
6 – Lilian and William 

 

In 1923 Dorothy Cannon was married and Mignon’s life at St Leonard’s may have 

ended. There were apparent tensions in the Harman family in 1924. By the end of 

1925, if the evidence is not misleading, Mignon had been taken in by a new family 

and had become, sometimes at least, Mignon Nelson, and at the end of her life, 

Mickie Nelson. 

 

What actually happened between 1923 and 1925 is still a mystery. Was the 

unconventional Aimée Mallabey involved with Mignon’s life? How did she come to be 

the unofficial daughter of the unconventional Lilian Nelson? 

Lilian and William O’Callaghan, as they really were, were sometimes a butler and 

cook/housekeeper pairing, as they were for Lord Berners in the late 1930s. At other 

times they worked separately, often for short periods, perhaps through agencies, 

requiring a constant change of address. It was a highly unsettled and precarious 

world for the young Mignon to enter. 

Lilian was not born Lilian, but Elizabeth or Lizzie.  

Lizzie Connelly (Elizabeth Mary Connelly) was born into a Roman Catholic family on 

August 15th 1883 at Clondalkin, County Dublin, Ireland. Her father was William (born 

in County Kildare in 1851) and her mother was Mary, born 1856. William Connelly 

was a railway labourer. In 1901 the family lived at 8 Bluebell, Clondalkin, close to 

Inchicore, still today the main engineering workshops of Irish railways. Inchicore also 

had a tram depot with quick links to Dublin City Centre.  

Neither William nor his wife were literate. The children were all able to read and 

write. 

Lizzie (as she appears on the 1901 census) had three brothers, William John and 

Owen, all at school in 1901, and three sisters, MaryAnne, (a seamstress) and Julia 

and Maggie, like Lizzie recorded as Domestic Servants in 1901. 



On May 7th 1903 Julia, Margaret and Elizabeth sailed on the Mayflower from 

Liverpool to Boston, Mass., arriving on May 16th. They were originally listed as 

having no occupation but this has been corrected to “servant.” They were travelling 

to stay with their aunt, Mrs Jos.Tempest, who lived at 30 Hecla St, Dorchester, Mass, 

a few miles south from the centre of Boston. 

 

This aunt was Catherine A Tempest. She was listed as the widow of Joseph P 

Tempest in the 1912 directory of Springfield where she later lived. Catherine was 

born in Ireland in1851. Her husband, Joseph, was a stonecutter. Her maiden name 

was Riley. Though US censuses state that her husband was born in Mass, Joseph 

was actually from Yorkshire, a quarryman. She died 1918. 

There is no trace of Lizzie’s return home, but her sisters stayed in the USA. On April 

3rd 1904 Julia married Patrick Joseph Donovan, a motorman on the Boston Electric 

Railway who had been born, like her father, in County Kildare. Julia’s address at the 

time of her marriage was Aunt Catherine’s at 30 Hecla St, Dorchester. Her husband 

lived at 20a Cypress St, Somerville, northwest of the Boston City Centre. Margaret 

also seems to have stayed in Massachusetts. 

By 1907 she was, presumably, in England and had met and married her partner for 

over 50 years, William O’Callaghan. 

 

William O’Callaghan was born in Southampton on the 22nd March 1882. His father 

Charles, born in Southampton in 1854, was a railway clerk. His mother was Emily, 

also born in Southampton. He had four brothers, Patrick, Walter, Charles and Hugh 

(a sailor) and five (or more) sisters, Emily, Ellen and Edith, Kathleen and Nora, the 

last of whom was born in Twickenham in c1885. Charles worked for the London and 

South Western Railway, which operated main lines to Southampton, Portsmouth and 

Exeter from Waterloo, as well as south west London suburban services through 

Twickenham. The O’Callaghans, including Lilian and William, kept close links with 

theTwickenham area for the rest of their lives.  

At the age of 19, in 1900 William was briefly employed as a shunter for the London 

Brighton and South Coast Railway, at New Cross.  He was dismissed as “useless”. 



In 1901 he was a railway shunter for the LSWR at Twickenham. This was a tough 

and dangerous job and William may not have kept at it for long even if he had been 

less useless working for the rival company. 

William used his various names flexibly but in 1905-6 he seems to be calling himself 

William Walter 0’Callaghan. Walter was the name of one of his brothers. The date 

and place of birth, 22nd March 1882 and Southampton, certainly suggest that it was 

William who was employed, for less than a year, in the Royal Navy, as an officer’s 

servant. This would be good experience for someone whose temperament and 

vocation was more suited to the work of a butler than the dangers of the railway 

yard.  

William joined the Encounter on 16th December 1905 and sailed to Australia, the first 

of three occasions on which he would be listed on a ship bound for Australia. His 

service was very short-lived.  For unknown reasons his naval record says he was “to 

be sent home on Oruba”, leaving Sydney 7/4/06. In spite of this speedy end of a 

short naval career, his conduct is marked “VG.” 

The 1911 census records that William and Lilian had been married four years. I have 

not been able to trace a marriage certificate. Wherever they met and married they 

were certainly a couple by 1910, and in the Twickenham area, close to William’s 

family. 

 

There is a family tradition that the O’Callaghans had a first child, Joseph, who died 

young. I have not been able to confirm this, though there are several possible births 

in the years before the birth of their daughter, Phyllis Edith Lilian O’Callaghan. She 

was born at 19 Royal Rd Teddington on 15th December 1910.  

 

In the 1911 census William O’Callaghan and Lizzie, now calling herself Lilian, were 

both employed as domestic servants at a house called River Deep, Cross Deep, 

Twickenham. This was part of what had been Baroness Howe’s villa, partially 

demolished in 1840. They are recorded as having been married for four years.  



William and Lilian’s employers are John George Chancellor, a private tutor, and his 

wife Fanny. Also in the house are an Italian student and an American travelling 

manager with his wife and daughter. 

 

It might seem that the O’Callaghans had found a settled life, but the Daily Telegraph 

for Thursday 27th July 1911, only four months after the census included this report: 

   

Meeting a young Irishwoman with a child in her arms, crying at the Easter 

service at a Twickenham Church, Mrs Bulger, the wife of a local doctor, took 

pity on her and engaged her as an indoor servant. Soon after, the woman, 

who was named O’Callaghan, induced Dr Bulger to engage her husband as 

well. Yesterday William and Lillian O’Callaghan were charged at Brentford 

with robbing the doctor of goods in the value of £10, and they were remanded 

for enquiries into their antecedents.  

 

What had happened before Easter? Had they lost their position at Cross Deep? The 

child was the seven-month old Phyllis. 

The church was probably St James’s Catholic Church, Twickenham. Mrs Bulger is 

listed on the 1911 census as Mexican. Her husband was Lawrence 'Larry' Quinlivan 

Bulger (5 February 1870 – 17 March 1928) a doctor and important Irish rugby player. 

 



 

Lawrence Bulger 

 

The Bulgers lived at Poplar Lodge, Twickenham. In the 1911 census they employed 

a house maid and cook, so one wonders how Lilian and William would have fitted in. 

 

Both were charged - 

On a day between the 10th April and 15th June, 1911, stealing whilst servnay 1 

gold chain and other articles, of the property of Lawrence Quinlevan Bulger 

his (her) master. 

(UK Calendar of Prisoners 1868-1929, ancestry.co.uk) 

They pleaded Not Guilty of larceny as a servant. They were bailed on 2nd August and 

both discharged on 27th September. 

It has to be assumed that they were both considered innocent as they very soon 

after found other employment. 

 

Their son Patrick William Nelson O’Callaghan was born at Hampton Court Palace on 

22nd November 1912. This is also given as Lilian’s address. Lilian gives her name as 



“Lilian Josephine”, a combination of names that she used often over the next thirty 

years. 

Patrick became an electrical engineer. He died in 1982.  

Hampton Court Palace is as large as a small village. Within the palace are more than 

fifty apartments. These were traditionally “grace and favour” homes granted to 

aristocratic widows. As recently as 2009 Patrick’s Christine widow mentioned in a 

conversation with her sister-in-law Jane (second wife of Lilian’s third son) that her 

husband had been born at Apartment no. 9. This was the home of the Dowager Lady 

Napier of Magdala. . 

In the 1911 census, taken just eighteen months earlier, the Dowager Lady Napier of 

Magdala, widow of Field Marshall Robert Napier was living in this fourteen room 

apartment on the top floor of Fountains Court with her younger son, Albert, a 

footman, cook and two domestic servants.  

Phyllis may have been with William’s family in nearby Twickenham at this point, or 

she may have been tolerated in the apartment. Patrick was given to the O’Callaghan 

family to be looked after but William and Lilian did not stay at Hampton Court, 

Less than a year after Patrick’s birth Lilian and William made a dramatic move. They 

set sail for Australia, as if intending to emigrate to the country that William had briefly 

visited in 1906. Though Patrick was left behind they did take Phyllis, who was now 

two years and eight months old. They sailed from Liverpool on the Runic, bound for 

Sydney, on 21st August 1913, only six months after Patrick’s birth. They give their 

country of last permanent residence as Ireland. It seems likely that it had been 

impossible to keep up the post at Hampton Court with the new baby and they had 

decided to leave, probably visiting Lilian’s Irish family before deciding to emigrate. 

 

William gives his profession as “Butler”, and he may have hoped to find employment 

in the same role in the new country. Lilian is listed as “housewife.” With Phyllis to 

look after Lilian may have hoped to have been supported by William rather than to 

have to go back into service herself. 

The move to Australia was not a success. 



Though they had travelled as passengers intending to make Australia their country of 

permanent residence the family returned to London less than six months later, sailing 

on the Moravia. They arrived back in London on the 5th February 1914. For the 

return journey William describes himself as a “Chemist”. Perhaps there had been no 

suitable employment for the 31 year old butler. Another reason for their decision to 

return may have been that Lilian was pregnant again. 

Roy Desmond O’Callaghan was born on 14th July 1914 at Chesterton, St George’s 

Rd, Isleworth, which is also given as his father’s address. They were back home 

close to William’s father and his family in Twickenham.  

 

This address was the home (in 1911 and in later electoral rolls) of Ernest Albert 

Lane, 45, assistant secretary of a railway institution and his wife and one servant. It 

was probably a convenient lodging within easy reach of the William’s father in Crane 

Rd, Twickenham. 

Roy was placed in the care of Lilian’s sister MaryAnn who had married Joseph 

Redmond and was living in Inchicore.  

During World War II Roy was an RAF air gunner flight sergeant and later returned to 

Dublin to work on the railways, as both his Irish and English grandfathers had done. 

In the 1940s he also, with William and Lilian, worked for Prince Aly Khan in Ireland. 

 

On Roy’s birth certificate the father is simply named “William O’Callaghan” and is 

described as a “Secretary Public Company”. From this point until his death William 

would describe himself as a Secretary as much as Butler, though more often as a 

“Private Secretary” which implies a post of confidentiality.  

 

Just over two years later, on the 28th November 1916 William, Lilian and Phyllis 

arrived in Newfoundland. They sailed on the Cranley to the port of Botwood, and 

went on to Bishop’s Falls.  

Ten months later, on the 1st September 1917, they sailed on the Kyle from Port au 

Basque, Newfoundland, to North Sydney, Nova Scotia, on their way to Boston. 



Their border crossing into the USA on 4th September 1917, gives an enormous 

amount of information. William’s father’s address is given as 14 Crane Rd 

Twickenham, Lilian’s father’s as 35 Phoenix St, Inchicore, Ireland. From this form we 

know that Lilian was 5 foot six inches tall, with auburn hair and hazel eyes. 

Lilian’s has slightly underestimated her age, giving 30 when she would have been 34 

in August. Phyllis’s age is given as 5 when she was actually nearly seven. 

William is described as a clerk, which may be consistent with his description as 

“Secretary Public Company” on Roy’s birth certificate three years before. He appears 

to have abandoned domestic service for the time being. From the border they were 

travelling south to see Lilian’s aunt, Mrs Joseph Tempest, in Springfield, who died the 

following year.  

By May 1918 Lilian and William were in Massachusetts where their son Douglas 

Haig O’Callahan was born on December 5th.  Lilian is now described as a 

housekeeper. 

Because he was born in the USA Douglas had dual nationality.  

 

In the 1921 census Douglas is living as an “adopted child” in Teddington. There is a 

note in his entry “Sir John F P Gallwey Bart – valet. 38 Victoria St, Victoria,” Does 

this refer to Wiliam’s employment? He was John Frankland Payne-Gallwey (c1889-

1954) an engineer. 

 

 

There is no sign of William, Lilian or Phyllis in the 1921 census. Were they abroad? 

Douglas was only temporarily looked after. Later he was living with his parents, and 

Mignon. He 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. 

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.  

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”. 

There is no trace of Harold Victor, no record of his death. Family tradition is that he 

was taken away soon after birth and adopted by a rich family. 

In 1923 “Nelson William O’Callaghan” is living at 28 Hyde Park Gate, Kensington. 

This was the London house of Stephen Manuel, managing director of Alfred Young & 

Co, East India Merchant (from 1921 census). In Cobham they employed several 

servants. 

This is an outline of the lives of William and Lilian O’Callaghan. They constantly 

change employment, perhaps working through agencies. Their own family is 

complicated. Phyllis, born in 1911, always lives with them but Roy is sent to live with 

his aunt in Ireland, Douglas, at least some of the time is looked after elsewhere, and 

Harold Victor vanishes without trace. 

They hardly seem to be in the position of adopting another child. But their lives 

became even more complicated in 1925, the year in which Mignon seems to have 

joined them. 

 

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

ADDERBURY BUTLER’S LAPSE 

BENCH TAKES A LENIENT VIEW 

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 Edwin Lutyens, and had been with 

Mr Harold Shaw for many years. It was difficult to account for his lapse. 

During the past six months he 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.. 

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. 

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 

Edwin Lutyens. This would presumably have been in the summer of 1924. 



 

Sir Edwin Lutyens 

Lutyens had been the architect of Queen Mary’s Doll’s House, a staggeringly 

realistic 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 

between April and October 1924, which probably covers period in which Nelson 

worked for Lutyens. The originally Wembley Stadium was built for this event. Elgar 

composed music for the opening ceremony. 

 



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.  

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 

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? 

 

William’s (and perhaps Lilian’s ) previous employer – for many years - had been 

Harold Shaw.  

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 

various 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 

Conan 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 locations 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 interest in the cinema and was present at the filming of “Kipps” at the Savoy 

Hotel where he praised the young star. 

Shaw remained in England until 1923. He was back in Hollywood in the Spring, 

filming “Rouged Lips” with his wife’s sister, Viola Dana, which was released in 

September. He was killed in a motor accident in 1926, aged 48. 

 

In his trial report William is said to have had four children, who would, presumably, 

have been Phyllis, Roy, Patrick and Douglas.  

In March 1925 “there might be another” might mean that Lilian was in the early 

stages of pregnancy, unless it means (though this might more fanciful) that the 

possibility of adopting a child was already in the air – but why would they consider 

adoption (which was still not a legal process, when they could not look after their 

own children? They always had Phyllis and Douglas with them but surely even two 

would be a strain with such an unsettled career? And now this accusation which 

could make William virtually unemployable – unless he changed his name… 

 

The disgrace of William and the probable pregnancy of Lilian seem to lead to a crisis 

in the life of the O’Callaghan family, and to the “adoption” into the family of Mignon. 

William’s disgrace is probably the most important factor in the decision for the family 

to be known as Nelson, rather than O’Callaghan, though the Irishness of the name 

might be another factor – though William’s family had not been Irish for two or more  

 

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 

career 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 

passenger 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 a second 

time, to Canada. By that time Nelson did have an employer in England. 

 

What actually happened next is an impenetrable mystery.  

Why did they abandon the idea of emigrating to Australia? 

One factor might be 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? Was she already training to be a Tiller Girl 

and had met Mignon at the school? Was Mignon introduced to the family as a 



companion for Phyllis – in spite of their unsettled life-style – and Phyllis joined her at 

the school? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 – Mrs Harman 

 

There is a tantalising document, which cannot be treated as unquestionable 

evidence as it has no provable provenance. It is a record card from Mrs Hunt’s 

Domestic Agency. This was the most famous of the agencies which would deal with 

the hiring of domestic staff, including butlers, cooks and housekeepers. Most 

cook/housekeepers like Lilian, who did not have a permanent employment, would 

work through such as 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 not 

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 stage-names 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 Harman” This name, he explained, is written in red ink. At some point the name 

Harman has been crossed out and the name Nelson added in pencil. 

 

There is no identifiable “Mary Lilian Josephine Alice” Harman or Nelson in the 

census or electoral rolls at this time. There is another Lilian Josephine Nelson in the 

London electoral rolls who can be clearly separated from Lilian O’Callaghan as 

Nelson was her married name. 

At birth Lilian was registered as Elizabeth Mary. She was most often called Lilian 

Josephine. On her death certificate she is Elizabeth Mary Josephine O’Callaghan 

The name Alice, therefore, is an addition to the names which she usually used. 



Though the provenance of the Mrs Hunt’s card is unknown the dates match the 

otherwise known activities of William and Lilian and the last entry matches a record 

of a Josephine Nelson at the same address. There is no reason to doubt it. 

 

What appears to have happened is that William has suddenly found a good job, 

working for a Canadian businessman living in Wimbledon and Lilian has signed on at 

Mrs Hunt’s agency for temporary work – as cook to an astonishing series of high-

profile employers. She  

Lilian and William did use the name Nelson until a few years later, but here is Lilian 

making use of a new name – Harman. 

 

Though this is deeply mysterious it seems to be the case that Mignon has entered 

their lives at a moment of crisis. Their lives have been blown into the air but they are 

landing on their feet. 

 

How 

 

 



 

Most of these names can be identified: 

 

18/12/25  Houghton - St James  (Coincidentally Mignon’s 13th birthday) 

 

“Houghton” is almost certainly 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. 

The date suggests that this was a Christmas and New Year booking.  

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. 

 

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.    



 

 

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.    

 

The next record of Lilian, William and Phyllis is from June 2nd 1927.. They sailed third 

class on the Montnairn from Southampton on June 2nd 1927 bound for Quebec.  

William is now calling himself Nelson, a partial disguise, or re-invention of himself.  

This passenger list gives important evidence that Nelson had found a new post after 

his disgrace, and for the rest of his career he would continue to work for important or 

high-society people. 

 

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.  

Had Phyllis not yet become a dancer? Only three year later she would be in a major 

London stage-show. Does this imply that Phyllis was not yet at the Tiller school with 



Mignon? Perhaps she had temporarily interrupted her career. She was certainly a 

dedicated dancer. She would be a dance and dance teacher for many years. 

Lilian and Nelson have different addresses. Lilian’s address, and 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. 

The most obvious meaning of this is that Nelson is working for Kennedy, based in 

Wimbledon, and Lilian has taken a flat in London where she could take care of her 

family while taking on short engagements. 

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. 

But, if Mignon had joined the family where was she when the O’Callaghans sailed to 

Canada? The same question could be asked of the six-year old Douglas. Mignon, 

now 14, was probably at the Tillers school, perhaps pretending to be a year older, 

possibly already in a professional engagement. Both Mignon and Douglas might 

have been taken by relations in Twickenham. 

 

In the 1928 electoral roll Nelson William O’Callaghan can be found at 3 Clarence 

Terrace working for Sir Francis Towle CBE, chairman of Gordon Hotels and founder 

of the Dorchester. Was he no longer working for Kennedy? 

 

 

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, still not a 

dancer, and yet surely she must have been training by this time? 

Harold Kennedy travelled to Halifax on several occasions so this could be also a 

journey under his auspices, though the Clarence Terrace appearance of Nelson puts 

this in question. 



 

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. 

 

Liilian’s employment through Mrs Hunt’s agency returns in 1928 with “Frances 

Rivington Russell.” 

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."  

 

It is curious that a Constance, possibly in Europe without her husband, should be 

hiring a cook rather than living in hotels. 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.  

 

 

In the 1929 Electoral Roll Nelson and Lilian O’Callaghan are listed at 3 Adie Rd 

Hammersmith. As the house was also occupied by the Cross family this was 

probably the basement flat. They have not yet adopted Nelson as a surname. That 

change must have happened very soon after this, as will be shown.  

 

Phyllis and Douglas  would have been with them. They lived with their parents until 

the start of World War II. Phyllis would not yet be old enough to be listed (she would 

be 21 at the end of 1931) and Mignon, if she was with them, would not be eligible to 

vote until the end of 1933. 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. 

 

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.  

At this point the puzzle of the Mrs Hunt’s card gets stranger. Edith Douglas’s 

electoral roll for 1929 shows a “Josephine Nelson” at the same address as Edith and 

her son. 

This confirms that Edith is employing a member of staff, who is then resident, but this 

person is called Josephine Nelson. The Mrs Hunt’s Card lists the employment of 

someone who was originally listed as Mrs Harman, in red ink and then, later in that 

period, has been changed to Nelson. 

 

Here is a Josephine Nelson. If this is the same person as “Mary Lilian Josephine 

Alice Harman” and this is also Lilian O’Callaghan, then this is the earliest record of 

either of them using the name Nelson as a surname. Perhaps this is the time when 

the name was changed on the Mrs Hunt’s card. 

1929 Electoral Roll Collingham Place: 



 

 

Bizarrely, there is an Alice Nelson living next door. 

This is peculiar but it perfectly possible for people to appear in electoral rolls at more 

than address in more than one borough. 

 

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.    

15/01/30   Douglas - London, Hastings (?) 

Durnock, Scotland  

 

 

 



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 “Josephine Nelson” 

continued to be with Mrs Douglas, who died that year. 

 

 

 

 

This is, at least, gives an impression of the disordered world into which Mignon 

entered, whether that happened in 1925 or after the O’Callaghans had decided to be 

known as the Nelsons. 

The Mrs Hunt’s card is contentious, but, though this sequence of events is 

complicated and confusing it is never contradictory. 

 

For the next few years the family would be living in Hammersmith as the Nelsons, 

and, once she was eligible to, vote Mignon’s name would appear with them in the 

electoral roll – but her name would be unsettled – did she think of herself as Nelson 

or Harman – or Elgar? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 – Mignon and Phyllis 

 

 

The first definite trace of Mignon after her time at St Leonard’s is in the programme 

of a Jack Buchanan show "That’s a Good Girl" in 1928. This is the London 

programme, but the show had been on tour before opening  at the London 

Hippodrome, presumably with the same cast, perfecting the performance before it 

was presented, as very successful show, in the capital.  

 

The programme misspells her name as "Harmon” but there is no doubt that this is 

she. 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.  

 

This was a prestigious show. Mignon must have been trained at the John Tiller 

School of Dance for some time before being chosen for this elite group, and 

beginning rehearals for the show. It has to be the case that Mignon began her career 

in 1927 or 1926. This was a professional job, well paid compared to working class 

pay at the time. The girls, in training or in shows, worked full time, living in digs or 

hostels set up specifically for dancers, which were very strictly controlled – no men 

allowed. 

 

 

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.  

 

The Era on 21st February 1925 carried an advertisement for “Girl Dancers for 

Abroad” for the John Tiller’s Schools of Dancing, then at 143 Charing Cross Road. 



 

This is the only advertisement for auditions I have been able to find in the British 

Newspaper Archive. John Tiller died in 1926 and the business was carried on by his 

widow, with the school moving to 10-11 Great Newport St in 1927. (The Stage, 

24/11/27). 

Mignon was born on 18th December 1912. On the 1939 Register she claims to have 

been born a year earlier, 18th December 1911. It is possible that she pretended to be 

a year older than she was to be part of an adult troupe.She was  fourteen on 18th 

December 1926.  

 

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 

Hicthcock films forty years apart, Rich and Strange in 1932 and Frenzy in 1972. 



 

 

 

The show toured opened in Newcastle in February and toured Manchester, Glasgow, 

Golders Green, Leeds, Liverpool, Sheffield, Manchester (again), Newcastle (again), 

Glasgow (again) and, in March The Lewisham Hippodrome, before opening at the 

London Hippodrome on 5th June 1928 for a run of 363 performances. The show 

closed on 16th March 1929.  



 

 

 

Jack Buchanan and Tiller Girls, including Mignon. 

I have spoken to one person who knew Mignon later in her life. She admitted that 

she had pretended to be a year old than she was in order to get a job. 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.  

 

In this show Mignon is listed as one of “Eight John Tiller Girls.” The revealing 

memories of her which Doremy Vernon recorded from interviews with her fellow 

dancers are all of her period as one of The Plaza Tiller Girls.  

This was the most prominent troupe of Tiller girls in London. The Plaza cinema 

advertised dancers as part of its programme by May 1927.  

(https://londonfilmland.wordpress.com/2012/11/08/the-plaza-tiller-girls-1928/) 

https://londonfilmland.wordpress.com/2012/11/08/the-plaza-tiller-girls-1928/


It is possible that Mignon was one of the founder members of the Plaza girls bin 

1927 but That’s a Good Girl accounts for where she was throughout 1928 while 

Lilian and William were in Canada and Lilian was “a l’étranger” with Constance 

Rivington Russell. 

After the close of the show it is probable that Mignon was living permanently with the 

O’Callaghans/Nelsons, and with Phyllis. 

“The Stage” for November 7th 1929 listed the names of the 12 Plaza Tiller Girls. This 

may help us identify Mignon in photographs. 

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 Helliell as soloists. 

“Harman” is misspelled as “Harmon” as it is in the “There’s a Good Girl” programme. 

Of these Marjorie Brown (or Brawn?), Molly Ellis, Mignon Harmon, Renee Force and 

Vera Owen had also appeared in the Jack Buchanan Show. 

Ethel and Mabel Helliwell always “book ended” the row, according to Doremy 

Vernon. The Picturegoer 1st January 1929 reported that Ethel was leaving for 

Hollywood, but this clearly never happened as both sisters were still in the troupe in 

November that year. 



 

 

On 11th December 1929 The Bioscope reported that the Plaza Tiller Girls were at 

Elstree studios filming Raise the Roof. Shortly before this they appeared, uncredited, 

in one of the very first sound films, Harmony Heaven, which has been released on 

DVD and almost certainly features moving images of Mignon. There may be other 

films which do as the Plaza girls were regularly called on for film work, and had been 

from the beginning, appearing in a silent comedy, A Little Bit of Fluff. 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 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.  

 



In December 1929 the Plaza Tiller Girls shot a series of short films: 

 

 

(Kinematograph Weekly 31st October 1929) 

The Era. 28th May 1930, announced that the Plaza Tiller Girls were about to leave on 

a European tour: 



 

On the 14th August 1930 Kinamatograph Weekly reported that the troupe was going 

to film in Germany: 



 

In 1931 they appeared in a Jack Buchanan film, Man of Mayfair, released in 1932. 

This film, which almost certainly features Mignon, does not seem to be available. 

 

 

The Sketch, 2nd April, 1930 published photographs of the Plaza Tiller Girls imitating 

carvings of Indian Dancing Girls. 

 



 

 

Is the dancer in the centre of this image Mignon? 

 

  



 

Mabel and Elsie Helliwell can be identified “book-ending” the troupe in this 1930 

photograph. Mignon might be the fourth from left. 

 

 

Their dances were not only the well-known high-kicking routines: 

 



 

(The Era, 24th December 1930) 

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.  

The Plaza Tiller Girls girls were chosen for their exceptional height. They all had to 

match in the line-up.  

 

A “Phyllis Nelson”, who may reasonably assumed to be Lilian’s daughter, as Phyllis 

used this name, or Phyllis Nelson-O’Callaghan, in her career, 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.  

 

 

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. 

 

Assuming this was Phyllis, whose career is otherwise impossible to trace before the 

1939 Register, her appearance as a John Tiller Girl in this major production raises 

some interesting questions. 

 

If Phyllis was in such a big show in 1930/1 it has to be the case that she had, like 

Mignon, been training at the School, or getting experience elsewhere, for several 



years before, and yet she was a “Domestic” according to the family’s voyages to 

Canada in June 1927 and May 1928. Did she only take up dancing seriously after 

this trip – by which time Mignon was already touring with That’s a Good Girl? 

 

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

“Dancing on the Ceiling.” It is possible that Phyllis danced in the film. There is no 

sign of her name in shows after Ever Green, and yet she was a dancer and dance 

teacher for many years. It is quite possible that she worked in dance troupes in films. 

There are blonde dancers who might be Phyllis in other Jessie Matthews films but 

these dancers are always anonymous. 

 

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. 



 

 

 

 

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 told Doremy Vernon, researching her book about the Tiller 

Girls, that Mignon had been adopted by a doctor. This has proved to be true.  

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 Mignon’s first suicide attempt was in 

the period 1930-33.  

 

The Commodore was only a matter of yards from Hamlet Gardens where Lilian 

Nelson and her family lived between 1931 and 1936. Hamlet Gardens is an 

Edwardian development of "Mansion Flats." 



 It might have been during the show mentioned here, in the Acton Gazette, 15th April 

1932, a time when Lilian, William and Phyllis were listed in the electoral roll. Mignon 

would have been under 21 and not eligible to vote, so Hamlet Gardens might well 

have been her home too. 

 

 

 

 

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. 

 

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. There was a separate 

troupe, the Paramount Tiller Girls, who occasionally joined the Plaza girls in London. 

 

"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 first time 

was in Mrs Tiller’s time” implies that this was later, by implication after 1936 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. 

 



Phyllis and Mignon had parallel careers as Tiller Girls in 1930, but there is no 

evidence that they danced together until the 1939 Register. Mignon may have been 

at the Tiller School for a year or two before the 1928 run of That’s a Good Girl, but 

this is not necessarily the case. She could have entered the Tillers by audition, 

having continued training elsewhere. It is possible that Phyllis and Mignon joined the 

Tillers at about the same time, 1927-8, but early in 1928 Mignon was touring. 

 

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. 

Phyllis was with them, but under voting age. Their son, Douglas, was always with 

them form his birth until the start of World War II.  

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.    

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 but she does appear on the roll for 1934, when she 

would have been, in fact, 21, but possibly claiming to be 22. 

In 1934 she calls herself Mignon Nelson.  

 

Was this before or after her third suicide attempt, which ended her career with the 

Tillers? Though Phyllis Blakeston’s comment that the first attempt was in Mrs Tiller’s 

time, before 1936, this does not necessarily mean that the third attempt was after 

1936.  

The only visit to Paris I can find evidence for in the British Newspaper Archive was in 

1932, the same European tour that had taken them to Berlin to make a film. Perhaps 

there were later trips. 

 

 



 

(The Era, 20th January 1932) 

The significant feature of this, Mignon’s first appearance in the Electoral Roll, is that 

she calls herself Mignon Nelson. She would use this name on later occasions, 

including the 1939 Register and her later colleague, Betty Fox, believed her real 

name was “Mickie Nelson.” Mickie was the name she was known by. The implication 

of this use of the name is that she saw herself as part of the Nelson family, and a 

sister to Phyllis, by 1934. 

Had the Nelsons taken in a seriously troubled person, or had she been with them 

several years before she becomes visible in the Electoral Rolls? 

(There is some reason to suppose Mignon had joined the family much earlier, in 

1925, but this is unproveable and depends on a document which is a complex 

mystery in itself, as explained in Appendix 2 at the end of this study.) 

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 

Nelson O’Callaghan using alternative names just as his father did. Patrick preferred 

to be known as Nelson, which can create confusion.) 

.  

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.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 – 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 

in 1932 opened the way for Lilian and William. It is possible that the Nelsons started 

to work for Berners in 1932 or 1933. 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 

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."  



 

 

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 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 

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."  



 

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 quotation from the 

unedited interviewwas provided by Sofka Zinovieff.) 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 

politics, even though the would-be dictator was, many people said, likeable as a 

person.  

 



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.  



 

 

 

 

Lilian Nelson, Phyllis Nelson and an unknown in the late 1930s. The car is a Riley 

Merlin, and can be dated to c1936. 



 

 

This photograph was taken by Lilian O’Callaghan in 1936/7.  Phyllis is on the right 

and it is almost certainly Mignon on the left. The Asian gentleman could be a visiting 

sportsman. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 


