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The essential in a biography, so I believe, is that the subject of the biography should have known himself.

Sylvia Townsend Warner, Letters, 1964

For the whole of my life my creative work has been determined by what is happening in the world outside, and by what is happening in the world inside – that is, inside me.

Michael Tippett, Songs of Experience, 1990
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INTRODUCTION

In August 1944 Michael Tippett walked along a Surrey lane, holding in his arms an infant whose mother had been killed the night before by a bomb. “Carrying baby Sheila down the road in the morning sun”, he wrote to a friend, was a “fantastic symbol of vitality ever-renewed. She’s a beautiful babe. It all adds up to what Yeats called an ‘experience’ and will surfeit the biographers.”1 He was reading W.B. Yeats’s Autobiographies at the time, in which Yeats considers that “experience”, however painful, is the essential input into a creative life.

Michael Tippett had more than enough experience to feed any creative urge, and to surfeit any biographer. He lived to hear himself acclaimed as one of the century’s greatest composers; the philosopher Isaiah Berlin called him “a major asset to our age, morally as well as aesthetically”.2 Yet Tippett has suffered more acutely than most the neglect that can initially afflict an artist’s posthumous reputation, and his certainty that he would be biographied seemed for a while unfounded. Here, finally, twenty-one years after his death, is the first book-length account of his life. My chief aim in writing it was to begin filling a yawning hole in the study of twentieth-century culture, and to bring back into view a man whose music was once described as “worthy of comparison not only with Stravinsky, but, by God, with Beethoven himself”.3

I have set out to tell the story of Michael Tippett’s life, which began on 2 January 1905 and ended on 8 January 1998, more fully than it has been told before, clearing away the dead wood of myth and misconception. The mise-en-scène is the ninety-three years of the twentieth century through which he lived, his music by turns reflecting, correcting, forming, ignoring, and springing from the times in which it was composed. My hope is that the story may be read and enjoyed by anyone interested in the cultural history of the twentieth century, and be of interest to Tippett’s admirers and detractors (of which there have been not a few). This book is a “life”, not a “life-n-works”. The works and their impact on the listener are omnipresent and the book’s raison d’être, but discussion and description are contained within the narrative of Tippett’s life. There is little to no technical or evaluative analysis of the music, and no extensive consideration of his published writings. I invite musicologists and performers to go on from here.

The biographying of Michael Tippett dates back to the late 1970s, when Ian Kemp, then a professor at Leeds University, sought and received permission to write Tippett’s life story, and became the composer’s close friend in the process. But the biographical portrait that emerged when Kemp’s Tippett: The Composer and his Music was published in 1984 ran to only sixty pages, the rest of the book being devoted to musical analysis.* In 1991, when Tippett was eighty-six, his autobiography, Those Twentieth Century Blues, was published. The book, a valuable resource, was written by his partner, Meirion Bowen, using transcribed interviews and letters. Necessarily more chatty than precise, it prioritised anecdotes and reminiscence.4 After Tippett’s death the way was clear for Kemp or for Bowen to update their work or begin anew on a scholarly, albeit subjective, biography, but both men faced severe ill health.† In 2005 the Selected Letters of Michael Tippett was released, a volume which, arranged by correspondent rather than by date, made only more pressing the need for a chronological narrative. Not long afterwards, Dennis Marks, an arts director at the BBC and at English National Opera, was contracted to write Tippett’s biography, but completed only preliminary notes before his premature death from cancer in 2015. News of the deaths of Tippett’s friends and colleagues began to follow thick and fast, and with them died their memories. The need for an account of Tippett’s life became urgent. With the generous help of Marks’s widow and Tippett’s publisher, Sally Groves, I inherited the project.

The enforced hiatus has allowed time for the dust to settle on Tippett’s life before being blown off. All the previous accounts were published when their subject was alive and well to read the result. The Cold War was at its height and homosexuality only recently decriminalised. Many figures mentioned were still alive, and neither the darker reaches of Tippett’s political involvement, nor the intricacies of his love affairs, could be easily detailed. Researching this book, I began to realise how many secrets Tippett had managed to keep. He had a hazy, selective memory, and could vividly recollect a piece of music heard sixty years ago, while just as easily managing to give somebody a vital manuscript and then to forget completely what he had done with it. He was appalling with dates, sometimes so appalling as to raise suspicion. Asked in one interview to clarify the year he became linked to Morley College (answer: 1932), he dithers for ages, suggests 1940, before giving up: “Oh this is hopeless.” Then he yells for help: “IAN!” – this to Ian Kemp, staying in another corner of the house. A television documentary catches him at a seminar responding to a question about his past with a wry smile: “Better ask my biographer!” The delivery of this line, so innocuous on paper, won him a round of applause, and Kemp, sitting next to him, duly filled in the detail.5 How cultivated was this vagueness is hard to discern. It was as if Tippett’s past life were separate from himself, and had become someone else’s territory.

Over the past three years this territory has been mine for the writing. I shared the earth with my subject for only eight years. When I interviewed the soprano Jill Gomez, she asked me whether I had ever met Tippett. No, I replied, to the best of my knowledge I neither met nor saw him. “Oh,” she said. “You would have adored him. You really would have adored him.” Reading his letters in the British Library, I came suddenly across him, walking along with the baby in the wartime sunshine and writing the next day of an experience that would “surfeit the biographers”. It was as if an actor behind the screen had looked directly down the lens, and as I travelled through the surfeit of experience that formed the life and music of Michael Tippett, he suddenly offered me a shiver of a ghostly handshake.

A NOTE ON SOURCES

A near-complete set of Tippett’s working notebooks and music manuscripts is preserved at the British Library in London, but personal documents are an altogether different story. Tippett kept almost none of the letters sent to him, most ending up in the waste-paper basket, on the fire, or (during the paper shortages of the war years) returned to their sender with a reply scrawled on the back. He was rarely a diary keeper, and never of the “met T.S. Eliot, 2 p.m.” variety. The domestic vicissitudes of his boyhood, and the eventually nomadic life of his parents, led to an almost complete lack of childhood memorabilia; the earliest of Michael Tippett’s letters yet discovered was written when he was twenty-five. For many decades he had no inkling that he was on the cusp of a career successful enough to merit any interest in his personal life, and during the bomb attacks of the Second World War lost a great number of papers. Nor did he make copies of his outgoing mail. Thankfully some of his correspondents (by no means all) kept meticulous files, and many of his letters were either returned to him or deposited in archives.6

Not long after Tippett’s death, the documents that remained the property of his estate were purchased by the co-executor of his will, and director of what was known as the Tippett Office, Nicholas Wright. At Wright’s death in 2005 these passed into private hands, where they have remained, unseen and thought lost, until I discovered their whereabouts during research for this bio­graphy. Other material, including several taped interviews, is held by ­Meirion Bowen. To these, and to many other private collections hitherto unavailable to scholars, I have been given full access. Overall I have been able to read, in archives public and private, almost all of Tippett’s letters known to survive: more than 2,000 lengthy epistles, and around 500 cards and notes. Only a fifth of these has been previously published. (To give a sense of scale, I should note that Benjamin Britten’s surviving correspondence runs to more than 80,000 letters.) Factoring in the dense press coverage that Tippett’s career received in its final three decades, the box upon box of papers generated by the Tippett Office, and the great number of radio and television broadcasts with which the composer was involved, I estimate that, scattered across the world, tens of thousands of documents and many hours of audio-visual material can now be said to form a sprawling and disparate “Tippett archive”, of which this book may be said to be the result of a first rummage. It is to be hoped, as private collections are eventually transferred to public archives, that many more discoveries will emerge and find their way into print.

In the absence of a collected letters edition at the time of writing, I have tried to allow Michael Tippett, as far as is possible, to tell his story in his own words. I have smoothed his shorthand into more navigable prose, silently expanding contractions and abbreviations, and correcting his infrequent spelling mistakes. I have altered his punctuation only to remove ambiguity or to bring the use of quotation marks into line with the main narrative. Tippett’s frequent use of the dash to divide sentences, and his emphatic underlining, remain untouched. Cuts are indicated by ellipses in square brackets: [. . .]. The all-but-complete lack of incoming correspondence has led to a number of strangely one-sided conversations, and I have tried to keep in mind that what now appear to be Tippett’s garrulous monologues were once heated duets. The survival or disappearance of correspondence, in combination with Tippett’s declining enthusiasm in old age for writing letters at all, has dictated the pace of the narrative. There remain swathes of Tippett’s life in which it is possible to chart in only the vaguest terms what he was doing. Tracing his movements week by week is only occasionally an option; tracing them day by day mostly impossible, a task made doubly difficult by the fact that most of his letters are undated. Concert schedules and travel plans for his last decades survive in the papers of the Tippett Office, but I have mostly spared the reader such detailed timetabling, lest the narrative begin to resemble an itinerary.

To his closest friends he was Mike or, occasionally, Micky. At prep school he was Tippett Junior; for a short while in his twenties he was Michael Kemp. Dealing with three generations of Tippett men in early chapters led to the decision to use his first name, and the form of address stuck. (I hope he would forgive the familiarity.) By the time of his ninetieth birthday he was Sir Michael Tippett, OM. There was a rush of tributes, concerts, articles. He was interviewed for a Channel 4 documentary called Tippett’s Time, white-haired, sometimes sharp, sometimes vague, alternating, like the very old and the very young, between giggling laughter and choking tears. His eyes are half blind, pale and piercing and frosted with cataract. His mind is full of half-remembered poetry and music, his voice fading away. He shows off his new toy, a child’s cassette player, with a white plastic handle and large coloured buttons. Gleefully he presses “play”, listens with helpless laughter to the tinny music that introduces the audiobook: John Mortimer’s Clinging to the Wreckage. “You see,” he begins, “if you look back from ninety, it’s a very long time. You see, I can’t go back now. I can take myself back, as I am now. Or look back, whatever you like to say. But I can’t go and be the child I was. No way, it’s not possible, I’m here. And I’m looking towards some kind of end, somewhere or other. And the beginning? God knows.”7


* Author’s note (April 2019): Ian Kemp died in 2010. With the generous assistance of his widow, Sian Edwards, I have been given full access to his extensive archive. Meirion “Bill” Bowen suffered a brain haemorrhage in 2004, from which he is much recovered, and he has generously shared his papers and memories with me. Some of his recollection is self-professedly hazy, and we agreed that, for a detailed and chronological account of his life with Tippett, I would necessarily rely on correspondence and on Bowen’s published work.




* Ian Kemp, Tippett: The Composer and his Music (London: Ernst Eulenburg, 1984). I would direct to this book any reader seeking a dedicated study of Tippett’s music. Introductory surveys are provided by David Matthews’s Michael Tippett: An Introductory Study (London: Faber and Faber, 1980) and by the revised edition of Meirion Bowen’s Michael Tippett (London: Robson Books, 1997). Of these, only Bowen’s book covers the final two decades of Tippett’s output, of which further study is eagerly awaited.




PART ONE



A CHILDHOOD, FAR AWAY AND LONG AGO

1905–1923


OVERTURE

A Ringing of Bells

A bell rang in Trafalgar Square. On the morning of 27 January 1913, a Monday, Mrs Isabel Tippett went to a shop on the Haymarket and purchased, using her husband’s account, a large number of dinner bells. That afternoon, as expected, the government rejected a proposed conciliatory Bill that would have allowed women the vote. A large crowd of protestors soon gathered outside the Houses of Parliament, and the streets swarmed with mounted policemen. Sylvia Pankhurst got herself into the Commons and threw a stone at a stained-glass window, but otherwise the crowds remained calm, and eventually dispersed.

Isabel Tippett had gone to Caxton Hall, Westminster, to attend one of the many suffragist meetings that had sprung up across the city. At twenty minutes past nine that evening, she joined a group of women who went quietly through a back entrance into the darkness of the street. They were driven in taxis up Whitehall, inching their way through another crowd that had since gathered. Nearly 3,000 people had descended on Trafalgar Square, which became a black sea of feathered hats and dark overcoats buttoned against the ubiquitous London fog. Statues and gas lamps and billboards – “To all MPs, Honour First!” – are the haziest of ghosts on the day’s newsreel footage. The windows of government offices were barricaded, but by the time Isabel arrived, the crowds had once again started to melt away.

At ten o’clock the ladies split. Some headed for the steps of St Martin-in-the-Fields, while others set up ladders against the plinth of Nelson’s Column. Isabel distributed the bells. Up the ladders went three of the women, while the others scattered, ringing the bells fiercely from all over the square to attract attention. With this stereophonic chiming emanating from the lamp-lit gloom, the women initially outwitted and separated the policemen who had tried to intervene. Other officers reached the base of Nelson’s Column, and an almost farcical chase ensued, with more and more women climbing up onto the plinth. Back-up policemen arrived and the women were pulled away. Many of the protestors were arrested. Isabel Tippett was imprisoned for two weeks within the red-brick turrets and battlements of Holloway Prison. Her husband and two sons waited at home in Suffolk for her release.

One month later, on 28 February, a suffragist newspaper printed the following article by Isabel’s younger son:

MICHAEL, THE CHAMPION

Michael, aged 8, speaks in public unflinchingly thus: “Women want the vote. But why should they have the vote? Well, women pay their share of the taxes the same as men. They are humans. So why should they not have the same privileges as men? Some people say that the men are more clever than the women, and stronger and bigger. But you can just tell them that they are not right, for some women are even bigger than the men – like my mother – and cleverer too. I do not think that it is fair that the women should not have the vote, for the men have always had the vote. So I think the women should have a turn to have it. Anyhow, I will not give up standing for the women. And let my country have freedom for evermore. THE END.”1

Ringing bells around Trafalgar Square to outwit the police was an appropriately musical idea of Isabel’s, for “Michael, aged 8” grew up to become one of the most famous composers of the ­twentieth century. His little speech, written at the suggestion of – and maybe polished by – his mother, was his first published work. The country’s division over female suffrage was not the only epoch-defining event in which Michael Tippett’s life and work became swept up, as he and the century grew older.2


ONE

Henry and Isabel
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Michael Tippett (right) with his brother and mother, c.1908



The death of Sir Michael Tippett, in January 1998, a few days after his ninety-third birthday, was an event of recent history. Tony Blair had been Prime Minister for eight months and the first Harry Potter book published. Internet traffic was growing by 100 per cent a year, and the Tippett Office even had an email address. But to look at a picture of Michael as a toddler, his arm around his mother’s neck, is to look at a vanished world. At his birth, Queen Victoria had been dead for only four years. The changes and horrors of the twentieth century, which the toddler holding the gollywog doll would grow to experience and chronicle, could hardly be anticipated.

Climbing into even the nearest branches of the Tippett family tree takes us into ancient leaves. At the birth of Michael’s father, Henry William Tippett, on 29 May 1858, Charles Dickens was giving his first professional tour of readings, Charles Darwin had just begun On the Origin of Species, and the House of Commons was soon to abandon work, unable to bear the stink from the Thames. A clamber upward to the birth of Michael’s paternal grandfather, George Frederick John Tippett, on 12 August 1829, and George IV was on the throne, Lord Wellington was his Prime Minister, and Beethoven was not long dead.

George Tippett was to become the family’s black sheep, and his background has been smudged into fable. In his grandson’s account he was a Dick Whittington figure, who left his native Cornwall to make his fortune in London. Michael made much of this Cornish heritage, and in consequence numerous journalists emphasised his supposed ancestry and Celtic good looks. Had he lived to appear on the genealogy television series Who Do You Think You Are?, his would have been a gripping episode – but a picturesque trip to Cornwall would have led to not a few disappointments.

Family legend had it that George was a choirboy at Truro Cath­edral (which was not then built), and had met Napoleon as a child (a chronological nonsense). George was actually born in Middlesex, and married his wife, Mary Stripp May, in Kensington.1 George, whose background was reasonably humble, worked as a carpenter and a silversmith, but became considerably wealthy as a London property builder. By 1860, aged only thirty-one, he was building a number of large terraced houses in Prince’s Square, in Leinster Square, and in Paddington, where he had set up his own home. Soon he was combining the roles of developer, builder, architect, and, most lucratively, landlord. Population growth and the Industrial Revolution resulted in property boom after property boom, and George Tippett was helping to create the much-needed plethora of middle-class London accommodation. He bought seventeen acres of land in Kensington, and his tall white-stucco houses with their pillared porches – thought to have been built to his own design – stand there still, in Colville Square and Powis Square, and on the Portobello Road. Over the next fifteen years George Tippett built over 250 houses, and the total capital invested by him in these properties has been estimated at £250,000 – nearly £20 million in today’s money. He began to mix in the highest circles, and supposedly turned down a baronetcy, offered on the condition that he clear the debts of the Prince of Wales.

George amassed a large number of his own properties and an even larger number of children, both legitimate (eleven) and illegitimate (who knows?). His Handelian name – George Frederick – was not the only thing musical about him. His fellow congregation members at church meetings apparently fell silent in order to listen to his beautiful singing voice, and he was said to have covered for the odd indisposed tenor in concert performances. If talent stems from the gene pool, in George lies one source of his grandson’s musicality.

Henry Tippett, George’s second son, was born and raised in Paddington. By 1869 – a year in which George’s rental income amounted to, in today’s money, nearly £1 million – the whole household (which, including servants, numbered fifteen) had moved to 2 St Michael’s Place, a six-storey townhouse in fashionable Brighton, by then an easy railway journey from London.2 At the age of fourteen Henry was sent to Brighton College, a relatively new and atypical institution – corporal punishment was prohibited, there was no prefect system, and sports were voluntary. Henry went up to Oxford in 1876, and read Law at Oriel College, where he became friends with Cecil Rhodes. Upon his graduation, in 1879, he should have been free to live his adult life as he wished. But his older brother, another George, emigrated to South Africa, eventually to become chief engineer of the Cape railways, leaving Henry to help support the other eight children, the youngest of whom was not yet five.

Henry qualified as a solicitor’s clerk but was never articled to a firm, instead working freelance as a lawyer and making property investments. He bought a stake in the Lyceum Theatre (then under the management of Henry Irving), and founded the City and West End Property Company. He had inherited the best parts of his father’s entrepreneurial skill, and as his son Michael later said, “could charm the hind leg off a donkey”.3 He was soon reasonably wealthy in his own right, but as his success increased, his father’s fortunes had been nose-diving.

The portions of North Kensington on which George Tippett’s houses had been erected, sandwiched between a street market (on Portobello Road) and a slum (on Bolton Road), quickly became undesirable among the upper-middle classes for whom they had been designed. He had failed to foresee the coming change in demographic. The arrival of the Hammersmith and City Railway created a demand for much smaller houses, and George found it increasingly hard to let or remortgage the buildings, some of which were already being subdivided into flats, in order to raise the funds on which his livelihood, and the demands of his creditors, depended. The fall was quick and abrupt. By 1885, the year of his wife’s death from cancer, George Tippett was bankrupt, his liabilities amounting to “not less than £867,309” (over £90 million today).4 It was an annus horribilis for the family, social shame combining with private grief and the sheer hard work of keeping heads above water.

Henry had moved to Chiswick, where he continued to work as a lawyer. In October 1894 he purchased the London Mineral Estates Corporation, which came with the lease of a run-down copper mine on a farm in Snowdonia, North Wales.5 He sold the corporation for a song to his father, and they acted as joint directors, which meant, in practice, that Henry oversaw much of the day-to-day running of the business. But it was not an instant success, and he turned to weird and wonderful schemes in order to raise funds. Intrepid and optimistic at thirty-six, he set out to find gold at the end of the rainbow. On 1 January 1895 he sailed from Liverpool on HMS Britannia, making a 7,300-mile, sixty-day trip to Rosario, Argentina, before travelling a further thousand miles on land into Paraguay. There he purchased 8 million acres of forest and pampas, intending to dig for the buried treasure that had supposedly been hidden by Francisco Solano López, the country’s former President.6 The hunt continues to this day, a particular rush in 2013 causing a landslide. But Henry’s acres yielded no riches.

Meanwhile, left to his own devices, George Tippett had fallen in with two men, Marcus Leon and James Blumenthal, who, as would later come to light, had a history of claiming money fraudulently from banks, using fictitious names on cheques and paperwork. Their presence in the story at least provides a tempting serpent, lest the blame for the scheme that would ruin him be laid solely at George’s door. His actions suggest stupidity born of desperation rather than malicious criminality. Leon and Blumenthal, for a substantial fee, brokered a number of meetings with banks to which George applied for a loan. He supported his application with paperwork that purportedly listed large payments due on the Welsh mine’s production of copper ore. The slight snag was that the mine produced no copper whatsoever, being in nothing like working order. Larger and larger sums were doled out by more and more banks, even as the value of the Tippetts’ company dwindled and shrank. Having received a great deal of money via these false claims, George was then unable to meet the repayments. Henry returned to England, perhaps for damage control, but the London Mineral Estates Corporation was put into liquidation in 1897, which exposed the whole sorry scheme.

On 10 September 1898 George and Henry were arrested, and charged with having obtained the sum of £441 16s. from the Brown, Janson and Co. bank by false pretences. What must have been a miserable and anxious four months and Christmas followed, before father and son appeared together at the Old Bailey on 16 January 1899. The total amount of illegally acquired money was listed at almost £7,500 (nearing three-quarters of a million pounds today). George pleaded guilty, Henry not guilty, having been abroad when the fraudulent bills were shown to the bank. The jury believed Henry and he was discharged. Although the banks in question declined to prosecute, the Public Prosecutor forged ahead. The jury found George Tippett guilty of obtaining credit from banks by false pretences. On 10 February he was sentenced to nine months’ imprisonment, without hard labour, in Pentonville Prison. Pentonville, not quite a panopticon, nevertheless had isolation built into its architecture, with five wings radiating from a central hall. After half a year in this silent and unsanitary world, one of 500 prisoners trudging in serried ranks around the yard for exercise, mute and masked, George was released three months early, perhaps due to ill health, for on 21 July he died in Bromley, aged seventy.7

Henry was forty-one, and had watched, over the last years, his family’s prosperity and security shrivel. He had been arrested and had appeared in court; his once-renowned father had been imprisoned, and was now dead – a loss made doubly painful by the fact that Henry was back in Paraguay when the news reached him. The scandal had been splashed across the London newspapers, and the family name was tainted. George became a sad embarrassment, and was wiped from the Tippett history. Some of his descendants still clung to the vague notion that his arrest was for bigamy rather than fraud, and it was even claimed that, at his funeral, another “wife” turned up with a large brood of his children. He had become a legend around whom myths clotted. A shadow had fallen across the Tippett family, and not until he was on his deathbed did Henry mention the story again.

All was not lost. Henry’s affairs were separate from his father’s, and he was still the majority shareholder in the City and West End Property Company. Not long after the coronation of the prince who had once asked George for a loan, Henry made for himself a new beginning. He had advanced money to a client who wanted to raise a mortgage on a hotel in France but who then defaulted on the repayments. Henry found himself, by odd but happy chance, the owner of the Hôtel Beau-Site, the second-largest hotel in Cannes, prime holiday destination of the upper classes who flocked to the Riviera once the railway reached Nice.8 It was an ideal opportunity to move away from London and its memories. He sold most, but not all, of his shares in the property company, and reinvested them in the Beau-Site. A manager remained responsible for the general running of the place, and Henry lived there during the winter. He saw potential to extend and improve, making the hotel famous for its food, and building a garden at the back. With the gravel produced from the necessary excavation into the surrounding rock he created hard tennis courts, and had them designed by a world-renowned player, William Renshaw. These were good enough for international championships, and soon the hotel was hosting not only leading tennis players but European royalty. It was in the glow of this success that Henry, now forty-four, decided to settle down in England, able essentially to retire on the hotel’s income, having secured the future of most of his siblings. Staying with one of his sisters, he was introduced to a young nurse, red-haired, nearly six foot tall: Isabel Kemp.

Isabel, born on 6 September 1880, was twenty-two. Her great-grandfather, a captain of the East India Company based in Calcutta, had been lost at sea, leaving the Kemp finances wobbly. Her father, Alexander Davidson Kemp, was born in Calcutta in 1828; when he was six, the family was declared bankrupt.9 Eventually he came to England to work his way up to a senior rank in the Exchequer and Audit Department of the Treasury. He made a financially expedient marriage to Annie Webster, who had been an art student and exhibited her still lifes at the Royal Academy – an unusual path for a woman in the 1860s. But almost incessant pregnancy put paid to all that. Isabel was born in a small village near the Essex town of Chigwell, and was almost the baby of the family, having just one younger sister and twelve older siblings. Youngest children are not always indulged, but as she grew older Isabel gave signs that she was well used to having her own way. In 1882, just days after Isabel’s second birthday, her mother died in childbirth. Annie had borne fourteen children within nineteen years, and died at the age of forty-one; the single surviving picture of her shows an old woman with white hair.
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Isabel Tippett’s parents, Alexander Kemp and Annie Webster



The Kemps moved ten miles north, and Isabel spent her childhood brought up by nursemaids and governesses at Burnt House, a grand manor set into spacious grounds. Her father was aloof and distant, and towards the end of his life invested a great deal of money in an Australian gold mine and lost the lot. He had enough left over to save the family from destitution, but Isabel was now expected to carve out her own financial future, which meant making a good marriage. She was sent to India to trawl through the never-ending supply of military officers – but no luck. Her father died in 1901, and Isabel boarded in Portsmouth for a time with an older brother, before moving to London. She married Henry on 22 April 1903 at St Thomas’s, Westminster.

Mr and Mrs Henry Tippett, with twenty-two years between them in age, bought a large house – known as “Sigers” – in what was then the rural village of Eastcote, Middlesex. It was a move to the countryside, bringing Henry some much-needed tranquillity now that his finances were secured by the hotel. Isabel was soon pregnant, and the Tippetts’ first son, Peter, was born on 11 February 1904.

By April Isabel was pregnant again. On 1 January 1905 the bells rang in the new year. On 2 January, a day of “snow, sleet, or rain all day” in London, their second son was born in a nursing home at 51 Belgrave Road, Pimlico, and they called him Michael.10


TWO

A Suffolk Childhood

Birth was nearly the death of him. It had been a difficult pregnancy, and Michael immediately proved unable to digest milk, leading him to develop such a high fever that Isabel’s ordained brother, William, was called to perform a baptism in the middle of the night, lest the baby should not see it through. A potent remedy of gravy laced with brandy alleviated the symptoms, and Michael regained strength. Following this health scare, Henry and Isabel had no further children.

The Eastcote house was large enough for the family, but the Tippetts soon decided to move to Suffolk. Ostensibly the sticks-upping was owing to Eastcote’s damp soil, blamed for a downturn in Isabel’s health, but the Tippett court case was still in recent memory, and Henry may have wished to set up home at a safe distance from London, from which a Suffolk-bound train took some four hours. The Tippetts’ house-hunting brought them to Wetherden, a tiny village (pre-war population 400) halfway between Bury St Edmunds and Stowmarket. It was about thirty-five miles inland from the Suffolk coast, and nearly two miles’ walk from the nearest station, at Elmswell. Along the Stowmarket Road was scattered a handful of Elizabethan farmhouses, and one of these – St Briavels Cottage (pronounced “Brevels”) – was thought suitable. Henry designed an extension that would add a drawing room and master bedroom, and the family remained in Eastcote until the works were completed, in the first months of 1907.1

It was a large L-shaped property of grey brick, its rooms numerous but small, with low-beamed ceilings. The front of the building faced directly onto the Stowmarket Road, while an acre of garden, with two large barns, a pond, and a small farmyard with sheds and pigsties, wrapped around the other three sides. At that time Wetherden had no electricity, no gas, no mains water or drainage, and no telephone service. The house was lit with candles and paraffin lamps, and warmed by fires in each room. Water was pumped by hand into the attic cistern from a well in the garden and heated over the kitchen stove every morning, although Henry shared the age’s belief that in the cold bath lay the basis of hygiene and rectitude, and insisted his boys should shiver in one each day.

This was the decade before the First World War, etched into history as a period of languid hot summers, the world maps on classroom walls still splodged with Empire pink. But bar two hot years (1906 and 1911), Edwardian weather was unusually bad, “characterised by hammering hail and rain-swollen clouds”.2 Golden summers of cricket matches and pre-war harmony are mainly the stuff of fiction. The culture and philosophy of Victorian Britain were fast being abandoned in a rush of change and social unrest. Nevertheless, Michael’s early childhood, fairly typical of a prosperous Edwardian family living in the countryside, would seem to paint a temporarily idyllic picture, as in Dylan Thomas’s “Fern Hill”, of his being “young and easy under the apple boughs | About the lilting house and happy as the grass was green”. The boys played together in the garden and orchard, and in the barns, which were their exclusive domain. There were apple trees to be climbed, currants to be picked, tadpoles to be caught in jam jars from a pond large enough to fall into. The Tippetts were not the only prosperous family in the village, but they were the only residents who could stretch to the considerable expense of a motor car. Henry purchased a De Dion-Bouton, which Michael could visualise quite clearly almost a century later, remembering its “particular ring” and propensity to “break down on the slightest incline, and my dad got under the car, fiddled around, and we went and played in the ditches on either side”.3
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Michael Tippett (left?) with his brother and cousin



The roads were otherwise free of traffic, and the boys could walk unaccompanied around the village, fishing in the small stream that ran through Wetherden, riding the horses during harvest, and playing with the family dogs, Crispin and Piper. There were trips to nearby towns and, very occasionally, to London. In his fifth spring Michael saw Halley’s Comet, as it brushed the earth with its tail.

Jessie Brand, the seventeen-year-old daughter of teachers at the local school, was employed as the boys’ governess and slept in the corridor that joined their communicating rooms. There was a cook, Kate Sore (the daughter of a farm worker in a neighbouring village), and a parlour maid, Cassie Sore (the daughter of a local miller). The Sores were not sisters but may have been cousins, and likely joined the household when in their early teens.4 And Alfred Dodson came occasionally from the village to work in the garden, to drive the family to Stowmarket, and to court Jessie Brand, whom he later married. The house’s layout was such that staff could not be tucked away in an attic room or in a distant wing; instead the core household of seven cohabited around the upstairs landing and shared the single bathroom (though the maids used a privy during the day). By modern standards it was a cramped life, and the house was frequently filled to the brim with friends and relations, three couples in the house and the barns employed for overspill.5 (The boys had more than twenty aunts and uncles, and the cousins on their mother’s side alone numbered thirty-one.) Henry and Isabel were something of a first couple in the social life of the villagers, loaning the house for entertainments, serving on parish councils and attending meetings, helping to organise jumble sales and harvest festivals at the church. Twice the whole family holidayed at the Hôtel Beau-Site, with Jessie in tow, but otherwise life played itself out in the Suffolk countryside.

When Michael turned five or so, Henry decided that both boys should be circumcised, wanting to spare them the potentially heredi­tary physical problems that had led him voluntarily to undergo the operation himself as an adult. Michael’s first operation was botched, and a second was called for. But it was done without anaesthetic. The blood, and the pain, and the shock at someone slicing so coolly into the childhood idyll, caused him lasting distress. His brother’s memories are the more potent, the violence exacerbated in its occurring, as in a Greek tragedy, off-stage: “I can remember the doctor and an assistant arriving, Michael being carried upstairs by Father while I sat with Mother in Father’s study. A little later I heard Michael screaming. I did not know, of course, what the operation was, or, in fact, that it was an operation which caused the screaming; all I felt was that the men upstairs were hurting Michael and they shouldn’t be doing it.”6

The family’s intellectual views and pursuits, and the way in which the children were encouraged to share and participate in them, were untypical of the time. Henry Tippett had settled, despite the strains of his former life, into an easy and kind-hearted man. He had, in his younger son’s words, “an inner sort of vitality”, and was a peacemaker with whom Michael often sided in family rows.7 Henry read widely, and developed fiercely held views. He broke away from his God-fearing upbringing and became a religious sceptic, going so far as to rename the family home from “St Briavels” to “Rosemary Cottage”, rather than let it be associated with a Christian saint. He was not politically active, but espoused the laissez-faire economics that had allowed his own business transactions to function free from government interference, and joined the National Liberal Club, a gentlemen’s club established by Gladstone that was said to have an almost Bohemian character. He made an annual trip alone to check all was well at Cannes, but otherwise, with his income emanating steadily from the hotel, his other business interests did not fill the days. When asked what their father did, the boys’ reply became a part of family lore: “He reads The Times all day and sleeps in Mummy’s bed all night.”8 Henry was no distant Edwardian patriarch whose children were occasionally permitted to visit the study before bedtime. He spent much of his time devising elaborate games, even getting the local carpenter and blacksmith to erect a swing, seesaw, and roundabout in the garden. For the boys he had an aura of mystery: rifling through the barns one day, they discovered a black trunk full of unintelligible papers, though they could make out “Paraguay” and “Señor Henry Tippett”. That their father had travelled the world in search of buried treasure was thrilling.

And then there was Isabel, any portrait of whom is reliant on Michael’s often wounded recollections. She had never known her mother, and motherhood did not come naturally to her. Gregarious, overbearing, and extrovert, she was determined to get her own way, and thought herself firmly on the right side of the neat divisions she made of life. Her appearance, already striking on account of her height, became eccentric: she wore startlingly bright colours – and no hat. As the East Anglian Daily Times described, with cryptic unhelpfulness, she “attracted attention by her flowing but abbreviated costume [. . .] – somewhere between the robe of Portia and that of a nurse”.9 In the boys’ earliest childhood she was taken up almost entirely with raising them, but began to itch for a creative and a political life. She was initially quite a devout Christian, which accounts for the baptism of the children, but her husband’s agnosticism proved contagious, and she worshipped instead at the altar of one of her mother’s cousins, the suffragist Charlotte Despard.

Despard, a widow, lived in Battersea but was a frequent visitor to Rosemary Cottage, and Michael remembered her as an “especially kind aunt”.10 She had briefly been a member of Emmeline Pankhurst’s radical institution, the Women’s Social and Political Union, and was twice imprisoned in Holloway. But in 1907, unhappy with the WSPU’s knotty internal politics and increasingly violent protests, she and two others had formed the Women’s Freedom League, which advocated civil disobedience and peaceful demonstration. Isabel devoted herself with passion to the WFL and its cause, becoming one of a small army of Despardites who shared their heroine’s Utopian vision. Mrs Despard wore a trademark mantilla of black lace that Isabel soon emulated. Mrs Despard was a member of the Labour Party; so was Isabel. Mrs Despard was vice-president of the London Vegetarian Society; Isabel became a missionary vegetarian. Mrs Despard was a novelist, so Isabel tried her hand at novel-writing, and in 1908 published her first book, Flower of the World, in which a young girl of eighteen marries a fifty-year-old man, and ructions ensue. If Henry found the plot close to the bone, it didn’t stop him financing publication. Soon Isabel was writing at a rate of knots, churning out almost a novel a year between 1908 and 1915. These are geographically wide-ranging (one is set in Rome, another in Calcutta) and resolutely move away from the ornately written Victorian triple-decker to explore, in dialogue-heavy and relatively simple prose, various philosophies and ideals pertaining to the Edwardian woman or artist. The influence of George Bernard Shaw, to whose work Isabel was devoted, is palpable. As Michael later said tersely of his mother’s books, “they were what they were”.11 But in general they were well received and reached quite a wide audience, the Daily Mail believing that The Power of the Petticoat confirmed “the impression, left by its predecessors, that Mrs. Tippett is a writer of considerable power”.12

The Tippett household as listed in the 1911 census shows Jessie Brand and the Sore girls, and the two boys, Peter and Michael, left in the care of a sixty-five-year-old “Mrs Tippett”, presumably an aunt. On census night (2 April) women from the WFL took over the Ipswich Old Museum Rooms, which were next door to their headquarters in Arcade Street, in order actively to refuse the filling-in of their census forms. Isabel had been a key organiser of this campaign, and she returned her own form without listing her own or Henry’s details, instead scrawling across it “No votes for women no information from women”. Twice. Many husbands, including Henry, went along in case protection was needed. Henry’s liberalism led him not only to tolerate but to support Isabel’s suffragist activities, and while he was never a member of the Men’s League for Women’s Suffrage, he put the family car at Isabel’s disposal, financed her literary projects, and once made a donation to the Ipswich branch of the WFL large enough to open a shop.13

On 16 June 1911 the suffragettes agreed a truce for the coronation, and 40,000 women walked through the streets of London to celebrate the crowning of George V, with Isabel leading the Ipswich and Hadleigh groups. Conciliation Bills, which would have extended the vote to property-owning women, continually failed to make progress through the Lords and backbenchers. There were many protests in Trafalgar Square, which Isabel often joined. She spent the summer of 1912 with Charlotte Despard, touring rural Suffolk in a caravan while spreading the WFL’s message despite constant and occasionally violent heckling. In December she was arrested. It was mandatory for dog owners to pay for a dog licence, a law that persisted in this country until 1987. As had many in the WFL, Isabel refused. She drove herself to the trial at Stowmarket, and attached to the car a banner proclaiming “Taxation Without Representation Is Tyranny”. (Either the banner was very large or the writing very small.) A report in the WFL magazine – written by the woman Isabel called as witness for the defence, so to be read as the work of a passionate supporter – claimed that “the gentlemen on the bench appeared much more nervous than the defendant, who promptly pleaded ‘Not guilty’”. Isabel then harangued the court, arguing that as the government did not recognise women as persons it was illegal to prosecute them. This defence was thought so novel that the case was covered in national as well as local newspapers. The magistrates “were too perturbed to offer any opposition save an occasional feeble interjection”, but Isabel was nevertheless found guilty, and ordered to pay ten shillings. She announced that she would not pay, and “mildly suggested that they should commit her to prison in default”.14 The court wouldn’t hear of it, and dismissed the case, leaving Isabel to sail triumphant into a further protest in the market square that very afternoon.

Soon the boys were old enough for Isabel to involve them with her concerns. Topics such as religion and agnosticism were encouraged in conversation. Off they all went to the East End to help serve soup to the poor. Michael even ended up at a WFL meeting, and crawled under the table to crouch in a copse of skirted legs and buttoned boots, as the voices droned overhead. He and Peter were pressed into giving speeches on female suffrage to the household, and, when there was a major workers’ strike in Stowmarket that plunged many local families into dire poverty, found themselves sharing Rosemary Cottage with four strikers’ children whom Isabel had brought home.15 She could be playful but was also a disciplinarian and insisted upon rigorous exercise routines for the mornings, followed by brisk and lengthy walks. On one occasion the boys were reprimanded for waving to their mother in the street when out walking with Jessie and were told they should have bowed formally. Her sartorial eccentricity led her to dress them in corduroy trousers, red smocks, black capes with pointed hoods, and pairs of elasticated shorts that bore an unfortunate resemblance to ladies’ knickers. How the local children jeered. In the world of the small boy, such humiliations are difficult to forgive. Her nonconformist views, which made her such an oddity in the town, began to embarrass, as the consequences of her activism threatened to become severe.

Michael found refuge in the life of the mind. Home’s routine settled into lessons with the governess. Religious studies were off the curriculum, but otherwise the boys were taught with all the structure of a school, and the year was divided into terms, with exams at the end of them. A retired schoolmaster, Mr Razor, came to teach French and Latin. Michael had a marked ear for languages – he became fluent in French by the age of nine or so, helped by his father and the holidays at Cannes – and a facility for science and mathematics. Vague notions of becoming a scientist began to form. His reading and understanding quickly became precocious, and he inherited some of his mother’s conviction and gift of the gab. “Oh,” as he said later, “intellectuality began very early indeed.”16 The household books were eclectic and uncensored, and Michael cheerfully read his way through volumes such as Marriage and the Sex War and The Montessori Method of Education. Henry would read aloud to the boys, and after improving books had been got through, they could move on to entertainment. Historical romances were a favourite: Stanley Weyman; Tennyson’s Idylls of the King; and Ford Madox Ford’s time-travelling story, Ladies Whose Bright Eyes. Isabel could only be persuaded to read Oscar Wilde’s The Happy Prince, which left them all in tears. The boys were allowed to thrive in their imaginative worlds, and amateur theatricals and writing were encouraged. They were separated for lessons between the two garden barns, and otherwise were dependent on each other’s company. Wetherden was small, and play with the village children was forbidden. The maids, though young, could never become friends. Isabel was mainly distant, and when she was close, nagging and intense. A picture emerges of two boys often having to amuse themselves when studies were over. Michael withdrew into a world of books, clutching at intellectual stimulus without discrimination. The eclecticism of references and thoughts in his compositions has its base in these diffuse and all-embracing tastes that were formed, almost by necessity, in early life.

There was no more music than was typical for a middle-class household making its own entertainment half a century before the advent of television. The family had no gramophone, and the wireless was not yet a household fixture. There was a small upright piano in the hall at Rosemary Cottage, and Isabel could play well enough to accompany herself in a handful of parlour songs, by Roger Quilter and others, all performed in her gravelly contralto. Henry had inherited nothing of his father’s musical talent, and Michael was exposed to no real family tradition of music-making, bar singing in the church during Isabel’s short-lived religious phase, and hearing warbled hymns at bedtime from an aunt or two. Professional music there was almost none, the Suffolk musical world being non-existent, and London’s concert scene far off. Perhaps one of his aunts saw a kernel of musicality that she decided should be nourished, for in 1913, when Michael was eight, she took him to hear the Russian bass Feodor Chaliapin, and shortly afterwards to the Queen’s Hall, where Henry Wood conducted the pianist Benno Moiseiwitsch in Tchaikovsky’s first piano concerto.17 Moiseiwitsch was only fifteen years older than Michael – but Michael Tippett was no infant prodigy. He received piano lessons, first from a local farmer’s wife named Mrs Foster, and then from a Mr Shand, organist at Bury St Edmunds. But although he took devotedly to the instrument he displayed no startling abilities. Long periods spent “improvising” at the piano produced little more than childish splashing. So when he suddenly announced to his parents that he wanted to be not a scientist but a composer, he wasn’t taken very seriously. It was not a precocious technical aptitude for music that marked him out of the ordinary, but a heightened aural awareness, a pronounced receptivity towards music and sound. The acoustic of childhood resonated into his old age, when he had vivid recollections of the whistle of the cross-Channel steamer en route to Cannes, or the terrifying chug and shriek of the local trains.18 Music could “go right in”, and he was able, even at four years old, to find and appreciate beauty in one of his mother’s songs. When music was played, he listened. “It’s either genetic or some drive that takes you into the world of the ears rather than the world of the eyes [. . .] it’s like a dam opening. Absolutely unbelievable.”19

One morning, aged about six, Michael watched Cassie and Kate in the little orchard at the back of the house. One of them wanted to sing him a song, and did:


Ev’rybody’s doin’ it, Doin’ it, doin’ it

Ev’rybody’s doin’ it, Doin’ it, doin’ it

See that ragtime couple over there,

Watch them throw their shoulders in the air . . .



Irving Berlin’s song, written in 1911, encapsulated the dance craze then sweeping America. What Michael wondered afterwards was how the girls had heard it. “I’ve no idea, because apparently nothing ever came into the village at all. [. . .] There wasn’t radio, there weren’t discs, so communications were very odd.”20 It was an injection of popular glamour into the sleepy Wetherden existence, and it stayed with Michael ever after. He remembered the moment vividly, clearly, deep into his eighties: “I can’t sing it properly but I can remember it. I can see it, and hear it, I can almost hear exactly what they did, and from that moment music has remained, and as it were grown and grown.”21

On 27 January 1913, with the country unaware of the impending gash in its history, came the Trafalgar Square demonstration, with the bell-ringing and the foggy chase around the plinth of Nelson’s column. Mrs Despard’s address blocked up the roads around the square with listeners, cheering and booing. Eventually she was arrested, and taken to Bow Street Police Station with a member of the Men’s League called John Simpson, who was soon released. Isabel was taken to Cannon Row Station with a doctor who gave the false name of “Lady Crewe”. All three women were released on bail, with a trial called for the following day. The next morning the taxi driver who took them to Bow Street Magistrate’s Court refused to take payment and wished them luck. In court all three refused to plead, to give a defence, or to call witnesses. Mrs Despard delivered a passionate speech, vowing to continue her fight. Isabel, refusing to list her name and address, said of the police, “They were obstructing me in the execution of my duty.” As was reported: “the magistrate opined that there was no ‘statute’ enjoining on her the ringing of bells and gathering of crowds; but she rejoined, with much good humour, that her actions were dictated by conscience, which was higher than statute!”22

“Lady Crewe” was given a ten-shilling fine or a week’s imprisonment; Isabel and Mrs Despard a forty-shilling fine or a fortnight’s imprisonment. All three refused to pay. A prison sentence in Holloway, even for a short time, was seen as a necessary rite of passage for the truly devoted, and Mrs Despard would present members of the WFL with a Holloway Badge. This was evidently not clear to the anonymous benefactors who paid suffragists’ fines to get them off a prison sentence, and Mrs Despard was rather irritated to be released from Holloway on 29 January, her fine paid by a well-wisher. “Lady Crewe” was also released, but Henry Tippett was likely under stricter instructions, for Isabel served the full two weeks. Members of the WFL protested outside the prison “each evening at 7.30 p.m. until the release of our third prisoner!”23

By the time of Isabel’s sentence, which lasted from 28 January to 11 February 1913, a stint in Holloway was not too rigorous for all but the most devoted, whose hunger strikes led to the horrors of force-feeding. The composer Ethel Smyth, who was imprisoned the year before for her part in a window-smashing, found that “during those two months in Holloway” (she often neglected to mention that her sentence was reduced to three weeks) “for the first and last time of my life I was in good society!” The authorities were keen to avoid hunger strikes, and were dealing with a huge influx of prisoners; in consequence, they relaxed the rules. Suffragists were given a special wing and were allowed to wear their own clothes. Blind eyes were turned to smuggled-in provisions, warders neglected to notice that inmates had not returned to their cells, and enough material was found to hoist defiant banners in the prison yard, in which exercise usually descended into riotous games and there was much singing of Smyth’s anthem “March of the Women”.24 Isabel may have found herself something of an outsider as a member of the WFL amid predominantly WSPU members, but it is unlikely that her time in prison was all that gruelling. On her release The Vote paid tribute to “Mrs Tippett, again in her proper sphere – the home”.25 She discovered that the dog Crispin, whose licence she had refused to pay, had died. A new puppy was promptly christened “Holloway”.

Isabel’s prison sentence, long a possibility, was, when it finally came, an open cause of pride. But it would take the most blasé and comforting of attitudes towards prison for young children not to be scared at the prospect of a parent’s incarceration. And it cannot have escaped Henry in his private thoughts that, however different the circumstances, the two people to whom he had been closest, father and wife, had served time in gaol. But the sentence did nothing to break Isabel’s spirits. She attended a WFL meeting a week after her release, where the convenors extended their “thanks to her for her recent protest for the cause!”26 By September she was back protesting in Trafalgar Square, and was soon accompanying fellow suffragists to prison gates for their sentence, or greeting others on their release. She may have travelled abroad for a demonstration, and stood as an independent candidate in a local election for the borough council against a Conservative government minister. It was not a successful campaign, despite her boys loyally flinging mud at the Conservative posters.

Isabel may have thought it a necessary evil to sacrifice family life on the altar of activism. She had written a handful of plays, and one, The Stuff that ’Eroes are Made Of, was performed in Chelsea Town Hall in 1913. It depicts, in a Cockney patois that even Dickens might have thought overdone (“Krikee, ’tis time I was hoff”), a young suffragist who refuses to give up her protest, and loses her loved one in consequence. While conscious of the misery of this (“I did love ’im so”), the play is certain about the rightness of the heroine’s choice. “Mrs Tippett”, wrote The Vote, “has done admir­able propaganda work in her dramatic, yet touching, presentment of the sacrifice for the Cause.”27 To both children, such priorities and sacrifice created an almost impossible strain. “Your mother had suffragette leanings?” Roy Plomley tentatively asked Michael when interviewing him on Desert Island Discs. “She had leanings all right,” came the sardonic reply. “She leaned on her children it seems to me, but that’s another matter.”28 When younger the boys had worshipped Isabel: “In our eyes she could do no wrong and in any case we had been well indoctrinated by her into the iniquities of male domination.”29 But as they grew older it became harder and harder to live up to her demands or tolerate her frequent absences. “I never felt I had a mother sometimes,” Michael later said, feeling that he had suffered most of all from her overweening do-goodism, the “mother-ish moral reasons which spoilt so much of childhood”.30

Nineteen thirteen was the year before the storm, the year of Isabel’s imprisonment, of Emily Wilding Davison’s fatal attempt to pin a suffragette banner to a horse at the Epsom Derby, and of the premiere of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring in Paris, amid scandal and riot. Far from enjoying a final period of calm, Britain was in a mess, the population divided into factions variously marginalised and deprived: servants, women, the poor, the unemployed. On one occasion the boys, though they realised what they had seen only later, witnessed the inhabitants of neighbouring cottages being carted off to the workhouse. There was a diphtheria scare in Suffolk that year, and Isabel took the boys away to escape a disease that was then decades away from a vaccination, and one of the leading causes of death among children. They stayed in Bedford, at the home of Harriet Kemp, the divorced but evidently not outcast wife of Isabel’s brother Alexander. As the train pulled into Bedford Station Michael fell suddenly and violently ill with what was diagnosed as a heart murmur. No drastic treatment other than rest and monitoring was required, but the long convalescence led him to spend most of that year away from his family, left behind in Harriet’s care for some six months. Michael struck up a close friendship with her daughter Phyllis, who was just a year his senior, and considered to be similarly precocious and maverick. The relationship between the cousins would deepen as they grew older. Finally he returned to Suffolk for what must have been a peculiarly solitary time, once Peter had been despatched to boarding school.

And then the war came.


THREE

The Great War

“It’s a long way to Tipperary, it’s a long way to go . . .”

“Pack up your troubles in your old kit-bag and smile, smile, smile . . .”

“Turn the dark cloud inside out ’til the boys come home . . .”

He was standing under a tree in the garden – decades later he could pinpoint the place with accuracy – when he first heard that the country was at war. It wasn’t the Tippetts’ style to keep the developments of the adult world from their children, and it can’t have been long after 4 August 1914, when Asquith declared war on the German Empire in response to its demands for military passage through Belgium, that Michael first heard the news. He watched the men of Wetherden depart for the front. “I remember the sense of their light-hearted confidence, singing those songs [. . .]. I was so young still that I could reduce the significance of the war to those songs.” They remained “written in my mind, etched in acid. And they’re always there.”1

In a nine-year-old’s world, the war may have taken up fewer thoughts than did an imminent departure for a preparatory boarding school 230 miles away. “I was very slow politically to know what was going on and simply took things for granted.”2 But certain facts, which he never spoke of in his lifetime, make clear that the conflict had a greater impact on him than he would ever afterwards admit.

Family life was fraying, as the boys were only too aware. Their domestic
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Michael Tippett, aged twelve
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