

The Wellsian, no. 25 (2002)
[bookmark: _GoBack]












Kenneth R. Dutton
Wells in Paris: The Impressions of an Australian Student
One of the less well-known of those women of aristocratic family who were to embrace leftist causes in the period between the two World Wars – so called ‘parlour-pink socialists’ such as Cynthia Curzon and Nancy Mitford – was the Hon. Elinor Bethell, whose apartment in the fashionable Auteuil area of Paris was the location of a salon frequented by young intellectuals from various parts of the English-speaking world.
Born Elinor Frances Butler in 1869, elder daughter of the fourteenth Viscount Mountgarret of Nidd Hill in Yorkshire and half-sister of the sixteenth Viscount, she married at the age of twenty a prominent Yorkshireman, Andrew Sherlock Lawson of Aldborough Manor, Yorks., who was J.P. for the North and West Ridings of Yorkshire and Deputy Lieutenant for the West Riding, also holding the rank of honorary major in the Yorkshire Hussars. Two daughters were born of their marriage, which ended with her husband’s death in 1914 at the age of 59. In 1918, she was re-married, this time to another man of military background, Alfred James Bethell, who like her first husband was J.P. for the West Riding of Yorkshire. A widower, Alfred Bethell had served in the 82nd Regiment in Bechuanaland and was 56 at
the time of his marriage to Elinor, by which time he had retired to live in Pulborough, Sussex. Their marriage was short-lived, however, and Alfred Bethell died in 1920[footnoteRef:1]. [1: . Information about the Hon. Mrs Bethell is taken from Kelly’s Handbook (1920 and 1928), Debrett’s Illustrated Peerage (1940), and Who Was Who 1897-1916.] 

By the mid-1920s, Elinor Bethell had moved to Paris, where she became Secretary of both the Paris Group of the British Labour Party and the Paris Group of the Union of Democratic Control. Both of these bodies had as their official address Mrs Bethell’s apartment at 21, rue Leconte-de-Lisle, Paris XVIe. The Labour Party Group was by then under the Presidency of Ramsay MacDonald[footnoteRef:2], who had been Leader of the Labour Party since 1922 and had a short term (his first) as Prime Minister in 1924. [2: . Information taken from correspondence and letterheads in Henning’s papers.] 

Inspired perhaps by the example of her distant relative Isabella (Lily) Butler, who had been a voluntary worker in Paris during World War I and was awarded the C.B.E. for her work in establishing a “Corner of Blighty” in Paris[footnoteRef:3], Elinor Bethell obviously derived enormous pleasure from hosting her weekly reception – almost a kind of salon – for students from all over the British Commonwealth. Following a centuries-long French custom, she held a jour fixe, being “At Home” from 3.30 p.m. each Saturday to any young people from Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa, India or other dependencies who might care to meet for intelligent conversation, especially students who might be sympathetic to international co-operation and interested in the ideals of the Fabian Society[footnoteRef:4]. [3: . Information from Debrett’s Illustrated Peerage (1940).]  [4: . Information from correspondence in the Henning papers, which mentions Mrs Bethell ordering Fabian Society books for Henning.] 

One of the students who attended a number of these receptions, throughout 1928 and in early 1929, was Ian Henning (1905-1975), a brilliant graduate of the University of Sydney who had won the University Medal for both French and German. Henning had subsequently been awarded a French Government Scholarship which took him to Paris to undertake a doctoral thesis on the influence of the nineteenth-century author Mme de Staël on French perceptions of Germany. One of a group of particularly talented postgraduates who left Sydney in August 1926 on the S.S. Osterley of the Orient Line, he had as his travelling companions Raymond McGrath, an architecture student who was eventually to become Professor of Architecture at the Royal Hibernian academy, and John Cawte Beaglehole, a historian from New Zealand whose work on Captain Cook was to bring him both a C.M.G. and the Order of Merit. All three were to remain firm friends for many years. Although Henning did not attain the eminence of a McGrath or a Beaglehole, he was later to become McCaughey Professor of French at                                                  
  the University of Sydney where for over a generation (from 1946 to 1970) he exercised enormous influence over the development of French Studies in Australia.
One of Henning’s contemporaries from the University of Sydney, Alan Carey Taylor, undertook a year’s teacher training upon graduation and then, having won the French Government Scholarship in succession to Henning, followed the latter to Paris in 1927. He was later to become Professor of French at Birkbeck College, University of London. Through family connections, Carey Taylor had heard of the work done in London by Lady Frances Ryder, C.B.E., who ran a voluntary benevolent organisation from her office in South Africa House. Her network of aristocratic friends and members of the landed gentry offered hospitality, weekends in the country, Christmas holidays at stately homes, and the like, to young men from British Empire countries. Carey Taylor soon made her acquaintance on arrival in England, and upon her learning that he was shortly to leave for studies in Paris, she gave him the address of the Hon. Elinor Bethell. From early 1928 onwards, both Henning and Carey Taylor were regular participants in Mrs Bethell’s weekly receptions.
It was Henning’s practice, while in Paris, to write six letters home every week[footnoteRef:5] – all of which have been preserved by his widow, Mrs Pat Henning. They chronicle in some detail the events of his life and his reactions to them, and the fact that he wrote on several days each week meant that his account was all-but contemporaneous with the events recorded, so that much of the detail was still fresh in his mind as he wrote. The passages of most interest in the present context are found in a letter addressed to “Dear Everybody” – one of the weekly letters intended to be passed around among members of his family rather than intended for a single recipient. Dated 4th November 1928, it opens as follows: [5: . One letter each to his father, his mother, the elder of his two younger brothers, the younger brother, his sister, and to “Dear Everybody”.] 

Since I wrote last I have been to lunch at Mrs Bethell’s once and to afternoon-tea three times there. I have been a couple of times to the pictures. Went with Leckie[footnoteRef:6] to see the speaking and musical films. Saw a French war-film last night with Alan and Dikkie. In the meantime arranging my chapter and typing and writing. Then yesterday the good news came : George, Mrs Bethell’s butler, rushed round to see Alan yesterday afternoon           [6: . Leckie, along with others mentioned here such as Halloran, Crabtree and Sandapen, was one of the postgraduate students who formed part of Mrs Bethell’s circle. “Dikkie” [Cornelis Willem] de Kiewiet was a history graduate from the University of the Witwatersrand, who later went to the USA and eventually became President of the University of Rochester, New York State.
] 

and told us to turn up at half-past three today and meet : H.G. Wells! So I can tell you we didn’t need asking twice. Mrs Bethell had mentioned that we might meet him as he was passing through Paris, but we thought it might all blow over as some of her things do. But it didn’t. At half-past three this afternoon Beeman was ushered in to the little drawing-room he knows so well and was immediately introduced to Wells himself.

Henning’s family was by now used to his habit of referring to himself in the third person under the name of “Beeman” – the surname of a neighbour from his childhood days, whose high-pitched, English upper-class accented voice carried through the walls of the semi-detached house into the Hennings’ living-room and which the young Ian had learned to imitate to perfection. From that time on, “Beeman” became a persona which he adopted whenever recounting his more fascinating adventures abroad. His narrative continues:

Dikkie de Kiewiet had arrived already so he was there. Then there was old Dell of course. It was he who brought Wells along. Then there was Wells’ mistress, sitting near the wood-fire on the settee talking to old Dell’s young lady. Mistress is the word : she was there as such, and seemed to like you to know it. A talkative, brilliant-looking, rather plain, rather thin, self-asserting, self-conscious[footnoteRef:7], woman of about thirty-five. Not beautiful. Wrapped in a black fur coat with a white fur collar that almost went up above her head. She said to everybody that she was considered to be one of the most dangerous spies in Europe, that she had been deported from Italy and England and that the only place left for her to stay was Paris. She didn’t seem to mind, and liked to think that she was being watched by the police. Talk more like a whirlwind. Her father was Dutch, mother French. Speaks English extremely well and fluently, but with a slight French accent. Her name : Odette Coen [sic], ostensibly. [7: . “Self-conscious” here should be taken to mean conscious of the impression she was making, rather than in its usual meaning of “shy”.

] 

Apart from the misspelling of Odette’s surname [Keun], there are a number of inaccuracies in Henning’s account, possibly due to his mishearing or misconstruing some of her remarks or to his being given incorrect information at second hand. Her father was certainly of Dutch origin 

and his mother French; Odette’s mother Helene, however, was not French but of Italian and Greek extraction[footnoteRef:8]. While it was true that she was persona non grata in England on account of her involvement with Bolshevism, the same was not true of Italy and she had been given assistance by the Italians to escape arrest by the British in Constantinople[footnoteRef:9]. Henning is also incorrect (or perhaps generous) about her age : she was forty years old in 1928. [8: . Information concerning Odette is taken from Monique Reintjes, Odette Keun (1888-1978), The Netherlands, 2000. See in particular pp. 7-8. I am grateful to Monique Reintjes for her assistance in gathering the information reproduced here.]  [9: . See Reintjes, p. 54.] 

It is not entirely certain what Henning means when he says that Wells was “passing through” Paris. It is clear from other sections of his account that Wells and Odette were shortly to leave for Lou Pidou in Grasse, but the impression that they were paying a brief visit to Paris may or may not have been correct : in the summer of 1928 they had rented an apartment at 124 quai Auteuil, in the same arrondissement as Mrs Bethell’s, and retained it for some three years[footnoteRef:10], so they may have been spending longer in Paris than Henning suggests. On the other hand, it is possible that they were simply breaking their journey from London on the way to Provence. [10: . See Reintjes, p. 86.] 

Any inaccuracies there may be in Henning’s background information do not affect the observations that he makes at first hand. It would appear from the above account that Wells had been brought along to Mrs Bethell’s by their common acquaintance Floyd Dell, an American journalist who amongst other things edited the socialist magazine Masses and had been indicted in 1918 along with others on the left who had opposed United States entrance into World War I[footnoteRef:11]. He had written in 1927 a biography of the novelist and socialist Upton Sinclair, and had had a brief correspondence with Wells. Dell was a regular visitor in 1928 to Mrs Bethell’s receptions, and Henning’s description of him as “old” is intended to convey familiarity[footnoteRef:12] rather than indicate age (Dell was 41 at the time). [11: . I am grateful to John S. Partington, David C. Smith and Brian McKillop for their help in establishing the identity of the “Dell” mentioned by Henning.]  [12: . Henning’s characteristic use of “old” is frequent in his correspondence : letters sent to his younger brothers and his sister invariably begin “Dear old...”, and references to friends of the family often use the adjective “old” irrespective of their age.] 

Henning’s narrative now moves on to a description of the guest-of-honour :
Then Dell’s young lady, a German divorcee. Less there as such. Quiet and very fair and very hefty and very German. Then of course old Dell himself, looking just as much like 
a whisky advertisement as ever. And liking Mrs Bethell’s cigarettes just as well. Those, besides Mrs Bethell and Beeman, were all the company. Beeman sat down beside Wells and the talk wandered round to Australia and theses. With little compliments to Beeman and Wells from time to time from Mrs Bethell, who was very delighted at having made Wells miss his afternoon doze just to meet us and who was wearing a red rose at the side of her neck and a new black dress especially for the occasion.
Wells is not a big man. Rather short and rather stout with a respectable-sized pot stomach and tiny feet. He wore a bluish grey suit with a pink stripe running downwards about an inch apart. Fat little legs. Coat buttoned by the top button only leaving the waistcoat full play to burst out underneath. Dark blue sox, with grey clocks. Little black shoes. A face like the pictures you see of him, with hair thinning and brushed carefully across his forehead to make the most of it. Dark hair. A toothbrush, pepper-and-salt moustache. He had a thin, weak, rather high-pitched little voice and just an ordinary English accent, with a very thin way of pronouncing Yes. Phonetically [je:(j)s].
Henning was, amongst other things, a keen phonetician, and Wells’ accent was naturally of interest to him. In a “Dear Everybody” letter written on 12th November 1928, he was to comment : “Wells says prezoom and unassooming and things like that. I waited patiently but did not hear him say noo or foo or stoo. I wonder if he says those too.” His account of the conversation, however, was to move on directly to Wells’ political views :
He sparked up beautifully. In the meantime Alan [Carey Taylor] and Crabtree and Halloran and Sandapen had arrived and we all grouped around him. Alan talked to him about the Australian strike and he at least appeared to be very interested in Australia. Then there was talk of the prospects of the English elections. Wells thinks that the Conservatives will get in[footnoteRef:13], and that if they do it will be a calamity for England and the whole world. ‘It doesn’t matter what rotten muck you get in, so long as you get the Conservatives out,’ he says, because nothing would be worse than the present state of things. He thinks the Liberal and Labour parties should combine. He had no time whatever for Ramsay MacDonald. In his speeches he just ‘strikes attitudes and utters                                                  [13: . If this accurately conveys Wells’ prediction, the latter was wrong. Ramsay MacDonald was returned as Prime Minister in June 1929.
] 


 pretty sentiments with an eye on the ladies’ gallery.’ He doesn’t seem very keen on Lloyd George either. He says that in the coalition, Snowden should have the leadership, MacDonald the Foreign Office and Lloyd George could be pacified with Agriculture. He was funny about the women’s vote. He said it was impossible to tell which way it was going. It all depended on where the polling booth was or the cinema that was on that evening. And anyhow he said that half the women vote to spite Pa and the other half out of loyalty to Pa. And after that he said in a nervous little whisper : ‘So that’s that,’ and went on to tell us about the problems of the East. It is India he is afraid of. He says that China will fix itself. Also a dissertation on the uniformity and routine of French culture. Therefore their wit with a limited stock of ideas, while the rest of the nations could not understand. France a menace to the peace of the world. Mrs Bethell : ‘We always think that all the French are the same.’ Wells : ‘Don’t say that in front of Odette.’ Mrs B. : ‘No, she’s not listening.’

Wells’ listeners were obviously keen to ask him his views on future social developments, and he was happy to oblige :

He did not talk about his own books, but gave us a few ideas of how the world is going. He just thinks it is our luck that we live in a time of such unrest. He thinks that in ten generations or so things will arrange themselves out. There will be international government, localisation of industries, abolition of tariff boundaries. Population problems will be solved and birth-control will be easily enforced and will become general. Eugenics will be developed and strictly observed. – But there is one thing : he cannot quite understand what people are going to do with their leisure. That seems to be the growing problem for the world. From that we got on to the question of the birth-rate. He said that the English birth-rate was lower than the French, but that England overtook France by her lower rate of infantile mortality. Then also the population figures were deceptive on account of the increase in the average length of life.

Then it was Henning’s turn. “Beeman,” he writes, “pops a question” :

Beeman : Don’t you think, Mr Wells, that there will soon be a possibility of the indefinite prolongation of life?
Wells (smiled) : Yes I do. That was just what Dell and I were talking about before lunch. – Of course, if they do arrive at that, it will have to be stopped. It will have to be made an offence.
Beeman : Well, I don’t know. Why? It should say it would be a very desirable thing. Should we have any scruples...?
Wells : No, don’t you see that death is a necessity to get variety and continued renewal? As a man grows, he gets scarred, and set...
Mrs Bethell (with a tea-cup in each hand. George has just brought in the tray and the cakes and biscuits.) : Now I want you all to see that Mrs Wells has everything that he wants. (Puts a cup in front of Mr Wells.)
Wells (continuing) : He’s either 1870 or 1890. But he can’t change. And you want a renewal.
Beeman : But death seems a very wasteful way of getting it.
Wells : No, not at all.
Beeman : Well, anyhow, it isn’t much use to the individual.
Halloran : But the individual doesn’t count.
Wells (to Beeman) : You are not the same self now as you were ten years ago. Where does your individual come in?
Beeman : No, but I have the illusion of being the same self. I have the same memories, plus others.
Wells : No, not quite. – Until you are twenty-five, that is all right. But after that you begin to see the individual in its true relation to the universe. – And anyhow, by the time you are sixty you don’t want immortality. Life is a very interesting experience – just once. But you would not want to go through it again. – And if there were a heaven, with God sitting up there and all the angels [all this with a grin and a twinkle of course] around him it wouldn’t be Hallelujah they’d be singing, but they’d be groaning : ‘Let us go.’

Beeman : That’s assuming we would retain certain limitations which science will get rid of probably.
Wells : But anyhow you will not be able to get indefinite development of the individual. That is your supposition.
Beeman : Yes, it is.
Wells : But it is impossible. There will come a time when the individual is full and his development will come to an end. The skull-bones harden, preventing further development of the grey matter. Of course it would be possible to overcome that scientifically by removing the bones and allowing for indefinite expansion of the grey matter. But even that would only be a good thing for hat-dealers.
Beeman : No, I don’t think an extension of the grey matter is necessary. Why not concentrate on improving its quality and allowing for finer combinations in it?

Unfortunately – to use Henning’s words – “There ended the conversation between Beeman and Wells. Mrs Bethell broke in about the cakes again. Then Wells told Odette he was at her disposal. And stood up and shook hands all round and hoped he would meet us again. I hope he will. Then he went, and so did Odette.” 
Henning’s account ends with general comments on his delight at having met “the author of Mr Britling”, and in particular at having had the privilege of arguing with him. “And to think I should have met him at Mrs Bethell’s too. Mrs Bethell always did remind me of the honourable political ladies he describes in Mr Britling. And now I can well imagine Britling in his car and the hockey-match at Ealing [sic][footnoteRef:14].” A final comment reads : “Wells is on his way down to Grasse, in Provence, where he has a villa. He goes there to work for the winter. I believe he works very hard, and goes to bed early and so on. He does not like Paris.”  [14: . Presumably Henning had left his copy of Mr Britling Sees It Through in Australia : the hockey-match was at Matching’s Easy, not Ealing.] 

The day after writing his account, he recalled an incident that he had forgotten to record earlier.
Wells was rather a joke about Anatole France. He said that when France was in England he was taken to see a play called Potiphar’s Wife. Wells and France and Arnold Bennett were in 
the same box together. Wells said that France could speak about as little English as he could French. Wells : ‘He was getting more and more curious about what it was all about as the play went on. And we were doing our best to prevent him from finding out. My bad French and his bad English helped us hide it from him.’
Then Wells said that after the show there was a supper given in France’s honour and for some reason or other France was kissed on both cheeks all round. Wells : ‘I have kissed two of my fellow men of letters. There was France : I didn’t mind him so much. But Gorki was very bristly.’
It gives you a feeling of being near to things when you can see a yard away from you a man who has been and is still a tremendous influence in England and even in the whole world. It is queer to think that a man like Wells should have that vixen of a Dutch-French spy trailing around after him.

Though the meeting with Wells had no immediate repercussions in Henning’s life – he was in the final stages of writing his thesis, and thereafter became wholly concerned with the search for an academic position in the era of the Great Depression – he never entirely forgot the occasion and was to return in the years of his retirement (1970-75) to some of Wells’ chief preoccupations, including speculation about the future of mankind. The fact that by that time Henning was still reading works influenced by Wells, such as J.W. Dunne’s Experiment with Time and Olaf Stapledon’s Last and First Men, in addition to books such as Koestler’s Roots of Coincidence and Toffler’s Future Shock[footnoteRef:15], tempts one to think that the meeting at Mrs Bethell’s had a decisive and lasting influence on the life of at least one of its participants.  [15: . Information from Mrs Pat Henning.] 
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