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––––––––––––
The Ickworth Hotel, Horringer, Suffolk, England
Why on earth call a hotel Bristol? This question cropped up around twenty years ago when Sophie and I spent a few days away for the first time shortly after we had met. I still look back on that weekend at Le Bristol in Paris with fondness, in spite of the painful break-up a dozen years later. Sophie was French Swiss, bright, brown-eyed, efficient and kind, and to cement our romance we had chosen to spend a weekend in one of the most elegant and historic hotels in the world's most romantic city.
Over breakfast on the first morning, as I reached out to dust a croissant crumb from her lower lip, I wondered aloud why such a sophisticated establishment as Le Bristol would want to call itself after a small English port. In the endearing lilt that had attracted me from the start, Sophie replied that if it had been called Le Bognor or Le Basingstoke, we would probably have gone elsewhere. I am sure she was right.
Sophie worked for an international public relations company, and I was employed by an international finance house specialising in European Union tax laws, living on expense accounts and out of suitcases. We were on the way up our heady career ladders. But our stay at Le Bristol gave me a hobby. In fact you could say it changed my life. Afterwards I started to notice other hotels called Bristol, checking them out whenever I could. I soon realised that they spread beyond Europe, from Amman to Buenos Aires, Delhi to San Diego, Yalta to Melbourne, and ideas about how this might have come about started to emerge, too.
The most popular theory is that they are named after Frederick Augustus Hervey (pronounced Harvey, 1730–1803), the 4th Earl Bristol, who became Bishop of Derry, which was then Ireland’s richest episcopal see. He was a worldly cleric from a family of scarlet women and outspoken and eccentric men of whom it was said, "There are men, women and Herveys". A larger-than-life character, he embraced materialism and used his well-paid position to dash about Europe collecting paintings and antiquities to fill the mansions he was building for himself. In Derry, neither of his two grand homes of Downhill and Ballyscullion survives, and though he spent little time there, he is remembered in his parish for putting spires on churches, building roads, draining bogs and supporting the Volunteers.
What has survived is the glorious Ickworth mansion in Suffolk, which he had built after inheriting, at the age of forty-four, the estate and lodge, along with his title, from his older brother. Centred on a grand neo-classical rotunda designed to exhibit the continual consignments of art that Bristol dispatched from Europe, Ickworth today is a major attraction. Handsomely furnished, it has a number of family portraits, including several of the Earl-Bishop. One by Hugh Douglas Hamilton, painted when Bristol was sixty, shows a fresh-faced cleric with a high forehead and pale hair reaching the collar of his black tunic of office. He is seated in a fashionably romantic arbour overlooking the city of Rome.
Ickworth house and gardens are run by the National Trust, to whom it was given by the 6th Marquess of Bristol in 1956. The east wing was never completed, but the west wing, the family home, was opened as a 27-bedroom hotel in 2002, three years after the death of the 7th Marquess who had spectacularly squandered much of what remained of the family fortune on drugs. The title passed to twenty-year-old Frederick William Augustus Hervey, who was studying architecture at Edinburgh University. Lady Victoria Hervey and Lady Isabelle Hervey, erstwhile "It" Girl and Playboy bunny, are the 8th Marquess’s sisters.
The Earl-Bishop spent a total of twenty years on the Continent, including the last eleven of his life. Restless and always in search of new company and stimulating conversation, he was often on horseback, galloping towards the hospitality of a friend or acquaintance. Inns were chosen with care; he insisted on the best rooms and demanded top quality food and service. Sometimes his entourage included his own cook, and on at least one occasion two. Nothing could better recommend an inn or hostelry than to have it known that Lord Bristol had stayed there. Sometimes he travelled with a large party, particularly in later life when he became bored with his travelling companion, his chaplain the Rev Trefusis Lovell.
One witness noted: "With a rather numerous retinue Lord Bristol travelled by short stages, but his horses in this sort of caravan were wretched jades and his carriage resembled the cart of a quack-doctor. His cook, who always went in advance, prepared his lodgings. The Bishop used to say gaily, 'I arrive provided with the appetite of a curé, but I find the dinner of a bishop.'"
- - -
Bristol made his first trip abroad in 1766 when hotels – or rather inns and hostels – were fairly primitive. This was the age of the Grand Tour, the lengthy excursion to places of antiquity popular with the sons (rarely the daughters) of the aristocracy in the restless years between university and marriage. When the French Revolution in the 1790s and the subsequent Napoleonic wars interrupted this pastime, Bristol continued to roam the Continent, dabbling in political intrigue in the courts of Prussia and Naples, and offering advice to Britain's Prime Minister, William Pitt, and anyone else who would listen.
The word 'hôtel' has its roots in hospitals and hostals, places of accommodation for university students and for pilgrims and other travellers. In France, the destruction of religious houses during the Revolution meant that many of these lodging houses fell into secular hands, and it was around this time that privately run hôtels began to appear – a circumflex in French being the sign of a missing 's'.
In North America, Samuel Blodget Jr, the merchant son of a Boston innkeeper, was the first to attempt to open a hotel, building the four-storey Union Public Hotel in Washington in 1793, when the Revolution in France was well under way. Money was raised by public subscription but the hotel was never completed. It was not until the following spring that the first hotel in the United States opened its doors: the 137-room, five-storey City Hotel in New York was built on the site of the former City Tavern among the elite mansions on Broadway.
Bristol died alone in a wayside barn in Italy while the Napoleonic wars were still raging, and before the railways brought ease of travel and increased accommodation. When peace returned to France, one of the first hotels to open was the Bristol in Place Vendôme, using a name that might once more attract English visitors. It was inspired by Lord Bristol, whose dedication to the good life had just been revealed in a book of memoires purported to have been written by Lord Nelson's inamorata, Emma Hamilton. It read:
"Such was the character and end of Frederick Hervey, earl of Bristol, who dissipated a long life, a princely fortune, and respectable talents, in the pursuit of pleasure, with all the eagerness, and on the same motive as that which actuated the Epicurean philosophers of old, whose creed and practice were comprehended in the resolution, 'Let us eat and drink, for to-morrow we die'."
With no authority to use the Hervey family coat of arms, the Parisian hotel owner adopted instead the heraldic device of the city of Bristol, which would suggest aristocratic approval. With a bath on each floor, the hotel became a place of choice for visiting Britons, and, with a suite named after him, the Prince of Wales – later King Edward VII – helped to make it famous. Its preeminence was, however, eclipsed in 1898, when the Ritz opened a few doors away with a bath in each room. When the Bristol finally closed at the end of the First World War, its name was fought over and eventually won by the current Le Bristol, where Sophie and I had spent our weekend.
By Edwardian times most cities in Europe on the tourist map had a Bristol, including London, though Bristol was not a common name for a hotel in Britain. In fact, when Howard Young and his wife Minnie started a hotel in Newquay in Cornwall in 1927, he called it Bristol not because they both came from Bristol, the family says, but because it was a popular name on the Continent, where he had been working.
There are, however, a number of people who are against the idea that any hotel bearing the name Bristol might have anything at all to do with the Earl-Bishop, and many who can't see why a hotel should be called Bristol at all. When a new grand hotel was being built in Warsaw in 1901, the newspaper Dziennik dla Wszystkich complained about the decision by the owners to call it the Bristol. Unable to find out why a foreign name had been chosen, it ran a competition: "Anyone who solves this puzzle will be given as a reward a fragment of one of the bricks from the new Hotel Bristol being erected by Mr Paderewski on Krakowskie Przedmiesce." But the name went ahead, and no reason was found, though it was suggested that any Polish name may have been unpronounceable to foreign visitors. Michael Goerdt, who was general manager of the same Warsaw Bristol when it reopened after a major refurbishment in 1993, told me he believed that the name Bristol became widespread simply because, like Astoria, it is a word that can be pronounced in any language, and is easy on the tongue even when transliterated into Cyrillic.
Going further, Andreas Augustin, author of handsome hotel books and president of The Most Famous Hotels in the World, refutes the Earl-Bishop theory entirely, insisting this was simply a "bad PR gag". It is the English city of Bristol, he maintains, that gives the hotels their names, pointing to the Vienna Bristol's logo bearing the English city's coat of arms.
In the northern Greek city of Thessaloniki, the Capsis family, who have been running the Bristol since it opened in 1917, agree. The English port, they say, is "where the concept of modern hotels was born when, for the first time, an inn separated customers from their horses and created rooms for customers and special spaces for horses". The Capsis promotional literature goes on to say that tradition insists that every town is allowed to host only one Bristol, though I have found this is not always the case.
The West Country maritime city is not an obvious candidate for such fame. The slave trade that helped it to prosper is nothing to crow about, and though it achieved acclaim when John Cabot set out from there in 1497 to explore North America, where more than thirty towns took the Bristol name, it is far less glamorous than, say, Marseilles or Barcelona. And yet, one way and another, the name has spread.
In the twentieth century the name of Bristol was romanticised and scattered to the four winds by the city's aviation company. Its famous Boxkite carried the first airmail letters in Britain and took them around the world – its parcels sometimes packed in Bristol board. Bristol Aeroplane Company built cargo carriers and fighter planes that became household names in both World Wars, and its Britannia airlines took passengers on transatlantic and colonial routes in the 1950s. Concorde became airborne with its participation, and the Concorde 216 made its final flight to Filton, the Bristol home of the aviation company, to become a visitor attraction. The company made road vehicles, too, and although the commercial vehicle side of the business was subsumed into British Leyland in the 1970s, and you can still see the Bristol logo on buses in South Africa and on open-top tourist buses crossing New York's Times Square.
Bristol Cars Ltd, Filton's other famous product, is the last remaining British luxury car maker and their hand-make sports cars are among the most expensive in the world. (The Bristol motoring story is told in Chapter 12).
There may be more mundane reasons for choosing the name Bristol. The handsome clapboard Hotel Bristol in Steamboat Springs, Colorado, for instance, takes its name from Police Chief Everett Bristol, who built the place in 1948.
Occasionally, the name goes out of fashion, especially in moments of anti-British feeling, such as the 20th century's World Wars when all Bristols disappeared in Germany. Those in the Soviet Union were renamed in Soviet times. But by and large they have endured remarkably well, adapting to the markets of their times. True, many have been lost, but hotels continue to open under the tried-and-tested Bristol name.
- - -
Every hotel has a score of stories. Since that first visit to Le Bristol, I have booked in and out of a succession of hotels called Bristol, collecting postcards, posters, labels, pens, toiletries, towels and dressing gowns that filled our bathroom and drove Sophie crazy. My own life started to become a part of theirs. In the end, after losing all my diligently acquired memorabilia, and losing Sophie, too, I thought it worth setting down these tales, anecdotes and histories in a book.
Each story is set around a particular hotel and what happened there. They are in no particular order. In fact, now I come to look at them, I realise they jump around a little. So they can be read in any order. It's the kind of book I myself would like to find beside a hotel bed, a collection of short stories just to dip into while waiting for somebody to get ready, while resting up after sightseeing, or at the end of the day, to take my mind off the world just before I go to sleep at night.
It should be the ideal bedside reader for any hotel, no matter what its name.
––––––––––––
Bristol Palace Hotel, Karlovy Vary (Karlsbad), Czech Republic
The first time Lord Bristol visited the Continent was in 1765. He was Frederick Hervey then, aged thirty-four and living in the Suffolk village of Horringer beside the Ickworth estate of his older brother, the 3rd Earl of Bristol. He and his wife Elizabeth Davers planned a year abroad, visiting the French writer Voltaire, who was an old family friend, at Fernay near Geneva, and William Hamilton, who had shared many interests with him since their schooldays at Westminster and who was now British Minister to the King of the Two Sicilies in Naples.
The Herveys took their children with them. Eleven-year-old Mary was the oldest (she later married the Earl of Erne), then came George, aged nine, and Elizabeth, the future Duchess of Devonshire. Their youngest son John, called Jack by the family, seems to have been left at home for his education. Mary and Elizabeth were to remain in Geneva for the year with a governess, Mademoiselle Chaumel, to learn French, the language of the court of George III, to whom Hervey was now Chaplain.
On landing on the Continent, the family entourage headed for the Belgian town of Spa, famous for its therapeutic waters. Portraits of Frederick Hervey from around this time, by Battoni and Zofany, show a slim man with a long and shining, clean-shaven face. His light hair, combed flat with a centre parting, drops straight down to end in a few curls around his ears, a hairstyle that echoes the periwig he would wear on formal occasions.
Despite these pictures of health, throughout his life the Earl-Bishop suffered bouts of infirmity particularly from gout, which he claimed was hereditary, though the fact that he was able to drink a bottle of Madeira "like a gentleman" undoubtedly compounded the ailment. Like many people of his era, he believed in the curative properties of natural mineral waters, of which he became a connoisseur. He had visited Bath and Bristol Wells, and he was yet to discover his favourite spa at Pyrmont in Germany, where he would buy a house and build roads for the benefit of its most illustrious visitor, King Frederick of Prussia.
On that first visit to Spa, however, tragedy struck. George, their oldest boy, died, presumably from some malady that the family was hoping the therapeutic waters would cure. Frederick William, their seventh and last surviving child, born four years afterwards, later returned to Spa to look for the grave of his oldest brother. But Protestants in the Catholic Ardennes were not accorded official burials, and he could find no trace of it. (Frederick outlived his older brother Jack to become 5th Earl and 1st Marquess of Bristol; the Herveys also had another girl, Louise, who married the future Prime Minister, Lord Liverpool.)
- - -
I had never imagined I would ever seek the benefits offered by a spa, particularly the Continental type, those monolithic institutions that seem just a few crawling steps away from the grave. But in the spring of 1995 a series of events led me to the spa town of Karlsbad in the Czech Republic, a new country that was emerging from half a century of communism. The Velvet Revolution had been won, Prague had replaced Paris as the place where aspiring American writers most wanted to live to start their literary careers, and many people were trying to connect with Eastern Europe. Sophie's mother was one of them.
Just before Easter she called from Geneva, inviting Sophie to join her for a fortnight at the Bristol Palace, one of Karlsbad's grand retreats. At first Sophie was reluctant to go. In spite of her Swiss upbringing, she felt the same way as I did about old-fashioned spas, but it was unlike Fernande to issue such an invitation, and Sophie did not want to let her down.
"I feel that Mamma wants to talk," Sophie said as she related the conversation over a mid-week meal in an authentic little Korean restaurant we had recently discovered in St Giles High Street, "but I don't know about what."
"Do you think it's about Patrice?" I asked. "Perhaps he's having an affair."
She laughed. "Pappa? You are joking."
Patrice was a corporate lawyer and the couple lived a spotless bourgeois life in their villa beside Lake Geneva with no more help than a live-in maid and a twice-weekly gardener. A trim and habitually busy woman, Fernande worked for the World Health Organisation and was a walking advertisement for natural well being. Like anyone from the nation of big pharmaceutical companies, both she and her daughter were strangers to indulgence, and whenever they were sick they never hesitated in reaching for a pill or medicine bottle, which was guaranteed to work.
"Colonic irrigation," Sophie said. "I bet that's what people have at the Bristol. Can you think of anything more disgusting? I bet they have leeches there, too."
I tried to reassure her, saying that treatment would not be compulsory and if the hotel was anything like Le Bristol in Paris, she should be well looked after. She needed a break. Work at her PR agency had been tough. Through no fault of her own she had just lost a major client, and she was pushing herself hard to find new business to make up for it. As a result she was loath to be away from her desk for long. In the end she agreed to go for just four days, flying to Geneva and driving with her mother to Karlsbad, then flying back to London from Prague.
When I telephoned on her first night, she confirmed our worst fears. True, the Bristol was a fairytale Viennese-style château in a picturesque river valley, but it had become an East European dump. It was April. Wind was ripping young leaves from the Bohemian trees, and the rain would not stop. But for a dip in the pool and a massage, Sophie had been curled up for most of the day with Voltaire's Candide, watching water dribble under an ill-fitting balcony door while her mother had begun a course of treatment designed to relieve stress.
"She isn't really stressed," Sophie assured me. "But she couldn't think of any other complaint that needed treatment. The doctor wanted me to try some balneotherapy, too – or electrotherapy or magnetotherapy or gas inhalations. Can you imagine? They all sound like torture. I still smell of chlorine from the swimming pool, perrf! And the woman who gave me a massage… eeerh! The thermal water tastes horrible, yeagh! I don't know how people drink so much of it. They tell me I must give up alcohol and caffeine, but the whole place makes me want to have a drink. Besides. I'm a paying guest, I should be telling them what to do."
Apart from a few skinny Slavic girls who were with Russian mafia men, she said, everyone was old and ugly. And the food was terrible – "We had dumplings and stewed fruit for dinner. Have you eaten tonight?"
"I'm just going down to the Royal China in Westferry Circus."
"God, don't tell me. I wish I could come."
"I wish you could, too."
I was happy enough eating in restaurants alone, catching up on news magazines and papers in sociable surroundings. But I felt sorry for Sophie. It wasn't often that she complained, and I knew she would be anxious to be back at work. The second time we spoke, she was even lower. She had finished Candide and could find no further reading material in the hotel. A tour of the town had revealed little hope of any other diversion.
"The shops are naked," she said. "The economy is broken. The whole country is empty. This is a cultural and social desert."
I told her not to worry; she would soon be home.
The next night there was no reply from her hotel room but the following day she rang me at work just before lunch. I had been at our Canada Water office for nearly two solid weeks, which was a long stretch in those travelling days. She sounded excited.
"I'm sorry I missed you last night," she said. "Mamma and I were… I don't know quite what.... She's found this Russian. It's probably nothing."
I probed. Alexei Machinek was a Muscovite. Mid-forties, businessman, wads of cash, a fake tan. It did not sound good.
"She's talking about investing in the spa."
"Blimey."
"Machinek wants her to put money into the Bristol."
"Does he own it?"
"Not yet. They're privatising it under the new voucher system and there is an opportunity to invest."
"The voucher system is meant to stop foreigners taking over."
"He is confident he can do it."
"What does your father say?"
"Mamma has told me not to talk to him about it."
This was serious. Fernande was not an impetuous woman, nor, as far as I knew, was she in the habit of asking her daughter to side against Patrice.
"What will you do?" I asked.
"I think I'll stay on for a few more days."
That evening I lingered over dinner. Although I did not mind eating alone, I was less content living alone. So much of my time was spent travelling that our high-rent Docklands flat often seemed alien to me, and now I found myself becoming reluctant to return to it at the end of the day. It had the depressing ability to look exactly the same in the evening as it had when I left it in the morning. The bed was unmade, the fridge had not been re-stocked, coffee cups were unwashed, shirts lay unlaundered, and the shower had not been wiped down.
At the end of the meal, before the bill came, I had decided to fly out to the Czech Republic just as soon as I could.
The first available flight was on Sunday morning. On Saturday afternoon I went over to Hackney to visit my brother James and his wife Kate. A few years older than me, James worked for a charity that operated in developing countries and he was then involved with the Maya people in Central America. He was away nearly as often as I was, abandoning Kate, a remedial teacher, and their two children, who now went to school and were too old to tag along on his adventures. Perhaps because we didn't see too much of each other, we got on well, though we did not look much like brothers, not least because he was usually in trainers and T-shirt, while I was used to jackets and shirts, and proper leather shoes. He wore glasses and his hair was thinning but he could still look as mischievous as he had done at the age of ten.
It was easy for him to be cynical about my business dealings, since his work, and Kate's, was spotlessly altruistic. But we had travelling in common and we often compared notes, discussing airlines, cities, countries, and the best and worst places to eat and sleep. My interest in Bristol hotels amused him. That afternoon we took the two boys and a football to the park, and as they kicked the ball around, I tried to avoid the mud. I mentioned my mother-in-law's new ambitions in the hospitality industry.
"The Bristol Palace in Karlsbad… well, well. I was reading about it only the other day in Eddie Bernays' obituary."
"Eddie who?"
"I meant to tear it out and keep it for you. It's probably been thrown away by now."
"Thanks a bunch." The ball came my way and I trapped it under my foot, reluctant to let it scuff my shoes. I tapped it back to the boys and headed towards a bench where I found an old newspaper to put on the seat so I didn't get my trousers spoiled.
Disregarding the dampness, James sat down beside me. "Edward J. Bernays was the inventor of public relations. He was a wizard of the dark arts, the Father of Spin. He was the maestro of manipulating public opinion and he died last month at the ripe old age of 103."
I was none the wiser. This time the ball came scooting towards us at chest height and James stuck out an arm to stop it hitting my jacket. "You're unfit," he said, throwing it back, "even if you don't ever put on any weight."
"I'm fit for what I do," I pointed out. "My job involves a lot of sitting down. If I was any fitter, I'd get restless and want to wander about."
"You need children to keep you fit." He kept his eyes on the boys.
I never liked James telling me how I should lead my life. "Nobody needs children. They're horrible."
"So why are you always so nice to my two?"
"I feel sorry for them having to live with you."
"Ha ha."
"Tell me about this Bernays."
He took off his glasses and rubbed them on his T shirt, but he kept his eyes on the kids. "He was an American whizz-kid who got presidents elected, made it socially acceptable for women to smoke, invented the egg-and-bacon breakfast, wrote a book called Propaganda, which Joseph Goebels, the Nazis' Minister of Propaganda, kept prominently on his bookshelf, and in the 1950s he single-handedly orchestrated opinion sufficiently to convince the American government to overthrow the democratically elected government in Guatemala so that his clients, the United Fruit Company, could keep making large profits. It left Latin America in the grip of US-backed dictators for decades.
"Hence your interest…"
"Civil war in Guatemala is still going on."
"And what has all that got to do with the Bristol in Karlsbad?"
"According to the obituary, when he was a young man just before the First World War, Bernays went there to meet his uncle, Sigmund Freud. He was just starting out and Uncle Sigi helped him formulate his ideas for mass manipulation of public minds, what he called 'engineering of consent'."
"What was Freud doing at the Bristol?"
"He had migraines."
"Did it cure him?"
"I have no idea. But I would have loved to have overheard the conversations between the Father of Psychoanalysis and his protégé, the Father of Spin."
- - -
The next day, Sunday, I rose early and caught a plane to Prague where I hired a car to drive the sixty kilometres to Karlovy Vary, the Czech name for Karlsbad.
I had been to Prague a number of times over the previous couple of years. The collapse of communism had given my employers limitless opportunities, and the Russian I had studied along with economics at university was suddenly a great asset. I was in high demand and my feet barely touched the ground. Our business was to facilitate Western businessmen in new markets, and help aspirant European nations deal with international funding bodies and political institutions, particularly the EU. When I joined the company at the end of 1989 there were a dozen employees. Within five years there were offices in Paris, Berlin, Vienna and Budapest and the staff had topped two hundred.
But this was the first time I had driven in the Czech countryside, and I could see what Sophie meant. There were few cars on the pock-marked roads and little sign of life in the towns. It was hard to imagine tourists flocking here, and the idea of investing in a provincial hotel looked like a complete non-starter.
It was just getting dark when I arrived, and the town appeared rather grand. It had a fairytale aspect, which the sulphurous street lights encouraged, with vast hotel mansions and long colonnades by the river where the spring waters were taken. It wasn't hard to imagine it as a place favoured by Bach and Beethoven, Schiller and Goethe, though the few people now out in the streets, in jeans, cheap trainers and anoraks, were all nobodies. Scaffolding enfolded a couple of buildings, and as I got closer I saw the crumbling balconies and neglected facades, and realised it wasn't just the sulphurous lighting that gave the buildings a rich patina. There was an industrial brown film over the whole town.
Even the Pupp was under wraps. Pupp was the grandest of the spa hotels but in communist days it changed its name to the Moskva when the Russians had a monopoly over it, sending their welfare cases here. At first I thought it was closed, but as I approached I saw lights were on behind the scaffolding and tarpaulins. Somebody came out and climbed into a limousine parked right outside. It was Václav Havel. I had once been in the same room as the Czech president, but we had never spoken. Stooped and grey, he looked what I imagined to be a typical spa guest, and in fact it was only a few months later that he was diagnosed as having lung cancer.
The Bristol Palace was at the west end of town on top of Castle Hill, the most glamorous building in the Bristol hotel complex of five separate hotel buildings, flaking former private villas that could barely recall their glory days. I parked the car and went into the lobby. I expected to step back into the Edwardian era. Instead, the furnishings and fittings, the bare bulbs and functional tables and chairs, were more like the 1950s, and it smelt that old, too.
Sophie appeared in the lobby in slacks and a large sweater; her chestnut hair looked dull and ragged. She had not bothered with make-up. The hostile surroundings made her seem vulnerable, almost child-like. We were both pleased to see each other.
Her habitual two-cheek kiss was delivered with less than its usual perfunctory speed. "Good trip?"
"Just fine."
I put an arm around her and she led me up a clanking elevator and along thread-bare carpets in damp corridors that smelt of cheap tobacco. Our room was plain, the bed concave and the pillows foam. There was no television, mini-bar or safe, and of course no plug in the sink. As I hung up my shirts and washed, Sophie filled me in on the Fernande situation, though there wasn't much to tell, except that her mother seemed to have become enamoured of this Russian businessman.
"I don't dislike him," she said. "But I can't find a reason to trust him."
"They're not having an affair?"
"No." Her head shook vigorously at the thought. "But I'm really not sure what's going on. She is talking about putting money, a lot of money into this...this latrine." She waved her arms to encompass the surroundings.
"How much?"
Sophie shrugged. "Even ten euros would be to much."
- - -
When we went down for dinner, Fernande was already seated in a corner table with a bottle of mineral water. Even in her mid-fifties there was something gamine about her, with her short, unfussed hair and the minimum of make-up, and clothes that were always simply stylish. There was only a smattering of diners. The depressing surroundings may have got to Sophie, but Fernande glowed, getting up and kissing me lightly and with a bright smile. As far as she was concerned, I was by chance in Prague on business, and I would commute from Karlsbad during the next few days.
"There is nowhere else worth eating in town," Sophie said as we settled into our corner table. "Don't think I haven't checked. And don't have the wine here, have beer. The wine is absolutely disgusting." She didn't mind that the waiter heard. He didn't look as if he cared either; he would be one of many workers who would sell his vouchers to the highest bidder.
Fernande started in straight away. "Sophie can't see beyond the end of her nose. I take a longer view, even though I am her mother. This place is crying out with potential."
She began to extoll the virtues of the Bristol and outlined her vision of spas being the hotels of the future. She saw beyond the kurhaus to the pharmaceutical and cosmetics industries that were embarked on serious campaigns to convince the public that they deserved pampering. And she made spas with a scalpel sound cutting edge.
"Sophie is cynical about the balneotherapy," she said, as if her daughter were not there. "But as a businessman, you must see that what some people will pay to look and feel nice cannot be underestimated. And these new cheap flights that are starting to operate all over Europe will make weekend breaks possible and turn not just cities, but individual hotels, into destinations in themselves. The more a hotel has to offer, the more popular it will be."
Her ensuing sales pitch was laced with an array of figures garnered from and beyond the World Health Organisation. I kept thinking about the state of the buildings around me, and how much money and effort it would take to get them back on their feet, let alone encourage tourists to come here. Too many Eastern Europeans were starting to believe that if you built five-star hotels, Western millions would simply roll in.
"It would need the commitment and expertise of one of the big European or American hotel groups to take it by the scruff of the neck," I said.
"Not necessarily. The voucher scheme is a chance for locals and anyone else to run the business."
"You think they are up to it?"
"I am going to put money on it."
"You're not a local."
"There are ways of doing these things."
Fernande was annoying me. My ego was bruised. I had come here knowing about business, knowing better than she how finance in the new Czech Republic was carried on, expecting to offer gratis advice that would otherwise cost hundreds, even thousands of pounds, yet she had absolutely no interest in soliciting my opinion. When the fruit dumplings arrived I asked her how much she was putting in.
"Five hundred thousand euros."
She was defiant and I did not try to disguise my surprise. I looked at Sophie who gave a Gallic shrug.
"Where does Alexei Machinek fit in?" I asked.
"I need somebody here who knows how to oil the wheels." Fernande spoke as if it was all signed and sealed.
"Oil the wheels?" I chucked my fork on my plate and picked up my beer. What could I say?
Sophie couldn't fail to keep the sarcasm from her voice when she said: "I'm sure Mr Machinek has Mama's best interests at heart."
- - -
The next morning, after an early night, Sophie and I were up at six o'clock like many of the guests, though we weren't following a treatment regime. Dawn was still breaking when we went for a brief turn around the grounds. Bristol Palace and its co-hotels, Villa Kralovska, Villa Teresa and Villa Livia, were all classic fin-de-siècle châteaux set in a large park, with tracks leading off into the forests all around.
As Sophie took my arm and propelled me into the gardens, I realised that these must have been the very paths that Sigmund Freud had walked more than ninety years earlier, and I mentioned what my brother James had said about Eddie Bernays and his Viennese uncle Sigmund. Public relations was Sophie's business. She knew about the Father of Spin. Propaganda, she said, had been on her university curriculum.
"James didn't have much good to say about him," I said. "He blames him for the wars in South America."
"Well, he is right, but Bernays' first coup was turning public opinion in America around so that they would join the Allies in the First World War. Hill and Knowlton did just the same thing for the Kuwaiti government to get the West to start the Gulf War. 'First demonise the opposition, then appeal to emotions over facts.' People don't have to swallow it."
"But they do."
"If the PR is any good they do."
At that moment, Sophie tugged at my arm. A man in a black track suit was jogging down the path towards us. He was much as she had described him; a solidly built Russian, with short grey hair, out-of-season tan and a fluid running style that showed he had always been pretty fit.
"Ahoj, michka!" Perspiration was running down his forehead as he continued jogging on the spot.
"Guten Morgen, Herr Machinek." Sophie was always formal. She introduced me as "mein Partner."
"Hallo. Kommen Sie aus Deutschland?"
"I'm English."
"English? Gutt. Gutt spa, eh?"
"Very good."
"Very good. Ha ha." And he was off again, slapping me on the back as he departed. Machinek, it turned out, spoke only Russian and German, the language in which he had conducted his business with Sophie's mother. He hadn't stopped long enough to appreciate my Russian linguistic skills.
One day he would wish that he had.
- - -
After breakfast I headed for a day in Prague. My contacts in the city were not particularly useful in coming up with any information on Alexei Machinek, though I had learnt from a colleague in Moscow that he had been a minor official in the Soviet Ministry of Labour. There were plenty of adventurers swimming in the shark-infested waters of fledgling Czech capitalism, however much the government tried to keep a grip on the country's finances. The currency was on the verge of becoming fully convertible, and my company had a deal going through with a brewery that was being bought out by a British client. I managed to get twenty minutes with the British Commercial Attaché to hear his take on the latest events.
There were bound to be Russians in Karlovy Vary, he said. Without much seaside, and with a love of saunas, they had always gone for spas; they probably had sufficient connections to buy up whatever property they wanted, even though it would make a mockery of the voucher scheme.
"Pretty much anything goes now," he said. "The house in Pribor where Sigmund Freud was born has just opened as a massage parlour."
- - -
The weather was cheering up, and so was Sophie. She started to try some of the cures and pronounced them not so bad after all. I felt frustrated about Fernande. Machinek was still in town. So, apparently, was Václav Havel. Sophie had run into him in the street.
"He was just taking the water at the public spa like everyone else," she told me over dinner. "I couldn't resist talking to him."
"What did you say?"
"I asked him about the famous people who have been here. He knew about Freud and Bernays. In fact, he said he had once tried to write a play about them, in which Bernays manipulates the cast who keep going to see Freud for therapy to get unmanipulated. The characters just keep going round and round getting madder and madder until they have no idea what to believe any more."
- - -
That night, after another abysmal meal, I decided to treat myself to a sauna before going to bed, hoping the heat might boil my brain into coming up with a new strategy for dealing with Fernande. However much it purged my skin, though, the steam failed to draw out any plans. After most of the moisture had been sucked out of me, I went to the cool room, where I lay down on a wooden bench and drifted off to sleep.
Consciousness returned through a half-dream, a babel of foreign languages that turned out to be Russian. It must have been late, past midnight, and just a glimpse of the two men in towels caused me to pretend that I was still sleep.
In a low murmur, punctuated by harsh laughter, they told me what I wanted to know. Alexiei Machinek and his fellow fraudster were talking about the government's distribution of vouchers for the sale of the hotels, which was due to take place in a few weeks' time. Names were mentioned, Czech names. The recipients were clearly going to receive a knock on the door and a request to buy their vouchers. If they refused, there was no doubt what would happen to them. This would go beyond persuasion. One-upping each other with excited chuckles, the two steaming Muscovites recalled cases of violence to former non-compliant victims, both Russian and Czech. There was a cat that was blow-torched, a cherry orchard that was poisoned, a whole wooden home bulldozed, a child kidnapped on his way home from school.
I didn't catch all of it but I learned enough.
- - -
The next morning, as we were dressing, I told Sophie what I had overheard. She was not too surprised.
"So they are going to buy up all the hotels' vouchers, whether people want to sell or not, using any kind of coercion to get their way?"
"And add it to your mother's money, which will become horribly tainted. We'll have to tell her."
"Why should she believe us? She'll probably think we're making it up; she knows we're against the whole thing. Anyway, we don't have any proof."
It was hard to know what to do, but one thing was for certain: I couldn't extend my stay any longer. There was pressing work in London and I had to get back.
Sophie left me to tidy up some paperwork, and by the time I went down for breakfast she was coming in from the garden. There was a bounce in her step and a glint in her dark eyes.
"I'm hungry." She marched passed me. "Let's have breakfast."
At the buffet she stacked her plate with cold meats, cheese, black bread and jam, and as we settled down at a table she took out a notebook. She wanted details of everything I had heard in the sauna.
"It's only my word," I said. "And they haven't actually done anything yet. We don't have any hard facts to got on, nothing to take to the authorities."
"Don't forget I'm in public relations," she said. "We don't deal in facts."
"Ah, I see. So first you will…"
"Demonise the enemy…"
"Alexei Machinek is the villain. And then…"
"Use emotion instead of truth. I had a brainstorm on the path this morning. It was like a cerebral irrigation, a Freudian enema. It must be something to do with this place – I was probably walking on exactly the same path the Father of Psychoanalysis took with the Father of Spin. I suddenly saw the way through. We know the psychology; all it needs now is a little engineering."
We talked for a long time about how her campaign might go, who would have the list of potential voucher holders and who might be worth talking to in town without rousing suspicions. Sophie wondered if Václev Havel was still at the Pupp.
I wished her luck with her campaign, left her to it and flew to London.
- - -
A couple of days after her mother had driven back to Geneva, Sophie returned home. This had given her sufficient time on the ground to start her campaign, which she then continued to run from her office. It wasn't long before lurid stories began to appear in the European Press about Russian mafia cartels that were buying up hotels in Eastern Europe and turning them into whore houses, money-laundering gaming palaces and vicious vice dens. Rumours circulated that one of these mafia outfits was run by a gang that used to be part of the old Soviet Ministry of Labour. It had a history of violence that included the incineration of pets and threats to children, and nobody would be surprised if they had eaten a baby or two.
Soon afterwards Sophie heard that Andrei Machinek had been sent packing. She was elated, and so was the company she worked for, because in the course of her campaigning, in which Havel had proved extremely useful, she had picked up some business from the Czech government. They weren't high payers, but her company was happy to give the fledgling democracy some added spin. Her career was looking up.
Over a celebratory dim sum at the Royal China, we wondered what Fernande would make of Machinek's sudden disappearance.
"She'll get over it," said Sophie. "And Pappa will never know."
There had been so many scenarios about which we could speculate, but it had proved one thing. Bristol hotels don't always make money, but they are invariably a source of good tales.
____________
The Actress and the Earl-Bishop
Although I knew about the Earl-Bishop's friendship with Sir William Hamilton, British Envoy to the Court of the Two Sicilies, and his love of Naples, I didn't get around to visiting the region until after Sophie had left me, more than half a dozen years after our adventures in the Czech Republic. Even then, I didn't quite make the journey I had intended. I was looking for a hotel that might kick-start a new relationship, and the Bay of Naples, where hotels called Bristol are scattered like flotsam, seemed just the sort of place. There is a two-star Bristol in the city itself, but what I had in mind was the Edwardian splendour promised by an old Art Nouveau poster I had found, which proclaimed: "Hôtel Bristol Naples, Prop. A. Landry. Leading and most complete hotel sumptuously renovated in 1902 – bathroom adjoining each apartment – winter garden – homely residence."
This Hotel Bristol was at 168 Corso Vittorio Emanuele in the sought-after Posillipo district of the city where Sir William lived and where his own residence had briefly become a hotel. Half a century later, in 1865, Sr Landry's Hotel Bristol had been built as a palace by an architect named Semeraro and by 1896 it was in Baedeker's hotel listing as being in a "healthy position with magnificent views". The First World War deprived it of customers and profit, however, and in 1917 it was turned into apartments. To my delight I discovered that one of them, "Casa 12" on the second floor, now offered bed and breakfast.
I had been in no rush to start an affair after Sophie had left, but people are unsettled at the thought of friends and relations being single, and my brother James took it upon himself to act as talent scout. I was sitting at my parents' home in southern Spain, nursing my sorrows and reading some of my father's old guide books, when he sent me a text message: '14U'. The small screen on my mobile phone glowed with a picture of a woman who looked happy and bright. It was just a snapshot of her head and shoulders, so I had no idea of her height or figure or dress sense, but she was attractive with dark hair and a knowing look. I texted back to tell James to dispatch her 2me4thwith.
Nathalie's unseen qualities turned out to be just fine. She was a talkative, single-minded woman, who was flying high in the management of the NHS. The affair began swiftly, and she commented on how digital photography and the internet had made blind dates a thing of the past. It was, she thought, a very 21st-century way of meeting. On the contrary, I said, this was just how the aristocracy used to meet, though instead of sending digital images through the ether, they sent canvases by messengers across land and sea. This was how Sir William Hamilton had been tempted to take on Emma Hart, a woman who turned everyone's heads, and certainly would have turned mine.
"Emma's creation betokened a glorious mood in her Creator," Lord Bristol, Bishop of Derry, declared, and in a letter to her he wrote:
Oh, Emma who'd ever be wise
If madness be loving of thee?
In 1780, the most expensive bed to be had in London was in the Temple of Health in the Royal Terrace of the Adelphi. Overlooking the Thames, this development by the siblings John, Robert, James and William Adam had been completed half a dozen years earlier, taking its name from the Greek adelphoi, meaning brothers, Greek being all the rage since Sir William Hamilton's fabulous collection of Greek vases had recently arrived at the British Museum to form the basis of an Antiquities Department. The Hellenic theme continued inside the Temple of Health, with statuary and live goddesses exotically draped and more or less enrobed. The enterprise was organised by a Scottish showman quack by the name of Dr James Graham, who lectured on procreation while his acolytes sung, recited and posed as figures from antiquity. The high point of this farrago was the "magnetico-electric pathway to Elysian love-making" involving the Great Celestial State Bed, which couples could hire for fifty pounds a night. Twelve feet long and nine feet wide, this opulent vehicle where "perfect babies could be created" stood beneath a heavenly blue canopy supported by forty glass pillars. The exotic atmosphere was plumped up with pillows and quilts and suffused with perfumes and music while beneath the bed The Hauksbee Influence Machine, a glass sphere that crackled with primitive electricity, supplied the necessary celestial fire.
One of the most popular of Dr Graham's goddesses was the teenage Emma Hart, who posed as Hygeia, goddess of health, and romped naked in mud baths, treatment the doctor believed could prolong patients' lives. Indeed, he may have invented the mudpack, but for all his ingenuity his success was short-lived. The Temple moved briefly to Pall Mall and lowered the price of its bed, but it lost money and closed in 1784, whereupon the doctor returned to Scotland, discovered religion and died of starvation aged 49, shortly after publishing a pamphlet entitled How to Live for Many Weeks or Months or Years Without Eating Anything Whatsoever.
Needless to say, Dr Graham's emporium attracted all the rakes in town, and Emma soon became mistress to the elderly and roguishly named Sir Harry Fetherstonhaugh, master of Uppark in Sussex. Now a National Trust property, the mansion contains the dining table on which the Cheshire blacksmith's daughter would dance for Sir Harry and his guests, who no doubt thought her a charming young thing.
In fine aristocratic style, when Sir Harry caused Emma, still aged only sixteen, to become pregnant, he threw her out. One of Uppark's appreciative house guests, Sir Charles Greville, came to the rescue, taking her into his care and his bed in Paddington Green in west London, while Emma's bastard child was packed off to her relations in Wales. Though well connected, Greville was not particularly rich, and he saw in Emma the opportunity of making money by commissioning the artist George Romney R.A. to make portraits of her, which he could turn into lithographs and flog around town, or at least around London's fast set. Romney was soon hooked, and made scores of paintings and studies of his new muse. Circe, Medea, Thetis… Emma played all the parts, her full figure bursting through diaphanous garments, her chestnut hair loose, her feet naked, her head to one side and her knowing, flirtatious brown eyes following you to every corner of the room.
At this point Sir William Hamilton, Greville's fifty-three-year-old uncle, turned up. Suddenly widowed, he had brought his wife's body back to London for burial, and here he met Emma, who had become devoted to his nephew. Hamilton had no children and Greville was his closest relation, and thus his potential heir, a situation that could change should he marry again. It was a good bet that if Sir William took up with working-class Emma, however, the chances of his marrying would be slim, reducing the possibility of any legitimate progeny.
More charitable people might suggest that Greville was making a supreme sacrifice, for though Emma had become deeply attached to him, he appeared more concerned for the happiness of his distinguished and beloved uncle in his twilight years than he was for himself. Whatever the motive, shortly after Hamilton returned to Naples, Greville put his plan into action, sending his uncle a portrait of Emma as Bacchante, and suggesting that she went to stay with him for six months.
In the letter that contained this proposal, he wrote, "Emma is the only woman I have slept with without offending my senses, and a cleaner, sweeter bed-fellow does not exist."
Emma and her mother arrived in that intoxicating permanent summer that is Naples in April 1786, and under the feathered comfort of Sir William's wing, she learned the piano, French, Italian and the ways of Neapolitan society to an extent that she would soon become the favourite confidante of Queen Maria Carolina who ruled the kingdom while her husband went boar hunting. Sir William's kindness was rewarded with tableaux vivants and "attitudes" that would make any man happy.
Goethe was one of many famous visitors to appreciate Emma's gifts. "After many years of devotion to the arts and the study of nature," he wrote in Italian Journeys, "Hamilton has found the acme of these delights in the person of an English girl of twenty with a beautiful face and perfect figure… she lets down her hair and, with a few shawls, gives so much variety to her poses, gestures, expressions etc, that the spectator can hardly believe his eyes… as a performance, it's like nothing you ever saw in your life before."
News that his old friend had a new mistress brought the Bishop of Derry scuttling down from Rome. Born the same year, Lord Bristol and Sir William began their lifelong friendship at Westminster School in London and it continued through Bristol's visits to Naples and a regular exchange of letters. Bristol had first visited Naples while Sir William's wife was alive, when he was confined to bed after being injured getting too close to the erupting lava of Mount Vesuvius. Ideas of art and nature stimulated the two men's continuing friendship.
In Emma, Bristol found more than art and nature, however; he found a soul mate. Flamboyant, quick-witted, she must have ignited sparks to fly between them in the sunny drawing room of the refined and tolerant Hamilton. Dressed in the purple gaters and regalia of a protestant bishop, fresh faced and with a reckless eye, Bristol would have been in the front row of any gathering to watch Emma's Attitudes. And if the major-domo had not taken his wide brimmed hat of office from him on arrival, he would have thrown it in the air with a whoop of hallelujahs when her last turn was done.
"That he should admire her beauty and her wonderful attitudes is not singular," Lady Holland later wrote, "but that he should like her society certainly is, as it is impossible to go beyond her in vulgarity and coarseness."
Marie Élizabeth-Louise Vigée-LeBrun, the celebrated French court painter whose portrait of Bristol still hangs at Ickworth, found Emma an exceptional model and she painted her three times. But she, too, found the young arriviste to be coarse, unintelligent and "exceedingly mocking and denigrating to the point that these faults were her only conversation".
Coarseness can be the language of flirtation, a language in which the Earl-Bishop was fluent, and it is safe to say that Emma was more of a man's woman than a woman's woman. Her coarseness was also suggested by her accent, which had arrived via London and Wales and was described by Bristol as "dearest Emma's Dorick dialect". Mimicry can be included among Bristol's accomplishments, and as to mockery and denigration, the actress and the bishop were a matching pair. "Lively in carriage and manners, quick in speech, blunt, sometimes even rude," was how Goethe described him. "It was sometimes his whim to be offensive, but if one treated him equally offensively he would become perfectly amenable."
Bristol found Emma "senza paragone" and he corresponded with her for the rest of his life, anticipating his visits to Naples with "the same eagerness that the Jews wait for Our Lord". Closing his letters with "sweetest Emma, adieu!" he wrote: "I am the second letter of your alphabet, though you are the first in mine." As for Emma, she wrote that "le bon et bienfaissant" Bristol was very fond of her, very kind and very entertaining.
In spite of his flirtations with Emma, the bishop was always supportive of her relationship with Sir William, and he even offered to officiate at the couple's wedding. Wisely, perhaps, Sir William chose a less controversial prelate to conduct their marriage in St George's Church, Hanover Square, five years after her appearance in Naples. She was twenty-six and growing plump; he was sixty-one, and the biggest scandal of their lives had not yet begun.
- - -
Emma and the bishop were very much in my own thoughts as the plane descended over the Bay of Naples. The water glinted now as it had glinted for them. Vesuvius, clearly visible, still dominated the scene, and the names of Emma and Sir William Hamilton would be on the lips of the tour guides leading the troops from the massive cruise ships. I had searched the internet and elsewhere to find out all I could about the couple prior to our holiday, so that I would have something to talk about.
Ninety per cent of the success of all speeches, as I am frequently telling people, is in the spade work done beforehand, and I believe ordinary social conversation benefits from a little homework, too. It was the first time that Nathalie and I had spent more than a night or so in each other's company, and though I was not convinced that the relationship was going to last, I wanted to give it my best shot.
Nathalie's response to my eulogising Emma Hamilton was to say that she sounded "a bit pushy", which only confirmed my view that Emma had not been a woman's woman. But Nathalie liked to dance herself, she said, though her high-flying job left her with little time or opportunity. I suggested that we might try to catch a flavour of Emma's poses by going to see the erotic paintings from Pompeii in the National Archaeological Museum in Naples, where, as I understood it, the original Bacchantes could be seen dancing in a way that anybody of taste and sensitivity could appreciate. Nathalie said that if I wanted to see that sort of thing they probably had porn channels in the hotel.
As it had turned out, we were not staying in the city. Nathalie had not liked the sound of Posillipo's Casa 12, even when I explained my interest in all things Bristol. "I'm not having a hotel without a pool or a nearby beach," she had said. Before I could come up with an alternative, she had phoned to say that she had tracked down five other Bristol hotels around the Bay of Naples: one in Sorrento ("too big"), one in Pompeii ("too far away"), two in Ischia ("wherever that is") and one in Capri ("which I've booked – the penthouse suite").
The Capri Bristol was a handsome terracotta-coloured villa set on a clifftop with steps going down to a small beach. It had just seventeen rooms, a solarium, hot-tub and garden. Our rooftop suite had two bedrooms, a lounge and a wonderful terrace directly above the Marina Grande. At Nathalie's request I used her mobile phone to take a couple of pictures of her on the terrace with Vesuvius in the distance across the bay, so she could send them to friends and colleagues with a message: Wsh u wr hr :).
For a few days we did not venture far. The terrace, beach and solarium were all we needed, plus a small bar we found in the Marina.
But I am not good at lying still for long, and creeping restlessness was cured by making forays around the island. From the high spots, from Tiberius's villa and the Via Krupp, I stared at the city of Naples at the far side of the bay. There was no getting Nathalie to cross the water to visit the archaeological museum or anything else. I sat in the garden of the five-star Quisisana, where we might have stayed had I not been so obsessed with ticking off Bristols, and drank a toast to Emma Hart.
Nathalie was adventurous in her own way. Being gregarious, she made friends easily and I often returned from my walks to find her engaged in conversation with some of the hotel guests, or even the staff who, incidentally, had no idea how the hotel got its name. In the evenings, we would go to the Marina Grande, where we made many instant holiday acquaintances, not returning to the hotel until late.
Nathalie found her feet on the dance floor of a small club, where she put up an impressive show, and on several occasions I willingly stood at the bar while she went through her routine with a more enthusiastic holidaymaker. Unable to keep up the pace, I left her one night with an English party that had come off a yacht in the marina, staggering back to the hotel alone. I realised then, with some relief, that the affair would not last, and I guess that she knew it, too.
But we were on holiday, paid for and promised to, and we were still capable of enjoying each other's company. On the last day we lunched on fish and the local Lacrima Cristi sparkling wine in the hotel and it was clear that we really never were going to get to see the Pompeii erotica. Perhaps I sounded disappointed, I don't know. Anyway, during our siesta in the hotel room, wearing just a sheet, Nathalie gamely attempted a few "attitudes", spinning around the room and even going on to the terrace to dance beneath the sun.
"What do you think?" she called.
"Senza paragone," I replied.
Nathalie was no Emma Hart. Her figure was not full and her hair was on the short side, but I was more than appreciative of her talent. The brutal, obvious moves of the disco floor were replaced with something more intimate, more knowing and assured. Her bare feet followed the rhythms of the notes hummed on her smiling lips, and her lashes flitted over brown eyes that stayed on me as she moved around the room, whirling and turning and letting slip the sheet, first this way, then that. If I had been a painter I would have been hard pressed to know which pose I would have liked her to hold. I was flattered, delighted, visibly moved. So were several people in the bay below, by the sound of it, for when she took another turn on the terrace whoops came from the yachts anchored off the Marina.
- - -
I am not sure if it was Nathalie or Emma whom I loved with such passion that afternoon. But I do know that when the plane once more touched down on damp Luton airport the following day, it was Nathalie I kissed goodbye. Without bitterness or rancour, and without saying anything but "thank you", we both knew that we would not be going on holiday together again.
About a year later I was having a drink with James. Half way through the evening, he asked if I had heard that Nathalie had quit her job and career to go sailing in the Mediterranean. The news pleased me. I was happy for her. She had helped to replenish a little of my self esteem; it is miraculous how beneficial a kind woman can be.
Now I am left with a picture of her, on that last afternoon in the Hotel Bristol in Capri, the sheet struggling to stay on her bronzed body, her brown eyes overflowing with good will towards men, and out to sea the skipper at the helm of a Nicholson 32, with one empty sleeve tucked into his shirt, a patch over his right eye, the left one transfixed on the figure dancing around the terrace of the Hotel Bristol.
Small coloured pennants flutter on the halyard:
"England expects every man to do his duty..."
––––––––––––
Kempinski Hotel Bristol, Berlin, Germany
My holiday in Capri and the Bay of Naples led one way and another to Berlin and several coincidental thoughts about society's treatment of women. The following summer I was booked into the Kempinski Bristol in the German capital, attending a conference of Transparency International, an outfit that tries to monitor corruption around the world and encourage probity in business and government. It doesn't actually ferret out malpractice or campaign against it, but simply endeavours, through known cases, to give a regular round-up of what's going on. Finland topped the list of straightest nations that year, Britain was 10th, the USA 16th, Germany 18th. But who knows how far corruption really goes, and in how many hotel rooms dodgy deals have been struck, palms greased, blackmailers and backhanders paid and hotel bills taken care of? Nobody can guess the half of it.
The Kempinski Bristol looks much too smart to be involved in such shenanigans. Tainted with neither scandal nor a mite of dust, this cool 1950s building is a shining white curving box with impeccable lines and orderly rows of square windows in its 301 rooms. It stands on the Kurfürstendamm, Berlin's most animated street, and from my second-floor window I could gaze out at the world going by, though the double glazing was so efficient it sometimes seemed as if I was watching a silent movie. The city has many layers, and I sensed that beneath its cleanliness and culture lay a strong sexual edge. This may be because of the inhabitants' penchant for leatherwear, or the annual Love Parade, which I had just missed, or the naked sunbathers in the Tiergarten, or the street walkers who look so classy they could be mistaken for rich society women on shopping sprees. The Blue Angel and Cabaret made Berlin the last word in decadence, a reputation it had fostered since Lord Bristol's day.
The Prussian correctness and moral rectitude embodied in the figure of King Frederick the Great was dissipated during the reign of his nephew and successor, the pleasure-loving Frederick Wilhelm II, who came to the throne in 1786, married twice and lived in Schloss Charlottenburg with several children as well as passing mistresses. His greatest love, however, was for Wilhelmina Encke, a Berlin inn-keeper's daughter who had become his principal dalliance when she was fifteen, had borne him two children and exerted influence over him for the rest of his life.
Her humble background and meteoric career matched Emma Hamilton's, so perhaps it was no surprise that Lord Bristol, who was on amicable terms with the king, fell ridiculously in love with Wilhelmina on their first meeting at a concert in Munich in 1795, when he was heading for the Prussian court after visiting the Hamiltons. He was then sixty-four, she was forty-two and described as being a classic beauty with a splendid physique, good humoured and a brilliant conversationalist.
Appropriately for these tales of hotels, Wilhelmina had married a servant at the Prussian court by the name of Johann Friedrich Ritz, and was therefore at this time known as Madame Ritz. Cultured, attractive, she had travelled to Italy to study art and buy paintings for the royal households while improving her health after a failed affair with a young Irish peer, Henry Montague Upton, Viscount Templetown, whom the king had as a consequence driven from Berlin. Erudite, compelling, flattering, entertaining, the Earl-Bishop convinced her that a visit to Naples would do wonders for her health. Appreciative of his attentiveness and cheered by the company of another Irish peer, she warmed to the idea. There was, however, one obstacle. Queen Maria Caroline of Naples would not have a commoner among the court circles in which Bristol and the Hamiltons moved. When news of this reached Berlin, the king, still in the thrall of Wilhelmina, annulled her marriage to Herr Ritz and created her Countess von Lichtenau in order for the trip to go ahead.
In the salons and on the streets of Naples, the Bishop and the Countess were a scandal to behold, the old reprobate in his sumptuous prelate's purple now adorned with a miniature of the Countess at the end of a gold chain, as if it were a rosary, arm in arm with this attractive, cultured woman more than twenty years his junior. The couple seemed to do everything to encourage rumours but it is unlikely that they ever shared a bed, which was where the aging Bristol found himself at the end of their stay, laid low with a fever and unable to accompany Wilhelmina back to Berlin.
"The good and kindly Lord Bristol is in despair without you," Emma Hamilton wrote to the Countess after her departure, and, using his increasingly overworked cliché, "He awaits you with the same ardent desire as the Jews the Messiah."
By this time Lord Bristol was estranged from his wife. One bleak day in November 1782 he had rowed with Elizabeth while out for a drive at Ickworth. Nobody knows what the argument was about. These last furious words between them were overheard by the coachman who took them with him to the grave. Bristol promptly left for Ireland, then the Continent, and never returned to England or saw Elizabeth again. However, throughout his travels he continued to bombard Ickworth with works of art and instructions to architects, while Elizabeth endured the never ending building work on her home in desperate isolation. "I leave him to Heaven," she wrote, "and to those thorns that in his bosom lodge to prick and sting him."
Bristol soon had other marriages on his mind. He and Wilhelmina began to conspire to elevate his youngest son Frederick into the ranks of minor European aristocracy by marrying him to Countess Mariana von der Mark, her seventeen-year-old daughter by Frederick Wilhelm II, and the king's favourite child. Bristol, the king, his mistress, the fair Countess Mariana von der Mark – everyone was in agreement over the plan. A painter in Dresden was commissioned to paint three full-length pictures of Mariana to dispatch to Frederick, and the marriage would have gone ahead to loud huzzahs, except that Frederick Hervey had not been taken into account. He had no wish to marry the king's daughter since he was in love with Marie Upton, the sister of Wilhelmina's former lover Viscount Templetown. Foiled, outraged, Bristol tried to enlist the help of his favourite daughter, Lady Elizabeth Foster, then living at Chatsworth in a scandalous ménage à trois with Georgiana, the Duchess of Devonshire, and her husband, the 5th Duke. It was to no avail.
And so the dizzying merry-go round slowed to a halt.
The following year the King of Prussia died after being nursed through his last illness by Wilhelmina. Neither she nor Emma Hamilton was allowed to survive in society without the protection of their men. When their lovers expired, the glitter of their life was snatched from them. Wilhelmina was imprisoned and her possessions confiscated, just as Emma was abandoned to penury and the debtors' prison on the death of Nelson. Lord Bristol died two years before Emma's most famous lover was killed at the Battle of Trafalgar, but he had no excuse for washing his hands of Wilhelmina during her fall from grace.
- - -
Hypocrisy in high places still had a long way to go. The kingdom of Prussia came to an end in 1871 with the creation of modern Germany, and in 1888 Wilhelm II became the last king of Prussia and the first German emperor. In his plumed hats and shining boots, the Kaiser lived for pageants and demonstrations of national strength; during his reign the country became an industrial powerhouse and a showcase of military might. Berlin was one of the largest manufacturing centres in Europe, while the world's largest armament's factory was to be found in Essen, 250 miles to the west.
Krupp's had a workforce of 24,000. For four hundred years the firm had been owned and run by the same local family. It was now headed by Friedrich Alfred "Fritz" Krupp, who supplied weapons, warships and armour plating to a score of nations based on a policy of Schutz- und Trutzwaffen – a one-company arms race in which Krupp pitted countries against each other as he sold impenetrable nickel-steel armour, then chrome shells that could pierce it, then an improved armour that could protect against the chrome shells, then explosive shells that would shatter the improved armour, and so on, rachetting up the world's arms race. The Kaiser loved Krupp and the powerful products that were rapidly expanding his war machinery, and he invited him to join his Privy Council in Berlin.
When Krupp visited the capital, he stayed at the Bristol Hotel, which was then at No 5 Unter den Linden. There he would entertain politicians, businessmen and the nobility, most notably on one occasion with a banquet for two hundred and fifty attended by the Kaiser. He was the hotel's most prestigious and welcome guest. But Krupp had a chronic weight problem and banquets gave him no great pleasure. He was short-sighted, too, and in spite of his successful sales policy, did not think himself a natural hard-headed businessman. As a child he had tried to escape the demands of his father by joining the army, but his physical condition, worsened by asthmatic attacks, soon sent him home again. He married Margarethe Freun von Ende, and their daughter Bertha gave her name to the 43-ton Big Bertha cannons used in the First World War.
A lifelong interest in natural history and a wish to escape cold winters led Krupp, in 1898, to take two yachts equipped for marine research to southern Italy where they would be put at the disposal of Naples' famous aquarium run by the German Darwinian enthusiast, Dr Anton Dhorn. Krupp and his entourage chose Capri as their seasonal base, settling into a whole floor of the Quisisana (the name means "Here, you will be healthy"), which had been opened as a sanatorium by a Scots doctor some years earlier, and was now a thriving hotel in local hands, with its own cows and poultry producing fresh vitals in its extensive grounds.
Krupp's largesse won him many friends on the island, and it brought him an honorary citizenship, too. He built the Via Krupp, a delightful path cut in the rock giving views at every turn and connecting the Quisisana to the Marina Piccolo where he kept his yachts, Puritan and Maia. Krupp bought the Gardens of Augustus, land with Roman remains, fully conscious that he was stepping into the shoes of the Emperor Tiberius, who retired to the island in 27AD and idled away his life in sexual excess with young boys and even, it was rumoured, being pleasured by suckling babes.
What was good for the Roman emperor was good enough for Krupp, who, beneath the balmy Mediterranean skies allowed his appetite for young men to grow and prosper. In the strange bubble in which his wealth and station kept him, he felt impervious to criticism. At orgies in an island cave, which he described as "a holy place of a secret fraternity of devout mystics", he handed out specially made gold badges, some in the shape of artillery shells, some with crossed forks, for boys who had treated him especially well and one can only guess at their meaning. Sometimes, it was rumoured, sky-rockets were launched when he ejaculated.
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