The Agony and the Ecstasy

By David Berthon
It’s perhaps the most recognised automotive symbol in the world. Nicknamed at various times the Flying Lady or the Silver Lady, the Spirit of Ecstasy, has adorned the radiator of Rolls-Royce cars since early 1911. However, behind the Spirit of Ecstasy is a story of romance and intrigue which forms one of the most poignant legends in automotive history. 
The story of this legendary automotive symbol is very much rooted in the secret love affair between Eleanor Velasco Thornton, a women said to have had great beauty intellect and ambition, and John Walter Edward Douglas-Scott Montagu, the Conservative MP for the New Forest division of Hampshire and a pioneer motorist. When Montagu commissioned his friend and celebrated sculptor Charles Sykes, a graduate of the London Royal College of Art, to produce a mascot for his Rolls-Royce, Eleanor Thornton was his model. The mascot, a figurine in fluttering robes with her finger to her lips, symbolised the secrets of their great love and was christened The Whisper. 
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 The Whisper mascot by Charles Sykes
At the time, Montagu with his parliamentary influence had become a powerful ally of the motoring lobby. He introduced King Edward V11, a good friend, to motoring and was the first person to drive a motor car, an 1899 Daimler, into the precinct of the British Houses of Parliament.  In 1900 he also participated in the Automobile Club’s Thousand Mile Trial which helped sell “motoring” to a much wider audience across Britain. The Automobile Club’s Secretary at the time was Claude Johnson, a good friend of Montagu’s and also an avid motorist. Eleanor Thornton was his personal assistant.
Eleanor had left school at the age of 16 and went to work for the Automobile Association - as such she got to know many of the pioneer motorists. Interestingly, while her mother was Spanish her father was an Australian engineer. In May 1902 36-year-old John Scott Montagu, founded the weekly automotive magazine The Car Illustrated of which a young Charles Rolls was a contributor. Around this time Eleanor Thornton, fourteen years Montagu’s junior, was persuaded by Montagu to leave the Automobile Club and become his personal assistant as well as his mistress.
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Eleanor Velasco Thornton

Sometime earlier, Montagu had succumbed to family pressures, and married Lady Cecil Victoria Constance. Of his affair with Eleanor, he later said “I fell in love with her at first sight – but as I couldn’t marry her, I felt I must keep away from her as much as I could. Before long we discovered we loved each other intensely and our scruples vanished before our great love.”
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 A 1913 Spirit of Ecstasy Mascot
Their intense love for each other would remain secret for more than a decade, limited to their circle of closest friends, due to Eleanor’s much lower social and economic standing. When Montagu’s father died in 1905 John Scott Montagu inherited his title, becoming the second Baron Montagu of Beaulieu and a member of the House of Lords. By this time Claude Johnson had become the Managing Director of Rolls-Royce and had become concerned that some customers were affixing inappropriate mascots to their Rolls-Royce’s that did not suit the standing of the upper luxury marque.
Johnson, on Montagu’s advice, commissioned Charles Sykes to produce a mascot that embodied “the spirit of Rolls-Royce, namely speed with silence, absence of vibration, the mysterious harnessing of great energy and a beautiful living organism of superb grace.”  Sykes produced a modified version of the Whisper for the company in February 2011, a silver-plated figurine that quickly became known as the Spirit of Ecstasy.
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John Scott-Montagu’s 1910 Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost 
outside Palace House at Beaulieu, 
the first Rolls-Royce to carry the Spirit of Ecstasy.
This car now resides in Canberra.

Charles Sykes described his creation “as a graceful little goddess, the Spirit of Ecstasy, who has selected road travel as her supreme delight and alighted on the prow of a Rolls-Royce motor car to revel in the freshness of the air and the musical sound of her fluttering draperies.”  However, for those close friends in the know, the mascot was quickly dubbed ‘Ellie in her nightie”.
Initially listed by Rolls-Royce as an option its universal acceptance as a fine work of art saw the Spirit of Ecstasy quickly adopted by owners of most Rolls-Royce Silver Ghosts, so much so that by the early 1920’s it had become a standard feature. The beauty of the sculpture was also ratified by the Paris Car Mascot competition of 1920 where a gold-plated version took out top honours. Whilst initially silver plated the mascot after 1914 was produced in nickel or chrome alloy to act as a deterrent to theft.
Interestingly, Henry Royce was not at all enamoured by the new mascot and felt it did little to enhance his Silver Ghost. Above all, he felt it impaired the driver’s view of the road. By the time the mascot had arrived in February 1911 it has not been established if Lady Cecil had become aware of her husband’s indiscretion. 
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 The Honourable John Scott-Montagu
However, by late 1915, when Montagu had to leave for India to be Advisor on Mechanical Transport Services to the Government of India, she was fully aware of the relationship. In fact, an exchange of letters before the voyage shows just how close the Edwardian love triangle had become. In a letter to her husband dated 1915 Lady Cecil wrote “I hope and pray that you may come back safely – I am proud to know that you are so much wanted and that your services are appreciated. I am glad that Miss Thornton is going.” Eleanor would accompany Montagu on the S.S. Persia on the somewhat perilous journey through the Mediterranean to Port Said.
Rather than sail from London Montagu and Thornton travelled overland to Marseille to pick up the SS Persia on Christmas Day. Five days later, on December 30 they were having lunch when a German U-boat fired a torpedo at the 7,900-ton passenger liner. The massive blast was followed by one of the ship’s boiler’s exploding and the ship quickly began to list badly – Montagu and Thornton made for the deck but were quickly dragged down. Montagu had Thornton in his arms one moment and in the next she was gone.
Although Montagu survived by clinging to an upturned lifeboat for 36 hours, Eleanor went down with the ship and was never found.


In the parish church of Beaulieu on the wall beside the Montagu family pew there is a simple plaque with the words – ‘Erected by John, 2nd Lord Montagu of Beaulieu, in thankfulness for his miraculous escape from drowning after the sinking of the SS Persia, torpedoed by a German submarine near Crete. And in memory of Eleanor Velasco Thornton, who served him devotedly for 15 years. Drowned December 30th,1915.

Over the years the mascot has had around eleven main variations with the lowered height of coachwork forcing subsequent reductions in its size and Sykes was re-commissioned to design a kneeling lady mascot. Introduced in January 1934 it was eventually replaced post-war by a smaller version of the standing mascot. Safety regulations would eventually see a spring-loaded variety while the current Phantom, Wraith, Ghost and Cullinan models feature a fully retracting version.
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     Illuminated and retractable Spirit of Ecstasy on the latest Rolls-Royces.
