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1893 - 1895, Ed. by Barry C. Johnson

LILY WILDE AND OSCAR'S FUR COAT

On 1 April 1897, Oscar Wilde wrote from Reading Gaol to Robert Ross explaining the background of De Profundis telling him that "prison life makes one see people and things as they really are.  That is why it turns one to stone."  The two years' imprisonment coming to an end had caused a 'burden of bitterness" to grow within him, but he had now "got rid of" much of it.1
One bitterness that he did not manage to shed was that over the loss of his beloved fur coat.

He writes at the end of the letter:

Also, I would take it as a great favour if More [Adey] would write to the people who pawned or sold my fur coat since my imprisonment, and ask from me whether they would be kind enough to state where it was sold or pawned as I am anxious to trace it, and if possible get it back.  I have had it for twelve years, it was all over America with me, it was at all my first nights, it knows me perfectly, and I really want it.  The letter should be quite courteous, addressed first to the man: if he doesn't answer, to the woman.  As it was the wife who pressed me to leave it in her charge, it might be mentioned that I am surprised and distressed, particularly as 1 paid out of my own pocket since my imprisonment all the expenses of her confinement, to the extent of £50 conveyed through Leverson.  This might be stated as a reason for my being distressed.2
Wilde's scorn for "the people who pawned or sold my fur coat" is the more noticeable in that he refuses to name them, a silence he maintains for the rest of his life in all other written references to them.  The "people" were his brother Willie Wilde and sister-in-law, Lily.

Lily Wilde has received little attention from scholars, yet is one of the more interesting minor characters involved during the tragic end of Wilde's career.  His meteoric fall in April 1895 after the collapse of his libel action against the Marquess of Queensberry included his imprisonment until May 1897, and during those two years, a string of painful losses: his children taken away, and the deaths of both his mother, Lady Wilde, and his wife, Constance.  Lily and Willie Wilde played a part in these sad days, but have been more a footnote than a significant part of the biographer's narrative.  The story from their perspective is worth examining, for their relationship with Oscar was a difficult one, and they themselves had a hard, impoverished life together for the five years of their marriage.

Lily was born Sophia Lily Lees in Dublin on 9 January 1859 to William Armit Lees, later Secretary of the Board of Trade in Dublin, and his first wife, Sophia.  Lily lived the difficult life of the dependent spinster in London in the 1890s.  Frank Harris knew her, which in itself was not a good thing for a woman's reputation, and one morning in the small hours at the Pelican Club, he confided to the prospective bridegroom, Willie Wilde, that Lily was a "filthy woman."3   Lily later defended herself:

I had never met Mr. Harris but once in the presence of his wife and therefore why

he should tell gratuitous lies of a woman who has already so many told of her and

who never at any rate did him any harm I fail to understand.  Willie at the time was very much in love and nearly let him have it.4

Their union was not a happy one, however, for Willie was a dubious prize.  His earlier marriage in 1891 to Florence Miriam Leslie, widow of American millionaire publisher Frank Leslie, ended in divorce in 1893.  From 1889 and 1890 Willie had distinguished himself as a leader writer for The Daily Telegraph during the Parnell affair, and Mrs. Leslie had intended to use Willie's journalistic talents on her newspaper in New York; instead, Willie devoted himself to fulfilling what he felt was a more pressing need in New York -- the establishing of a leisure class.  Mrs. Leslie's now famous public criticism of Willie to American newspaper reports -- "he was of no use to me either by day or by night" 5 -signalled the end of their marriage but did not lead to regret and transformation on Willie's part.  When he returned to England, he continued to let his journalistic career languish, indulged in some unseemly amorous adventures, became even more devoted to alcohol, and generally decided to let his mother take care of him.

Lily Lees and Willie cohabited (at Malvern and Broadstairs) before their marriage.  When Lady Wilde and Mrs. Faithful, her house companion at 146 Oakley St., heard about the affair, they were scandalised.  Mrs Faithful prevailed on a friend, Miss A. Mynors, to write to Constance Wilde to warn her and Oscar that "Lady Wilde will utterly break down and die" if something is not done.6  Lily Lees brought on the crisis: an emotional woman with a tendency to early panic, she believed (incorrectly) that she was pregnant and asked Mrs. Faithful if she had a "powder" that would cause an abortion.  Lily also complained that Willie was treating her with "great brutality."  Moreover, the situation at 146 Oakley St. was exacerbated by other women visiting Willie there at all hours.  Finally, Miss Mynors' letter informed Constance that Willie was making life miserable for Lady Wilde in another area - his constant demands on her for money and his temper tantrums: "[he] stamps his foot and swears at her if she hesitates."  Miss Mynors reported that Lady Wilde's house was "not safe or wholesome" and that Lady Wilde was being "worried to death."


One can surmise that Constance reported the sordid details to Oscar, who then wrote to his mother expressing alarm over her health and great anger with his brother Willie.  Lady Wilde's answer to Oscar on 8 October 1893 was, in the first instance, an attempt to stop the enmity between Oscar and Willie: "Do try to be more kind and conciliatory with Willie, and help him with your advice.  This will do him good, but coldness and hostility do no good to any one."7 Then she went on to try to allay Oscar's fears about her emotional state over the Lily Lees affair:

... I am not at all miserable about the affair, for I don't believe it, and Miss L[ees] acknowledged to Willie that she had told an untruth, and never consulted the doctor as she had said... I believe Miss L[ees] got up the whole thing just to try and force on the marriage, which will never be now.  Willie was very angry with her, and she will never come to this house again.

She concluded her letter with a final denunciation of Lily: "I certainly cannot forgive Miss

L[ees] for her conduct throughout. "

However, Lady Wilde was wrong in her prediction.  Willie and Lily married before the Registrar in London on 1 1 January 1894.  Lady Wilde wrote to Oscar on 4 February 1894 to express her chagrin:

I wish I had a talk with you on family matters -- Willie is married to Miss Lees tho' not yet publicly announced -- for I am dreadfully anxious to talk it all over with you.  Miss Lees has but £50 a year and this just dresses her.  She can give nothing to the house, and Willie is always in a state of utter poverty.  So all is left upon me. 

 I sometimes think of taking apartments for myself, and leaving them the house and furniture.  For 1 have an immense dislike to sharing the house with Miss Less, with whom I have nothing in common.  The idea of having her here is quite distasteful to me....8
Lily's financial problem-- and by extension, Willie's and Lady Wilde's -- was that her father was deceased, and her stepmother, Mary Louisa (nee Hamilton) had £2,000 to give Lily, but only if she did not marry Willie Wilde.  So the marriage was performed by the Registrar and kept secret with the hope that the stepmother could be brought around and a church wedding  held.9
The stepmother remained intransigent, and Willie and Lily were never "churched," but Lady Wilde's fears of Lily's burdensome presence at 146 Oakley Street proved groundless.  After Lily and Willie took up residence in February 1894, Lady Wilde was so pleased with Lily that she could write to Oscar: "Willie and his wife get on very well here.  Mrs. Willie is sensible and active in arranging in the house and is very good-tempered."10

However, Lily did not get her £2,000 and made no financial contribution to family finances.  Lady Wilde's letters to Oscar during this period are a series of pathetic appeals for money that run as low as £10 for household expenses.  One of Lady Wilde's chief hopes for income was the rent from the country property at Moytura in Ireland, but the lessees had become tardy in their payments.  As for unemployed and feckless Willie, Lady Wilde said succinctly: "Willie is utterly useless."11
Then the Wilde tragedy struck in April 1895.  When Wilde's action against the Marquess of Queensberry for libel failed, and the first of Wilde's two subsequent trials ended in a hung jury, he was released on bail May 7; his arrival at his mother's home in a state of exhaustion near midnight begins the interesting story of his relationship with his sister-in-law Lily.

Lily did not share Willie's attitude toward Oscar.  Willie had not spoken to him for over a year and a half and he had no intention of being magnanimous now that Oscar had disgraced the family.  When Oscar arrived at the doorstep at 146 Oakley Street and pleaded, "Willie, give me shelter or I shall die in the streets," Willie let him in, but without much charity.  Willie later described the scene: "He came tapping with his beak against the windowpane, and fell down on my threshold like a wounded stag." 12
Oscar slept on a small camp-bed and was ill with distress for some days.  Robert Sherard joined the sad group later.  A close friend of Oscar's and a journalist in Paris, Sherard was a heterosexual who could come to his side; Robert Ross, Reggie Turner, Alfred Douglas and Marcel Schwabe fled in the opposite direction, fearing arrest themselves.  With the excitable

Sherard in the house, the menagerie at Oakley Street was an impossible mix and distressful in the extreme: Oscar was ill; Sherard was busy trying to persuade him to flee the country over the objections of Willie and Lady Wilde; Willie was muttering in his cups, "at least my vices were decent;"13 and Lady Wilde took to her bed with a bottle of gin.  Lily looked on in amazement.  One morning Lily came down to breakfast and told Sherard, with shouts of laughter, how the night before Willie had told her that he must sell his library to raise the money to send Sherard back to Paris so he would stop trying to get Oscar to flee.14 When Alphonse Daudet returned to Paris from a visit to London (he was there during Wilde's last two trials), he reported to Edmond de Goncourt what Sherard had told him about the goings on at 146 Oakley Street, and de Goncourt wrote in his diary: "Pitiful family, where the mother of the two brothers is always drunk, the bottles of gin filling her room, and where Oscar's sister-in-law, a poor creature whose indignation was no longer alive, said to Sherard that all the Wildes were crazy."15


Another disadvantage of Oscar's stay at 146 Oakley Street is the one quoted at the beginning of this article -- the betrayal by Willie and Lily in the loss of his precious fur coat and, in fact, two trunkloads of clothing.  Lily had quite a different version of the disposal of Oscar's belongings: rather than pawning his clothes without his knowledge, Willie was merely disposing of what had been given him.  According to Lily, before Oscar left for his third and last trial, he said one morning to Willie, "You can have all my things to do what you like with."16  
Rather than convincing Oscar to leave all his things in her charge, as Oscar claimed, Lily says that when she heard Oscar make the offer to Willie, she took Oscar aside and told him confidentially that "considering Willy's ordinary ways, if the clothes and trunks were left they [will] be sold or pawned."   According to Lily, Oscar answered, "he may have them all, only keep me my shirts." Hard up for money, Willie sold Oscar's fur coat and the two trunks of clothing to a jobber for only£12 or £13.  Lily was vigilant enough to keep her side of the bargain and saved all Oscar's shirts.17

The heavy resentment of Wilde's tone in his letters from prison referring to Willie and Lily as "these people" is understandable for another reason besides his bitterness over the fur coat.  For Wilde, before he was sentenced on 25 May 1895, and despite the distractions and terrors of his trial, had done a thoughtful favour for Lily: she was eight months pregnant in May 1895 and had no financial support from Willie or Lady Wilde.  Of the £1,000 given to him in his extremity by Adela Schuster and which he entrusted to Ernest Leverson before the end of this third trial, he instructed Leverson to give £50 to Lily for her confinement.18
Lily was a good friend to her brother-in-law during his imprisonment.  Before the birth of her daughter, Dorothy Ierne Wilde, on 11 July 1895, Lily showed her gratitude to Oscar for his foresight and generosity in providing for her confinement by writing to the Governor of Pentonville in June asking him to give "my unhappy brother-in-law" her "fondest love" and to say "how often I think of him and long to see him; also, what perhaps will give him the most pleasure, that his mother is wonderfully well."19

Lily wrote to the prison authorities on 15 October asking for special permission to visit her brother-in-law on private family business because Lady Wilde was ill and making her will in expectation of not living much longer.  Lily visited Oscar at Wandsworth Prison on 17 October20 and reported to More Adey the day after:

I sat with Oscar yesterday for 3/4 of an hour.  He asked me to say nothing of the interview but what 1 do say I feel sure you will not allow to go further.  He is in the infirmary as he is suffering from dysentery brought on I should say by great bodily weakness.  He is hungry but cannot eat the food and at present is only allowed a little beef tea.  Mentally he is very unhappy and indeed what else could he be.  He is altered in every way.  More I cannot tell you.  He seemed  gratified when I told him how you had kindly come up to give me news of him.  The whole interview has made me more than sad.21
Lily was like Robert Sherard and some of Wilde's other friends in that once she became involved in his affairs she felt a proprietary interest and freely gossiped about him.  She blundered when she told Constance of More Adey's visit to Wilde at Reading Gaol on 30 November; this news aroused Constance to a fit of anger at Oscar for not stopping his friendship with homosexual friends despite promises to the contrary.22
Back at 146 Oakley Street Lily achieved prominence in the Wilde household because of her dependability.  Thus it was that after Lady Wilde died two months later, 3 February 1896, Lily had much to do with the funeral arrangements.  She met with Adey on 6 February to tell him what arrangements the family was making to break the news to Oscar.23   In the meantime, Willie wrote also to Adey to thank Oscar's friends for a wreath and added these touching sentiments:

I thank you sincerely, and all good friends of Oscar's, for the token of sympathy with me in my sorrow -- a sorrow deeper than you can imagine, for my dear mother was more than a mother to me -- she was the best and truest and most loyal friend I had on earth -- her loss is irreparable.  Her end was perfect peace.  She was quite conscious up to an hour before her passing.  It is useless to disguise from you and Oscar's friends that his sad fate saddened her life.  With all his faults and follies he was always a good son to her, and even from the prison walls managed to help and assist her, as he always did when he was among us all.  This much will stand to his credit.24
He went on to say that they were attempting to get Constance to come over from Italy to break the news to Oscar as this might help to reconcile them.  Failing that plan, Lily was to be the messenger, because, he added, "for many reasons he would not wish to see me."25

Lily wrote to Constance and received the following answer:

I have written to Mr. Haldane for leave to see 0[scar].  I quite agree with you that it must be broken to him and I believe it will half kill him.  Poor Oscar, he has been bitterly punished for breaking the laws of his country.  I am not strong but Icould bear the journey better if I thought that such a terrible thing would not be told him roughly.  I am indeed sorry for you and baby ... I will let you know when I am in London.26
Constance made it over quickly despite her own poor health and visited Oscar on 19 February 1896.  She wrote to her brother afterwards: "They say he is quite well, but he is an absolute wreck compared with what he was."27  It was this charitable and stressful visit that reminded Oscar once against what a good, kind woman Constance was, and also what a tragedy he had brought down upon himself, his mother, and his family:  "I ... have no words to express my anguish and my shame."28
The death of Lady Wilde meant that there was no one to pay the rent of 146 Oakley Street, so Lily and Willie moved into "a few small rooms"29 at 9 Cheltenham Terrace.  A month and a half after Lady Wilde's death, Lily packed up what was left of Wilde's valuables, including the manuscripts of Oscar's plays, and sent them to More Adey along with the shirts she had personally saved for him, as promised, when the rest of his belongings went out the back door.  Lily's house keeping deficiencies are seen in the extraordinary fact that she had not had Wilde's shirts laundered.  Lily had a sense of Oscar's ill feeling toward Willie, and by extension, herself, when she wrote to Adey: "I feel sure now his mother is dead he will not wish to hold any further communication with us ... "30

Added to Lily's troubles was the serious illness of her only child, Dorothy.  Lily had strange child-bearing habits.  Even allowing for the Victorian practice of handing over the children to the servants to bring up, Lily was particularly a hands-off parent.  Lily wrote to More Adey that baby Dorothy was so sick that she was going to leave the house so it would be quiet for the baby.31
Visiting Willie and Lily at this time was their friend Alexander Louis Teixeira de Mattos Sam Paio Y Mendes, a hard-working but fun-loving Dutchman who now lived in London and made his living in the ill paid field of translation: besides English he knew French, Flemish, German, Danish, and Dutch.  He was a witness at Lily and Willie's wedding and was to become Lily's second husband after Willie's death in 1899.

Lily's friendship with More Adey was now her closest link to Wilde.  Adey went to lunch with Lily and Willie on 10 November 1896 and apprised them of how Oscar was doing.  Lily told Adey that she would "always have a great affection for [Oscar] on account of his touching kindness to me."32  Willie was not feeling well that month and required cold packs and a massage to make him feel better.  When Adey was to see Wilde at Reading again later that month, Lily sent messages to Oscar by Adey regarding his release the following spring.33 

But messages to Oscar were not as welcome as Lily and Willie had hoped.  They had earned his loathing, probably by asking for money through Adey.  In a subsequent letter to the one quoted earlier, he wrote to Adey, just before his release, inquiring again about his possessions, adding to the list two rugs, including a fur rug, two portmanteaux and a large double hatbox:

Would you write to them [Willie and Lily] to ask them for these things, or to know what has become of them.  I simply want to know.  If they have pawned them, very well, I shall know that.  If not, I can get them.  I also want to know where and when my fur coat was pawned.  These people will probably try to annoy me: they have already tried to do so lately: I want their letters kept, just for my protection.34
Wilde's negative attitude to Willie and Lily can be seen in the context of Wilde's mood in the last five months of his sentence, when he wrote De Profundis attacking Lord Alfred Douglas, and letters blasting loyal friends like Adey, who were trying always to be helpful.  Wilde misunderstood Adey's efforts to preserve his allowance from Constance and he ridiculed him with this delicious bon mot: "You have not got enough common sense to

manage the affairs of a tom-tit in a hedge."35
T'he serious nature of Wilde's anger at Willie and Lily must have been conveyed to Lily, for when she wrote to Adey to explain what happened to Oscar's fur coat, she was careful to ask that her letter be read out to Oscar verbatim.  After explaining that Oscar had essentially given his two trunks of clothing to Willie, saying that she had never seen any rugs and surmising that they must have been stolen from Tite Street like so much else, Lily went on to display a resentment against her husband that would establish her account of the fur coat fiasco as authentic rather than protective of Willie.  Lily by this time was disappointed enough with Willie's fecklessness that she did not defend him:

Kindly understand I take no responsibility as regards Willie and that any money from the sale of the clothes I had nothing to do with.  Also, Willie has not earned one farthing for the last 10 months and I and my family have had to keep my home over my head.  He is a very sick man and I had to pawn my wedding ring yesterday to get him food to eat.  My sister pays the rent of my house so everyone imagines we are well off.36

This pathetic state of affairs Lily had lived with for quite a while, and it was to get even worse.  Not only was her older sister, Mary Nolan, paying the rent at 9 Cheltenham Terrace, but in May 1897 Willie had taken and sold Lily's clock and her jewellery.  However, she was loyal enough to her husband to add the sympathetic note, to be conveyed to Oscar, that "his brother will not be allve in a year's time."37  

 Lily's knowledge that she and Willie were in bad odour with Oscar is further underlined by the fact that on the day after his release from prison, 19 May 1897, she sent something to Adey (possibly his beloved scarab ring) to give to Oscar with the caution that he was not to be told where it came from.  She added, rather mysteriously, "Give him this when you are alone with him as he will hear such lies about us from certain people. "38

It is impossible to know now whether someone was poisoning their relationship with Oscar or if his anger was self-generated.  A good guess would be that Lily, in her desperation for money, was begging through Robert Ross as well as through More Adey, and that Oscar, already in a financial bind because of a partial loss of allowance from Constance, was getting heartily sick of people not in jail looking for money from a bankrupt trapped in a cell in Reading.

Lily"s life was getting increasingly desperate.  Not only did she put her child Dorothy out to nurse, which her sister paid for, but she had continuing troubles with Willie's defaults.  In February 1898 Willie had ruined their attempt at a rare holiday by tumbling down a slope on the first night.  He required a doctor's attendance, then refused to take the medicine and

was "the worst of patients."39
Willie was having a terrible time of it.  He had been refused admission to the St. James's Restaurant, he thought because of Oscar's troubles, and, asserting his right to enter, precipitated a scuffle that ended in his arrest for drunk and disorderly conduct.  He was fined five shillings.  Seeing his colleagues of the Press observing the court proceedings, he approached them with a bribe of £5 to keep his name out of the newspapers.  According to Sherard, the court reporters fully intended to protect their colleague, but being insulted by the bribe attempt, put Willie's name in the court report after all."40
It is a shame that Willie was so impoverished, for he was an excellent host for lunch or dinner, according to Sherard.  But after the move from 146 Oakley Street to rooms at 9 Cheltenham Terrace, Willie's attempts at hosting dinner usually took the form of meeting the guest in the hallway and informing him that unless he could extend a loan, the dinner, unfortunately, would have to be called off.  As Sherard tells it, "one used to lend him the amount, of course, and he would then sally forth on a shopping expedition in the King's Road, with one or two halts for rest and refreshment at various licensed establishments.41
Willie was doing "nothing at all"42 and Lily was stuck with baby Dorothy, now three years old, because her nurses had returned their charge to her parents.  Lily never explained why she felt the need to put her only child out to nurse, but Dorothy certainly did not receive much personal care from Lily.  Such parental detachment undoubtedly had a psychological and emotional effect on Dorothy in her troubled adult life.

Constance used Lily to try to get information on Oscar's movements once he was released from jail; Lily used her continuing contact with More Adey to collect it.  On one occasion she tried to meet with Adey without Willie present, and on another occasion, in fact just before she went into hospital for an unspecified operation, told Adey that Constance wanted to know what Oscar's movements were.43   When the Ballad of Reading Gaol was published in mid-February 1898, Willie got a copy from Smithers but would not let Lily touch it.

When by mid-March Adey had secured a copy for Lily, she reported to him that Oscar's lawyer, Sir Edward Clarke, was so pleased with the poem that he bought a dozen copies.  The fact that she knew this points to Lily consulting Clarke about getting money from Willie's relatives, either Oscar or Constance.  This probably explains why Lily and Constance "quarrelled definitely," although Lily felt very sorry for Constance's "sad and lonely" state and her "shocking state of health."44  As a matter of fact, Constance died three weeks later, 7 April 1898. 

 The next round in Lily's relationship with Oscar was a year later, after Willie's death, 13 March 1899, at age 46.  The sad state of the family's reputation is no better shown than by the silence that newspapers kept despite Willie having been a journalist most of his working life.  No obituaries appeared, and The London Times merely carried a brief paid notice in the "Deaths" column on page 1,45 as did the Daily Telegraph, for which Willie wrote for many years.

Lily's only source of income through her husband had been the Moytura estate in Ireland; its uncertain rents, which could total as much as £140, had been collected by Lady Wilde, then Willie after her death, and finally were due to Oscar after Willie's demise.

When Willie died, Oscar was in Gland, Switzerland, and Robert Ross wired the news to him.  Wilde's letter of response to Ross shows Wilde's generosity in that he immediately thought of Lily's hapless situation (although he still refused to name her):

Thank you very much for your thoughtfulness in wiring to me about my brother's death.  I suppose it had been expected for some time.  I am very sorry for his wife, who, I suppose, has little left to live on.  Between him and me there had been, as you know, wide chasms for many years.  Requiescat in Pace.46

Wilde proposed to try to sell the Moytura property for a "fair sum," despite its being entailed, and give his sister-in-law something, which he by no means had to do.  A week later he was still thinking of her "as she has a child," and proposed granting her £40 of the estimated £140 yearly rent.  He asked Ross to look into the legalities for him but not to tell his sister-in-law what he was planning.47

An agreement was drawn up and Lily notified.  Her note to Oscar was peremptory rather than grateful, so she must have been initially unimpressed with the portion that Oscar was offering her:

Send agreement and state your wishes to the Agent [Denis O'Connor, Castlerea, Co. Roscommon, Ireland].  He is a friend of mine.  Send agreement to him at once... Will write later as want to catch post.48
However, Wilde had not seen to having his bankruptcy officially discharged, and thus the Moytura property was at risk.  By the end of March 1899 Ross informed Wilde that "that octopus the Law"49 had the property in its clutches.  By 7 May Lily knew about the problem and wrote a pathetic appeal to Wilde:

It's a bit hard on you and myself this Official Receiver business.  The tenants paid up £93 arrears of debt due to Willy, and I have had nothing as I dare not take out letters of administration.  I am told that you have written a very brilliant play.  And I am asked by a very rich man who is running the Globe Theatre to ask you if you have one on hand you would care to produce.  Please let me have an answer.  Any of your work is bound to attract which would mean money to you.

She then turned to the misery of her personal life, which rivalled Wilde's own in its

deprivation and regrets:

I hope you are well.  After 40 one loses someway the power of being happy.  At least I find it so.  One has always sad memories of what Willy might have been instead of dying practically unknown and leaving his child to be supported by my sister.  She is well and happy in a country convent and I think will have a good share of the family brains.50

Lily's state of poverty came to an end a year and a half later.  She married Teixeira de Mattos in a Roman Catholic ceremony on 20 October 1900.  A tall, distinguished looking thirty-five year old bachelor with a "formidable nose" and a monocle, he was the editor of Dramatic Opinions (1891) and Candid Friend (1901-2), and a correspondent for Dutch newspapers, but made his living mostly at translation.  He married Lily on the strength of a contract for translating a million-word book.  He lived at number 3 Plowden Buildings, Middle Temple, the Strand, on the same floor as John Gray and the actor Charles Goodhart; he was a great friend of Willie Wilde, Robert Sherard, William Campbell, Ernest Dowson, and most of the members of the Rhymers' Club.  His bachelor flat was one of the centres of artistic gatherings, and was on a par with The Cheshire Cheese and The Crown in popularity with convivial journalists, poets, and Grub Street authors who drank and gossiped or played bridge with Teixeira until dawn.51 He was just the person to bring some joy into Lily's life.

Wilde knew by August 1900 that she was to many Teixeira de Mattos and expressed his happy approval in a letter to Ross.  In October, only a month before Wilde died in Paris, Lily wrote to him an affectionate letter announcing her marriage plans and her desire to visit him in Paris:

We are to be married on the 20th, sleep at Newhaven, cross to Paris the 21st, on the 22nd lunch with his mother, and then 1 shall get away in the afternoon and come and see you.  Tex can come and fetch me as I would sooner be alone with you ... We shall only stay a few days as in December we go a 3 months trip to Italy as the guest of a rich cousin of Teixeira's.  

How are you?  Sometimes I hear of your sayings and doings which amuse me.  Everyone has been very nice but I find when one is poor one gets what one may call genteel  presents.  I shall be so glad to see you.52

No longer needing to appeal to his purse and full of happy confidence, she signed her letter,

"Your most affectionate sister, Lily Wilde."

Both Lily and Teixeira visited Wilde in his room in Paris at the Hotel d'Alsace on 25 October 1900.  They were there at the same time as Robert Ross's brother Aleck.  It was on this occasion that Wilde said he was "dying above his means."53

Wilde died on 30 November 1900.  Lily and Teixeira were among the 22 people who sent floral tributes.

Lily and Teixeira had a happy marriage.  They had one child, a son, who died shortly after birth.

The sequel to the Wilde tragedy for Lily, Teixeira, and Dorothy was most pronounced in the life of Dorothy.  Reminiscences of Dorothy, known as Dolly, written by friends who knew her in the 1920s and 1930s in Paris, where she lived after 1914, reveal her as a warm, witty, brilliant woman who inherited the charm of her father and uncle.  Like Oscar, she was a life enhancer rather than a life diminisher, and everyone looked forward to her appearance to enliven a dull party or sought her advice to the lovelorn or the depressed.  She had a spontaneous sense of humour, few examples of which, unfortunately, survive, but one anecdote gives the flavour of her wit: when asked by a friend what she was going to do that evening, she said, "Probably nothing but hesitate."54
Although she told her friends that her father Willie was even more brilliant than Oscar, she could not quote any examples; she also said that she was so young when Willie died (she was four) that she could hardly remember being dandled on his knee.55 She seldom mentioned her mother, but a close friend remembered one anecdote that Dorothy told involving Lily: she recalled as a child dipping lumps of sugar in her mother's perfume bottle before eating them.56 She was proud of her uncle Oscar and was always delighted when anyone had any

new anecdotes to tell of him.  Dorothy looked remarkably like her uncle, with the full lips, pronounced high cheek bones, and head confidently held aloft and aloof, eyes slightly narrowed in sardonic amusement.  Friends described her as having a remarkable and radiant beauty.  Wilde's friends, among them Carlos Blacker, looked in on her from time .57
Despite her great literary promise, she wrote nothing for publication, and all her friends lamented the fact.  However, she travelled in the lofty literary and artistic circles in Paris that gathered around the money of Natalie Clifford Barney, a wealthy American heiress.  Barney was the centre of a lesbian circle and was a notorious seducer of any woman who was beautiful, young, or famous enough.  Natalie's enthusiasms quickly waned, and she loved and left them like a female Don Juan.  Some blame her for the despairing early death of poet Renee Vivien.58   Dorothy met Natalie in 1927 and became one of the victims of Natalie's wilfulness: when their love affair collapsed in the 1930s, Dorothy slashed her wrists, but recovered.  Like Willie and Oscar, Dorothy had no reserves of self-restraint when under pressure, and she fell victim to the fatal indulgences of alcohol and drugs.  Also, with no job, she had to be adroit in managing the £2,300 left to her by her parents.  Friends assisted by lending her their flats.

Teixeira died first.  He suffered from heart trouble for quite a while and died in Lily's arms 5 December 1921 while on vacation in Cornwall.  Lily was terribly upset by her husband's death and died less than a year later on 7 October 1922.  Lily's nervous, fretful, put-upon personality is seen even in her last request:

No mourning is to be worn for me but I earnestly ask before I be buried a vein

should be opened as 1 have always had a fear of being buried alive.  I ask all who

have had harsh thoughts of me to pray for me, and I forgive those who in my life

have injured me. 59
Her daughter Dorothy had no happier a life towards the end.  She returned to London when World War II started and died of cancer 9 April 1941.  She was 46.  Coincidentally, so were both Willie and Oscar when they died.  Fate did not program the family kindly: the Wilde tragedy claimed many victims.

Kevin O'Brien
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