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The ground-breaking biography of Ralph Vaughan Williams reveals more than any other the man
behind the music. The author examines the considerable range of Vaughan Williams's work,
from the English pastoral tradition to Modernism, and shows how Vaughan Williams was
influenced by the Boer War, the economic depression after the First World War, the deprivations
of the Blitz, and the austerity of the Cold War. He also reveals how the greatest influence on
Vaughan Williams's music and creative development was his personal life, involving his
seemingly secure marriage and an equally enduring love affair. The author shows how these
reflected both the stability and cutting-edge aspects of his music. Like a great symphony, this
book ranges from doubt to inspiration. It is the most complete biography of one of Britain's
greatest composers and will be of interest to historians, students of music and Vaughan Williams
enthusiasts.
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PrefaceThis telling of the life of the composer Ralph Vaughan Williams is only glancingly
musicological. Earlier books and articles in specialist magazines have discussed and analysed
in detail his large number of compositions. This biography portrays the man in a much larger
historical, social and political context.In this respect it differs from the two indispensable
biographies instigated by Vaughan Williams himself at the end of his life: that by his friend
Michael Kennedy which offers an exhaustive account of the development of his music, and that
by his widow Ursula, who supplied, as much as was feasible at the time of her writing in the
1960s, a detailed and illuminating account of his personal life. Vaughan Williams was a highly
creative, productive composer whose life centred on his music. But he was also very much
involved with the momentous events that took place in the world during his long lifetime. His art
also reveals the influence of the economic depression that followed the First World War, in which
he served, and the austerity and Cold War that lasted long after the end of the Second World
War, in which he made every possible contribution to help his country’s cause. He was unusual
among composers in that he was an active campaigning member of a political movement.From



our present perspective it is also now appropriate, in a way that was not possible for previous
biographers, to describe events in the composer’s personal life and their impact on his music. Of
central importance in his creative development was his first marriage, which lasted well over half
a century. Also important, but hitherto less fully described, was the extra-marital affair into which
he entered at the beginning of the last two decades of his life and the consequent second
marriage that so vitalized the conclusion of his career. A great part of his output, including five of
his nine symphonies, belongs to his last, highly eventful twenty years.This was a period which
also saw a widening of the range of Vaughan Williams’s music. He had long disparaged the
Modernist idiom and often mocked composers such as Stravinsky. But from the Piano Concerto
and Symphony No. 4 onwards he became affected by this mode of expression, as he had
experiences of being socially, politically and personally destabilized.The title of this book salutes
a familiar and, to a degree justified, image of Vaughan Williams. But the story this biography tells
is also one of a more troubled life than the five words of the title might suggest. Vaughan
Williams was a major artist. (The term ‘genius’ is appropriate.) And an important aspect of his art
is its great range. It extends far beyond the spirituality of an English pastoral tradition and aligns
him in terms of subject matter with writers such as Samuel Beckett and T.S. Eliot. His early
music recalls the rural England of George Borrow, Thomas Hardy and A.E. Housman, whereas
his later compositions, especially Symphony No. 6, derive from upheavals in his life and the life
of his society and are, consequently, more in tune with the sensibilities of those two Modernist
writers. One of Vaughan Williams’s distinctions is that he musicalized a very long historical tract
of English experiences and feeling.This biography portrays a more troubled life than has
previously been described. It shows times of intense happiness but also suffering, self-doubt
and bleakness that have hitherto been understated. It also shows how another important aspect
of Vaughan Williams’s genius was his particular mode, in his life and in his art, of triumphing over
them.
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THE YOUNG VICTORIAN

Chapter OneCHILDHOOD AND SCHOOLDAYSThe country vicarage in which Ralph Vaughan
Williams was born on 12 October 1872 is a large and imposing one. It brings to mind the
substantial residences of the well-to-do clergymen in the novels of Jane Austen. The birthplace
stands in spacious grounds in the centre of the Cotswold village of Down Ampney, close to the
parish church of All Saints which dates from the thirteenth century. This was the well-endowed
living into which the composer’s father, Arthur Vaughan Williams, had been inducted in the
spring of 1868, not quite five years before Ralph was born.The vicar came from a wealthy family
that had done well – and very rapidly so – in the law in London. The family had obscure origins in
South Wales. Ralph’s great-grandfather had moved from Carmarthen to London at the end of the
eighteenth century. Here he had built a career as a lawyer and became a sergeant-at-law, a
member of an ancient order of advocates at the English Bar. He and his Staffordshire wife had
seven children and his second son, Edward (the composer’s grandfather), also went into the law.
Edward was even more successful than his father. He was educated at Winchester College,
then at Westminster School, entered Trinity College, Cambridge, as a scholar and, highly expert
in jurisprudence, was soon called to the Bar. In 1826 Edward married well. His bride was Jane
Margaret Bagot, a niece of the first Baron Bagot of Bagot’s Bromley in Staffordshire. Through
Grandma Jane, Ralph could trace his ancestry back to the Norman nobility which had
accompanied William the Conqueror in the invasion of England in 1066.The Bagot baronetcy
continues to this day, the ancestral home of the family being at Blithfield Hall in Staffordshire.
Over the generations the family has been active, though not at the very highest levels, in
scholarship, politics and the church. A fourteenth-century Bagot is a character in Shakespeare’s
Richard II. He is a morally questionable figure who denounces his fellow nobleman, the Duke
Aumerle, to the usurping King Henry IV. And he voices sentiments that would have grated on the
democratic sensibilities of his descendant of some six centuries later. Of the common people,
Shakespeare’s Sir William Bagot observes:And that’s the wavering commons; for their loveLies
in their purses, and whoso empties themBy so much fills their heart with deadly hate.1After their
marriage, Jane Bagot and Edward Vaughan Williams took up residence in a grand house at 24
Queen Anne’s Gate, just to the south of Buckingham Palace. Ralph was to remember visiting
them as a child. His grandfather became the very first Judge of Common Pleas and received a
knighthood from Queen Victoria in 1847.Sir Edward and Lady Jane Vaughan Williams decided



to have an estate in the country. They chose to rent Tanhurst, a large mansion surrounded by
many acres on the richly wooded slopes of Leith Hill in Surrey. Dating from the late eighteenth
century, the house had been the home of a famous law reformer, Sir Samuel Romilly, during the
Regency. It was a place for riding, shooting, planting, botanizing and all the pleasures of country
life. Plenty to occupy the couple’s family of six sons and daughters.Two of the sons continued
the family involvement in the law, Richard Vaughan Williams becoming a Lord Justice of Appeal.
The second and third sons, Edward and Arthur, had careers in the church. Edward became
rector of North Tedworth in Wiltshire, a living in the gift of Baron Kelk, a London businessman
and property developer in the circle of his father Edward Vaughan Williams. And Arthur, the
father of Ralph, was given the living of Down Ampney in Gloucestershire. Arthur, who had been
an undergraduate at Christ Church in Oxford, took this position after serving briefly as curate in
the poet George Herbert’s parish of Bemerton, near Salisbury, then at Halsall near Ormskirk in
Lancashire, and then at Alverstoke, another well-to-do parish on the coast in Hampshire.There
was a story, much repeated in the Vaughan Williams family that when Arthur’s father was asked
why he had selected Tanhurst to be the family’s country house, he had given as his reason the
fact that the Leith Hill area in Surrey was ‘full of charming young heiresses’. There was clearly an
element of truth in this seemingly light-hearted comment made by the head of a family marked
recently by such rapid upward mobility. For indeed, if Sir Edward did have hopes of fortune-
hunting in Surrey, his calculations proved to be extremely effective. The estate immediately
adjacent to Tanhurst was Leith Hill Place, owned since 1847 by the extremely wealthy
Wedgwood family. Their daughter Margaret would become the wife of the young Reverend
Arthur Vaughan Williams.The history of the Wedgwood family was very much intertwined with
that of another dynasty that came to prominence in the Industrial Revolution and its aftermath,
the Darwins. And the wife of Josiah Wedgwood III who resided at Leith Hill Place at the time of
the arrival of the Vaughan Williamses next door was Caroline Darwin, sister of the author of On
The Origin Of Species.The relationship between the Darwin and Wedgwood families dated back
to well over a century before, to the 1760s, when Josiah Wedgwood, the great potter,
industrialist, canal promoter and general entrepreneur, developed a very close friendship with
Erasmus Darwin, physician, poet, philosopher, zoologist, naturalist and free thinker. These two
greatly gifted men lived not far from each other in Staffordshire, Josiah in Burslem close to his
successful pottery and Erasmus in the ancient cathedral city of Lichfield. The doctor had
disturbed the quiet of the Close there by building a fine house (now the Darwin Museum) on the
moat which surrounded the cathedral and which had been much fought over in the Civil War. In
this house, to the discomfort of the local clergy, he had dissected corpses which he purchased
from the hangman after executions at nearby No-Man’s Heath. And here he had written his
books which included the long poem The Loves of the Plants – considered very risqué at the
time – and Zoonomia, which pre-figured the writings on evolution of his grandson Charles
Darwin. Erasmus was a peripatetic doctor who travelled all over the Midlands to attend his
patients. A memorable moment that profoundly consolidated his friendship with Josiah



Wedgwood came when the potter was compelled to undergo the amputation of a septic leg.
Darwin assisted at the procedure, which was conducted without anaesthetic.Around the two
friends there gathered other progressive people of that place and time. They formed something
of a club which was to become known as the Lunar Society. This included, at different times,
Richard Edgworth, father of the novelist Maria Edgworth, the industrialists Matthew Boulton and
James Watt, and the chemist Joseph Priestley. An important connection in the American
colonies was the philosopher Benjamin Franklin, whom Josiah had known well during the
American’s years in England. Another contact was the highly influential French philosopher Jean
Jacques Rousseau, some of whose essays were first published in Lichfield and who botanized
with Erasmus Darwin in rural Staffordshire. Meetings of the Lunar Society were sometimes
hosted by the poetess Anna Seward, known as The Swan of Lichfield. She resided in the
imposing Bishop’s Palace in the Close and attempted to maintain a salon there in the grand
French style. Unfortunately the tone could be lowered by the entry of that other citizen of
Lichfield, the loud, lumbering and opinionated Tory, Dr Samuel Johnson. Portraits of some of the
members of the Lunar Society have come down to us in pictures painted by the great artist of
the day in that area of the Midlands, Joseph Wright of Derby.Children of members of the Lunar
Society became close. They shared their parents’ belief in radical, even revolutionary, politics. In
1792, as the French Revolution proceeded on its erratic, violent course, Josiah’s son Tom went
to Paris with James Watt’s son (whom he described as ‘a furious democrat’) to show solidarity
with the revolutionaries in the celebrations of the third anniversary of the storming of the Bastille.
Two years later the inter-family marriages began when Josiah’s daughter Sukey and Erasmus’s
son Robert announced their engagement. The two fathers, close friends for some thirty years
now, were utterly delighted. This was to be the first of several Darwin–Wedgwood marriages
during the course of the nineteenth century, including that of Ralph’s maternal grandparents
Josiah Wedgwood III and Caroline Darwin.By 1847 Josiah Wedgwood III had sold his
considerable share of the large Wedgwood enterprise based in the Potteries of North
Staffordshire and bought Leith Hill Place in Surrey in order to live the life of a country gentleman.
The days of the Wedgwood family’s heroic industrial achievement were over. Josiah Wedgwood
III had become a rentier, living on his large investments. Ralph once conceded that he had been
born with a small silver spoon in his mouth. The Wedgwood inheritance helped to pay for the
spoon and to support him throughout his life and, most importantly, through those long years of
his early adulthood when he had to struggle to establish himself as a musician and a
composer.Josiah Wedgwood III had three daughters: Sophy, Lucy and Margaret. Margaret, who
was Ralph’s mother, was to live to be ninety-five and was an important figure in Ralph’s life until
his mid-sixties, despite what one observer described as Margaret’s ‘deeply evangelical austerity
against which Ralph revolted with passion. Margaret and her sisters were not considered
beautiful girls.’2Ralph had very few memories of his life at the vicarage at Down Ampney. In
February 1875, when he was some two and a half years old, his father died and Ralph’s mother
was compelled to give up the parsonage. She returned to her parents’ forbidding looking



mansion at Leith Hill Place with her three children: Ralph; Hervey, who was four years Ralph’s
senior and always very conscious of his status as the older brother; and their sister Meggie, who
was just under two years older than Ralph. One of the Darwin relatives visited Leith Hill Place
shortly after the widow’s return home and reported in a letter that Margaret, wearing the
mourning clothes customary at that time, ‘looks very thin and speaks in a low voice as if she was
weak, but was quite calm and joined in everything; she looks very pretty in her widow’s cap.
Hervey was playing about all the time and the other two came after. Little Ralph has regular
features.’3Leith Hill Place with its dozen or so servants was a household controlled by women. At
its head was Caroline Wedgwood, Ralph’s recently widowed maternal grandmother, an elder
sister and first teacher of the author of On The Origin Of Species. Although Caroline had been
seriously ill around the time her grandchildren had taken refuge at Leith Hill, she resolutely set
about teaching Ralph to read. She used a book recommended by their ancestor, Erasmus
Darwin, in his Plan for the Conduct of Female Education in Boarding Schools, a prospectus
employed in the girls’ school in Ashbourne in Derbyshire which Erasmus had set up to provide a
home and an income for his two illegitimate daughters. Caroline also used the same book,
Cobwebs to Catch Flies (first published in 1837, when Victoria became Queen) to teach her
brother Charles Darwin to read. It was one of many links between Ralph and his distinguished
ancestor.Also living at the large, austere Surrey house was Ralph’s Aunt Sophy, his mother’s
sister, who was never to marry. She was quick to see Ralph’s strong musical bent and gave him
his first music lessons. By the time he was six he had composed his first piano piece which, as
he later remembered, was ‘four bars long, called, heaven knows why, “The Robin’s nest”’.4 He
went on to write more small pieces which were ‘respectfully dedicated to Miss Sophy
Wedgewood [sic]’.5 Aunt Sophy maintained the Wedgwood tradition of strenuous frugality.
Newspapers torn into neat squares furnished the lavatories at Leith Hill Place. Although the
evangelical women who brought him up told him that the torn papers ‘were not there to read’, his
early knowledge of crime, politics and society came from his surreptitious reading of them.6Aunt
Sophy was somewhat vague and beginning to show the eccentricities that would become more
pronounced as she grew older. Visitors to Leith Hill Place found her rather sad and lethargic.
When Charles Darwin and his wife Emma came to visit his sister’s family, Emma commented in
a letter, ‘Poor Sophy strikes one anew every time one sees her as utterly dead and quite as
much dead to mother and sisters as to the outsiders.’7 Emma was also dismayed by the interior
of the Wedgwood mansion. She ‘felt the house with that long dark passage and no carpet so
depressing and wondered how they would ever get thro’ the winter. The children keep them
alive’.8 Ralph later confirmed that in that time, before the coming of electric light, the dark
passageways in the big house were ‘a place of terror’.9 Years later the son of the gardener at
Leith Hill Place recalled that ‘Their mother was kind but rather severe. She never forgot to punish
when she thought it necessary. The two forms of punishment being to bed immediately or to
walk up and down the cold, rather dark passage between the kitchen and front hall with a pile of
books on their heads.’10Nevertheless Ralph seems to have been happy enough as a child. He



and his sister Meggie were companionable, enjoyed taking care of their pet dog Coffee, and
shared the many books which their nursery contained. These included works by Thackeray,
Ruskin and Charles Lamb. There were also fairy stories in versions by Andrew Lang and the
Brothers Grimm. In wintertime after nursery tea, their mother Margaret would read them
adventure stories by Henty and Ballantyne and more serious works by Scott and Shakespeare.
As very much a Christian woman, Mrs Vaughan Williams felt it necessary to omit certain words
as she read. Ralph soon learned to steal silently into a position from which he could read over
her shoulder and ponder on what had been expurgated. This introduction to Shakespeare began
a literary passion that stayed with Ralph throughout his life.In the nursery he had a toy theatre for
which he wrote playlets and operas. The performers were a set of china dogs known as ‘The
Obligers’. The largest of them was called the Judge and represented the distant, somewhat
intimidating figure of Judge Vaughan Williams, now the very wealthy representative of the
paternal side of Ralph’s family who lived in a grand house in Westminster. Along with the toy
theatre presentations Ralph also performed piano duets with Hervey and Meggie. There were
also antiquated books to hand in the house, ‘funny old volumes containing choruses from
Messiah and Israel which I loved and arias from Don Giovanni and the overture to Figaro, which
we used to play Andante Sostenuto!’11 When Ralph and Meggie first heard concert
performances of these favourites of theirs they were taken aback by the speed at which they
were played.An important figure in the well-staffed household was Sarah Wager who was in
charge of the nursery. She was deeply interested in politics. A keen radical and a passionate
supporter of the radical wing of the Liberal Party, she was overjoyed when, in the same year
Ralph had his eighth birthday, William Gladstone and his Liberal Party defeated Benjamin
Disraeli and the Tories in the General Election. It seems likely that Ralph’s Liberal views and his
unceasing concern with the condition of his country derived at least in part from his childhood
conversations with Sarah Wager. But Liberalism pervaded his family. His cousin Lady Diana
Montgomery Massingberd recalled that in 1881 the two of them had sung together a campaign
song which she had composed to support a Mr Davey, the Liberal candidate in Bournemouth
and to denigrate a Mr Moss, his Conservative opponent. What she remembered of her elegant
words ran:Hold the fort for Davey’s comingMoss is in the sea;Up to his neck in rhubarb
pudding,That’s the place for he.The lines were sung to the tune of the famous Victorian hymn,
Sankey and Moody’s ‘Hold the Fort’. Nearly seventy years later, at one of their very last
meetings, Ralph could still, Diana recalled, remember perfectly these words, and sing
them.12Sarah Wager may have been a strident radical but in some respects she was extremely
conservative. She insisted on proper table manners, obedience and honesty. Perhaps this was
one of the origins of that commitment to ethical conduct which everyone remarked on in Ralph in
later years. A very early instance of this occurred when the family at Leith Hill went to visit the
famous Charles Darwin and his wife at their house at Downe in Kent. After their return to Surrey
Margaret received a letter from her uncle telling her ‘of a trait in Ralph more than amusing –
when I gave him his tip I said “don’t mention it till after you are in the carriage”. He presently



afterwards said to me, “I suppose I ought to give it back to you for I have told Aunt Sophy”. A
proof of pleasure which he could not forbear to show and of honesty which he could not
resist.’13Another figure in the nursery was the French governess known as ‘Mademoiselle’ who
introduced Ralph and his two siblings to the French language and, more entertainingly, to
French songs, poems and literature. She and Sarah Wager did not get on. Secretly and
confidentially they volunteered very serious criticisms of one another. Ralph liked them both very
much, however. He especially enjoyed playing Bezique with Mademoiselle who participated in
the game with emotions of operatic intensity. When about to lose she would cry out ‘Quel
desespoir – que ferai je?’ And as defeat approached her shrieks of ‘Mon Dieu! Mon Dieu!’
sounded out beyond the nursery. Ralph’s devout mother was shocked at what she took to be
blasphemy. She was even more shocked by the instances of blazing anger and discourtesy,
which despite his characteristic kindliness, were to recur throughout Ralph’s life. One occasion
was remembered by the son of one of the Leith Hill servants. ‘One morning Mr Ralph took his
new boat to the pond, the wind being most favourable the boat made good headway all the
morning. In the afternoon he asked my mother, who was the cook at L.H.P. and his nurse to go
with him to sail his boat – but alas the wind had changed and the boat was becalmed. He turned
round and said to mother: “Jonesy, it is because of your big ugly face”. His nurse told Mrs
Vaughan Williams and he had two afternoons in bed for this, one for saying it was mother’s big
ugly face and one for calling her Jonesy instead of giving her her name, Mrs Jones.’14When he
was six, Margaret Vaughan Williams decided that her younger son should have formal music
lessons. These were given him by Mr Goodchild, who rode over to Leith Hill Place from the
nearby village of Ockley. Ralph was taught sometimes with Meggie and sometimes with Vivian
Bosanquet, who was from another of the wealthy families who had emigrated to this part of
Surrey. The Bosanquets had paid, some years before, for the construction of the church at
Coldharbour, which was Ralph’s parish church.A year or so later, when Ralph was seven, his
mother suggested that he might take up another instrument. He remembered that he was
walking with her through the streets of Eastbourne when in the window of a music shop they saw
an advertisement for violin lessons. ‘My mother said to me, “Would you like to learn the violin?”
and I, without thinking, said “Yes”. Accordingly, next day, a wizened old German called Cramer
appeared on the scene and gave me my first violin lesson’.15 It was to be Ralph’s preferred
instrument for the next few years; later, at his public school he took up the viola. Margaret
Vaughan Williams also ensured that her son heard music performed. She took the children to
the Three Choirs Festival where Ralph heard choral music for the first time. He also remembered
going to concerts in the huge central transept at the Crystal Palace in south-east London, an
important musical venue of late Victorian times. Perhaps such visits took place when he was
taken to London to see his well-connected Vaughan Williams’s relatives. Another important
concert venue in the later years of Queen Victoria’s reign was St James’s Hall, which was close
to Piccadilly Circus and had frontages on both Regent Street and Piccadilly. It could seat over
two thousand and had very large Gothic windows. Ralph was taken there when he was ten.



Amidst the large array of his souvenirs now kept at the British Library is the programme for a
concert on 14 May 1883. This was the year that electric trams were first introduced in London.
On that day, in St James’s Hall with its green, horse-hair covered benches, the Bach Choir
performed Mozart’s Requiem Mass, Brahms’s ‘Song of the Fates’ from Goethe’s Iphigenie and
the Credo from Cherubini’s Messe Solemnelle.Music was not Ralph’s only enthusiasm as he
prepared to go away to school. He had also become passionately interested in architecture. It
seems probable that like many of his generation he was affected by the influence of the forceful
writer John Ruskin, whose views on architecture (especially Gothic architecture) as a cultural
and moral force had great currency at the time. Ralph developed a passion for visiting
cathedrals, churches and castles. He was also avid for books about them. For his Christmas
present in December 1883, after his first few months at his prep school, his mother catered to
this enthusiasm by giving him a finely illustrated volume of Pictorial Architecture of the British
Isles. When, many years later, he came to investigate the music of Tudor composers such as
Thomas Tallis, he found that he had an understanding of the sound world of those who had
written for the spaces created by chapels such as those of King’s College, Cambridge, and that
of Henry VII in Westminster Abbey.The year before Ralph went off to prep school, Margaret
Vaughan Williams and her sister Sophy took the three children on a holiday abroad that very
much suited Ralph’s fascination with medieval buildings. They went to Normandy. They stayed in
Rouen where Ralph and Hervey climbed the tower of the cathedral. Ralph remembered the
experience as both frightening and exciting. Even more memorable for him was their visit to
Mont St Michel, the offshore island fortress near Avranches which is dominated by the grand
medieval abbey and monastery. As he told a later biographer, ‘he remembered his first sight of
the grey and golden buildings rising beyond the salt marshes, the steep streets, the mazes of
halls and chapels with a ghost of incense seeming to linger in the darkness, and the great wheel
where the prisoners used to walk to wind the pulley ropes lifting loads of supplies up to the
battlements. He did not go back there for seventy years but that first impression of romance
never faded.’16At the age of ten, in September 1883, Ralph was sent to his preparatory school,
Rottingdean, named for the village in which it was then situated, close to Brighton in East
Sussex. The origins of the school went back to the late eighteenth century when the vicar of
Rottingdean at that time, Dr Thomas Hooker, founded a small educational establishment where
boys could be boarded. The enterprise subsequently changed hands and in 1863 was taken
over by Mr James Hewitt who was still headmaster when Ralph arrived. The second master was
Mr Hewitt’s brother William, and Miss Hewitt, their sister, was the school housekeeper.Some five
years after Ralph left, the school was reconstituted and renamed St Aubyns and continues as
such today. But in Ralph’s day it was known as Field House. The original building is a large white
house on Rottingdean High Street. It has a semi-circular drive and steep steps up to the front
door. Ralph slept in the dormitory room above the Masters’ common room in a cottage across
the road. He enjoyed being in Sussex. He recalled, ‘Most of the boys thought the country around
dull. I thought it lovely and enjoyed our walks. The great bare hills impressed me by their



grandeur. I have loved the Downs ever since.’17 His sensitivity to landscape showed early in his
life.Ralph appears to have been happy during his three years at Field House though, by today’s
standards, the living conditions were rather harsh. Not long before his death Ralph recalled, and
dictated, his memories of Rottingdean for inclusion in the biography that he had asked his
second wife Ursula to write. He told her that ‘the boys had a fairly hard life’.They got up at half
past six for half an hour of preparation followed by practice of a musical instrument, which
excused the players from prayers, before eight o’clock breakfast which consisted of tea, bread
and butter with a small piece of cold beef. There were lessons all the morning, then luncheon –
large and coarse joints and lots of stodgy pudding. The boys went to a shop nearby for kippers
and chocolate with pink cream inside to supplement Miss Hewitt’s housekeeping economies.
Games and walks filled the afternoon, followed by tea and bread and butter at five, and after that
preparation, punctuated by baths once a week. There were four tin hip baths filled by the school
manservants, ‘David and Solomon’, so that four boys could scrub simultaneously and briskly
before returning to prep. until bedtime at eight. The uniform was black suits, white shirts and stiff
collars, which they did not change for games.18Ralph’s subsequent assessment of the teaching
at Field House was that ‘on the whole the general education was good’. ‘We learned Latin and
Greek. The mathematical teaching was far the best. Hewitt was a magnificent teacher.’ Ralph
added, ‘I certainly got further in Latin [Public School Primer] and Greek [Farrar’s Green Card]
and Mathematics than I did for years later on, at Charterhouse.’ Another Classics master at
Rottingdean was the Reverend W. G. Riley, who long remembered Ralph’s abilities in Latin and
Greek. He was especially impressed by the young man’s ‘outstanding proficiency in irregular
and defective Greek verbs.’Ralph also made his first acquaintance with the German language at
prep school. ‘Towards the end of my time a visiting German master came in from Brighton once
a week and any boy who wished could – I need hardly say – for an extra fee – attend his classes.
The little German I now know I learned from him.’19 Given Ralph’s intense study of the German
language and also its literature during the months he spent in Berlin later in life, this seems to be
an exaggeration.Ralph’s love of English literature was also encouraged and catered for at
Rottingdean. Again, the lively headmaster put memorable experiences Ralph’s way. ‘Jimmy
Hewitt once took me to a performance by a well-known reciter called Brandrum who recited a bit
of Twelfth Night which I loved, and later to another by Mr Ellaby, who, among other things,
recited Coleridge’s ‘Ode to Mont Blanc’ which has been among my favourite poems ever since. It
may be worth noting that, on one of these occasions we came home cold and tired, and Jimmy
insisted on my drinking some whisky and hot water. This did not lead to my downfall, so all is
well.’20 A Coleridge poem would resurface in Ralph’s life nearly seventy years later when it
supplied lines for one of the epigraphs introducing the different movements of the Seventh
Symphony.Ralph’s literary education was also widened by ‘a remarkable under-master, Suttlery,
who tried to add a little general culture to our rather meagre book learning. He used to read
translations of the great speeches out of Greek plays, and I remember once his explaining the
philosophy of the thirteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians.’At Rottingdean the other boys were also an



education, of course. There was politics, for instance. At home his mother and Sarah Wager had
accustomed him to the Liberal, progressive politics that were the tradition in the Darwin–
Wedgwood dynasty. As Ursula Vaughan Williams reports: ‘Sarah had interested him in politics
and from his earlier years he had shared her radical views. Now he met rabid conservatism, as
well as class consciousness and snobbery which shocked him.’And there was sex. The boys’
information, he again told Ursula was ‘Inaccurate and depressing’. He once asked the question,
if it is so dangerous, why do they do it? ‘Because it’s awfully nice,’ one of his friends answered.’
This was just as intriguing as atheism which he also heard voiced for the first time at
Rottingdean. In a letter written around 1947, Ralph’s first wife, Adeline, reported that one of his
fellow schoolboys had asked him ‘to write incidental music to a play that he was working on, The
Rape of Lucretia.’ Ralph had written an opening drinking chorus but the play remained
unfinished. ‘His friend was quite innocent of the full meaning – R not quite.’21Field House proved
to be an excellent school for the fostering of Ralph’s musical abilities. He recalled that ‘I took my
violin with me to a preparatory school at Rottingdean where I had lessons from a well-known
fiddler in Ireland, in County Tipperary.’22 William Michael Quirke had gone on to study in Leipzig
and, so he claimed in his memoirs, to play the violin in orchestras conducted by Hans Richter
and by Wagner himself. He also performed as a soloist in aristocratic circles throughout Europe
and eventually in the then very fashionable resort of Brighton. Ralph remembered him as ‘a fine
player and a good teacher, but not a very cultivated musician’.23 Under Quirke’s teaching Ralph
progressed to a level at which he was able to perform as a soloist in public. A fashionable violin
piece often played in the 1880s was the Cavatina by Joseph Joachim Raff. Ralph later recalled:
‘The climax of my career at Rottingdean was when I played Raff’s Cavatina at a school concert.
Fifty years later at The Three Choirs Festival, I was suddenly moved to seize W.H. Reed’s violin
and play through Raff’s Cavatina by heart, double stops and all, while Reed vamped an
accompaniment … .’ At Rottingdean Ralph also took piano lessons. He was taught by a visiting
teacher, Mr C.T. West, from whom he also received what was, in terms of his musical
development, a momentous gift. Ralph describes what happened: ‘First he gave me the ordinary
music teacher’s rubbish, ‘Petite Valse’ and so on; but he had the insight to perceive that I should
like something better, and he brought me a little book which I have always considered a great
treasure – Novello’s Bach Album’. At that stage in his life Ralph knew very little of Bach. ‘Bach
had never been part of the home curriculum – Handel, Mozart, Haydn and some early
Beethoven was what we were fed on at home.’ Ralph admitted: ‘Of Bach I then knew nothing and
I imagined vaguely that he was like Handel but not so good.’ The itinerant music teacher’s small
present changed all that. The gift, in fact, constituted one of those moments of epiphany which
punctuate Ralph’s essay in autobiography. ‘This Bach album was a revelation, something quite
different from anything I knew, and Bach still remains for me in a niche by himself.’24The second
master at Field House, Mr William Hewitt, also helped with Ralph’s musical development. There
was a memorable occasion on which ‘Billy took me to a Richter concert in Brighton. The
programme consisted, I remember, of the Weber-Berlioz Invitation a la Valse which I was at that



moment learning as a pianoforte piece, also the Eroica Symphony, which passed me by
completely, the Prelude to Lohengrin which thrilled me and, even more, The Ride of the
Valkyries on which theme I used to improvise to my friends at Rottingdean on the pianoforte, and
called it The Charge of the Light Brigade.’ Ralph’s readiness to entertain his fellow pupils would
occasionally get him into trouble. A family member reported that: ‘He got into a scrape the other
day for playing his violin after he had gone to bed which set the boys dancing in their shirts and
the masters came in. However nothing very severe was awarded to him.’25Ralph’s fast
developing musical skills were a considerable asset when it came to arranging school concerts.
A programme survives for the Christmas concert at Rottingdean in 1886 when Ralph was
fourteen. This ‘Musical and Dramatic Entertainment’ began with him playing a violin trio with two
other boys and then playing solo a piece by Gounod. There followed something entirely different,
a theatrical piece entitled ‘Our Toys/A Fairy Vision in One Peep’. A musical play set in a Victorian
nursery, it contained characters such as ‘Our Lady Doll – Named by the Children “Lady Angelina
de Montmorency”’, and the doll who was ‘The demon of Mischief who haunts every Nursery’. In
this drama, the erstwhile violin soloist appeared as ‘Our Wooden Soldier – Sole Survivor of a
Boxful’. Seemingly Ralph’s voice was breaking around this time; so he had to recite rather than
sing his lines.These included:For I am a wooden soldier boldAnd used to war’s alarms.I’ve got a
pair of wooden legsand little wooden arms …This Christmas celebration marked the end of
Ralph’s time at his preparatory school. The following month he began the next stage of his
education when he entered what was, initially at least, the chilliest, most daunting phase of his
life – public school.Ralph went to his public school, Charterhouse, in January 1887, the year of
Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee and of the very first Sherlock Holmes novel.His elder brother
Hervey had gone to the same school some five years earlier. There seems to have been
sadness in the family at the end of Christmas as the brothers went off to school at the conclusion
of the holidays. Their mother, aunts and sister arranged a special small meal of coffee and little
cakes ‘because the boys would miss their tea’. The afternoon was taken up by the journey
through the countryside of western Surrey to the old market town of Godalming which had
recently become the location of the centuries-old school. The Leith Hill coachman drove the two
boys along the then quiet country roads in the pony carriage, the boys’ boxes piled up on the
back.For more than three hundred years Charterhouse had been in the centre of the City of
London on a site just north of Smithfield Market. The Public Schools Act which went through
Parliament in 1868 had required changes in the nine institutions identified by the legislation for
the first time as ‘public schools’. One consequence of the Act was that Charterhouse relocated
to Surrey. The new buildings, designed by the eminent architect Philip Charles Hardwick, who
was also responsible for that distinguished Victorian space, the great hall of Euston Station,
were opened in 1872. That is to say, they were the same age as young Ralph himself and their
red brick must have looked raw against the green countryside when he first arrived at the
school.His first term at Charterhouse, he told his wife Ursula, was not a happy one. Those early
months of 1887 were very cold and dark. He was not gifted at or even interested in games,



which were a very important part of public school life. He acquired the nickname ‘Froddy’, a
word which does not appear in the Oxford dictionary. In a letter now in the British Library one of
his school contemporaries, Nigel Davidson, suggests that the nickname indicating an
unattractive appearance may have been inherited from his elder brother Hervey. Nigel Davidson
remarks that ‘It was quite inappropriate in the case of Ralph (V.W. Minor) who was a pleasant-
looking boy.’Ralph’s grounding in Latin and Greek at Rottingdean held him in good stead at
Charterhouse, and he did well enough scholastically. And there were memorable acquaintances
to be made. One was Max Beerbohm, Ralph’s exact contemporary. The ‘Incomparable Max’, as
George Bernard Shaw was to call him, was, within a very few years of leaving school, a central
figure in the very distinctive cultural decade of the 1890s in London. Ralph, a slow developer,
had no part in that ferment. A brilliant caricaturist and writer, Max quickly became associated
with the milieu that created the periodical The Yellow Book to which the illustrator Aubrey
Beardsley, also an exact contemporary of Ralph and Max, contributed.Ralph bumped into Max
on his first day at Charterhouse as this very assured young man was emerging from the school
library, nonchalantly reciting one of Edward Lear’s alphabetical rhymes.‘I’ was some iceSo white
and so niceWhich no-body tastedAnd so it was wastedCharterhouse School Monitors’ Register
for Saturday 19 February 1888, contains a note that Ralph and Max were listed in the
punishment book on the same day, Ralph for ‘noisiness’ and Max for ‘silliness’. After his
schooldays, Max remarked that he enjoyed ‘having been at Charterhouse far more than being
at’.Ralph found Max entertaining but the two never became close at school. Some sixty years
later they would find themselves neighbours and a friendship would develop. At Charterhouse a
much more important fellow pupil for Ralph was an older boy, and one from his very large
network of cousins, Stephen Massingberd. Later in life Stephen would have a career as a
statistician and also as an army officer. A major in the Leicestershire Regiment he would be
mentioned in despatches during the Great War of 1914–18. Stephen’s family was from Gunby
Hall in Lincolnshire to which, over his lifetime, Ralph would continue to return as a guest. Not
long before his death, Ralph took Ursula to Gunby and he and Stephen’s sister Diana recalled
for her how more than sixty years before they had performed together ‘Happy Day at Gunby’,
one of the 20-year-old Ralph’s lost compositions.When Ralph met Stephen Massingberd at
Charterhouse, Stephen’s great interest was music. And Stephen it was who introduced him to a
figure in the world of music who was to be of major importance in Ralph’s musical development,
Hubert Parry. He long remembered first hearing of Parry:When I was still a schoolboy, I
remember my cousin, Stephen Massingberd, coming in to the room full of that new book Studies
of Great Composers. ‘This man Parry’, he said, ‘declares that a composer must write music as
his conscience demands.’ This was quite a new idea to me, the loyalty of an artist to his art …
and I think I can truly say that I have never been disloyal to it …Other boys also shared and
encouraged Ralph’s emerging calling. H.C. Erskine, whom Ralph remembered as ‘elegant’, was
also studying the organ and his playing of Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in E flat major (‘St Anne’s’)
greatly impressed him. N.G. Swainson, N.G. Scott and H.V. Hamilton, all of whom were to have



careers in music, were serious students of the piano. In a letter of October 1889, Ralph wrote
home reporting that Hamilton had stayed in his room from half past ten in the evening until three
the following morning. They talked endlessly of music, Hamilton taking the view that:
‘Mendellsohn [sic] is NOT a great composer, that though Beethoven is great he is old-fashioned.
As to Handel, etc. they are quite out of date.’26 Hamilton, however, had a burning enthusiasm
that was to affect Ralph greatly: ‘he has been to Bayreuth and is now a Wagnerite’. Hamilton’s
passion for music was infectious. ‘Since H has been here I started a practising mania yesterday. I
practised 2½ hours of piano besides counterpt.’27
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R. Finney III, “It reads like a great story begging to be put to screenplay .... I find that a lot of bio/
historical books written by academics fit into one of a few different categories: (1) to check the
box indicating that they know the subject and have written something for an academic audience
or to get published; (2) to fit pieces of info into a narrative that the author already formulated and
is now trying to promote; or (3) to just hit the highlights and sell something to an audience that
may not necessarily care to know very deeply. This book fits into none of these categories. It
reads like a great story begging to be put to screenplay so you could actually see it on film. All of
the characters come to life in sympathetic ways. And you walk away picking up so much
incidental information about the close of the 19th century, WWI, and WW2, etc., and not only
from a British point of view. I have long enjoyed RVW's music. Alldritt does a superb job of
explaining the thought process into many of RVW's pieces, their early reception, RVW's frequent
penchant for continuing to work on his music even after publication, and his humility to the point
of always asking fellow composers for help and insight into his process. RVW was a confident
composer and yet suffered from self-doubt for most of his career. I particularly enjoyed the
materials dealing with RVW's friendship with Holst; his learning from Ravel; and how different
times of his life inspired different pieces of music. I've read other books about RVW's technique; I
bought this to learn more about the man. What I found was a book that effortlessly and
engagingly revealed both.”

Fred Shoppin, “A deep analysis of RVW the person. I am a devotee of RVW's music, and have
read two other RVW biographies. Reading this one is essential if you want to understand RVW.
It peels away the layers of onion surrounding RVW's marriages, especially his relationship with
Ursula. It is kind to all the parties -- bad things happen in life and we have to adjust to them. The
book also discusses how life events influenced his major works. This is not a musicological
analysis, but more an emotional one. It also has some good anecdotes, and RVW emerges as a
very humanistic, moral fellow. It is thoroughly enjoyable.I do wish that biographies included
more photos.”

José Hernández, “Mot a Technical Biography. Just a Wonderful One. Most of great composers'
biographies are full of musical examples and analysis that require a profound knowledge of
Solfège and all the intricate language of musical notes. This is not the fortunated case of the one
written by Keith Alldritt, who tells us the astonishing life and times of Ralph Vaughan Williams,
underlying its facts and, of course, the many wonderful works of this English composer, showing
us vividly, as the subtitle of the book says, the quite original artist, the radical liberal democrat
and the great patriot who really incarnated that famous Mark Twain's definition as someone who
always defends his o her country, but always criticizes as well its government when it really
deserves it. Go for this beautiful book!”



John P. Shea, “Everything you might need to know about RVW!. Listening to his music is a
singular treat, and the book gives one a sense of the man, the maestro, behind the music.”

Daniel Putman, “Engaging biography of Vaughn Williams and the composer's relationship to
20th century British music. Writing symphonies into his 80’s, Ralph Vaughn Williams lived a long
and varied life. Vaughn Williams was an example of someone born to fortunate circumstances
(including being related to the Darwins and Wedgwoods) who maximized his talent through a
work ethic that never left him. Alldritt beings out elements of the composer's life that are largely
unknown. Vaughn Williams worked on ambulance duty in World War I that had a profound effect
on him, spent a great deal of time scouring the country for native folk songs, and lived in a
“threesome” for much of his adult life. Alldritt presents all this in an engaging and highly readable
biography. The author is extremely good at writing a paragraph or more about the people with
whom Vaughn Williams dealt with throughout his life. These are never "filler" and they provide
fascinating sidebars about British history as experienced by Vaughn Williams.I was familiar with
some of Vaughn Williams’ music but this book gave me a completely new perspective on the
man. There were times when the details (Ralph did this, then two weeks later did this, etc.) are a
bit heavy for the reader but it is exactly this detail that gives a full and well-rounded picture of the
man. Overall, I found this biography highly enjoyable to read and surprising in how much I
learned about one of the most important 20th century composers. I recommend it both as a well-
written account of Vaughn Williams’ life and as a journey through English musical culture in the
first half of the 20th century.”

John MacNab, “You don't have to be a musician. This book is good reading. Obviously of
special interest to readers with musical interests but in fact is a fascinating history of one aspect
of the English 20th Century”

Slagdish the Insatiable, “Very good biography. This is a good biography with much detail.”

A M Grey, “Very readable book. An interesting book with the correct balance between biography
and musicology.”

The book by Keith Alldritt has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 40 people have provided feedback.
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