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Introduction


We were staying with my parents-in-law in the lovely, whitewashed villa on Ibiza, that on their retirement they had had built into a steep hillside high up over San Antonio Bay, commanding some of the most magnificent views on the island. From the dining terrace we looked out over miles of pine forests sweeping down to the sea, which curved and dipped around countless rocky inlets and bays. Over dinner one day my father-in-law happened to say, almost in passing with a dismissive wave of the hand, that a trunk in his study cupboard was ‘full of bits and pieces’ – poems, letters, the detritus his mother had collected over the years. He wasn’t exactly sure what was in there. He had always been more interested in the memorabilia of his famous father, who had died when he was only two years old.


The view across the bay suddenly lost its thrall and I rushed to the top of the house as soon as the meal was over, heaved the large, antique trunk out of the study cupboard and prized it open. I could hardly believe my eyes. It was stuffed to the brim with papers, withered with age. There were letters dating back over a hundred years, in packs tied up with ribbons, newspaper cuttings from as early as 1815, volumes of poetry, postcards, journals, diaries and notebooks – a collection of memories and musings from childhood to old age, as if she knew that one day someone would recognise their importance. Whether she ever thought her story would be written is another matter. And it nearly wasn’t.


We took the contents of the trunk home to the UK and stored them in the loft. Sad to say, work and motherhood drove them from my mind, and it was only when I was writing my biography of the Guinness family1 that I dipped into them again, concerned primarily to look for nuggets about Grace’s husband, Henry Grattan Guinness – I was struck then by her wit and vivacity, her wry and entertaining comments about her childhood, romance and marriage, and her extraordinary forthrightness for an Edwardian lady. I took a handful of her letters to her sister, Ruth, and wove them into a docudrama for Radio 4, broadcast as A Wedding of Considerable Interest, with Joss Ackland taking the part of Henry.


As remiss as my father-in-law, I had still never read the diaries of her later life. Not until we began to clear out our loft in preparation for Peter’s retirement did I decide I really ought to read them properly before they were destroyed. I found myself entranced, totally caught up in Grace’s life and times.


In many ways she was very ordinary, the seventh child of a comfortable, middle-class Victorian family with maids and a nanny. She made an unusual marriage, had two children, was widowed and went out to work in order to keep them. She was also a well-read social commentator on her times – times that encompassed five monarchs, two world wars, the introduction of motor transport, electricity and the telephone, the discovery of antibiotics and the invention of vaccination. Hers was a life strewn seemingly at random with encounters with famous people.


So in some ways she was also an extraordinary woman, ahead of her time for an Edwardian lady, a rebel against the constraints of her narrow religious upbringing, unconventional in her choice of husband, defiant of a society that frowned on a well-bred single mother going out to work, a businesswoman who ran her own private hotel, and an early feminist who believed in birth control. She worked in fact until she was well beyond the age of seventy, read The Times every day and at least one book a week, and could comment in an erudite manner on politics, science, philosophy, theology, music and literature.


This is a fictionalised work, strongly based on fact. The childhood account is hers, as are the letters to Ruth. I also have the letters Henry wrote to her during their honeymoon world tour, but have had to imagine hers to him, and her feelings at their separation at such a time. Her later diaries were filled with reviews and critiques of all she read and then later heard on the wireless, far too many to include. On the other hand, she would go for months, even years, without writing in them. Then again, she went back over her diaries, sometimes years later, adding notes in the margins, at the top, or at the foot of the page. This made the thread of her life hard to follow, so I have had to fill in some of the gaps, using information gleaned from the remaining members of the family, who still remember her vividly. Inevitably, there are some informed guesses, some quantum leaps, some chronological conundrums. The Prologue itself is my fabrication, of course, based on what I know of her last years in Bath – but I rather think she would have liked it.


It has been both a challenge and immensely enjoyable to try to get inside Grace’s head and speak with her voice. I was fortunate enough to come across Grandmother’s Tracks by Margaret Fisher,2 her recent memoirs of her grandmother, Ruth, who was Grace’s gifted, free-spirited sister. The two women were exceptionally close and appear to have encouraged one another in breaking some of the taboos of their generation.


Was Grace as true to herself in her journals and diaries as she might have been? Not always. At times, certainly in the account of her childhood, she is writing for the public. She remembered only too well the stir caused by the huge bestseller and now classic Father and Son,3 a rather vindictive critique of a rigid evangelical childhood. Grace loved her family enough to want to avoid subjecting them to that kind of censure and disparagement. Equally she is wonderfully tongue-in-cheek at times.


In her private letters, however, particularly those that describe her love for Henry, she is extraordinarily frank, almost risqué for a young woman of her time, determined that there should be no doubt about her enjoyment of their full marital relationship. Later, on their extraordinarily extended honeymoon, alone and in a strange environment with a new baby, it is abundantly clear that she didn’t find the loneliness easy when she was without Henry. But her awe at her own privileged position, as she saw it, and her pride at being married to such a man, prevented her from being as honest about her difficulties as she might have been. Money was manifestly an object of worry, but we have to read between the lines to get a full sense of this. On these occasions I have tried to put myself into her shoes, to express the thoughts that may not have gone into her letters to Henry.


As she grows older, though her diaries are never less than honest and she never minces her words – especially in her letters to the press and public bodies – she is nonetheless more reluctant to put her emotions on show, and I have had to make an educated guess at times as to what she truly felt or thought. Out of respect for Grace and her family, some things must remain hidden, because that is what she would have wanted. But this in no way detracts from the story of a life that was in many ways unpretentious and unnoticed, yet unique in the setting of the age in which it was lived.










Prologue


1963


I always wanted to be the lady of the manor, and now, finally, I am. So – welcome to my stately home. Let me show you around Bathampton Manor, a rather lovely Grade II-listed country house, once in the ownership of Ralph Allen, to whom the inhabitants of Bath are indebted for the promotion of its local stone and for many of its finer buildings, not to mention the reforms he brought to our beloved postal service.


The manor is set in a beautiful countryside position, close to the Kennet and Avon Canal, St Nicholas Church and several local hostelries, although I tend not to frequent those. A sheltered patio has been added to one side of the house and a large sunny Garden Room on the other, but in general care has been taken to preserve many original features. My particular preference is the grand hall-cum-library, with its lovely colonnades, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and comfortable leather settees arranged around a roaring fire – the epitome of congenial grace, elegance and style. This is the restrained opulence to which I have always aspired, I reflect contentedly, as I sit here in the morning, The Times on my lap, to be perused as and when it takes my fancy. My glasses and a lace handkerchief are in the handbag that hangs over the back of my armchair. I never go anywhere without my beloved handbag – a relic from the last war. It held my gas mask. ‘Waste not, want not,’ my mother always said. It is a rather intriguing accessory, and people do stare. It is polished until I can almost see my reflection in its shiny, soft brown surface that feels like satin beneath my fingertips, and it still gives off that satisfying leather smell.


My bedroom is at the top of the house, looking out over the long gravel drive and carefully maintained, landscaped gardens with their ancient choice trees, providing a benevolent, swaying shelter for the walkways, interspersed with benches that provide a rest for my tired old bones when I galvanise myself into a brisk constitutional. I never tire of looking out, and I can time my watch by the fast steam train from Bristol to London which flashes past in miniature on the far side of the estate, against a backdrop of the distant, damp and misty hills. A cat’s cradle of electric cables somewhat obscures the view, which is rather annoying. I commented on it to my daughter-in-law, Jean: ‘Those nylons are an absolute pain.’ She found this hilariously funny. ‘I think you mean pylons, Mother,’ she said sweetly. The correct words escape me all the time these days. Whatever the word, I suppose we can’t put a halt to progress.


My clothes, believe it or not – and I for one do find it hard to believe – fit into one large wardrobe, but then I rarely entertain these days, and one rather chic little black number for musical evenings suffices for my needs. On top of this useful wardrobe I keep a box labelled ‘Brown Paper’, full of bundles of brown paper tied up with string, as remembering the birthdays of my children and grandchildren with suitable presents is one of my biggest responsibilities. (If you think me abstemious, one of my neighbours keeps a box on top of her wardrobe labelled ‘Useful Pieces of String’, which are basically too small to be of any use at all.)


My hair is still long, past my shoulders, and pure white. Every morning one of the maids brushes it until it stands out from my head with what they call ‘the static’ (probably caused by those dratted pylons), then they twirl it and pile it onto my head in the top knot I have always worn. I think they would rather like me to have it cut because the little wisps refuse all their attempts at pinning, and by the end of the day there is more hair out of the bun than in it. But Henry always said my hair was my crowning glory, so I will keep it as he liked it. I prefer blouses with ruffles around the neck – mine is unattractively scraggy these days – so that I can always wear the beautiful cameo he gave me. The staff are faultless, perfectly trained, but of course, as far as they are concerned, I am simply a rather dotty elderly lady who was never young and never really had a life – I just appeared one day from nowhere, exactly as I am now.


But oh, I had a life, and what a life! So, although the staff claim not to be terribly interested in what they refer to as ‘the olden days’, on a quiet afternoon when there is little to stave off their restless yawns, one of them might urge me to share my memories. ‘Mrs Guinness, how does that poem go again, the one your husband wrote to you on your engagement, about death never parting true lovers? It’s so romantic.’


I need no encouragement. They gather around my chair, sit or stand open-mouthed and listen silently as I recite Henry’s poems and tell the story of an extraordinary passion between a young woman and a man old enough to be her grandfather – from the moment I was moved to sit on his knee, to his last breath some seven years later. ‘The secret,’ I say, ‘is not to resent the fact that love was found so late, but to be thankful it was found at all. And such a love! Enough to last a lifetime. But once experienced, hard, so very hard, to live without.’ And the tears threaten again, always so near the surface, even now, over fifty years later. ‘You should write about it,’ they say. ‘It would make a wonderful book.’


I have written about it all, about my incredibly rich little life: so many precious memories committed to diaries, letters and journals, and stored in a large, wooden public-school-style trunk under my bed. Perhaps one or other of my dear children or grandchildren may find them an interesting record – of a rarefied childhood in old Queen Victoria’s reign, of a surprising marriage to a major celebrity from a prestigious family who swept me up into his worldwide travels, of a young widow left with two young children to support at a time when there were so few working opportunities available to women, of two cataclysmic world wars in which I played a not insignificant part, of a lonely bedsit existence, and now, at last, in these so-called ‘swinging sixties’, promotion from impecunious companion to lady of the manor at last.


On the other hand, upon my demise all these scribbles and paraphernalia may simply be consigned to the dustbin. If so, what does it matter? It is not the record of the times, but the living of the life that counts. And that is all we bequeath to the next generations.










Part One


The Memoirs 1858–1903










1858–65


My parents were born in the great religious revival of 1858. In point of fact this was their Second Birth, but it was of such unparalleled importance in their lives that their actual birthdays, by comparison, were of no significance, and we children might have been forgiven for imagining that they had simply leapt into existence, fully adult, in that fervid moment, had it not been for the list of dates in the family Bible and the small collection of miniatures and daguerreotypes scattered over the walls of our home. As I study my ancestors now, I wonder how far our history influences what we become. Was it perhaps the Huguenot strain in my father’s blood that inclined him towards the extremer forms of Protestant belief? Or was it simply in his nature?


This religious revival, like a number of enthusiasms before and since, had its origins in America. Thence it swept through Ireland, England, Wales and Scotland, until around 1862 it was continually blazing into life, turning every town it touched upside down. Theatres, music and concert halls, any buildings capable of seating an audience, were daily filled with people, some of them waiting from early morning to get places at an evening service. No echelon of society escaped the infection. From Almack’s social club that met in Willis’s rooms in St James’s, to the West End drawing rooms where the upper classes met to see and be seen, all were soon buzzing with concern about the eternal welfare of souls. ‘Gospel field days’ were held at country seats; factories hushed their machines while the workers gave themselves to prayer. Clergy and ministers barely had the stamina to cope with the demand of the people, or with services lasting from three to four hours, often ending in harrowing scenes – men and women falling to the floor groaning under conviction of their wrongdoing, then shouting with praise as they proclaimed themselves delivered from the bondage of Satan. Market places were thronged with eager crowds hanging onto every word of such famous revivalist preachers as Charles Haddon Spurgeon, William Booth of the Salvation Army and his wife, Catherine, and the firm favourite – a handsome, long-haired youth called Henry Grattan Guinness who distinguished himself by preaching abstinence on the steps of his grandfather’s Dublin brewery, and brought out thousands in Ireland, including the local elite of judges, MPs, university professors and even the Lord Lieutenant, to hear him. According to the newspapers, each announcement that he was to preach put the entire population on the move. In Aberdare, an audience of ten thousand responded to his invitation to come forward in repentance, mobbing the platform, which collapsed under the pressure. Guinness himself was dragged to safety with a minor leg injury, to the relief of my parents, who were much disconcerted by the near loss of this brightest star in their firmament.


As I study the social history of the time, conditions, it seems, were singularly favourable to such a movement. Europe was a political cauldron, seething and bubbling with uncertainty. The ambitions of Imperial Russia hung like a dark and brooding cloud on the horizon, while all the energies and resources of the British Empire were sorely tried. The philosophies of the day were sceptical and materialistic and had nothing to offer a depressed world. The church seemed half-paralysed by the shock of its first encounter with modern science. Only here and there was an individual such as William Wilberforce or Lord Shaftesbury stirred to protest against the evils of sweated labour, ignorance, dirt and slums. And such men found themselves nearly powerless against the inertia of indifference. Something explosive seemed necessary to divert the thoughts of the middle classes from their growing prosperity and complacent accumulation of wealth.


And it came – and was so much more than merely the enjoyment of stirring preaching. Keen young men and women started night schools where working people were taught to read and write, where factory girls learned to sew and cook; street urchins and hooligans were gathered into clubs where they were given instruction in trades and hobbies. All this ten years before the first Education Act, with its technical schools and evening classes.


The work of the revivalists was not without opposition from certain pillars of the established church. The intrusion of laymen into church services was bitterly resented by some, as were the clergy who dared to preach in ‘unconsecrated’ buildings like music halls or, heaven forbid, public houses. Women (the daring of it!) began to follow the lead of Catherine Booth and the American Phoebe Palmer and preach at revival meetings – though not without long heart-searching and much anguished prayer about its propriety. There was an outcry against such licence, of course, amid quotations from the Fathers and St Paul. But the broader-minded soon came to see that resistance to such compelling sincerity was in vain.


In the middle of these exciting events, my father, Charles Hurditch, aged twenty and newly reborn, came to London from his home in Devonshire, where he had trained as a perfumer, and plunged instead into a flood tide of spiritual endeavour. He became involved in the services at the Stafford Rooms off the Edgware Road, one of the centres of the newly formed YMCA,4 and such were his gifts as a speaker that he soon received invitations to become a candidate for the ministry from the Wesleyans, the Primitive Methodists and a small society of evangelical churches known as the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion. But the truth is, he was a born freelance. No one denomination could have held him for long. Instead, he accepted the secretaryship of the Stafford Rooms, which gave him the freedom and contacts he needed for the evangelistic work he felt called to do.
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Charles Hurditch


It also gained him an introduction to fifteen-year-old Mary, daughter of a well-known professional cricketer, William Holmes, who assisted my father at his meetings. How often Charles and Mary saw each other over the next three and a half years is not known, nor under what constraints and with what secret hopes, longings and fears their passion grew. But in 1864 he finally wrote to her, saying:


 


After patiently waiting for guidance, I have arrived at the conclusion that I ought at no distant period marry. But I feel I want a helpmeet in the work whereunto my dear Lord has called me, not for my sake alone, but also for the sake of Christ and precious souls. Now, having carefully observed your character and deportment for some time, I am induced to place before you the following enquiries, and to ask your careful consideration of them and your frank judgment:


1. Can you entertain for me sufficient affection as to lead to your consent to become my wife?


2. Do you long to become a soul-winner for Jesus?


3. Could you share the afflictions of one who may be called to suffer for Christ’s sake?


If your answer is yes to each of the above, what shall hinder our entering upon an engagement to that end?


 


What young woman could refuse such a romantic proposal? My poor, dear father – so deeply spiritual on the face of it, but the record in his journal tells a rather different story. He delivered the letter, then went back to his rooms where he could pace the floor in private:


 


I must be calm and prepared to receive either ‘yea’ or ‘nay’. At last I fall soundly asleep, in perfect peace. Until morning dawns. It is noon before a note, the note, is finally placed in my pocket. I hastily conclude the meeting then hasten to my private rooms in Tichborne Street. Another moment finds me with the unsealed letter. ‘My dear Mr . . . I . . .’ Enough! Enough! And thus the most anxious and most peaceful week of my life passed away after witnessing tears of affection and prayers breathed from my very inmost soul for a united eternity of bliss.


 


They were married at Marylebone Parish Church on May 11th, 1865, but there was no honeymoon. Nothing was allowed to interrupt my father’s work. In fact, life continued just as it had before, except that Mary moved into 164 Alexandra Road, St John’s Wood, just a few doors down from her father. She was only nineteen when she bore her first child, my eldest sister, Beatrice.


It was one of my father’s most fervent beliefs that the whole of life could be, and ought to be, maintained by faith alone. Faith, he thought, was not only capable of removing mountains, but also of supplying the smallest material necessities for every day, and on that principle he eventually brought into being seven children and a vast organisation of religious and philanthropic work. My mother, fortunately, shared this belief with him, and although it is a consolation to think that her private income was at least sufficient to cover their household expenses, the result of his eager philanthropies meant the turning of her life into one continuous act of self-denial, while the strain on my father’s health would ultimately cost him his life.


*


By the time of his marriage my father was in fact no longer a communicant member of the Church of England, and would rather have married in his new spiritual home, the Plymouth Brethren, were they not seen as a sect and denied a licence for weddings. ‘The Peebs’, as they were referred to, were a group of religious reactionaries who broke away from the established church because they felt it had become as immersed in rites, ceremonies and formalism as rigid as the Pharisaism Christ deplored. They denounced the inconsistency of a Christian continually calling himself a miserable sinner and in need of a priest’s absolution. ‘We are saints,’ they asserted, ‘saved by grace . . . holy and unblamable.’ (But woe betide a brother who fell from that grace and was found to be a miserable sinner after all!)


The Peebs were sometimes referred to as ‘The Peculiar People’, based on a verse in the New Testament, ‘But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people . . .’ The word ‘peculiar’ did not then have the connotation of oddity it acquired in later years – but turned out to be strangely apt nonetheless.


By the time my father joined them, their own camp was already divided into opposing forces of Exclusive and Open Brethren, depending on how rigidly they expected their followers to adhere to their doctrine of separation from ‘the world’. But there were many subdivisions even within the two groupings, under the influence of men whose sole qualification for leadership seemed to me to be an indebtedness to the principle of the survival of the fittest.END1


Having been born into Brethrenism, it is of some consolation to me to recall that our lot was cast among the Open variety, though exactly how apposite that term was in reality is difficult to gauge. My father was often censured for inviting evangelical Anglican clergymen and other ordained ministers who were not regarded as sufficiently ‘sound’ in their theology to co-operate in his work and preach at his mission halls and conferences. Some said, ‘Our dear Brother is going off the lines.’ His platform was decried as becoming ‘broad enough to accommodate an apostate’.


And so he resigned the secretaryship of the Stafford Rooms, a position which had become too narrowly confined for his liking, and started on his independent philanthropic and evangelistic work, gathering around himself a large band of loyal and dedicated workers, both rich and poor. In addition to building or purchasing halls across London, in the provinces and in some of the coastal towns, he regularly rented St James’s Piccadilly, the Oxford, Metropolitan and Marylebone music halls, and the Hammersmith ‘Temple of Varieties’. He even contemplated purchasing St George’s Hall on Regent Street as a strategic centre for ‘making a distinct attack on the kingdom of Satan in London’, but was advised that renting it for this purpose might be more prudent.


Meanwhile, Henry Grattan Guinness had opened Harley College in Bow – the first so-called ‘faith’ Bible Training Institute. Here eager young men with a calling to follow missionaries such as C.T. Studd to Africa or Hudson Taylor to China could train at minimal charge. Unable to afford the fees of the established, academic theological institutions, they depended entirely on God and the Guinnesses to put food on their plates and a shelter over their heads. Such was the demand for places that a generous benefactor also gave Henry a property in Derbyshire that became Cliff College, where the syllabus included the rudiments of subsistence farming – vital for any would-be missionary.


My father approached Guinness with a view to providing the students with practical preaching experience during the summer months, and this was the start of a happy collaboration between the two men. Groups of twos and threes, equipped either with a special ‘Bible carriage’ or just a tent, were sent to preach in the market places and on village greens. With their own hands they built permanent mission halls in those villages deemed to be ‘hotbeds of ritualism’ – often to the dismay of the local vicar, whom they regarded as the demon of ritualism himself, but who in many instances was too advanced in years to put up much of a fight against such overwhelming odds.


Editorial work occupied most of my father’s night hours. He published in succession five magazines, changing their character and style according to the needs of the day. Thirteen million tracts were issued from his office in sixteen years – he was the editor of them all. He compiled two hymn books and was himself the composer of thirty of the hymns – these reached a circulation of over half a million.


Unemployment was as acute then as it has ever been and he could never see want and suffering without making some effort to alleviate it. The immediate needs of starving families would be met by the opening of soup kitchens and the distribution of coal and food tickets. He would try to find employment for the men, if not in connection with his own properties, then by enlisting the help of large building contractors and others. I can remember one terrible winter when misery and poverty abounded and woeful, hungry-looking men roamed the streets, their only meal of the day the midnight suppers of roast meats and pickles, bread and butter, cakes and fruit that my father provided not only for them, but for busmen, cabmen, postmen, policemen and lamplighters – any one of the ‘poor souls’ out on the streets in those unsociable hours.


No challenge ever appeared to faze him. ‘Launch out into the deep’ was one of his favourite mottos, which not infrequently launched him out of his depth!


‘There is a danger of running in front of the Lord,’ his most generous patron, Lord Radstock, once wrote to him. ‘I believe it is not faith but presumption when we undertake to spend what the Lord has not given us.’ But characteristically, his wealthy aristocratic friend gave him £100 and saved the day all the same.










1866–87


Into this life and circle seething with religious activities, we seven children were thrown, sinners by nature and therefore kicking against the restrictions of the religious world in which we lived.


Bee, the eldest, born in 1866, loving and amenable when the mood took her, but given to a wilfulness that in my parents’ eldest child was a source of great surprise and concern to them; Lillie, a year younger, more biddable, but inclined to be a crosspatch, ever in Bee’s shadow and resentful of it; then came Percy, with the boundless energy of a puppy dog, a source of constant entertainment and amusement, the instigator of our pranks and inheritor of our maternal grandfather’s flair for cricket; followed by Gertrude, sweet-natured and pretty with her golden ringlets, the family pet, which disposed her to vanity and the taking for granted of opportunities denied the rest of us. We youngest three were close companions – Phil, born in 1873, was a frail child, inclined to pick up every infection and left with a heart weakness after diptheria, yet characterised by a cheery nature that carried him over the rocky shoals on which many a barque might have foundered; and Ruth, only a year older than I, had a brain that filled that high forehead of hers and more than made up for her lack of looks, wise beyond her years. We all, even the older ones, looked to Ruth for the final say on any enigma.


I was the youngest, born on December 2nd, 1876, the year in which Alexander Graham Bell made the first ever telephone call. Queen Victoria had been on the throne for six months short of forty years, a widow for the past fifteen of them; and my husband-to-be was in his forty-second year.


Of our father we saw little and knew less; his time and energy were wholly given to religious and social work – work in which my mother shared so far as she was able to combine it with her duty to the consequences of perpetual child-bearing. But their lives and letters testify to their devoted love for us. My father never left home without carrying in the pocket of his tailcoat a concertina-like morocco-leather case containing our portraits.


The most vivid personality of my childhood memories is that of our old nanny, Nurse Tye, who devoted her entire life to our service. We came after only the dear Queen (and her own offspring) in her affections. A large coloured print of the royal family adorned our nursery walls; there must have been at least forty persons in that group, and our nanny knew the intimate history of each and every one.


But for her, indeed, our family might have lost one of its own. It happened in the summertime, when my father’s heart was stirred with pity for the children of the slums, whom he would send in their hundreds in two-horse brakes for a day in the country. We usually accompanied them on these expeditions, though our nurse did not entirely approve of my parents’ democratic ways and would contrive to keep us apart under pretext of the fear of infection.


It was on one such occasion, at Bushy Park, when we were picnicking under the shade of the chestnut trees, that my sister Ruth, aged five, wandered off to gather wild flowers and was snatched up by passing gypsies, smuggled into their caravan – and away they went.


Our nurse, startled by the screams of a child, at once noticed that one of her flock was missing. She saw the retreating cavalcade and realised what had happened. Seizing her large umbrella, she gave chase and, empowered with the superhuman strength that comes in moments of acute danger, hit out to right and left, fought her way into the retreating caravan, grabbed the child and returned to the terrified little group under the trees, where she collapsed in a fit of violent hysteria.


In spite of her outstanding heroism, however, I still have a resentment of the foolish terrors she implanted in us – namely of cows, policemen and the devil. She once inflicted a totally unmerited punishment on me that involved sitting on a chair in the corner of the nursery over a mouse hole. We had been taught to pray over the most insignificant happenings in our lives, so I put up a fervent petition that the mice might be kept below so long as my punishment lasted. Their non-appearance considerably strengthened my faith, and may have prevented a lifelong mouse complex.


I sometimes wonder, when I read modern psychologists on the repressions and inhibitions from which we Victorians are supposed to suffer, whether their perception of us is entirely true. I think of those nursery days – the clash of temperaments, the salutary though sometimes heartless correction of personal idiosyncrasies, the outspoken criticisms, the give and take and smash and grab, the intimate confidences and loyalties that have stood the test of a lifetime – and I don’t think they did us any serious harm. It is true that some unwholesome ideas were disseminated which took years to eradicate, and perhaps there was too much insistence on unquestioning obedience, but we seven survived relatively sound in mind, redeemed in no small way by those unregenerate propensities of ours.


One criticism may certainly be made of our Victorian nanny: her inviolable rule was that we ate everything that was set before us. My special antipathy was to macaroni, and this led to a serious nursery revolt. We knew on which day of the week this milky pudding would arrive, and laid our plans accordingly. At a given signal from my eldest brother Percy, we rushed from the table armed with spoons and forks, and launched an attack on the under-nurse as she entered with the loathsome dish. Its contents were flung in all directions and shouts of delight greeted my brother’s achievement in making the glutinous matter adhere to the ceiling.


I must tell of another outrage we perpetrated one Boat Race Day. We had unanimously voted that year in favour of the Cambridge Light Blues, for the wholly illogical reason that our father was antagonistic to the Oxford Tractarian Movement, it being too ‘Roman’ for his liking. This resulted in zealous persecution of our under-nurse, whose High Church proclivities led her to back the Dark Blues. She wore what, building on our precocious apocalyptic knowledge, we thought of as ‘The Mark of the Beast’ in the form of a badge in her mob cap, which we forcefully removed by means of a broom that we successfully manipulated from our vantage point on the landing as she ascended the stairs.


My mother’s arrival on the scene was the occasion for this maid to give one month’s notice. It is regrettable that the visits of our beautiful mother to the nursery should be associated in my mind with the painful consequences that followed these outbreaks of original sin in us. Though I think on this occasion we were animated by inquisitional zeal and sadly misjudged.


*


Sambo – a remnant of pre-Wilberforce days, and a convert of one of our missions – looms large in my childhood memories. His black face had no terrors for us children, for it was overspread with a beaming smile and enhanced by gleaming white teeth. He would clean our nursery windows to the accompaniment of Negro spirituals sung in a rich melodious voice that held us spellbound and brought tears to Nanny’s eyes. Then he would edge up to her and slip an arm round her waist: ‘Dawn’t you cry, Honey . . . promise you’ll marry me someday.’ At which point she’d give him a slap and send him packing.


When the time came for us to go on our summer holidays to my father’s family home in Devonshire, Sambo, with beads of perspiration dropping from his face, would swing aloft the luggage onto the roof of the two-horse omnibus that was to take us to Paddington Station. The dome-shaped linen basket with its black oilcloth cover – almost as big as a bathing machine – would fall with a thunderous noise onto the roof, followed by the luncheon baskets, the bath, the perambulator and innumerable trunks whose contents had occupied our mother, nurse and sewing maid for many weeks: bathing dresses made of heavy naval serge (which enveloped us from the neck to the ankles), decorated with three tiers of white flannel braid, sailor suits and fishermen’s jerseys, cotton socks and sun bonnets.


We travelled by Pullman car in ‘The Flying Dutchman’ to Barnstaple, where the railway ended and a four-horse coach was waiting to take us to Ilfracombe. As we drove through the villages, the guard raised his long brass trumpet and gave a thrilling blast that we referred to as ‘the Last Trumpet’, and brought children running out from the lanes and meadows; mothers came to the doors of the cream-washed cottages and old men waved their caps in welcome.


*


Before leaving our nursery days, I must give a brief description of my maternal grandfather, the former professional cricketer, for he was uniquely peculiar, even in our circle of peculiar people. He is associated in my mind with but two great passions: reading the Bible, and watching cricket from the grandstand at Lords. We children would often accompany him to Lords, and his eccentric behaviour would mark him out for observation – not infrequently to our embarrassment. With astonishing facility he could pass from the most technical discussion of the play of the great W.G. Grace into complete abstraction and communion with his Lord. Whether between cricket overs or at the tea interval, or equally when travelling in trains and omnibuses, his lips would be seen moving in prayer, and when he opened his eyes to meet, perhaps, the questioning gaze of those whose attention he had so unwittingly drawn to himself, he would explain that he had been enjoying ‘precious crumbs from the Lord’. Any sympathetic response on the part of the public would only encourage further confidences, and on one occasion he told an omnibus full of passengers that he had ‘twenty-five grandchildren – all on the Lord’s side’, whereupon a gentleman enquired of his neighbour, ‘What Bill is before the House of Lords that the old man’s grandchildren are backing?’


Grandfather Holmes would spend hours writing long addresses in preparation for his Sunday morning ministrations to the saints in his own, or our, local Brethren Assembly, and he contributed Bible outlines to my father’s periodicals. These would be set out as mathematical formulae, and the number seven was given as the key to unlocking their mysteries. It may sound strange, and my older siblings certainly found it amusing, but in later years that number would turn out to have a profound significance for me.


Saturday afternoons were reserved for long walks with my grandfather and he would take us to a little shop that bordered on Fortune Green. Corn bins and trusses of hay covered most of the floor space, but on the shelves were rows of glass jars filled with eight-a-penny sugar balls in most attractive colours. At the sound of our voices, a rotund old lady in mob cap and white apron over a black alpaca dress would waddle in from a back parlour and lift down the jars – tipping in an extra ball – and away we went with bulging cheeks, through the buttercup fields, past the old farmhouse and a herd of cows and on to the Hampstead ponds, where our retriever, or collie, or St Bernard – whichever we might have at the time – would plunge in for the sticks we had gathered from under the elm and oak trees that adorned the countryside around the Hampstead of our childhood days.


How we loved Christmas Day in their home – happily exempt from the Brethren’s usual ban on all ‘worldly frivolities’, because for some reason it wasn’t regarded as a ‘religious’ festival and therefore its celebrations escaped being labelled pagan or popish as they otherwise might. I remember the towering Christmas tree, dripping with tin-foil balls, the crackling log fires, the table elegantly decorated with shining silver and cut glass, the sumptuous fare, the decanters of red and golden ‘wines’ – of which we were only permitted the orange variety – and the somewhat lugubrious speeches of the uncles, which had a lachrymose effect on the aunts and reacted on the excited nerves (or overloaded stomachs) of some of the grandchildren, who would be led howling from the room by their respective nurses. Then the silence of the afternoon rest, followed by hilarious games, when slippers were concealed beneath the frills of lace petticoats, or snatched from under velveteen knickerbockers. Some person unknown would appear as Father Christmas and distribute the presents, and when at last the tree stood stark and grim in its nudity, my maiden aunt would go to the piano and, with a loud pedal heavily pressed, would roll out a sequence of rippling chords – waltzes, polkas and mazurkas – and to our surprise and delight our grandparents would lead off in a cotillion, ‘just to show the young people how we danced in the good old days’.


And my father would slip away with his pockets full of newly minted shillings, carrying a large Gladstone bag bulging with fruit and sweets. He would call on poor old lonely people and visit an orphanage or two in the neighbourhood, where his coming would be hailed with delight.


*


Among other social enjoyments of those days were the Bank Holiday conferences. Their success was, I think, in no small measure due to the fact that they offered a solution to the problem – potentially perplexing for the gentleman’s family in non-motoring times – as to how to employ the day. They were traditionally recognised as the servants’ fiesta, with the family remaining at home feeling smugly virtuous for allowing their entire domestic staff to be off duty, save a few old retainers long past the enjoyment of merry-go-rounds, Aunt Sallies and coconut shies.


This was all changed in Brethren circles. Houses were closed down while the entire family, including the servants – some of whom, I doubt not, sighed for the lost pleasures of Egypt – would repair to the meeting places, which had laid on their own rather holier delights. One such, established by my father, played host to over a thousand people.


Looking back I cannot honestly say I can give any account of their spiritual portent. To me they assumed the character of a delightful indoor picnic with miles of tables covered in unbleached linen cloths adorned with pink spirea, endless rows of pink-bordered Delft teacups and saucers on which were inscribed the words ‘Jesus Only’ in a circle of pink. There were plates piled high with bread and butter and penny buns, the buttering of which had occupied all the morning hours of my mother and other sainted women. There was the high table, at which we were privileged to sit with the speakers – who on platform heights above us had seemed such awesome persons, but who were now benevolence and fun personified.


I was fascinated by an eyeglass that continually jumped from its precarious holding in the twinkling eye of General Sir Robert Phayre, and the long pointed nanny-goat beard of Dr McKilliam, that waggled as he ate and talked. I would watch the ferret-like eyes of a notorious gaol-bird whom the revival had transformed into a popular preacher – which sparkled with humour or glinted with steel as he regaled us with stories of his prison life – and I would wait for the loud click that followed the opening and shutting of his large mouth, accompanied by the hissing sound of indrawn breath between clenched teeth.


There was also a burly American evangelist – or rather, I think perhaps he was an itinerant Englishman who had imported the American accent – whom I remember introducing, in a voice calculated to raise the dead, the hymn, ‘Oh for a Thousand Tongues to Sing my Great Redeemer’s Praise’, and I wondered what he would have looked like if his wish had been granted. Lord Congleton was there – a long, lean, graceful-figured man with a face of popular melancholy who, to judge from his correspondence with my father, was arbiter-in-chief in the Brethren’s quarrels; the Earl of Shaftesbury, who had pondered on the cruelties inflicted on the little boys who were made to climb and clean London’s foul chimneys, and from which, by his offices in Parliament, he managed to get them all released; Sir Robert Anderson of Scotland Yard, who knocked down his biblical opponents like ninepins; and the aesthetic-looking young Campbell-Morgan, with high cheekbones and an abnormally high forehead, from which long hair was thrown back, who appeared at conference with a red rose in his buttonhole. This was considered worldly by the Brethren and my father had it blocked out when reproducing his photograph, thereby incurring his displeasure. Of this young preacher my father prophesied great things. And he was not mistaken. Years later I stood in a queue of hundreds in Westminster waiting to hear him preach. I noticed that the touch of colour, so dear to him in his youth, had now been replaced by the scarlet of a DD5 hood.


The May Bank Holiday conference was always held at the new Mildmay Conference Hall, built by the late Revd William Pennefather, vicar of St Jude’s, Mildmay Park in Islington. Hortatory addresses were given, if fine, under the enormous, ancient mulberry tree standing in lovely grounds, where deaconesses in trailing grey dresses and white lawn caps glided among the guests and friends, or served strawberry cream teas in the marquees. If the weather was inclement we children joined the masses pushing their way into an auditorium so vast it left us wide-eyed and overawed.


As well as having the largest auditorium in the area, the Mildmay Mission, dedicated to enabling the local populace to find gainful employment, provided a men’s and women’s night school, sewing classes for widows, a lads’ institute, a servants’ training home, and a newly built, large modern hospital of fifty beds, all run by their ‘deaconesses’, the first female ministers and nurses in the country and the protégées of William Pennefather’s wife, Catherine. Young women of ‘consistent Christian character, with a reasonable education’ were taught cookery, sewing, housekeeping, book-keeping, biblical knowledge, singing, and nursing care. The Mildmay deaconesses had had a formative influence on Florence Nightingale, the ‘Lady with the Lamp’ herself, whose nurses were now matrons at many of the London hospitals. Even so, preaching and caring for undesirables were not considered suitable occupations for young ladies and earned the deaconesses a great deal of scorn. I admired them enormously, and entertained dreams of joining them – dreams which I kept to myself, as I wasn’t sure my parents’ zeal would stretch that far.


Nonetheless, to my father, Anglican or not, the Pennefathers were paragons of missionary-minded endeavour, and he had been suitably flattered to receive an invitation to join them, and William and Catherine Booth, Dr Tom Barnado, Henry and Fanny Guinness, and other church leaders committed to alleviating the miseries of the poverty-stricken East End, at the Earl of Shaftesbury’s famous monthly ‘tea parties’. Shaftesbury needed first-hand examples to inform and inspire his own representations in Parliament. They needed him to pass on any particular needs for pecuniary assistance to his wealthy associates.


Once the May holiday had passed, July and the week of the Keswick Convention drew nearer, and we children could barely control our excitement. For the previous ten years, since 1875, for a brief season that tiny town nestling in the heart of the Cumberland mountains had been overrun with more than ten thousand persons, intent on one purpose and filled with one aspiration – to feast on the teachings of famous preachers from all over the world, to be transported to new heights and depths of faith, to indulge in the luxury of a week away from the trials and temptations of their earthly lives in a heavenly holiday with the saints. Controversy went unheard, denominational differences were forgotten, race, colour and creed all blended into one, as, in the words of its founder, the Revd Hartford-Battersby, ‘We were taken out of ourselves, and led, step by step, to such a consecration to God, as in the ordinary times of a religious life, hardly seemed possible.’


There were old friends to meet and new ones to make, wonderful walks around Derwentwater or up Skiddaw with its breathtaking views across the fells, unusual hotel fare, Kendal mint cake and Grasmere gingerbread. And then the stirring youth rallies, admonishing young people to ‘throw our lives away for Jesus’, a sentiment to which we readily concurred, with little understanding of how to throw away what we hadn’t yet had.


A deep quiet pervaded the vast crowds as they poured like so many ants out of every hotel, guesthouse and tent, and made their way expectantly to the big top for the massed morning and evening services. It was truly thrilling to hear the deafening sound of all those people rise to their feet to sing together, in voices that shook the marquee and resonated in the very depths of our souls.


 


Not a surge of worry,


Not a shade of care,


Not a blast of hurry,


Touch the spirit there.


 


Stayed upon Jehovah,


Hearts are fully blessed;


Finding as he promised


Perfect peace and rest.


 


In the blink of an eye, or so it seemed, this taste of heaven, so long awaited, was over and the little Lakeside town settled back into its tranquillity. The hordes departed, promising to stay in touch, leaving the perfect peace and rest behind, as we returned to the hurry, worry and care of our mundane lives, though with our hearts fully blessed. And a profound sense of anticlimax.


In the months between Keswicks the mass missionary conventions at the Exeter Hall provided us with a taste of the same heady mix of entertainment and spiritual challenge. I remember being most bemused on one occasion to see Lord Kinnaird, a Scottish peer, occupying the chair, wearing brown trousers with a black frock coat. A fashion faux pas if ever there was one. Was this something to do with his fame on the football pitch, I whispered to Phil, the younger of my two elder brothers. Phil leaned across and said, ‘Lords, Gracie, can wear anything they want, you know.’


Oh, the excitement as the missionaries rose to speak – perhaps one who had barely escaped with his life from a cannibal feast, or was the sole survivor of a party of pioneers, all of whose companions had succumbed to deadly African fevers. And then there were the new recruits, who would rise and tell us how the Call had come to them. Our enthusiasm would reach such a pitch that it seemed as if the roof would be lifted as we sang our final hymn, then filed out onto The Strand – into a world which seemed so unreal and impersonal in contrast. It was as if we were still treading the golden streets of our Exeter Hall paradise and were unable to adapt our exalted selves to the prosaic procedure of going home in a lumbering two-horse omnibus, so we often begged our brother to allow us to walk through Leicester Square, Piccadilly and Regent Street.


‘Is it really true, Phil, that it’s not safe to be in the West End after dark?’


‘Yes, my dears, not even in twos; take my arm and on no account must you look at anyone.’


So we rushed along, past the hordes of painted and overdressed women, pushing our way and being pushed by the crowds that now began to pour out of the music halls and theatres; it seemed as if we were escaping the judgement of Sodom and Gomorrah.


At Marble Arch we would mount an omnibus and with the spirit of adventure still strong within us, would ride on top, a most unladylike procedure in those days – huddling up close to our brother on the knife-board seats for warmth. Arriving home after midnight, we would find our parents sat around the supper table discussing the delights of the meeting – sometimes with the Earl of Shaftesbury or Lord Radstock, occasionally with the speakers themselves, such as the famous, larger-than-life American evangelists Moody and Sankey, whose presence would stun us into silence as we ravenously consumed the remainder of the cold roast beef and apple tart.


It was at one such meeting, listening to an exceedingly pretty young woman called Geraldine Guinness describing how she could no longer resist the certainty that she must go to save the lost in China, that my twelve-year-old sister Ruth, to whom I was the closest in sentiment as well as age, decided that she too was called to be a missionary. I was too young to have any idea of the implications of such a decision. Nor did I know then to what extent Geraldine Guinness’s path would one day cross with mine.


Thus the excitement of conferences and conventions tempered my opinion of the religious austerities of those days, as well as affording me excellent fodder for the observations that would inspire my character impersonations – of which more anon.










1887–90


Worship normally reserved for the Almighty was extended only to one other – our beloved Queen. From infancy we had never been allowed to miss an opportunity of seeing her. Amid hustling and jostling, we had been driven, pushed or carried to vantage ground in the parks to see her pass in procession, and great was our enthusiasm when she turned her head and inclined – as we verily believed – towards our family circle. Though it must be said, her appearances had been fairly rare since the death of Prince Albert in 1861, and for me she was almost a mythical figure, a character in a storybook.


On June 20th 1887, when I was ten, Victoria celebrated her Golden Jubilee. Though there was little I didn’t know about her, this was the first time I actually remember seeing her. We waited as a family with Mother and Nurse Tye, both of them in a state of extreme nervous excitement, as the Queen processed through London to Westminster Abbey as Empress of India, escorted by the Colonial Indian Cavalry. My impression was of a thousand gorgeous colours of race, costume, uniform, festoons, bunting, flowers and full-budded trees mingling in a kaleidoscope of pageant glory, into the midst of which came the golden coach bearing our Queen. As she appeared we cheered, waved, rose and curtsied, laughed with a sheer exuberance of joy and wondered why our mother’s eyes were filled with tears. Nurse Tye was so overcome that she was forced to sit down for a while on a park bench, as she was in no fit state to escort us back to the tram.


*


To return to the subject of our leisure activities, our reading and amusements were strictly circumscribed, though it was possible we were spared much that was worthless in both. Books of fiction were rigorously eschewed, but we had access to unlimited versions of the Bible – all richly bound, books of travel – mostly missionary ones, which, however, were thrilling enough in the days of Livingstone, Carey, Paton, Burns and Mackay, and some of the poets, including Longfellow, Whittier, Wordsworth, Tennyson and Keble – though we were warned of the dangers of the High Church teaching in Keble’s Christian Year. (Frankly, I had no desire to tackle such a ponderous volume anyway.) I am thankful to record that the works of Shakespeare, taboo in some households, were not banned. Indeed, I attribute much of my father’s eloquence in preaching to his intimate knowledge and love of Shakespeare’s plays. On one occasion, we visited friends in the country who lived in an old-fashioned rambling house with an entrance hall adjoining a big dining room, the ceiling of which was upheld by a double row of supporting pillars, an ideal setting for charades. One day we decided to attempt As You Like It. The dining room was converted into a veritable Forest of Arden, and the entrance hall formed one of the rooms of the palace. It was just as Rosalind and Celia were planning flight (‘Now go we in content / To liberty, and not to banishment . . .’) that our hostess appeared, ‘shocked and pained’, she declared, ‘by these worldly theatricals’. In vain did her son explain that it was only Shakespeare. We were told to remove our Babylonish garments and to repair to the study, where a circular letter from some part of the mission field was duly read to a very subdued group of young people.


In the musical world we were allowed greater liberty, though our parents had qualms about the singing of an oratorio when ‘sacred words were sung by unconverted lips’. Their love of music finally prevailed over this misgiving, but opera, with all its unbridled lust and passion, remained forbidden to us. As did the Henley Regatta – a great favourite with my school friends, but a danger to vulnerable young minds, for reasons I couldn’t quite fathom.


Thus, for all forms of amusement, we children were almost entirely dependent on our own resources, which, however, made for originality and the development of any artistic gifts we might possess. Our entertainments usually took the form of representations of the religious ceremonies with which we were familiar. Baptism by immersion was the most popular.


Watching total immersion baptisms was one of the high points of church life. The church’s baptistry was sunk into the floor of a raised platform, with steps leading down into the water as at a swimming pool. The women candidates were attired in mob caps and long white gowns, which had an embarrassing way of blowing up like balloons as they stepped into the water. The men wore black alpaca garments like a priest’s cassock, which somehow managed to stay in place. The baptising elder placed his right arm around their shoulders and, taking their folded hands with his left one, lowered the body backwards into the water. This solemn moment was unfortunately often marred by the hysteria of some of the female candidates, so the congregation was encouraged to burst into hymn-singing on cue to drown out the noise of any embarrassing distractions.


We children recreated our baptistry by means of sheets suspended from a four-poster bedstead, into which we were plunged by an ‘elder’ who stood precariously poised on a bedside table. I must confess that somewhat unholy mirth, rather than hymn-singing, accompanied the proceedings when occasionally elder and candidate fell in and suffered ‘total immersion’ together.


My contribution to our entertainments usually took the form of the impersonation of the revivalist preachers, or those of our mission hall congregation, whose peculiarities I had observed during Sunday services. My repertoire enlarged as I grew older, for in the shop windows my attention had been attracted by the photographs of the leading actors and actresses of the day. My ‘quick changes’ included the characterisation of persons as widely diverse as Henry Irving, Ellen Terry, May Yöhe, Mabel Love, Edna May, Apollyon of Pilgrim’s Progress, Neptune, Britannia, Greek goddesses (duly draped in the style approved by the Popes of the Middle Ages), and the leading lights of the Plymouth Brethren.


So the limitations imposed on the ‘Saints’ in accordance with the Brethren’s code of conduct in no way deprived us as a family of the joie de vivre which is the prerogative of youth. We lived in a whirl of social and religious activity, for our parents kept open house. Sundays, far from being the gloomy days usually associated with that epoch, were especially bright and cheerful once we returned from the statutory ‘Breaking of Bread’ – and even that provided a certain amount of entertainment.


To commemorate ‘The Lord’s Supper’ the Brethren would assemble in a room or hall, and sit within a roped-off portion. We children were permitted to sit in this inner circle, as both our parents, our maiden aunt and our nurse were among the bona fide Breakers of Bread, so, had we sat beyond the pale, there would have been no one answerable for our conduct. I used to look with perplexed interest – not unmixed with envy – on those who sat on the other side of the rope; it was not a satisfactory explanation to be told that they were not ‘in fellowship’. Among them was my eldest brother, Percy, but my other brother, Philip, sat with us, perched up on hymn books as a precautionary measure against cane-chair markings on the seat of his velvet knickerbockers.
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