde Park toll gate.

To the immediate east of Apsley House, where the Park Lane traffic now thunders into Hyde Park Corner, stood 145 Piccadilly, home from 1927–36 of the Duke and Duchess of York, who became George VI and Queen Elizabeth, the eventual Queen Mother. Mayfair society was shocked when they moved in, not only because the Duke and Duchess were downsizing from a palace to a mansion, but because for the first time members of the royal family were living in a house with a number rather than a name; a sure sign that the country was irretrievably moving towards unbridled socialism. On assuming the throne in 1936, following the shock abdication of his brother, Edward VIII, the duke returned home in a daze (he had never expected to become king) and asked his curtsying daughters, the Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret: ‘If anyone comes through on the telephone, who should I say I am?’ The house was saved from becoming a twenty-first-century museum, like Apsley House, by being destroyed during the Second World War.

THE WAY WE LIVE NOW

Uproar, war, international crises; they didn’t appear to have too much bearing on West End life in the eighteenth century. The aristocracy had won their little local battle in 1697: the assurance that a Protestant would be on the throne; whether it was the throne of England or Britain didn’t really bother them, as long as it wasn’t a Catholic. And if Popery did look as if it was going to rear its head, the London mob would beat it down, as was seen so emphatically during the 1780 Gordon Riots (p60–62). However, one event had a significant effect on the West End by not happening. The failure of the English to execute a French-style revolution made life for the rich in the Regency period more pleasurable. Though radicals, foreign anarchists and other assorted political troublemakers were tearing each other apart in the intellectual battles that raged in Soho pubs, the rich of Mayfair and Marylebone could continue to live a life that was leisurely and gentlemanly, as those battles rarely left the debating rooms.

This state of affairs was sent up exquisitely by William Thackeray and Anthony Trollope. In Vanity Fair, published, ironically, in 1848, the year of revolution in Europe, Thackeray noted how the Crawleys have a ‘very small comfortable house in Curzon Street and can live on “nothing a year”’. Europe might be ablaze but London was not, and so in the West End, Rawdon’s sister lives in an ‘exceedingly snug and well-appointed house in Park Lane’. In The Way We Live Now (1875), Trollope captured the magnificence of this aristocratic playground perfectly when describing Madame Melmotte’s ball: ‘It was a ball on a scale so magnificent that it had been talked about ever since Parliament met, now about a fortnight since… The house had been so arranged that it was impossible to know where you were, when once in it. The hall was a paradise. The staircase was fairyland. The lobbies were grottoes rich with ferns. Walls had been knocked away and arches had been constructed. The leads behind had been supported and walled in, and covered and carpeted.’

But this was nothing compared with the dinner thrown in honour of the Emperor of China that July. Workmen came ‘throwing up a building behind, knocking down walls, and generally transmuting the house in Grosvenor Square in such a fashion that two hundred guests might be able to sit down to dinner in the dining-room of a British merchant’. Trollope’s masterpiece may have been a satire, ‘instigated by what he conceived to be the “commercial profligacy of the age,”’ as he once explained, but it can also be taken as a celebration of the lengths the rich of Mayfair would go to in indulging their passion for lavish occasions.

What else did life offer the new West Enders when they weren’t entertaining? Horace Walpole, the Gothic novelist, went to the opera five times a week. Dr Johnson, the Dictionary compiler; Joshua Reynolds, the artist; and the actor, David Garrick, went to The Club. Not just any club, but The Club, a literary affair which met first on Greek Street and then moved to 9 Gerrard Street, in what is now Chinatown, in the 1760s. Here Johnson held court, as recounted by James Boswell in his Life of Johnson biography.

William Douglas, fourth Duke of Queensberry, better known as ‘Old Q’, who lived at the turn of the eighteenth century in a large property that stood between Old Burlington Street and Savile Row, probably had more fun. Old Q was one of the last Mayfairians to employ a running footman, and would test the ability of new recruits by watching them speed off from an upper window. In his eighties he would stand in the same window watching the street for teenage girls. When one took his fancy he would order his manservant to approach her. Few resisted when they saw his evident wealth. An acquaintance explained how ‘in his dressing room he performed the scene of Paris and the three goddesses with three of the most wonderfully beautiful girls in London, dressed like Homeric goddesses on the Mount of Ida while he in a shepherd’s costume rewarded the one he considered the most beautiful with a golden apple.’ Douglas had other, more disconcerting, eccen tricities, like consuming a supper of roast poulet and lime punch every midnight, and then being woken at three in the morning to take a meal of veal cutlet.

Those with less ravenous appetites went to the Pantheon – Wordsworth’s ‘stately Pantheon’. This grand entertainment palace was built between 1770 and 1772 by James Wyatt on an Oxford Street site where Marks and Spencer’s Pantheon store now stands. It contained galleries framed by Corinthian columns and niches modelled on those of St Sophia, Istanbul. The opening ceremony was attended by more than 1,500 people. The writer Horace Walpole, unsure whether to marvel or mock, exclaimed: ‘Imagine Balbec in all its glory! The ceilings, even of the passages, are of the most beautiful stuccos in the best taste of grotesque. The ceilings of the ballrooms and the panels painted like Raphael’s loggias in the Vatican.’ He later decided the building was ‘the most beautiful edifice in England’. Although the Pantheon became the most talked about venue in London, it wasn’t as commercially successful as expected and was converted into a theatre in 1791. A year later it perished in a fire, which may have been an arson attack caused by those involved with the rival King’s Theatre, Haymarket.

The rich pioneered Oxford Street as one of the most intense stretches of shopping in the world. Sophie von la Roche, a German novelist, wrote of the street with unrestrained euphoria in the 1770s. ‘Just imagine, a street taking half an hour to cover from end to end, with double rows of brightly shining lamps… to gaze at the splendidly-lit shop fronts in comfort.’ The shops were small, and few survived into modern times. It wasn’t until the late nineteenth century that the great names of today first appeared. But mostly the new West Enders, when they weren’t eating, shopping, sleeping or fornicating, gambled. They bet not just on horses, but cocks, prizefighting bouts and cricket matches – even on the length of a vicar’s sermon. They bet on whose father would croak first, and on who would be the first to seduce a lady in a balloon. Gambling clubs formed for all subdivisions of wealthy West Enders. Young men who had returned from the Grand Tour met in establishments where they bet while eating macaroni, the taste for which they had acquired while in Italy. At Almack’s club in 1770 the Earl of Orford staked his house – 11 Berkeley Square – on a game of cards and lost. Wagering took place everywhere. Walking along Bond Street, Charles James Fox and the Prince of Wales bet on how many cats they would see on either side of the street. Fox chose the sunny side and won 13–0. Lord Orford and Lord Rockingham wagered £500 on the outcome of a race between five turkeys and five geese on the road from Norwich to London. When Lord Arlington staked £3,000 on which of two raindrops would fall first the nadir had been reached. Or rather it was when the first drop hit the bottom of the pane.

ROTHSCHILD ROW

If the most powerful West Enders at the beginning of the nineteenth century were those surrounding the preening Prinny, then as far as the rest of the century was concerned it was an entirely more sober and sombre set – the Rothschilds. So many of the great banking dynasty took up residence in the grand houses along Piccadilly, just off Hyde Park, that the enclave became known as Rothschild’s Row – especially after Alfred Rothschild’s pet goat began roaming the street at will and its owner was seen racing along Piccadilly in a carriage pulled by a team of zebras.

Nathan Meyer Rothschild was the first scion of the dynasty to settle in London. Born in Germany, he moved to 107 Piccadilly in 1825. His marriage to a sister-in-law of Moses Montefiore, one of the leaders of London’s Mediterranean Jewish community, united the two wings of Anglo-Jewry. Rothschild was one of the most powerful figures on the continent, ‘a true Lord of Europe’, as Lord Byron described him in Don Juan. He transferred gold bullion from Britain overseas, so that it could be used by the army, and arranged stock exchange loans when reconstructing the continent after Napoleon’s defeat. He was ruthlessly organized, running a pigeon-post service between England and Europe to be first with all the important news. It worked during the Battle of Waterloo, for Rothschild’s agent, Rowerth, stood primed for action with his finest bird at Ostend, ready for the latest news from the battlefront.

Rothschild wasn’t perfect. He was distinctly uncultured. At one of his concert parties at 107 Piccadilly presented by Louis Spohr, the violin virtuoso, he congratulated the German composer, jingled some coins in his pocket and explained: ‘That’s my music.’

Nathan’s son, Baron Lionel Nathan de Rothschild, lived at 148 Piccadilly, a property six storeys high, its unfinished cornice a memorial to the destruction of Jerusalem. The house was dominated inside by a double marble staircase that took its immaculately gowned and tailed guests to a gilt ballroom and dining room laden with a 650lb silver table service. It was a home more than fit for the first Jew to be elected to the House of Commons, even though Lionel was unable to take his seat until a change in the law in 1858.

Here in November 1875 the prime minister, Benjamin Disraeli, was dining when Rothschild received a telegram from a Paris associate revealing that the Khedive of Egypt had offered his 177,000 shares in the Suez Canal to the French government, but was becoming impatient with their procrastination. Rothschild requested the Khedive’s price, and the meal grew cold while they waited for his answer. Eventually it came. The Khedive wanted one hundred million francs (four million pounds). Rothschild and Disraeli agreed that Britain needed to move quickly and discreetly. Unfortunately, with Parliament in recess the sum could not be sanctioned, and the Bank of England was forbidden by law to loan money to the government while the House was in recess.

The only solution was for N. M. Rothschild & Sons, Lionel’s family bank, to sanction the loan. Disraeli won approval from the Cabinet, and within two days of the arrival of the telegram it was announced that ‘N. M. Rothschild & Sons had credited to the account of the Khedive the sum of four million pounds, and that all the latter’s shares in the Suez Canal Company had passed into possession of Her Majesty’s Government.’ Nevertheless, Queen Victoria refused to grant Lionel Rothschild a peerage on the grounds that ‘one who owed his wealth to loans with foreign governments or successful speculation on the stock exchange’ didn’t deserve the honour. The canal remained in the British Government’s possession, yielding enormous profits, until 1956, when it was seized by Egyptian leader Gamal Nasser. A few years later No. 148, by then seen as symbolic of imperial obsolescence, was wiped away for a road scheme.

More and more Rothschilds moved into the Hyde Park Corner end of Piccadilly and the surrounding streets. At 1 Seamore Place, later razed to extend Curzon Street west, lived the colourful Alfred de Rothschild, who liked nothing more than to stage circuses at home with himself as ringmaster, cracking a long whip. He had his servants well trained. When a guest once asked for milk in his tea a powdered flunky responded in a flash: ‘Jersey, Hereford or Shorthorn, sir?’

At 143 Piccadilly lived Ferdinand Rothschild, from the Austrian branch of the family, who later became Liberal MP for Aylesbury. Here in 1865 he married his cousin, Evy, daughter of Lionel of No. 148, a union that was tragically curtailed when on the same day their son was stillborn and Evy died from the labour. Ferdinand once threw a ball to honour Crown Prince Rudolph of Austria. During the evening he presented gowns to twelve of the most beautiful guests, including Lillie Langtry, mistress of the Prince of Wales (later Edward VII). Lillie was later shocked to receive a bill from the designer for the petticoat she wore with the gown; Ferdinand Rothschild had sanctioned the gown, but not the petticoat. No. 143 has also been demolished, as have all the Piccadilly area Rothschild mansions, apart from Leopold’s at 5 Hamilton Place, now Les Ambassadeurs Club, where the Beatles filmed the casino scene in A Hard Day’s Night.

THE RANDLORDS

On Piccadilly the power and glory was in the hands of the Rothschilds. Around the corner into Park Lane it was in the hands of diamond merchants, mostly South Africa-based, such as Barney Barnato and Alfred Beit – the Randlords.

These Mayfair Jews dominated the world diamond market at the end of the nineteenth century. It was a market worth dominating, for what was more alluring, more captivating, more dazzling, more valuable, more ancient than the diamond whose antiquity dated back three billion years, considerably longer than that of man, merely its toy.

Although diamonds mostly came from Africa in Victorian times, little of their liquid wealth remained on the continent or trickled back there. Instead much of it flowed to the West End. When the 83-carat Star of South Africa was discovered by a witch doctor in Zandfontein in 1868 there was a stampede for the jewels. John O’Reilly, the verneuker trader who took care of the stone, was laughed at when he carved his initials in a tavern window using the gem to prove its qualities. The stone was wrenched from his grasp and thrown into the street but O’Reilly recovered it after manically scrambling around in the dirt. This time he guarded it more carefully. He sold it for a large sum to the Earl of Dudley, owner of Dudley House at 100 Park Lane, who had it mounted with ninety-five smaller brilliants as a head ornament and presented it to the countess.

But the Star of South Africa is a mere bauble compared to the Cullinan I or Star of Africa. It was discovered in 1905 by the superintendent of the Cullinan mine. At 3,106 carats it was then the largest diamond ever discovered and has only been superseded once to this day. The mine’s owner, Thomas Cullinan, sold the stone for £150,000 to the Transvaal government, who in turn presented it to Edward VII for his sixty-sixth birthday on 9 November 1907. But how would the authorities get the jewel to the king?

Edward sat down with his private banker and closest confidante, Ernest Cassel, who lived on Park Lane. Cassel was a German who had arrived in England in 1869 with only a bag of clothes and a violin. On making his first million he converted from Judaism to Catholicism, merely to aid his career, as had Gustav Mahler to gain the directorship of the Viennese Opera House, rather than through any genuine theological calling. Later he was involved in funding a new railway line under the West End: the Central Line.

Once he had accumulated a seven-figure bank balance, Cassel moved into a Park Lane mansion, Brook House. Built by T. H. Wyatt in 1869, it stood where Woods Mews and Upper Brook Street now meet the top end of Park Lane. Brook House was typical of Park Lane’s grandeur. There were halls of Tuscan marble, and a dining room, oak panelled, which could hold a hundred guests. Cassel also bought the adjacent 27 Upper Brook Street, which he decorated with 800 tons of imported blue and white marble, lapis lazuli pillars for the hall, and Van Dyck portraits for the walls.

The king and Cassel discussed the implications of owning this gem – so valuable, so exclusive – and the unparalleled security measures needed to protect its journey to Britain. They primed the newspapers to announce the passage of the jewel from South Africa to London by steamer, and the papers responded excitedly, according to plan. The public was impressed. Villains licked their lips. But it was all a diversionary tactic. The Cullinan was posted in a parcel bearing a three-shilling stamp that travelled in an altogether different vessel. The address on the parcel: Brook House, Park Lane.

The arrival of the jewel in the West End set into motion the next exciting chapter in its adventures. Edward VII wanted to keep the jewel uncut, but Cassel and his circle urged him to send it to Amsterdam where it could be treated by the Asscher Brothers firm. Consequently, the Keeper of the Royal Jewels very publicly hired the Royal Navy to transport what was in fact an empty box across the North Sea. Even the captain of the vessel was unaware that the closely guarded box in his cabin contained nothing. Meanwhile, Abraham Asscher came over from Amsterdam and travelled a different route back from the West End, by train and night ferry, with the Cullinan Diamond in his pocket. None of his fellow passengers knew who he was or what he was carrying. Once cut, the many smaller Cullinans were incorporated into the Crown Jewels in the Tower of London.

Yet as far as the Park Lane Randlords were concerned, diamonds were more of a curse than a blessing. Alfred Beit, like Ernest Cassel, was a German-born self-made millionaire. He hurried to Cape Colony in 1875 to take advantage of the diamond rush at Kimberley and later joined the board of De Beers, still the world’s best-known diamond company. Beit financed an unsuccessful coup to seize the government of Transvaal in South Africa in 1895, yet somehow found time to acquire one of the world’s most coveted art collections with works by Goya, Velázquez, Gainsborough, Vermeer’s The Lady Writing a Letter (the latter’s last work to remain in private hands), and Gainsborough’s Madame Baccelli: Dancer which is still so popular with thieves it has been stolen four times from its Irish stately home address in recent years.

When Beit announced in 1897 plans to build Aldford House at 26 Park Lane the freeholder, the Duke of Westminster, worried that the proposed new property might not be of a sufficiently high standard, sent Beit a memo stipulating that he must spend at least £10,000. Beit explained by return post that he intended to spend that much on the stables alone. But his creation was a monster. The Portland stone was too roughly cut and jarred with the Alloa granite of the Park Street entrance. The Winter Garden, with its rock garden, oases of ferns and palms, tessellated pavement and electric fountain, was simply outré. And to what avail? Aldford House, with its grand augmentations, lasted barely a generation. It was pulled down in 1929 and rebuilt as a block of flats bearing the same name.

Beit co-ran South Africa’s most powerful late nineteenth-century financial house, Wernher, Beit and Co. This was a time of rampant asset-stripping and unbridled colonialism, what Joseph Conrad called ‘no end of coin by trade’ in Heart of Darkness, foisted on South Africa to enrich Britain. In 1895 Beit was behind the so-called Jameson Raid when more than 500 rebels tried to engineer a coup in Transvaal and divest the white Dutch settlers of power, not to hand it to the native black population but to empower Britain. The raid was unsuccessful but did its job in precipitating war – the Boer War – between Britain and the descendants of the Dutch who had colonized South Africa (the Boers).

In London Beit quickly earned the wrath of the socialist press. Justice, the journal of the Social Democratic Federation, the leading left-wing organization in those pre-Labour Party days, had no scruples about mixing pacifist, internationalist ideas with anti-Semitism, and warned its readers that Beit and Co. were aiming for ‘an Anglo-Hebraic Empire in Africa stretching from Egypt to Cape Colony’. But Beit had more pressing concerns. The announcement of the new Cullinan diamond fields in 1902, findings that threatened his profitability, was too much for his heart, which failed to stand up to the strain. He suffered a cardiac attack from which he never recovered.

The Duke of Westminster was equally unwelcoming to another of Park Lane’s grandees, Barney Barnato, a former East End barrow boy and onetime partner of Queen Victoria’s chief empire builder, Cecil Rhodes. When Barnato attempted to buy land locally in 1897 the Duke stopped him on the grounds that Barnato did not ‘stand in a high position in South Africa and that he is a land speculator’. As far as the duke was concerned Barnato would lower the tone of the place. It wasn’t that he was Jewish, as some conspiracy theorists have alleged, for so was Sir Moses Montefiore, stockbroker, philanthropist, tireless campaigner for Jewish welfare, who had recently lived at No. 99. No, it was that Barnato had been born above a shop in Aldgate, that he had been a music hall turn and staged boxing exhibitions, that he had traded in everything from feathers to garden vegetables. The duke didn’t want nouveau riche, arriviste riff-raff enjoying London’s most prestigious address. But even the Duke of Westminster couldn’t keep Barnato out for ever, and the rough edge of the East eventually smoothed its way into the smooth side of the West, for Barnato eventually acquired a property at Park Lane’s junction with Stanhope Gate at the southern end of the street.

Sadly, no sooner had Barnato gained a Park Lane address than his businesses crashed. Opponents rubbed their hands with glee. This was the man who had salted his unproductive mines with diamonds found at other sites to get prospectors digging away in the hope of finding something lucrative. Now he was ruined. The stone statues on his Park Lane roof, detractors joked, were creditors petrified at the thought of having to wait for their payments. In Johannesburg Barnato’s mistress found him trying to scrape diamonds out of the wallpaper to raise a few rand. The only thing left for Barnato to do was to return to London. He called a housewarming party at Park Lane for 22 June 1897, the day of the Queen’s diamond jubilee, and took a ship home. In mysterious circumstances he fell overboard near Madeira. Even over a hundred years later at the beginning of the twenty-first century his granddaughter was adamant that he had been pushed – by his own nephew, Solly – who knew he would inherit Barnato’s fortune.

More venal than Beit or Barnato was J. B. Robinson, owner of Dudley House. This Park Lane mansion had fourteen reception rooms, a ballroom and a eighty-foot long picture gallery. It is one of the few surviving nineteenth-century properties on the street, headquarters until recently of the property company Hammerson, who in 2005 put the property on the market for £40 million. Robinson became one of the most despised men in Britain and South Africa in the early twentieth century. He was notorious for his stinginess and lack of public spirit, the living embodiment of the lying, scheming, cheating, frauding Melmotte from Anthony Trollope’s Mayfair society chronicle The Way We Live Now. ‘Sour-visaged and unsympathetic. As yellow as a bad apple,’ one colleague described him.

In 1922, after the South African authorities fined Robinson half a million pounds for fraud, he bought a British peerage from Lloyd George for £30,000. Parliament was horrified. How could a man of such disreputable character become a lord? Pressure was exerted, and Robinson, gallantly, it seemed, declined the elevation to the Upper House. Lloyd George himself went to the Savoy Hotel to deliver the letter accepting Robinson’s refusal. However, the disgraced merchant had not stood down out of moral concerns. When he saw the note he knew he had understood what was wrong all along, reached for his cheque book and asked: ‘How much more?’ Robinson’s popularity continued to decline, and when he died the Cape Times’s obituary broke the usual protocol to damn ‘the loathsomeness of the thing that is the memory of Sir Joseph Robinson’.

The Duke of Westminster, who had been so inhospitable to Beit and Barnato, was a Grosvenor, one of the four richest families in Europe, the last family to be awarded a dukedom. Their Park Lane mansion, Grosvenor House, at Nos. 87–89, had a colonnaded screen, huge pedimented stone arch and wrought iron gates. Within, a phalanx of servants was employed in everything from servicing the Duke’s phaeton and state coach to tidying up the schoolroom. On the walls there were seven Rembrandt portraits to entertain diners as well as works by Titian, Turner, Stubbs, Gainsborough (Blue Boy, no less), Velázquez’s portrait of Don Balthazar. There was even a Rubens room crowned with his Adoration of the Magi, now at King’s College Chapel, Cambridge.

Guests were impressed. Walking through its palatial halls with the poet Richard Le Gallienne, Oscar Wilde drooled: ‘Ah, Richard! This is how a gentleman should live.’ Revellers were entertained. At a ball hosted by Shelagh, Duchess of Westminster, the Kaiser’s son mysteriously disappeared. He was eventually traced to a bedroom where he was found taking a rest. But he was not alone. The shape of what could only be a comely maiden was noticeable in another part of the bed. The following day the thankful crown prince sent the lady a dazzling diamond, unaware that he had sent her one of the German Crown Jewels, which were not his to dispatch. When the Kaiser found out he was most vexed and demanded the jewel be returned. The lady refused. After much tussling the Kaiser’s shame was saved, but not the depth of his wallet. Grosvenor House was demolished after the Great War and replaced by the luxury Grosvenor House Hotel.

VULGAR FACTIONS

‘There are lots of vulgar people live in Grosvenor Square,’ claimed the Duchess of Berwick in a magnificent solecism from Oscar Wilde’s Lady Windermere’s Fan. In 1892, the year the play was published, twenty-two of the square’s fifty-one addresses contained titled people. A Grosvenor Square address was prestigious and exciting. For instance, it was at No. 4 that news of Wellington’s victory over Napoleon at Waterloo officially arrived in London on 21 June 1815, three days after the battle. A chaise and four decorated with French flags pulled up outside the property and out stepped the Honourable Henry Percy, Wellington’s aide-de-camp, bearing a dispatch confirming the victory for the Earl of Bathurst, the war secretary, who was dining inside with the British cabinet.

So who could have been the Duchess’s target? Surely not Lord Randolph Churchill, father of Winston, Chancellor of the Exchequer in Lord Salisbury’s 1886 government, who died at No. 50 on 24 January 1895. It must have been another of those repugnantly recidivist Randlords, probably Lionel Phillips, of 32 Grosvenor Square, who like Park Lane’s Alfred Beit had helped organize the coup against the Transvaal government in 1895.

Unlike Beit, Phillips was arrested by the Transvaal authorities, who discovered incriminating letters he had sent his co-conspirators and sentenced him to death. Although it seemed that rough justice was about to take place in this semi-lawless territory, the power of Phillips’ purse came to bear. First the sentence was commuted to fifteen years imprisonment, and then by a strange quirk to a fine of £25,000 and a promise from Phillips that he would not interfere in Transvaalian affairs again. Yet when Phillips returned to Britain he was knighted, and during the First World War he was awarded a post in the Ministry of Munitions. Some punishment.

Linking Grosvenor Square and New Bond Street in the heart of the village is Grosvenor Street. In some ways it is just another opulent Mayfair street, in other ways it is a paradigm of West End social history, where practically each house hides some colourful intrigue. At No. 34, from 1903 to 1940, lived Jack Barnato Joel, nephew of diamond magnate Barney Barnato. Next door at No. 33, now the Malawian Embassy, lived a princess, Clara Huntington, who moved there in 1912 after the death of her husband, Prince Franz Edmund Joseph Gabriel Vitus von Hatzfeldt-Wildenburg. On moving in the princess ripped out the Gothic woodwork, which had been installed by the previous occupant, and replaced it with French panelling and Grinling Gibbons-style carvings. No problem. One tasteful opulent design replaced by another.

No. 16, where the Marquess of Hertford kept twenty-two servants in the 1740s, was home from 1909 to the Keppels. They were visited practically every day for a year after moving in by Edward VII, who was having an affair with Alice Keppel, ancestor of Camilla Parker-Bowles, and whom the Keppel daughters called ‘Kingy’. After the Great War No. 16 was bought by Laura Corrigan, a dazzling Wisconsin-born beauty, bald under her wig. To the horror of Mayfair society, Corrigan was made of new money and had once worked as a waitress in Ohio. She had only become fabulously wealthy after marrying the owner of the Corrigan-McKinney Steel Company who, tragically, died soon after consummating the marriage from a heart attack, but who fortunately had found time to leave her $60 million in his will. Failing to win acceptance in American high society, Corrigan moved to Mayfair. Here she became famed for her solecisms and malapropisms. She once complained that the Chippendale chairs were spoiled by their ‘petit pois’ covers, and when listing the merits of Gothic architecture discoursed on a cathedral’s ‘flying buttocks’. Few could resist her invitations, but one who did so was the playwright George Bernard Shaw who, receiving a card that read: ‘Mrs Corrigan At Home 6–8pm’, replied ‘GBS Ditto’. During the war Corrigan sold her jewellery to leading Nazi Hermann Goering, head of the Luftwaffe, who wore most of them under his uniform. She spent the proceeds feeding French prisoners of war in Paris.

Sir Edgar Speyer, an American merchant banker, spent a quarter of a million pounds decorating Nos. 44 and 46 Grosvenor Street in the early twentieth century, connecting the two houses by a staircase copied from the Scala dei Giganti in the Doge’s Palace, Venice. Speyer rescued London’s Bakerloo tube line after its founder, Whitaker Wright, was convicted of fraud, left the court protesting his innocence but swallowed the cyanide capsules he had hidden about his person. Speyer himself later met with ignominy, holding the unfortunate dishonour of being the last individual to be expelled from the Privy Council, a fate which befell him in 1921 for supposed pro-German activities during the Great War. Subsequently, No. 46 was requisitioned by the Government and became the Japanese Embassy.

Lower down the social scale Mayfair sports many secluded streets lined with fine houses, too small to have been considered habitable by the Edwardian magnates of Park Lane or the titled folk of Grosvenor Square, but classy enough to be something most would be proud to own, a pinnacle of social achievement, a fitting realization of a lifetime of hard work or a worthy fulfilling of an inheritance to gain a foothold in West End society.

Take Chesterfield Street, halfway between Berkeley Square and Park Lane. To the upper echelons of traditional Mayfair society Chesterfield Street barely registered. It had been formed from the gardens of the long demolished Chesterfield House mansion, and thus was a sad little thing indeed. Yet for those starting from the other end of society to live in Chesterfield Street was something wonderful. Such it was for the resident at No. 6 in the early years of the twentieth century – W. Somerset Maugham.

When Maugham moved to 6 Chesterfield Street in 1911 he was a successful playwright and an aspiring novelist. By the time he left in 1919 he was being fêted for one of the most ambitious and rewarding novels of the era – Of Human Bondage, written mostly in Mayfair. A bildungsroman – a novel based on the development of a youthful protagonist, like James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man – Of Human Bondage showed critics that Maugham could deal with weightier formats than drawing-room dramas, and allowed him to exorcize his childhood demons; his nervousness, inferiority complex, embarrassment at his own social awkwardness, sexual confusion and his stammer, which in the novel manifests itself as hero Philip Carey’s club foot.

Living in Mayfair meant he had a place on the invitations list of the great Mayfair hostesses (Lady Ottoline Morrell, ‘at home’ on Thursdays; the Duchess of Sutherland ‘at home’ on Fridays), although when he left one soirée early with the excuse ‘I have to keep my youth’, the duchess replied: ‘Why don’t you bring him with you?’ Living in Mayfair meant the ability to wander from auction room to art gallery, snapping up prized portraits, such as Zoffany’s take on Garrick, which once belonged to Henry Irving. Alas, the fine life was brought to a swift end with the outbreak of the Great War. There would be no hiding away in a cocooned world of refined manners for Maugham, even though his war duties could have been as painless, if he had so wished, as those of his fellow writer Lytton Strachey, who stayed at home and knitted mufflers ‘for the soldier and sailor lads’.

Without waiting to hear back from Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty, Maugham left with an ambulance expedition headed for France as an interpreter. He was later caught up in the Battle of Ypres, returning home to learn how to be an ambulance driver after discovering they were more scarce than interpreters. Eventually Maugham wound up in Moscow, where he gained sensitive political information for the prime minister, David Lloyd George, carefully writing down his conclusions so that he might deliver them without stammering. After hostilities ended Maugham returned to Chesterfield Street with a sense of personal achievement that went beyond that usually found in cold-bloodedly money-mad Mayfair to write another masterpiece, The Moon and Sixpence (1919), partly based on the life of the primitivist tropical painter Paul Gauguin.

BRIGHT YOUNG THINGS

The Great War brought privations for West End society. For instance at the Ritz, the grand hotel on Piccadilly, the lavishness of the fare was rationed to little more than creamed soup, lobster, half a chicken, three rashers of bacon, three tomatoes, fruit salad and coffee per person, as Francis Meynell exposed in the Daily Herald. At Asprey’s, the famous jewellers of New Bond Street, customers who were used to visiting three times a day, each time in different dress – morning suit, afternoon lounge clothes and evening dinner suit – would now only turn up twice a day, without changing.

Many magnificent Mayfair buildings were requisitioned. The Duke of Devonshire gave over his London residence, Devonshire House, which had become an embarrassment, with statues littering the garden (they are now at Chatsworth), the glorious gambolings of Georgiana long forgotten, so that it could be used as the Voluntary Aid Detachment headquarters. Londonderry House became the HQ of the Women’s Legion; Grosvenor House a hospital for invalided soldiers; and Crewe House the Ministry of Propaganda.

At the end of the Great War, however, society returned to the grand houses. Although well-heeled West Enders were alarmed to find that Lady Dorothy Cavendish, the nineteen-year-old daughter of the Duke of Devonshire, had become engaged to a commoner, her father’s ADC, no less, a thin-faced, moustachioed chap by the name of Harold Macmillan, it looked superficially as if nothing had changed or would ever change in the dignified mansions by Hyde Park and Green Park. Sure, the Bolshevik revolution in Russia had led to the assassination of the royal family there, but a rabble of syndicalists, socialists and communists was not yet tearing down Park Lane. And if the mob were soon to lay waste Mayfair then the monied classes may as well continue as they had done for centuries, while they still had the chance. The ladies could continue to change costume four times a day – dressing in linen and lamé, satin and starch, georgettes and crêpes-de-chines. The season could resume with the opening of the Covent Garden opera, garden parties at Buckingham Palace, the Eton v Harrow football match, the Henley Regatta, Royal Ascot… The meals could return: breakfasts of devilled kidneys, kedgeree and broiled trout, lunch of cold pigeon and ptarmigan, afternoon refreshments at Gunter’s on Berkeley Square of sandwiches, iced cakes, iced coffee and Turk’s Blood.

Better still, the gay and carefree parties could be revived. As Evelyn Waugh waxed in Vile Bodies, there were ‘masked parties, savage parties, Victorian parties, Greek parties, Wild West parties, Russian parties, circus parties…’ There were the parties thrown by Lady Maud Cunard, nicknamed ‘Emerald’ on account of her dazzling jewellery, at No. 7 on the east side of Grosvenor Square (now demolished), which the leading society diarist Chips Channon explained were ‘a rallying point for most of London society’. There was the Mozart Party hosted by David Tennant on Burlington Gardens, behind the Royal Academy of Arts. There was the party thrown by the nymphomanic actress Tallulah Bankhead, who opened the door at her Farm Street, Mayfair, pad naked to lead guests to the bathroom for cocktails. People talked of the circus party thrown by the fashion designer Norman Hartnell at 10 Bruton Street, off Berkeley Square, a few doors along from the house where the future Queen Elizabeth had been born three years previously, the guests including acrobats, Siberian wolf cubs and a white pony led up the staircase by Lady Eleanor Smith, daughter of the redoubtable Tory peer Fred Smith. Everyone agreed over breakfast of kippers and cocoa at dawn that this was the most magnificent, most ex clusive, most splendiferous party the West End had ever seen.

Not all the parties went down well. Cynthia Asquith, daughter-in-law of the Great War-era prime minister H. H. Asquith, was nonplussed by a bash at which society mothers were ‘throwing their daughters at the Prince of Wales. I saw the Prince of Wales dancing round with Mrs Dudley-Ward, a pretty little fluff… He is a dapper little fellow – too small – but really a pretty face… I have never seen a man talk so fluently while dancing. He obviously means to have fun.’ The prince may have, but Cynthia didn’t, for she moaned about the ‘teasing catastrophic music thrummed out by those leering Negroes, and the stuttering, furtive, modern dances which can’t be as much fun as our valses.’

The most fêted party hostess of the period was the poisonous Ronnie Greville. A snob with a barbed tongue, she was married to the Hon. Ronald Greville, previously part of Edward VII’s circle, and lived at 16 Charles Street, near Berkeley Square. A serial solecist and malapropist, she once called the poet John Drinkwater ‘Mr Bayswater’, and when corrected apologized to ‘Mr Bathwater’. Osbert Sitwell obliquely described her parties, which were attended by many European royals, including the Queen of Spain and the King of Egypt, as ‘like jazz night at the London Palladium’.

When the Duchess of York (the future Queen Mother) came to dinner, Greville’s two dypso butlers, Boles and Bacon, bobbed up every minute or so offering the duchess whiskey. At another party Bacon, taking a dish of baby tongues into the dinner, was so overcome by gluttony he stuffed them one by one into his face. Although the sauce was now running down his shirt, he disguised this well when he appeared apologetically in front of the guests and explained that the reason why there were no tongues on the plate was that none were to be found in the market that morning. On another occasion Bacon was so drunk Mrs Greville wrote him a note on a place card saying: ‘You’re drunk. Leave the room at once.’ With a stroke of genius he took the card and presented it to the Tory grandee Austen Chamberlain, who was so mortified he said nothing for the rest of the evening.

Mrs Greville was a vociferous supporter of Adolf Hitler. Leading Nazis in London took her seriously. Von Ribbentrop, the German ambassador to Britain, courted her and invited her to a Nuremberg rally. But Harold Nicolson, the society diarist, was furious. ‘The harm which these silly selfish hostesses do is really immense. These people have a subversive influence. They wine and dine our younger politicians and they create an atmosphere of authority.’

No one could remember at which of the Duke of Sutherland’s fancy dress dos Edward, Prince of Wales, ten years before his shameful abdication and his flirting with Hitler, attended dressed first as Bonnie Prince Charlie and then as a Chinese coolie. Or the one at which he came in a Ku Klux Klan robe, a feat ignored by the press who eighty years later were riled by Prince Harry’s wearing of a Swastika at a West End ball.

But reaction even to Harry’s faux pas was nothing compared with the hysterics that greeted a Bright Young Things bash at St George’s Baths in which guests danced in bathing costumes. Barbara Cartland’s mother exclaimed to her daughter: ‘I’ve never heard of anything so improper… and watched by black men! I’m very glad you weren’t there.’ Ironically there was no more indefatigable party-goer and socialite, no more glittering debutante and no more star-struck West End chronicler than Cartland. Her memoir, We Danced All Night, even managed to open with the most preposterous passage of purple prose in the history of publishing: ‘Darling, I love you! Will you marry me? I can’t live without you.’

HEARTBREAK HOTELS

Changes were afoot between the wars. There were major demolitions on Park Lane and Piccadilly. Grand hotels replaced the grandiose mansions. Devonshire House was the first to go. The Duke of Devonshire sold what had been one of London’s greatest houses, with its three-acre garden, for one million pounds to a firm of building contractors in 1919. They in turn sold it on to Laurence Harrison, a Liverpool ship owner, and Shurmer Sibthorp, a developer. Harrison and Sibthorp wanted to build an entertainments centre – ‘a super cinema restaurant dance hall and tea room’ – on the site. Realizing how unpopular this would make him, Sibthorp added apologetically: ‘Call me a vandal for pulling down Devonshire House, but personally I think the place is an eyesore.’ Not all of Devonshire House was destroyed. Harold Macmillan’s mother bought the mahogany doors for her new house in Sussex, and the grand wrought-iron gates tipped in gold were moved across Piccadilly to adorn the entrance to Green Park. But nothing came of the grand entertainments palace, and the replacement that stands above Green Park station on the north side of Piccadilly is more of an eyesore than was Devonshire House.

Dorchester House on Park Lane came down after Robert McAlpine & Sons and Gordon Hotels acquired the site in 1928 for £500,000. When the plans to demolish the mansion were first announced Lady Beecham, wife of the redoubtable conductor Sir Thomas, wailed: ‘It is too terrible to contemplate. If the public wish to save the house for London they must make a strong protest before the completion of the sale.’ They didn’t. The mansion was re-erected in Scotland and later sold to an American, Paul Knight, who transported its 58ft stairway to Texas. Other fittings went to the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool, the dining room to the V&A, and individual bricks to several London homes, not as trophies but as early examples of sustainable resourcing.

Those responsible for the new building on the site – the Dorchester Hotel – announced it would be the most luxurious in the British Isles. Owen Williams, architect of Wembley Stadium, was chosen as designer, but a disagreement between him and the McAlpines saw the appointment of a different architect, William Curtis Green, only twelve months before it was due to open. The main theme of the new property was the use of concrete. Another was immensity: 2,000 miles of steel rods for the reinforced concrete; 20,000 cork slabs, two inches thick, to line the external walls; 160 miles of pipes to supply water, drainage and radiator systems; the same number of miles of cable for lighting, telephones and bells. The new Dorchester Hotel opened in 1931. It had 600 bedrooms and walls soundproofed with seaweed and cork. The cream of society booked to stay there: Marlene Dietrich, Judy Garland and Laurence Olivier. Indeed it is at the Dorchester in the Soho beat film Expresso Bongo that Bongo Herbert takes a suite when he is on his way up, sharing the rooms with fading star Dixie Collins, who is on the way down.

The Dorchester was the first setting for Foyle’s literary luncheons. In their early days these featured the novelist D. H. Lawrence, the actor Charlie Chaplin and the Ethiopian ruler, Haile Selassie. When Sir John Gilbey of the gin distillers spoke for one and a half hours, causing a guest to fall asleep, William Foyle, the bookstore’s owner, approached the sleeping gentleman and hit him on the head with his gavel, only to be told by the awakened guest: ‘hit me harder, I can still hear him.’ An unusual guest at the Dorchester in 1932 was Princess Stephanie Julianne von Hohenlohe, a Jewish member of a well-to-do German family and a close friend of Adolf Hitler. She was a valuable source of information, according to Lord Rothermere, owner of the Daily Mail, who himself briefly flirted with fascism in the early 1930s, and he paid her
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