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How predatory Noel

Coward's tried to seduce me

when I was 19, by author

Micahel Thornton
By MICHAEL THORNTON
Last updated at 22:00 09 November 2007

The scene was a suite at the Dorchester hotel in Mayfair on an
October day in 1960.

The surroundings were opulent, resembling a stage set, which
seemed appropriate since the man I had come to visit was a
theatrical legend, famous the world over.

The door to the bedroom was thrown open, and there he
stood, tall, with a hairless dome of a skull, huge toby-jug ears,
nicotine-stained teeth and heavy-lidded eyes of the kind the
Duke of Edinburgh might describe as "slitty".

"Hmmmm," he said, dragging on a cigarette as if his life
depended on it, and exhaling a cloud of smoke that seemed to
engulf me.

The staccato and slightly nasal voice, copied by an army of
imitators, added: "You are younger than I expected. Come
here."

Noel Coward, remember, was 60. He sat down on the bed,
which he patted in an ominous and peremptory manner.
Reluctantly, I moved forward.
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As a 19-year-old history undergraduate at London University,
this was a situation I had feared, and with which I was ill-
equipped to deal.

It wasn't that I was a total innocent. Two years earlier, at the
age of 17, I had been rather alarmingly seduced in a Scottish
castle by a duchess of legendary beauty while I stood naked in
a bath that resembled a pink sea-shell.

On that occasion, my seductress was not only determined and
quite remarkably expert in technique, she was also
devastatingly attractive.

But this was different. The idea of a sexual relationship with
this ancient, almost Oriental-looking figure seemed
unthinkable. "So you've been to see the Lizard," he continued,
"the wonderful Lizard of Oz?"

This was a reference to the 86-year-old novelist and playwright
Somerset Maugham, whose wrinkled skin gave him a reptilian
appearance. Maugham was staying in the same hotel and had
provided me with an introduction to Coward.

"And did he lay hands upon you?" he inquired. "No? You do

surprise me, because you are very, very pretty."

The compliment was spat out in tones so clipped that he
sounded like a parody of himself, and I looked down to avoid
laughing. He mistook this for compliance.

What happened next could have got him arrested and
imprisoned, since homosexual acts were still seven years away
from being decriminalised.

His eventual knighthood, his intimate friendship with the Royal
Family, and his international celebrity might all have gone out
of the window for ever.

When I objected to what he was doing, he looked at me in
mock outrage. "Are you trying to convey that you don't find me
attractive?" he demanded theatrically.

I didn't find him attractive, but I looked back at him without
answering, and the mandarin mask dissolved into a
conspiratorial smile.

Once I had set the boundaries between us, he behaved with
decorum. We left the bedroom and sat down for drinks in the
drawing-room. I remained with him for about an hour, during
which time he was amusing, civilised and charming.

After I left, I did not really expect to hear from him again, but
almost immediately an invitation arrived to accompany him to
a West End first night. I accepted.

At the party which followed the performance, I noticed that
the actress Anna Neagle, whom I knew, was closely watching
his attentions to me.

"Be careful," she advised me, when she got the chance to talk
to me alone.

"He's a great man and I love him dearly, but you have your
career in front of you. It may not help you to become too
closely involved."

Such was my introduction to the mad, outlandish and
frequently shocking world of Noel Coward - afterwards Sir
Noel - the man affectionately revered throughout the
entertainment world as "The Master".

This week, a new volume almost 800 pages long, The Letters
Of Noel Coward, is published. Fascinatingly, it reveals that he
was recruited as a British undercover agent a year before
World War II, in 1938.

Coward was dispatched to several countries, including
Switzerland, and then, just after the war began, to Paris, where
he set up a Bureau of Propaganda.

After the war, he was bitterly critical of those French stars he
believed had collaborated with the Nazi occupiers of France,
foremost among them, in his view, being Maurice Chevalier.
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But despite the prodigious industry of the book's editor Barry
Day, the selection of letters and the accompanying
introduction serve to maintain the kind of hagiographic
genuflection with which Coward's life, aided and abetted by
the Coward Estate, has always been treated.

For example, Mr Day quotes Coward's friend, the writer
Rebecca West: "He was a very dignified man. There was an
impeccable dignity in his sexual life, which was reticent but
untainted by pretence."

His sex life, as I can testify, was certainly untainted by
pretence. But reticent? No.

Coward was reckless in his pursuit of male lovers, and he
skated on the thinnest of sexual ice, constantly risking scandal
and exposure.

At the time of my own meeting with him, Coward had only
recently recovered from a devastating nervous breakdown
brought on by a brief relationship with the last young man in
his life, a little-known 27-year-old American actor, William
Traylor, who played a supporting role in the Broadway
production of Coward's play, Nude With Violin.

Bill Traylor was a devout Catholic and heterosexual. He later
married happily and fathered two daughters.

Coward pursued him ruthlessly, forcing upon him large
quantities of Stinger cocktails - a lethal mixture of brandy and
white crëme de menthe - and sexual activities which Traylor
found repugnant.

Urged by friends to play along for the sake of his career,
Traylor kept repeating desperately, "I can't. I'm a Catholic. I
just can't."

During the post-Broadway tour of Nude With Violin, Traylor
was found unconscious, having attempted suicide with a drug
overdose, and was rushed to hospital in a straitjacket.

His relationship-with The Master ended abruptly. The suicide
attempt made the American papers, excluding Coward's
name.

Coward, heartbroken by Traylor's rejection of him, suffered a
complete breakdown, from which he took many months to
recover.

Coward's first serious gay affair had also ended in tragedy.
This was with the present Queen's uncle, Prince George Duke
of Kent. It began in 1923 and lasted until the Duke's death in an
air crash in 1942.

In 1985 I revealed Coward's admission of the sexual
relationship in my book Royal Feud.

Yet, at the time of my revelation, commentators rushed to
denounce it, and some even concocted the notion of him
having a relationship with the actress Gertrude Lawrence as a
smokescreen.

The Master was still revered and the notion of his sexual
excesses, particularly if they involved a male Royal, was
unthinkable.

Only when many friends of Noel - including the author Gore
Vidal, who came forward to confirm that Coward was a "same-
sexer" who never experienced a heterosexual relationship -
confirmed his predilections did the truth begin to sink in.

It was almost certainly Coward's affair with the Duke of Kent
that finished off his career as a secret agent.

This came to an abrupt and inglorious end in 1942 at the
insistence of the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, who
disapproved of the amount of publicity Coward was attracting.

"I had a gnawing suspicion", Coward wrote, "that there was
something about me that he didn't like."

The real reason may have been more than personal antipathy.

Coward's increasingly high-risk relationship during the war
with King George VI's brother had caused him to be placed
under surveillance by the security services.

They reported that Coward and Kent had been seen parading
together through the streets of London, dressed and made up
as women, and had once been arrested by the police for
suspected prostitution.

One member of Churchill's wartime cabinet was newspaper
magnate Lord Beaverbrook.

He nursed a particular aversion to Coward and organised the
theft from Noel's Belgravia home, 17 Gerald Road, of the Duke
of Kent's passionate love letters to Coward, one of which
began, "My dearest darling Noel", and another, "noelie, my
own sweet love".

Beaverbrook's daughter, the Honourable Janet Kidd, told me in
1987 that she had seen the Duke's love letters in her father's
safe after the war but that they were "nowhere to be found"
when Beaverbrook died in 1964.

The Duke of Kent, regarded by some as an increasing security
risk during wartime, was killed in a mysterious air crash in
Scotland on August 23, 1942, all official records of which
appear to have vanished.

Coward, who was devastated by the Duke's death, had been
proposed for a knighthood that same year, chiefly for his
patriotic propaganda movie, In Which We Serve.

But the knighthood was blocked, possibly by Beaverbrook,
causing Coward to note bitterly that "sabotage had been at
work".

The arrival in 1945 in Coward's life and home of the struggling
actor Graham Payn, 19 years his junior, inaugurated Noel's
post-war decline.

Payn was a dull, boring man and a heavy drinker without a
spark of star quality.

Many of Coward's friends believed that his embarrassing
attempts to turn "Payn in the ass" - as Coward's pre-war
American lover and manager Jack Wilson called him - into a
star, were damaging Noel's reputation.

In the 1950s, as Coward's vehicles for Payn consistently
flopped, his passion for Graham changed into asexual
companionship, and both turned to other men.

Noel, on the strength of his celebrity, bedded the Hollywood
beefcake actor Tom Tryon, and donned dark glasses as a
spectator at an all-male orgy at the Notting Hill Gate home of
the British author Eric Braun, where he watched Payn
engaging in group sex with several partners.

When I arrived in Coward's life in 1960, he was still recovering
from his breakdown over Bill Traylor.

I was shocked to find that a man who had written some of the
finest comedies and most beautiful love songs in the English
language had a mouth like a sewer, and could hardly open it
without using the F-word or the C-word.

For six years I literally held him at arm's length. Then, after
witnessing the horrifying spectacle of his sadism to his male
secretary Cole Lesley, whom he kicked so violently that his
shins bled, I agreed, for Coley's sake, to try to temper his
monstrous behaviour by spending the night with Coward at a
flat in Chesham Place, Belgravia, in 1966.

The occasion was a monumental failure that passed in a blur
of alcohol, cigarette smoke and excessive ardour on his part.

He recognised finally that I was not cut out to be his toyboy,
but we managed to remain friends for the rest of his life.

He was a bewildering mixture of kindness and cruelty. Years of
homosexuality, alcoholism and megalomania had contributed
to a sort of death of the heart.

He had been turned into a sacred monster by his intimate
circle of friends, who, by and large, deferred to his every whim
and told him what he wanted to hear.

The actresses Dame Edith Evans and Dame Cicely
Courtneidge both told me horror stories of his cruelty to them.
Mary Ellis, who starred in his 1954 musical, After The Ball, felt
herself so undermined by him that she confessed, "I never
sang another note."

A letter which Coward wrote to the beloved musical star
Evelyn Laye brought an impassioned riposte of complaint from
her husband, actor Frank Lawton, who claimed that Noel had
written "some cruel things which neither of us can ever
forget".

Coward's reaction was brutal. "He's an idiotic, talentless, hen-
pecked little worm - if neither of them speak to me again, I
couldn't care less; they're both dull and neither of them can
act."

And in my presence, Coward screamed obscenities at his
leading lady in his last play, Lilli Palmer, calling her "You great
big German c**t."

My last visits to Noel were poignant occasions. Lack of
exercise, combined with constant smoking and drinking, had
destroyed his health and circulation.

Cecil Beaton, his near contemporary, recorded: "He has
become a fat old turtle with slits for eyes, no upper teeth, the
lower lip bulging outwards, hunched, bent - the lot. How sad.
He was once the very spirit of youth."

In November 1972, one last party was held in Noel's honour in
the large ballroom at Claridge's.

Three hundred of his closest friends flew in from all over the
world. He sat hunched and bowed in the corner of a sofa, even
more of an ancient Chinese Buddha than the man I had first
met at the Dorchester 12 years earlier.

As the evening drew to a close, Noel somehow struggled to
his feet. Refusing help from outstretched hands, he shuffled
painfully across the floor to the piano.

He started to play one of his most famous songs, If Love Were
All. But whereas he would normally have sung it as if to a
woman, this last rendition was sung, almost in a whisper, as if
to a man:

"I believe the more you love a man,

The more you give your trust,

The more you're bound to lose,

Although as shadows fall

I think if only

Somebody splendid really needed me,

Someone affectionate and dear,

Cares would be ended if I knew that he

Wanted to have me near."

There were tears in many eyes during that last painful recital.
The men in his love life had been a bitter disappointment to
him. He never found that "somebody splendid" for whom he
had searched all his life.

Four months later, at the age of 73, he died from a heart attack
at Firefly, his hilltop home in Jamaica.

In his memoirs, Coward's companion and former lover Graham
Payn informs us that his false teeth popped out at the moment
of death - a detail The Master would have considered both
common and excessive.

• The Letters Of Noel Coward is published by Methuen Drama

(A&C Black) at £25.
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