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Introduction

The Château de l’Horizon

I have been a biographer for over thirty years, but this book is less a biography of a person, more the story of a house and those who peopled it between the years 1930 and 1960.

It was beautifully proportioned, an exquisite white art deco villa on the French Riviera which acted as a collecting point for a group of people who were often world-famous celebrities, many of whom were able to enjoy a lifestyle of almost unrelenting pleasure.

First, it was the stylish brainchild of the American actress, society hostess, possibly royal mistress and certainly hugely successful investor Maxine Elliott. In 1930 she bought a piece of seaside real estate between Cannes and Juan-les-Pins, consisting of a narrow stretch of rocks with a small promontory. It was less expensive than many pieces of building land in this idyllic location, because there was no sandy beach. Indeed at first there seemed no obvious site for a house of any significant size since it was hemmed in by the parallel features of the main road between Cannes and Antibes and the main railway line between Marseilles and Nice.

By 1932 a stunning dwelling had been constructed on the unpromising site by dynamiting the rocks to provide a flat foundation platform for a villa, as well as a deep depression to house a swimming pool.

The villa was the Château de l’Horizon. Designed by a young American, Barry Dierks, who was to become one of the most famous architects of the art deco period on the Riviera, it would provide a secluded backdrop during the next three decades for an indulgent, glamorous, even decadent lifestyle which is arguably unsurpassed, and where one guest thought nothing of filling a bath with dozens of bottles of iced champagne to refresh her aching feet after an evening’s dancing in Cannes.

Since the last decades of the nineteenth century, Cannes had been famous as a winter resort for British and Russian royalty and aristocracy, but it was considered far too hot in the summer months for civilised living. The area was only discovered as a summer holiday location in 1926, by New Yorkers Gerald and Sara Murphy – the inspiration for Dick and Nicole Diver in Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender is the Night. The Murphys attracted to their ménage an eclectic group of artists, writers and performers, the most famous of whom were Pablo Picasso, Paul Robeson, Cole Porter, Dorothy Parker, Jean Cocteau and Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald. Those on the periphery of the Murphy set included Maxine Elliott, introduced by her friend Elsa Maxwell, and they were able to monopolise beaches empty of tourists before the secret leaked out and the Côte d’Azur became an all-year-round haven for the richest people on the planet, a place away from ‘home’ where hardly any whim or eccentricity was too outrageous to be acceptable. Maxine Elliott quickly spotted the trend – she was good at that – and she moved in ahead of the advancing tide of the Riviera’s burgeoning popularity.

That popularity has never faded. While I was writing this Introduction, I happened to see a headline in a daily newspaper: ‘Average price of a five-bedroom house in the Côte d’Azur reaches £18 million …’1 Today the newly super-rich – mainly Russian oligarchs, oil-rich Arabs and Chinese super-entrepreneurs – are busy making the Riviera their own, a place where money is everything, and in order to be accepted into the inner circle it seems imperative to own the largest yacht in marinas already crammed with what look like mini cruise-liners each with their own pools, helicopters and submarines.

In the Thirties the richest residents were mainly British, and in order to belong to the charmed circle social position, style and elegance were considered to be of equal importance to money. In the post-war years a new set took over – Americans and Europeans mostly, and then it was fame and glamour that counted. This book covers that earlier, more glamorous time on the Riviera when entry into the charmed circle required either money beyond the dreams of the average human, breeding, or talent and the ability to entertain one’s fellow guests. And quite often then, as now, outstanding physical beauty, especially when exquisitely dressed, trumped everything else.

Initially, I was inclined to write off these gatherings as nothing more than a coming-together of frivolous rich people to eat lotus and drink champagne, and some of it was just that. However, I came to realise that in some ways this lifestyle had its own place in history too. For it was here that the badly bruised Churchill came to recover from his battering during his wilderness years in British politics; he found a different audience prepared to listen to him and admire him as he formulated his policies. He loved luxury and wallowed unashamedly whenever it was on offer, but in the Thirties such spoiling was beyond his own pocket. He had known Maxine Elliott since he was a stripling, for she had been a friend of his beloved mother. He amply repaid his hostess with wit and conversation, and his mere presence at the villa hiked Maxine’s house parties to an altitude where an invitation to dine while Churchill was in residence at the Château de l’Horizon was virtually a royal command, and this included royalty, former royalty and heads of state. It also brought intellectuals willingly to the table. Maxine never capitalised on this: she sensed Winston was restoring himself, and took great care only to invite people whom Winston liked and would entertain him, or were useful to him. Equally, the Côte d’Azur provided a sanctuary for the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, who were also emotionally battered by the world. They too found a balm of sorts among this shimmering crowd.

I felt I could not write the story of the château and its glittering inhabitants without first telling Maxine Elliott’s own story, for how else could one explain the extraordinary mix of world-famous people that this elderly matron in the last decade of her life managed to attract, so that an invitation from her to stay at the Château de l’Horizon was one of the most sought after on the French Riviera, and the Riviera Set drifted towards her house as filings to a magnet.


PART ONE


1

In the Beginning … Jessie Dermot

Jessica Dermot was born in Rockland, Maine on 5 February 1868,1 during an ice storm which froze the normally busy harbour into inactivity for six weeks. Her father, Tom Dermot, was a New England sea captain of Irish descent; her mother, Adelaide, came from older pioneering stock – early Protestant immigrants from Bohemia. The family was God-fearing, respectable and hard-working.

Little Jessie – or ‘Dettie’, as the child pronounced it, which became a lifelong nickname – was reared and educated along with her siblings in a strict, no-frills ethos, in a white clapperboard cottage on State Street. Rockland, which had been settled a century earlier, and developed around its shipbuilding industry and lime quarries, was still a very small town, where everyone knew everyone else’s business. Who among the respectable New Englanders who dutifully trudged through the snow to attend little Jessie’s baptism could have possibly predicted that this baby, born into such an ordinary family, would one day be the toast of two continents, be described by an English king as the most beautiful woman in the world, integrate with scarcely a ripple into the normally impenetrable English upper classes to be regarded as a hostess of international renown, and become the intimate and trusted friend of world leaders?

She was not an outstandingly beautiful child, but she was striking and different, olive-skinned and black-haired like her maternal grandmother. But it was her eyes that people most remembered; they were unusual, the colour of alexandrite, whose chief feature is that it appears to change colour with the light – one minute dark brown, the next pale amber, and sometimes a deep mossy green. Her childhood contemporaries recalled her as someone who always knew what she wanted and went for it. She was neither noticeably popular nor unpopular at school, not a girly girl but a slightly chubby tomboy, always willing to involve herself in anything that was fun or exciting.

Her father’s career had moved on an upward curve. The rewards of hard work and thrift had enabled him to move his wife and five children (one child had died in infancy) from the little cottage to a substantial brick family house on Main Street. The house was mortgaged and registered in his wife’s name against the possibility of him suffering a fatal accident at sea, which would at least provide her with the equity. At the same time he had commissioned and built a new ship, the Will C. Case, a 141ft three-masted ocean-going barque in which he invested every cent he could claw together. On 10 January 1878 the new ship was fully rigged, loaded with cargo (mostly lime), and victualled to leave with the morning tide on a transatlantic crossing. A massive storm struck Maine in the early hours of the morning and Rockland took the brunt of it. Captain Dermot raced to the harbour and in an almost heroic feat managed to cut his ship loose from the old timber wharf which was breaking up. Somehow he steered her safely through the churning seas littered with damaged boats and storm debris, and drove her ashore on a sandy beach south of the town. His ship was repairable – just, but the cost was beyond him. There was no insurance, and to raise enough money Captain Dermot had to sell shares in his ship, leaving him with only a minority holding.

After that life changed for the family. From being a successful ship owner-master with a future, Captain Dermot was now merely an employee of his shareholders. There was no shame in it, of course; neighbours and townsfolk understood and sympathised. But the family’s standing in the community had altered and they felt the difference keenly. Life was that little bit harder for them all and, worst of all, Adelaide Dermot developed severe migraines and periods of chronic depression. She began to spend weeks and then months locked away in her bedroom. Her husband was away at sea for months at a time, in a triangular trading pattern of New York to South America, thence to Spanish ports, on to Liverpool and back to Rockland, loaded on all sailing legs with any profitable cargo. Relatives in Rockland helped out, but inevitably a good deal of the running of the house and care of the younger children fell upon Dettie’s shoulders.

She was up to it because there was much of her father’s strength and energy in her. Tom Dermot had been born in County Galway in 1837, but at about ten years old was found living rough among a gang of boys in the docks of Liverpool, surviving on nothing but his wits. He was a child victim of the Great Famine, his parents probably part of the diaspora, but whether he had run away from them or been orphaned no one knew. He was informally adopted by a kindly American skipper whose own son had died, taken to the United States and there given a home and an education, but there was always a rough heartiness and a vigorous strength about Tom, coupled with a severity which became increasingly intimidating to his emotionally sensitive wife.

By the time she was fourteen Dettie was showing elements of the beauty for which she was to become famous, and thereby attracting far too much attention from the opposite sex for her parents’ comfort, especially from one Arthur Hall, the son of a rich local family. Ten years older than Dettie, he rode fast thoroughbred horses and drove the latest-model carriages. So the worried Dermots were pleased when Dettie developed a solid friendship with a girl from school and often stayed overnight at her home. One day Captain Dermot bumped into this girl’s father and thanked him for all the hospitality afforded to Dettie, only to be told they hadn’t set eyes on her in months. The game was up. Once they began asking around, her stunned parents found a body of evidence about the relationship between Dettie and Arthur Hall that was enough to ruin Dettie’s reputation.

There was always a strong suspicion that Dettie was pregnant by Arthur Hall when, shortly after the liaison became known about, she sailed with her father for South America. She was away for about five months and it was given out in Rockland that Dettie was unwell and was accompanying her father for her health. But the glowing, confident – even defiant – girl who returned, looking far more mature than her fifteen years, wearing gold earrings and carrying a parrot on her shoulder, showed no signs of illness, and she was certainly not pregnant. She never forgave those who were responsible for separating her from Arthur Hall: even in her last years she still made bitter remarks about the matter, and once, when she had become a famous actress, she rudely snubbed some Rockford matrons who had travelled to New York to see her perform and then called on her. They had been part of the clique she considered responsible for the ending of her teenage romance.

Having seen New York and Rio, several Spanish ports (where members of the crew reported that her dark beauty had almost stopped the traffic), and Liverpool, Dettie felt she had outgrown her home town and was outspoken in her opinions. No doubt the good folk of Rockland shook their heads, drew their own conclusions and went about their own business. But Captain Dermot quickly realised that Dettie could not return to school in Rockland; somehow he raised the money to send her away to a reputable Boston boarding school for her final year of education.

By now Adelaide Dermot’s mental condition had become so serious that her husband was forced to retire from the sea in order to care for her and his younger children. He traded his shares in the ship for shares in a jeweller’s business belonging to a relative and reluctantly went to work in the shop.

Dettie spent part of her long school vacation that summer of 1883 in New York with the family of a school friend (undoubtedly adequately vetted by Captain Dermot this time) who ran a respectable boarding house for professional men. Dettie quickly fell under the spell of New York in the mid-eighties. It was modern, cosmopolitan and exciting – some buildings even had electric lighting. She also fell under the spell of one of the residents of the boarding house, George McDermott, a thirty-year-old lawyer and First Marshal of the city, who dressed well, had a commanding presence and was a lavish spender. In 1884, as soon as she turned sixteen, the couple applied to Captain Dermot for permission to marry. This was readily given; Dettie would be safe with this ambitious young man (he was already earning $2500 a year) who would be able to care for her and give her the sort of life and lifestyle that she had glimpsed during her relationship with Arthur Hall, and to which she now aspired.

A happy family wedding followed and Dettie was provided with forty dresses for her trousseau by female relatives, friends and neighbours before she left in triumph for a new life in New York. There was one subsequent visit by the newlyweds to Rockland and after that little, other than an occasional letter, was heard of Dettie for three years. By then she had left George, who had resigned his job with the City of New York to go into private practice and at which he proved singularly unsuccessful. He began to drink heavily, and when drunk became physically violent. Dettie came from a seafaring community and would have been no stranger to a man in drink; her own father liked a drink. But she would not tolerate a wife-beater, and soon found herself a protector in the shape of John Montgomery Ward, a Major League baseball star.* The last Dettie saw of George was his drunken body lying in the gutter, where Ward had knocked him after George, affecting the part of an outraged husband, had tackled him.

When Dettie turned up in Rockland soon afterwards with Ward at her side the townspeople were shocked. She had fled to her parents’ home to explain her position and tell them she was suing for a divorce, without thinking how it would look. To her dismay she found her family in a worse situation than her own. Her mother’s condition was now so severe that for her own safety, and that of her younger children, Tom, Grace (who died in infancy), Lew, May Gertrude (always called Gertrude) and Sam, Adelaide had been committed to the State Asylum in Augusta, where she died soon afterwards.

With the death of his wife, Tom Dermot’s life in Rockland came to an end. He was desperate to get back to sea, but sail was giving way to steam in the east coast ports and commands requiring his skills were becoming scarce. He sold his share in the jeweller’s business, persuaded the owners of his former ship to sell her to a buyer in San Francisco and left his younger children with relatives until he could send for them. He then sailed the Will C. Case around Cape Horn and delivered her to California, where he intended to begin a new life. In California he met forty-two-year-old schoolteacher Isabella ‘Belle’ Paine, a Rockland girl who had been a childhood sweetheart. Isabella was also recently widowed and within a year the pair were married.

Tom bought a small house in Oakland overlooking San Francisco Bay and his children came out to live with them. He was offered command of the sailing ship Portland, trading between California and Alaska. In his absences the childless Isabella became a loving stepmother to Tom’s family, and this now included Dettie. Dettie had been badly affected by the failure of her marriage – heartbroken, it was said – despite her baseball-player follower. She was still only nineteen, and her teenage years had been peppered with incident and tragedy – her father’s financial losses and (equally important) his loss of face in that tight community, her mother’s mental illness and eventual death, her own extraordinary burgeoning beauty, the ill-fated affair with Arthur Hall, and now her failed marriage to George whom, for all his faults, she claimed to have loved deeply. John Ward faded from the picture and shortly afterwards married the Broadway actress Helen Dauvray. All this had taken a toll on Dettie and for a short time she was content to rest and let her stepmother care for her while she considered her options.

In 1890, the choices which offered any degree of independence to a respectable young woman, even a reasonably well-educated one, were limited. She could aspire to become a teacher, governess or seamstress. She could learn to operate a typewriter and perhaps obtain work in an office, though all of these options were low paid and Dettie wondered how much independence she would have working for someone else and living at home. The alternative would be to remarry, but this was a long way down her list of ambitions; she had been burnt by her experience with George. She had lost her puppy fat, had grown tall and stately, with a luscious dark beauty so striking that she really stood out in any crowd, and drew admiring looks wherever she went. Only a decade earlier her walk would have made her crinolines sway, but fashion now decreed more natural skirts, and with her full bust, wide hips and tiny waist (helped by tight lacing), Dettie was what men of her era termed a fine woman. One acquaintance described how her small head was crowned with great braids of coal-black hair while her eyes ‘were a sort of violet, and I have never seen such big ones, or with such a soft and tender look’.2

In an era when actresses were more famous for their appearance than their acting ability, Dettie lost count of the number of times people told her she ought to go on the stage. She had never acted, but she had certainly entertained her relatives at family parties with recitations and droll performances. The drawback was that she knew her family, and especially her father and her aunts, would be appalled since actresses at that time did not enjoy a reputation for morality. However, ignoring the negative aspects, and despite her father’s words – ‘You’re a damned fool!’ – ringing in her ears, twenty-one-year-old Dettie headed back to New York, where she still had a few friends and knew her way around, now determined to get herself a job on the stage.

Calling herself Jessica Dermot she enrolled in a drama school at a theatre in Madison Square, and found herself an inexpensive room in a boarding house. Luckily her looks, her pure speaking voice with hardly any accent (her father had always insisted his children speak properly, without any ‘Yankee slang’) and her pretended sophistication caught the eye of the elderly acting coach who ran the school. There was no physical intimacy between them but Dettie was seen everywhere on his arm – he enjoyed showing her off in top restaurants and taught her much from his own fifty years in the theatre: how to project her voice, how to memorise scripts, how to move on the stage so as to command attention. As for losing her self-consciousness in front of an audience, he told all his pupils that the only way was to keep doing it until it became second nature. Dettie learned fast from her elderly mentor and placed her hopes in his plans for his star pupil, but that September he had a heart attack and died suddenly. Not, however, before he had advised her to change her name to something more striking – more in keeping with her spectacular looks.

They took time over this, experimenting with names that sounded grand and had a ring to them. Eventually Dettie said the grandest name she knew was Maximilius – the name of the father of a rich school friend. They toyed with Maxime, but then hit on the idea of a subtle alteration and Dettie became Maxine; this pleased her because if the ‘x’ was omitted it spelled Maine, which she felt was lucky. She always claimed she had invented this forename, and so was the first to bear it. For a surname she chose her grandmother’s maiden name, Elliott.

Albert Marshman Palmer was one of the leading impresarios of the day; he owned several theatres, staged numerous productions and had enjoyed a string of successes. Hearing that Palmer was about to cast bit-part roles in a new production of The Middleman, which had enjoyed success in England, Dettie did not wait for auditions but applied directly as Miss Maxine Elliott for a private interview, citing the name of her late mentor. She had no acting experience to offer, and knew that if she was to get a job she would have to promote herself as she was. So she dressed carefully and rehearsed her interview. Her plan worked and Palmer later admitted he chose her because she was stunning, had stage presence and could pass – at a pinch – as an English lady. He offered her a small role and Dettie was on the bottom rung of the ladder, with a salary of twenty-five dollars a week.

Over the next five years Maxine – as she was now known to everyone other than her family and childhood friends – worked hard and gradually landed bigger and better parts. It was grinding work, travelling huge distances across the United States by train as part of a touring theatre company. There was never enough time to rest properly between the small towns where they would put on a week’s performance and move on, always staying in third-rate boarding houses. Fortunately, Maxine had boundless energy and youth on her side, and eventually she climbed a few more rungs of the ladder and took lead roles in minor productions.

In those days before television and movies, the theatre was the only available public entertainment. Popular actors had the status of A-list celebrities and those at the top, such as Henry Irving and Sarah Bernhardt, were as iconic to late Victorians as Elvis Presley or Marilyn Monroe would be in the following century. Maxine was yet to reach the top of this greasy pole, with the celebrity status that meant she had arrived, but she was on her way.


2

Miss Maxine Elliott

In 1893 Maxine landed the female lead in a spectacular new play, The Prodigal Daughter, which included as its final scene the finish of the Grand National. With ten real racehorses and jockeys racing round a huge revolving stage, this production opened to huge success in New York and Maxine’s salary was raised. One of the first things she did was to send for her younger sister to live with her in larger rooms in a better boarding house. She believed that after seventeen-year-old Gertrude had been given some singing lessons she might get work as an extra in productions of which Maxine was the star. Maxine’s name began to appear in gossip columns, and job offers trickled in. One was for a touring production and she made her acceptance conditional: her younger sister must have a part. So Gertrude played the ingénue in a number of productions that followed; in Oscar Wilde’s A Woman of No Importance, for example, Gertrude played Lady Stutfield, a naive character desperate for male attention.

The two sisters did not work together for long, because Maxine soon received an offer from Augustin Daly, whose company was famous for its lavish musicals, Shakespearean productions which attracted the top names in the classical acting profession, and also dashing dramas.* Although she would not be able to bring Gertrude in with her, Maxine could not turn Daly’s offer down and soon she was playing Silvia in Two Gentlemen of Verona, Hermia in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and the lead in The Heart of Ruby – a romantic comedy-drama set in Japan, featuring an oriental heroine with a wisp of gauze as a yashmak. She worked indefatigably in those years and earned the respect of her acting colleagues. She was especially pleased that her acting ability in the Shakespeare productions was reviewed favourably because previously it had been her beauty that had been regarded as her chief asset. On the back of these reviews Daly took his company to London in 1895, where Maxine was quoted in the English press, saying that this was her second trip to England – she did not feel it necessary to explain that on her previous visit she had been a schoolgirl in disgrace.

That summer at Daly’s Theatre, Leicester Square, playing Hermia and Silvia, she took London by storm. Interviewed extensively, Maxine graced the covers of three women’s magazines, and she was showered with invitations by hostesses happy to welcome a beautiful and talented Shakespearean actress at their parties. Her manners were faultless and her pleasant deep voice was apparently almost without an accent. The Daly Company’s leading lady, Ada Rehan, was slated by critics such as George Bernard Shaw and Max Beerbohm, but Maxine was described as having ‘rare beauty … a handsome Hermia, playing the part with care and good judgment’. Another stated, ‘Miss Maxine Elliott, who is remarkably handsome, was graceful, courteous and unaffected as Silvia.’1 Fortunately, the company regarded this as good for their reputation and Ada Rehan took no umbrage. Meanwhile, Maxine enjoyed what was to be her first London season of many. She was too late that year for the Derby and Chelsea, but there were many other attractions for her to attend between performances, and these included racing at Royal Ascot and Goodwood, boating at Henley, cricket at Lord’s, polo at Windsor Great Park, joining the crowds for Trooping the Colour, and daily carriage rides in Rotten Row. She listened and learned as she met many famous people, and some would become lifelong friends, including Lord Randolph Churchill and his American wife Jennie. Elsie de Wolfe, whom Maxine had met briefly in New York, was in London too. Elsie had begun her own outstanding career as an actress and enjoyed some success, but her chief ability was to wear clothes really well and strut about. Within ten years Elsie would quit the stage to become the leading interior decorator of her day, a profession which she claimed to have invented – there were plenty of architects, she said, but no decorators.

Although not short on invitations in New York, Maxine was far removed in status from the American aristocratic families such as the Astors and Vanderbilts. But she found to her surprise that in England her profession, added to her looks, far from being a hindrance, was instead a passport to the exclusive gatherings of the upper classes. Indeed, there was great excitement that summer when, in the Birthday Honours, Queen Victoria bestowed a knighthood on Henry Irving. It was the first time anyone in the theatre had been so honoured and did much to make the acting profession socially acceptable. At a party at the Lyceum to honour Sir Henry, Maxine met the great man, as well as theatrical luminaries Ellen Terry, Max Beerbohm and a leading actor who would figure largely in her future, Johnston Forbes-Robertson, known as Forbie, with whom Elsie de Wolfe was discussing a new play.

When she returned to New York that autumn, to open there and later to tour for six weeks as Olivia in Twelfth Night, Maxine’s friends noted that her accent was now more English than American. Despite her success in her chosen career, her time in England had changed her horizons. The old days of cheap boarding houses, trying to grab a space in a crowded dressing room to apply make-up, and sitting up all night on trains were already long behind her: she was a leading lady, and she had been content with this achievement until she glimpsed in England a milieu that greatly appealed to her. How to make herself part of that way of life taxed her mind considerably in the year that followed, and while it was a dream presently out of her grasp, it remained a lodestar to her and coloured her plans.

A year later Maxine and the leading man, Frank Worthing, left the Daly Company when they were bypassed for leading roles. They decided to strike out together, and take their talent to the west coast. Maxine had an additional agenda. Gertrude, towards whom Maxine felt fiercely maternal, was back living with the Dermots in Oakland and had written to say she longed to return to Maxine and the stage. Furthermore, it was easier to get a divorce in California than New York and Maxine hoped that a suit filed on the west coast by a Mrs Jessica McDermott would go unnoticed in New York and not create adverse publicity. Initially, Maxine’s plan worked well. She starred in several productions in San Francisco that summer of 1896, and at a party she met Nat Goodwin, one of the most famous comedians of the day.

Nat was thirty-nine years old and a fellow New Englander (born in Boston). Like Maxine he was at the tail-end of divorce proceedings and was open to change. Although he was only 5′ 7″, had thin red hair, pallid skin and pale eyes, he countered these physical deficiencies by a super-confident air and his unique style of dressing. He wore beautifully tailored clothes, pale kid gloves, a top hat and hand-made shoes, and carried a gold-topped cane. Nor was he afraid of jewellery; signet rings and flashing diamond studs in his shirt front completed his fashionable ensembles. When Nat Goodwin was in the room he was always the centre of attention. A comic genius, he had a huge number of adoring fans in the USA who slavishly followed his rackety personal life in gossip columns and magazines without his misdemeanours affecting his career; rather, his transgressions seemed to make him all the more interesting and lovable. He made things happen wherever he went, a clown, certainly, but one with style and presence. On stage he could bring an audience to tears of laughter by an elegant wrist movement, a slight turn of the head or eyebrows raised at precisely the right moment. His public never realised that Nat’s delivery – his ‘just being himself’ and throwing in off-the-cuff lines – was the result of many hours a day, rehearsing, studying lines, changing scripts to capitalise on audience reaction during the previous performance, an insistence that all the other actors must, like himself, know their parts and stage placements inside out, and be capable of split-second timing.

In his autobiography Nat recorded his first impressions of Maxine, who was twenty-eight at the time they met. He noted that, although stunning, she was not dressed by a couturier, and she was ‘with’ Frank Worthing, who was evidently in love with her, but she was not in love with Frank. She was, Nat wrote,



one of the most beautiful women whom I had ever seen, her raven black hair and eyes in delightful contrast to the red hues that formed an aureole, as it were, above her head. There she sat, totally unconscious of the appetites she was destroying, absorbing the delicate little compliments paid her by that prince of good fellows, John Drew. How I chafed at the etiquette which prohibited my being at her side!2





Next morning he called on Maxine and Gertrude in their rooms, and offered Maxine a contract to star in his new production in Australia, adding that he was sailing the following day and required an answer on the spot. Maxine was already under contract to a rival producer at seventy-five dollars a week and coolly explained she could not get out of it in under two weeks in order to allow her understudy to rehearse adequately. However, she said, if he would increase his offer to $150 a week, and find parts for Gertrude at half that, they would follow him out on the next sailing. Nat not only accepted her terms but offered them both three-year contracts and a guaranteed tour of the USA on their return from Australia. He was slightly annoyed that he would have to open in Melbourne with Blanche Walsh, his existing leading lady; however they decided that in the interlude before sailing Maxine would be able to make the most of the agreement in terms of publicity stories about the forthcoming tour and she could use the voyage via Honolulu to learn her lines. On being told this news Frank Worthing fainted.

Shortly after the sisters arrived in Melbourne Blanche Walsh saw how the land lay and flounced off back to America, leaving the field clear for Maxine to shine. At the same time the gossip columns became aware of Nat’s impending divorce. He claimed that his wife was frequently so drunk she could not fulfil her matrimonial obligations. Mrs Goodwin was not too drunk, however, to employ a top divorce lawyer, who soon discovered that Maxine’s divorce had quietly passed through the courts, and she threatened in a newspaper interview to counter-sue Nat, naming Maxine as co-respondent (along with several other beauties whom Nat had courted during the previous two years). At this, the discomfited Blanche Walsh came forward, saying she was also happy to give evidence for she recalled that Nat and Maxine’s adjoining hotel suites in Australia had connecting doors.

Nat’s autobiography, written two decades later, reveals the injured self-justification he suffered when this news broke in the press. Maxine had wept uncontrollably, believing her career to be over, and it was so unfair, he wrote, because they were totally innocent. It was Gertrude’s suggestion that they counter the adverse publicity by issuing an announcement that, since her arrival in Australia, Maxine’s divorce had been granted, and that subsequently she and Nat had become engaged to be married. In the event, the publicity surrounding their respective divorces, Nat’s philandering and their betrothal provided the couple with acres of media coverage and, rather than harming their reputations, increased their popularity. When they returned to the United States their productions played to packed houses and were advertised as standing room only for weeks in advance.

They married in February 1898, and among some diamonds and a percentage in the theatre company profits, Nat’s wedding gifts to Maxine included a handsomely decorated private railcar so that in future they could go on tour in absolute comfort. It was the equivalent of owning a private jet today.

Neither pretended it was a love match. They liked each other, and they rubbed along comfortably enough, and there were compensations. Nat was proud of Maxine’s talent and beauty, and she was quick to realise that Nat could give her a better life than she could provide for herself, and she was now able to bank all her earnings. True he drank rather too much – but unlike her first husband Nat was a happy drunk. Also, Maxine had a tendency to depression, and Nat could always cheer her up when she started to worry.

Within a few months of their marriage Nat and Maxine, along with Gertrude, were on their way to England to enjoy the delights of another English summer season. While Maxine was busy buying a new wardrobe Nat went out and bought them a house – in a day. Maxine had said they should have a country house within easy reach of London, but Nat said he bought it chiefly because he was amused by the seller’s name – Lord Penzance, which he thought sounded like a character from an Oscar Wilde play. To be fair, it was a country house, although it was only thirty years old and came complete with a large staff and market garden. Set in extensive grounds with an oak wood, meadows and winding stream as well as formal gardens, Jackwood was perched on the summit of Shooters Hill* and enjoyed extensive views over Eltham and beyond to Kent. A mock-Tudor mansion built in 1874, it was everything an American might expect from an English country house, from its large bedchambers with dressing rooms, servants’ quarters, library, drawing room, dining room, morning room, study, lofty great hall and magnificent grand staircase to its stabling and lodge at the bottom of the long wooded drive. At Jackwood Nat dressed in tweeds and startled the local gentry with his fast riding and driving high-perch carriages more suitable for cutting a dash in Park Avenue than English country lanes.

As the couple entertained lavishly, Maxine watched and learned from her guests; abandoning dramatic colours she began to dress in filmy pastel gowns. Initially it was mainly big theatrical names who accepted the enjoyable ‘Saturday to Monday’ invitations. These included Sir Henry Irving, Max Beerbohm, W.S. Gilbert, Nellie Melba and visiting Americans such as Ethel Barrymore and Elsie de Wolfe. Nat and Maxine also accepted invitations, and before they returned to America in the autumn of 1898 Maxine had seen enough to realise that if she were to be accepted into English society, Jackwood was not the right setting. It was too new.

In 1899 Nat and Maxine were among the top ten theatrical performers in the USA. As nationally recognised personalities they appeared in advertisements, their opinions were canvassed, their names on a billboard guaranteed packed houses and curtain calls of up to thirty were noted in reviews. Newspapers regularly carried stories about their progress and revealed the minutiae of their personal lives. Nat relished the notoriety; Maxine was less enchanted but recognised it was necessary. By now she was active in selecting the new productions and she also recruited cast members. Nat had branched out into occasional straight dramatic roles with notable success, and Maxine could play anything from Shakespeare to farce to emotional drama. It was probably an initiative of Maxine’s to take their company to London after their production of Nathan Hale* was a smash hit in New York. They added The Cowboy and the Lady and An American Citizen to their repertoire as a deliberate policy not to try to compete with English drawing-room plays.

Their reviews in London were mixed for the first two productions were simply too American for British tastes; however, they fared better with An American Citizen. But it was a busy, fulfilling season and they made some useful contacts. Maxine was thrilled when Gertrude was courted by William Montagu, the twenty-two-year-old 9th Duke of Manchester, and she promoted the relationship with alacrity. Although people who knew her well later in life would never know it, Maxine never forgot those hard years of cheap boarding houses and scrimping, making her own clothes, sleeping upright on trains while she travelled across America, and just how difficult life was without money. It is tempting to wonder whether, had she not been married to Nat, Maxine would have set her own cap at the young duke. However, she had not far to look in the duke’s family to know that if Gertrude married him her younger sister would never want for anything, so she pushed the relationship whenever possible. Duke William’s own mother was the Cuban-American beauty Consuelo Iznaga. His father, the 8th Duke, had married her in 1876 and, unwittingly, had begun an avalanche of marriages among land-rich, cash-poor members of the British aristocracy to American heiresses and beauties, including Jennie Churchill, who was unfailingly kind to Maxine.*

As they were about to leave for New York Gertrude was offered a good part, as a beautiful young princess, in a new production called The Royal Family. It was agreed that Gertrude could not afford to turn down the offer of a lead role and so – suitably chaperoned – she remained in England to further her career. It was a great shock to Maxine when, a few months later, a letter from Gertrude advised that she had married Johnston Forbes-Robertson, who had stepped into the shoes of Sir Henry Irving to play the lead in the latest production of Hamlet, to rave reviews. He was twenty years older than Gertrude.

Having set her heart on Gertrude becoming a duchess, Maxine was truly hurt because the marriage to ‘Forbie’ had happened behind her back, but she was also furious at what she saw as Gertrude’s betrayal. She took her anger out on Nat and on other members of the cast, acting like a diva, and the marriage began to suffer as a result. Nat wrote that a cruel and hard look appeared in the eyes that had previously been warm and dreaming. He reacted by seeing other women and drinking heavily, which by some miracle was not picked up by newspapers. Maxine decided to ignore his behaviour, at least in public, even though on one occasion Nat was so drunk he could not perform and the audience had to be refunded $1400. It was a significant sum and a story was concocted that he had mistakenly taken an overdose of the medication he used for first-night nerves.

More and more Maxine found that the people Nat invited home for drinks were those she would rather not meet – horse-racing acquaintances and gambling men. For the sake of publicity she pretended deep concern for her ‘sick’ husband, but in fact she was growing further away from Nat and had already started to imagine a life in England without him. She now regarded him as holding her back and when they quarrelled she told him that his friends were vulgar.

Despite the difficulties in their personal life, the couple’s professional life was phenomenally successful. They toured in The Merchant of Venice with Nat playing Shylock and Maxine as Portia. It was not well reviewed in New York but played to good, profitable houses across the country as they travelled back and forth in their luxurious private railcar. They did not take the production to England, but spent the summer at Jackwood. Other triumphant tours followed throughout 1900 and 1901 and Maxine invariably banked her share of the takings. A good manager of her money (unlike Nat, who spent open-handedly), Maxine was quietly building a substantial fortune.

They were in England in October 1901 for the birth of Gertrude’s baby, with Maxine still behaving more like a bossy mother than an elder sister. While Forbie was performing in Scotland, Maxine ignored the well-laid plans that he had made at his London family home for the birth of his child. Instead, she whisked Gertrude to Jackwood and it was there that the first of Maxine’s much-beloved nieces, Maxine Frances Mary – but always called Blossom – was born.

Early that summer a well-placed friend* to whom Maxine had confided about Nat’s transgressions introduced Maxine to a man of the ‘right sort’ with the aim of cheering her up, and making her life more bearable. The person selected to bridge the chasm between Maxine’s life as a popular American actress and her emerging social aspirations in England was George Keppel.

The Honourable George Keppel, youngest son of the 7th Earl of Albemarle, was a personal friend of the new king, Edward VII. He lived at the heart of the royal set and was not only physically handsome, but a man of impeccable charm and good manners; indeed, his only problem in life was a scarcity of money. It was in June 1901 that Maxine received a note from him asking if he might call on her. She knew perfectly well who he was – few people who cared about such things did not. His wife Alice, who was the same age as Maxine, was not only the foremost hostess in England but the favourite mistress of the King. ‘I do not mind what she does,’ George Keppel famously remarked, ‘as long as she comes back to me in the end.’ It is safe to say that the Keppel marriage was an open one, and each behaved with discretion.

Maxine was well aware how such matters were conducted back home, where, if a married man belonging to the Four Hundred* called on a beautiful actress without a chaperone, there was only one outcome. Furthermore, an actress who became the mistress of such a man expected to be treated liberally, but this did not include being received in the same social circles as his wife. Yet Maxine recognised that if she handled the matter carefully, here was a man who could give her an entrée into the brilliant English society she had glimpsed during her first visit with the Daly Company six years earlier, and which had since eluded her. She needed to convince him that she was more than just a pretty actress.

She received him alone and George was bowled over by Maxine’s beauty, decorous charm and witty conversation. His reaction was that this woman would be a considerable asset to his wife’s house parties, at which one of the prime responsibilities was to amuse the King. The next time they met, Maxine went on his arm to meet Mrs Keppel, who agreed with her husband that Miss Elliott was a find. Maxine was invited to call on Mrs Keppel at her next At Home.

It was at the Keppels’ home in Portman Square that Maxine began to meet some of the personalities who peopled her later life: Lady Colebrooke; Mrs Ronnie Greville; Lord and Lady Alington; the fabulously rich, widowed 5th Earl of Rosebery; and Muriel Wilson, who had a loose understanding with young Winston Churchill, penniless but recently elected as Member of Parliament for Oldham and at the very beginning of his political career. Earlier that year Winston’s first love, Pamela Plowden, had broken off their engagement and married Lord Lytton. Since then Winston had courted other eligible young women; Muriel Wilson was one of two to whom he proposed a lasting relationship, the other was the actress Ethel Barrymore, an acquaintance of Maxine’s in New York. Both women turned Winston down, Muriel because she thought Winston would never amount to anything.

Invitations began to flood in for the vivacious and beautiful Miss Elliott, now viewed as an asset at any party, but she reached the summit of her present ambitions when she called on Mrs Keppel before sailing for New York. Mrs Keppel appeared, explained that the King was paying an unexpected visit, and on hearing of Maxine’s arrival had expressed a wish to meet her. This was a woman whom he had heard was as beautiful as Helen of Troy; small wonder, then, that this serial womaniser wanted to meet her – and as she was an actress that it was perhaps better done in private. Mrs Keppel did not need to blush for Maxine: she already knew that; and, down to her perfect curtsey, Maxine played the part of a duchess again. The King was captivated, and when bidding her goodbye said he would make sure not to miss her next London show.

In the USA again, Maxine secretly initiated plans to separate her life from that of Nat. She arranged with a leading playwright* to have a play written for her, with no part in it for her husband. News had leaked out (she blamed Nat) of Maxine’s meeting with the King and she was badgered by reporters. Knowing only too well that her campaign for acceptance by the British upper classes required absolute discretion, Maxine resolutely played down the incident, merely confirming that she had met the King at the home of a friend, whom she refused to name. But Nat would not let a good opportunity go and the result was a flush of stories that Maxine had been to the palace for lunch in the presence of Queen Alexandra, and would be attending the forthcoming coronation. Despite Maxine’s annoyance about this, she continued to appear with her husband in stock productions. They were always well received by theatre audiences, who adored seeing this romantic golden pair on stage together, but perhaps their very best acting was reserved for convincing their fans that they were still the couple who had everything, including a happy marriage.

The summer of 1903 was a difficult time for the Goodwins. Back in England, Maxine was invited everywhere and as a consequence was never available to host parties for Nat’s theatre friends. He accompanied her to a house party on only one occasion and immediately realised that he was out of his depth: in his autobiography he stated that he felt he had more in common with the butler, and while walking past an open window had overheard a guest ask Maxine how she came to marry such a vulgar little man. Such rudeness to Maxine seems unlikely, and the truth of the episode doubtful, but Nat railed against the high living and low morals he claims to have witnessed. He did not name names, but gave sufficient hints to identify some of those present.

One was patently Archibald Primrose, the 5th Earl of Rosebery. Later that summer, somewhat astonishingly, Rosebery suggested to Maxine that she divorce Nat and marry him, evidence of which was found among Maxine’s papers.3 More than twenty years earlier Rosebery had fallen in love with and married the highly intelligent, though plain, Hannah Rothschild, the wealthiest heiress in Britain. At Oxford, the young and handsome student, already land-rich in his own right, openly declared three ambitions: to marry an heiress, to win the Derby and to become Prime Minister.* He was introduced to Hannah by Benjamin Disraeli (by now Earl of Beaconsfield) and his wife, and while Rosebery’s subsequent pursuit of Hannah was regarded as a solecism by a largely anti-Semitic society (indeed, both families heartily disapproved), it was a genuine love match and the couple’s wish to marry overcame all obstacles. Disraeli himself gave Hannah away at their wedding in 1878 and the London home of the newlyweds was the palatial Lansdowne House on the corner of Curzon Street near Berkeley Square, while incomparable Mentmore in Buckinghamshire was their country residence. There were four children from the marriage, and Hannah, an indefatigable hostess, proved to be a tremendous asset to Rosebery. When she died at the early age of thirty-nine, he was truly heartbroken and retired from society and politics for almost a decade. By the time he met Maxine he had been a widower for more than nine years and it was said that he had never looked at another woman in that time. It is fair to say he was astonished when Maxine turned him down, and one has to wonder why she did so when she had been so anxious for her sister to marry the Duke of Manchester. She hankered after Rosebery’s lifestyle and position in society, but it seems she had decided that she wished to keep her independence and make her entry into society on her own terms.

Soon after the Goodwins returned to America in 1903 they agreed to an amicable separation, each settling by contract to share a percentage from the other’s future works. To the press they stated that the split was a professional one only, and indeed Nat remained part of Maxine’s life for some years, although he was generally kept busy with his own productions.

The play Maxine had commissioned from Dillingham was aptly named In Her Own Way. She lived in the New York house she had shared with Nat at 326 West End Avenue while she started rehearsals and coped with costume fittings and photography sessions for publicity shots. Having slimmed down to her lowest weight, and with a new wardrobe from Paris, Maxine was, at the age of thirty-five, at the very height of her luscious beauty. When she appeared in drawing-room scenes there was little play-acting needed – she knew how a great society lady really behaved and she played the part subtly, with authority, with dignity, but also with a true glamour. She made every woman want to imitate her hairstyle, her dress, even the way she used her eyes. Theatre critics were stunned and she carried the show almost alone; it was the greatest hit of her career. Previously she had been the other half of the Nat Goodwin duo, but from this point Maxine Elliott was a solo star. Her dressing room was filled nightly with roses from admirers, babies were named after her, she was mobbed after every performance by autograph hunters and press photographers, hundreds of letters and packages from well-wishers arrived at her home daily, and she could have lived comfortably just off the income from products she endorsed in the papers. She was, in a word, bankable to those who invest in theatre productions.

Dillingham claimed to have earned a hundred thousand dollars in his percentage of returns from In Her Own Way, so Maxine’s take was probably three times that amount in the two-year run, which included a hugely successful national tour. No one in the theatre worked harder than Maxine, and there was hardly a city in which she did not perform. The price she paid was a loss of enjoyment in her work. In later life she would inform her niece’s husband that after she had said ‘I love you’ at precisely 10.28 every evening – plus matinees, she found nothing very interesting in the theatre.4 Her ambition now was to acquire and accumulate money. She began investing her savings, and it has long been accepted that her legendary knowledge of the stock market stemmed from a friendship, which was rather more than platonic, with the financier John Pierpont ‘J.P.’ Morgan. Be that as it may, from this point in her life Maxine seldom made an investment that did not pay off.*

In summer 1905 she decided to take In Her Own Way to London, where the King fulfilled his promise and not only attended a performance, but ostentatiously stood to lead the applause. Following this triumph Maxine was lionised: her surviving appointments diary reveals what her life was like. Among the invitations (and return invitations) for tea, dinner, Saturday-to-Monday house parties,† boxes at the races, Henley, drives in Rotten Row with existing acquaintances such as Mrs Keppel, Mrs Ronnie Greville, Mrs George Cornwallis-West (formerly Jennie Churchill) and Lady Alington, one also finds the names of other leading members of society such as Lord Sandwich, Lady Caernarvon of Highclere Castle,* Lady Gordon-Lennox, Lady Jersey, Lady Daisy Warwick, Baroness D’Erlanger, the Paget sisters, Lady Molesworth, Prince Francis of Teck (brother to Princess Mary – who would become Queen Mary), the Marquess of Granby (later Duke of Rutland), Sir Ernest Cassell and Alfred de Rothschild. She went cruising with J.P. Morgan on his yacht in the Mediterranean, during which trip she was introduced to the Kaiser. Winston Churchill often took her to tea at the House of Commons and they sometimes played golf together, making up a foursome with Winston’s brother John and his wife Gwendoline. Considering that this strata of society was notably a ‘closed shop’, it is extraordinary that Maxine was able to infiltrate it in the way she did.

But it was not only society that drew Maxine to England; Gertrude and Forbie now had a second daughter and this little family had pride of place in Maxine’s heart. They were her family, and though they had busy and very successful careers of their own as Shakespearean actors, Maxine tried to see them whenever possible. She was such a powerful force that only Forbie’s strength of character prevented Maxine from taking them over, and it became a family joke with Maxine’s nieces that of Captain Thomas Dermot’s six children, Maxine was the best son he had.

In 1906 Maxine was the first actor of note to appear in San Francisco following the big earthquake of April that year. She perhaps accepted because of her remaining family links there, but apart from the occasional visit when she appeared on stage in the city, she more or less lost touch with her father and stepmother after this date and they became part of a life which held little relevance to her. Two of her brothers were dead* and the youngest, Sam, was a drunk whom Maxine tried to help but eventually gave up on. She never could stand drunks.

By this time she had played many roles but was at her best playing upper-class Englishwomen, parts she frequently reprised because they were what her fans wanted. But Maxine was becoming bored with it all and a failed production of Under the Greenwood Tree in both New York and London seemed to provide the impetus she needed to move on. She wrote to a contemporary, the distinguished British actress Constance Collier, that while she admired people who had a conscience about their art, the only thing that appealed to her was ‘great big receipts’ – large enough for her to think of retiring from the stage. ‘This is the worst tour we have ever had or will ever have,’ she continued, ‘but we shall make fourteen thousand pounds in the twenty weeks so we just shut our teeth and say “Wot t’hell!” and wait for June …’5

In August 1907 there was a half-hearted attempt at reconciliation with her husband in Trouville, but this came to an end when Nat picked up and read a letter she was writing, in which she stated that she was bored with him, and that she was now only ever happy when in England. He pocketed the letter, and when he subsequently divorced her on grounds of desertion he used it in his evidence. It had been his original intention to cite J.P. Morgan, Alfred de Rothschild and Lord Rosebery, among others, in a charge of multiple infidelities, and he was only persuaded with difficulty by his attorney that it was unnecessary to be so vindictive. Instead, he divorced Maxine for desertion and the uncontested case in Reno took only seven minutes of the court’s time.

Jackwood was leased to Max Beerbohm and later sold for half what Nat originally paid for it. Maxine rented a small country house, Coombe Cottage, from another friend, Lord Charles Beresford. She still had many commitments in America, and it was where she made her money, but she was free now to go her own way, and she regarded England as ‘home’.

In April 1908 she bought a piece of land on West 39th Street in New York, set up a corporation called Elliott Theatre Company and proceeded to build her own theatre. The capital was three hundred thousand dollars and three thousand hundred-dollar shares were traded. It seems very likely that the hand of J.P. Morgan was in this scheme. Overriding her co-investors who wished it to be called the Maxine Elliott Theatre, she insisted on Maxine Elliott’s Theatre, and of course she got her way, as she inevitably did when dealing with men. To be doubly sure there was no mistake the name was not merely painted, but carved into the marble façade with its Corinthian columns. When the first production opened that December,* Nellie Melba was in the audience along with a good representation of the Four Hundred. Six months later, when the theatre was well established with new productions booked for seasons ahead Maxine left it in the hands of good managers and went to London to appear in a play there. She only played once more in her own theatre and she was content to let its profits add to her growing fortune. Meanwhile she still had another ambition to achieve, for while her fortune was growing, her social ambitions were yet to take off.

Although she did not lack for invitations, and notably despite the King’s signal approval when he attended her show in 1905 and reportedly told an aide that he thought Miss Elliott the most beautiful woman in the world, Maxine noted that she was never included in the lists of guests who were invited to events attended by the King. Whether this was self-preservation on the part of the King’s posse of mistresses who controlled Edwardian Society, is open to debate. Maxine decided to do something about it, and laid her plans accordingly.

She learned that the King was to spend a few weeks at a spa in Marienbad, and though he would inevitably be surrounded by his usual hostesses Maxine knew that the rules were more relaxed in an overseas venue compared with London drawing rooms. Taking with her as companion and chaperone Mrs Lee Eleanor Graham, another American beauty and society hostess who was kept on the perimeter of the inner circle of the King’s set, Maxine made her way to Paris, where she purchased an entire new wardrobe by Worth, all in white or pastels. Then she announced that she was travelling to Marienbad for her health.

The two women took suites in a hotel directly across a large courtyard from the Weimar Hotel, where the royal party was staying, and from there Maxine was able to take note of the time of the King’s daily perambulations. One morning Maxine, dressed in a filmy gown, was sitting reading on a bench along the route taken by the King. Surrounded by a number of gentlemen, most of whom Maxine knew well, the King passed her, as she knew he must. The effect on the King as she lifted her huge lambent eyes, smiled at the party, bowed her head slightly and then lowered her eyes again to her book, was immediate. He spoke quietly to his gentlemen and as the party continued down the path to the Weimar an equerry returned to speak to Maxine. He told her that the King had recognised her and had invited her to join his party that evening at a dinner being given by Mrs Arthur James. An invitation would be delivered during the afternoon.

Maxine was acquainted with Mrs Arthur James; realised, too, what was likely to happen and suspected that no such invitation would be forthcoming. Nevertheless, she prepared herself carefully for the dinner, and watched from behind the curtains of her suite as carriages arrived at the Weimar and the beautifully dressed guests went in. Eventually Mrs Graham said, ‘Well, Max. That’s that, then.’ But Maxine, who was a great judge of character, simply smiled and told her to wait a little longer.

When the dinner was due to begin Mrs James asked the King to choose a partner to take in to dinner, only to be told that he had already decided to take in Miss Elliott. Within minutes a footman was despatched across the courtyard, offering an explanation that Maxine’s invitation had
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