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Praise for The Secret Life of The Savoy:

‘This is a fascinating story, and it could not be better told. Elegant, great fun, and with a finely-judged personal touch: much like the Savoy hotel itself.’ Laura Thompson

‘Williams writes with authority and style, making her ideal to chronicle the story of the Savoy.’ Richard Vines




By Olivia Williams and available from Headline

Gin Glorious Gin: How Mother’s Ruin Became the Spirit of London




About the Book

In 1889, Victorian theatre impresario Richard D’Oyly Carte opened The Savoy, Britain’s first luxury hotel. Allowing the rich to live like royalty, it attracted glamour, scandal and a cast of eccentric characters, with the D’Oyly Carte family elevated to a unique vantage point on high society.

The Secret Life of the Savoy tells their story through three generations: Richard (a showman who made his fortune from the Gilbert and Sullivan operas), Rupert (who expanded the D’Oyly Carte empire through two world wars and the roaring twenties), and Bridget (the reluctant heiress and the last of the family line).

In this, the first biography of the family, Olivia Williams revives their extraordinary cultural legacy, told through the prism of their iconic hotel and its many distinguished guests.




For my late father,
and my late friend, Georgie




The function of the Savoy is to make people happy, to get rid of the problems of life. We all have them.’

Sir Hugh Wontner,

chairman of the Savoy Hotel (1948–84)

and of the Savoy Theatre (1948–92)




INTRODUCTION
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Fantasy worlds were the stock in trade of the D’Oyly Carte family. They were, at their height, the greatest impresarios and hoteliers in the world. With their Savoy Theatre and Savoy Hotel, which together take up nearly an acre of central London, they pioneered a luxurious form of escapist socialising. Their name became a household term, at first thanks to their theatre work as the impresarios behind Gilbert and Sullivan. Starting in the 1870s, they took these unprecedently popular light operas on tours to America, Europe, Asia and Africa, year-in, year-out, from their base on the Strand. On stage they conjured early modern Venice in The Gondoliers, commissioned a real Arcadian babbling brook for Patience, and the tiny bulbs that they embedded in their fairies’ costumes for Iolanthe gave us the term ‘fairy lights’. They then applied this stagecraft to creating one of the world’s earliest luxury hotels, right next door to the theatre, putting it together with the same flair and glossy precision as their theatrical productions.

Their Savoy Hotel became a microcosm of a newly diverse local and international elite, who came to be wined and dined and entertained, and, as the D’Oyly Cartes grasped intuitively, to see and be seen. Wherever guests had arrived from, the aim was to create a sense of belonging and excitement for them. I gravitated towards the family not only because I liked that they made the city a more romantic, sociable place, but also because I liked them. They were not successful in a detached, failsafe way; they were a little eccentric and too emotional to be truly businesslike. I became as curious about the things that went wrong for them as the things that went right.

During a century of almost surreal change and upheaval, from the 1880s, when their theatre and hotel opened, to the 1980s, when their line ended, the D’Oyly Cartes’ resistance to any kind of standardisation served them well. The Savoy was a ‘city in itself’, staff liked to say – they did things differently there.

Following on from the family’s Victorian patriarch, Richard D’Oyly Carte, his son and then his granddaughter took up the mantle. As though casting for one of their productions, they thought about how to keep a cosmopolitan mix of illustrious people coming back again and again to the hotel. Ailing aristocrats were offered cheaper rooms to keep them in the game, artistic types could come for the prix fixe rather than the full-blown restaurant menu, while the super rich could book out whole floors and make outlandish banqueting demands as they saw fit. Tycoons were kept in touch with Wall Street with a ticker tape charting the movement of the markets, couples seeking discretion were offered private entrances, and the hotel press office organised photo shoots and interviews for celebrities in the comfort of their suites. All sorts of needs were catered for, in the hope of keeping all sorts of guests happy.

So, if the Savoy and its creators are so special, why has no one written their story before? It has only really become possible with the passage of time. During the D’Oyly Cartes’ reign at the Savoy, the hotel board worried that the family’s personal lives would not reflect well on the business, so they repeatedly brushed off biography offers. For their part, the family themselves were content to operate behind the scenes without recognition. Their name has accordingly lost the resonance it once had as they fade further and further into the past.

Whether privately troubled or not, high achievers often yearn to have their lives recorded, however. Aristotle Onassis, a Savoy regular, who makes an appearance in this book, is a case in point. He enthusiastically commissioned his own biography, despite his dubious behaviour. For nearly a year he had a journalist listening to his self-aggrandising anecdotes, plying him with champagne, not letting him go to bed, and then dragging him to breakfast at Claridge’s, the Savoy’s smaller sister hotel, to carry on talking about himself – having spent all night doing exactly that.

The D’Oyly Cartes took the opposite approach. They gave only a handful of interviews in over a century of prominence. Beyond their most immediate confidantes and friends, few people knew them well. Among a small group, they were generous and trusting. They wrote blank cheques for certain employees to use while they were abroad, left others money in their wills, and invited household staff to make use of their houses in their absence. Outside that circle, however, most found them secretive, and wondered what they had to hide. It resulted in persistent rumours, including the suggestion that the hotel laundry was being used as a place to squirrel away their personal documents, far from the rest of the management, where no one would think to look.

Towards the end of her life, the last D’Oyly Carte, Bridget, started burning papers herself, and had others unceremoniously emptied into skips. Perhaps the staff theory about secrets had some truth – or perhaps, if she had been in a happier state of mind by then, and more confident about her legacy, she may not have wanted to clear some of it away. The only reason we have some of the documents now is that staff found their disposal a shame and fished them out of the skips again.

Taking their lead from the family, staff across the various D’Oyly Carte enterprises took their work admirably seriously, which drew me into the wider story of the hotel and theatre.

Paolo Contarini, the Savoy’s former head of banqueting, who worked there from 1945 until his retirement in 1971, wrote an elegiac book about his time there. In his memoir, The Savoy was my Oyster, he brought his learned reading to bear on his hotel work, quoting Dante, Shakespeare and gastronome Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, but, in this intellectual approach, he was not unusual among his colleagues. The Savoy management speeches at shareholders’ meetings were peppered with Biblical and classical references, Latin phrases and word play, while front-of-house staff were expected to read all the daily newspapers to understand their guests’ lives better, ensuring they would be ready to hold informed conversations with anyone who walked in through the polished doors.

Contarini opened his autobiography by quoting Julius Caesar, as he recalled arriving at the Savoy when peace came to Europe. I would like to follow his lead, but to re-frame it for the D’Oyly Cartes:


There is a tide in the affairs of men,

Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;

Omitted, all the voyage of their life

Is bound in shallows and in miseries.

On such a full sea are we now afloat,

And we must take the current when it serves

(Brutus to Cassius, Julius Caesar, Act IV, Scene iii)



The D’Oyly Cartes took the current when it served. This is where it carried them.




PREFACE
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9 July 1923

The Savoy, London

Parisian courtesan Marguerite Fahmy slept with a pistol under her pillow every night of her honeymoon at the Savoy. Her husband was twenty-three-year-old Prince Ali Kamel Fahmy, a playboy ten years her junior whom she had met through her work. They had started the extended trip in his native Egypt, where he had coerced her into posing for photographs in a pharaoh’s sarcophagus and kept her a virtual prisoner on his yacht, she later claimed. The marriage, characterised by violence and material excess, had been a disaster so far.

Nevertheless, Marguerite and Ali continued on to London, intending to stay for a month. With their luggage, staff and yapping dog, they took up residence on the fourth floor of the Savoy Court, the furnished apartments attached to the hotel. Richard D’Oyly Carte, the mastermind behind Gilbert and Sullivan, had built the hotel, theatre and the set of lanes around it from scratch, starting in the 1870s. They were his lasting treasures, financed with his profits from The Pirates of Penzance and The Mikado. It was all now the domain of his younger son, Rupert D’Oyly Carte, and covered nearly an acre of central London. Rupert was charged with upholding his father’s grand ambition for the Savoy, that it be not only the finest hotel in London, but the world.

With this in mind, one of Rupert’s many innovations had been putting together the Savoy Havana Band as in-house musicians, mainly with his American guests’ taste in mind. Popularising the Havana Band’s jazz through nightly BBC broadcasts and record deals, he believed, with some pride, that there was no more famous band in all of Europe. They had been entertaining Marguerite and Ali in the hotel’s gold-accented Louis Quatorze-style ballroom nightly during their stay. The couple also made regular use of the Restaurant, with its soothing view of the River Thames, and Hungarian quartet playing ‘melodies of melancholy sweetness’.1

As with many younger guests, Marguerite and Ali also did the rounds of local nightclubs before bedtime. Around the hotspots of London they made a spectacle of themselves with their loud rows. At the Riviera Club on Grosvenor Road, patrons heard Ali shouting that he had a good mind to throw Marguerite in the river. A few days later, they were visiting Hampton Court Palace one afternoon, where the Savoy kept punts for guests, and exchanged blows next to their chauffeur-driven car before being separated by friends.

On 9 July, a hot and humid day, they had been out for another drive, then back for lunch at the Savoy, followed by shopping at Selfridges. For the theatre, Ali changed into full evening dress: a tailcoat, bow-tie, starched shirtfront and waistcoat. Marguerite chose a beaded white-satin cocktail dress, designed for her by Coco Chanel. In their finery, they went to Leicester Square to see the operetta The Merry Widow, which turned out to be an appropriate choice.

Relations became more strained than ever during the interval, when Marguerite insisted that she would return to the couple’s house in Paris alone the next day. Unable to persuade her to stay, Ali had telegrams sent to her favourite shops to pre-empt one of her sprees. They read: ‘Nothing to be delivered to my wife on my account during my absence. Fahmy.’2 They were sent to Louis Vuitton on the Avenue des Champs-Élysées, Cartier on the Rue de la Paix and Van Cleef & Arples on the Place Vendôme.

Back at the Savoy after The Merry Widow, the pair fought again. Marguerite brandished a wine bottle during their late supper in the Restaurant, threatening to smash it over his head. In bad humour, they made their way to the ballroom. Marguerite stayed until 1 a.m., at which point she left Ali to brood over whether their marriage was already finished.

He turned up at their suite of rooms at 2 a.m., where Marguerite was still in her satin dress, writing letters, and they had another fight. In distress, Ali came rushing out into the corridor in the white silk djellaba that he wore for bed and ran into the night porter, John Paul Beattie. ‘Look at my face,’ he pleaded, and pointed to marks on his cheek where Marguerite had hit him.3 Ali wanted to speak to the night manager, Arthur Marini. Beattie told the lift attendant to pass on the message, while he proceeded to attend to some newly arrived guests.

After walking a few paces down the corridor with the guests’ luggage, Beattie heard three shots over the storm that was in full force outside. He ran back to see that Marguerite had thrown her Browning semi-automatic down on the carpet. Next to the pistol was Ali, slumped on the floor against the wall. Brain tissue and fragmented bone were protruding from his temple. Further wounds were found in his back and his neck. A pool of blood was spreading out around him.

Beattie held on to Marguerite with one hand, while calling the telephonist for the hotel doctor and an ambulance with the other. Marini came up from the night service office and instructed Beattie to fetch the police. The Savoy’s managing director, George Reeves-Smith, who had held the position since 1900, would be informed at a more civilised hour. He was known for being elegant and handsome and resolutely unflappable. He lived ten minutes’ drive away in a penthouse suite at Claridge’s, the Savoy’s smaller sister hotel in Mayfair, and Rupert lived nearby in a townhouse on Derby Street, just behind Park Lane.

Ali meanwhile was taken to the Charing Cross Hospital, just down the road from the Savoy, by Trafalgar Square. He was already unconscious and would die at 3.25 a.m. In the meantime, Beattie set to work scrubbing the corridor walls and the carpet. His overzealous cleaning destroyed forensic material that the prosecution would later want for the trial.

Rupert and Reeves-Smith, the top of the Savoy hierarchy, would be informed of the crime at their usual daily meeting at 10.05 a.m. Like Reeves-Smith, Rupert himself had decades of experience by now. He had worked at his father’s hotel since 1893, when he had started as his father’s assistant, aged seventeen. Richard D’Oyly Carte had taught his son all that he knew about running his hotel and the adjoining Savoy Theatre, and Rupert paid close attention. By now, aged forty-seven, he had seen plenty of overdoses, affairs and scandals among his guests. Deaths were discreetly dealt with and bodies removed surreptitiously4 – but a murder was a first.

By lunchtime, Rupert’s clockwork routine was over. Many second-edition newspapers carried the murder in their STOP PRESS column. His hotel and its infamous guests were splashed around London on billboards for the Evening Standard, Evening News, Star and Pall Mall Gazette, and journalists were jostling outside in search of more details. Marguerite was not just a source of horror and embarrassment for the Savoy, however. When the Prince of Wales, the future Edward VIII, had been a seventeen-year-old in Paris, he had met Marguerite at the Hôtel de Crillon and she had become his wartime lover. The Palace sprang into action to avoid the calamity of their association becoming public, and the judge agreed that her previous relationships would not be discussed at the trial, which was vital for the prince. ‘His name is to be kept out’, the relieved foreign secretary, Lord Curzon, wrote to his wife.5 Ill-advisedly, the prince had committed his feelings for Marguerite to paper, which created an extra headache. After some horse trading, a then-junior member of the Foreign Office, Archie Clark Kerr, retrieved the cache of incriminating letters.6 The prince postponed a planned tour of British cities and abruptly left for Canada.

As Marguerite’s trial at the Old Bailey unfolded, what the coroner referred to as ‘a sordid, unsavoury and unpleasant story’ of married life was relayed to an intrigued public.7 Marguerite’s barrister, Edward Marshall Hall, seemed to be borrowing heavily from Othello for his characterisations of the couple. He described Ali as ‘a monster of Eastern depravity and decadence, whose sexual tastes were indicative of an amoral sadism’ and Marguerite as a ‘helpless European wife’, driven to despair by the lasciviousness of her North African brute of a husband.8 Marguerite made but one grave mistake in life, Marshall Hall argued, and that was being ‘a woman of the West’ married to ‘an Oriental’.9

Rupert feared that the case’s lurid descriptions would put off respectable guests. He should, however, have adopted the attitude of Savoy regular Oscar Wilde: the only thing worse than being talked about was not being talked about. Money could not have bought publicity on this scale. To add to the perverse glamour of the case, Marguerite turned up to court glinting with jewellery: pearl earrings, a pearl necklace, her marquise-diamond engagement ring, another, even heftier emerald ring, and a three-tier diamond-and-sapphire bracelet. The risqué details of the murder and of the life of Marguerite Fahmy did no harm to the Savoy – quite the opposite. The flurry of attention, with the photographs and newspapers’ breathless insights into the high life, gave the hotel an even greater magnetism. Coco Chanel, designer of Marguerite’s now infamous bloodied white dress, would start coming to stay herself the following year.

As for Marguerite, sensationally, she was acquitted. She spent the rest of her days in legal wrangles with her murdered husband’s family, who, unsurprisingly, did not agree with the British court’s verdict. She lived well into old age on the Place Vendôme, opposite The Ritz in Paris. When she died, it turned out that, calculating character that she was, she had kept back a few letters from the Prince of Wales – just in case.10
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ONE
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Curtain up

‘l’espoir de mieux me fortient’

[‘The hope of better gives me strength’]

D’Oyly family motto

On the banks of the Thames a ruined medieval palace was left for over a century to crumble down to its foundations. The Savoy, as the grand residence of John of Gaunt, had dominated the skyline of the Thames between Temple Church and Westminster Hall – but none of its finery survived the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. As the embodiment of princely luxury, ‘the fayrest manor in Europe’1 was burned and pulled apart, its contents stolen, destroyed or hurled into the water by the mob. It was not until Henry VII paid for a military hospital that this corner of London was occupied once again. The hospital too fell into dilapidation, its two stately quadrangles ‘misused by loiterers, vagabonds and strumpets’.2 It became a barracks, then a makeshift prison. A fire eventually put it out of its misery, and its charred remains were cleared to make way for the first Waterloo Bridge in 1809.

The empty former palace’s grounds became a muddy, sloping rubbish dump. Instead of vagabonds and strumpets, it was home to rats and stray dogs. At one end of the plot came wafts from Monsieur Rimmel, manufacturing perfumes, which mixed nauseatingly with the output of ‘Burgess’ Noted Fish-Sauce Shop’ at the other, and all the refuse in between.3 Stranded in the middle was the Tudor Savoy Chapel, left standing out of respect for its godly purpose.

In 1878, an ambitious young Londoner set his heart on buying this sorry mess. Richard D’Oyly Carte was then a thirty-four-year-old theatre impresario whose career had taken off stratospherically, after a decade of frustration. D’Oyly, as everyone called him, revelled in striding the streets of Theatreland in his sable-lined coat with its voluminous fur collar and cuffs, and his cane, spats and top hat, on the lookout for talent and money spinners. He had enough energy to watch as many as a hundred auditions in a day, playing accompaniments himself at the piano.4 He carried on working into the evening until he was ‘giddy’.5 His charisma and cunning coaxed people into supporting him, even when the chances of success were dubious. Contemporaries found him crafty-looking, with his watchful expression and meditative cigar-smoking. Whenever one of his schemes fell flat, he proved endlessly resourceful, and his persuasiveness had earned him the nickname ‘Oily Carte’.

After hits and misses in the West End and London’s suburban music halls, he had put together his own D’Oyly Carte Opera Company. The premise was to pioneer an original form of entertainment, the English light opera – which became the staging post between highbrow Continental opera and the twentieth-century musical. Italian opera had been a touch-stone for elite culture in London since it was introduced in the eighteenth century. It was expensive to attend and, to most English ears, incomprehensible. D’Oyly wanted to take the genre, inject a lightness of touch and comic elements, and popularise it for an English-speaking audience. He did not want opera to be ‘monopolised by a fashionable aristocracy’ any longer, but opened up to Victorian Britain’s burgeoning and increasingly sophisticated, wealthier middle classes – in other words, people like him.6 With this in mind, he was commissioning and producing his own light operas, with lyrics by a former barrister, William Gilbert, and music by a young classical composer, Arthur Sullivan. The combination was proving thrillingly popular among both Londoners and Americans. With only two full-length operas to perform so far, The Sorcerer and HMS Pinafore, his touring Opera Company was already the entertainment sensation of the age. D’Oyly dreamed of building his own theatre to give it a home. Unable to afford the site he had in mind quite yet, he could not resist engaging an architect to explore the possibilities all the same, and pored over plans for the next three years.

While daydreaming of his own theatre, D’Oyly was cooped up down the road with his two assistants, using a rented room in a courtyard behind Trafalgar Square as his office. His operas were being staged at the Opera Comique, a fleapit of ill-repute on the Aldwych, which would later be demolished in a round of slum clearances. D’Oyly often walked past the rubbish dump by the Thames between the Opera Comique and his office, and the blank canvas filled him with lofty ideas. The romance and history of the plot was not lost on him. He would call his little fiefdom ‘the Savoy’.

There were green shoots of improvement to spur D’Oyly’s fantasy on. The Thames had been embanked recently in a vast engineering project by Joseph Bazalgette, who fashioned for the first time a riverside esplanade in central London, with a broad tree-lined avenue for horses and carriages. Thanks to Bazalgette’s sewage system, the Thames itself was no longer noxious, and, through the new gas lamps and manicured Victoria Embankment gardens, there was a pastoral view across to the south bank’s expansive greenery. The gardens’ focal point was the newly delivered Cleopatra’s Needle, an obelisk from Alexandria, donated by a governor of Egypt to commemorate the British victories at the Battles of the Nile and of Alexandria. The British government had rather ungraciously been reluctant to bear the cost of transport, so the gift had languished for decades before arriving in London in 1878.

The apparent smartness of D’Oyly’s name was the result of embellishments that could mislead about his beginnings. He was born a ten-minute walk from the Savoy site, in a shared rented house on Greek Street in Soho. He was his parents’ first surviving child, born on 3 May 1844, five years into their marriage. Richard senior and Eliza had married at nearby St Martin-in-the-Fields on Trafalgar Square on 2 January 1839, under its soaring vaults of stone and marble. The stormy winter weather, the harshest in living memory, had been howling outside. Richard was thirty-two, a flute-player, recently returned from touring the provinces. Twenty-five-year-old Eliza Jones was the highly educated daughter of the widowed vicar of the Chapel Royal on Whitehall. Reverend Jones did not give the wedding his blessing, nor lend his financial support, nor did he attend.

Reverend Jones surely rued the day that he had allowed Eliza out to the summer garden party where she had been beguiled by this tall, blue-eyed flautist, who was there to entertain the guests. As the ‘base born’7 illegitimate son of a quartermaster stationed in Welshpool, Richard had been raised in rural poverty in Hampshire by his mother. He did not represent a catch to Reverend Jones. The moment of Richard and Eliza’s meeting had come when one of the party guests had asked him for an encore, but he demurred. Eliza whipped away his plate of strawberries and cream, refusing to give it back until he conceded to play. This little flirtation sparked the clandestine courtship that, in a matter of months, had ended in elopement.

They set up home at 61 Greek Street, then a dirty, crowded thoroughfare, in the decrepit mansion with ‘an unhappy countenance of gloom’, which had provided a backdrop to Thomas De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater. As the infamous town house where De Quincey had camped out while in the depths of his addiction and destitution, it was probably no one’s first choice of marital home.8 It had been renumbered and divided into rental accommodation, with Richard and Eliza’s rooms at the top, bearing the brunt of the elements, and another household living below. The building has long been demolished, but its view in the 1840s was of Soho Square to the left, while the House of St Barnabas, soon to become a homeless shelter, now a members’ club, was opposite, and down the street were five pubs and an infamous whorehouse.9 Out of one window, the family could see a statue of Charles II, the focal point of Soho Square. As with the surrounding streets, Charles II had fallen into ‘a most wretched mutilated state’.10 The house backed on to the Royalty Theatre, which was not conducive to a sound night’s sleep.

As in much of 1840s central London, Greek Street’s inhabitants came from disparate walks of life; the desperately poor and the destitute, bohemians and the fairly respectable all lived cheek by jowl. Eating and drinking places run by a recent influx of Greek and Italian immigrants kept the area humming with activity until late. Less innocently, it was a hub of London’s sex industry. At the garish brothel the White House on Soho Square, customers could choose from women dressed to match the gold, silver or bronze-decorated rooms: it was one way to stand out in a crowded marketplace.

When Eliza took thirteen-day-old D’Oyly along to be signed into the parish register two streets away at St Anne’s Church, in May 1844, he suffered the early indignity of having his unusual middle name misspelled. D’Oyly, or D’Olyly as the registrar noted down, was a Norman name from Eliza’s more illustrious side, of which she was keen to remind everyone.11 She was told that her lineage on one side was traceable to the Norman Conquest, to the baronial D’Oyly family. Although a pain to spell, it would come in handy, in providing her son with a distinctive name for his theatre career. Richard senior had already added an ‘e’ to his surname, to distinguish himself from a flute-player with a similar name, giving it some Gallic flair. All in all, little D’Oyly had a far more exciting name than the plain ‘Richard Cart’ he should have been.

While D’Oyly was a toddler, Richard senior juggled moonlighting in theatre orchestras with flute teaching and recitals. He was back on tour a year after his son was born, as favourable reviews recorded. In Manchester, ‘the talented flautist was loudly encored [. . .] At Liverpool subsequently Mr Carte’s efforts were crowned with a success still more brilliant’.12 After a few years, he gave up balancing jobs and joined his childhood flute mentor George Rudall’s musical-instrument manufacturing business at 20 Charing Cross, by Trafalgar Square, instead.13 Rudall’s firm produced simple-system flutes until Richard persuaded them to buy the British rights to Theobald Boehm’s 1847 cylindrical model from Bavaria, the one that most players use to this day, and to import concertinas, accordions and Aeolian harps. The firm was renamed Rudall, Carte & Company, to reflect his new prominence.14

As the Cartes were on the up in the 1850s, they left Greek Street behind in time to miss the cholera outbreak of 1854. They had a lucky escape, given that the Broadwick Street pump in Soho, which they had relied on, was identified as the source. By the time that D’Oyly and his parents moved to leafy north London, he had younger sisters, Blanche, Viola, Rose and Lizzie, and a baby brother, Henry. Richard’s snowballing wealth afforded the purchase of a Georgian villa by Hampstead Heath for them all. One of the prettiest houses on the eastern side of the Heath, 2 Dartmouth Park Road was surrounded by greenery all year round, both from its own garden and from the gardens beyond. The Heath, a few houses away, was then wild with hares, and popular for the foraging of horseradish, sorrel and garlic.

There was plenty to stimulate D’Oyly’s mind in his spacious new stucco-fronted home and, as his sister Lizzie remembered, he was ‘always up to something’.15 He spent many hours in his parents’ drawing room, choreographing productions in his toy theatre. Here he could picture his grand plans in miniature: in his mind there were tour-de-force performances, enraptured audiences and beautiful scenery. Studiously learning favourite roles by heart, D’Oyly would perform for his parents and siblings. A formidable, tubby little boy with rich dark hair, he harnessed his ursine features – his soft round face and wide brown eyes – to express the most dramatic of Shakespeare’s speeches. Blanche recalled that on occasion they made her cry.

Richard and Eliza spotted D’Oyly’s talent early on, and presided over a middle-class hothouse of self-improvement: with Richard, he learned the flute, violin and piano, and with Eliza he spoke French for two days a week.16 Nurturing his interest in performance, he was taken to plays, most often Shakespeare’s tragedies, and recitals in the West End, and grew up listening to Beethoven and Mendelssohn. Family legend has it that he tackled his first Beethoven sonata aged four. Alongside all of his diligent solo practice, he attempted to corral his sisters into chamber recitals – no small undertaking, given that they were all under eight at the time. Dartmouth Park Road became part family home, part conservatoire. All of this grooming paid dividends: D’Oyly’s parents would live long enough to see him become one of Victorian Britain’s biggest success stories – and he never forgot his French.

The only drawback to the bucolic new home for D’Oyly was a four-mile daily journey into Bloomsbury to the progressive new University College School. It would have been a curious choice for the daughter of a chaplain, as it did not offer the standard Church-of-England education, which was also a prerequisite for Oxbridge entrance. Disparaged as ‘that godless institution on Gower Street’,17 University College School was secular. Given his schooling and the grand house in which he spent his teenage years, the ‘self-made’ accolade that D’Oyly is sometimes accorded is not quite the full picture. Life had begun unpromisingly, in that insalubrious flat in Soho, but his prospects had picked up rapidly.

Although he lived a long distance from school, being characteristically sociable, D’Oyly invited friends back to participate in his amateur productions. Lizzie remembered him as a teenager being ‘good-looking, affectionate, generous, hot-tempered and full of fun’.18 He was singled out to be doted on by his father, resulting in fishing trips to Wales and the Lake District, from where he sent letters with action-filled ink cartoons to his siblings, and flowery descriptions of the countryside that parodied the stilted formal guidebooks of the day.

Thanks to his first-class grade in the matriculation exam, he earned a place at University College London when he was seventeen. Eliza the tiger mother was vindicated, and clearly Richard had an intelligent heir to follow him into business. In deference to his father, although D’Oyly matriculated, he did not start his degree, and started work instead.19 By now the other partners, Rose and Rudall, had died, leaving Richard as sole owner. He would surely have been pleased to see that his new employee had a hawk eye for money. When the company messenger stole two shillings (£20), D’Oyly not only spotted it, but gathered all the evidence for a court case, resulting in a sentence of six months’ hard labour.20 This appears to have been D’Oyly’s earliest litigation. Over the coming years, he would prove a valuable customer for any solicitor looking for a steady flow of work.

In his idle moments away from his father’s business, D’Oyly was drawn to his love of theatre, acting in amateur farces around Soho and north London, and composing one-act operettas, both the scores and the lyrics. His first performed composition, the staging of which he financed from his salary and organised himself, was an English-language opera, Dr. Ambrosias, his Secret, at St George’s Hall, off Regent Street, in 1868, when he was twenty-four. The ‘secret’ was the identity of a child left in the care of schoolmaster Dr Ambrosias. In the manner of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, the young boy is in fact a girl, who felt it necessary to disguise herself. None of Dr. Ambrosias’ score survives, but a few parlour songs, which were middlebrow easy pieces for amateurs, written by D’Oyly, were published by Rudall, Carte & Co., and still exist. They had whimsical titles, such as ‘Wake, sweet bird’ and ‘Stars of the summer night’.

Working in the West End, D’Oyly was well-placed to spend his evenings exploring London’s mixed bag of live entertainment. A lifelong boulevardier, he strolled for miles, turning ideas over in his mind and smoking cheap cigars in the day and expensive ones in the evening. It was on his forays into London’s live music that he became a fan of a fellow composer his own age, Arthur Sullivan. He had eagerly sent Sullivan a letter inviting him to Dr. Ambrosias. With no inkling of the vital role that this hopeful stranger, Richard D’Oyly Carte, would play in his fortunes, Sullivan had written a short, polite note back, wishing him success, but regretting that he was out of town. After awaiting a reply for weeks, D’Oyly no doubt felt a little flat.

He followed up Dr. Ambrosias with Marie, in 1871, which introduced him to working at the Opera Comique, where he would one day stage Gilbert and Sullivan far more successfully than his own compositions. As with Dr Ambrosias, his second light opera, Marie, was was staged for one night only in the graveyard slot of high summer, when theatres had the lowest box-office expectations of the year. Yet he received some, if rather backhanded, compliments. One reviewer posited, ‘there were evidences that the composer might, with a little more experience, produce something much superior’.21

One of his few surviving complete songs is ‘Come back to me’, the lyrics of which suggested an emotional young man. He wrote plaintively of his heart ‘toss’d like the waters wide’:


The strong waves roll’d against the shore,

The wind sough’d over the waste

And scurrying o’er, the dark clouds bore,

And the moon show’d not her face.

My heart was toss’d like the waters wide,

Darkling clouds of doubt blew free,

Yet my thought wing’d thro mist and gale

And it cried ‘Come back to me’.

The light waves ripple on the shore,

The breeze laps the foam with glee,

One snow-white cloud skims across the blue,

And the sun shines gloriously.

My heart is clear like the blue above.

And it flies across the sea,

One white cloud floats across its sky,

And it cries ‘Come back to me’.22



Back at his managerial day job with his father, life was not quite so dramatic. D’Oyly stuck at musical-instrument retail until later that year, in 1870, when he was twenty-six. Having not enjoyed quite the acclaim that he was hoping for as a composer and librettist himself, he pivoted to set himself up as a theatre agent in the back room of his father’s shop. He was ready to receive clients and prospective clients between 11 a.m. and 4 p.m. daily, and he daydreamed and composed in the time around it. As with most fledgling enterprises, no job was too small. He took on bookings for a whole manner of live performances – even scouting for church choir singers. Two years later, he was still auditioning choir boys to get by. More commonly, though, his search was for performers. One advertisement gave an idea of what he spent his days hoping to see. The bar was not especially high:


‘YOUNG LADIES with Good Voices and Good Appearance can be Engaged on salaries. No previous knowledge necessary if the above requirements are fulfilled. Apply personally, between Eleven and One, to R. D’Oyly Carte, 20 Charing-cross, London’.23



As he elaborated in a later advertisement, having perhaps not even found many ‘good voices’, he was prepared to nurture anyone promising, and would refer them to two singing teachers and an elocution coach. In the manner of a Victorian Simon Cowell, he was looking not only for people who could sing, but who would charm the public. Whenever there was a choice to be made between a more technically able singer and a charming one, the charmer always won.

His first big client was superficially a coup, but tricky to manage. Giovanni Matteo de Candia, famous enough to be known to audiences simply as ‘Mario’, was the era’s most celebrated tenor. He had been performing in Britain since before D’Oyly was born. He entrusted D’Oyly with the arrangements for his farewell tour in 1870, before he retired home to Sardinia.

The tenor, although much-loved, found his elderly voice faltering. It resulted in an unplanned fortnight-long break between engagements. One review described him as a ‘wreck of his former self’.24 To make matters worse for D’Oyly personally, he was berated by Mario’s manager. Working within the confines of a nascent national public transport system, moving a veteran tenor, his grand piano and his retinue around the towns of Great Britain required far more thought than D’Oyly gave it. Mario’s manager was not impressed:


‘The arrangements of the tour were placed in the hands of an agent then learning his business, and whose inexperience caused all concerned the greatest inconvenience. The distances we had to travel were unreasonable and increased the expenses considerably. In one instance a concert was announced to be given on Friday at Cardiff, another the next day morning at Aberystwyth and on the Monday following at Newton Abbot in Devonshire. A glance at the map will show the travelling such arrangements involved’.25



Mario’s reedy warbling was not D’Oyly’s fault, but the geographically ignorant bookings were. Having snubbed his father’s business, D’Oyly had everything to prove with this solo undertaking – and so far he had not. The tour was rescued at the very end by a gratifying wave of adoration, thanks to Mario’s impassioned performance as Fernand in Donizetti’s La Favorita at the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden. La Favorita lived on in the memory of those who attended. The rest of the patchy four-month tour was forgotten.

Fitful tours and bookings made his agency’s income precarious, and D’Oyly often could not pay his assistants on time. Meanwhile, at Rudall, Carte & Co., Richard would rope in his youngest son, Henry, to take D’Oyly’s place. Despite his mental health problems, which contemporary doctors referred to as ‘melancholia’, Henry did indeed run the business in the end. Richard was determined to have at least one of his two sons involved, it seemed.

D’Oyly moved his theatre agency out of his father’s back room in Charing Cross to nearby Craig’s Court, a narrow yard by Trafalgar Square.26 There he and his assistants presided over a growing mass of paperwork: the diary of engagements, addresses of venues, managers and performers, travel and accommodation bookings, contracts, fees and accounts. As one assistant recalled, D’Oyly was ‘a man of ideas and impulse, of violent fits of work and ardent periods of enjoyment – and rather untidy’.27

One of D’Oyly’s ‘very bossy’ aunts, impatient for him to settle down, took matters into her own hands and arranged a marriage.28 Her bride of choice was seventeen-year-old Blanche Prowse. D’Oyly knew Blanche from their having acted together four years earlier in an amateur farce, Ici On Parle Français, when he was twenty-two, and she had been thirteen, playing a parlour maid. The match had two benefits for his family. Firstly, it stopped twenty-six-year-old D’Oyly galivanting around London unattached, as his aunt so disapproved of, and, secondly, it forged a link within the industry for Rudall, Carte & Co., as Blanche was the daughter of a music publisher with whom the company did business occasionally. On the marriage certificate, D’Oyly was listed as a ‘musician’.29 Although he was already a theatre agent, in the summer of 1870 he perhaps harboured hopes that he would yet be known for his own works. But, as he wistfully wrote of his music career, ‘wiser counsels prevailed’, and he knuckled down to his new agenting business.30

For the first few years of marriage, D’Oyly and Blanche would trail around rooms in Covent Garden. As he had started life, he found himself in multiple-occupancy tenancies, renting either the attic or the basement of various decrepit houses. Eventually they left for the suburbs, to South Norwood, where their first child, Lucas, was born in 1872. They may have moved so far out partly in the hope of easing Blanche’s lung problems, but she remained sickly. Before their second child, Rupert, they moved round the corner from D’Oyly’s childhood home, to a cottage backing on to Hampstead Heath.

With his one illustrious client on his final tour and a new family to support, D’Oyly needed fresh talent post-Mario, and quickly. His admiration for Sullivan undampened, he went along to watch an obscure two-act burlesque, Thespis, or the Gods Grown Old, for which Sullivan had written the score. The lyrics were written by W. S. Gilbert, who was a part-time journalist, having given up on a lacklustre legal career. Thespis started in the traditional Christmas pantomime slot of Boxing Day at the Gaiety Theatre on the Strand, in 1871. It was poorly received. Critics pounced on the underprepared actors, a plot that was too highbrow for the audience, the leading lady who was half a tone off, and the second act that was far too long, ending in a ‘yawning audience’, who were hissing by the time the curtain fell after midnight.31 It was not a performance in working order.

Sitting in the audience, D’Oyly, through the amateurish chaos, perceived potential. This Gilbert and Sullivan had something special. What they were missing was him.




TWO

[image: image]

Entertainment of a higher order

D’Oyly would have to wait a while to graduate from a struggling agent to an impresario. However, he made a start by saving up over the next three years to lease the Opera Comique for a whole season to put on his choice of productions. The playhouse and its adjoining neighbour, The Globe, had been hurriedly built in the hope that the site would soon be redeveloped, and handsome compensation would therefore be paid to knock them down, which did eventually happen. The theatres were known as ‘The Rickety Twins’. Overlooking a row of pornographic booksellers and ‘dwellings of a dubious nature’, they were so flimsy that performers could hear each other through the common wall.1

D’Oyly optimistically booked to take it over from June to October of 1874. In the hot, uncomfortable dive, he showcased his vision of how theatre could be. He presented adaptations of two French-language operettas, La Branche Cassée, and Giroflé-Girofla, translated into English for their British premiere. They were incongruously refined for the setting. Most managers might have been embarrassed to present such highbrow work at the Opera Comique of all places. D’Oyly ploughed on as though he were at the Royal Opera House. Other than the actual writing of a work, he now partly or entirely did everything else: he was the equivalent of a modern casting director, producer and director rolled into one. The Observer judged it an early critical success, ‘Mr D’Oyly
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