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A note on the text

The editorial content of this volume uses American spelling and punctuation. All quotations appear exactly as the writer wrote them, with errors uncorrected and not indicated with a [sic]. When words in handwritten letters are unreadable, an [illegible] indicator replaces the word.






A note on sources

Incorporated throughout this volume is a large amount of unpublished material from Brooke’s notebooks, manuscripts, and letters to friends and family. Most of this material is located in the King’s College Modern Archives at Cambridge, but his letters to and from James and Lytton Strachey are in the New York Public Library’s Berg Collection, and his letters to and from Phyllis Gardner are in the British Library, London. Quotations also appear from unpublished letters relating to Brooke written and/or received by Maynard Keynes, Virginia Stephen (Woolf), Duncan Grant, David Garnett, Edward Marsh, Jon Stallworthy, Cathleen Nesbitt, Walter de la Mare, Wilfrid Gibson, Geoffrey Keynes, Hugh Dalton, Katherine Cox, Michael Sadleir, Lascelles Abercrombie, Frances Cornford, Dudley Ward, Violet Asquith, Christopher Hassell, George Mallory, Brooke’s mother, and others. Geoffrey Keynes’ papers are located in the University Library, Cambridge. Most of the correspondence involving Mrs. Brooke, Edward Marsh, Christopher Hassall, Walter de la Mare, Frances Cornford, and Dudley Ward is located in either the Geoffrey Keynes collection or the Brooke collection at Cambridge. Other letters such as those between James and Lytton Strachey, Duncan Grant, Harry Norton, Maynard Keynes, and George Mallory are housed in the British Library. Charles Lascelles’ papers are located in the Pembrokeshire Record Office. Additionally, some privately held, uncatalogued material has been supplied by descendants of Brooke’s school friends. With previously published letters, the original manuscripts have been consulted in the locations where they are held whenever possible and any inaccuracies corrected here.
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When Rupert Brooke died of blood poisoning on his way to fight the Turkish forces at Gallipoli in 1915, his friends in England were quick to turn him into a national hero—a patriotic symbol of the many young men of England going to war. That Brooke had recently published five sonnets glorifying patriotic sacrifice did much to promote his legend. That his friends included Winston Churchill, Anthony Asquith, and General Ian Hamilton did even more. Churchill capitalized on Brooke’s “most precious” and “most freely proferred” sacrifice, painting a portrait of Brooke as an eager defender of nation and honor “willing to die for the dear England whose beauty and majesty he knew . . . with absolute conviction of the rightness of his country’s cause” (qtd. in Lehmann, Strange 151).

Brooke has since been known as a “war poet,” although he saw no action during the war and completed only five poems on the subject. This classification has done his reputation serious injury, for his war sonnets seem trivial and misguided when compared with those of his fellow soldier poets. Although Siegfried Sassoon and others were writing the same type of sentimental verse as Brooke in the early days of the war, they were fortunate to live long enough to provide a more realistic correction to their early verse. Brooke never had that chance.

To maintain the patriotic legend after the war, Brooke’s biography was altered beyond recognition. His mother refused his choice of literary executor, Edward Marsh, selecting instead his boyhood friend Geoffrey Keynes, who spent the rest of his life suppressing unsavory rumors about Brooke. When Keynes edited and published a collection of Brooke’s letters, he deleted much of the evidence that would have proven that Brooke the man was not the same as Brooke the legend. In selecting the letters to be published, Keynes in particular refused to include sensitive letters between Brooke and James Strachey—the brother of Lytton and translator of Freud—saying they would appear in print “over my dead body” (Rogers 6).

Keynes’ refusal to allow the Brooke-Strachey letters into print almost certainly was due to the strong homosexual current running through the correspondence. Even at Rugby, Keynes had tried to moderate that side of Brooke, complaining of Brooke’s “decadent” posing and expressing his disapproval of Brooke’s flirtation with Michael Sadleir, a boy in another Rugby house who went by Michael Sadler at the time and who shared Brooke’s admiration for the 19th Century Decadent movement. To his credit, Keynes did publish many of Brooke’s letters to him about Brooke’s adolescent romances, with few omissions; however, he was reluctant to print anything the adult Brooke had to say on the subject.

Keynes’ edition of the letters, as it happened, appeared over the dead body of Dudley Ward, a co-trustee of the Brooke estate, who had said Keynes’ selection “completely misrepresented” Brooke and who kept the edition from being published as long as he was alive. Although an avid bibliophile famous for his personal library, Keynes was easily shocked, and—at least in his younger days—had no qualms about destroying literary and historical documents. Following his brother Maynard Keynes’ death, Geoffrey was inclined to destroy the letters between Maynard and Lytton Strachey—letters filled with the details of Maynard’s love affairs with the painter Duncan Grant and other young men of Brooke’s circle. Fortunately, James Strachey and Maynard’s biographer, Roy Harrod, intervened and the letters were preserved.

It is, however, certainly possible that years earlier, when Keynes took control of much of Brooke’s correspondence, there was no such fortuitous intervention and many of Brooke’s most sensitive letters were destroyed. James Strachey, for one, refused to allow Keynes access to his letters from Brooke, and at least one person who did send letters to Keynes later received a letter from him saying they had been lost. Brooke’s mother is another individual who might have been inclined to destroy certain documents. When her husband Parker Brooke died in 1910, she destroyed all his papers unread.

We know from Brooke’s surviving letters that for several years he wrote long letters to two fellow Rugby boys—Denham Russell-Smith, whom he later seduced, and Sadleir, with whom he had what he termed an “affaire.” Brooke also was in love with a boy named Charles Lascelles. It seems that none of the correspondence to or from any of the three boys, except for a letter written much later by Brooke to Sadleir concerning a literary matter, has survived. Letters from Brooke to Denham’s mother in which he compliments the hammock on which he and Denham liked to lie and kiss each other have survived, but no letters to the boy himself. We know that Rupert and Denham exchanged letters, at least for a while, because Brooke complained in a letter to Dudley Ward that Denham “answers long letters by return of post” (9 Sept. 1907). 

Keynes acknowledges the letters to Sadleir existed by saying in his collection that Brooke’s early letters to Sadleir were not preserved (Brooke, Letters 35). One of Brooke’s biographers who tried to track them down, Michael Hastings, believes that “The Sadleir trustees got hold of letters, via, presumably, the earlier more cautious Brooke trustees, and they have no doubt been destroyed” (Letter). What has survived is the letter Sadleir wrote to Mrs. Brooke on 5 July 1915 enclosing part of an article he had written on 29April 1915 regarding Rupert’s death. The article in part reads,


He was athlete and scholar, traveller and poet. Through him what is most venturesome, and yet most intellectually disciplined, in the English education of to-day found utterance. And in his last poems the exquisite beauty and courage and sadness of the years before the war will be kept for those who come afterwards and can understand. (Sadleir, “Education” 487).




In his letter to Brooke’s mother, Sadleir mentions Rupert’s “genius and his loss” and says “It was given to him to live in a short span a life full of varied experience and achievement.” He continues, “His life flamed into genius and his life behind it a sacred and beautiful memorial” and finishes with, “I write with very deep sympathy when one’s feelings of sorrow is almost overcome by thankfulness for what he left behind him in the supreme issue of his life” (Sadleir, Letter). 

It appears Rupert and Michael maintained a friendship after their Rugby days. As mentioned, a letter from Brooke to Sadleir discussing submission of a few poems to the literary magazine with which Sadleir was involved has survived. There is also a 1914 letter from Edward Marsh to Brooke in which he mentions having Sadleir over for breakfast. He refers to him as “Michael.” Brooke’s letter to Michael is not especially interesting, but as it’s the only letter we have written to any of his three Rugby loves, it is worth reading. He is responding to a letter Sadleir had written to him while he was living in Munich and is written very soon after his second nervous collapse:


My dear Michael,

Your letter has just been forwarded to me here. Yes! Yes! You may print all or any of my names in your posters and advertisements. I’d be delighted and gratified. And if ever the Muse returns from the upper air, I’ll fan her into some leisured masterpiece. I’ve been ill. I collapsed with a nervous breakdown some weeks ago: and I’m only just emerging from that Hell. My doctor has forbidden me to work or write for some time – two or three months yet. . . . If anything suitable turns up however, I’ll let you look at it.

I may or may not be back in England again. (Feb. 1912)
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The Memoir
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As mentioned, before Brooke died, he appointed Edward Marsh as his literary executor; however, Brooke’s mother refused to honor the choice and instead appointed a group of four men, headed by Geoffrey Keynes. Brooke and Keynes had maintained a friendship since their school days at Rugby (Rupert had nicknamed him “Lilian”) but were not particularly close by the time of Brooke’s death. Marsh, Churchill’s private secretary, had known Brooke well only during the last years of Brooke’s life and was unacceptable to Mrs. Brooke not only for that reason but also, very likely, because he was homosexual and could not mask the deep feelings he felt for her son. With the exception of John Sheppard, whom she named a Brooke Trustee, Mrs. Brooke had an uncanny knack of ferreting out this trait in Rupert’s friends, acquaintances, and aspiring biographers. She apparently did not much like it, for she was critical of all except Sheppard. Rupert’s life-long friend James Strachey, St. John Lucas-Lucas (the Rugby poet who at age twenty-five became Brooke’s mentor during his early “Decadent” phase), Brooke biographer Richard Halliburton, and Edward Marsh were but a few of those who came face to face with her scorn. Lucas-Lucas was so distressed when he learned of her dislike of him and of her insistence that none of his letters from Brooke be placed in Marsh’s Memoir that he wrote to Marsh,


I never had the faintest idea that Mrs. Brooke had any objection to my letters being used by you. Why in the world should she? I did know that she objected to my name appearing in your memoir . . . I am sending you the letters & Rupert’s letters too. Please keep them & tell her that I never want to see them again.




Marsh had been managing Brooke’s affairs since before Brooke’s death. It was his name on Brooke’s publishing contract with Sidgwick and Jackson, and it was he who had been representing the three poets named as heirs in Brooke’s will. Although Marsh was closeted, it was obvious to everyone that he had been in love with Brooke. Louis Menand maintains that the Georgian Poetry anthologies compiled by Marsh from 1912 through 1922 “began as an effort to promote the work of one poet, Rupert Brooke” (120).

In a letter to Mrs. Brooke after Rupert’s death, Marsh admitted that “most things in my life depended on him for a great part of their interest and worth” (qtd. in Ross 92). In any case, one cannot say with certainty that Marsh would have made a better executor than Keynes. It is logical to assume that having publicly concealed his own homosexuality, he might have been just as protective of Brooke’s reputation as was Keynes. In the Brooke Archives at Cambridge is Marsh’s transcription of one of Brooke’s poetry notebooks. Although he has carefully transcribed virtually every poem, he has left out one with homosexual content, titled “Antinous,” noting that it was not worth bothering with (Brooke, Papers). It is possible, however, that he had intended all along to give his transcriptions to Brooke’s mother, who eventually got them, and that the censorship might have been for her benefit or because he knew she would never allow him to publish the poem. 

Another Brooke biographer, Paul Delany, believes that “Brooke never cared deeply about Marsh or Keynes, nor did they play any major role in his emotional history” (ix).

When Brooke speaks of Keynes in later life, it is generally with respect for someone important to him in his childhood and whom he believes to be a decent person. However, it is also clear that Brooke is annoyed with Keynes’ disapproval of anything “beyond the pale.” Brooke seems to have given up on Keynes as best friend material by 1907 when Keynes wrote to him complaining of Brooke’s tone—his “nastiness,” “peevishness,” “sarcastic irony,” and “bad taste,” and accusing Brooke of being “childish.” Brooke replied, “I expect I was too allusive: almost, I fear, flippant. I will try to be simple.” But at the end of the letter, he can’t resist some fun with Keynes: “I have written in lines fairly straight & close; that you may not strain your eyes in trying to read between them” (12 Sept. 1907).

Brooke likely would have been appalled at the thought of Keynes as his literary executor. However, following Rupert’s death, Mrs. Brooke appointed Keynes, Dudley Ward, Walter de la Mare, and Sheppard as Brooke Trustees. This left Marsh in an odd position, as he — acting as Brooke’s appointed executor — had signed the agreements with Brooke’s publishing company and represented the three poets (including de la Mare) named in Brooke’s will as beneficiaries. Frustrated by the lack of cooperation he was getting from Mrs. Brooke and Geoffrey Keynes, both of whom clearly wanted him to relinquish his post, Marsh reluctantly concluded that he had no choice but to resign. His decision did not sit well with Brooke’s publishers, however. Sidgwick and Jackson refused to accept the resignation, insisting that Marsh’s name was on the contracts and they would deal with no one but Marsh. Keynes exchanged several hostile letters with the firm, but in the end was himself forced to call upon Marsh to intervene. Marsh did, and delicately extricated himself from all responsibilities concerning Brooke.

Still, Marsh’s troubles with Keynes and Brooke’s mother were far from over. He was writing a memoir of Brooke to be included as an introduction to Brooke’s Collected Poems, and he soon found both Mrs. Brooke and Keynes acting as tandem obstructionists to his project. Mrs. Brooke insisted that Marsh not include anything about Brooke’s socialism, then after the Memoir was published, she complained that it wasn’t a complete account of Rupert and didn’t even mention his socialism. She also insisted that Marsh ask Keynes to write something for the book, and when Keynes refused, she withdrew her permission to publish. Marsh wrote to her expressing dismay that, after all the trouble he had taken, he should be made to suffer “because someone else, over whom I have no control, refuses to write” (Hassall, Marsh 386). Eleven days later, Marsh sent an announcement to Sidgwick and Jackson of the Memoir’s postponement: “ ‘owing to the wishes of the family’—I should like to insert the word ‘bloody’ before ‘family’, but I won’t insist on this” (391). Eventually, Marsh was allowed to publish, but even though he honored the many limitations placed on him by Mrs. Brooke and Keynes, they still were unhappy. Marsh regarded his relationship with Mrs. Brooke as the most distressing experience of his life; their dispute takes up almost seventy pages of Christopher Hassell’s biography of Marsh.

It must be said, however, that Marsh deserved some of Mrs. Brooke’s criticism concerning his over-the-top prose style. She returned his draft with “applepie, applepie” scribbled in the margin of one section. One biographer claims she changed Marsh’s “Rupert left Rugby in a blaze of glory” to “Rupert left Rugby in July,” but Hassall dismisses this story as apocryphal.

Another Brooke biographer, John Lehmann, says, “Marsh must not be too much blamed for [the Memoir’s] excesses of adulation; he had known Rupert at close quarters in the last years of his life, he had fallen in love with him, and his love irradiates every paragraph” (Strange 155). Indeed, it does.

When the Memoir was finally published, it was prefaced with a brief “introduction” by Mrs. Brooke that read more like a disclaimer. In it she mentions the reasons why she “consented to the Memoir coming out now, although it is of necessity incomplete.”

Keynes in his autobiography calls Marsh’s memoir “an elegantly written trifle (Gates 164) and goes on to complain:


Brooke’s unmanly physical beauty was often taken as an indication that he was probably a homosexual and therefore to be despised. . . . It had, of course, been far from Marsh’s intention to produce any such impression. He had been deeply attached to Rupert, as he was to many young men, but lived himself in a sexual no-man’s-land whose equivocal aura pervaded the memoir and contributed to the Brooke ‘legend’. Mrs. Brooke had probably sensed this even though she might not have been able to put it into words, and was quite right to feel that the pretty sketch should never have been printed. (165)




One wonders what Geoffrey’s gay brother Maynard Keynes thought when he read that paragraph.

In any case, Marsh was not entirely in a “sexual no-man’s land.” That Marsh was attracted to men was well-known by Rupert. The evidence can be found, among other places, in Brooke’s letter to James Strachey in which he writes of a letter from Marsh expressing pleasure at having finally met George Mallory, the handsome young friend of Brooke who later became the famous mountain climber. Brooke tells Strachey that Marsh had crossed out met and replaced it with seen. Later in the letter he reproduces Marsh’s edit with obvious admiration, telling Strachey he thinks it quite good (13 Feb. 1912).

Nor was Marsh as prudish on the topic of sex as was Keynes. Still, Marsh’s Memoir was a travesty, and the fault was partially Mrs. Brooke’s but partially Marsh’s own. Brooke’s Bloomsbury friend David Garnett, wrote of it to his mother:


James — who knew him better than anyone else . . . is silent — he is mentioned once as having been on a walking tour with him — Noel [Olivier] is of course not mentioned. . . . I am amazed at the underlying assumptions of the authors.

That is: We like our boys to wear their hair rather long — to dabble in Socialism, to dabble in ‘decadence’ . . . to fancy they really care about ethics — but all the time we know they are sound: sound to the core.

When the time comes they’ll go off heroically and forget their wild oats and die in a Greek island and then we can wallow in sentiment . . . but the wild oats of Mr. Marsh are really the important things in life. Rupert even though he did go to the bad some time before his death at one time cared about the important things and was able to understand them. (Brooke, Song 282)




Garnett makes a valid point, but if Brooke’s friends found the Marsh memoir distasteful, they certainly could not have appreciated what was to come.

Virginia Stephen (Woolf) said the Bloomsbury crowd had asked James Strachey to write something. James obligingly wrote to C. K. Ogen, the editor of Cambridge Magazine in July 1918 asking to write on Marsh’s Memoir. “I knew him better than many people, and it would give me a good deal of pleasure to try and explain what he was really like . . . If I wrote it would be something rather scandalous.” Whatever response James received, nothing was published on the Memoirs by him.

[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Biographies


[image: ]


The first biography of Brooke aside from Marsh’s 1918 memoir was to have been written by twenty-seven-year-old American explorer Richard Halliburton, author of The Royal Road to Romance, who drowned at sea before completing his book. A good-looking man who apparently possessed a great deal of charm as well, Halliburton considered Brooke one of his three heroes along with Richard the Lion-Hearted and Alexander the Great, and he carried a copy of Brooke’s poetry with him almost wherever he went, calling it his bible. While working on his biography of Brooke, he was disappointed to find that Mrs. Brooke and most of Rupert’s friends were reluctant to divulge information about the poet.

On first meeting him, Mrs. Brooke had demanded, “Ask your questions, young man, one, two, three, four” (Stringer 16). Only Marsh provided any cooperation (18). Gradually, Halliburton discerned the reason. “I was made aware of a peculiar subterfuge going on round me,” he wrote. “One Trustee of the Brooke Estate made a point of telephoning some of the families I approached to insist I be allowed to see no material they might possess” (Stringer 63). Brooke’s friend Justin Brooke wrote to Halliburton, “I think you may find it hard to get Mrs. Brooke’s permission to print all that you would naturally desire.” St. John Lucas-Lucas, who had sent Halliburton his letters from Brooke before sending them all to Marsh, wrote, “Mrs. Brooke is far from pleased with me for letting you have them. . . . Please don’t think me very dictatorial, but the rule that Rupert’s friends must make is that Mrs. Brooke’s wishes in any matter concerning him are absolute law.” Noel Oliver, in politely refusing close cooperation, said she believed it was not yet possible to write a full account of his life: “The spectators must wait another 50 years or so for anything like a full picture,” she wrote. Dudley Ward refused cooperation for the same reason, writing to Halliburton, “I do not think that the time has come for the publication of a full selection of his letters, and such partial selection by you as would be possible would only give a misleading impression.” The concerns of Ward and Olivier were, of course, accurate. Keynes, who had been collecting Brooke’s letters himself, allowed Halliburton to see only a selected few.

With Halliburton’s death, no Brooke biography was published until 1948, when Arthur Stringer, using the materials Halliburton had been able to gather and conducting extensive research on his own, published Red Wine of Youth. However, the most interesting conclusions made by Stringer while writing his book—that Brooke was homosexual and had died from syphilis—never appear in its pages. Stringer did make his opinions known to Brooke’s Canadian friend, Maurice Brown, who reported them to Keynes. Citing his friendship with Brooke and his medical training in qualifying himself to refute both points, Keynes wrote to Stringer that it was his hope Stringer would “not allow your book to be even remotely coloured by the idea that Rupert was in any way abnormal” (10 June 1947). But the idea of Brooke being homosexual was an increasingly touchy subject for Keynes. Robin Skelton soon added to Keynes’ concern by writing to him that “my generation and all succeeding generations will continue to regard Rupert as a plaster-cast Apollo with homosexual tendencies” (4 Dec. 1955).

Keynes, working on his collection of Brooke letters at the time, wrote to Cathleen Nesbitt, “The letters should effectively dispose of the widespread belief (particularly, I believe, in America) that Rupert was ‘queer’ ” (14 Jan. 1956). Given that hope, Keynes must have been dismayed when Julian Jebb’s review of the collected letters in The Times was headlined “Rupert Brooke: The Blond Beastliness” and asked the question outright: 


Was he a suppressed homosexual or a narcissist or impotent? Or did he really have a very successful sex life, but no love life? The combination of guilt, affectation, emotional demands and condescension which fills his letters to Katherine [Cox] and Cathleen [Nesbitt] only obscure the truth. (Jebb)




Shane Leslie added to Keynes’ frustration by reporting that “At one time Brooke’s false reputation was such that Fellows of Kings were doubtful of making him a Fellow” (8 August 1968).

But it was Timothy Rogers’ review in English that seems to have distressed Keynes the most. Rogers said the publication was an example of “much that has gone amiss in the Brooke story: the evasiveness, the resistance to inquiry, in a word the possessiveness” (80) and faulted Keynes for not including the more controversial letters (83).

Philip Larkin’s review said much the same:


Despite the havoc wrought by Brooke at King’s College (and one might as well admit that all along the line some of his success was due to his thorough mashing of the homosexual establishment), his letters during this period are not especially interesting. (Larkin)




The main problem with Keynes’ The Letters of Rupert Brooke and with the biographies written by Christopher Hassall, Robert Brainard Pearsall, John Frayn Turner, William E. Laskowski, and, ironically, Timothy Rogers, is censorship. Each writer is very selective in what he presents, apparently not wanting to destroy the Brooke image. Hassall’s biography was meant to be definitive, but it is too much concerned with the trivial and too little concerned with the controversial to be a true accounting. Another biographer, Paul Delany, says “the essential flaw of Hassall’s work was that it had to please Sir Geoffrey [Keynes], which meant that it gave a fundamentally distorted and incomplete view of Rupert” (xv). For his part, Keynes insisted that Hassall’s life of Brooke and his own collection of letters “served to discredit the Rupert Brooke legend and to establish a truer valuation of his wholly masculine character and mind” (Gates 169-70), a statement that clearly reveals Keynes’ mission regarding the poet.

Many others who have written about Brooke seem to share this mission. Robert Pearsall chose to ignore any homosexual inferences regarding Brooke and wrote that at Rugby School Brooke “developed no crushes of any kind” (16), a statement contradicted even by the Brooke letters published by Keynes. Self-described in his preface as “an old soldier myself” (8), Pearsall dismisses Brooke’s long-standing friendship with James Strachey by saying that James and his brother Lytton “were jealous and fussy men, buzzing homosexuals, whom Brooke could not like and ultimately came to hate” (40).

The fact is that James Strachey was Brooke’s best friend for most of his life, beginning with their years together at Hillbrow School, and Rupert’s letters to James, as some reviewers of the published edition of the letters have written, amount to the closest thing to a Brooke autobiography that exists. James made no secret of being in love with Brooke, which annoyed Brooke at times but seems not to have interfered to any great degree with the friendship. They wrote often. They visited each other often. Brooke wrote to Ka Cox , “James comes tomorrow, Monday, morning. . . . Normally James stays exactly till the following Monday morn” (Sept. 1911). Ka apparently responded that she feared James would make Rupert tired, for his letter to her the following month reads, “Damn you, I am not tired! . . . Nor does James exhaust me. . . . P.P.S. There are a lot of men in such wonderful clothes in the kitchen. . . . I admire them so much. One is so beautiful, shining” (Oct. 1911).

Brooke wrote to Ka during another of James’ visits, “It’s very nice having him: though one’s skating riskily, at times. Arguments on fucking” (Feb. or March 1912). He wrote to her again shortly after that “James has been very nice & done me a lot of good, I think.” This is the same letter in which he confirms having copulated with Ka by writing, “Ka, you’ve once given yourself to me: & that means more than you think” (early March 1912). A bit later, he is relishing the plan for James and Ka to visit him at the same time at his mother’s house in Rugby: “You, I, she, James: what a tangle of cross-motives & dissimulations it’ll be! We’ll want our clear heads. But it’ll be fun” (March 1912).

Brooke wrote to James: “Did Ka tell you,—she was to,—that I’d at length broken it to the Ranee [his mother]? She quite accepts you: though I gathered you were to sleep apart. But one of you may have Alfred [Brooke] for a night: & I daresay Madge’ll oblige the other” (12 March 1912). Madge was a maid. It is interesting that Rupert offered his younger brother Alfred as a bed partner to either Ka or James, but, of course, it was all in jest.

As far as Pearsall’s suggestion that Rupert came to hate James, it’s probable that Rupert wrote to someone during the years following his second nervous collapse around January 1912 that he despised James, as he did regarding Ka Cox, Noel Olivier, and many of his other close friends, but when any of his acquaintances suggested James was not a good person, Rupert was quick to James’ defense, even during the period when he claimed to hate Bloomsbury the most. Certainly, he was curt with James at times to discourage James’ desire for them to be lovers, but James held a special place in Brooke’s heart, as his most devoted friend, for most of his life. Even in 1913, after their falling out, Rupert wrote to James from California, “My dear James, Thank you for your birthday letter: my only one” (RB to JS, postmarked 2 Oct. 1913).

Too, in declining James’ annual invitation to visit Scotland with him, Brooke provided the clearest scope of their relationship by writing, “Your romantically bitter answer that . . . if I don’t go to Scotland with you in 1912, it’ll only make 1912 like 1911, 1910, & 1909, won’t hold. I’ve been with you every week-end for ages” (8 August 1912). Although “every weekend” is an exaggeration, their letters attest that they spent considerable time together, and theirs was not a friendship for honest biographers to downplay or dismiss with a homophobic quip. Although the early biographers did not have access to these letters, their publication in 1998 has not kept more recent biographers from straying from the mossbacked line.

Rogers apparently shares Pearsall’s view of James Strachey. In his book, he dismisses James with the line, “That [Strachey] made sexual advances to Brooke is likely, and likely that Brooke repelled them” (6). While true, the statement is hardly a fair and representative description of their friendship. Nigel Jones, who wrote what is for the most part an even-handed account of Brooke’s life, nevertheless says in his introduction that “the Stracheys and most the Bloomsberries were truly poisonous people” (xvi). Even so innocuous a book as Sandra Martin and Roger Hall’s Rupert Brooke in Canada denigrates Brooke’s male relationships. They write of Brooke’s days at Rugby: “Rupert was amused in a disdainful, superior way by a crush another boy suffered for him” (11), which again is hardly an accurate account even of the Brooke letters published at the time.

That so much of the material written on Brooke has come from the pens of writers who were at best eager to prove him heterosexual and at worst completely homophobic is unfortunate. It also is ironic that in at least ten books the authors felt it necessary to protest that Brooke was not homosexual. No Brooke biography had ever claimed he was. Only recently have Paul Delany’s biography, The Neo-pagans: Rupert Brooke and the Ordeal of Youth, and Nigel Jones’ Life, Death & Myth presented evidence that Brooke was, at least at certain times in his life and at least to some degree, bisexual, but neither of these books claim he was exclusively homosexual.  Nor does Friends and Apostles: The Correspondence of Rupert Brooke and James Strachey, 1905-1914, although the letters mention homosexuality frequently and for most of Brooke’s life show him to be if not gay then gay-friendly.

Delany, like Stringer, Hastings, and Rogers before him, felt compelled to mention the reticence—and indeed, obstruction—he encountered among some Brooke acquaintances while compiling his biography. He says Keynes “had gathered a mass of documentation on Brooke . . . he controlled it, and he was temperamentally unable, over the years, to allow unhindered use of materials he considered sensitive” (xiv).

One recent Brooke biography, Mike Read’s Forever England, includes the claim that Brooke fathered a child while in Tahiti. Among the problems with this claim is the fact that Arlice Rapoto, the woman presumed to be Brooke’s daughter, was born in 1908, years before Brooke visited the island. Another recent biography contains claims and assumptions that the Brooke papers at King’s College, Cambridge don’t support in its attempt to push the narrative that Brooke enjoyed a particularly amorous relationship with Noel Olivier. Every time the author speaks of Brooke’s poetry or makes yet another excuse for Brooke’s failure as a heterosexual lover (he blames gloomy weather at one point), the book reads like Nabokov’s Pale Fire, with the biographer as Charles Kinbote explicating Professor Shade’s poem.

However, two older Brooke biographies are worth mentioning. Michael Hastings’ Rupert Brooke: The Handsomest Young Man in England (1967) was never intended to be a serious work of scholarship but is notable for its frequent insights. John Lehmann’s The Strange Destiny of Rupert Brooke, although brief and containing no source notes, provides a balanced account of Brooke.

Recent publication of Brooke’s letters to and from Noel Olivier (Song of Love) and Phyllis Gardner (The Second I Saw You) were each marketed as providing a love story, but neither book quite accomplishes that. Adrian Caesar believes that Brooke’s love for Olivier was dependent on “non-consummation or non-reciprocation” and says that “as soon as the affair with Noel threatens to become physical Brooke sheers off, frightened and repelled” (34). This viewpoint is supported by many letters written by Brooke’s acquaintances (more on this later).

The Brooke Trustees chose the editor of the Gardner book, as she acknowledges at the front. The most intimate passages in the book come from Gardner’s journals, not the letters, and are disturbing on several levels, not the least of which is the episode in which Brooke strangles her and suggests he could kill her (also, more to come). Their affair ends after Brooke begins to vocalize his growing misogyny. 
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One might expect the most accurate view of Brooke’s life to come from his personal letters, the majority of which were written to his mother and to James Strachey, Katherine Cox, and Noel Olivier. The letters edited and published by Keynes, however, possess a much different tone than the entries in Brooke’s diaries written at corresponding times. In the diaries, he appears always to possess a clear idea of himself and what he is doing. In his letters, he often attempts to define himself as a bored young man too tired of life to be of much interest to anyone. It is worth the wondering to ask why he would want to portray himself as such.

Brooke’s biographers have ascribed the attitude to his early love of Wilde, Swinburne, and Dowson and assert this was a phase Brooke soon outgrew. But Brooke’s professed ennui persists long after he turned his literary attention from Swinburne to Donne and becomes more prevalent as he grows older. His first nervous breakdown at the end of 1911 changed everything, including the way he wrote letters. Brooke’s world-weariness is found in his letters at least as often as the effusiveness of the Brooke who celebrated life, youth, and beauty. Brooke experienced extreme mood swings, but he also projected both personas with practiced deliberation. This was certainly the view of Francis Birrell, who told Marsh that Rupert’s public image was “youthful poet” but the reality of the man was a “hard business capacity” (Hassall, Marsh  277). It also became the view of James Strachey who said after Brooke’s death that he was not nearly as nice as people think, but he was a great deal cleverer.

It is also true that Brooke did not show identical sides of himself to all his correspondents. He admitted in a letter to Geoffrey Keynes that “even more than yourself I attempt to be ‘all things to all men’; rather ‘cultured’ among the cultured, faintly athletic among athletes, a little blasphemous among blasphemers, slightly insincere to myself” (8 Jan. 1907). His chameleon character even shows up in his writing style, as when he begins sentences in letters to Marsh with the words “I say,” an obvious (and ostentatiously embarrassing) affectation reflecting the society in which Marsh moved. What is constant in Brooke’s letters is a selfishness to which he freely admits, especially in his correspondence with James Strachey. Arthur Waugh observed, correctly, that


every sensitive letter-writer is apt to reflect in his letters the temperament of the friend to whom he is writing. And since, to Rupert Brooke’s friends, Rupert Brooke himself was clearly the most alluring of topics, it is not unnatural that he should have pursued that topic with all the relish possible to a self-absorbed and concentrated individuality. . . . the best of his enthusiasm, so far as his quoted letters reveal it, is quite ingenuously reserved for himself. (146-47)




However, Brooke wasn’t only selfish in his letters, he was selfish in everyday life. A common thread in the letters between Brooke and James Strachey is James complaining that Brooke had done something unthoughtful that had hurt James’ feelings or inconvenienced him and Brooke responding that he had or had not considered that but in either case James should have known to expect it because Rupert was selfish and didn’t deny it.

Thus, when Keynes assembled his collection of Brooke’s letters to be published, he was suddenly confronted with the realization that Brooke’s correspondents all felt that their letters from Brooke represented the “true” Brooke, and since their letters were, by the nature of the project, outweighed by the volume of the whole, they felt that Keynes must have made his selection carelessly, for they could scarcely find in it the Rupert they knew. As Timothy Rogers wrote, “One of the most fascinating experiences in speaking to his friends was to find how each had known – and treasured as ‘the real Rupert’ – a different person” (84).

Rogers says the problem with Keynes is that


he belonged to a generation which believed that certain private matters should not be published whatever might be their literary or historical importance. . . . [The volume] is hopelessly incomplete; there are three hundred excisions (for various reasons) from the fewer than six hundred published letters, and some of the closest friendships are unchronicled. (5-6)




Rogers arrived at the three hundred figure by counting the deletions in the letters that Keynes indicated with ellipses. Actually, there are far more cuts than Rogers realized, for Keynes made many deletions silently. The book galleys remain on display in the Keynes archive at Cambridge, and most of the Brooke letters are located in the Brooke archive not far away; therefore, researchers can see this for themselves.

When Keynes finished his collection and sent the manuscript around to the other Brooke trustees and several of Brooke’s friends, he was dismayed to find that the work met with unanimous disapproval. Among the more pointed replies he received was this from Dudley Ward:


It was my own fault to allow myself to be hustled by you into agreeing, however reluctantly, before I had been able to read your proposed selection in typescript, as you originally promised. . . . Then too please cut out the few rather hateful references to James [Strachey]. Surely R. himself when he had recovered from his period of bitterness, for which James himself was in no way responsible, would have had no such desire to hurt. (25 Nov. 1955)




Other Brooke friends who did not want Keynes’ edition of Brooke’s letters published included Frances Cornford, Noel Olivier, Violet Asquith, James Strachey, and Jack Sheppard. Asquith went as far as to beg Dudley Ward to prevent publication of the letters, which he succeeded in doing while he was alive (VA to DW 6 July 1965).

According to the records in the Keynes archives at Cambridge, Keynes paid Faber & Faber £300 for half the cost of setting type. Faber paid £478 4s to keep the type set for eleven years while Ward refused to grant permission to publish. After Ward’s death, the letters were published, and Keynes immediately received letters pointing out errors in his footnotes.

Keynes had edited the letters heavily. The correspondence from his editor at Faber & Faber is full of exasperated inquiries of “Why delete?” and “Why bowdlerize this?” The editor cited “bowdlerization” on six pages of the galleys, and other alterations and omissions on many pages more. All of Brooke’s frequent uses of the word “bugger” were changed or deleted except for one. When used as a noun, the word, under Keynes’ editorship, became “beggar.” When used as a verb, the word and the surrounding sentence usually were deleted altogether, often with no indication a change had been made.

Keynes also deleted the names of Brooke’s schoolboy crushes, Charles Lascelles and Michael Sadleir, even when the names appeared in completely innocuous passages. He also deleted mentions of homosexuality even when the situations did not involve Brooke, as when Brooke in a letter to Virginia Stephens provides an account of two fourteen-year-olds “buggering” a ten-year-old in a church vestry. Keynes published the letter but deleted that passage from it. For the curious reader, here is the part deleted:


Church circles are agitated by what happened at Holy Trinity three Sundays ago. In the afternoon there is first a Choral Service, then a Children’s Service, then a Service for Men Only. Two fourteen-year-old choir-boys arranged a plan during the Choral Service. At the end they skipped round & watched the children enter. They picked out the one whose looks pleased them best, a youth of 10. They waited in seclusion till the end of the Children’s service. Then they pounced on their victim, as he came out, took him, each by a hand, & led him to the vestry. There, while the Service for Men Only proceeded, they removed the lower parts of his clothing & buggered him, turn by turn. His protestations were drowned by the Organ pealing out whatever hymns are most suitable to Men Only. Subsequently they let him go. He has been in bed ever since, with a rupture. They were arrested & flung, presumably, into a Reformatory. He may live.




It sounds as if Brooke made it all up. Keynes penciled in on a typed copy, “checked [one necessary omission].”

Too, Keynes deleted, without so much as an ellipsis, Brooke’s flippant reference to his own bisexuality in a letter to Katherine Cox: “I stayed at the Grange with Gwen & Jacques [Raverat]: and though Gwen’s the only woman in England, & Jacques almost the only man, I’ve never lusted for, I’d a bad touch of that disease you too’ll have known” (June 1911). Nor would Keynes print Brooke’s letter to Cox mentioning the “beautiful, shining” workman (October 1911). Nor does he use a letter to Cox containing an interesting account of Brooke’s arguing with his mother about Cox: “I felt the red creep slowly up—Damn! It’s just as it always was; even from the time when the holiday mention, at lunch, of the boy of the moment in the House (with apologies, dear!) left me the level red of this blotting-paper, & crying with silent wrath” (Feb. or March 1912).

Keynes also deleted the following lines from a Brooke letter to Erica Cotterill, his cousin:


I can imagine cases where I think a man or woman ought to live with someone he loves very much, and . . . produce children by somebody else. This might happen if the person one loves is sterile, or diseased with some hereditary disease, or of the same sex. Do you understand about loving people of the same sex? It is the question people here discuss most, in all its aspects. And of course most of the sensible people would permit it. (30 Nov. 1908)




Keynes did honor Ward’s request to remove the unflattering comments about James Strachey. From Brooke’s deathbed letter instructing Ward to destroy certain sets of his correspondence, Keynes deleted, “Things like James Strachey’s letters are rather a pestilential heap. Indeed, why keep anything? Well, I might turn out to be eminent and biographiable. If so, let them know the poor truths.” Of course, one can understand why Keynes would delete mention of the Strachey letters since no letters from Brooke to Strachey were included in his manuscript. Brooke’s letters to Strachey eventually were sold to the Berg Collection of the New York Public Library in November 1967 under condition that no one have access to them for ten years without the permission of Strachey’s widow. Jon Stallworthy, who had joined Keynes as a Brooke Trustee, wrote to the Berg curator two years later that even when the ten-year period passed, it was unlikely the Brooke Trust would grant permission for the letters to be published. However, in the 1990’s Stallworthy did grant permission. Even so, he requested more than one hundred excisions to the editorial content of the manuscript, but in the end consented to publication with only two excisions, both involving his late friend Geoffrey Keynes, not Brooke. 

Noel Oliver was correct; it did take a number of years before a true accounting of Brooke was possible. But even she might have been surprised that it took not fifty but more than eighty years.
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Charlie Lascelles
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As with many boys of his generation, Brooke’s public-school days affected him more profoundly than any period of his life. During his years at Rugby, Rupert was involved in romantic relationships with three boys. In order, Denham Russell-Smith entered Rugby in May 1902, age thirteen. Michael Sadleir followed in May 1903, age fourteen, making he and Denham the same age. Charles Lascelles entered in May 1904 at age fourteen. Thus, two of Brooke’s Rugby loves were two years his junior, and the boy he appears to have loved most, Lascelles, was three years younger. Denham and Charlie were both assigned to the house of Parker Brooke, Rupert’s father.

Edwin Charles Griffith Lascelles, known as Charles or Charlie, was born 10 April 1890, the only child of Edwin John Lascelles and Frances Elizabeth Griffith Lascelles. Charlie’s scrapbooks, preserved in the Pembrokeshire Record Office, show that he was among the 2nd trebles in the Rugby School Concert No. 1 on 17 Dec. 1904 (Denham Russell-Smith was among the 2nd altos). Rugby’s school magazine, The Meteor, has him winning several first round matches and once advancing to the third round in racquets. However, his report from Lent term 1905 indicates he did poorly in his classes. His math teacher wrote that he was “very incapable but tries,” and his physics teacher noted, “very weak.” Charlie was asked to leave Rugby at age sixteen for not keeping up with the standards for his year group (Rugby Archives via Frances Hurd).

Charlie attended the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art from 1909 until 1911, leaving with a Certificate of Merit. He worked as an actor until 1915, touring Britain and Ireland with the Vedrenne and Eadie Company, and was then taken on by Charles Hawtrey, an actor himself who specialized in disreputable comedic roles and was associated with works by Oscar Wilde and Somerset Maugham (who later edited his memoirs, The Truth at Last, in 1924), and by Herbert Tree, the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art’s founder who owned, managed, and lived in His Majesty’s Theatre and who was an actor himself. Charlie performed in supporting roles with the People’s Theatre in the Royal Victoria Hall on Waterloo Road in Merchant of Venice and Romeo and Juliet. His last stage appearance before joining the army as a volunteer was in a comedy under Hawtrey’s leadership at the Queen’s Theatre in May 1915 (Pembrokeshire Record Office). Although Rupert was regularly in attendance at London theatrical performances, it is unclear if he ever saw Charlie perform. He did attend performances at Herbert Tree’s His Majesty’s Theatre and was unimpressed (RB to James Strachey, 3 May 1912).

On 4 June 1915, having volunteered for wartime military service, Charlie was appointed to an officer’s temporary commission in the Royal Army Service Corp (London Gazette, 29 June 1915), presumably because he was public-school educated. On 6 June 1916 Charlie was court-martialed and cashiered (London Gazette, 3 July 1916) for


Behaving in a scandalous manner, unbecoming of an officer and a gentleman. (4) Committing a civil offense, that is to say, attempting to procure the commission of another male person of an act of gross indecency with him. (3.) (E.C.G. Lascelles service record WO339/3520, The National Archives)



The “4” and the “3” indicate the number of charges he faced under each heading. After Charlie was found guilty and cashiered (lost his commission as an officer), he was re-enlisted under the Military Service Act as an ordinary soldier.

In 1922 he appeared in the touring vaudeville show Snap as a singer, and in the winter of 1923-24, he took the leading role of “Prince Giglio” in Sybil Thorndike and Bronson Albery’s production of Thackeray’s The Rose and the Ring. The reviews were generally positive for the other actors but not for Charlie. One allowed that he was “competent” (The Sphere, 4 Jan. 1924), and another said he was “handsome but wooden” (The Bystander, 16 Feb. 1924). This seems to have ended his acting career.
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A young Charlie Lascelles

[image: ]

Rugby School photo, Parker Brooke House, 1904

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: ]

Detail with Rupert Brook top left, his father Parker Brook top row 3rd from left, Denham Russell-Smith bottom foremost center, and the boy most likely to be Charles Lascelles (based on comparison with other childhood photos) with head down on far right.
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Rugby School photo, Parker Brooke House, 1906
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Detail with Denham on left, Charlie (most likely) on right.
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Charlie Lascelles
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Charlie Lascelles (photos courtesy of Pembrokeshire Record Office)
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Charlie Lascelles
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Charlie Lascelles

[image: ]

Charlie Lascelles, August 1910, age 20
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Charlie onstage

SUBSEQUENTLY, CHARLIE lived with his mother until her death in 1934, and Faber published his novel of manners, Madame Benoit’s Secret, about a poor French boy who becomes a famous designer, in 1946. When he died in February 1950, his obituary noted that he was an only child and had no surviving near relatives. In his will, dated 1940, he left the bulk of his estate to Jane Davis, his housekeeper, and to charities helping animals, but he added a codicil in 1943 leaving £2,000 (equivalent to about £80,000 in 2026) and all his books to Detective Inspector Walter Groom of the Coventry Police, who was married with three children. It is possible Charlie had met Walter while Groom was in the Welsh Guards at Wellington Barracks in London from 1919 to 1922 (Hurd). While there appears to be no surviving evidence suggesting Lascelles and Groom were lovers, Matt Houlbrook has documented accounts of what he called “homosex” involving the Guards in his article “Soldier Heroes and Rent Boys: Homosex, Masculinities, and Britishness in the Brigade of Guards, circa 1900–1960” (355-64). It is a possibility. It is also possible Charlie was simply very fond of a close friend — fond enough to add a codicil to his will leaving him £2000 and all his books.

After being asked to leave Rugby due to his grades, being court-martialed from the military, receiving mediocre reviews for his acting, having his novel go largely unnoticed, and being obliged to sell his Devon mansion along with its contents, Charlie must have been broken-down by life’s disappointments. In 1950, he took his own life by an overdose of barbiturates (death certificate, via Hurd).

Most of what is known about Brooke’s relationship with Charlie is gleaned from Brooke’s letters to Katherine Cox and James Strachey. In an undated letter to Cox, Brooke wrote that when his friend Denis Browne had asked him to help write a song for Easter in 1906,


I strolled across to Chapel; & tried to understand Denis’ music. . . . & the last part was rather drowned by the steady clump of young boots up the aisle. . . And by then, no doubt, I was all eyes, & straining, for Charlie’s brunette radiance among them all—& he’d look up towards me a fraction of a second before he passed.



Brooke also wrote in his letter to James Strachey describing his seduction of Denham Russell-Smith that he and Denham would frequently “lie entwined” in a hammock at the Russell-Smith summer home in Brockenhurst, “But I lay always thinking Charlie” (10 July 1912).

Paul Delany says Brooke still kept Lascelles’ photograph in his room while at Cambridge in 1908 (239 n.9), and Brooke’s letters to Strachey show him still interested in Charlie and trying to arrange meetings with him in London until near the end of Brooke’s life. When Brooke met Charlie for lunch in London, he was protective of him, telling James Strachey that he would be allowed to see Charlie but not talk to him. There is also a letter to Keynes written in April 1913 asking Keynes to return a favor by sending him Lascelles’ London address.

Although little is known about Brooke’s relationship with
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