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In this charming book of recollections, Cuillin Bantock gives a rare insight into

the life and work of one of Britain’s great composers. In a series of vignettes, anecdotes

and histories, the tale of this most idiosyncratic musician is played out

against the unswerving devotion and love of his talented wife, Helena, whose story Cuillin

also brings movingly to life through a combination of reminiscences and extracts from

her diary. The glimpses that Never Lukewarm give us into Bantock’s character

go some way to explaining the profusion that we find in such glorious works as

Omar Khayyam, the Song of Songs, and the Celtic Symphony: an intriguing window into

a master composer and true eccentric, in the best sense of the word.
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Granville with Cuillin, Raymond, baby Merlin, Anton, and Robin Bantock, Grey Cottage, 1937
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Preface

My introduction to Cuillin arose through our mutual friend, Mike Freeman, the painter and
champion of the music of Bantock and Holbrooke. I was page-turning at a completely unrelated
concert (featuring Sir John Tomlinson singing Britten, Wolf and Shostakovich) at St John’s,
Smith Square, and had been instructed by Mike to look out for an elderly Bantock. I was
unprepared for the dapper and spritely figure, exuding energy and dynamism, which bounded
up to me, took my arm, and proceeded to enthuse animatedly before I even had time to work
out who he was! Alas, time to converse was all too fleeting, and we arranged to luncheon
together to discuss his grandfather’s music further. This time, with the debonair flair and
idiosyncrasy that I have since come to associate with members of his family, Cuillin arrived
wrapped up in Rachmaninov’s llama wool coat and sporting Oscar Wilde’s ebony walking
cane (a favourite support of Helena Bantock’s). The ensuing four hours raced by in a blur of
anecdotes, passionate exhortations, amazing tales, touching reminiscences and dark family
secrets. It was over this meal that Cuillin first mentioned his memoir of his grandfather, Never
Lukewarm. Fascinated, I begged his only copy and on receiving it a few days later realised what
an insight into the great man it gave and requested permission to make it publicly available.

Of course, viewing the private rather than the public figure that usually comes down to readers
through biographers can reveal the less appealing side of a character; in Bantock’s case, a
mischievousness, childishness and ego-centricity become swiftly apparent. This is played out
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“Gavin…”
“Yes, Lucy…?”
“Gavin… about Gompa. You know why he died, don’t you?”
“Not really. Why?”
“It was because of that beard he had.”

––––––––––––––– � –––––––––––––––

Granville Bantock, or GB (or Gompa: Grand Old Man Pa to his grandchildren) had died in
October 1946. Lucy’s beard-remark was overheard by the Raymond Bantock family Nanny,
Ethel Slaughter, while the two children were walking along Harlech beach in North Wales in
the spring of 1947. Lucy would have been five and Gavin seven. The family was spending the
Easter holidays at Traethdy, the wooden house in the Harlech dunes that Raymond had bought
in 1931.

––––––––––––––– � –––––––––––––––

I remember the beard as being yellow in colour, especially round the mouth.
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Grandparents
against the unswerving devotion and love of Bantock’s talented wife, Helena, whose story
Cuillin also brings movingly to life through a combination of recollections and extracts from
her diary. Helena, often overlooked as an artist and poet in the shadow of her husband, was
instrumental to the production and advancement of Bantock’s output not merely through her
unstinting support and encouragement, but also through composing verses for him to set to
music, and finally through her promotion of his work after his death. At the end of the day, of
course, what matters is the music, and the glimpses that Never Lukewarm gives us into Bantock’s
character go some way to explaining the profusion that we find in such glorious works as Omar
Khayyám, the Song of Songs, and the Celtic Symphony: an intriguing window into a master
composer and true eccentric, in the best sense of the word.

Em Marshall-Luck
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Lucy, and various teachers from the school. Being only six, I sat cross-legged, staring at my
grandmother. She was small, grey all over, and, framed by the open window, looked just like
A.A.Milne’s Owl peering out of a hole in a tree. It was clear even then that she was wearing a
wig, like a bird’s nest. There was no sign of GB.

The prize-giving event was not only an end-of-term thing; it was the end of the school itself, as
we were about to move back to the Midlands to re-occupy The Grey Cottage in Barnt Green.
Lush, leafy and green, after the stinging sand of the Welsh dunes, Worcestershire was then
very much an English county of pastoral simplicity.

The Granville Bantocks had visited North Wales for many years, mostly staying at various
cottages in the hills near Tan-y-Bwlch. They first came to Harlech in 1917 through knowing the
composer Joseph Holbrooke who lived there. It was Holbrooke who had introduced Raymond,
GB’s second son, to Margaret More, the daughter of W.H.More, the Crown Receiver for Wales;
the Mores had settled in Harlech in the 1890s. Raymond and Margaret married in 1930 and a
year after that Raymond bought Traethdy as a second home.

Granville and his wife Helena continued to visit Harlech, staying at various houses in the
village, or at Traethdy itself. There is a photograph, taken in 1938, of my grandfather standing
in the Traethdy verandah, with the Philby family sitting round a tea table. Granville, rarely
without a cigar or cigarette, has a stub in his mouth, presumably accounting for the beard’s
odd colouration. He had got to know St John, Philby of Arabia, when Philby became the
sub-lessee of the cottage at Coed–y-bleiddiau, alongside the Ffestiniog railway line, that GB
rented. Philby was tone-deaf and had no interest in music, but he and Granville shared an
interest in the east. His wife, Dora, and two daughters were at the tea party, but not the only
son Kim (one of the ‘Cambridge Five’ who were recruited as double agents by the Soviets before
the Second World War). 

The tea party with the Philbys is my first memory of my grandfather, but I can’t recall Helena,
Grannyma, as being present. She wasn’t, in any case, the sort of person you’d remember in a
crowd.

––––––––––––––– � –––––––––––––––

My first memory of Grannyma likewise involved Traethdy. She was distributing the prizes after
a Sports Day competition on the beach, an end-of-term event of the school that my mother
founded and ran, as Headmistress, in the village. It was a hot day, the high summer of 1942.
The old lady stood in the living room next to a table loaded with books which she silently
dispensed through an open window, mother calling out the names of the winners who
wriggled forwards to collect their rewards. We were lined up in rows on the grass outside,
along with sundry parents, Nanny Slaughter, Nurse McCombe carrying the two-month old
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Tea-party with the Philby family at Traethdy, Harlech, 1938
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So what, then, of Helena? She was always a compulsive reader. poet and, at one time, a
promising artist, yet marriage killed her painting stone dead. Her exciting husband had the
effect of directing her energies into producing poetry which he could set to music (such as the
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Helena Variations

Self-portrait by Helena Bantock, mid-1890s

thirty six Songs of the East, already mentioned). A kind of principled acquiescence coupled with
a total want of malice also led to her being over-shadowed by the larger-than-life composer.

Mother once told me about the first meal she had at the Granville Bantock household, before
her marriage to Raymond in 1930. Apart from Myrrha, the only Bantock daughter, everyone
was expected for dinner; places were laid for six. Mother, GB and Helena were already seated
but there was no sign of the three sons.

The meal started. Portions of fish were served by Helena who then carried the turbot back to
the kitchen to be kept warm. Thereafter, when they felt like it, the sons appeared at intervals.
Each time one of them came in Helena went out to get the fish, each time taking it away again.
All this was done silently, as though it was the usual meal-time arrangement. Even then, Helena
seemed to be completely indifferent to the ordinary conventions of everyday manners. An odd
household; Raymond once told me that when he and his siblings were not shouting at each
other during meals, they read books in silence.

Handicapped by severe deafness 1 from an early age, Helena had retreated to a world of her
own making, a withdrawal probably reinforced by a congenitally self-absorbed husband and,
en masse, probably rather overbearing offspring. In the fifteen years of widowhood at Sherriff
Cottage, she would appear at The Grey Cottage for Christmas, New Year parties, amateur
theatricals, birthdays, and for the occasional visit to theatres and restaurants in Birmingham,
but her demeanour was such that her presence was somehow taken for granted.

I have the diaries Helena kept from 1958 to 1961 (when she was 89 to 93), as well as the one for
1911. The entries in the latter are intermittent, but those of her last years are intensely detailed,

1 Helena’s deafness was caused by ossification of the ligaments which hold the ear ossicles in place. This is middle
ear deafness and is due to the mutation of a single gene which is dominant in effect. Helena appears to have been
an original mutant in that so far as is known, there is no deafness in her ancestry. It is possible that Helena’s
deafness was made worse by a neglected double mastoid infection when she was a young woman. The condition
is treatable by surgery. Helena passed this gene to Raymond but not to any of her other descendants. In other
words, both Raymond’s and his mother’s deafness could have been cured. He made the mistake of once arranging
to see the operation carried out; this put him off for ever. He did not pass the gene to any of his own children.
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Helena Bantock, c.1911

wide-ranging and informed by a lively concern with the real world. All this wholly belies any
idea of an old woman drifting quietly towards senility. At the beginning of each year she
marked the birthdays of all her descendants and sometimes their addresses, her marriage date
and the date that GB died. Almost every entry is prefaced by a note on the weather and there
are often quotations from whatever she had been reading or had taken her fancy: “Write injuries
in dust, kindness in marble.” (Plato). Her choice of reading matter, mostly ordered from
libraries, was catholic, ranging from Tolstoy, Conrad, Shakespeare’s sonnets, Francis Bacon,
Austen, the Brontes, Thomas Hardy, John Buchan, Wilkie Collins, Georgette Heyer, to
unspecified detective stories. The diaries are written in ink, biro and sometimes pencil; when
pencil has been used she has gone over the entry in ink later.

Apart from anything else, the question as to why she felt the need to record so much remains
unanswered. My cousin Fiona, daughter of Hamilton, GB’s third son, considers that with the
main focus of her life gone, she needed to feel that she mattered, that what she thought and
did counted for something. Maybe this is right, a valid way of giving meaning to a life.

From the wealth of detailed material available, entries have been chosen to show how Helena’s
wide-ranging mind was continually preoccupied with her family, particularly with Granville
and Raymond. 

––––––––––––––– � –––––––––––––––

1911
February 4th Thawing and some rain
Gran (GB) went to talk business with Kling 1 at B & H. Atlanta, Dante & Beatrice, Jaganaut.
Staying National Liberal Club of which he has just been elected a member. The Colonel 2 slept
in spare room as I was nervous about burglary stories. Read J.L.Allen’s Drs Xmas Eve in bed
till 2 o’clock.

1 O.H. Kling, Director of Breitkopf and Härtel
2 H.O.Anderton, GB’s private secretary. Author of the first biography of GB
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