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4 – Mignon and Phyllis 

From this point the various characters in this story emerge from the mystery and 
shadows in surprisingly dramatic ways.    
 
The earliest dated definite trace of Mignon is as a dancer in a Jack Buchanan show 
"That’s a Good Girl" in 1928.  
 
The programme misspells her name as "Harmon” but there is no doubt that this is 
her. She is listed as one of "The Eight John Tiller Girls." The Tiller Girls are 
particularly remembered from Saturday Night at the London Palladium in the 1950s 
and 60s. Their act was based on highly disciplined high-kicking routines, usually 
featuring a long line of matching dancers. This was a late incarnation of an 
enormously successful tradition, not just one troupe but many different troupes all 
deriving from the vision of John Tiller as long ago as the 1890s. In the twenties and 
thirties there were groups of girls performing in reviews and pantomimes and in cine-
variety. Major cinemas featured stage acts in the intermissions between films 
including the Plaza, Piccadilly Circus.  

It is reasonable to guess that Mignon had been through the intensive training of one 
of the Tiller Schools, probably at the Tiller Training School at Trafalgar House, Great 
Newport Street, London. To have been hired for a prestigious show, in a small 
troupe that unusually identified the dancers by name, she must have been an 
experienced and reliable dancer already, even though she was only 16. This was 
quite normal, the girls did start very young. They were closely chaperoned. 
 
The various troupes of Tiller Girls appeared across the country and also, right from 
the early days, in Paris, Germany and America. John Tiller was a successful 
business man in the Manchester cotton trade but music and theatre were his 
obsessions. In 1885 he became director of the Comedy Theatre in Manchester and 
he launched a dancing class for children. By 1890 he was able to provide groups of 
child performers for pantomimes. From the very beginning the standards were 
extremely high and his dancers were an immediate success. The development of the 
Tiller girls owed as much to a very strong business sense as it did to Tillers love of 
the theatre. The growing business also had a social aspect.  

The early Tiller girls were from the poor parts of Manchester, such as Moss Side, 
and the hard work and difficult hours brought in money and a sense of purpose. 
Within a few years Tiller had produced a series of troupes of child dancers and had 
also launched older troupes, the Tiller Ballet and The Tiller Combination of Eight 
Ladies. There were tours across the country and rave reviews of the routines which 
Tiller choreographed and arranged the music for himself. By the end of the century 
Tiller had established the Tiller Training School and Lyric Academy in London. 
Though many of the girls formed acts with a particular theme, "The Superba 
Quartette," "Snowdrops", "Four Champions ", the press was beginning to refer to 
"Tillers Girls." Even before 1900 Tillers business had become international and from 
the beginning of the twentieth century troupes of Tiller girls were appearing at the 
Folies Bergere in Paris.  
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The female lead of “That’s a Good Girl” was Elsie Randolph who was in several Jack 
Buchanan shows. She had a long career and managed to appear in two Alfred 
Hitchcock films forty years apart, Rich and Strange in 1932 and Frenzy in 1972. 
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The show toured Manchester, Newcastle, Glasgow, Golders Green, Leeds, 
Liverpool, Sheffield, Manchester (again), Newcastle (again) and Glasgow (again) 
before opening at the London Hippodrome on 5th June 1928 for a run of 363 
performances. The show closed on 16th March 1929. Sir Kenneth Clark’s wrote that 
“Mrs Nelson’s daughter” "had a strong physical resemblance to Elgar". Her friends 
saw Mignon as dark, and possibly foreign looking, in contrast to the blonde Phyllis. 
Elgar was dark rather than fair.

 

 
Jack Buchanan and Tiller Girls, including Mignon. 

 
I have spoken to one person who knew Mignon later in her life. She was unable to 
be sure which of these she was. At first she was drawn by the eyes of the girl sitting 
at the right of Jack Buchanan, but then she wondered if it was the one standing to 
his right. As all the girls are wearing wigs and made up to be similar it was 
impossible to be sure, but one of these is Mignon Harman. The Tillers were all 
young. Mignon was 16 at the time. 

“The Stage” for November 7th 1929 listed the names of the 12 Plaza Tiller Girls. This 
may help us identify Mignon in photogrtaphs. 

They appeared at The Royal General Theatrical Fund annual festival at the Savoy 
Hotel. Their names were: 

Elsie Helliwell, Babs Arthur, Molly Ellis, Phyllis Blakeston, Marjorie Brawn, Renee 
Force, Olive McLeod, Marjorie Rawland, Sheila Roberston, Dorothea Rogers, 
Mignon Harmon with Ethel and Mabel Heliwell as soloists. 

 

“Harman” is misspelled as “Harmon” as it is in the “There’s a Good Girl” programme. 
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Of these Marjorie Brown (or Brawn?), Molly Ellis, Mignon Harmon, Renee Force and 
Vera Owen had also appeared in the Jack Buchanan Show. 

 

 

These two photographs of the Plaza Tiller Girls probably show the same line-up, 
including Mignon, and the same girls appear in the 1929 film “Harmony Heaven” 
which is available on a Network DVD in their British Musicals of the 1930s series. 
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When Doremy Vernon interviewed former Tiller Girls in the 1970s and 80s for her 
book "Tiller's Girls” several of them spoke about Mignon as someone they clearly 
remembered for her personality and for the dramas surrounding her. Mignon is 
mentioned in the book itself but, extraordinarily, Doremy was to provide me with 
transcripts of her interviews with women who had known Mignon well. These are 
startling vivid first-hand accounts. In the late twenties and early thirties Mignon was 
one of the "Plaza Tiller Girls" who performed between films at the Plaza Cinema in 
Lower Regents Street, London.  

The girls in this troupe were chosen for their exceptional height. They all had to 
match in the line-up. The Plaza Girls, as one of the leading troupes, were called on 
to appear in films (still silent) in the years immediately after the cinema was 
launched. They appeared in "A Little Bit of Fluff," released in 1928, a comedy 
starring Betty Balfour, an English answer to Clara Bow, and Charlie Chaplin's 
brother, Syd. These film appearances were shot without interrupting the stage 
shows, with the girls travelling to and fro from the studios as part of very long 
working days.  

In 1938 Walter Sickert used a still from "A Little Bit of Fluff” as the basis for a painting 
of the Plaza Tiller Girls, "High Steppers. He had produced two pictures of the girls in 
1928, probably based on newspaper cuttings. He may never have seen them in the 
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flesh. These earlier paintings were disliked intensely by the dancers as their arms 
and legs show none of the precise synchronisation that they prided themselves on.  

 

 

A report from the Stage, October 1928. This would have been while Mignon was 
appearing in “That’s a Good Girl” but it gives an idea of what kind of performances 
they did in Plaza film shows. 

 

 

Mignon was seen as a happy-go-lucky girl, remembered as one of the girls smoking 
and playing cards between shows, but she was also believed to have had a sad life.  
 
One of her colleagues believed she had been adopted by a doctor. This could be 
true. If Mignon was born to an unmarried mother who was pursuing a career she 
would have to have been taken into care in some way.  

 
Perhaps it was easier to imply that she was an orphan rather than to admit that she 
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was illegitimate. It is curious, though, that her friends took it for granted that she did 
not have a mother living even though, at that time, Mignon was living with Lilian, 
William and Phyllis as if she were Phyllis’s sister. 

Doremy Vernon’s interviews with former Tiller Girls included descriptions of what 
appear to be three dramatic suicide attempts by Mignon. After forty or fifty years the 
memories may not be completely reliable but there is no doubt that these were 
shocking experiences for all her colleagues.    
 
"We were at, what was it Stamford Brook, for God’s sake? Yes, the Commodore. 
She went up on the roof, slashed her wrists with razor blades. Looking back I would 
think that was half her trouble she wanted to be noticed (Maisie Williams)  
 
"There was a Jewish Girl with the Plaza's: Mignon. She was up on the roof when I 
was there. (Binnie Sisters)  

 
 

 
Binnie’s idea that Mignon was Jewish may simply been due to her unusual name, or 
perhaps by association with a supposed Jewish boyfriend: 
 
 "She was going out with a very nice boy, a Jewish boy and something, I don’t know 
what, and she ran up to the Commodore, Hammersmith, roof with a jug of peroxide 
and ammonia and just swallowed it, so she was so burnt she was taken to hospital. 
She was discovered by one of the boys going up for a smoke.   "She didn’t die then, 
anyway she came out of hospital. We thought it was a serious, tragic thing. Thought 
it very wrong. We kept it quiet, nobody ever knew anything about it.   "The first time 
was in Mrs Tiller’s time. (Phyl Blakeston)  
 
Phyl had been "Head Girl” of the Plaza Troupe and later became a dance arranger, 
particularly for shows produced by Emile Littler. "Mrs Tillers time” implies a date 
before 1936 when John Tillers second wife died. It may be possible to date this first 
incident more accurately. The Commodore Cinema stood at 395 King Street, 
Hammersmith. Stamford Brook was the nearest Underground station. The cinema 
opened on 14th September 1929. It was a large cinema with a restaurant and dance 
hall and designed for cine-variety with an orchestra as well as a large Standaart 
cinema organ. The cinema was independently owned by Commodore National 
Theatres Ltd until it was taken over by Associated British Cinemas (ABC) in July 
1933. ABC abandoned the stage shows and dispanded the orchestra. This suggests 
that Mignons first suicide attempt was in the period 1930-33. It is remarkable, 
particularly considering that her friends seemed to think Mignon was an orphan, that 
the Commodore was only a matter of yards from Hamlet Gardens where Lilian 
Nelson lived between 1931 and 1936. Hamlet Gardens is an Edwardian 
development of "Mansion Flats." 
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They were, and still are, smart apartments, very well positioned for public transport 
and ideal for people working in the city. Lilian and William, can be found on electoral 
roles at several different flats. Perhaps they rented vacant flats for short periods 
while they, or perhaps only Lilian (if William were employed on a regular basis by 
Harold Kennedy) worked in short term and unpredictable employments. 

In 1930 the residents at no. 41 Hamlet Gardens are:  

Ernest John Edward Davis 

William Nelson.  

This is the first time William is recorded using “Nelson” as a surname. 

Ernest Davis has not been definitely identified but he may have been a chaffeur, 
originally from Chiswick, with a wife Alice Maud Critch whom he married in 1911 
when they were both in their mid-30s. Was he a colleague of William? For several 
years previously Davis had been living in the apartment with a Lena Davis, possibly 
a second wife. Lena is no longer listed after 1928 and William Nelson had moved 
in.    

 

A “Phyllis Nelson”, who may reasonably assumed to be Lilian’s daughter, makes her 
first known appearance on the stage in a spectacular Rodgers and Hart show “Ever 
Green.”  This show made a star of Jessie Matthews. The male lead was Sonnie 
Hale. The producer was Charles Cochran who was famous for his “Young Ladies” 
but in this show the name Phyllis Nelson is listed as one of the “John Tiller Troupe.” 
The show introduced new American dance styles choreographed by Buddy Bradley 
and had a show stopping finale featuring a revolving stage. For the Glasgow try out 
before the London opening this innovation was only available at the last minute and, 
apparently, the stage went one way and the dancers went the other with chaotic 
results.  
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By the London opening at the Adelphi Theatre on 3rd December 1930 everything 
went smoothly and the number “Dancing on the Ceiling”, in which the revolving stage 
supported a vast inverted chandelier, was a hit. It ran for 254 performances, which 
must have been through most of 1931. 

The 1934 film “Evergreen” has almost nothing to do with the stage show, apart from 
“Dancing on the Ceiling.” 

 

The plot of “Ever Green”, interestingly, is about an Edwardian music hall star who 
has a child out of wedlock and takes her to South Africa to be brought up. The 
daughter, once grown up, returns to England and goes on the stage pretending to be 
her mother, miraculously unchanged after twenty five years. 
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The 1931 electoral roll for 41 Hamlet Gardens includes "Lilian Josephine Nelson”, 
joining William Nelson and Ernest John Edward Davis. This was, presumably, a two 
bedroom flat.  

In 1932 no one is listed at no. 41 but at no 46 are:  

William Patrick Nelson  

Lilian Josephine Nelson  

Phyllis Nelson  

Ernest Davis has gone. Phyllis would have been just 21, so she may have been in 
Hamlet Gardens before this but not eligible to vote. 

There is no electoral roll for 1933, when Mignon would have been 21 but she does 
appear on the roll for 1934. She, too, may well have been living with the family for 
several years. 

In 1934 she calls herself Mignon Nelson.  
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Mignon’s career as a Tiller Girl in the London cinemas had started several years 
before this. It seems reasonable to suppose that she had been living with her mother 
throughout this time. The suicide attempt at The Commodore had been almost within 
sight of Hamlet Gardens and must have taken place no later than 1933.   

In the 1934 Post Office Directory Lilian appears as Mrs Lilian Nelson, suggesting that 
she is the householder.  

In 1935 no. 46 is occupied by Leslie Jarvis Wilkin. At no. 59 are:  

William Patrick Nelson  

Lilian Josephine Nelson  

Phyllis Nelson  

Mignon is now calling herself Mignon Harman  

 

In 1936 and 1937 the Nelsons are still at no. 59 but "Mignon Harman” is listed as 
"Mignon Nelson Harman”.  

 
 
 

(Just to add an extra degree of complication to all this, throughout the 1930s a 
Nelson O’Callaghan is listed in the electoral roll for 1935-7 at 25 Crane Rd 
Twickenham, immediately opposite William’s father. William Nelson O’Callaghan 
appears at 58 Heath Gardens, Twickenham in 1938. These might be Patrick William 
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Nelson O’Callaghan using alternative names just as his father did. Patrick preferred 
to be known as Nelson.) 

Lilian will have found herself looking after a very troubled young woman. There 
seems to have been another incident, this time at the Palace Theatre, Victoria. 
Doremy Vernon suggests that Vera Manning’s version may not be reliable, though it 
is extremely detailed. The detail of the low parapet does fit the building. 
  
"I was the first one to save her life. We were in something at the Palace in London. I 
heard someone screaming. It was a boiling hot summer. As I came out of my 
dressing room I heard someone screaming on the roof and I found her writhing. 
Luckily it had a little parapet about 3 feet high. Blood coming out of her mouth, 
screaming in agony, a white jar by the side of her. It would be a 2 pint jug. She had 
filled it with peroxide, iodine and bleach and drunk it. She lost her stomach through 
that, nearly. 
  
"I flew downstairs and found some of the Girls. 
. 
"What's the matter, what's the matter? 
"ME: Mignon's committing suicide. 
  
"I don't know what made me do it - I'd heard someone say that if anyone has 
poisoned themselves give them a drink of milk. I grabbed 2 pints from the stage 
doorkeeper.  
  
"He said That's not yours. I don't give a sod, I said. 
  
"I got to the top of the roof and poured it down her throat. Someone had phoned a 
doctor. He came running up the stairs. They got her down to the dressing room. I 
looked in once, there was blood all over the floor. The lining of her stomach she had 
burnt away.  
"She was a happy go lucky girl, dark hair. Lovely features. "(Vera Manning) 
 
Phyl Blakeston described the attempt that finally ended Mignon's career in the Tiller 
Girls. This was in Paris at the Paramount, now the Gaumont Opera. This was a 
sister of the Plaza in London, designed by the same architect.   
 
"Mignon had gone without saying a word, nobody noticed that she had gone, then 
when she wasn’t back, others had been trying to get into the loo the door. It had 
been engaged all this time, when somebody knocked on the door and said that we 
only had one girl that spoke French, that someone was locked in the lavatory, of 
course it was Mignon, and they got over the top. "She had cut her wrists, she hadn’t 
cut both, only one. We didn’t even know about it in those days. A "cry for help (is) 
what it was.   "Once again it was all kept hush hush. She was taken to hospital. She 
was stitched and alright.   "When we came back to London, of course it was too 
worrying. Mignon didn’t come back. We weren’t told why or anything. We didn’t ask. 
We were too polite. We didnt ask. (Phyl Blakeston) 
 
It is impossible to be sure when this happened but Phyl's comment that the earlier 
attempt was in Mrs Tiller's time suggests that this was later, by implication after 1936 
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when Mrs Tiller died. It is impossible to imagine what factors, what aspects of her 
character, led Mignon to these suicide attempts, though the Hammersmith incident 
does suggest a direct link with Lilian, or perhaps Phylis, living close by. Doremy 
Vernon asked Phyl Blakeston if she thought Mignon was unstable.  
 
"No, never. We sat up till three in the morning, four of us playing cards, she was one 
of them.”    
 
In spite of the injuries she had done to herself (she had chest problems after the 
poison incident) Mignon’s career was able to continue with other companies. 

By 1937 Lilian and William Nelson had found what they would have expected to be 
permanent employment with Lord Berners. They moved into Berners’ house at 3 
Halkin Street and they appear on the electoral rolls at that address from 1937-9. 
Mignon and Phyllis may have left home to work together at this point. They certainly 
were travelling together in September 1939.  
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5 – Mrs Nelson 

 

According to Diana Mosley Lord Berners thought Mrs Nelson was "the best cook he 
ever had.”  
 
This is saying something, as Lord Berners was well known for the high quality of his 
catering. He divided his time between Faringdon House near Oxford, London and 
Rome. He had a cook in each house.   

 
 
The electoral roll for 3 Halkin St, 1937 

As well as entertaining international cultural figures like Stravinsky and Salvador Dali 
there were regular visits from Berners' own social circle, including the Clarks. William 
Crack was Berners' driver for many years. In an interview about Berners' staff he 
states simply "Mrs Nelson was the cook in London.”  There must have been others 
but Lilian was the one who made an impression. 

The Nelsons were listed as residents at Halkin Street between 1937 and 1939. 
Lilian, Diana Mosley records in her autobiography, was Cook and Housekeeper. This 
is a doubly responsible position and shows that the fastidious Berners, who had very 
high standards of a surprisingly traditional kind for such an apparent eccentric, had 
complete trust in her. It is possible that Lilian worked there before 1937 and only took 
up residence when Mignon and Phyllis had begun independent lives and she was 
able to leave her succession of flats in Hamlet Gardens. Berners' previous 
permanent housekeeper, Lydia Lyndon died (if she is the Lydia Lyndon on the death 
records for St George Hanover Square) in 1932.  
 
That same year Berners dismissed his butler Herbert Marshall. Diana Mosley, 
according to her biographer Anne de Courcy, believed that Mrs Nelson had ended 
her employment because of her "unsatisfactory" husband but this is probably a 
confusion with Marshall who both drank and was light-fingered. Lilian and William 
were certainly at Halkin Street at the beginning of the war when Berners decided to 
leave London and to close the house down.  Losing both Lydia Lyndon and Marshall 
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in 1932 opened the way for Lilian and William. Berners might have been aware of 
her reputation before she worked for him.    

There were fewer famous guests at Halkin Street than at Faringdon House but in 
1937, when Mrs Nelson is first listed, visitors would have included people involved in 
Berners successful ballet "A Wedding Bouquet", including Gertrude Stein, who wrote 
the play on which it was based, the choreographer Frederick Ashton and the 
conductor Constant Lambert. Constant Lambert, musical director of Sadlers Wells 
and conductor of Berners three last ballets, was one of the people who apparently 
knew of the Elgar story from Kenneth Clark, and he must have come into contact 
with Lilian in the 1930s at Halkin St. He described the house in the late thirties:   
 
"In the hall busts of generals and statesmen were notably improved by the addition 
of pantomime masks representing negroes and cats. Half-way up the stairs was a 
large cage housing a rare and exquisite tropical bird. In the drawing room the piano 
was littered with an extraordinary heterogenous collection of objects ranging from a 
fish in copper dating from the renaissance to a beer mug representing the Duke of 
Windsor which played the National Anthem when lifted. But on the piano desk itself 
might easily be the latest work of Stravinsky with a dedication by the composer and 
after tearing ones eyes away from the more facetious objects on the mantelpiece 
one would be enhanced by an exceptionally fine early Corot, flanked by a Sisley and 
a Matisse."  
 

  

 

3 Halkin St is the house with the gateway to the left of the front door. 

Though Berners had a reputation as a practical joker and gossip, sometimes a 
malicious one, this behaviour was kept within a small circle, apart from occasional 
very public jokes that seemed to be part of a campaign of self-promotion, sometimes 
connected with his musical and literary work. His close friends, particularly Diana 
Mosley and John Betjeman, were very eager to emphasise his loyalty and sincerity. 
John Betjeman wrote to Diana Mosley to emphasise what a wonderful friend he 
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could be and how scornful of all pretensions and how loyal in trouble, effortlessly 
loyal it seemed.  

Diana Mosley, originally Diana Mitford, was one of Berners closest friends, far more 
than her sister, Nancy, who based the character of Lord Merlin in "Love in a Cold 
Climate on Berners. Merlin, though not an accurate portrait, is by far the most 
sensitive and trustworthy character in the novel. Diana stayed at Halkin Street and 
remembered chats with Mrs Nelson when she brought up her breakfast. 

From his own writings Berners comes across as a very serious and sensitive person 
with a surprisingly deep, almost mystical, love of nature. He took music very 
seriously indeed and during this period the influential composition teacher Nadia 
Boulanger used the house for lessons for younger composers.    

Berners had an unusually close relationship with Lilian. In more conventional 
households the man of the house would rarely have any contact with a cook at all, 
but as a bachelor, and as a gourmet with a reputation as a cook himself, Berners 
was directly involved with the kitchen. He and his cook were contemporaries, both 
born in 1883. How much of her history did he know? He delighted in Lilian as "the 
best cook he ever had” and it must have been his pleasure in her skills and, I 
suspect, in her as a person, that led him to arrange an article in the Daily Express of 
Tuesday July 30th 1937 for us, a very dramatic piece of documentary evidence. 
 
 In "Food fit for a Lord Berners introduces Mrs Nelson. 
 
"He thinks that a cook who is hardly ever spoken to becomes a bored cook. And a 
bored cook soon becomes a bad cook."  
 
There is a photograph of Mrs Nelson with pots of jam. It is impossible to guess her 
age from the poor quality photograph. She is fairly matronly in her white house coat. 
She has a wide smile of white teeth, a straight nose and short hair. The article says 
that  
 
"Mrs Nelson has been to America. She spoke of the American (and Yorkshire) 
custom of eating cheese with apple tart."  
 
She gives a recipe for a cheese topped apple tart.  
 
" 'Apple tart without cheese is like a kiss without a squeeze' quoted Mrs Nelson. This, 
thought I, may be a matter which might well be decided by a practical demonstration. 
But Lord Berners was in the kitchen. So Mrs Nelson and I just shook hands."  
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She also gives a recipe for "Johnny Cake", an American breakfast dish made with 
corn meal. This seems a very humble food for Belgravia but it might well have been 
popular with Lilian’s sisters in Massachusetts. 

 
In April 1937 Gertrude Stein was been in England for the rehearsals and premiere of 
Berners' ballet "A Wedding Bouquet." This proved his most successful work and has 
continued to be in the Royal Ballet repertoire. Though it generally humorous and 
features a chorus singing Stein’s impressionist words, the setting, a French country 
wedding in the late 19th century, would have brought back memories of a world that 
Berners later described in his autobiographical book published many years later as 
"The Chateau of Resenlieu.” 
 
Berners youthful days in idyllic French landscapes inspired his most romantic writing 
in both music and prose. Gertrude Stein stayed at Faringdon during her visit for "A 
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Wedding Bouquet" but she would have met Lilian when the creators and their friends 
converged on Halkin Street after the premiere on 27th April 1937.  

 

A Wedding Bouquet 
 
She described the event:  
 
 "and then gradually it was ending and we went out and on to the stage and there 
where I never had been with everything in front all dark and we bowing and all of 
them coming and going and bowing, and then again not only bowing but coming 
again and then again as if it was everything, it was all over and we went back to sit 
down. I guess it was a great success."  
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Lord Berners and Gertrude Stein, 1937. 
 
Berners wrote to Stein a few days later:  
 
"Mrs Nelson has discovered how to make the Macon gateau.  I will send Alice the 
recipe when I get back to London."  
 
Gateau Maconnaise is a cake with meringue.   
 
The Alice referred to was Gertrude Stein’s companion Alice B Toklas who herself 
published a famous, or notorious, cook book. In an interview with Gavin Bryars, an 
edited version of which was published in Peter Dickinson’s book about Berners, Lady 
Harrod referred to "a frightfully grand cook like Mrs Nelson." This may refer to her 
"grand manner" more than the style of cooking. But how did the daughter of an 
illiterate railway labourer become “frightfully grand?” 
 
Cooks could be a class of their own, and adopt a superior attitude, as could butlers.  

 

Berners and Gertrude Stein attempted a collaboration on an opera after the success 
of “A Wedding Bouquet” but his heart wasn’t in it and it came to nothing. He did 
complete another ballet for Frederick Ashton in 1939. This was also Berners own 
idea, and followed a scenario of his own devising “Cupid and Psyche”, inspired by a 
love of classical mythology which he had had since childhood.  Composing to his 
own scenario shows that he had an understanding of form and what would work, of 
both music and dance. When he did have to make changes to suit the dance and 
action he was, according to Ashton, completely professional. This experience of 
dramatic form, mood and timing was later useful when he came to write his film 
scores for “The Halfway House” and “Nicholas Nickleby.” 

The new ballet was a failure. The Greek myth was to be told in a light hearted style, 
but the mixture of classicism and farce confused the critics. In particular the 
appearance of Jupiter in the style of Mussolini was seen as a bad joke. There were, 
apparently, boos, though other reviews were less critical. The music suggests that 
the goose-stepping Jupiter was probably Berners’s idea (was he thinking of Oswald 
Mosely?) but in this case the visual design was the work not of the composer himself 
but Francis Rose, a young protégée of Gertrude Stein. 

The music, though, is pure Berners. It is nothing like the cool classicism of 
Stravinsky’s ballets “Orpheus” or “Apollo”. Here, again, is the atmosphere of 
nostalgic nineteenth century theatre, with the usual sentimental waltzes and some 
very beautiful moments. A less satirical production might have saved it. As often was 
the case with these ballets time was short and tempers were thin. Spring 1939 was 
very much the wrong time for frivolity. 

As an old friend of Diana Mosley from long before her last marriage, Berners knew 
the fascist Oswald Mosley well. He even composed a few bars of a fascist march in 
1934, but as this is only known in a newspaper article it is probably a joke. Though 
Berners claimed to have had tea with Hitler on one occasion while in Germany, 
which may have been a touch of exaggeration – they may have been in the same 
restaurant - there is no reason to suppose he had much sympathy for Mosley’s 
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politics, even though the would-be dictator was, many people said, likeable as a 
person.  

 

 (I am not sure if I can be said to have met Diana Mosley but I stood next to her while 
my father had a conversation with her at an exhibition at the Royal Festival Hall in 
1983. This is probably the closest I have come to someone who knew Lilian at this 
time.) 

 

In strong contrast to the Mosleys a new friend from the period when William and 
Lilian were at Halkin St was the American composer and conductor Bernard 
Herrmann, later the great film composer for Orson Welles and Alfred Hitchcock. This 
new acquaintance, in 1938, led Berners to make his only trip to America with 
Herrmann in 1938. This is hard to imagine – if only I had been there – but Berners is 
said to have enjoyed a typical Jewish meal with Herrmann’s mother in New York. 

Back in Halkin Street there were other visitors who reveal evidence that Berners 
was, privately, an unexpectedly serious supporter of new music and younger 
composers. In 1933 the young composer Lennox Berkeley had visited Halkin Street 
to meet his teacher, Nadia Boulanger who was visiting from France and, it appears, 
staying there. Boulanger was an enormously important influence, teaching many 
composers in the first half of the twentieth century, including many famous French 
names but also British and American, including Aaron Copland. At that 1933 visit 
Berners introduced Berkeley to his own publishers, Chesters. 

This was not Nadia Boulanger’s only visit to Halkin Street. In 1939 she was there 
using it as a base for teaching. There may have been others, but the South African 
born composer Priaulx Rainier came there for tutorials. There is a letter to Rainier 
from Boulanger in the National Archives: 

“Shall arrive Sunday morning at 9 and shall give the lessons at Lord Berners' home, 
3 Halkin Street, SW1” 

This is yet another hint that Berners’ musical interests, and perhaps his life as a 
whole, were more serious than they have often been considered. Certainly, in the 
years when William and Lilian were there, it was a fascinating centre of culture. 

Cecil Beaton was staying at Halkin Street in September 1939. According to his 
biography by Hugo Vickers' "Lord Berners deaf butler, Nelson, suddenly shouted 'the 
war has started' as Cecil was about to step into his bath."   

(William may have been deaf but Lilian’s son, Douglas, told his second wife Jane 
that he had been deafened by a bomb, which would have been a year or so later 
than this.) 

Berners immediately abandoned Halkin St.  
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Lilian Nelson, Phyllis Nelson and an unknown in the late 1930s. These photographs had been sent by 
Lilian to her sister in Dublin. 
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Phyllis, but who are the others? Could this be Mignon? This seems to be from the late 1930s in which 
case it is very probably Mignon on the left. It is hard to identify her with anyone in the Plaza Tiller 
Girls pictures but several years had gone by and she not wearing theatrical make up here. On the 
whole this is the most likely image of Mignon, shown with Phyllis on either side of a visiting Asian 
friend or celebrity. It is worth comparing this very closely with the extremely puzzling photograph of 
Phyllis and others from several years later…. 
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6 – Mickie 

In the 1939 (at the same time as William and Lilian were working for Lord Berners 
and listed at Hamlet Gardens) the electoral roll for Richmond lists the Nelson family 
at 2 Deanhill Rd. 

William Patrick Nelson 

Lilian Josephine Nelson 

Phyllis Nelson 

Mignon Nelson 

Douglas Nelson. 

This substantial house is on the corner of Deanhill Rd and Upper Richmond Rd. It is 
almost next door to Deanhill Court where Lilian and William lived from 1955. 

This listing is fascinating in that it reveals that Douglas was living with the family and 
that Mignon was there too, listed as if she were a sister. Douglas would have been 
21 on December 5th 1939. 

The 1939 register, the census of the population at the start of the war in September 
1939 is far more accurate than electoral rolls. Like a census it lists everyone where 
they were on that day, but unlike any other records the original files were updated for 
more than thirty years and alternate names are added in. 

The 1939 register fir 2 Deanhill Rd lists William N P O’Callaghan and Lillian (sic) J 
O’Callaghan. William’s occupation is given as “Private Secretary” and Lilian’s as 
“Unpaid House Duties”, though this has been altered to “Domestic”. William’s date of 
birth is 22nd March 1882, which agrees with all other known sources. Lilian’s was 
originally entered as 15th August 1886 (she had cut two or three years off her age 
before) but this has been corrected to 1883. 

Most extraordinary is the way in which Lilian’s name has been altered three times. 
The original register document was updated whenever anyone changed their name, 
or more accurate information became available. This must have required a massive 
amount of clerical work. At different times her name has been changed to “Gillian J”, 
then back to the more usually spelled “Lilian J” and then finally to Elizabeth Mary. 
(The form of her name on her death certificate is “Elizabeth Mary Josephine.”) 
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The blacked out name is Douglas as details are not given for people born after 1915 
and still alive in the 1990s. 

At the moment that William and Lilian are in East Sheen Mignon and Phyllis were in 
Sunderland. They were sharing a room, as travelling dancers. They had both put 
their names as Nelson – Mignon Nelson and Phyllis Nelson – as if they were sisters. 
The names have been altered, at some later time, to Mignon Denise Harman and 
Phyllis O’Callaghan. This is the only evidence of them working together. The various 
colleagues who had remembered Mignon when interviewed by Doremy Vernon 
made no mention of a sister, and they certainly thought of her as Mignon Harman, 
not Nelson, in the 1930s.   

 

They were probably performing in a review “Take Cover” which had just opened at 
the Sunderland Empire, starring northern comic Frank E Franks. 

Though it seems likely that East Sheen became her permanent home Lilian 
continued to use Hamlet Gardens when she began working for her next employer.  

 

 

During the war, Sir Kenneth Clark was Director of the National Gallery, responsible 
for the protection of its treasures and also for the famous series of National Gallery 
concerts. While he kept a flat in London his wife Elizabeth (she always called Jane) 
lived at Upton House, Tetbury, Gloucestershire with her sons. Jane moved into 
Upton House at the beginning of the war in autumn 1939. She worked for the 
Ministry of Information film unit, where she came into close contact with the 
composer William Walton, whose war work was composing for films that would 
support the war effort. During this period, according to Walton’s wife’s biography of 
her husband, Jane had an affair with the composer. At the same time Kenneth Clark 
was considering leaving his wife for another woman. They were all good friends in 
spite of this. 

Kenneth visited his family when he could but it is important to understand that Lilian 
was employed by Jane Clark at Upton, and that Kenneth would not have come into 
contact with her often. 

Clark’s son, Alan, in a telephone conversation with Ismene Brown remembered “Mrs 
Nelson” at Tetbury. He believed she had been working for the family for about eight 
months at the time when he met her. He was home from boarding school. This would 
probably have been in the summer of 1940. He described her as a “trout”, in contrast 
to his father’s comments in his letter of Michael Kennedy in 1968 that Mrs Nelson 
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“had dyed red hair and the remains of considerable beauty.” (In 1917 Lilian had 
auburn hair and hazel eyes, according to the Canada/Us border crossing document. 
Twenty five years had passed by the time the Clarks knew her.) 

The Clark’s left Upton House towards the end of the summer of 1942 when Kenneth 
set off on a long trip to Sweden and his wife and sons moved to a new house in 
Hampstead. Their flat in the centre of London had been destroyed in the blitz, the 
Clarks being thrown out of bed by the explosion, but uninjured. 

Lilian, therefore, must have been at Upton House from the beginning of the war, 
soon after Lord Berners abandoned 3 Halkin St, until the last quarter of 1942, a 
period of just three years. 

 

Upton House, Tetbury, Gloucestershire 

Almost miraculously a letter from Lilian survives in the Lord Clark archive at the Tate 
Gallery. This is another vivid and revealing piece of evidence and confirms the basis 
of the story that Clark told Michael Kennedy many years later.  

Lilian had taken another flat in Hammersmith. There is no evidence that William was 
ever at Upton House. Perhaps he remained in London and Phyllis and Mignon used 
this is a base when they were not touring. 

There is no date on the letter but the archive files it with letters of 1941/2.  
 
43 Hamlet Gds 
Hammersmith 
W6 
 
April 27th 
 
To Sir Kenneth Clark 
 
Dear Sir 
 
I hope I am not troubling you too  much asking you if you would kindly sign the 
enclosed papers & photos of my daughter as she has got a chance of work for ensa 
as soon as she gets these papers signed. She has been home since Coventry. I 
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hope & trust you are feeling better. I am going to work for Lady Clark in 6 weeks time 
when Nelson's leg comes out of plaster. She has been so very kind to me. God 
Bless & protect her. 
 
very respectfully yours  
 
Lilian Nelson  

 
 
The handwriting is very strong and suggests a forceful character. She used a dip pen 
as can be seen from the changes from a vigorous start with a full nib to its gradual 
drying followed by another vigorous dip of the pen. The simple evidence of the 
signature is valuable. At this point Lilian signs herself very forcefully "Lilian Nelson." 
This is how she sees herself or wishes to present herself.  

 

Considering that this is the only letter I have found from Lilian it is rather startling that 
it concerns the incident which sparked off this mystery. This brief letter confirms the 
key parts of the story Clark told in his letter to Michael Kennedy in 1968  - that 
Lilian’s daughter needs her passport signing at that she plans to work for ENSA, 
travelling abroad to entertain the troops. Other details of Clark’s letter seem puzzling.  

He claimed that the daughter called herself “Miss Elgar” on the passport application. 
He wrote that the daughter said “and her mother confirmed, that she was a daughter 
of Elgar.”  

Clark also writes that Mrs Nelson “in her youth had been on the stage in Paris. She 
claimed to have been a great friend of Jeanne d'Avril.” 

Now so much has been discovered about Lilian’s life this last point, about an early 
stage career, seems to be impossible. It is hard to see how she could possibly have 
had any opportunity to go on the stage, whether in Dublin, America, London or Paris, 
between the dates of the various documents. Could it have been between the 1901 
Dublin census and her first journey, with her two sisters, to the USA? 

If we did not know as much as we do about Lilian it would not necessarily seem 
unlikely that she had done these things – after all Phyllis and Mignon did have 
successful stage careers. Mignon certainly was in Paris. 

Did she actually claim these things? 

 

Now that the 1939 Register has led to so much new information it is possible to look 
at this incident of the passport application in a different light and to see that what 
Kenneth Clark wrote in 1968 might not be wrong, but simply the result of a 
completely understandable confusion. 

They key to making sense of it is to establish exactly who it was who applied for the 
passport and who spoke to Kenneth Clark about Elgar. 
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(There is no reason to doubt that the Elgar was the focus of the incident. Though 
Clark wrote about it over 25 years later Walton and other friends picked up the idea 
that Mrs Nelson had been Elgar’s mistress soon after it happened.) 

 

There are several reasons for supposing it was Mignon, and not Phyllis, whom Clark 
met and discussed Elgar with. 

Mignon was living as if she were Lilian’s daughter. She and Phyllis both called 
themselves Nelson as if they were sisters in the 1939 Register. It was far easier for 
Lilian to refer to her as “my daughter” than to explain who she really was. 

Phyllis had travelled to Australia, Canada and America. As a young girl she would 
have travelled on her parents’ passport, but after the age of 16 she would have 
needed her own. She was 17 on their voyage to Halifax in 1928. 

The strongest piece of evidence that this letter is about Mignon is the reference to 
Coventry. 

The letter is dated April 27th, but with no year given. In the Tate Archive it is filed in 
the correspondence from 1941/2 and there is reason to accept that this is correct. 
Lilian's comment that her daughter "has been home since “Coventry" inevitably 
suggests the Coventry bombings of November 14th 1940. Had she been working 
there at the time? 
 
If this is the case the letter would be dated April 27th 1941. Alternatively it may be 
that the daughter had been working in Coventry at a time after the bombing. 

It was Mignon who was closely involved with Coventry. She was a regular performer 
in spectacular pantomimes produced by Emile Littler at the art deco Coventry 
Hippodrome, which had opened in 1937. 

These seasonal events took the whole year to produce and Littler set up a 
pantomime factory in Birmingham to plan, rehearse and build sets as well as a 
separate business to produce costumes. There were more modest shows at the 
Hippodrome in its first few years but "Cinderella, Emile Littler's "First All-Comedy 
Coventry Pantomime", opened on January 13th 1942. 
 
Gay Harris who began her dancing and teaching career as a "juve at the age of 12”  
(actually under-age) at Christmas 1942. She remembers Mignon well, but has 
always remembered her as "Aunty Mickie". This is how she was known by the young 
girls she looked after at Betty Fox’s School of Dance in Birmingham in the last year 
of her life. It was only after our first conversation that Gay realised that when she first 
met "Aunty Mickie as "head girl “of "Millie Jacksons Adorables" in the 1942/3 
pantomime she had signed her autograph, in round and rather childish writing as 
“Mignon Harman.” Gay had underlined the name to show that she was was the lead 
dancer. 
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"Cinderella" starred Peggy Wilding as Cinderella and Phyllis Hunter as Dandini with 
Ted Ray as Buttons. Gay knew Mignon until her death. Betty Fox, who knew Mignon 
throughout the 1940s until her death believed she had no living relations. Neither 
had any idea that Mignon had a “sister”, or was anything but alone. 

 
 
The Pantomime was "written, devised and presented by Emile Littler". It also 
featured: "The 24 Adorables trained by Millie Jackson, Emile Littler’s 32 Bright Eyes 
Trained by Betty Fox and "Ponies supplied by Barnaby Parsons." Millie Jackson ran 
a School of Dance in Bloomsbury. She trained, and presumably choreographed, 
many troupes of dancers for shows all over Britain. These were largely made up of 
local dancers hired for the show and went by many names. There were "Eight 
Glamour Girls" in Dundee in 1940 and "Rhythm Rockets" in Bristol in 1941.  
 
The "Adorables" appeared in the Coventry pantomimes throughout the 1940s and 
there were also troupes under this name performing through the summer of 1942 in 
Exeter, Plymouth, Bristol and Derby. As Millie Jackson tended to use new names for 
new troupes it is possible that this was the same troupe and that Mignon toured with 
them. It is unlikely that Millie would have used local dancers on a summer tour, with 
all the extra work of training new people, and she is likely to have kept Mignon as her 
trusted "head girl."    
 
As "head girl" she would have been responsible for all the practical aspects of 
looking after the other dancers. Gay Harris underlined her name in her autograph 
book to show that she was the lead dancer. The Emile Littler shows were major 
events and demanded the highest standards. Mignon's career has to be seen as a 
successful one. She had been in the most highly regarded troupe of Tiller Girls and 
now, fifteen years later, she was in a top quality show.  

 

There seems no reason to doubt the core of the Kenneth Clark’s story and, once we 
accept that it was Mignon he met, it is possible to explain how the anomalies came 
about.  
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Lilian was working at Tetbury but her letter suggests she had been in London looking 
after William, who she calls Nelson, recovering from a broken leg. William may have 
stayed In London and not been required at Tetbury. Kenneth Clark spent most of the 
time in London and would not necessarily have had much contact with the cook in 
Gloucestershire. He must, though, have been aware that she had a daughter as he 
was being asked to confirm her identity on the passport form. 

He would have received the letter, with its enclosed documents, in London. He must 
have immediately noticed that the name on the form was not Nelson, as he would 
have expected. I suspect the name was actually Harman, and Clark’s memory was 
confused about this point. Though he seems so positive about the name “Miss Elgar” 
it is perfectly possible that he had forgotten the name she actually used by the time 
he wrote the letter to Michael Kennedy. 

There is a possibility, of course, that Mignon did use the name Elgar. The 
seriousness of a war time passport document may have meant that she felt she had 
to be truthful – unlike on the 1939 Register where she had used the false name 
Nelson. Unfortunately there ae no surviving passport records from the period to 
prove or disprove this. 

Clark, in London, would have signed the forms and arranged to see Mignon. Lilian 
may have come with her, as she had said in her letter that she would not be 
returning to Gloucestershire for six weeks. It is easy to imagine that Clark’s 
puzzlement about Mignon’s name led to a very confusing conversation. Clark would 
have kept in his mind the assumption that Mignon was Lilian’s daughter, while she, I 
suspect, talked about her real mother and father. Surely, during this conversation, it 
was Mignon who talked about France and Jane Avril, and all the time Clark naturally 
imagined that she was talking about Lilian. Whether Lilian was with them at the time, 
or whether Clark discussed it later with her, she must have confirmed, or perhaps 
seemed to confirm, what Mignon had said. 

 

This chain of events seems to make sense of the puzzles in Clark’s letter to Michael 
Kennedy. Surely this has to be close to the truth, and Mignon has to have been the 
“daughter of Elgar.” 

 

 

 

 

In 1943 Lilian spent a short time working for another high profile family. This may 
have been a temporary arrangement while her employment by Lady Clark continued. 
 
In the early years of the Second World War Sir Oswald and Lady Mosley, who, as 
Diana Mitford, had been a close friend of Lord Berners and known Lilian Nelson at 
Halkin Street, were imprisoned as threats to national security.  They were held, with 
other married couples, in the Preventive Detention Block at Holloway Prison, not as 
conventional prisoners. A fellow prisoner, after their release in November 1943, said 
"We've never had such laughs since Lady Mosley left."  
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With Oswald Mosley very ill the family, including their sons and a nanny, moved into 
temporary accommodation at a dilapidated pub, the Shaven Crown at Shipton-
under-Wychwood. Life was difficult, with, as for everyone, a severe shortage of 
food.  Diana had to do the cooking.  
 

 
The press was full of stories about the notorious couple. This had the unexpected 
effect of inspiring a number of letters offering help. The most significant letter was 
from Lilian Nelson.  
 
She wrote: "Dear Madam, I would come to you if you were at the North Pole"  
 
Diana invited Lilian, and her husband (or supposed husband), to come to the Shaven 
Crown. This would have been at the very end of 1943 or the start of 1944. Lilian 
must have finished working for the Clark’s at the end of 1942 and she may not have 
had employment since then. She might have read about the Mosleys release and 
seen an opportunity. 

Lord Berners was a visitor at The Shaven Crown and may have met Lilian again. 
Diana said that "he was a trifle put out to find they had acquired the best cook he had 
ever had."  
 
Diana told her biographer Anne de Courcy that, on her first day, Mrs Nelson used 
their entire fortnights butter ration on a "superb apple tart.” When Diana complained 
Lilian replied: "People like you can always get more."  
 
This may seem like an unrealistic attitude in 1943, but perhaps there had not been 
shortages at the Clarks in Tetbury, and Lord Berners, at Faringdon at least, was able 
to supplement rations with produce from his home farm. Anne de Courcy writes that 
the Nelsons did not settle in after this episode but stayed long enough to help the 
Mosleys move in to their next home, Crux Easton, near Newbury. By April 1944 
Diana was contacting one of her previous cooks. She had spent a time looking after 
the cooking for herself. Lord Berners had visited and, helping Lady Mosley, had 
seriously burned his hands taking a lobster thermidor out of the oven.  
 
 

 
Betty Fox began teaching dance in 1932 at the age of 13, originally at her family 
home at 294 Tiverton Road Selly Oak. When her mother, May, died her father, 
Edward, bought a larger house at what was then 50 Bristol Road which could be 
used as a home for the dance school. Betty had worked in London as a young 
dancer herself and had formed a working relationship with Emile Littler which proved 
vital to the success of her School of Dance. Littler set up a base for the production of 
his pantomimes in Birmingham and Betty was closely involved in his shows both in 
the Midlands and in London. In 1938, when she was only 19, Betty supplied "60 
Bright Eyes for his London production of Cinderella. They would have worked very 
closely together in the year-round production process of the shows Mignon become 
a friend and colleague of Betty early in the war, though it is unclear when they first 
met. There may have been a connection in London, perhaps through Emile Littler 
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who also worked with Phyl Blakeston, Mignon's "head girl" in their Tiller Girl days.  
 
Phyl was rumoured to have been Littler’s mistress. Littler was married to Cora Goffin 
who starred as principal boy in some of his productions but he seems to have taken 
an interest in other dancers. During the war he may have had more than a 
professional connection with Betty. He was said to pick her up in his Rolls as she 
walked to her wartime factory work. She was embarrassed to be wearing slacks and 
a headscarf. There was a story that he had given her, or offered her, a smart car. 
There is something very puzzling about the relationships of Littler, Betty, Phyl 
Blakeston and Mignon.  
 

At some point during the war Mignon moved in with Betty and her father. There are 
no electoral rolls between 1939 and 1944 but she can be found on the 1945 roll with 
her name bizarrely mistranscribed as "Nighon Harman".  

Though the exact relationship of Betty and Mignon is impossible to fathom it appears 
that they were closely involved with the pantomimes and other shows throughout the 
war, with Betty as choreographer and organiser for the juveniles and Mignon as 
"head girl” of the adult dancers. In spite of her troubled days in the first half of the 
thirties Mignon had continued to have a successful career and she had found a new 
home and friendship with Betty Fox.     

 

The Coventry Evening Telegraph, Wednesday 9th February 1944, includes an item of 
memories of the pantomime which had just finished. This includes “Brenda Martin, 
head girl and Mignon Nelson, a former head girl, only remaining Hippodrome 
Adorables.” Still, in the 1940s, she was unsure what name to use. Gay Harris 
remembered her a “Mickie Nelson” but when she signed Gay’s autograph book in 
1942/3 she wrote “Mignon Harman.” 

Mignon’s last season was in Babes in the Wood which opened on December 11th 
1944.  
 

 

 
By the time of the 1945/6 Coventry show in which Gay Harris appeared as on one of 
the "Betty Fox Babes" Mignon was no longer able to dance. She was "hunched," as 
Gay said, in agony.  
 
The girls thought she had terrible verrucas. She had to go to the hospital every week 
for treatment. Betty Fox, who had known her as a close friend for several years, was 
employing her to look after the girls who slept on the top floor in a dormitory. "Aunty 
Mickey", according to Gay, was treated like a servant by Betty and "put upon. She 
made them toast and porridge. Gay’s memory of Betty and Mignon suggests that 
their relationship had changed. The impression I have been given by people I have 
spoken to is that Betty seems to have been a hard and unsympathetic woman. She 
kept the girls in order with a stick. Discipline was, of course, very important, 
especially considering the high quality of performance that was expected of them.  
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Though Betty may have been a strict teacher who did not inspire much affection Gay 
insisted that all the girls loved "Aunty Mickey." She was, Gay told me, very dark. She 
wore masculine clothes, loose slacks, though "everyone did in those days. I asked 
Gay if Mignon had seemed affected as her Tiller Girl colleagues thought. No, Gay 
said, not affected but lady-like and beautifully spoken. Gay worked for Betty after the 
1945/6 show and she was aware what had happened to Mignon.  
 
On 23rd June 1946 Mignon committed suicide.  
 
The death certificate gives the cause of death as "Asphyxia due to inhalation of coal 
gas. Suicide whilst the balance of her mind was disturbed". She had put her head in 
the gas oven. Her occupation is given as "housekeeper/companion". No other 
particulars known. Her name is given as "Mignon Denise Harman”. This is the name 
that has been written in as later addition to the 1939 Register document. The death 
certificate notes that she was "also known as Mickie Nelson.” There seems to have 
been doubt as to which was her real name. Betty Fox thought Nelson was her real 
name and Mignon Harman was a stage name.  
 
Phyl Blakeston heard about Mignon's death later that year while working on one of 
Emile Littler's shows. She heard the news from one of the other dancers.  
 
"The frightening thing was as far as the news reached me(one) of the girls had heard 
it. Did I know that Mignon had killed herself by putting her head in the gas oven, after 
all those years going to do it(she would???) get over it you would have thought." 
(Phyl Blakeston)  
 
Doremy Vernon felt Phyl had a very cruel attitude to Mignon. It is unclear exactly 
what it was that Mignon should have "got over" since her previous suicide attempt 
over ten years earlier.  
 
There is a hint of some resentment which might have had its root in the connections 
between Mignon, Betty, Phyl and Emile Littler. It is impossible to be certain what had 
driven Mignon to suicide. The fact that her career, which had lasted almost twenty 
years, had ended through her physical state, was probably enough. There may have 
been other things which had lain dormant since the Tiller Girls days. 

Another factor may have been her sexual orientation. This may be nothing, but some 
of her Tiller colleagues suspected that she was gay because of her embarrassing 
crushes on other girls. This may have been more a case of being desperate for love, 
and the effect of a difficultmchildhood. There was, in possible contradiction, a rumour 
of a "rich Jewish boyfriend". There is, though, a possibility that Mignon had 
unreciprocated feelings towards Betty. Betty married less than three months after 
Mignon's suicide, on September 9th 1946. It is very likely that she was already 
engaged to Joseph Coulson in June.  
 
What was the impact of this suicide of a friend she had lived and worked with for 
most of the war years coming so soon before her marriage? What was the effect of 
Betty's relationship with Joe on Mignon? Would there have been a very practical 
effect? Where would Mignon have lived? Would she have had a job? Betty's 
marriage was, it appears, not very satisfactory. "Uncle Joe" surprised Gay by his 
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candid comments about his marriage. Joseph Coulson died on March 16th 1953. 
Betty was still only 33. 
 

Another possibility is that Mignon had a bipolar condition, which might account for 
her mixture of “happy go lucky” behaviour and suicidal depression. 

 
A tragic aspect of this story is that Betty, and Mignon's other friends, did not appear 
to know anything about her mother, or unofficial adoptive mother. They believed she 
was an orphan and yet Mignon had been in touch with her mother at the time of the 
ENSA application. The reference to Coventry in Lilian’s letter suggests Mignon was 
already involved with Betty. If no next of kin were believed to exist no attempt would 
have been made to trace any. There is no sign of Mignon in The London Gazette 
where appeals for next of kin are posted.  
 

The records of the inquest cannot be published for another ten years. I have seen 
them and I know that there is nothing in them that contradicts or adds to information I 
have from other sources. The newspaper report in the Birmingham Mail for Monday 
June 24th 1946, an evening paper published immediately after the inquest, gives 
some more information: 

DEPRESSION CAUSES SUICIDE 

FORMER E.N.S.A. ARTIST GASSED 

A 33 year old Birmingham woman described as having been an E.N.S.A. artiste in 
France during the war, was stated at an inquest in Birmingham to-day to have 
become “a depressed and temperamental psycho-neurotic.” 

The City Coroner recorded a verdict of “Suicide while the balance of her mind was 
disturbed” on Mickie Nelson, otherwise known as Mignon Denise Harman, of 50, 
Bristol Road, Edgbaston, who died of coal gas poisoning on June 23rd. 

Miss Betty Eileen Fox, of the same address, said that Miss Nelson had been 
employed by her as a companion, friend and housekeeper and early on Sunday 
morning she found her lying with her head in the gas oven. 

 

This confirms that Mignon had travelled with ENSA, thanks to her mother’s support 
and Clark’s guarantee on her passport application. Of course it may be the case that 
Phyllis also worked with ENSA, but the weight of evidence does seem to suggest 
that Mignon, not Phyllis, was the “daughter” Clark met. 
 

The report gives Mignon’s age as 33, whereas the death certificate gave 38. The 
police report, though, gave her age as 35 and this agrees with the date of birth given 
on the 1939 register, the most reliable source – 18th December 1911. 
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