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Great Embassy Court, Part 1

A grim fairy story about Brighton seafront

                  David Leevers   April 2011
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Once upon a time about a hundred years ago a little boy called David Pleydell Bouverie was chasing rabbits in the overgrown garden of Western House, the one remaining detached villa on Brighton seafront. The owner, Waldorf Astor, was a member of the richest family in the US and had recently moved to England out of fear of being kidnapped. When he arrived in the country he pressed himself on many titled families in an impertinent but ultimately successful plan to purchase a seat in the House of Lords from Lloyd George.  Part of his charm offensive was to invite the great and good to spend weekends in Brighton, and David’s parents were a little bit great and tolerably good. Unfortunately Waldorf took a pride in disliking children.  He was pretty suspicious of adults too and probably only kept sane by the devotions of his latest mistress, Lady Victoria Sackville, a celebrated beauty and charmer – a woman regarded by David’s parents as a little too avant-garde.  They should have been thankful for small mercies; her daughter was Vita Sackville West.  It was to put some distance between the beauty and charmer and their rapidly maturing son that they usually sent David out to play in the garden.

His careful, cautious and almost architectural explorations were brought to a sudden halt by resonant echoes of girlish laughter coming from the far end.  After climbing through a tangle of thorns and weeds he eventually caught sight of a little girl emerging from a deep grotto carrying a deed box and practising a devastating chat-up line in her husky American accent “My name is Alice and I think your land is a wonder”. After a brief moment of nervousness he was captivated by her beauty, her wilfulness and her aloof air of mystery, and he instantly fell in love. It was not until later that he discovered that she was the granddaughter of John Astor, the cousin of Waldorf who had recently drowned as a result of a titanic oversight.

From that moment on dinner at Western House became more bearable. He could not keep his eyes off Alice but his ears were elsewhere, taking in Waldorf’s stories of how his great great grandfather had made his fortune by buying fields in the middle of Manhattan island, developing them into the most prestigious addresses in the country and thus becoming the richest man in America.  

Although he was repelled by the great great grandfather’s Machiavellian machinations, he was fascinated by the audacity of replacing a living landscape with a concrete “machine for living in”. One particular story stuck in his mind, how one side of the Astor family had built the ostentatious Waldorf Hotel in 1893 right next to the town house of the most traditional of the elderly matriarchs on the other side.  The insult was returned by the matriarch’s son when he conspired to build the Waldorf hotel next door.  After many years of conflict and muddle the two hotels were eventually joined at the hip and run as a single establishment – the Waldorf-Astoria.  It became the social focus of the gilded age of 1890’s America and the centre of Broadway, the great white way.

In spite of his misanthropy Waldorf had found it necessary to invite his cousin John, father of Alice and heir to the other half of the fortune, for a Brighton weekend.  John enjoyed these weekends. He teased the pompous Waldorf unmercifully, describing in great detail how he wound knock down Brunswick terrace, the row of regency houses on the Hove side of Western House, and build a bigger and better villa there.  Being the most easterly house in Hove it would of course be called Eastern House.  Waldorf’s was so disconcerted by this potential intrusion that he prepared to retreat to his other English properties, Hever Castle and Cliveden, little knowing that his daughter-in-law Nancy would outshine his own parliamentary career and pre-empt the revolutionary suffragettes firstly by becoming the first female member of parliament and later the hostess of the 1930’s Cliveden appeasement set. All of this was no consolation to the lovesick David.  The visits soon stopped and all that was left of Alice was an echo of a tantalising little girl in a straw hat.

David soon blossomed as a qualified, promising and well-connected young architect and he was soon drawn into the Bloomsbury Group of bohemian writers and artists.  At a wild dinner party at Vanessa Bell’s house in nearby Charleston, he met the up and coming Canadian engineer/aesthete Wells Coates. The two took an instant liking to each other perhaps because Wells offered the impressionable young architect the vision of an architecture to end all architectures and David offered the rootless Canadian an open door to the rich and famous of 1930’s London, together with a fund of good stories about Astor plutocrats and English aristocrats.  The more David talked, the more he was carried away by thoughts of that little girl and the pledge they locked in the deed box many years earlier.

So at breakfast the next day David persuaded the whole house party to journey to Brighton and perhaps gain a tour of Western House, the garden and the grotto. They were to be sorely disappointed. Waldorf had died, the house had been demolished and a go-kart race track built in its place.  David rushed across to the grotto but was nearly knocked down by a go-kart shooting out of it. Alas the house party could do little more than buy the Sunday papers and settle down for fish and chips at the Meeting Place café that faced they site. They read about Mayor Hubert Carden’s plans to drag Brighton kicking and screaming into the 20’th century by knocking down the “unmaintainable” regency houses that so cluttered the seafront and replacing them with a sparkling row of concrete and glass multi-storey apartments and hotels.  David cottoned on immediately - an English copy of old man Astor’s vision of long term and well planned development that pulls itself up by its own bootstraps to reach the stratospheric prices of central Manhattan real estate. For Manhattan farmland read regency terraces and for the great white way read the great rainbow city.  This could multiply the value of Brighton seafront properties especially if there was a central block that had the magic of the Waldorf-Astoria.

At this time Wells was well on his way to completing his masterwork, the Isokon building in Hampstead. It had already captured the hearts and minds of the champagne socialists of the Bloomsbury set. But he was having problems moving on to more lucrative work. His unrooted background, zero architectural qualifications, Japanese childhood, Canadian accent and a tendency to place a rose between his teeth and take up yoga postures in the middle of business meetings could have had something to do with it. 

Perhaps unwisely, David was carried away by Wells’ blast of cosmopolitan fresh air as he mulled over the gaping hole in the seafront and tried to repress the memories of the enigmatic Alice. That gap, that missing tooth in the glistening white mouth that is Brighton’s sea front had to be filled, and it had to be filled with the biggest sabre tooth in the world, 11 floors of it, the tallest building in Brighton.  Then he remembered that Montague and Capulet moment when John Astor threatened to build Eastern House on the western side of Waldorf’s Western House.  David would slay the ghost of those memories by joining with Wells to build a perfectly symmetrical and totally integrated apartment hotel in place of both the Regency Brunswick Terrace and the Go-kart track.  By crossing the boundary between the two towns they would take the first step towards binding them together as a single mighty City – perhaps it might even be called the Embassy City and have its own yellow brick boardwalk.  They would call the new apartment hotel “Great Embassy Court” and it would be even larger than the two existing masterpieces of symmetry, the Metropole and Grand hotels.

The newly qualified architect was welcomed into Wells Coates design practise.  The engineer Wells Coates gained architectural credibility and the aristocrat  David Pleydell Bouverie found the visionary expertise needed to bring off their join vision.  The development would be designed to only appeal to the very rich - the  “Masters of the Universe (British Empire)”, a “One Hyde Park” of the 1930’s, rising up after the economic crash and aggressively showing two fingers to those who saw the clouds of unreason beginning to gather.  Are we talking 1930’s or are we talking 2010’s?

It was easy to raise funds.  The new building would overlook the magnificent Victorian West Pier, the new aristocrats were looking for new ways of spending their bonuses and the social butterflies of the Bloomsbury Group felt an implicit responsibility to show them how.  The old order was falling and the new order wished a future without a past.  After a war to end all wars they now needed an architecture to end all architectures – modernism was being born.

Wells was inspired once more. Although he preached the minimalism of the studio flats of his earlier Isokon building, he had found that the stark philosophies of the left wing European émigrés who were drawn to it were not exactly his idea of fun, let alone David’s idea of “pley”.  Great Embassy Court was, and he salivated at thoughts of the almost unlimited budget that the masters of the Empire could offer.   The other guests fell silent as they saw he was on a roll, even rearranging the yellow windbreaks of the Meeting House cafe to convey the layout of the finished building. 

Never had the elite of English literary society been so silent for so long. Then they all leapt in with suggestions.  Vanessa Bell wanted minimal living rooms, large bedrooms and clear glass doors connecting them all, a cross between a French farce and the Folies Bergere. Duncan Grant needed nude sunbathing on a roof sun deck. Vita Sackville West insisted on a garden and had to be bought off with a few pebbles round the front door and some cryptic remarks about the effect her mother had had on David’s digestion during Western House dinners. John Maynard Keynes quietly suggested a plank projecting from the roof that city bankers could make use of when necessary. As he put it: “They are far too urban to ever find their way to Beachy Head”.  Virginia Wolff wanted a handy Lighthouse on top so that she could become decisive.

The go-kart track was purchased immediately but negotiations over Brunswick Terrace were more problematic. The 10 houses had different owners and some even saw the terrace as an integral part of Brunswick town, the area built as a Regency Benidorm many many years earlier -  a settlement with no connection with the then small and inward looking village of Hove – Brighton’s milk cow and market garden.

Mayor Herbert Carden saved the day.  This was just what he wanted, an opportunity to demonstrate his ability to change the world. The new apartment hotel would validate his mission to transform Brighton from a regency time capsule into the most modern and visionary resort in the country and it would help him swallow Hove into his megacity of the future.  Brunswick Terrace was deleted and a modern Waldorf-Astoria raised to the sky.  

A few months later, when overseeing the digging of the vault for the bank planned for the new building, David saw the workmen break through into the old grotto. He scrambled in and to his amazement found the old deed box.  Choking with emotion he remembered what was inside it.  After their first and only kiss Alice and he, who both knew they were independent and unfulfilled spirits, pledged to return to this very spot at midday on Astor day an exact number of years later - if they were still unattached.  They captured the pledge with two signatures on a small plaque that they then locked inside the deed box and buried in the darkest corner of the grotto. If they met they would take it as a sign that first love could be last love and they would get married and live happily ever after.

20 years – only a few months away
20 years – and his stunning assault on the Brighton skyline would be completed
20 years – still time to have children

The dream became an obsession.  Should he wait for the appointed time and date or should he try to track her down?

Unknown to him Alice was already divorced for a second time and had locked herself away in a castellated seafront mansion west of Hove. He would have to wait till the appointed time.  And thereby lay a problem.  He was so distracted by memories of Alice that he found it difficult to concentrate on the job in hand.  On one notorious occasion he thought he was going to meet the famous Mr Crittall to discuss the concertina windows  but the visitor was a Daniel Crittall, the black sheep of the family who claimed he could heat the rooms with water pipes embedded in the ceiling.  It is still a mystery how the two spent so much time together without realising that they were discussing completely different parts of the building.  The proposal was crazy, unproven and contradicted the laws of nature.


The 20 year anniversary was about to arrive. Alice negotiated with her nurses to make the short trip to the shelter on the promenade facing Western House.  She was shocked by what she saw.  No sign of David but a vast monstrosity that trampled over every dream of her childhood - the Jane Austin novels she had escaped into whenever she took a rest on her walks around the regency squares of Brighton.  At the very moment when she articulated the thought “I wish it would disappear” steam started to rise from the brand new building. It was actually becoming invisible. Was this the transformation scene when her dream lover emerges to sweep her away, or were the gates of hell going to open and swallow up the detestable building.  She fell into a trace as she relived the flashbacks of her parents - the Titanic sinking beneath the waves with steam billowing out in all directions.  Her nurses panicked and rushed her back home. 

But David was there. This was the very first day when his new central heating system was switched on. Steam was pouring out in all directions. No longer an aristocratic knight in shining armour but a bedraggled and broken hearted builder covered in hot water and grime. His masterwork appeared to be falling apart before his very eyes.  The Evening Argus was already on to the story and a photographer was just about to arrive. Flight was not an option, fight was not an option and freeze seemed singularly inappropriate as he nursed his scalded hands.

This was the moment when Wells saw the opportunity to break away from his superfluous partner.  He no longer needed the aristocracy, all he needed was Herbert Carden.  This iconoclastic socialist ex-mayor of Brighton was the one man who could realise his true vision – functional minimalist accommodation for everyone, not pampered apartments for the very rich. 

Later Wells Coates was to enthusiastically join Herbert Carden in demolishing the regency squares and terraces and replacing them with modernist hotels and apartment blocks.  Some blocks were criticised for looking too much like the circular radios that lesser designers were popularising at that time, but Wells was not worried. He was building bigger and better blocks and accumulating a bigger and better fortune.  Soon Brighton seafront was hailed as a truly Modernist successor to Art Deco Miami South Beach. Brighton was so  successful at weathering the later flight to the Mediterranean of English holidaymakers that Graeme Green had to rename his half-finished novel “Hastings Rock”.


It was not until 12.30 that David was able to break away from Wells and slip across the road to the shelter, but it was too late. She had not even left a handkerchief. David was broken, a man with two dreams and they had both come to nothing on the same day. 

The only way out for the rejected young architect was to forget his dreams and metaphorically follow the ex-house –“go western young man”.  Finally he arrived in Glen Ellen on the Sonoma Highway north of San Francisco where, over the years, he built up a practice in modernist inspired but conventionally roofed homes that appealed to the Sierra Club pre-hippies of 1930’s California. Little did they know that the roof of each new house looked more and more like that conical straw hat on little Alice – no wonder he gave up flat concrete roofs.   The Californian lifestyle suited him so well, in touch with nature and cut off from the suffocating rituals of the upper class of pre-second world war England.  It was the happiest time of his life and Alice had become more of a roof specification than a memory.

Alice of course knew nothing of all this and had not even realised that he was the architect of that steam shrouded monstrosity.  Being Alice she soon remarried and after the inevitable third divorce kept on running and running – go western young woman - until she was stopped by the Pacific breakers that so reminded her of Brighton.  Yes she was there, workmen were there, a new semi-modernist wing was being added. It stirred calming memories of Western House and the times she used to play in that garden wearing that hat.  It amused her how hard the Californians had to try in order to create landscapes that were little more than the nature run wild of an English secret garden.   At that very moment the architect arrived and the rest… really is history (see below).  They were wedded within the week and divorced with the decade.
Authors note.

Because it was not possible to demolish the Regency Brunswick terrace only the third of Great Embassy Court that lies on the Brighton side of the Hove boundary was ever built.  There is no deed box and I cannot prove that David Pleydell Bouverie and Alice Astor ever met in that garden.  But he did become her fourth husband and they did divorce soon after. He did create a wild garden, the Bouverie Preserve on the Sonoma Highway, that can be visited to this day.

Alice Astor

The second child of JJ Astor and his first wife Ava was born July 7, 1902. Named Ava Alice Muriel Astor, she was always known as Alice; her actual parentage, however, remains uncertain, as she may or may not have actually belonged to Astor. 

Ava Alice Muriel Astor was an occultist, was pretty but also a very serious woman. She was a very strong willed person that was able to dominate anyone in her presence unless they were equally strong willed. She was into Egyptian magic and believed she was the reincarnation of an Egyptian princess and a disciple of Ikhnaton. Alice Astor may have been one of the first people to enter King Tut's tomb, where she got herself a necklace. Aldous Huxley wrote Brave New World as a picture of things that were to come --most people think as a expose, but it was really more as a plan or blueprint. Aldous Huxley and Alice did a great deal of occult things together. 

Ava married 4 times in her lifetime, all of which ended in divorce. 

Her first husband Prince Serge Platonovich Obolensky, the Russian Prince who had been a page at the Tsar's court before he escaped the Revolution. They were married from 1924-1932. 

She then married Raimund Von Hofmannsthal, an Australian writer in 1933 (divorced in 1939). 

Her third husband was Phillip John Ryves Harding, a British journalist, in 1940. 

Her final husband was David Pleydell-Bouverie, who was an architect. They were married in 1946 and divorced in 1952. 

Ava, who had fought in the Second World War as an ambulance driver, died on July 19, 1956 of a stroke and was only 54 years old. 

She had 4 children.

The Bouverie Preserve
In 1972, the late writer M.F.K. Fisher moved into a home designed by architect David Bouverie and situated on his 535-acre Glen Ellen ranch (today’s Bouverie Preserve) in the Valley of the Moon, a few miles north of the town of Sonoma. She lived there for the next two decades, writing prolifically and welcoming the famous and the unknown alike, until her death in 1992.

Sixty-three when she came to Glen Ellen, Fisher had no expectations of moving again, and so, with characteristic humor, she named the new residence “Last House.” It was really more of a cottage than a house. Small, simple, and made of white stucco, it was nestled amidst meadows and oak studded hills.

The tiny “palazzino,” as she called it, possessed an elegant bohemian air. 

The Waldorf=Astoria

An Astor family feud contributed to the events which led to the construction of the original Waldorf=Astoria on Fifth Avenue.

It started as two hotels: one owned by William Waldorf Astor, whose 13-story Waldorf Hotel was opened in 1893 and the other owned by his cousin, John Jacob Astor IV, called the Astoria Hotel and opened four years later in 1897, four stories higher.

William Astor, motivated in part by a dispute with his aunt, Caroline Webster Schermerhorn Astor, built the original Waldorf Hotel next door to her house, on the site of his father's mansion and today's Empire State Building. The hotel was built to the specifications of founding proprietor George Boldt; he and his wife Louise had become known as the owners and operators of the Bellevue, an elite boutique hotel in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on Broad Street, subsequently expanded and renamed the Bellevue-Stratford Hotel. Boldt continued to own the Bellevue and, later, the Bellevue-Stratford Hotel) even after his relationship with the Astors blossomed.

William Astor's construction of a hotel next to his aunt's house worsened his feud with her, but, with Boldt's help, John Astor persuaded his aunt to move uptown. John Astor then built the Astoria Hotel and leased it to Boldt. The hotels were initially built as two separate structures, but Boldt planned the Astoria so it could be connected to the Waldorf by Peacock Alley. The combined Waldorf=Astoria became the largest hotel in the world at the time, while maintaining the original Waldorf's high standards.[5]
The Waldorf=Astoria is historically significant for transforming the contemporary hotel, then a facility for transients, into a social center of the city as well as a prestigious destination for visitors and a part of popular culture.[5] The Waldorf=Astoria was influential in advancing the status of women, who were admitted singly without escorts. Founding proprietor, George C. Boldt, became wealthy and prominent internationally, if not so much a popular celebrity as his famous employee, Oscar Tschirky, "Oscar of the Waldorf." Boldt built one of America's most ambitious houses, Boldt Castle, on one of the Thousand Islands. George Boldt's wife, Louise Kehrer Boldt, was influential in evolving the idea of the grand urban hotel as a social center, particularly in making it appealing to women as a venue for social events.
Sir Herbert Carden

Perhaps the greatest figure in Brighton's civic history since incorporation, Alderman Sir Herbert Carden was a visionary of Brighton Council for over forty years and was known as the 'maker of modern Brighton'. Born in 1867 of an old Brighton family, he was educated at the old Brighton Grammar School in Buckingham Road and was admitted as a solicitor in 1889. In 1895 Carden was elected as a socialist councillor and became an alderman within eight years. He was mayor for three years from 1916 and also sat on Hove Council from 1902 until 1905.

It was chiefly due to Carden that Brighton Corporation embarked upon many of its municipal enterprises such as the telephone and tramway systems. A wealthy man, he bought large areas of downland himself which he resold to the corporation for the same amount to defeat unfair pricing. For his contribution to the town Carden was made an honorary freeman of the borough on 28 October 1926, and was knighted in 1930; he died in 1941. 

Fortunately not all Carden's proposals won favour, though. At one time he advocated the rebuilding of the entire sea-front from Kemp Town to Hove in the 1930s-style first represented by Embassy Court; the demolition of the Royal Pavilion to build a conference and entertainment centre; and the redevelopment of the Lanes area.

Mayor Herbert Carden’s vision of Brighton
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