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Lilian is now described as a housekeeper. 

The family’s address in the USA had been 8 Garfield, Franklin. This modest house 
may have been the current home of Lilian’s sister Julia.  

Because he was born in the USA Douglas had dual nationality. Though he was 
brought up in England, and was living in Victor Rd. Teddington at the time of his first 
marriage in 1940, he joined the US Army for World War II. After the war he decided 
to move to Massachusetts where, as his second wife said, he had “two maiden 
aunts.” These would have been Lilian’s sisters Julia (who had, in fact, married in 
1904) and Margaret. 
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8 Garfield, Franklin 

William and Lilian’s home address is given as Marie Villa, Crane Rd, Twickenham. 
This may be the name of William’s father’s house, or a house in the same street. 

 

Nelson reverted, temporarily, to William when Lilian’s fourth son, Harold Victor 
O’Callaghan, was born on 18th July 1921 at 32 Queen’s Rd Twickenham. The 
electoral roll for 1921 shows that this was the home of William’s brother Walter and 
his wife Kate. (The moved to another local address a couple of years later.) The 
house was shared with another couple and a single man. William and Lilian are not 
listed on the roll, or on any electoral roll for the period, so this it could be that Lilian 
stayed with them to give birth.  It is a three floor (plus basement) semi-detached 
house, now divided into two bedroom flats. 

 

Queen’s Rd, Twickenham 

There is no indication of where Lilian and William were working. William is now 
recorded as a “butler/ valet (Domestic Service.)” Lilian is simply “Lilian O’Callaghan”. 
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Harold Victor has been described as the black sheep of the family. None of the 
family members I have been able to speak to know what became of him, whereas all 
the other children did keep in touch to a greater or lesser extent with each other and 
with their cousins, children of William’s siblings.  

Douglas’s second wife Jane wrote to me: 

“After Phyllis, Roy, and Nelson died, Doug wondered many times if he still had the 
mystery brother somewhere who was still alive.  He wondered who and 
where.  Several times he recounted the story that when he (Doug) was a small child 
he remembers a chauffeur-driven fancy car complete with nursemaid came to the 
house to pick up tiny Mystery Baby.  While the chauffer stayed in the car, the 
nursemaid came into the house, changed the baby's clothes into fancy clothes, and 
off they all went.  Mystery Baby was never seen again.  I would love to know who 
was the father of Mystery Baby.  What ever happened to Mystery Baby?” 

Phyllis also mentioned this story to her nephews and nieces. It is part of the family 
mythology. The names of “Lord and Lady Napier” have also been attached to this 
story, but it may be that this is simply a confusion with the story of Patrick’s birth at 
Hampton Court. 

One possible explanation is that the child had actually died and the people who 
came to take away the mystery baby were undertakers. That might explain how it 
appeared to the 2 ½ year old Douglas – but Phyllis was ten and would have been 
more aware of what was happening. If Harold Victor had died surely a death 
certificate would be as easy to trace as his birth certificate? There is no sign of any 
Harold Victor O’Callaghan in the records after this date.  

A few years later William stated that he had four children, which would support the 
possibility that Harold Victor had died. This is one of the important pieces of 
information that can be found in a surprising newspaper article in 1925 which may 
also help explain why Lilian and William Nelson O’Callaghan become Lilian and 
William Nelson. 

 

This is from “The Banbury Advertiser” of Thursday March 26th 1925.  

ADDERBURY BUTLER’S LAPSE 

 

BENCH TAKES A LENIENT VIEW 
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Holding a former immaculate record till the temptation seized him to steal some 
silver goods belonging to his master, a butler named Nelson O’Callaghan was 
charged at Banbury County police court on Thursday with the theft of the articles – a 
silver inkpot, silver matchbox and a number of stainless knives, from the property of 
Edward Hamilton Johnston, of Adderbury, valued at £2. 

For the accused, Mr L. S. Whitehorn pleaded guilty. 

Under Notice 

 

Edward Hamilton Johnston informed the Court that O’Callaghan was in his employ 
from August last year to February this year. He left on February 24rh, before the 
notice expired, at his own request. When witness checked his silver on February 
28th, he missed the siver Match box, silver inkpot and stainless steel knives. The 
match box and ink pot had been kept in the safe, of which accused had had they 
key. O’Callaghan had no authority to take the articles. 

Mr. Whitehorn: Defendant came to you with a good reference? – Yes. 

 Sir Edwin Lutyens gave him a reference? – Yes. 

The Chairman of the Bench: Did that reference say anything with regard to his 
honesty? – I don’t remember. It was a good enough character to take him on. 

Mr. Whitehorn: I suppose unless you had had some reference to honesty you would 
not have taken him into your service? – That is so. 

 Is it a fact that defendant has been under Dr. Meikle for some time? – I am not 
aware of that. 

Did you know he was suffering from neurasthenia? -So far as I know his health had 
been reasonably good. He never went off his work. 

 Apart from this offence you have always found him honest? – Yes. 

 And he was trusted with the silver? = Oh, yes. I have a lot of silver. I might say 
I hope the magistrates will be lenient. I have no wish to press the case. I think he is 
his own worst enemy. 

A Thoughtless Act. 

Police Sergeant Webb gave evidence of having arrested defendant at Vine Street 
Police Station, London. Defendant was handed over to him by the Metropolitan 
Police together with the articles named in the charge. When coming down in the train 
defendant said: What a silly I was to take the things. I can’t do otherwise than plead 
guilty. The ink pot I took into my room to write with. I was a silly not to return the 
things to Mr. Johnston. 

Inspector Hudson, replying to Mr. Whitehorn, said nothing else was known against 
the defendant. 

Mr Whitehorn said O’Callghan was 43; a married man with four children, and there 
might be another. He had served in a number of situations. For three months he was 
a temporary servant to Sir EdwinLutyens, and had been with Mr Harold Shaw for 
many years. It was difficult to account for his lapse. During the past six months he 
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had felt nervous and had been to Dr. Meikle for nerves and heart trouble, though it 
could not be said that excused the offence. O’Callaghan wished him to express 
regret to Mr. Johnston for having put him to trouble, and would ask the Bench to treat 
it as a first offence under the First Offenders’ Act. 

Chairman of the Bench: Did he see active service in the war? 

Mr Whitehorn: He was invalided out of the Army in 1907 for heart disease. His wife is 
a housekeeper in London. 

The justices took a lenient view of the case and bound O’Callaghan over in £10 for 
twelve months with his brother as surety; also to pay the costs. 

 

One wonders what would have happened if the justices had been aware of the 
accusation of theft in 1911. 

Though Nelson was not convicted and would not have been given a criminal record 
this incident would have been deeply embarrassing and, surely, would have affected 
his chances of getting responsible jobs in future. A butler, with keys to the safe, has 
to be utterly trustworthy and one who also acted as a private secretary would have to 
have absolute honesty, discretion and integrity. 

This is, surely, the reason why the O’Callaghans call themselves Nelson in the 
1930s, but this did not happen immediately. The story becomes more complicated. 

The disgrace of being charged with theft did not prevent Nelson and Lilian working 
for a succession of important people in the future. He may have adopted a false 
name to obtain work, but he would still need references. How would this be possible 
– unless, by chance, a reference from Sir Edwin Lutyens only referred to him as 
“Nelson”. This should not be the case as a butler or valet would only ever be referred 
to by his surname. 

It does seem, though, that 1925 was a critical year. Something dramatic is going on. 

Perhaps the crisis had already happened. Why was Nelson suffering from 
“neurasthenia”, which could cover many symptoms of what would be called stress 
today. As the report says, this does not excuse the theft of the silver, which is a 
curiously pointless crime. The total value was only £2, which might be about £150-
£200 today. The stainless steel knives would have very little value, and Nelson, who 
would have been responsible for the silver, should have been aware that they were 
only stainless steel. 

Though Mr Johnston very generously asked for the charges not to be pressed he 
does make the odd comment that Nelson “was his own worst enemy”, which does 
suggest that there was something noticeably odd in his character or behaviour. 

 

The report contains some very useful information which makes it possible to fill in the 
gaps of the preceding years. 

Nelson had been working for Edward Hamilton Johnson for six months, that is from 
about August 1924. 
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Edward Hamilton Johnston (1885-1942) returned to England in 1924 after fifteen 
years in the Indian Civil Service. He was an authority on Sanskrit and later became 
Boden Professor of Sanskrit and Keeper of the Indian Institute of Oxford University. 
He lived at the Manor House, Adderbury, a few miles from Banbury, Oxfordshire. 

Before working for Johnston Nelson had worked as a temporary servant for Sir Ed-
win Lutyens. This would presumably have been in the summer of 1924. 

 

Sir Edwin Lutyens 

Lutyens was the most senior British architect of the time. He was the designer of the 
principal buildings of the city of New Delhi and of the cenotaph in London. He lived at 
13 Mansfield Street, which is just behind the south end of Great Portland Street. His 
wife, Lady Emily, was a keen supporter of theosophy and Krishnamurti and the fam-
ily was bohemian. One daughter, Elizabeth, who was 18 at the time, became an un-
derrated composer, mainly remembered for her music for 1960s horror films such as 
“The Skull.” 

Lutyens had been the architect of Queen Mary’s Doll’s House, a staggeringly realis-
tic 1/12th scale model which is now at Windsor Castle. Lutyens was also responsible 
for the project as a whole, which was a celebration of British art and technology in 
which everything had to be exact and everything worked, including flushing toilets, 
lighting and motor cars in the garage. 

The Doll’s House was displayed at the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley be-
tween April and October 1924, which probably covers period in which Nelson worked 
for Lutyens. The originally Wembley Stadium was built for this event. Elgar com-
posed music for the opening ceremony. 
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Elgar conducting at the British Empire Exhibition, Wembley Stadium, 1924 

Douglas O’Callahan’s second wife remembers him telling her that his mother, Lilian, 
had a cup from the Queen’s Doll’s House. Another version of the story is that Lilian 
made something for it, but Jane O’Callahan’s evidence seems to be reliable. She is 
the only member of the family who had heard of Mignon. This may have been a gift 
from Lutyens, or perhaps a souvenir. Douglas would have been five at the time of 
the exhibition.  

 

Dining Room in Queen Mary’s Doll’s House 

There is also a family tradition that Lilian had baked a cake for the Queen. Some of 
the family have said this was a christening cake, but Jane O’Callahan, Douglas’s 
wife, is sure that it was a birthday cake. In fact the details of all royal christening 
cakes are available on a Royal Family website. They were generally made by 
companies, in the case the present queen, by McVitie Price in 1927. A birthday cake 
is impossible to pinpoint. Many families have legends of royal connections. My own 
great grandmother is supposed to have cooked for Queen Victoria, though I can 
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think of no way that this could have been possible. Perhaps it was a generation 
further back. Lilian, though, did become a very high quality cook by the 1930s – and 
yet even at this point, in the early 1920s, there is no definite sign of her working in a 
kitchen. On the various documents she has been a servant, wife, housekeeper and 
generally in “domestic service”, all of which might have included cooking, but at what 
point did this become the focus of her career? 

 

By March 1925 Lilian was “a housekeeper in London.” They had four children – 
which suggests that Harold Victor had died, and that that is the explanation of the 
story which Douglas remembered of people in a big car coming to take him away. 
Living apart, with three children, it seems, being looked after by family in Dublin and 
Twickenham and Phyllis, presumably with Lilian in London, fourteen years old in 
1925, could well be the cause of Nelson’s stress. It could be that Phyllis, about to 
leave school (had she been at school in Twickenham?) was at the centre of the 
stress and the curious developments of 1925. 

The work for Lutyens may have meant Nelson lived away from home, but it could be 
that before 1924 Lilian and William had been able to work together, or at least live to-
gether. In 1921, on the birth certificate of Harold Victor, William is a butler/valet and 
Lilian is described as “domestic service”. Their address, also the place of birth, was 
given as William’s brother’s address at 32 Queen’s Rd Twickenham. It is possible 
that they were working together at this point, close to Twickenham and that between 
1921 and 1924 they were forced to separate, making life very complicated, stressful 
and uncertain. 

This may be explained by the newspaper’s comment that Nelson had worked “for 
many years” for Harold Shaw. This suggests that there had been a long period of 
stability which had collapsed before the temporary employment by Lutyens.  

Who was Harold Shaw? 

A search for the name in the British Newspaper Archive for the period brings up one 
strong candidate. This is Harold Shaw (or Harold Marvin Shaw), film producer and 
director. 

Harold Shaw started his career as an actor for Edison but by 1913 he was highly 
thought of enough to be invited to England to help develop the British film industry, 
and specifically to make films at the new Twickenham studios, very close to the vari-
ous addresses which Nelson and Lilian give in the census, travel documents and 
birth certificates. 

Twickenham Studios was established on the site of a former ice rink, at The Barons, 
very close to St Margaret’s station. Harold Shaw’s first production at Twickenham, 
for The London Film Company, was “The House of Temperley”, an adaptation of Co-
nan Doyle’s novel “Rodney Stone.  Between then and 1923 Shaw made a series of 
films which featured well-known actors from the London stage and often starred his 
wife, Edna Flugrath. His first last films were made at Twickenham, but others were 
made for the Stoll Film Company at Cricklewood or Surbiton, which also provided lo-
cations for one of his surviving films, “Wheels of Chance.” This film, shot in 1921, 
was one of two that Shaw made based on novels by H G Wells who had a close in-
terest in the cinema and was present at the filming of “Kipps” at the Savoy Hotel 
where he praised the young star. 
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British films made before the silent films of Alfred Hitchcock are largely forgotten but 
well-made feature films had been produced for over ten years before “The Lodger” 
and before Griffith made “The Birth of a Nation” and “Intolerance” in Hollywood. 
Films of this early period may have been very static with very limited editing effects, 
but they did aim to have atmospheric photography and good acting. 

 

At the time Shaw started work at Twickenham Lilian and William were in Australia, 
returning home on 5th February 1914, when William was describing himself as a 
chemist. By 19th July 1914, when Roy was born in Isleworth, William is “secretary/ 
public company”.  Perhaps this company was The London Film Company and Wil-
liam had already started work for Harold Shaw. 

In the absence of any contradictory evidence it is possible to imagine that William 
(with or without Lilian) worked for Shaw from 1914 to 1923, with the exception of the 
period between 1916 and 1919 when Shaw went to South Africa to help set up a film 
industry there. Shaw made two feature films in Africa. The second was “The Rose of 
Rhodesia”, starring his wife, but also with local actors. This has recently been redis-
covered and is considered and important historical document. Shaw seems to have 
left England with no plans for a return but he fell out with his partner in South Africa 
and returned earlier than he might have expected. 

 It may be pure coincidence but this period matches the time that the O’Callaghans 
spent traveling to Canada and the USA. 

They travelled to Canada in November 1916 and arrived back in Liverpool on 10th 
March 1919. 

The Shaws sailed from London to Cape Town on April 15th 1916. “The Era” of No-
vember 8th 1916 reported that African Films Productions Ltd, a film company based 
at Killarney, on the outskirts of Johannesburg, had “recently imported” Harold Shaw 
and Edna Flugrath. “The Leeds Mercury” reported on April 16th 1919 that Edna 
Flugrath had recently returned from South Africa to make more films for the London 
Film Company. 

If it is true that William had worked for Shaw personally, rather than for the company, 
before 1916, it is possible that he would have considered his employment to be over 
in autumn 1916. Why they went to such a remote place is a mystery, though it might 
have a connection with a later employer, Harold Kennedy, who had made his money 
in Canadian lumber. It is curious, though, that they took only Phyllis with them and 
spent eighteen months in Boston, where Lilian gave birth to Douglas. Did they intend 
to emigrate?  Perhaps this was always intended to be a trip to fill in a lengthy period 
before Shaw’s return. 



 

25 
 

 

Harold Shaw passport, 1918. As a US citizen Shaw needed passports for his travels 
between England and other countries during the period he was based in England. 

 

Wheels of Chance, 1921 directed by Harold Shaw 
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Shaw remained in England until 1923. He was back in Hollywood in the Spring, film-
ing “Rouged Lips” with his wife’s sister, Viola Dana, which was released in Septem-
ber. He was killed in a motor accident in 1926, aged 48. 

If this outline of events it correct William (calling himself Nelson in 1919 but not on 
Harold Victor’s birth certificate) would have found himself unemployed again in early 
1923 and from at least this point he must have been working for short periods, 
through an agency, and probably living apart from Lilian and Phyllis, with Roy in 
Dublin and Patrick and Douglas looked after by the family in Twickenham. No won-
der he was suffering from neurasthenia in 1925. 

It appears that, after the trial in March 1925, William and Lilian made another attempt 
to start a new life. On November 24th 1925 “Nelson Wm. O’Callaghan” (42) given as 
a farmer, Lilian (38), wife and Phyllis (15), scholar, are listed as passengers on the 
“Hobson’s Bay”, sailing from London. Again their country of permanent residence is 
given as Australia. Their address is given as 45 Railway Road Teddington.  This 
does suggest that life had become difficult for them during 1925 and Nelson has 
abandoned his career as butler, or private secretary and they are making a second 
attempt to settle in Australia, a country Nelson had first visited in his brief naval ca-
reer in 1906. 

 

The R M S Hobson’s Bay sailed to and from Australia every four months. On its next 
trip, in 1926, it took 500 young men on a scheme to encourage young farmers. 

There is, though, no trace of their arrival in Australia (under any of their names) or 
any return trip.  

Hobson’s Bay arrived in Australia on January 11th 1926. There is no complete pas-
senger list of the arrival. Their names do not appear on a list of passport clearances. 

They may have sailed and returned soon after, or they may never have left. They 
were certainly back in England only 18th months later when they set off, for second 
time, to Canada. By that time Nelson did have an employer in England. 

Something dramatic must have happened either to bring them back home or to 
change their mind about leaving. One significant factor is probably Phyllis, who was 
just about to be 15 at the end of 1925. By 1930 she was a professional dancer in a 
major London Show. At what point did she decide that was going to be her career? 
And at what point did the family decide to call themselves “Nelson”? And when did 
Mignon enter their lives? 
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3 – Mr and Mrs Nelson 

 

1925 appears to be a turning point, or a moment of crisis. There is no evidence that 
the O’Callaghans actually sailed to Australia. They certainly did not settle there as 
eighteen months later they were leaving England on a different journey. Did 
something dramatic happen that made them change their plans at the last minute? It 
is easier to imagine that they never joined the ship than that the change happened 
once they had already sailed and that they disembarked and returned home. If this 
had happened there might be passenger records to confirm it, but there are none. 

 

At this point the mystery deepens – in fact there is a mystery within a mystery! 

 

There is a strange and potentially important piece of evidence for what happened 
next, but this clue is, unfortunately, a mystery itself as it has no definite provenance. 
In a court of law it might not be allowed, and readers can dismiss it if they wish. It fills 
in the gap between the crisis of William’s trial in 1925 and the emergence in reliable 
records of William and Lilian Nelson, a name they used until the 1940s, and the 
appearance of Mignon Harman, or Harman Nelson, or Nelson, as their adopted 
daughter. If accepted it suggests that the appearance of Mignon in the story was 
sudden and dramatic.  

 

The most famous Domestic Agency was Mrs Hunt's Agency. Mrs Hunts controlled 
the booking of many domestic staff, including butlers, cooks and housekeepers. It is 
highly likely that a cook/housekeeper like Lilian, who did not have a permanent 
employment, would work through this agency. 

Their archives were partly destroyed in the Second World War but a researcher in 
the National Archives of Kew, a friend of one of my colleagues, taking time away 
from his current project, and, it appears, rather obsessed with this mystery, had a 
look at what survives. He found a box of unsorted index cards. These are no 
traceable through the Access to Archives catalogue. The researcher did not want me 
to contact him directly. He provided, via my colleague, other material, none of it 
directly relevant, but some of it giving interesting background information, such as 
the use by dance troups of group passports, and obvious stagenames by the 
dancers. He knew the Mrs Hunt’s material existed, but explained that it was 
fragmentary and confused. 

He was looking for anything that might be related to “Lilian Nelson.”  

To our amazement he found an employment index card for a “Mary Lilian Josephine 
Alice Nelson.” 

He did not notice that the original surname, crossed out, is “Harman”.  

There is no identifiable “Mary Lilian Josephine Alice” Harman or Nelson at the time. If 
the card is accepted (I have only ever seen this scan) this is almost certainly Lilian. 
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The earliest form of her name that I have found was “Elizabeth Mary Connelly”. 
Elizabeth was soon changed to Lilian. She is most often known as “Lilian 
Josephine”. The “Alice” may have been a name she had been given as a child, but it 
may have been added as a useful alternative. At one point on the census an “Alice 
Nelson”, probably domestic staff, is listed next door to a “Josephine Nelson” who is 
probably Lilian. 

People appear on censuses at more than one address at the same time. In Lilian’s 
case they would be addresses where she worked part time and was occasionally 
resident. 

The dates of employment on the card dovetail with other known dates of Lilian’s 
activities, the abortive Australian journey and a later voyage.  

 

The Mrs Hunts card is formed from separate strips of paper, some apparently carbon 
copies, glued to an index card. 

 

 

For Lilian to find herself working for Lord Berners in the late thirties, and being one of 
the best cooks in the country, she must have had a lot of experience and, as a result, 
very good references. Apart from this card there is no other evidence at all of Lilian’s 
work before Lord Berners. The Mrs Hunt’s Mrs Harman/Nelson worked in exactly the 
kind of houses, and for the kind of people, that you would expect Lord Berners’ cook 
to have worked in. The Mrs Hunt’s card also has a very strong connection with the 
USA, as Lilian did, and perhaps her experiences in her travels had an influence on 
the kind of people who employed her. 

Unless there is proof to the contrary, I will take this “Mary Lilian Josephine Alice 
Harman/Nelson” to be the same person as “Lilian (Elizabeth) Mary Josephine 
Connelly/ O’Callaghan.” 



 

25 
 

The most intriguing aspect of this card is that she is originally listed as “Mrs 
Harman”. By 1930, and, as will be shown, probably while employed by the last name 
here,  she was using the surname “Nelson”, but it is unclear when this change 
happened.  

But why, then, should she be calling herself “Harman” in 1925? It must, surely, 
suggest that this assumed name is connected in some way with the appearance of 
the mysterious Mignon Harman in her life. 

 

There is another complication about the Mrs Hunt’s card. This is what Holmes called 
‘a three pipe problem.’ This throws in a very large red herring, but I am sure that is 
what it is. 

The reverse of the record card from Mrs Hunts Agency has another card, with a 
correspondence address, pasted on. It might not actually belong to the same lady. 
The address is: Mrs Harman, Loynton, Cliveden Road Wimbledon. This was no. 17 
Cliveden Road.  

 
 
The local directories and electoral rolls (the Wimbledon rolls are not on 
ancestry.co.uk) reveal that this is the home of a Mrs Annie Harman. Annie Harman 
appears in the Kelly’s directories for 17, Cliveden Road, Wimbledon from 1916 to 
1940 which is the latest year available and also the year of Annie's death. She is 
also shown at this address in electoral registers from 1927 to 1939 inclusive. 
Between 1930 and 1935 she is listed with Mabel Emma Harman and Lilian Bertha 
Harman and between 1936-39 with only Lilian Bertha.    
 
The names of these two daughters, who may well have been living there from 1916 
when Annie first moved there, make it possible to identify this Mrs Harman as the 
widow of a long serving soldier who had been killed in action, Captain Arthur 
Harman, in 1915. Annie's immediate family is easy to trace. The 1911 census notes 
that she had eight children, six of whom were living at the time of the 1911 census. 
The first of the children was born in 1893 and he last in1908. She was 38 in 1911. It 
is possible that she had another child after the 1911 census but there is no trace of a 
birth record for any other child, whether called Mignon or anything else, and if 
Mignon had been the daughter of Annie Harman why would there have been any 
mystery? Annie lived until 1949. I have been unable to find any other way in which a 
“Mary Lilian Josephine Alice Harman” could be related to Annie. 

It is hard to imagine any explanation for why Lilian would use both the name and the 
address of Annie Harman as a pseudonym and as a cover. If she did not want 
correspondence from Mrs Hunt’s to go to the establishment where William was 
working, perhaps because she was moonlighting in some way, why not use the 
address of the Twickenham family, where at least one of her sons was being brought 
up? 

I am sure the Wimbledon address is a red herring, and may not belong with the 
record of Mrs Harman/Nelson. Could it simply be the case that Mrs Harman of 
Cliveden Rd was also employed through Mrs Hunt’s agency? From 1915, when her 
husband was killed she would have been supporting a large family on an army 
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pension. Could she have taken on work through the agency and, by accident, her 
address has become attached to Lilian’s card when the scraps of the bomb 
damaged archive were gathered together? 

A possible piece of evidence to support this theory is the fact that, probably 
throughout this period, William O’Callaghan was working in Wimbledon. If Lilian had 
been listed by Mrs Hunt’s agency the most convenient address to use would have 
been William’s. Surely the solution to this puzzle of the cards is that there were two 
‘Mrs Harmans’ with addresses in Wimbledon and the address card has been 
attached to Lilian’s details by mistake. The surviving records of Mrs Hunt’s agency 
are scraps of card saved after a bomb hit the office. 

 

The record card suggests that this Mrs Nelson was highly paid. The fees listed vary 
from £80 4s 5d to £93 10s 6d with a note "vivre dans" which may mean living 
elsewhere rather than living in. These are all crossed out and followed by a scribbled 
in figure of £100 10s 6d. What exactly does this rate mean? Is it a “pro rata” figure or 
a total of actual earnings? In 1925 the average (male) weekly wage was £5. 

The record card gives only cryptic notes.  
 
 
18/12/25  Houghton - St James  

03/01/26  McKenzie Phipps - American Embassy  Victoria (?) St 

H (?) Oswald 0bligations      
10/07/26  Ponsonby – Short days Flanders 

London sometimes Shulbrede Cook 
09/09/26  St Clair -  Dringhouses, Onslow and Brookbanks 
21/03/28 Frances Rivington Russell -  l'étranger  
10/12/29   Douglas - London, Dunstable 

Cheltenham, Hastings (?) 

Dornock Scotland 
12/12/29   Mountebank Hassell - Dalemain Mrs Dufour 
15/01/30   Douglas - London, Hastings (?) 

Durnock, Scotland  
 
 

 
These names and places can be explained to show the career of Lilian 
O’Callaghan/Harman/Nelson as a high society cook from 1925 to 1930 – but when 
all the evidence is considered together it seems that the appearance of Mignon on 
the scene was very dramatic indeed. 

 

William’s trial was in March 1925. The embarrassment and disgrace must have led 
to the O’Callaghan’s decision to book the voyage to Australia, which would have 
taken them away to a new life on 24th November 1925. If we accept the evidence of 
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the Mrs Hunt’s Agency card we can see that something happened not long before 
this date to change their mind and to keep them in England, with the necessity of 
Lilian finding work using a pseudonym. 

The idea of using William’s middle name “Nelson” as a surname does not appear to 
have occurred to them. Instead, by December 1925, only a few weeks after the 
Hobson’s Bay sailed without them, Lilian has become “Mary Lilian Josephine Alice 
Harman”. She has taken the name of their newly adopted daughter Mignon. 

Mignon had not been on the scene when William, Lilian and Phyllis had booked their 
voyage. (Their other children were being looked after by other members of the 
family.) 

The change of plan must have been intimately connected with the appearance of 
Mignon. How could this have happened? 

The simplest explanation I can think of is that this flight to Australia was the cause of 
anxiety, uncertainty and arguments. William had been to Australia, briefly, before. It 
might have been his idea. It was a drastic leap into the unknown. There might well 
have been arguments. 

And what of Phyllis? She was 15. She might have had her own ideas for her future. 
Within five years she had become a dancer in a major West End production. Did she 
insist on staying and starting her training as a dancer?  

It is easy to imagine a last minute change of heart. 

Where, then does Mignon come from? Is her appearance a result of this change of 
heart or the cause of it? 

Two possible explanations present themselves. 

Either Phyllis went to Dance School (which in this case must have been the Tiller 
school) and there met Mignon, who was a year younger. Within a few months at 
most Mignon had been adopted (this was unofficial, there was no legal adoption at 
this time) by the family and Lilian had made the decision to use Mignon’s name as a 
pseudonym. 

This appearance of the name Harman, as a pseudonym, on Lilian’s Mrs Hunt’s card, 
is the earliest evidence of Mignon’s existence that has been traced. 

 

Who was Mignon? 

The only (apparently) factual information about Mignon’s origin and early life is the 
date of birth given in the 1939 Register. This lists the population at the outbreak of 
war. In the Register Mignon gave her name as Mignon Harman and her date of birth 
as 18th December 1911. This date is also given in the records of the inquest on her 
death, but, puzzlingly, the death certificate gives her age as 38 in 1946. If the date of 
birth is correct she would have been 35 when she died. 

In fact the only primary source for her date of birth is the 1939 Register. The 
confusion about her age at the time of her death might mean than this is not 
necessarily reliable. Mignon might have given the wrong year, to appear older or 
younger than she really was.  
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The evidence of the Mrs Hunt’s card implies that she was known as Harman in 1925. 
The death certificate, and a later note on the Register itself, gives her full name as 
Mignon Denise Harman. 

 

There is no sign of anyone of this name, or anyone called Mignon or Denise, in 
records of births or any other documents. There is no trace of anyone who might be 
Mignon in the 1921 census. 

 

The only other clues to her origin, apart from Kenneth Clark’s comment that she was 
Elgar’s daughter, are comments made by people who knew her. One of her Tiller girl 
friends (interviewed many years later by Doremy Vernon) said Mignon had been 
adopted by a doctor. Betty Fox, with whom she lived at the end of her life, believed 
she had been in a catholic orphanage. 

 

There is no reason to doubt these comments. Both could be true. Records of 
orphanages are only accessible to close relations. It is perfectly possibly that she 
was brought up in an orphanage but was still in contact with living parents. It is 
possible that she was adopted by a doctor after some years in an orphanage. 

 

As there seems to be no-one called Harman who could be Mignon in the records is it 
is possible that Harman was the name of the adoptive famil?  

This can only be speculation, but it is worth looking at the doctors named Harman at 
the time. There were only eight in the Medical Register until 1929. Of these several 
are unlikely, due to age, or location, but two who stand out are Nathaniel Bishop 
Harman and his wife, also a doctor, Katherine. Nathaniel Bishop Harman (1869-
1945) was a leading ophthalmologist. His wife was a niece of Joseph Chamberlain of 
Birmingham. Harman's sister Gertrude ran a school in Malvern almost next door to 
the Mount, the school which Elgar’s daughter attended, run by Elgar’s friend Rosa 
Burley. Gertrude retired early in 1925 and lived in France.  

Harman had three children. His son, John Bishop Harman, also a doctor, was the fa-
ther of the politician Harriet Harman. His daughter Elizabeth married Frank Paken-
ham, Earl of Longford, and was the mother of Lady Antonia Fraser. 
 
Could this family have, in some way, adopted (and this would not have been a legal 
adoption at the time) Mignon? It might seem unlikely, and yet it would be possible to 
imagine an explanation for why she was brought into such a family. Could she have 
been introduced to them by a friend or a patient? If so, at what age? 
 
If the date of birth is correct Mignon would have been 14 on the precise date of the 
first employment on Lilian’s Mrs Hunt’s card, 18/12/25. 
 
 
If Mignon had been living in an orphanage she would have had compulsory 
education until the age of 10, possibly until the age of 13. After that she would be 
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required to find a home. It was possible that she had already entered the Tiller dance 
school by the end of 1925 – but where would she have been living?  

 

What happened in November-December 1925? Why did they book a passage to 
Australia and then change their mind?  

Did Phyllis refuse to go because she wanted to be a dancer? Did she enter the Tiller 
school and then meet Mignon, who was then adopted as a sister and companion for 
Phyllis? 

Or was the change brought about through Mignon? Was an arrangement made by 
which the O’Callaghans would take on the care of Mignon and this led to Phyllis 
joining Mignon at the Tiller school? 

If so – was there a question of money? Did Lilian and William take Mignon in out of 
pure generosity, and to be a companion for Phylllis? Mignon was living with them for 
as long as ten years. This seems exceptionally generous when their future was so 
uncertain. 

Was the adoption of Mignon, in some way, a business arrangement? 

 

It is, of course, almost certainly a coincidence, but at the time that William was 
working for Edwin Lutyens, in 1924, Lutyens had a direct connection with Dr 
Harman. Lutyens was working on the new headquarters for the British Medical 
Association, originally designed to be the HQ of the Theosophical Society. At that 
time Lutyens wife and daughters were deeply involved with the society, and travelled 
to Australia with Krishnamurti in 1925. Dr Harman was the treasurer of the BMA and 
so would have been closely involved with the work on the new building. 

This is not evidence in any way but there is a hint, perhaps, that there is something 
very strange going on. 

 

 

And almost immediately “Mrs Harman” is taking up very highly paid work for very 
significant places. Did she have references? How could she, with a false name and 
no references, start her career with Mrs Hunt’s Agency, at the American Embassy? 

 

 

18/12/25  Houghton - St James  
 

“Houghton” is the US Ambassador to the Court Of St James.  Alanson B Houghton 
assumed the post on April 5th 1925. He served in London until May 1929. 
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Alanson B Houghton 

The date suggests that this was a Christmas and New Year booking. Whether or not 
she was the leading cook this is a very prestigious appointment indeed. 

Could it be this American connection was affected by the O’Callaghans’ work for 
Harold Shaw? Did he provide a reference? How might the change of name affect 
this? 

 03/01/26  McKenzie Phipps - American Embassy      

This booking comes immediately after New Year and suggests that she had been a 
success and was being kept on at the American embassy.  

 

After this entry comes “H (?) Oswald January (13?) obligations.” 

If this is “H Oswald” it could refer to H R Oswald, the City of London Coroner, unless 
the “H” is actually a very squashed “St” in which case it might the intriguing Lord St 
Oswald. Whoever it is the word “obligations” suggests that this was a booking that 
had been arranged before she had joined Mrs Hunts. 
 
10/07/26  Ponsonby - Short days Flanders 

London sometimes Shulbrede Cook 
 
This is a surprising connection with another English composer. Lady Ponsonby was 
Dorothea, the daughter of Sir Hubert Parry who had died in 1918. Her husband was 
Arthur Ponsonby, a labour politician, who became Lord Ponsonby in 1930. Their 
London house was in Smith Street and Shulbrede was, and still is, their country 
home in West Sussex which was often visited by Parry. Dorothea's grand-daughter 
told me that Arthur Ponsonby employed a large number of cooks and other servants 
and would write comments on them in a note-book. One cook found the book and 
wrote against his comment "All Lies!"   Whether or not this cook met Ponsonby's 
standards this was a short summer booking. It was, though, long enough to involve 
travel between the two houses.    
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09/09/26  St Clair -  Dringhouses, Onslow and Brookbanks    
 
It was quite common for a family to employ one cook who would work in both their 
country house and a London house, or to take one cook to the second house to 
assist for large scale house parties.   This St Clair was Lord Archibald James Murray 
St Clair, The Master of Sinclair, or more probably. Lord Archibald's wife who would 
have been responsible for the kitchen staff.   Dringhouses Vicarage was the family 
home in Yorkshire where St Clair was living at the time of the 1911 census. It was a 
substantial vicarage as in 1911 there was a staff of six. Onslow Square, Kensington, 
was the London house. This St Clair engagement is the beginning of a Scottish 
thread.    

There is no employment listed on the Mrs Hunt’s card for 1927. This matches the 
time of another voyage for Lilian and William. 

 

Lilian, William (now calling himself Nelson) and Phyllis sailed third class on the 
Montnairn from Southampton on June 2nd 1927, bound for Quebec. Another long 
journey so soon as the listing on the Hobson’s Bay may support the idea that they 
did not go to Australia. This passenger list gives important evidence that Nelson had 
found a new post after his disgrace. 

 

Lilian (her age is given as 38 though she was now 43) and Phyllis (now 16) are listed 
as “Domestic” and Nelson is now “Butler” again.  

Mignon is not included. By this time Mignon was 15 and was probably already 
working as professional dancer with the Tiller Girls. Only a year later she was named 
in the cast of Jack Buchanan’s show “That’s a Good Girl”.  

Was Phyllis taking a break from training, or had she not yet become a dancer? If the 
latter is the case it would support the scenario that Mignon had been the cause of 
the change of plans in 1925 and Phyllis later followed Mignon onto the stage. 

Lilian and Nelson have different addresses. Lilian’s address, which the form also 
implies is Phyllis’s, is “2 Flat North Audley St W1.” This street links Grosvenor 
Square with Oxford Street. Nelson’s address is given as “E H Kennedy. Droxmont.” 

There can be no reasonable doubt that this refers to Harold Kennedy, who lived at 
Draxmont, a large house on the edge of Wimbledon Common. The passenger list 
gives the name “E H Kennedy” in the home address but there was no such person in 
the family. In 1911 the Kennedys had eight servants resident at the house as well as 
their six daughters. They had no sons. 
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The most obvious meaning of this is that Nelson is Butler to Kennedy, based in 
Wimbledon, and Lilian has taken a flat in London which would be convenient for her 
own work. The implication is that Lilian has taken on a career of her own which 
requires her to spend time apart from Nelson. It could also be that this flat is within 
walking distance of the Tiller Training School at Trafalgar House, Great Newport 
Street, London, off Charing Cross Road. 

The reference to Kennedy also explains the reason for this voyage. Harold Kennedy, 
born in Liverpool, became a rich lumber merchant in Quebec and, by the 1920s, the 
Chairman of the Bank of Montreal. He owned extensive property in the province and 
regularly spent his summers there with his family. In 1927 he sailed to Canada on 
the Empress of Scotland on the 28th May, only four days before the O’Callaghan’s 
departure. They were, presumably, following him to support him in his summer 
home. 

This was a far shorter trip than their previous visit to Canada. They returned to 
Southampton on the Empress of Scotland, the same ship on board which Kennedy 
had sailed, on 27th July 1927. On their return Nelson O’Callaghan gives his position 
as Secretary and gives his address as 14 Crane Rd, Twickenham, his father’s 
address. “Secretary” suggests a confidential role in the household, perhaps he was 
something more than “Butler”. Nelson’s death certificate, 33 years later, gives his 
profession as “private secretary” (retired.) Lilian, on her return has her occupation as 
“housewife” and Phyllis as “nil.”  

Is it a coincidence that Kennedy was a major player in the Canadian lumber industry 
and that their previous trip to Canada had been to a remote lumber town? I suspect 
that William’s life might have had more continuity to it than these fragments of 
information seem to suggest at first glance. As a butler and secretary, following his 
employer to Quebec, Nelson would be a trusted and important figure in Kennedy’s 
life – only two years after his trial for theft. 

The Wimbledon address might have been used for correspondence by Lilian, which 
would possibly explain how the address of a quite different Mrs Harman has become 
confused with Lilian’s Mrs Hunt’s Agency card. 

 

21/03/28  Frances Rivington Russell - a  l'étranger    

There seems to have been no person named Frances Rivington Russell. This is 
probably an error. "Rivington Russell" almost certainly refers to Constance Rivington 
Russell. She was born in 1899 and in 1919 married American politician John Gilbert 
Winant. He was Governor of New Hampshire in 1921-27 and again in 1931-1935. In 
1941 Winant became the wartime US ambassador to Great Britain. He was a 
melancholic man and committed suicide in 1947. Constance was, therefore, Mrs 
Winant in 1928. It was not a happy marriage and Constance spent a lot of time in 
Europe apart from her husband. She does seem occasionally to have been known 
by her maiden name. She was born in New York but was referred to by Clementine 
Churchill in a disapproving tone as a "European socialite."  
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It is curious that a Constance, possibly in Europe without her husband, should be 
hiring a cook rather than living in hotels. It is far more curious that the entry is 
marked "a l'etranger" which means travelling abroad. The Winants regularly travelled 
between New York and Europe and also to Hamilton, Bermuda where they seem to 
have taken summer holidays. For example Constance can be found travelling from 
Bermuda to New York in March 1926. In April 1927 she is sailing from Cherbourg to 
New York. There are no records of any voyages in 1928.  

Though the evidence may be incomplete the absence of any arrival and departure 
records for Constance in 1928 (under either her married or maiden name) suggests 
that her travels with Mrs Harman/ Nelson as her personal cook were in Europe. 
Constance did spend time in France, presumably without her husband. Could she 
have taken a personal cook to France? Could she not find as good a cook in 
France? Of course the travels may have been entirely within Great Britain where 
Constance might well have taken houses for short periods.  
 
 

 

 

On 19th May 1928 Nelson, Lilian and Phyllis left Southampton again, this time for 
Halifax, Nova Scotia, aboard the Arabic. Nelson is still listed as a Butler, but his 
address is given as c/o Dawson & Co, 74 Coleman St E6. This, puzzlingly, was a 
wool merchants. Lilian is listed as a housewife and Phyllis as a Domestic. Harold 
Kennedy travelled to Halifax on several occasions so this is probably also a journey 
under his auspices. 



 

25 
 

 

This time they do appear to have visited Lilian’s sisters as they returned on the 
Newfoundland departing from Boston to Liverpool on 28th July 1928. On their return 
journey Nelson again gives his occupation as secretary and gives a home address of 
1b Cresswell Rd East Twickenham. 

Kennedy retired to Canada before 1930. His voyage to Canada on the Empress of 
Australia on May 19th 1929 was probably his final departure from England, (he and 
his wife give a hotel as their last address, suggesting they had already left Draxmont) 
and this would mark the end of Nelson’s employment with him. Shortly after 1930 
Draxmont became a hotel. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
10/12/29   Douglas - London, Hastings(?) Durnock, Scotland 

 
This was almost certainly an employment with Edith Douglas of 33 Collingham 
Place, Kensington. Her son, Sholto Courtney MacKenzie Douglas, married earlier in 
1929. The Douglas family had historical links with Dornock, not Durnock, and had 
been living in Bexhill (rather than Hastings) in the 1911 census.  

There is also evidence which suggests that this “Mary Lilian Josephine Alice” is the 
same person as Lilian as the 1929 electoral roll for 33 Collingham Place also 
includes “Josephine Nelson.” 

Extraordinarily, in a room next door at no. 31, is “Alice Nelson.” 

I am sure that this, too, is Lilian. 

1929 Electoral Roll Collingham Place: 
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12/12/29   Mountbank Hasell - Dalemain   Mrs Dufour (?) Vivre dans 

 
The penultimate entry on the index is clearly a Christmas engagement as Lilian 
returned to the Douglas family for the final recorded position on January 15th 1930. I 
have been unable to explain "Mountebank which does not seem to be a name 
connected with the Hasell family of Dalemain. Dalemain.   Dalemain is near Penrith, 
37 miles from Dornock. Perhaps Mrs Douglas was connected with the Hasell family 
and provided a cook for the Christmas celebrations at this very attractive classical 
house.    

 

After Christmas Mrs Harman/ Nelson returned to work for Mrs Douglas. At that point 
her Mrs Hunt’s record ends. The 1933 Electoral roll shows that she continued to be 
with Mrs Douglas, who died that year. 
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1933 Electoral Roll Collingham Place: 

 
 
 

 

The 1929 Electoral Roll is the first evidence for Lilian using the surname Nelson. In 
the same year Nelson and Lilian O’Callaghan are listed at 1 Adie Rd Hammersmith. 
Phyllis would not yet be old enough to be listed (she would be 21 at the end of 1931) 
and Mignon, is she was with them, would not be eligible to vote until the end of 1932. 
Phyllis does, in fact, first appear on the electoral rolls in 1933 and Mignon appears in 
the first surviving roll after the most likely date of her 21st birthday, in 1934. The 
family would be based in Hammersmith for the next few years. During the 1930s 
they all adopted the name Nelson, including, hesitantly, Mignon, who would 
sometimes be Nelson and sometimes Harman for the rest of her life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


