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About the Book

Elsie Knocker and Mairi Chisholm were the two most famous women of the First World War. They met at a motorcycle club in Bournemouth and when war broke out they roared off to London to ‘do their bit’.

Within a month they were on the Western Front and had set up their own first-aid post. News of their courage and expertise spreak back to Britain – journalists and photographers told their story, royals and VIPs visited them.

Elsie and Mairi were decorated with seventeen medals for bravery and self-sacrifice. It was the time of their lives, they were at the height of their looks and powers, but adjusting to peacetime life after four extraordinary years was more challenging for them than the war itself.
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For Holly and Daisy


Prologue

Leaving the Palace of Tears

What a scramble. All the preparing to go off with Dr Hector Munro’s Field Ambulance – buying clothes – rushing through Selfridge’s with the help of one of the assistants. Mrs Knocker had her work cut out. In the evening Dr Munro gave us our tickets which were presented gratis by the Red Cross … In the evening we packed up our clothes … at length we tumbled into bed about 11 p.m. and went to sleep for the last time in Merrie England.

Up at 6 a.m. to finish packing … it’s a wonderful feeling knowing that one is leaving England, the Island of Peace, and going straight into the most awful horror. I look round and try to stamp everything on my memory in case I never see it again, and I wonder what my fate will be in these next few months.

Mairi Chisholm

What a rush and muddle everything seems to have been for the past few weeks, arranging and getting up this big scheme – to send out nurses and men not only to help the soldiers but to find them in the outlying cottages and on the ground. At last this is the eve of departure and everything is ready.

It is now 11 p.m. of the 24th September and I have everything packed and ready – labels on and in a desolate lodging room – I am now prepared to go to bed, my last night in England for how long nobody can tell. It seems funny to think that this time tomorrow night I shall be in Belgium – in the midst of all the terrors of war.

Elsie Knocker

ELSIE KNOCKER AND Mairi Gooden-Chisholm left for Belgium on 25 September 1914; they had gone to London when war was declared on 4 August. The past six weeks had been giddy; they were swept up in the drama of khaki jingoism. Their days were framed by red, white and blue bunting, surrounded by men and boys signing up to give the Germans a damned good thrashing, and thousands of women determined to do their bit.

Eighteen-year-old Mairi and thirty-year-old Elsie Knocker, divorcée and mother of a young son, were madcap motorbikers who had met while roaring round the Hampshire and Dorset lanes, and had competed in motorbike and sidecar trials for the last year. Elsie was nicknamed ‘Gypsy’ because of her love of the open road and membership of the Gypsy Motor Cycle Club. She was a passionate biker who wore a dark green leather skirt and a long leather coat buttoned all the way down with a belt ‘to keep it all together’ designed for her by Messrs. Dunhill of London. She rode two motorbikes, a Chater Lea with sidecar and a Scott.

Mairi Chisholm’s elder brother Uailean had an Enfield motorbike and was competing on it in rallies and the Bournemouth Speed Trials in September 1913 when their father, Captain Roderick Gooden-Chisholm, bought Mairi a Douglas motorbike, despite her mother’s shrillest disapproval. Instead of the usual round of tennis parties and dances, Mairi spent her spare time in the stables wearing her brother’s overalls, stripping down motorbikes and repairing them, and riding hard.

Because of the looming war Elsie Knocker had to cancel ‘the ladies’ stiff reliability trial over 120 miles of hilly Hampshire and Dorset countryside with plenty of hairpin bends’ she had arranged for the middle of August. When war was declared Elsie wrote to Mairi that there was ‘work to be done’, and suggested they go to London to join the Women’s Emergency Corps. Mairi, during a ferocious family row – her father was keen to let her go but her mother was absolutely opposed to the idea, and refused to lend her a box to put her clothes in – crept up to her bedroom, tied a change of underclothes and her dress allowance of ten pounds (equivalent to 800 pounds today) into a headscarf, slipped out of the house and sped off on her motorbike to meet Elsie Knocker.

Elsie and Mairi rode straight to the Little Theatre in John Adam Street, off the Strand, the headquarters of the Women’s Emergency Corps. The place bustled with suffragettes, fashionable actresses, a couple of duchesses and a marchioness, and a handful of lady novelists. The Honourable Mrs Evelina Haverfield (who had accompanied her husband when he was serving in South Africa during the Boer War), splendidly got up in a short khaki skirt worn over riding breeches, had launched the corps to provide waged women workers to help the country in its hour of need. Living in lodgings in Baker Street, Elsie and Mairi were hired as dispatch riders and spent their first month whizzing about London carrying messages. One day Mairi was spotted by Dr Hector Munro (socialist, vegetarian, suffragette and nudist), who was impressed with the way she rode crouched over her dropped-handlebar racing motorbike. He tracked her down to the Women’s Emergency Corps and asked her to join his Flying Ambulance Corps to help wounded Belgian soldiers. She agreed immediately and recommended her friend Elsie, who was a trained nurse, to Munro. Keen to show that women were as brave and capable as men, Hector Munro selected Elsie and Mairi out of 200 applicants, and also took on Lady Dorothie Feilding, well connected and fluent in French; the novelist May Sinclair, a generous donor to his favourite causes, including the corps; and Helen Gleason, a glamorous American whose journalist husband was touring the Western Front and filing copy for a number of British and American newspapers. Doctors, drivers, cooks and medical orderlies made up the rest of the Flying Ambulance Corps.

Arriving at Victoria Station, the Palace of Tears as Elsie called it, on the morning of 25 September, Elsie and Mairi were tut-tutted at by ladies scandalised by their breeches, leather boots and overcoats: they were the only women in trousers. One of their colleagues in the corps called them ‘Valkyries in knickerbockers’. At first Elsie and Mairi were larky girls in khaki, but six weeks later they were the only women to live and work on the fighting front in any of the theatres of that global war.

‘Poor little Belgium’ was a condescending catchphrase that came up a lot in conversation, was repeated in parliament and the press, and was used as a fund-raising tool. Sometimes ‘plucky’ replaced ‘little’ as if a child who had been bullied was fighting back. However, Belgium was not poor or of little significance in 1914; it was ranked sixth in the world’s industrialised powers. It had a population of seven and a half million but its geography made it vulnerable to the ambitions of its potentially greedy neighbours France and Germany. The Treaty of London, signed in 1839 by Britain, France, Russia, Prussia (later to become enlarged and unified as Germany) and Austria-Hungary, had guaranteed Belgium’s independence.

On 2 August 1914 the German government had asked the King of the Belgians if he would waive the terms of the treaty, calling it a ‘scrap of paper’, and allow its troops to march through Belgium to reach France, on whom they declared war the next day, 3 August. In return for Belgian cooperation the Germans promised to honour Belgian neutrality when the conflict was over, but if they refused, would treat Belgium as an enemy. The Belgians knew the offer was not worth much and declined. On 4 August the German cavalry galloped across the border into Belgium. At eleven o’clock that night Britain honoured its promise to guarantee Belgian neutrality, upheld its alliance with France, and declared war on Germany. The streets of London were packed with people waiting for news of the reaction to the British demand that Germany honour Belgian neutrality. Crowds gathered outside 10 Downing Street; toffs in evening dress were driven into Whitehall by their chauffeurs through a blizzard of Union Jacks. The populace was drawn to Buckingham Palace, faces were pressed against the gates, singing for hours and calling for the royal family to come out onto the balcony. Which they did three times, their ears ringing with the national anthem and ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’. ‘Plucky little Belgium’ had been invaded by the brutish German bully and the terms of the Treaty of London and the system of alliances and ententes that had been in place for many years was about to be tested.

The catalyst for the outbreak of war was the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Habsburg throne, on 28 June while on a state visit to Sarajevo. He and his wife were shot by Gavrilo Princip, a Bosnian-Serb nationalist and member of the Black Hand Gang. This led Austria-Hungary to declare war on Serbia a month later, and because of the delicate mesh of alliances and ententes Europe became entangled in a truly global war. For nearly fifty years, since the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, peace had been preserved in Europe. Germany, Italy and Austria-Hungary were allies, as were Britain, France and Russia. If one country was threatened its allies were strong enough to deter its opponent from war. This balancing act had worked so far.

The causes of the conflict in 1914 reached back to the nineteenth century and the empire-building of the countries who had signed the Treaty of London. Germany, unified in 1871, was new to the colonial race, afraid of France and Russia’s ambitions and resentful of British naval supremacy. The French were still smarting from the loss of valuable Alsace-Lorraine during the Franco-Prussian War. Russia and Austria-Hungary were creaky multinational empires with serious domestic problems. The Balkans were a flashpoint for Austria, which opposed Slav demands for autonomy within its empire, while Russia supported the Slavs’ ambitions. Britain had a global empire on which the sun never set, and sometimes awkward diplomatic relations with Russia, France and Germany. It was an explosive brew of economic interests, crude and arbitrary map-making and authoritarian regimes, lubricated by the volatile mood of febrile nationalism.

The German army of three million massively outnumbered Belgium’s hundred and twenty thousand. The invasion of Belgium was swift and brutal. The reality of occupation and stories of atrocities, some of which were true, sent half a million Belgians fleeing the country. Between 20 September and 24 October, 35,000 refugees landed at Folkestone and many thousands more would follow. A hundred thousand Belgians were taken to Germany to make munitions. The rape of Belgium had started. Poignant photographs of old ladies clutching gingham tablecloth bundles of clothes and precious knick-knacks, and of young mothers pushing prams full of children and handfuls of possessions, showed the British public what life might be like if Germany was not defeated. The vast majority were in no doubt that Belgium needed and deserved help.

The three essential reasons for action were spelt out in printer’s ink during the summer of 1914. The Times set out the case: the British Empire ‘had to stand by its friends’; self-interest dictated that if France and Belgium and the Netherlands were overwhelmed by Germany then Britain was at risk; and ‘civilised relations between peoples and the utmost regard for the spirit of international law’ should be upheld. Britain was apparently a template for the values of loyalty, rectitude and public morality.

Elsie Knocker and Mairi Gooden-Chisholm soaked up the news and went to war.


I

The Shapter Chapter

ON 22 JULY 1890, Elsie Knocker’s father, Dr Lewis Shapter, frail and pale, sat down and wrote his will. He had been ill with tuberculosis for the past four years and must have known he did not have long to live. The will was a painful duty that could not be put off any longer. His wife Charlotte, thirty-eight years old, had died at the family home in Exeter on the second of May 1888 after a week-long struggle with meningitis, leaving him with five children under ten years old. John had had a mother for ten years; Una for nine years; Effie was six; Elsie was four and Lewis Henry was less than two when Charlotte Shapter, née Bayly, died.

Three months after writing his will Lewis Shapter coughed and coughed and died at a nursing home in Exmouth. He was forty-two years old. His father, Thomas Shapter, a well-known doctor in Exeter, was with him when he died. The Shapter children were orphans.

The two oldest, John and Una, and the youngest, Lewis Henry, were sent north to be looked after by Caroline Lucking, a housekeeper, at Rosarium Cottage in Uttoxeter, Staffordshire, five miles from their father’s sister Elizabeth Livesay in Sudbury, Derbyshire. She was married to William Livesay, a doctor, and had two daughters, Elsie and Laura. These three Shapters stayed there until legal and financial matters were clarified. Aunt Elizabeth was herself in poor health and this may have been why she did not offer a home to the orphans. Elizabeth Livesay did not have long to live: she died of tuberculosis at Penmaenmawr, near Conway in North Wales, at Christmas 1892.

Eventually John was kept by Uncle William Livesay; Una went to live with her mother’s brother and sister, Aunt Georgina and old-soldier Uncle Richard Kerr Bayly in Exeter, and Lewis Henry was adopted by Aunt Frederica, another of his mother’s sisters, who lived in Bournemouth with her husband, a retired colonel, Charles Edward Brown. Effie’s new parents were a childless couple in Exeter, the Mackeys, a barrister and his wife, perhaps friends or distant relations of Lewis and Charlotte Shapter. Effie and Una were at least in the same town, but not in the same house.

Though there were other Shapter and Bayly aunts and uncles who could have taken Elsie, she was put up for adoption. Many family histories of this time have the ghosts of mothers and babies hovering over survivors’ lives. Parcelling up children like bundles and passing them around or placing them in the care of guardians who may or may not have been known to them was often necessary at a time when tuberculosis was a fearsome killer, and childbirth was the most dangerous time of a mother and baby’s life.

Elsie was adopted by Lewis Edward Upcott, an inspirational classics master or ‘beak’ at Marlborough College, and his wife Emily, a talented watercolourist. In 1891 the Shapter family solicitor answered a newspaper advertisement placed by the Upcotts, a childless couple. Elsie’s new parents, whom she always called Aunt and Uncle, were educated and arty. Lewis was forty, his classical scholarship and breadth of learning making him a byword for academic brilliance. Emily Upcott was thirty-five and the daughter of Sir Charles Robinson, a curator and connoisseur who had acquired Renaissance paintings and sculptures for the South Kensington Museum, later the Victoria and Albert. Sir Charles was Surveyor of the Queen’s Pictures for the last twenty years of Queen Victoria’s life, and was knighted for his services to the arts in 1887.

Elsie’s new Upcott ‘uncles’ had either gone into the family business of wool manufacture, or had shone at Oxford and become eccentric and charismatic masters at Wellington College and Christ’s Hospital School; another was a big cheese on the Indian railways. Elsie’s Robinson ‘uncles’ were: Uncle Gerald, one of the best mezzotint engravers of his day; Uncle Charles, a barrister, collector of Old Master drawings, ancient and modern engraved gems and Chinese bronzes, and a member of the British fencing team at the Olympic Games in Athens in 1906; and Uncle Frederick, a sculptor and art master at Uppingham School.

The orphan Lewis and Emily Upcott adopted was a six-year-old girl whose father had been dead less than six months and whose mother’s face may have been a fading memory. Elsie may not even have had a photograph of her parents or her siblings to remind herself of where she had come from and to whom she was related. Her brothers and sisters were away in Devon, Dorset and Derbyshire, while her new home was in Preshute, near Marlborough College in Wiltshire. The Upcotts had Walter, a fifteen-year-old pupil, boarding with them. One of the school matrons, fifty-year-old Maria Cane, also lived with them, and they were all looked after by a cook and three maids.

Elsie was well provided for: her father had left a legacy to pay for all his children’s maintenance and education, also providing his daughters with marriage settlements, and nest eggs for all when they were twenty-one. When her Shapter grandfather and various aunts and uncles died her inheritance was topped up. Life with the Upcotts may have been intimidating; conversations at mealtimes might have been hard to follow when Uncle started reciting poetry in perfect Greek and Latin. His big, black bushy beard brings Edward Lear’s limerick to mind:

There was an Old Man with a beard,

Who said, ‘It is just as I feared!

Two Owls and a Hen,

Four Larks and a Wren,

Have all built their nest in my beard!’

Clever Uncle Lewis only taught sixth-formers. His old boys included J. Meade Faulkner, who wrote Moonfleet; E. F. Benson, the creator of Mapp and Lucia; Arthur B. Poynton, the master of University College, Oxford; Sir Basil Blackett, who became director of the Bank of England; and Earl Jowitt, a Lord Chancellor.

Here Elsie was an only child – she had been one of a family of five. She entered a largely male world: there were boys of all ages, shapes and sizes, and her childhood and adolescence with the Upcotts may have been where her tomboyish, harum-scarum ways originated. Uncle and Aunt had wanted a boy when they advertised for a child but changed their minds when they saw Elsie at the Shapter family solicitor’s office in Exeter. Lewis and Emily Upcott passed on to her their love of sports and made sure she grew up to be a good horse-woman, and took her to boxing and wrestling contests in Marlborough Town Hall: ‘It was funny sitting beside this prim couple while, frozen-faced, they watched men twisting each other’s limbs … they gave barely perceptible tokens of approval and disapproval.’

The Upcotts’ cultural and aesthetic interests meant they were liberal in their sympathies; they were also active in the artistic and educational life of their town and county. Mrs Upcott’s work as a Poor Law guardian meant they were more aware than many of their contemporaries of poverty. Elsie’s upbringing was such that she did not grow up to be a typical Victorian young lady, submissive, delicate and modest.

Elsie’s father and grandfather had been doctors, and her mother came from a long line of army officers. She grew up a blend of her parents’ family backgrounds: medical and military. Elsie’s father, Lewis, who was born in Exeter in 1848, never knew his mother, Elizabeth, after whom Elsie was named, who died of pneumonia before his first birthday. His father, Thomas, did not remarry, instead relying on the help of his unmarried sister Margaret, a butler and a cook, two maids and two nursemaids to look after him and the children. When Thomas was widowed he had five children: Elizabeth was five; Thomas aged four; three-year-old Esther; William was nearly two and baby Lewis less than a year old.

Lewis followed his father into medicine, studied at Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge and qualified as a doctor in 1876. He returned to the substantial family home in Exeter, where he brought his bride, Charlotte Bayly, on 3 September 1877. Quickly the young doctor started to make a name for himself, speaking at the sanitary congress in Exeter in 1880, securing a position as a consulting physician to the Devon and Exeter Hospital and the Lying-In Hospital in Magdalen Street, and becoming one of the governors of the harshly named Wonford Idiot Asylum. His practice enabled him to afford to hire a cook, two maids and a nurse to look after his young family.

Charlotte was born on the island of Jersey in 1846 (five years had been lopped off her age by the time she died in 1888), where her father was a captain in the Suffolk Regiment. The Baylys had a typically nomadic army life: her five brothers and sisters were born in Dublin, England and France.

Being orphaned at the age of six it is difficult to know how much Elsie knew about her family. There had hardly been any time to get to know her parents or be told about any of her other relations. Sixty years later when Elsie sat down to write her autobiography, Flanders And Other Fields, she only mentions a brother and a sister once, suggesting that she had very little contact with her family as they were growing up. The autobiography contains some inaccuracies, perhaps arising from a mix of loss and sadness at having been orphaned and split up from her brothers and sisters, oxygenated by criticism of the way she was treated by her adopted parents, who by all other accounts were delightful. The opening paragraph of Flanders and Other Fields is from a tearful shouty six-year-old standing up straight to be inspected in the Shapters’ solicitors’ office:

I never knew my parents. They died when I was a baby … I learnt later that my mother was very beautiful and that my father was a brilliant and highly respected physician. They were both young … I was the fifth child … everything had been set so fair … Suddenly I and the other children were orphans, suspended in a void. The other four children were taken by an uncle … I was apparently too young and our other relatives were scattered about the globe … not easily contacted and constantly on the move.

Allowing for the loss of memory of an eighty-year-old, Elsie’s recollections of her early years show a degree of hurt that she tries to conceal by making things up when the truth is too painful. She was not a baby when her father died; she was not the youngest child, Lewis Henry was; one uncle did not take the other four children, and their relations were not ‘scattered about the globe’. But her account may have been her way of coping with how her life turned out the way it did.

After an unhappy time at a girls’ school in Marlborough, where Elsie tells us she was bullied for being a ‘charity child’ because she was adopted, the Upcotts sent her to St Nicholas’s Ladies’ School in Folkestone, Kent, where she excelled at sport, dancing and singing, rather than academic subjects. St Nicholas’s offered the forty girls the standard curriculum, plus the French and German that would be so useful in Belgium. Elsie’s time at the school was scarred by memories of being bullied by one of her teachers, ‘who would walk into the classroom and point a long, bony finger at me, and say, “I’ve got my eye on you,” and walk out again. I was frozen with fear and – I did not know any reason why – and the whole class laughed at me. No wonder I grew up with an inferiority complex!’

Elsie left St Nicholas’s in 1903 and spent six months polishing her French and German at a finishing school in Switzerland, and then studied at a school for chefs and cooks in Trowbridge in Wiltshire. She got top marks but felt socially awkward when her highfalutin accent was mocked. In 1903 the Upcotts thought it would be good for Elsie to train as a nurse at a children’s hospital in Sevenoaks in Kent.

According to Elsie her life went awry in Sevenoaks in 1905, for this is where she met Leslie Duke Knocker, who was ‘the first man to take any notice’ of her. She was flattered and charmed. He was almost six feet tall, slim, with brown hair and brown eyes. By the time they married on 5 April 1906 Elsie had come into her inheritance, and given their disastrous marriage one wonders if Leslie Knocker, an accountant ten years older than her, married her for the legacy and marriage portion her father had left her in 1890. Years later she would remember feeling rushed into marriage, bewildered and perhaps hurt that her adopted parents appeared to want her off their hands. Elsie may have blamed them for the mess she later found herself in.

The banns were called at Elsie’s church in Preshute, a pretty medieval building with a crenellated tower. She and the Upcotts could have walked to the church from their home, the White House, designed by Charles Edwin Ponting, a local architect in the Arts and Crafts style. There was no sign of Elsie’s brothers and sisters. Leslie’s father, William Wheatley Knocker, was a template for Victorian respectability. A solicitor with his own firm, Knocker, Knocker and Holcroft, he was clerk to the magistrates of Sevenoaks, registrar and high bailiff to the County Court in Sevenoaks and active in local charities. Leslie had been born at Dunmow in Essex in 1875, the middle son of five boys and a girl, two of whom were solicitors and one a doctor.

Leslie was educated at Tonbridge School as a day boy from 1889 to 1892. In May 1893 he went to work as a clerk at the British Linen Company, earning forty pounds a year, less than a pound a week. Leslie travelled by train from Sevenoaks to work at the London branch at 41 Lombard Street in the City of London. When he resigned in March 1899 his clerk’s salary had increased to a hundred pounds a year, and his next employer was the Bank of British North America. Before Elsie knew him Leslie had been to New York three times: in 1894, 1897 and 1899, travelling on the SS Teutonic on the first two journeys and the SS Umbria in 1899. Immigration officials recorded him as a ‘gentleman’ in 1894; he gave no occupation in 1897 and said he was working in insurance in 1899. Whatever had taken Leslie Knocker across the Atlantic it was not enduring and by the spring of 1901 he was back in England, living in lodgings in Croydon and working for the London City and Midland Bank.

Elsie says her in-laws suggested that the young couple go to Singapore where Leslie’s elder brother Stanley got him a position at the China Mutual Insurance Company. When he was married Leslie Knocker was working in a bank in the City of London earning three pounds a week, the marriage certificate said he was an accountant. Elsie seems to have plunged into her new life hardly knowing her husband and without much thought as to what their future might hold.

A month after their wedding Elsie and Leslie set sail from the Port of London on the SS Sardinia. By the time they reached Singapore Elsie was pregnant and Leslie’s mood had darkened. Her in-laws, with whom they lived, made it clear they would have to find other accommodation as soon as the baby was born. The divorce papers of 1911 document the four years of her frightening and wretched marriage.

In July 1906, less than six weeks after their arrival, Leslie Knocker was ‘very violent and ordered her out of the house and threatened to eject her by force if she did not go’. Elsie was two months pregnant. Things were so bad that her doctor urged Elsie to return to England to have her baby, and her son Kenneth Duke was born at the Upcotts’ house on 1 February 1907. Fortunately Elsie had her inheritance to pay for her fare home and her keep as her husband gave her very little money. She and Kenneth returned to Singapore in August 1907 and an uncertain future. Elsie did not tell her adopted parents about her violent and drunken husband and the problems in her marriage. She stuck it out for another sixteen months before her doctor ‘insisted for health reasons’ that she and her son return to England in January 1909. They went back to the Upcotts; it must have been difficult for her to answer the usual questions about how their son-in-law was. Elsie stayed in England for nine months and then went back to Leslie, but this time she left Kenneth in Malborough.

During the time she was away Leslie Knocker had left Singapore for Java, for the Batavia branch of the China Mutual Insurance Company as resident secretary. Two weeks after she arrived in Java he ‘got into a furious passion’ and ordered Elsie out of the house, ‘threatened her and when she left locked her out’. She had to seek refuge with friends. Throughout the summer of 1910 his behaviour seemed to spiral out of control, with him using ‘indecent and disgusting language in her presence and in front of gentlemen who were staying in the house’. Other times he threatened to punch her and ‘greatly terrified her’. In July his frequent adultery, sometimes with ‘native women’, was brought to her attention, and he ‘struck her in the face’ more than once.

Elsie left the Far East for the last time in December 1910. In the past four years she had made three journeys to the other side of the world, steaming to and from a bad marriage with weeks on end to think. She must have asked herself what was wrong with her husband, wondered if he drank too much and why, what caused the mood swings and violence, and why he was so cruel and detached from their son. Elsie may have compared him with his respectable brothers and wondered if she had married the black sheep. Leslie’s flagrant adultery would have been known the small and claustrophobic expatriate community, and this would have been a cause of deep pain.

Elsie was determined to end her marriage. On 10 January 1911 she travelled alone from Marlborough to London and signed a sworn statement at the office of Loughborough, Gedge, Nisbet and Drew’s in Austin Friars in the City. It was presented as evidence to the Royal Courts of Justice in the Strand: on 23 October she was awarded a decree nisi. The next day, without mentioning Elsie by name, the Daily Mirror’s WIFE SEEKS REFUGE IN STABLES told the grim tale of Leslie Duke Knocker’s awful behaviour and offensive offer to pay any man a hundred pounds to take her away which had driven her sobbing to a loose box. On 2 December 1912 Elsie was awarded a decree absolute on the ground of ‘adultery and cruelty’.

Leslie Knocker came to England in 1911 and travelled to Winnipeg, Canada on 10 August on the SS Corsican. In December 1912 the registrar added a final note to the paperwork stating that the judge had ruled all Knocker’s ‘rights, powers and interests in and over both the wife’s and husband’s funds be extinguished and that it be read as if he were already dead’. Elsie, having petitioned for the divorce, was liable for her own costs. This is the last we hear of Leslie Knocker until the outbreak of the First World War.

Elsie’s resort to the divorce court was an unusual one for a woman of her age and background. She was twenty-seven and mother of a four-year-old son when she started the complex and costly legal proceedings. The Upcotts must have been concerned but they continued to support her emotionally by giving her and Kenneth a home throughout those difficult years. They did much of the parenting of their adopted grandson during his early years. Elsie was able to secure her freedom as her father’s will and various legacies meant that she had funds to pay for laywers; many women in similar situations had to put up with sad and bad marriages. Elsie was one of 380 women in England and Wales granted a divorce in 1912, slightly fewer than the number of men who were divorcing their wives that year. Her courage in daring to divorce Leslie Knocker should not be underestimated. Divorced women were social outcasts, failures and pariahs, shunned by respectable society, and the stigma was so severe that many divorcées said that they had been widowed rather than admit to being divorced. Looking back at Elsie’s journey to the law courts we see it is an important clue to her later single-minded courage.

What were Elsie’s brothers and sisters doing while she was finishing her education, learning to cook and nurse children, marrying disastrously and divorcing? Living in Derbyshire, Dorset and Devon, the Shapter infants had grown up, come into their legacies and were looking to the future. In 1901 her eldest brother John, who was twenty-two years old, was a gentleman living ‘on his own means’ with his uncle William Livesay in Sudbury in Derbyshire, cared for by four servants.

Elsie’s sister Una was twenty-one and still living with her Aunt Georgina and Uncle Richard Kerr Bayly in Exeter. In 1904 she married Claude Elton Carey, and their first child was born in 1906. By the outbreak of the First World War Una’s husband Claude was a superintendent at Chudleigh police station with a sergeant and five constables under him. There is no record of Elsie going to her sister’s wedding; she certainly was not a witness to the ceremony.

Effie Kerr Shapter was living with her adopted parents, the Mackeys, in Exeter in the summer of 1908 when she married Alexander Huntly Gordon, a thirty-one-year-old widower who was an officer in the Indian police. The ceremony was at St James’s church in Exeter; the groom had recently been bereaved, having married his first bride, Anna Klein, in London in 1904. She probably died in Simla, where Effie and Alexander returned immediately after the wedding and where their son was born in 1909. Elsie was in Singapore at the time of this wedding.

Elsie’s youngest brother, Lewis Henry, was fifteen at the turn of the century and about to embark on a military career. He was brought up in Winchester and educated at Stourwood College in Southbourne. In 1904 he joined the 3rd Suffolk Regiment and was promoted to lieutenant a year later. He was a crack shot, won silver cups in 1908 and 1909, and was an instructor in musketry. His adoptive parents (Uncle Charles and Aunt Frederica) were army folk: Charles was a lieutenant colonel in the Royal Artillery who had seen action in Afghanistan in 1880. Lewis Henry’s army photograph shows a dashingly handsome young officer with dark hair and a fine moustache. He left the army in 1911 and started a new life in Canada, buying a ranch at Port Washington in British Columbia. Lewis Henry Shapter left Liverpool for New York on the SS Lusitania on 25 July 1914 and arrived four days later at Ellis Island. He had hardly started his onward journey when Britain declared war on Germany and he caught a boat back to England.

In the three years leading up to the outbreak of the First World War Elsie’s life, according to her autobiography, was packed with adventure and what she felt were thrilling opportunities. Her recollections spill out at a breathless rate, so vivid were her memories that the chronology is difficult to unravel. What we do know is that for first time in her life she was a free woman and eager to make the most of her freedom, at liberty to do what she wanted and to determine her own future and that of her five-year-old son. Lewis and Emily Upcott enjoyed their role as grandparents and, helped by three servants, looked after Kenneth whenever Elsie needed them to.

During this time Elsie rebuilt relationships with her close family. She and Kenneth went to stay with Aunt Georgina at Summerland Cottage in Exeter, ten miles from her sister Una and her husband Claude Elton Carey, who lived at Chudleigh. Elsie went to train horses at a riding school in Alphington, near Exeter. She was a daredevil. Someone bet her five pounds (today worth 400 pounds) that she would not dare ride into Green and Son, the ladies’ outfitters and haberdashers in Alphington High Street. Elsie and her horse clattered into the shop, clip-clopped up the stairs into the millinery department, down again and out of the shop, not the most decorous behaviour for a twenty-eight-year-old mother.

Elsie realised she needed a career to augment her savings and decided to train to be a midwife. She left Kenneth with the Upcotts and enrolled at Queen Charlotte’s Hospital in Marylebone Road, London. Her duties took her to local slum housing, where families often lived several to a room. Elsie enjoyed the strict training, undaunted by the desperate poverty and the bedbugs she shook out of her clothes at the end of an exhausting day. She looked back on this time as an epiphany, a time when she learned a lot about herself: ‘I liked being in a tough spot. I liked responsibility. I liked having to make quick decisions. I had strong nerves which longed to be exercised. I liked the feeling that I was wanted and that other people were relying on me … my self-consciousness disappeared, and I found a new self when I was serving others.’

She qualified as a midwife in July 1913 and returned to the Upcotts in Preshute, but her plans were interrupted when her eldest brother, John, got back in touch for the first time since their father had died. He was living in a cottage at Fordingbridge in the heart of the New Forest. He had had a serious accident and asked her to go and look after him. Elsie was delighted to be able to live with a member of her real family and have the chance to make a home for herself and Kenneth. Recently she had received a legacy from an uncle and had bought a Chater Lea motorbike and sidecar: the start of her passion for speed and the open road. She could put Kenneth in the sidecar and go wherever she wanted.

At this time the sport of motorcycling was in its early days, suffering from inefficient machines and social opprobrium; when Elsie bought her machine there were only fifty women riders in the country. All motorcyclists had to be competent mechanics. The oil and the grit and dust and breakdowns, the skids and the crashes, abuse from motorists and dogs and pedestrians were considered by the diehards a price worth paying for the freedom: escape from the claustrophobic constraints of Edwardian middle-class life.

Elsie’s name and picture appeared regularly in the pages of The Motor Cycle and Motor Cycling, offering brisk advice on what ‘costumes’ lady motorcyclists should wear. Giving Dunhill some free advertising, she extolled the virtues of her snug-fitting leather coat and skirt: ‘there is not enough width to flap about, and the leather is heavy enough to keep steady’. She assured readers that she had had no trouble with her outfit ‘or any thought of an accident owing to my dress’, adding that it had been ‘much admired’ and, importantly, that ‘one can get off one’s machine and shop without being stared at’. For Elsie the autumn of 1913 and the first half of 1914 were filled with the roar of the engine and the thrill of the open road. She joined the Gypsy Motor Cycle Club and bought another motorbike and sidecar, a Scott. This was the most thrilling time of Elsie’s life up to that point. As soon as her domestic duties were done she could crank up her bike and tear around for wagers. She entered every trial she could, including a twelve-hour non-stop run to Malvern and back to the New Forest, and a ‘reliability run’ from Exeter to Weston-super-Mare and back. In this there was a maximum speed of twenty-five miles per hour. The only other woman competitor had a bad skid and grazed her arm but carried on. When Elsie was approaching the home straight near Exeter she was in sixth place when the throttle cable on her Scott snapped and she accelerated to sixty miles an hour, flashing past the riders ahead of her. She only had her brakes and the exhaust valve lever to slow herself down, and when she arrived at the garage where the run had started she slammed on the brakes. To the amazement of the mechanics standing around she hit a wall and buckled her front wheel. One of them was heard to say saucily, ‘I wonder if she’s as red hot as her engine.’

Elsie was keen to try flying, the craze of the day, and went up with Gustav Hamel, the celebrity pilot, in April 1914, a month before he died when his plane ditched in the English Channel on 23 May. His most famous stunts were looping the loop and upside-down flying. Since 1912 the newspapers had run many breathless stories of glamorous society ladies flying with handsome Hamel. In February 1914 he had set a record when he flew Lady Dudley over Worcester racecourse and looped the loop five times just 200 feet above the ground. Reading of his exploits, Elsie was mad keen to have a go and on 8 April she went to Meyrick Park in Bournemouth to see ‘several of the most wonderful exhibitions of flying ever attempted even by that exceedingly daring aviator … who everyone knows is in the forefront of this new profession’. Several thousand people ooohed and aaahed at Hamel’s ‘spectacular display’:

He rose quickly and before he had got any distance in the air over the golf links he turned and flew upside down. Coming round again he looped the loop twice in a graceful style and followed with a double loop. The wind was strong and Mr Hamel proceeded higher until 5,000–6,000 feet was reached. Then he performed a beautiful dive lowering the tail and proceeding some distance on his back. Descending a little the feat was repeated amid enthusiastic cheers and after two more graceful loops Mr Hamel came down … He had a great ovation on alighting.

After a short rest he was back in the air again, looping the loop closer to the ground and travelling a great distance upside down. Although the weather had not been considered suitable – the wind was ‘tricky’– for him to offer passenger flights, Elsie managed to get on board, up in the air and in the newspapers: ‘The arrangements as to taking up a passenger were altered late in the afternoon, before five o’clock Mr Hamel agreed to fly with a lady, the fortunate one being Mrs Knocker … She occupied a seat behind him and was taken for a five-minute spin in the air, circling the golf links and Meyrick Park three or four times at a height of two or three thousand feet.’

Hamel and ‘the plucky lady’ were loudly cheered when they stepped out of the aeroplane. Elsie told the reporter from the Bournemouth Daily Echo, ‘It was simply gorgeous, and absolutely lovely. I cannot say how delighted I am. I felt absolutely safe and it was a lovely feeling. Down below you all looked like little specks, and I have never experienced anything like it.’ From the report, Elsie seemed to be well known in Bournemouth, the writer noting that this was the first time she had been in an aeroplane. Locally she was an ‘expert motorist’ and drove her own car, and also took a ‘keen and practical interest in all outdoor sports’.

Elsie, single mother of a young child, could not get enough of the adrenalin, and she returned to Meyrick Park four days later on Saturday the 11th to see Hamel loop the loop twenty-one times like a swallow, doubling the previous world record. He was full of insouciance and spoke ‘quite casually of his great achievement’ to the assembled reporters. Prince Maurice of Battenberg, a grandson of the late Queen Victoria, went up with Hamel and flew upside down and looped the loop twice in front of crowd of between five and six thousand people: ‘it is the first time I have looped the loop. I felt no sensation as we turned over. It was a good loop.’ Intoxicated with the glamour of it all, Elsie talked her way into Hamel’s cockpit for the second time in a week. There is no mention in the newspapers that he looped the loop with her on board, although everything we know about her suggests that she would have been longing for him to do so. If anyone wanted her loop to be looped it was the daredevil Mrs Knocker.

On 21 July Mrs Knocker addressed ‘Lady Motorcyclists’ in the pages of Motor Cycling magazine about the event she was organising, ‘a test for ladies only’ because ‘it seems hard that all trials should be organised for men, and there are at present so many good lady riders’. The test would be a tough one because ‘lady riders will agree that a difficult test is sure to be more interesting than an easy one’. She hoped there would be plenty of ‘good driving, steady heads and good nerves’. The closing date was 6 August and the first of three prizes would be a silver cup.

Meanwhile on 26 July 1914 the Gypsy Club had its most remarkable meeting yet when members attempted the steep climb up Leith Hill, near Dorking in Surrey. The climb was a ‘very rough path with pieces of rock projecting above the surface at intervals, gullies two feet deep and a gradient of one in two and a half’. It was difficult to walk up and most of the spectators said it was ‘absolute madness for any motorcyclist to try to ascend the appalling gradient’. Predictably, Elsie was in the thick of things on her Chater Lea. She made a ‘very lucky attempt’ and was ‘a great favourite with the crowd who did not expect to see a lady driver try such a dangerous feat’. She nearly made it but ‘just failed on the bend’. Elsie was making her mark in the top thirty lady motorcyclists in the country.

[image: photo]

Elsie is at the controls of her Scott motorbike in 1913, wearing dark-green leathers made for her by Messrs. Dunhill.
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