

[image: ]








[image: alt]




















[image: ]

Disraeli from an engraving after a photograph by Mayall

























Disraeli


ROBERT BLAKE









[image: ]

























TO THE MEMORY OF MY FATHER

























List of Illustrations







Disraeli, from an engraving after a photograph by Mayall


1 Isaac and Sarah D’Israeli, 1828 facing page 68


2a James Clay 69


  b The young Disraeli, from a drawing by Count d’Orsay 69


3 Henrietta Sykes 100


4 Mary Anne Disraeli 101


5 Edward Stanley, 14th Earl of Derby 292


6 Some of Disraeli’s second Cabinet 293


7 Two cartoons from Punch  324


8 ‘Civil Service Stores’ 325


9 Two cartoons of Disraeli, by ‘Vincent’ and ‘Ape’ 708


10a Gladstone and Disraeli, Punch cartoon 709


    b ‘Mose in Egitto!’‚ from Punch  709


11a Queen Victoria and Disraeli at High Wycombe 740


    b Hughenden Manor today 740


12 Disraeli in old age 741




 





Maps illustrating the Eastern question.





Acknowledgements are due for the following plates: to the Radio Times Hulton Picture Library for the frontispiece, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11a, 12; to the National Trust and Michael R. Dudley for 1, 2a, 4, 5, 11b; to Sir John Wheeler-Bennett, KCVO, for 2b; to Sir Francis Sykes, Bt, for 3.






















Preface





Disraeli died in 1881. His literary executor was his private secretary, Montagu Corry (Lord Rowton), who seems to have contemplated writing a biography of his chief. Certainly no one would have been better qualified to ‘Boswellize’ Disraeli. But when he died in 1903 nothing had been done. In the interval not only had several unofficial lives – mostly of dubious value – appeared, but also the official biography of Gladstone, whose death had occurred only five years earlier, in 1898. In the circumstances the Beaconsfield Trustees, of whom Lord Rothschild was the key figure, were anxious to have something done as soon as possible. After offering the job for a fee of £20,000 to Lord Rosebery, who declined it, they chose W. F. Monypenny, a distinguished Times journalist. He began work in 1906. His first volume, covering the years 1804–37, appeared in 1910, and the second (1837–46) in November 1912. But he was in failing health and died a few days later. The Trustees then invited G. E. Buckle, who had recently resigned the editorship of The Times as a result of disagreement with Lord Northcliffe. The remaining four volumes were published at intervals over the next eight years, the last two appearing together in 1920.


The six-volume work, running to at least one and a quarter million words, is rightly described in the notice of Buckle in the Dictionary of National Biography as both ‘a quarry and a classic’. Not least of its virtues is the great quantity of Disraeli’s letters published there for the first time. All subsequent writers about Disraeli must acknowledge their debt to Monypenny and Buckle. Perhaps one day some wealthy foundation will finance a complete edition of the correspondence of the best letter-writer among all English statesmen. Till that day the official biography remains the nearest equivalent.


It is now sixty years since that work was begun and nearly half a century since it was completed. During that time there have been studies of aspects of Disraeli’s career and of English history in which use has been made of his papers, and Professor B. R. Jerman in his The Young Disraeli (1960) has exploited them in order to unravel details of Disraeli’s early life. There have also, of course, been numerous biographies based on printed sources. But there has been no attempt at a fresh appraisal of his whole career, based on the papers and on the information which has subsequently become available. This biography is an attempt to fill this gap.


Politics was the breath of Disraeli’s life and it is the political side of his career which is most in need of re-examination, although other aspects, too, such as his reckless and raffish youth, need to be reconsidered. It is impossible to deal with the political background otherwise than at some length. This is therefore a long book, but perhaps the reader will console himself with the thought that it is not as long as Monypenny and Buckle.


R.B.


Christ Church, Oxford


July 1966
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Benjamin Disraeli’s career was an extraordinary one; but there is no need to make it seem more extraordinary than it really was. His point of departure, though low by the standards of nineteenth-century Prime Ministers, was neither as humble nor as alien as some people have believed. It is possible to overestimate the obstacles in his way and underestimate the assets he possessed.


He was born in London on December 21, 1804, at his father’s house, 6 King’s Road, Bedford Row (later renamed 22 Theobald’s Road), near Gray’s Inn. He was the second child and eldest son of Isaac D’Israeli, author of the Curiosities of Literature, a volatile, kindly, sceptical literary man of comfortable private means and of Italian Sephardi1 Jewish origin. Benjamin’s mother was Maria (Miriam) Basevi, whose family was of the same origin and equally prosperous. He had an elder sister, Sarah, born in 1802, whose fiancé died tragically in 1831. She never married and devoted herself to her parents and her eldest brother. She died in 1859. Of his three younger brothers Naphtali was born and died in 1807, Ralph (Raphael) was born in 1809, James (Jacobus) in 1813. The last two became conscientious and dull public servants. James, a Commissioner of Excise, died in 1868 leaving no heirs. Ralph, who became Deputy Clerk of Parliament, outlived all the family, dying in 1898. His son inherited Benjamin’s Buckinghamshire estate and country house, Hughenden, near High Wycombe. With his death in 1936 the male line of the family became extinct.


Throughout his life Benjamin Disraeli was addicted to romance and careless about facts. His account of his ancestry, though wrong in almost every detail, is interesting both for the light that it throws and the influence that it had upon his character and beliefs. It appeared in 1849 as a memoir prefacing the collected works of his father, to whom he was devoted. Disraeli maintained that his father’s family had been expelled from Spain in the great exodus of 1492 and had settled in Venice, where they ‘dropped their Gothic surname and, grateful to the God of Jacob who had sustained them through unprecedented trials and guarded them through unheard-of perils, they assumed the name of Disraeli, a name never borne before or since by any other family in order that their race might be for ever recognised’. In Venice they flourished ‘as merchants for more than two centuries under the protection of the lion of S Mark’. Then towards the middle of the eighteenth century his great-grandfather sent the younger of his two sons, Benjamin, to England, ‘where the dynasty seemed at length established through the recent failure of Prince Charles Edward and where public opinion appeared definitively adverse to the persecution of creed and conscience’.2 The other son, so Disraeli alleged, remained in Venice as a banker and became a friend of Sir Horace Mann, the British envoy in Florence.


The learned researches of Dr Cecil Roth and the late Mr Lucien Wolf have revealed this account as largely mythical3. There is no evidence at all that the family came from Spain. The name, which was Israeli until the elder Benjamin changed it to D’Israeli, is neither unique nor Spanish nor Italian: the D’, which sounds like a nobiliary particle, is probably the Aramaic di used by the Sephardi Jews in their Synagogal names in place of the Hebrew ben, and meaning ‘son of’. The name Israeli is Arabic and was used by the Moors in Spain and the Levant to distinguish Jews holding public office or otherwise coming into contact with the non-Jewish population. The Spanish or Italian version would be Israelita, and it is most unlikely that a Jewish refugee escaping from the Spanish Inquisition to Venice would have advertised his Hebrew origin by adopting an Arabic name. Nor is the name unique even in the form of Disraeli, which was apparently adopted by Benjamin, the younger, very early in life.4 A Huguenot family of that name flourished in London for much of the eighteenth century, and died out in 1814 in the person of one Benjamin Disraeli, a rich Dublin moneylender who had no connexion whatever with his famous namesake.


The story of a Venetian ancestry is equally untrue. No record of the name appears in any Venetian records before 1821. The elder Benjamin, Disraeli’s grandfather who migrated to England, did, indeed, have two sisters who settled in Venice in middle age and kept a girls’ school in the ghetto, but there is no other connexion with Venice, and the elder brother who was alleged to be a banker and a friend of Sir Horace Mann seems to have been conjured up by Disraeli’s imagination. At all events his name is unknown to the Venetian archives and appears nowhere in the gigantic correspondence of Sir Horace Mann.


Disraeli could easily have ascertained from a glance at his own family papers that his grandfather came from Cento near Ferrara, which belonged to the Papal States. It is impossible to trace the family back beyond his great-grandfather, Isaac Israeli, of whom very little is known. He or his forebears probably came to Italy from the Levant. Isaac Israeli’s son, Benjamin, was born in 1730 and emigrated to England in 1748. His motive is unlikely to have been anything so profound as confidence in the Hanoverian dynasty or admiration of the English way of life; it was probably, in Mr Wolf’s words, ‘a humdrum but entirely creditable desire to find the best market for his knowledge of the straw bonnet trade’. In 1756 he married Rebecca Furtado, who died eight years later. It was this connexion which gave rise to the belief that Disraeli had some relationship with the grand Spanish family of Lara. Rebecca’s brother-in-law was one Aaron Lara, a prosperous London broker, and Disraeli himself enumerates among the leading Sephardi families flourishing in England in his grandfather’s time the Laras, ‘who were our Kinsmen’. In fact, this family of Lara was Portuguese and quite unconnected with the Spanish family of the same name. It is wrong to suggest, as some have, that Lara was the ‘gothic name’ which the D’Israelis originally bore. In any case, Disraeli had no blood relationship with his grandfather’s first wife. There was one daughter of this marriage, who subsequently emigrated to Italy and whose descendants are still there.


The following year Benjamin the elder married again. His second wife, Sarah Shiprut de Gabay Villa Real, was the youngest daughter of Isaac Shiprut, a rich city merchant, whose mother hailed, not from the famous Portuguese family of Villa Real, as the younger Benjamin believed, but from a family of the same name in Leghorn.5  The marriage brought Benjamin D’Israeli the elder both money and credit, and did much to re-establish his somewhat shaky finances. He became a stockbroker and left £35,000 when he died in 1816 – a comfortable fortune, but scarcely one that could ever have put him, as his grandson maintained, into the category of a potential Rothschild.


There was in Disraeli’s day, and long after, a notion that the Sephardi Jews were more ‘aristocratic’, whatever that may mean, than the Ashkenazi who came from central and eastern Europe. Disraeli was undoubtedly a Sephardi. There was also a belief that of the Sephardi the most aristocratic branch was the descendants of the Spanish or Portuguese Jews, whether those who professed their faith openly and were expelled in 1492, or the so-called Marranos or secret Jews who lived as nominal Christians adopting ‘gothic’ surnames, but were eventually forced to leave by the racialist persecution of the Inquisition. Disraeli never made it quite clear which of these branches he thought he belonged to. The point is not important, since there is no proof at all that he belonged to either. What matters is that he believed that his origins were highly aristocratic and the belief had no small effect on his political outlook and his political career.


He appears to have taken very little interest in his mother and to have disliked the Basevi family. But it is curious to notice that, by one of those ironies which so often attend human vanities, he had a far more picturesque and romantic descent through her than through his father. Here, indeed, he really might have claimed a genuine ancestor in one of the Jews who left Spain in the great exodus of 1492, and what is more a far more distinguished ancestor than he ever dared to invent for the Disraelis. Her father, Naphtali Basevi, had married another of his race, Rebecca Rieti. Rebecca’s mother came from a family called Aboab Cardoso. The Cardosos had been settled in England since the end of the seventeenth century – which gives Disraeli four generations of English-born ancestors, not merely one, as his enemies maintained. The Cardosos claimed, probably with justice, a direct lineal descent from Isaac Aboab, the last Gaon of Castille, who in 1492 led a contingent of 20,000 compatriots into Portugal, where he had obtained permission for a temporary stay from King John II. Disraeli would have made much of this if he had known the facts.
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The elder Benjamin was a genial, friendly, conformist who remained to the end of his days a devout member of the Sephardi congregation at Bevis Marks in London. His wife, Sarah, was, however, a rebel. She hated the faith to which her ancestry caused her to belong. She was, her grandson says, ‘a demon’, and ‘so mortified by her social position that she lived until eighty without indulging in a tender expression’. She was evidently not a very agreeable grandmother. Her religious doubts, however, had advantages for her only son. Her mother, Esther Shiprut, Disraeli’s great-grandmother, was so grieved at this infidelity that she cut her daughter out of her will and left her fortune direct to Isaac, who thus became a man of independent means at the age of twenty-five. Esther was luckily not to know that Isaac would later behave even more badly from her point of view than Sarah did, leave the family faith altogether and have his children brought up as Christians.


Isaac was born on May 11, 1766. He seems in his early years to have shown some signs of the rebelliousness that was to characterize his eldest son. He once ran away from home and was found in a suitably romantic posture lying on a tombstone in Hackney churchyard. His father did not understand this sort of thing. His solution to the problem was to give him a pony. Later, when there seemed the ominous possibility that parental influence would oblige him to go into trade, Isaac wrote a poem ‘against commerce which is the corruption of man’. Clever youths are often out of sympathy with their fathers. Some eighty years later Isaac’s famous son remarked to his private secretary, ‘that his father never understood him, neither in early life when he failed to see his utter unfitness to become a solicitor, nor in latter days when he had got into Parliament.’6 It is a matter in which experience seldom teaches a lesson.


Isaac, thanks no doubt to the prospect of his grandmother’s fortune, escaped ‘the corruption of man’ and was allowed to travel and write. Influenced by a free-thinking tutor in Amsterdam, he soon dropped his boyish romanticism and surveyed life through the eyes of Voltaire rather than those of Rousseau. He produced various verses and other trifles, but it was in 1791 that he first made his name with a genre of literature which he continued to exploit for the rest of his life. In that year he published The Curiosities of Literature, a fascinating anthology of anecdotes and character sketches about literary men, together with random observations on history and literature, written in a dryly elegant style. Although Isaac was modest enough to issue it anonymously, indeed to present the copyright to his publisher, John Murray, it was at once a great success. The author’s name soon became known and Isaac found that he had achieved fame. Fortune arrived simultaneously, for his grandmother died that same year.


Already Isaac’s mode of life had become established: a constant worker in the British Museum during the morning and in his own ever-expanding library during the afternoon, he would cover innumerable slips of paper with notes and extracts in his tiny crabbed handwriting. The first volume of the Curiosities went into twelve editions. It was followed by five more volumes, the last appearing in 1834. A Dissertation on Anecdotes, Calamities of Authors, Quarrels of Authors were variations on the same theme. As an anecdotalist and anthologist Isaac D’Israeli had scarcely a rival in his own day or since.


He did not confine himself to anthology and anecdote. He wrote a number of novels and stories, the last appearing in 1811 and entitled Despotism, or the Fall of the Jesuits. None was successful; and they are wholly forgotten today. He also tried his hand at history. Here he followed in the Tory footsteps of Hume, and his Commentaries on the Life and Reign of Charles I (5 volumes, 1828–80) earned him in 1832 an honorary DCL from Oxford, still loyal to the glorious memory of Charles the Martyr. It was a serious work of historical research and the author made use of much then unpublished material, but, naturally enough, it has long been superseded by modern scholarship.


In 1795 Isaac became mysteriously but seriously ill, and for three years he lived in Devonshire recuperating. Benjamin was to have a similar breakdown even earlier in life. By the time Isaac was thirty-five most of his friends regarded him as a confirmed bachelor, but on February 10, 1802, he married Maria Basevi. The Basevis were a distinguished and talented Jewish family settled in Verona since the end of the sixteenth century. Maria’s father, Naphtali, had set up in London as a merchant in 1762. He became President of the Jewish Board of Deputies in 1801. His wife’s uncle, Solomon Rieti, was the creator of the celebrated pleasure gardens by the Thames at Ranelagh. His grandson, Nathaniel, was the first Jewish-born barrister to practise in the English courts. Another grandson, George Basevi, Benjamin Disraeli’s first cousin, was an able architect, pupil of Sir John Soane and responsible for designing the Fitzwilliam Museum at Cambridge. He met his death in 1845 by a tragic accident, falling from the scaffolding round Ely Cathedral, where he was inspecting the work on the bell tower. Maria herself does not seem to have possessed any special talent other than the far from contemptible one of making a happy home for her husband and children.


Benjamin Disraeli was thus born into a family neither obscure, undistinguished, nor poor. ‘It is really nonsense’, wrote the Duke of Argyll,7 ‘to talk of a man in such a position as a mere “Jew Boy” who by the force of nothing but extraordinary genius attained to the leadership of a great party. The only impediments in his way were not in any want of external advantages but his own often grotesque and unintelligible opinions.’ The Duke was no friend of Disraeli and he overstated the case, but there was more in it than is usually admitted. His father’s réclame in the literary world was considerable, and Isaac seems to have been personally liked by other writers. Scott, Byron, Southey and Samuel Rogers praised him. John Murray was his intimate friend. He had no financial worries and his family could rely on servants, good food, a comfortable house and a generous, though not lavish, upbringing. In character Isaac was not perhaps the ideal father; but who is? He was inclined to be over-indulgent to his children. He was nervous and retiring. He was at times fussy and too readily put off by trifles. During the crisis of 1832, when there seemed danger of a run on the banks, he wrote to his son to say that he was thinking of coming up to London to take out some gold – as long as it was not raining.8


Isaac never took any active part in politics, but his views were Tory all his life. The literary world was by no means remote from the political in the early nineteenth century. Of course, the company frequented by Isaac was separated by a wide gulf from the grandees who dominated the Cabinet or led the Opposition, but John Murray’s dinner parties included a fair number of those hard-working lesser figures, under-secretaries and the like, such as Croker,9  Barrow10 and Wilmot Horton,11 for whom political gossip was the principal theme of conversation. Benjamin Disraeli’s background was more helpful and relevant to his later career than is sometimes realized.
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In one respect, however, Disraeli suffered from a potentially fatal handicap. He was a Jew. The handicap did not arise from social or religious persecution. England at the beginning of the nineteenth century was a tolerant place, and its Jewish inhabitants were numerically far below the figure at which, sociologists tell us, an alien minority risks becoming the object of hatred to their fellow citizens. The Jewish religion with its strange observances and eccentric taboos inspired curiosity rather than detestation. The handicap lay in the fact that the law prohibited non-Christians from entering Parliament. Until 1829 Jews, along with Roman Catholics and Dissenters, were excluded by the Test Acts, which preserved the higher positions in public life for members of the Church of England. In 1829 this monopoly was broken so far as the Christian sects were concerned, but the parliamentary oath continued to be taken ‘on the true faith of a Christian’, and Jews were still excluded – a barrier not removed until 1858.


No such ban applied to people who were merely Jewish by race, provided that they were ready to take the oath. As early as 1770 Sampson Gideon the younger, who later became a peer, was returned for Parliament. Sir Manasseh Lopes entered the House in 1802, Ralph Bernal in 1818, and, most famous of all, the great economist, David Ricardo, in 1819. All four were members of the Anglican Church, but their racial origin was well known, and it was evidently not an insuperable bar.


Fortunately for Disraeli the difficulty soon vanished. Isaac had never taken his faith at all seriously, although he paid his dues and conformed outwardly. But in 1813, greatly to his annoyance, he was elected Parnass or Warden of the Congregation of Bevis Marks – a position somewhat analogous to that of an elder in the Scottish Kirk. Under the rules of the synagogue, refusal of office entailed a fine of £40. Isaac declined either to accept or to pay. ‘I lament the occasion’, he wrote, ‘which drives me with so many others out of the pale of your jurisdiction…. Do not shut out the general improvement of the age; … a society has only to make itself respectable in these times to draw to itself the public esteem.’


In fact, however, he did not resign at once. Probably he was anxious not to hurt the feelings of his father. The authorities of the synagogue for their part do not seem to have pressed the matter of the fine. But four years later, in March 1817, as a result of a renewed financial wrangle, he finally left the Congregation. Benjamin the elder had died in the previous year, and there was no one else whose susceptibilities would be damaged, for Isaac’s mother detested Judaism. The Basevi family withdrew at the same time.


Isaac was content to remain outside any formal religious organization, but his close friend, Sharon Turner, a solicitor and antiquary, persuaded him with some difficulty that this would not do for the children. On July 11 the two younger boys were taken by Turner to be baptized at S Andrew’s, Holborn, by the Reverend W. H. Coleridge, a nephew of the poet. But oddly enough – and contrary to his own later recollection – Benjamin was not baptized till July 31 (by the Reverend J. Thimbleby), and his sister a month after that, on August 28. Dr Cecil Roth suggests that Benjamin and Sarah, being old enough to have some ideas of their own, may have dug their toes in and refused to accompany their father’s friend on the earlier occasion12. This is possible, although Benjamin seems to have had no memory of such reluctance: in his own account he says, wrongly, that all four children were baptized on the same day.


Benjamin had taken, or been pushed into taking, far the most important decision of his boyhood. From now onwards he was a practising member of the Church of England as by law established. Had he remained a Jew, his later political career would have been impossible. He would never have become leader of the Conservative party if he had been obliged to wait till his middle fifties before entering Parliament.


There is something of a mystery about the exact chronology of his education. At a very early age he went to a dame’s school at Islington kept by a Miss Roper. He himself declared that he was sent there to learn to speak, but this is scarcely credible. After that, though it is not quite clear when, he moved to a boarding-school at Blackheath whose headmaster was a Nonconformist minister by the name of Potticany. He remained there until he was nearly thirteen, but he never mentions it at all in any of his reminiscences. At this school, according to the recollection of some of his schoolfellows, he was allowed to stand at the back of the hall during prayers, and he was apparently given some kind of instruction in Hebrew once a week by a visiting teacher.


In the autumn term of 1817, after he had become a Christian, he was sent to another school; no doubt there was some connexion between the two events. To have returned to Blackheath after the change of religion might have been embarrasing. The new school was Higham Hall in Epping Forest. Its headmaster was a Unitarian minister, the Reverend Eli Cogan, and it catered for about fifty or sixty boys from what was then termed ‘the middling class’, sons of prosperous but unaristocratic fathers – for example, the four sons of Baron Gurney, the judge, went there. The choice of school is not in itself surprising, but it becomes so when we remember that Isaac soon afterwards sent both his younger sons to Winchester. Why he had his eldest and cleverest boy educated at a rather dim little place like Higham Hall and his two younger and duller sons at one of England’s greatest public schools is far from clear. The reason cannot have been financial. Isaac’s father had died the previous year, leaving a substantial sum, and Isaac signalized his increased prosperity by moving in 1817 to a larger house in Bloomsbury Square. ‘Both my brothers,’ wrote Disraeli many years later in an autobiographical fragment which is in some respects far from reliable, ‘were at Winchester for wh: I was intended. This is the reason for my being often described as an alumnus of that public school’.13 But he does not say why the intention was frustrated. Perhaps he gives us a hint in Vivian Grey. ‘Mr Grey was for Eton but his lady was one of those women whom nothing in the world can persuade that a public school is anything but a place where boys are roasted alive; and so with tears taunts, and supplications, the point of private education was conceded.’ Did Maria Disraeli for once intervene? The first and only Wykehamist Prime Minister was Addington. It is odd to think how near Disraeli came to being the second.


He only stayed at Higham Hall for two or three years – once again the chronology is obscure – but it evidently made a deep impression on him. In his words to Lord Rowton, ‘the whole drama of public school life was acted in a smaller theatre’.14 It is hard to believe that the vivid descriptions of schoolboy life given in Vivian Grey‚ Contarini Fleming and Coningsby do not have some basis in personal experience. Nearly everything else in Disraeli’s novels has, and Contarini Fleming is described by the author as a ‘Psychological Auto-Biography’. Although this does not mean that the story must be taken as literally true, nevertheless it is worth considering. Contarini Fleming is the son by his Venetian first wife of Baron Fleming, a diplomat in some unspecified northern court, too deeply immersed in business to bother about his family. The Baron has married again. His second wife is conventional, cold, scrupulously fair, but utterly insensitive to the feelings of Contarini, who is a moody, emotional, poetical genius. There are two sons by the second marriage. ‘They were called my brothers but Nature gave the lie to the repeated assertion. Their blue eyes, their flaxen hair, and their white visages claimed no kindred with my Venetian countenance.’ Glad to escape an uncomprehending stepmother and dullard brothers whom he dislikes, Contarini goes to school, but in retrospect he hates it.




Our school boy days are looked back to by all with fondness. Oppressed with the cares of life we contrast our worn and harrassed existence with that sweet prime, free from anxiety and fragrant with innocence. I cannot share these feelings. I was a most miserable child; and school I detested more than ever I abhorred the world in the darkest moments of my experienced manhood.





Nevertheless at first things go well. Conscious hitherto of not only being different in appearance but inferior to his fair-haired northern companions, he finds to his surprise that he has a talent for wit and persiflage which astounds them all. ‘It seemed that I was the soul of the school. Wherever I went my name sounded, whatever was done my opinion was quoted.’ The hero in Vivian Grey has the same experience.


Then Contarini falls in love. In those pre-Freudian days it was possible to write about schoolboy romances in a way which could scarcely be imitated today. The object of his passion is a boy called Musaeus.




It seemed to me that I never beheld so lovely and so pensive a countenance. His face was quite oval, his eyes deep blue: his rich brown curls clustered in hyacinthine grace upon the delicate rose of his downy cheek and shaded the light blue veins of his white forehead.


I beheld him: I loved him. My friendship was a passion. Of all our society he alone crowded not round me. He was of a cold temperament, shy and timid. He looked upon me as a being whom he could not comprehend, and rather feared….


Musaeus was lowly born, and I was noble; he poor and I wealthy; I had a dazzling reputation, he but a poor report. To find himself an object of interest, of quiet and tender regard, to one to whose notice all aspired, and who seemed to exist only in a blaze of cold-hearted raillery and reckless repartee, developed even his dormant vanity. He looked upon me with much interest, and this feeling soon matured into fondness.


Oh! days of rare and pure felicity, when Musaeus and myself with our arms around each other’s neck wandered together amid the meads and shady woods that formed our limits! I lavished upon him all the fanciful love that I had long stored up; and the mighty passions that lay yet dormant in my obscure soul now first began to stir in their glimmering abyss.





There follow lovers’ quarrels, passionate scenes and frenzied letters, but term, alas, draws to an end. One last walk on the evening before, and even Musaeus sheds a tear. ‘The bell sounded. I embraced him as if it sounded for my execution, and we parted.’ But the holidays induce a different mood. Musaeus comes to stay. Contarini now finds him a bore, and on returning next term, plunged in despondency and gloom, only ‘supported by my ambition which now each day became more quickening’, severs all relations with him. The rest of the school, astonished at this change, take up the cause of Musaeus, and rather surprisingly march en masse, all two hundred of them, to remonstrate with Contarini, who is brooding in solitude on a gate in a remote part of the grounds. The leader of this curious deputation gets a short answer from Contarini. They fight, Contarini, of course, winning; and he hurls his enemy’s ‘half-inanimate body’ on to a dunghill. A similar fight, though for different reasons, occurs in Vivian Grey. Soon afterwards, tormented, unhappy, at odds with himself for reasons that he cannot analyse, Contarini runs away from school. The remainder of the novel does not for the moment concern us.


What light does all this throw on Disraeli’s adolescent life? No one can be sure, but from other straws in the wind it is reasonable to guess that some of it corresponds to reality. It is clear that he did not get on well with his mother. To transpose her for fictional purpose into that recognized object of dislike, a stepmother, would be a natural precaution. Precisely what went wrong with their relationship no one can now tell. But something went wrong. There is no record of his ever talking about her after her death, and no reference to her in the numerous autobiographical fragments which survive among his papers. Indeed, one might almost think that he wished to obliterate her memory. In the somewhat imaginative memoir recounting his family history, from which quotation has been made earlier, her name is never even mentioned. This strange omission did not go unnoticed. Sarah D’Israeli protested. ‘I do wish,’ she wrote, ‘that one felicitous stroke, one tender word had brought our dear Mother into the picture.’ Disraeli’s answer, if any, has not survived. Perhaps Maria D’Israeli gave her two younger sons, with whom Benjamin had little in common, more affection than he felt they deserved. Perhaps like Contarini’s stepmother she did not recognize his brilliance. ‘Tho’ a clever boy … no prodigy’, was her verdict in writing to John Murray after the quarrel occasioned by the publication of Vivian Grey.15 She came round in the end. In March 1847 Disraeli, now well on the way to the leadership of the Tory party, made a brilliant speech. ‘Mama at last confesses,’ wrote Sarah to Disraeli’s wife, ‘that she never before thought Dis was equal to Mr. Pitt. So you see it pleases all variety of hearers or readers.’ But it was too late. She died a month later, and if silence may thus be interpreted her son was not reconciled. One faintly pathetic piece of evidence survives to suggest that Disraeli never quite brought himself to accept this lack of the love and affection which he thought his due. It is a sonnet, a very bad one, headed ‘To My Mother nursing me on her birthday 1838’.16 Whether or not she saw it there is no means of knowing. Twenty-two years later he sent it on December 8, 1860, in a letter marked ‘immediate’ to his brother, Ralph. There is nothing to explain why. This is the only known evidence that Disraeli ever even thought about her after she died.


Yet the more his character, particularly in his relation with women, is examined, the more clear it becomes that he felt this deprivation deeply. All his life he seems to be searching for a substitute for the mother who was somehow missing. His wife, his mistresses, his friends were almost always older women who could, or he hoped that they could, supply that need.17 It is impossible to doubt that some very real experience lay behind these early passages in Contarini Fleming, and that Disraeli with his intense vanity, his supreme egoism, craved from his mother a degree of admiration and adulation which was never forthcoming.


Nor can there be much doubt that Contarini’s schooldays are in some measure based on the author’s experience. The theme of schoolboy friendship is one to which Disraeli returns on other occasions. It is difficult to believe that he had not felt such sentiments himself. There is a famous passage in Coningsby:




At school friendship is a passion. It entrances the being; it tears the soul. All loves of after-life can never bring its rapture, or its wretchedness; no bliss so absorbing, no pangs of jealousy or despair so crushing and so keen! What tenderness and what devotion; what illimitable confidence; infinite revelations of in-most thoughts; what ecstatic present and romantic future; what bitter estrangements, what melting reconciliations; what scenes of wild recrimination, agitating explanations, passionate correspondence; what insane sensitiveness and what frantic sensibility, what earthquakes of the heart and whirlwinds of the soul are confined in that simple phrase, a schoolboy’s friendship. ’Tis some indefinite recollection of these mystic passages of their young emotion that makes grey-haired men mourn over the memory of their schoolboy days. It is a spell that can soften the acerbity of political warfare, and with its witchery can call forth a sigh even amid the callous bustle of fashionable saloons.





One is reminded of Byron’s famous meeting near Bologna with his Harrow friend, Lord Clare.18 That Disraeli wrote from his heart on this occasion is evident. It is probable that at Higham Hall he first felt the pangs of love, and felt them intensely; and that either there or at Blackheath he first became conscious of being different – ‘the Venetian countenance’. It is more than likely that he suffered some sort of rebuff on this account, possibly connected with one of these schoolboy romances. The great fight which figures in both Vivian Grey and Contarini Fleming, or some similar episode, may have really occurred. Disraeli’s black curls, hooked nose, dark eyes and pale complexion must have contrasted oddly with the pink cheeks and fair hair of his companions. It is unlikely that the contrast went unobserved either by him or by them. The young Disraeli when we begin to know anything definite about him, from the age of twenty onwards, is a youth of immense ambition, consumed with an almost insolent determination to make his mark. The conquest of a hostile or indifferent world – military metaphors recur constantly when he writes about politics and society – is the theme of his life, and it remained so till in his old age he had finally triumphed. It is hard to say what gave the impetus to this ambition, if indeed any single experience did so. But it is certain that throughout his adult life he was conscious of dwelling apart from other men and it is probable that this awareness first came upon him when he was a schoolboy. Perhaps we need not look beyond it for the clue to his extraordinary determination to climb to the top. If he could not ‘belong’, he could at least rule. To the end of his days he remained an alien figure, never truly merged in the social and political order which after a lifetime of vicissitudes he had so strangely come to dominate at last.
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Disraeli left Mr Cogan’s establishment some time in 1819 or early 1820. For the next year or so he worked at home. He had the run of his father’s vast and learned library, and it was during this time of his life that he began to acquire the wide if somewhat shallow knowledge of history and literature that was to characterize his thought and writing all his days. At the same time he endeavoured to turn himself into a classical scholar, but it is doubtful whether he ever really attained the knowledge of classical authors which he was inclined to claim in later life. During 1820 he kept a diary of his studies. His numerous errors of grammar, syntax, and accidence suggest that in Greek he never advanced very far. On the other hand he had a tolerable knowledge of the Latin language and literature. Disraeli probably was quite genuine in his love of the classics, but, like Stanley Baldwin, he rested that love upon somewhat shaky foundations. However, he knew enough to bandy Latin quotations in the House of Commons, and, luckily, it was not the form to do so in Greek.


In November 1821, shortly before he was seventeen, he became articled to a firm of solicitors, Messrs Swain, Stevens, Maples, Pearce and Hunt of Frederick’s Place, Old Jewry. The premium paid by his father was 400 guineas. According to Disraeli’s autobiographical note already mentioned, the firm was the principal rival of the famous City firm of Freshfields, and its ‘partners divided though in unequal portions fifteen thousand per annum’.


Maples, who was his father’s friend among the partners, had a daughter, and it was hinted that a match might well be acceptable to both families. The daughter was, so Disraeli says, ‘by no means without charm, either personally or intellectually’. There is no very reliable first-hand evidence of how Disraeli conducted himself as an articled clerk. Maples’s son, writing to Lord Rowton in 1889, said:




I have heard my father say that Mr. Benjamin D’Israeli was very diligent very obliging and useful in the business and that he then already displayed more than ordinary talents. He served nearly four years’ articles in 6, Frederick’s Place but at the end of that period my father represented to Mr. Isaac D’Israeli that his son’s talents were too great for a Solicitor’s Office and advised Mr. Isaac D’Israeli that his son should follow some profession where he would have greater opportunities of distinguishing himself and suggested that he should go to the Bar.19





Recollections of this sort are liable to be coloured by later events. It is hard to imagine Disraeli being particularly efficient in the humdrum work which must have come his way. A contemporary letter from his father rings more truly:




15th October 1824 Old Ship Hotel, Brighton.


My dear Ben,


Your sister received your letter this morning which no doubt proved highly amusing – but I wished besides amusement you had combined for my use a little business-like information …20





And, as we saw earlier, Disraeli recognized in retrospect ‘his utter unfitness to become a solicitor’, although he did not regret the experience. Indeed, he writes of his time as an articled clerk:




It would be a mistake to suppose that the two years and more that I was in the office of our friend were wasted. I have often thought, though I have often regretted the University, that it was very much the reverse. My business was to be private secretary of the busiest partner of our friend. He dictated to me every day his correspondence which was as extensive as a Minister’s, and when the clients arrived I did not leave the room but remained not only to learn my business but to become acquainted with my future clients…. It gave me great facility with my pen and no inconsiderable knowledge of human nature.


Unfortunately, if indeed I ought to use the word, the rest of my life was not in harmony with this practice and business…. I became pensive and restless and before I was twenty I was obliged to terminate the dream of my father and his friend. Nothing would satisfy me but travel. My father then made a feeble effort for Oxford, but the hour of adventure had arrived. I was unmanageable.21





As for the young lady, she and Disraeli remained good friends, but nothing came of the family’s hopes of a match. ‘She said to me one day and before I had shown any indication of my waywardness, “You have too much genius for Frederick’s Place: it will never do.”’


We must envisage the young Disraeli during these years from seventeen to twenty as a precocious, moody, sensitive and somewhat affected youth, conscious of great powers, but uncertain how or where to use them, vaguely dissatisfied with his mode of life, much given to solitary reading and imaginative flights of fancy. Whether, at this early stage, like Vivian Grey, he had ‘a devil of a tongue’, and ‘a certain espirit de société, an indefinable tact’‚ there is now no means of ascertaining. It is, however, certain that the picture given in that novel of the society which Vivian frequented, thanks to his father, Horace, who had always found himself ‘an honoured guest among the powerful and the great’, does not correspond to reality. Isaac did not move in society at all. His friends were minor politicians, scholars, authors, publishers and fellow frequenters of the British Museum. It was a porty, snuffy, rather donnish world, whose leviathan was John Murray, the friend and literary executor of Byron and the second of that great dynasty of publishers. He seems to have taken to the young Disraeli, whose precocious talent he was one of the first to recognize. While still scarcely more than a boy Disraeli was allowed to be a guest along with his father at some of John Murray’s celebrated dinner parties.22  When he was only seventeen the publisher consulted him on the merits of a play. Disraeli’s answer is one of his earliest surviving letters.




August 1822


Dear Sir,


I ran my eye over three acts of ‘Wallace’23 and as far as I could form an opinion I cannot conceive these acts to be as effective on the stage as you seemed to expect. However it is impossible to say what a very clever actor like Macready may make of some of the passages. Notwithstanding the many erasures the diction is still diffuse and sometimes languishing though not inelegant. I cannot imagine it a powerful work as far as I have read. But indeed running over a part of a thing with people talking around is too unfair…. Your note arrives. If on so slight a knowledge of the play I could venture to erase either of the words you set before me I fear it would be Yes, but I feel cruel and wicked in saying so….


Yours truly


B.D.24





In 1824, possibly encouraged by Murray, Disraeli wrote his first novel. It was a political satire entitled Aylmer Papillion. He sent it to Murray except for two chapters which he had mislaid. Murray evidently thought little of it, but perhaps did not quite like to say so. Sensing this reluctance, Disraeli wrote urging him not to bother about it, ‘and as you have had some small experience in burning manuscripts perhaps you will be so kind as to consign it to the flames’.25 Murray seems to have followed this advice. All that survives of Aylmer Papillion are the chapters which Disraeli had mislaid. They are crude and jejune. There is no need to regret the destruction of the others.


Two glimpses of the young Disraeli at this period of his life or a little earlier have come down to us. Mrs Maples recalled that even then his dress excited notice. He often dined with her and used to dress ‘in a black velvet suit with ruffles and black silk stockings with red clocks, which was very conspicuous attire on those days’.26  And William Archer Shee, son of the President of the Royal Academy, remembered juvenile parties given by Mrs Disraeli in Bloomsbury Square. He was only ten or eleven. Disraeli was some seven years older, and, not unnaturally, found them tedious.




He took little notice of the small fry around him but walked about and dawdled through the quadrilles in tight pantaloons, with his hands in his pockets, looking very pale, bored, and dissatisfied, and evidently wishing us all in bed. He looked like Gulliver among the Liliputians, suffering from chronic dyspepsia.27





Disraeli’s health seems to have caused some anxiety at this time, and in 1824 Isaac, partly because he was worried on this score, decided to vary his usual summer holiday at an English watering-place and to take Benjamin at the end of July for a six-week tour of Belgium and the Rhine valley.


The rest of the family were left behind, but father and son were accompanied by one of Benjamin’s closest friends, William George Meredith, a young man who had just come down from Brasenose. While he was still at Oxford an unofficial engagement had been contracted between him and Sarah Disraeli. Both families approved. There was indeed no reason why the engagement should not have been published and the young couple duly married, for Meredith’s parents were rich and he had no need to earn his living. But he had an even richer uncle who had given it to be understood that William would be his heir and who appears to have had some sort of objection to the match. Accordingly, and as events turned out, tragically, it was agreed to postpone matters for the time being. Meanwhile the intimacy of the two families was very close. The Merediths had a London house at Nottingham Place in addition to a country seat in Worcestershire. William, and his sister Georgiana, were constantly visiting the Disraelis. The young men wrote plays and sketches,28 the girls illustrated them, and the two families acted them. Meredith was a more prosaic character than his erratic friend, but he was by no means untalented. He became a Fellow of the Royal Society at twenty-seven and in 1829 published a reputable book on recent Swedish history.


The tour was a great success. It was Disraeli’s first visit outside England, and his letters to his sister describing what they saw, did and ate – especially the last – have survived and make excellent reading.29 Even at that early age Disraeli was very much of a gourmet. ‘Our living for the last week’, he writes from Antwerp, ‘has been of the most luxurious possible, and my mother must really reform her table before our return.’ A diary which he kept for the tour carries us without a break from a description of Rubens’s pictures in Antwerp to one of the vol-au-vent of pigeons at their hotel. The features of Brussels which struck him were the magnificence of the cathedral, the sweetness of the oysters, and the excellence of the pâté de grenouilles, which was, he said, ‘sublime’. In Mainz he dwells on the pleasures of wine. ‘The governor allows us to debauch to the utmost and Hochheimer, Johannisberg Rudesheimer, Assmanshausen, and a thousand other varieties are unsealed and floored with equal rapidity.’ The letters show a sharpness of observation and a satirical eye which anticipate the author of Vivian Grey. They also show much of the brashness, conceit and affectation which critics were to discern in the same work.


Disraeli maintained in retrospect that it was during his tour of the Rhine that he decided to give up the law as a career. ‘I determined when descending those magical waters that I would not be a lawyer.’ As with many of Disraeli’s recollections, this is slightly misleading. He did indeed abandon the plan to become a solicitor. He did not return to Frederick Place and he gave up his articles in 1825. But whether as a compromise with his father’s ‘feeble effort for Oxford’, or for other reasons, he made the gesture of reading for the Bar and was admitted on November 18, 1824, as a student of Lincoln’s Inn.30 But it is probably true that in his own mind he had abandoned either branch of the law by the autumn of 1824, and that he was already brooding on a brisker means of securing fame and fortune.
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The two years which followed Disraeli’s return from his tour of the Rhine saw the first great crisis of his life. The ‘hour of adventure’ had indeed arrived and he plunged with a recklessness which, when every allowance is made for his temperament and youth, remains astounding. His fortunes fluctuated with wild rapidity. But in the end his luck failed, and at an age when most of his contemporaries would hardly have left the university he found himself burdened with a load of debt and a dubious reputation, which were to affect his career for many years to come.


His frame of mind in the autumn of 1824 may perhaps be reconstructed from Vivian Grey.1




And now … this stripling who was going to begin his education had all the experience of a matured mind – of an experienced man; was already a cunning reader of human hearts; and felt conscious from experience that his was a tongue which was born to guide human beings. The idea of Oxford to such an individual was an insult … THE BAR – pooh! law and bad jokes till we are forty; and then with the most brilliant success the prospect of gout and a coronet … THE SERVICES in war time are fit only for desperadoes (and that truly am I); but, in peace, are fit only for fools. THE CHURCH is more rational … I should certainly like to act Wolsey; but the thousand and one chances against me! And truly I feel my destiny should not be on a chance. Were I the son of a Millionaire or a noble I might have all …


Such was the general tenor of Vivian’s thoughts, until nursing himself almost into madness, he at last made, as he conceived, the GRAND DISCOVERY. ‘Riches are power’, says the Economist:— and is not Intellect? asks the philosopher. And yet while the influence of the Millionaire is instantly felt in all classes of society, how is it that ‘Noble Mind’ so often leaves us unknown and unhonoured?





The answer, Vivian concludes, is that men of intellect do not study the human nature of ordinary mankind.




… Yes we must mix with the herd; we must enter into their feelings; we must humour their weaknesses: we must sympathise with the sorrows we do not feel; and share the merriment of fools. Oh yes! to rule men we must be men … Mankind then is my great game.





Vivian conveys part of these sentiments to his father, who warns him against trying to ‘become a great man in a hurry’.




… Here dashed by the gorgeous equipage of Mrs. Ormolu, the wife of a man who was working all the gold and silver mines in Christendom. ‘Ah! my dear Vivian,’ said Mr. Grey, ‘it is this which has turned all your brains … This thirst for sudden wealth it is, which engenders the extravagant conceptions, and fosters that wild spirit of speculation which is now stalking abroad … Oh my son the wisest has said ‘He that maketh haste to be rich shall not be innocent.’ Let us step into Clarke’s and take an ice.2





But the ice cooled the blood of neither the fictitious nor the real Vivian Grey. Disraeli was determined to make a fortune and impatient to become independent of his family. He had already begun to speculate on the Stock Exchange together with a fellow solicitor’s clerk called Evans. The two young men now resolved to play for higher stakes. A third partner by the name of Messer, the son of a rich stockbroker, went in with them. For some time past the stock market had been booming; and at this particular moment the most promising field seemed to be that in which Mr Ormolu specialized, the shares of mining companies, those of South America in particular. Finance and politics were closely connected, for everything depended on the success of the rebellions in these former Spanish colonies. Canning’s famous dispatch in March 1824, and his known desire – contrary to the opinions of the King and Lord Eldon – to recognize the new republics made him the hero of the whole commercial interest.


At first Disraeli and his fellow financiers had speculated for the fall. Their instinct was right, for most of the companies concerned were thoroughly unsound. But when the republics were at last recognized, just after Christmas 1824, there was such a boom that they lost their nerve and became ‘bulls’ at precisely the wrong moment. It was hardly surprising. The Anglo-Mexican Mining Association’s shares rose from £33 on December 10 to £158 on January 11, and those of the Colombian Mining Association, whose prospectus was drafted by Messrs Swain, Maples & Co., from £19 to £82. Both were promoted by J. & A. Powles, a leading firm of South American merchants, and Disraeli came into active contact with J. D. Powles, the principal partner. His optimism may well have encouraged Disraeli’s speculations. But mid-January saw the high point of the mining-share market. No great profit was to be made thereafter, and from April onwards values began gradually to fall. The adverse balance against Disraeli and his partners, who were, of course, operating on the margin throughout, rose from £400 at the end of 1824 to £7,000 by June 1825. Of this about half had been paid by Evans in cash. It is uncertain how much of this debt was Disraeli’s, for the surviving accounts are obscure and do not show the proportions.3 Even if we assume that his share was one-third, the sum far exceeded his means. It was the origin of the financial embarrassments that were to encumber him for the rest of his life. He did not settle finally with Messer till 1849, and then only in response to a quasi-blackmailing letter.4


Powles had the strongest motive for encouraging public confidence in the South American boom now that limited liability had resulted in wide ownership of shares, but at this juncture official warnings began to come from the Government. Lord Liverpool, the Prime Minister, advised caution, and Lord Eldon threatened promotors with the penalties of the Bubble Act of 1820. Powles accordingly wrote a pamphlet to counteract these jeremiads. But his style was that of most businessmen. No one read it. He accordingly enlisted Disraeli. In so far as the latter had any regular employment since leaving Messrs Swain other than speculation on the Stock Exchange, it was as reader and assistant to John Murray. He edited a life of Paul Jones for Murray, which came out at the end of 1825 and performed other services. Murray was involved in some sort of partnership with Disraeli in mining shares and was not unwilling to publish on commission pamphlets in their favour.5 Early in March there appeared Disraeli’s first authentic work, an anonymous pamphlet of nearly a hundred pages, entitled An Enquiry into the Plans Progress and Policy of the American Mining Companies. Couched in grave tones of apparent impartiality and appealing to high principles of liberty and national prosperity, it was in reality an elaborate puff for South American mining companies in general, and those promoted by J. and A. Powles in particular. A second pamphlet rapidly followed, called Lawyers and Legislators, or Notes on the American Mining Companies. Disraeli attacked the recent dicta of Lord Eldon, and denounced Alexander Baring and John Cam Hobhouse, who had presumed to cast doubt in the House of Commons upon the soundness of the prevalent gambling mania.


He ended on a lofty note, describing himself as




one whose opinions are unbiased by self-interest and uncontrolled by party influence, who, whatever may be the result, will feel some satisfaction, perchance some pride, that at a time when … Ignorance was the ready slave of Interest, and Truth was deserted by those who should have been her stoutest champions, there was at least one attempt to support sounder principles, and inculcate a wiser policy.





Disraeli’s third and final mining pamphlet was entitled The Present State of Mexico. The main part of the text was a translation of a report laid before the Mexican Congress by Don Lucas Alaman, Minister for Home and Foreign Affairs, who was being paid, on the side, by the mining companies in order to look after their interests. He was described by Disraeli, who contributed a high-flown introduction, as a ‘pure and practical patriot’.


It is impossible to say how far Disraeli believed in the correctness of his own statements in these pamphlets. What is certain is that the companies which he puffed were worthless concerns based on fraud or at best folly. For one destined to be a master of the art of fiction, this literary début was perhaps not inappropriate, but it was an odd beginning for a future Chancellor of the Exchequer.


Thirteen years later Gladstone’s first book appeared, also under the imprint of John Murray. It was entitled The Church in its Relations with the State.
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Disraeli now proceeded to involve himself in a new and in the end equally disastrous venture. John Murray had toyed for some years with the idea of starting a daily newspaper as well as his highly successful Quarterly Review. In retrospect he doubted whether he would have taken the plunge but for Disraeli, to whose ‘unrelenting excitement and importunity’ he later described himself as having ‘yielded’.6 But by then everything had gone wrong. An experienced Scottish businessman of forty-six would not have acceded to the importunity of a flamboyant youth of twenty if he had not already been more than half converted to the project on his own account. The new paper was to be Canningite, of course. Perhaps it was expected to achieve what the pamphlets had failed to achieve. Powles was in on the business from the start and a letter from Disraeli among the Murray Papers shows the publisher’s interest in mining shares. ‘Be easy about your mines – we were more behind the scenes than I even imagined.’7 On August 3 a memorandum was drawn up under which Murray agreed to supply half and Powles and Disraeli one-quarter each of the capital required to start the new paper.8 How Disraeli supposed that he could produce the money is one of the puzzles of the affair. It is no less strange that Murray and Powles should have relied on him – he was legally still an infant – and one can only explain the transaction in the light of the commercial euphoria that swept London at the time.9


Equally strange was the dilatory manner in which Murray now proceeded. He planned to start publication on November 1, but it was not until the second week of September that anything was done about the managerial side of the new paper. Disraeli posted up to Edinburgh on September 12 to persuade J. G. Lockhart, Sir Walter Scott’s son-in-law, to become … what? It is far from clear. Evidently not editor, for this was regarded as socially degrading in the case of a daily paper. He was apparently to be manager, and contributor, too, with perhaps some form of editorial control. It may be that Disraeli was none too clear about the matter himself. He bore with him a letter from a lawyer called Wright, who seems to have advised Murray on these matters and had already written direct to Lockhart giving the erroneous impression that Canning wished Lockhart to edit the new paper.10 When Disraeli called on Lockhart at Chiefswood, his house near Melrose, Lockhart showed such palpable surprise that he had to explain it away by saying that he had expected Isaac D’Israeli. Letters from Wright and Murray had already made it obvious who Disraeli was, but Lockhart, a stiff, formal, middle-aged young man, was probably too astounded at the sight of this exotic boy to conceal his feelings. However, he treated Disraeli with civility, introduced him to Sir Walter at Abbotsford, and put him up at Chiefswood for over a fortnight.


Disraeli kept Murray informed of negotiations in a series of letters which only add to the mystery of the story. He devised a code (which he sometimes forgot to keep). ‘M from Melrose’ was Lockhart, ‘The Chevalier’ Sir Walter, ‘O’ was ‘The Political Puck’, i.e. Disraeli himself, and ‘X’ was ‘a certain personage on whom we called one day, who lives a slight distance from town and who was then unwell’.11 It is usually assumed that ‘X’ was Canning, but it is hard to believe that if so Disraeli would have said nothing at all about such a visit in his various published and unpublished reminiscences. On the other hand, if ‘X’ was not Canning, who was he?


In his third letter to Murray, probably written on September 21 he launched into what seems a world of pure fantasy. Lockhart is to be found a seat in Parliament. He must when he comes to town be convinced that ‘through Powles all America and the Commercial Interest is at our back … that the Ch.12 [Church] is firm; that the West India Interest will pledge themselves; that such men as Barrow &c &c are distinctly in our power …’ Lockhart is ‘not to be an Editor of a Newspaper but the Directeur General of an immense organ, and at the head of a band of high bred gentlemen and important interests …’ There are references to ‘X’ and to Disraeli’s ability to organize ‘in the interest with which I am now engaged, a most immense party and a most serviceable one’.13 This sounds as if some sort of Canningite faction was envisaged, but it may well have existed only in Disraeli’s imagination. The project of a seat for Lockhart is never mentioned again and the whole story becomes even odder when at the end of the month Lockhart, with his father-in-law’s full support, wrote a letter to Murray refusing what had not been offered – the editorship of the new organ,14  although from the start Wright had made it quite clear that they were not asking him to take on that post.


It is hard to avoid the impression that, in spite of his own account to Murray, Disraeli had somehow muddled matters. Although Murray regarded him as his ‘right hand’ and praised him highly to Lockhart as ‘a good scholar, hard student, deep thinker … and a complete man of business … worthy of any degree of confidence that you may be induced to repose in him’,15 a letter from Wright to Lockhart rings more truly.




… whatever our friend Disraeli may say or flourish on this subject, your accepting of the Editorship of a newspaper would be infra dig … but not so as I think the accepting of the Editorship of the Quarterly Review … Disraeli who is with you I have not seen much of, but I believe he is a sensible clever young fellow; his judgment however wants sobering down; he has never had to struggle with a single difficulty nor to act in any affairs in which his mind has necessarily been called on to consider and choose in difficult situations. At present his chief exertions as to matters of decision have been with regard to the selection of his food, his employment, and his clothing and, though he is honest and, I take it, wiser than his father, he is inexperienced and untried in the world, and of course, though you may, I believe, safely trust to his integrity, you cannot prudently trust much to his judgment …16





Meanwhile, without telling Disraeli, Murray offered Lockhart the editorship of the Quarterly, a very different proposition, which brought him hurrying down to London. He was to have £1,000 a year and several hundreds more for articles, and he also agreed to contribute to the new daily in return for a minimum of £1,500. He quickly clinched this excellent bargain.


Disraeli was now busy in London making arrangements for the daily paper – and none too soon. It could not now come out in November, but might at the New Year. His cousin George Basevi was to be architect for the new offices in Great George Street. Disraeli conferred with lawyers and printers, engaged correspondents. ‘Private intelligence from a family of distinction in Washington’ was to come ‘by every packet’. ‘Mr. Briggs the great Alexandrian merchant’ would answer for Egypt. A Herr Maas whom he had met at Coblenz would send gossip about English travellers in Germany. The Provost of Oriel (Copleston) would be correspondent for the universities.17


Disraeli was proud of one coup. He secured the services of Dr Maginn as their representative in Paris. But the doctor, an entertaining Irish scamp who also wrote under the pseudonym of Morgan O’Doherty, was a most undesirable choice. He drank like a fish, was in debt to Murray, and later, writing for Westmacott’s Age, engaged in the worst sort of blackmailing journalism. He took Disraeli in by first professing grave doubts and then appearing to be suddenly converted. ‘The Dr. started in his chair like Giovanni in the banquet scene and … ended by saying that as to the success of the affair doubt could not exist,’ Disraeli complacently told Lockhart. ‘In brief the Dr. goes to Paris and Murray acquits him (this au secret) of his little engagement.’18 Alas, it was a case of the biter bitten. Maginn’s blarney defeated Disraeli’s eloquence. He went to Paris, ran up new debts to replace those cancelled by Murray, drank much, and wrote little. Brought back to London to edit the lighter side of the paper, which certainly needed enlivening, he gave offence by his frivolities and hastened its demise.


That Disraeli with his youthful exuberance should have been wildly optimistic about the prospect is scarcely surprising. More remarkable is the enthusiasm of his hard-headed elders. Powles appears to have been confident. Murray, though he had occasional misgivings, wrote to Scott that he was ‘certain … of inevitable success’, and to a friend, William Jerdan, that ‘I have never attempted anything with more considerate circumspection’. Isaac D’Israeli, too, was sanguine enough at the time, though he denied it later. Writing to Murray on October 9 he says:




… never did the first season of blossoms promise a richer gathering. But he [Benjamin] has not the sole merit for you share it with him in the grand view you take of the capability of the new intellectual Steam Engine. You have already secured such Coadjutors as no publisher has had before … You will put out the other lights without any wish to do them that disservice but merely by outshining them.19





Scott was less enthusiastic. From the very beginning he seems to have been mildly sceptical about the newspaper and, though he approved of his son-in-law editing the Quarterly, he had no confidence whatever in the consistency or determination of Murray.20


Half-way through November, Murray sent Disraeli on a second mission to Abbotsford. ‘The most timorous of all God’s booksellers’ had become nervous about the appointment of Lockhart,21 which he had endeavoured to keep dark for the time being, not even informing the current editor, J. T. Coleridge. But the story leaked out and a cabal of the Quarterly’s old guard led by Barrow were on the warpath. Disraeli’s task was to persuade Sir Walter to reassure them. Scott, as he puts it in his journal, was not very willing ‘to tell all and sundry that my son-in-law is not a slanderer or a silly thoughtless lad’, but he did in the end write a sort of open letter to Murray.22 Disraeli seems to have botched his job as an ambassador, for he spilled the story to Lockhart himself, who was back in Scotland and was naturally perturbed to find his position less safe than he believed. He wrote at once to Murray, who was furious with Disraeli, but the quarrel was soon composed, and Disraeli defended ‘the Emperor’ to Lockhart:




Do not think Murray’s conduct in this last affair wavering and inconsistent. His situation has been very trying. You and he have never rightly understood each other … When such connections were about to be formed between two men, they should have become acquainted, not by the stimulus of wine. There should have been some interchange of sentiment and feelings. The fault I know was not yours; the result however was bad. All men have their sober moments, and Murray in his is a man of pure and honourable, I might say elevated, sentiments.23





What with Murray’s hesitation, Disraeli’s inexperience, and Powles’s financial distractions which were soon to end in disaster, it is hardly surprising that the new paper’s birth pangs were prolonged.


Although there might have been a public for a new Tory organ, if it had been well run, Murray and his allies had entered on to the field with little or no idea of the difficulties involved. It was all very well Murray’s declaring to Lockhart that ‘The Times has offended everyone so much last week that Mr. P. told us there was scarcely a knot of merchants – Rothschild was at the head of one knot – which did not talk of setting up a paper’.24 People have often said this, but The Times somehow goes on. A rival organ, to have a chance, had to be well organized, lively and interesting. At this stage the partners had not even decided its name, Lockhart upon whom they obviously depended for articles and advice, had not yet arrived in London, there was no real editor, and the printing presses seemed unlikely to be ready in time.


In the end Disraeli christened the paper. ‘I am delighted, and what is more satisfied with Disraeli’s title – the Representative’, wrote Lockhart, now at last in London, to Murray on December 21. ‘If Mr. Powles does not produce some thundering objection, let this be fixed in God’s name.’25 But already the prospect of success had begun to recede. At the end of October the market in South American mines slumped. At the end of November a prominent Plymouth bank failed. By the middle of December panic reigned in the city and a large number of people were ruined. Among them were Powles and Disraeli; ruined, moreover, at precisely the moment that they were required to provide their proportion of the capital of the Representative. Powles failed because he had made personal loans of £120,000 to the various South American republics and lost every penny. According to a letter from his daughter to Monypenny, he later recovered and paid his creditors twenty shillings in the pound plus interest at 5 per cent.26 Moreover, his friendship with Disraeli Mas resumed in the ’fifties when the latter, as his papers show, corresponded with him as a leading City Conservative. But in the late 1850s he failed again, this time irretrievably.


Smiles in his life of Murray states categorically that Disraeli and Powles did not pay their share of the capital for the Representative.27  It is hard to see how Disraeli ever could have done so. But whereas Powles seems to have continued to correspond with Murray in the capacity of a partner for another two months, Disraeli abruptly vanished from the counsels of the Representative. The reason for this difference is far from clear. Perhaps Murray continued to have hopes of money from Powles, after he had ceased to have any hope from Disraeli.


The paper, which did not begin publication till January 25, was a total failure from the start. Its first number was atrociously edited, three exclusive items of news were so concealed that no one could find them, and the leaders were, in the words of Crofton Croker, one of Murray’s writers, ‘tedious to a degree and intolerably long’. Such attempts as were made to brighten up later numbers failed dismally. ‘Lord’s mercy,’ wrote Scott to his daughter, Mrs Lockhart, ‘its jokes put me in mind of the child’s question whether a pound of feathers or a pound of lead is the heaviest.’ The economic depression no doubt made such a venture hopeless, but it is unlikely that the Representative would have been a success even in more propitious circumstances. Left with sole responsibility, and harassed by worries, Murray sank into gloom and refused to answer letters. Even the general election of the early summer did nothing to revive the paper’s fortunes. It ceased publication on July 29, 1826, Murray having lost £26,000.


Disraeli did not look back on his part in the paper with any satisfaction. When he became celebrated frequent attempts were made by his enemies to assert that he had been the editor of a journal that had miserably failed. This, of course, he could and did deny with truth. But he considered it unnecessary to explain what his real connexion was with the paper, and no one could have guessed from his denials that he had been Murray’s ‘right hand’ in promoting it, nor that he had been for a time part-proprietor of ‘the new intellectual steam engine’.28 In after years he jotted down some reminiscences about his two visits to Scotland, with a vivid description of Sir Walter at Abbotsford, and an account of how after the second visit he travelled down to London with Constable, the great publisher then ‘on the point of a most fatal and shattering bankruptcy’,29 but he gives no hint whatever of the mission which took him to the north. He did not believe in dwelling upon failure, and he was good at burying the past.
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Disraeli’s feelings on being excluded from any further part in the Representative may only be conjectured: it must have been a disagreeable shock. A few weeks earlier he had been the associate of city magnates, the ambassador to Abbotsford, the borough-monger fixing up Lockhart with a seat, the ally – at one remove – of Canning; he was now simply a young man out of work and in debt. But he possessed resilience and energy. He had failed to acquire wealth or power, but he might still acquire fame – and some much-needed cash – by the use of his pen.


The exact genesis of Vivian Grey is uncertain. Years later Disraeli maintained that it had been completed before he was twenty-one, i.e. before December 21, at Hyde House, a place near Amersham rented by his father for the autumn of 1825. But this is incredible. No one, however energetic, could have written a novel of 80,000 words in four months, when swamped with business, as Disraeli was from August to December, and the second volume (Books 3 and 4 of the ordinary editions of today) is in large part a thinly disguised account of that very business; it must have been written afterwards – in the early months of 1826. ‘As hot and hurried a sketch as ever yet was penned,’ Disraeli himself described it.30


Hyde House did have a connexion with the novel. Its owner, Robert Plumer Ward,31 had published anonymously during 1825 Trentaine or the Man of Refinement, which was the model upon which Disraeli based his own book. Isaac D’Israeli rented Hyde House through a solicitor, Benjamin Austen, whose wife Sara was an ambitious, clever, attractive and childless blue stocking.32  Husband and wife were both in the secret of Tremaine and Austen acted as Ward’s agent in placing the book with the publisher Colburn, another of his clients. Tremaine was perhaps the first-so-called ‘society novel’ to be published in England, and it has a certain historical importance; by inspiring both Disraeli and Bulwer it set the tone which was to dominate English novel-writing for over twenty years. The mark of this particular form of novel sometimes called ‘silver-fork fiction’ was not merely that the characters came from high life. There was nothing new in that. The feature of Tremaine, of the novels of Theodore Hook, and Mrs Gore, and of the early novels of Disraeli and Bulwer was that they described, or purported to describe, the beau-monde correctly – their clothes, their houses, their furniture and their conversation. Accuracy and verisimilitude were at a premium for the first time.


The years after Waterloo were a period of immorality, ostentation, luxury, extravagance and snobbery – or, to be accurate, for such generalizations are rash, they presented this aspect to the observer of the square mile that constituted the heart of fashionable London. A whole class of new rich sought to mingle on equal terms with an aristocracy that possessed power, prestige and wealth unsurpassed in Europe. Novels which depicted with seeming familiarity, and often under thin disguise, the behaviour of persons in the grand world were certain to be popular – among the outsiders because they wished to read about the insiders, and among the insiders because they liked to read about themselves.


The publisher who cashed in on this vogue was Henry Colburn, a shrewd man of business and an adept at the art of ‘puffery’. The essence of this was to publish the book anonymously, hint that the author moved in the highest circles of society, suggest a ‘key’ for the characters (often a bogus one) and, if the author really was a man of fashion, discreetly allow his name to leak out at a suitable moment after the novel had been launched. This technique, together with the genuine merits of the book, made Tremaine the novel of the year.


No leakage was needed for the Disraeli family to know its authorship. Isaac read his landlord’s novel in manuscript. The Austens formed another link, and it was natural that when Benjamin decided to try his luck at literature he should have written a ‘silver fork’ novel modelled on Tremaine, and, using Sara Austen as reader, amanuensis and agent, should have published it with Colburn. She seems to have plunged into the business with the greatest enthusiasm. In order to keep the author’s name secret even from Colburn, she copied the manuscript in her own hand. She made suggestions and criticisms. She negotiated the contract. It is hard to believe that she was not at least half in love with Disraeli. A letter from her has survived in which after some polite commonplaces in ordinary writing she abruptly changed into a cipher:




I cannot continue my note thus coldly. My shaking hand will tell that I am nervous with the shock of your illness. What is the matter? For God’s sake take care of yourself. I dare not say for my sake do so, nor can I scold you for your note now you are ill. So indeed I must pray. Do everything that you are desired. If without risk you can come out tomorrow, let me see you at twelve or any hour which will suit you better. I shall not leave the house till I have seen you. I shall be miserably anxious till I do … May God bless you and grant your recovery to my anxious prayers; my spirits are gone till you bring a renewal of them …33





For years afterwards she was his willing slave and her husband his less-willing creditor. In 1834 he airily demanded some research into the subject of the south-west wind for ‘a grand simile’ in a poem he was writing. ‘Get it up by the 16th,’ he ends his letter. ‘My dear Ben,’ Sara replies, ‘I am always most happy to have an opportunity of being useful to you.’


In the latter half of February, Disraeli submitted a part of his manuscript to her for the first time. She was delighted with it. ‘I have now gone through it twice and the more I read the better I am pleased …’ ‘Trouble’, she added, ‘is an odious word which shall henceforth be banished from our vocabulary.’34 This letter was written on February 25, and haste was all the more necessary because Sara Austen knew that a second novel by Ward – De Vere or the Man of Independence – was on the way (it was, in fact, not published till the following year) and it was important for Disraeli to get in first. Colburn accepted the manuscript before he saw it, but having done so was enthusiastic. He agreed to pay £200 and at once set his puffing machine into action. He controlled the New Monthly Magazine and had an interest in Literary Gazette, and Theodore Hook, the editor of John Bull‚ was in his pocket. He also had an interest in the Sunday Times. Through these and other organs news of an impending novel, ‘a sort of Don Juan in prose’ written by a Society personage, began to circulate early in April.


There is nothing to show that Colburn ‘puffed’ Vivian Grey more than was his normal practice with any new novel, and there is no evidence to suggest, as has often been alleged, that Disraeli personally took any part in the process. But Vivian Grey undoubtedly received plenty of advance publicity. One day, so Cyrus Redding, the New Monthly’s editor records in his autobiography, he called on Colburn in his office in New Burlington Street. ‘By the by’, said the publisher, ‘I have a capital book out – Vivian Grey. The authorship is a great secret – a man of high fashion – very high – keeps the first society. I can assure you it is a most piquant and spirited work, quite sparkling.’ On April 22, in the same week that saw the publication of Scott’s Woodstock and Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans, the much-advertised novel appeared in two anonymous octavo volumes.
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To understand the effect of Vivian Grey upon Disraeli’s reputation and career it is important to read the original edition of 1826.35  Most modern readers are acquainted with it only in the drastically revised version of 1853 which is the basis of nearly all the subsequent editions. In the course of time Disraeli became much ashamed of his first novel. He would have liked to exclude it altogether from the 1853 edition of his collected works, but he compromised by pleading indulgence from the public and cutting out not only phrases and locutions but chapters, scenes, and characters which he felt betrayed the author’s youth, brashness and general impudence – particularly those which showed that he was not in 1826 the man of the world which he later became.36


Few people at twenty-one can be expected to write anything but an autobiography. Vivian Grey is the story of the Representative transposed from the journalistic to the political key. Vivian himself is the young Benjamin; his father, Horace, is Isaac. Whatever ingenious defenders of Disraeli may say, there can be no doubt that Vivian with his recklessness, lack of scruple, devouring ambition and impudent effrontery is a self-portrait. Some years later, in that curious fragmentary diary which he kept between 1833 and 1836, Disraeli wrote:




In Vivian Grey I have portrayed my active and real ambition. In Alroy my ideal ambition. The P.R. [Psychological Romance, the alternative title of Contarini Fleming] is a developmt of my Poetic character. This Trilogy is the secret history of my feelings – I shall write no more about myself.37





No doubt he had in mind the Vivian Grey of the first three books – not the rather absurd figure of melodrama who figures at the end of the fourth – but otherwise this seems as plain a statement as one could need, written in a diary which Disraeli probably intended no one to see in his lifetime, moreover written seven years later when he had had plenty of time to reflect. Against this, the disclaimers, which appear in the preface to the second part of Vivian Grey, published in the aftermath of the uproar caused by the first, carry no great weight.38


Vivian’s schooldays, his deep reading in his father’s library, his refusal to go to Oxford, his ‘devil of a tongue’, his discovery that ‘there is no fascination so irresistible to a boy as the smile of a married woman’ – all are pure Disraeli. Then he resolves to make his fortune:




At this moment how many a powerful noble wants only wit to be a Minister; and what wants Vivian Grey to attain the same end? That noble’s influence … Supposing I am in contact with this magnifico, am I prepared? Now let me probe my very soul. Does my cheek blanch? I have the mind for the conception; and I can perform right skilfully upon the most splendid of musical instruments – the human voice – to make these conceptions beloved by others. There wants but one thing more – courage, pure, perfect courage; – and does Vivian Grey know fear? He laughed an answer of bitterest derision.39





His magnifico is the Marquess of Carabas, who holds a grand sinecure, but has lost all effective power. This prosy, politically disappointed and – in the original edition of the book – tipsy mediocrity is induced by Vivian, whose charm captivates him, his wife, his friends and his toadies, to engage in the formation of a new party, reminiscent of that ‘most immense party’ in Disraeli’s letters to John Murray, which will restore him to power. One of its members is ‘Lord Beaconsfield – a very worthy gentleman but between ourselves a damned fool’. It is, however, essential to have a leader in the House of Commons. Vivian does not undertake this role himself, just as Disraeli did not seek the editorship of the Representative, but he offers to go on a mission to persuade one Cleveland, who after a brief but brilliant career in Parliament has forsaken the world for the ‘luxuries of a cottage ornée, in the most romantic part of the Principality [of Wales]’.


Cleveland, who is clearly Lockhart,40 just as Carabas, despite all denials, must be Murray, gives Vivian a reception which is ‘cold and constrained in the extreme’. But before long all is well, Cleveland is persuaded, the new party is on the point of being formed, when Mrs Lorraine, the Marquess’s equivocal sister-in-law (alleged without much basis to be a portrait of Lady Caroline Lamb), whose amorous advances have been repulsed by Vivian, ruins the whole plan by poisoning the minds of the chief plotters against the author of the plot. Even as Vivian discourses on ‘political gastronomy’ to the Marquess, letters arrive from the other members of the party repudiating their allegiance, and finally the Marquess himself receives his dismissal from the sinecure office which he holds. He rounds in a fury on Vivian, who departs to take vengeance on Mrs Lorraine, falsely telling her that he has counteracted her machinations, and is about to become a MP. The result is gratifying.




When he had ended she sprang from the sofa, and looking up, and extending her arms with unmeaning wildness, she gave one loud shriek, and dropped like a bird shot on the wing – she had burst a blood-vessel.





He then kills Cleveland in a duel and the story ends with a tongue-in-the-cheek passage which Disraeli deleted in the 1853 edition: ‘I fear me much that Vivian Grey is a lost man; but I am sure that every sweet and gentle spirit, who has read this sad story of his fortunes, will breathe a holy prayer this night, for his restoration to society and to himself.’


The plot is highly improbable and too thin to sustain a book of that length. Disraeli, conscious of this, inserted a good deal of irrelevant padding to fill it out. The result is a novel which, in point of form and construction could scarcely be worse, but its vitality and vigour makes it remarkably readable even today. It is infused with an extraordinary compound of reckless satire, youthful worldliness, cynical observation, grandiloquent sentiment, sheer fun and impudence; and the irrelevant digressions, the superfluous minor characters, the inessential scenes and episodes are what give it its flavour.


Vivian Grey had an instant succès de scandale. It was discussed in society. There was much speculation about the identity of the characters – and above all about that of the author. Some people were delighted and some furious, but few were bored. Early in May, Plumer Ward wrote to Mrs Austen:




All are talking of Vivian Grey. Its wit, raciness, and boldness are admired; and you would have been not ill-pleased with the remarks upon particular passages and characters – the dinner at Château Désir particularly, Mrs. Millions,41 all the women, the two toadies, and universally Stapylton.42 From the Nugents’ account it is much spreading in London, excites curiosity and also resentment … It certainly frightens a great many people who expect to be shown up; and you must really be careful of discovering the author …43





But such secrets are not easy to keep. As long as the author’s name remained unknown the reviewers were cautious. Some did indeed observe that there were solecisms and social blunders which could hardly have been made by a man of fashion. One of these was Jerdan, editor of the Literary Gazette, who noticed that ‘the class of the author is a little betrayed by his frequent references to topics of which the mere man of fashion knows nothing and cares less’. Mrs Austen did her best to prevent the truth emerging. ‘Don’t be anxious about V.G.’, she writes excitedly to Disraeli. ‘We’ll blind them yet. I have not committed you by even a look – it’s only a guess which may be averted’44 It seems, however, that Jerdan, who knew Murray well and hence the saga of the Representative, had somehow guessed the real author, and when once the secret was out the fury of the reviewers knew no bounds.


No doubt in an ideal world critics would be indifferent to the name of an author. A book should be judged on its merits and is equally good whether written by Mr X, Lord Y, or some famous literary figure: likewise if it is bad. But the world is not ideal, and there are passages in Vivian Grey which no one could have read in quite the same light after knowing that the author was a youth of twenty-one who had never moved in society. Disraeli found himself the object of a series of ferocious personal attacks. Reviewers in those days were not the urbane and courteous figures which they have become today. Their lives were conducted in a whirlwind of splenetic fury and ceaseless vendettas. Disraeli had to suffer, moreover, not only for his own faults, but for the animosity which Colburn had acquired by his notorious methods.


Blackwood’s Magazine45 denounced ‘the shameful and shameless puffery’ which had pushed the book forward. The writer was branded as ‘an obscure person for whom nobody cares a straw’, and the book described as ‘a paltry catchpenny’. The Monthly Magazine46 said of the author:




… we shall probably never have to mention his name again. He would perhaps make a useful assistant to old D’Israeli in cutting out paragraphs to manufacture into some other half dozen dull volumes, and add to the ‘calamities of authors’; he is evidently incapable of anything better, and his only chance of escaping perpetual burlesque is to content himself with ‘wearing his violet-coloured slippers’, ‘slobbering his Italian greyhound’,47  and sinking suddenly and finally into total oblivion.





Many critics dwelt on a defect of the book, which was particularly mortifying for someone with the ambitions of the young Disraeli, his numerous social blunders or, as one critic put it, ‘his most ludicrous affectation of good breeding’. This side of Vivian Grey is one that can only be appreciated by those who read the 1826 edition, for Disraeli, who knew the manners of the beau-monde well enough by 1853, cut most of the solecisms out when he revised the novel. But in the original version there are expressions which almost remind one of the Young Visiters: the Marquess ‘dashed off a tumbler of Burgundy’; ‘the cuisine of Mr. Grey was superbe’; ‘Her Ladyship … was now passata although with the aid of cachemeres [sic] diamonds and turbans, her tout ensemble was still very striking’, etc.


The Literary Magnet went one stage beyond anyone else. It roundly declared that ‘this spark’, together with Mrs Austen, had conspired to defraud Colburn, that they had passed off the manuscript as being written by Plumer Ward, and thus secured twice as high a publisher’s advance as Disraeli would otherwise have got. Stories to this effect were widely circulated in London literary circles, and it is not inconceivable that Mrs Austen, without uttering any positive falsehood, may have allowed Colburn to gain an incorrect impression about the authorship of the book.


Slashing criticism is disagreeable, even when it can be discounted as the product of malice. The attack in Blackwood’s particularly dismayed Disraeli. Five years later he described in Contarini Fleming the effect of those hostile observations from ‘the great critical journal of the north of Europe’.




With what horror, with what blank despair, with what supreme appalling astonishment did I find myself for the first time in my life the subject of the most reckless, the most malignant, and the most adroit ridicule. I was sacrificed, I was scalped … The criticism fell from my hand. A film floated over my vision, my knees trembled. I felt that sickness of heart that we experience in our first scrape. I was ridiculous. It was time to die.
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There was one quarter in which Vivian Grey did its author nothing but harm – the literary and political circle centred round John Murray. He considered that he had been grossly caricatured and that his confidence had been abused. He had good reason to think so. Coming on top of his previous causes for exasperation, Vivian Grey must have been the last straw. When it appeared the Representative was still in publication, running its sole remaining and solvent proprietor into ever-increasing losses. Murray had already begun to persuade himself that he would never have undertaken the venture but for Disraeli’s ‘unrelenting importunity’. Then there was his default over the capital. Monypenny in a valiant effort to defend Disraeli underestimates the degree of offence which the book was bound to give. ‘Murray,’ he says, ‘apparently fancied that he had been satirised in the character of the Marquis, though it is not easy to detect the slightest resemblance between them.’48 But no impartial reader who knew the inner story of the Representative could fail to see John Murray as the Marquess of Carabas, any more than he could fail to see Lockhart as Cleveland, Horace Grey as Isaac D’Israeli, Mr and Mrs Millions as Mr and Mrs Powles, etc., and some reviewers did, in fact, comment on these resemblances.


Here again, to appreciate the position it is essential to read the 1826 edition. Murray was a genial host and enjoyed the wine that circulated liberally at his table. In the original edition of Vivian Grey we find the Marquess depicted as a timorous and tipsy nincompoop, and it is possible that a scene such as the following, though a crude caricature, was not so very remote from what sometimes occurred at Murray’s dinner-table while the Representative was being hatched.


We are at dinner at Château Désir, where the new party is being launched. The Marquess addresses the assembly more or less coherently for a sentence or so, then:




Here the bottle passed, and the Marquess took a bumper. ‘My Lords and Gentlemen, when I take into consideration the nature of the various interests, of which the body politic of this great empire is regulated; (Lord Courtown the bottle stops with you) when I observe, I repeat, this, I naturally ask myself what right, what claims, what, what, what – I repeat what right, these governing interests have to the influence which they possess? (Vivian, my boy, you’ll find Champagne on the waiter behind you.) Yes, gentlemen it is in this temper (the corkscrew’s by Sir Berdmore), it is, I repeat, in this temper, and actuated by these views, that we meet together this day.’49





It is significant that in 1853 this and every other allusion to the Marquess’s drunkenness was omitted and the whole scene rewritten. But in 1826 John Murray’s friends would have had little difficulty in convincing him that the description of the Carabas dinner party was an impudent lampoon and an outrageous breach of trust.


Moreover, at the very moment of the publication of Vivian Grey, Disraeli involved himself in another affair, which, whatever the true facts, undoubtedly enraged Murray and his circle even further. This was the production of a satirical weekly journal called the Star Chamber. It only lasted for nine numbers from April 19 to June 7, 1826, and then abruptly ceased publication. Vivian Grey appeared three days after the first number, and it is perhaps significant that the printers, who were also printers for Murray, declined to print the second number, which accordingly had to be transferred elsewhere.


Disraeli’s part in the journal has always been something of an enigma. He denied on several occasions in later life that he had edited it, but he certainly contributed.50 The nominal editor and proprietor was one Peter Hall, a Brasenose friend of Meredith through whom he met Disraeli. Meredith was also a contributor. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Disraeli was the moving spirit. Nothing that we know of Hall, who later became a parson and edited an antiquarian magazine called The Crypt, or of Meredith, who seems to have been a serious-minded, rather grave, young man, suggests that they could have written the satires and lampoons with which the new journal abounded. Whether Disraeli wrote the Dunciad of To-day, a long satirical poem which appeared in the later numbers of the magazine, it is impossible to say for certain.51  But if he did, then Murray had even more cause for annoyance, for it contains a number of wounding hits at him and his friends.


At all events a bitter and prolonged battle now broke out between Murray and the Disraeli family. Writing more in sorrow than in anger, Isaac said:




In conversation with my son this day I find him so sensibly hurt at a sudden change of your conduct towards him that I cannot but deeply sympathize with his depression … I well know your late disappointment but the sole error does not rest with him. You were all inexperienced and it happened that the youngest was most. Without due and proper preparations you expected what with every precaution it might be difficult to provide you with. Time was that you consulted me on such things – I was near you, but I will not say anything about myself …52





Isaac was curiously forgetful of the recent past. His letters to Murray in the previous autumn were very far from those of a sage counsellor waiting only to be asked in order to warn. Evidently he made no impression on Murray, for on May 21 we find Benjamin writing thus to Mrs Murray:




Mr. Murray has overstepped the bounds which the remembrance of former friendship has too indulgently conceded him, and he has spoke and is now speaking of me to the world generally in terms which to me are as inexplicable as they appear to be outrageous. Under these circumstances one course apparently is only left to me, and that is of a decided and deplorable nature …53





Monypenny conjectures that this was a threat of legal action, but from all that we know of the young Disraeli a challenge seems more likely. Nothing, in fact, happened. On the same day Mrs D’Israeli wrote a long and revealing letter to John Murray himself.




May 21 Bloomsbury Sq.


Dear Sir,


Having learnt that my son has written to Mrs. Murray this morning I am now doing what had I pleased myself I should have done some time since, which is to write to you to request an explanation of your conduct which the kindness and pliability of Mr. D’Israeli’s character could never obtain, for while you were expressing great friendship, we were constantly hearing of the great losses Mr. Murray had sustained through the mis-management and bad conduct of my son. Surely, Sir, were this story truly told it would not be believed that the experienced publisher of Albermarle Street could be deceived by the plans of a boy of twenty whom you had known from his cradle and whose resources you must have as well known as his father and had you condescended to consult that father the folly might not have been committed.


You might then Sir perhaps would have found tho’ a clever boy he was no ‘prodigy’ and I must say I believe the failure of the Representative lay much more with the Proprietor and his Editor than it ever did with my son but I feel your disappointment and can forgive your irritability, yet I must resent your late attack on Benjamin. What can you mean by saying as an excuse for not meeting D’Israeli that our son had divulged and made public your secrets this surely you must know is not truth – and can you as the father of a family think yourself justified in hurting the character and future prospects of a young man to whose Father you subscribe yourself his faithful friend and to whose Mother her most obliged.


I now must beg an explanation of this enigma … I really cannot believe John Murray who has so often professed such strong friendship for D’Israeli should be now going about blasting the character of that Friend’s son because he had formed in his imagination a perfect being and expected impossibilities and found him on trial a mere mortal and a very very young man.


I fear I have made this letter too long and that you will destroy it instead of reading it pray for old friendship do not do that but give me the explanation I so ardently require.


And believe me ever your     


sincere well wisher                


Maria D’Israeli54          





Isaac was by no means as supine on this occasion as his wife’s letter would suggest. He too bombarded Murray with letters demanding explanations and withdrawals. Like Mrs D’Israeli, he ignored Vivian Grey and concentrated on the Representative; and he continued to display a singular obliviousness about his own attitude before the ill-fated paper came out. He did, however, deem it wise to repudiate the Star Chamber.


He withdrew from a trusteeship which he had undertaken on behalf of his old friend. He returned the books which Murray had given him. He even wrote to Mrs Murray on October 4 threatening to produce a pamphlet on the whole question. This alarmed his friend Sharon Turner, the man who had insisted on the baptizing of his children. He was a friend of Murray also, and he expressed incredulity at Isaac’s resolve.




After reading Benjamin’s agreement [with Murray and Powles] of 3rd August, 1825 [he wrote] and your letters to Murray on him and the business, of the 27th September, the 29th September, and the 9th October, my sincere opinion is that you cannot with a due regard to your own reputation, write or publish anything about it.55





He pointed out that Murray would be bound to reply, and that the ensuing scandal would damage the D’Israelis far more than it would Murray. At the same time he wrote to Murray trying to persuade him that no one could see any resemblance between him and the Marquess of Carabas. Isaac took his friend’s advice and no pamphlet appeared, but there was no genuine reconciliation.56


Murray was never again on terms of friendship with either father or son. He did indeed publish two of Benjamin’s books later.57 But there was no cordiality – a purely business relationship of ‘Dear Sirs’ and letters written in the third person. Murray’s final view was expressed in a letter of October 16 to Sharon Turner. After denying that he was annoyed because of the financial loss incurred by ‘yielding to [Disraeli’s] unrelenting excitement and importunity …’58 he went on in a passage, most of which is omitted for some reason by Smiles in his life of Murray:




So my complaint against Mr. D’Israeli’s son arises solely from the the untruths which he told and for his conduct during, (of which in part I made the discovery subsequently) and at the close of our transactions, and since, and particularly from his outrageous breach of all confidence and of every tie which binds man to man in social life in the publication of Vivian Grey. From me his son received nothing but the most unbounded confidence and parental attachment; my fault was in having loved, not wisely but too well. May his parents never have occasion to repent in bitterness the fatal moment when they expressed their approbation of Vivian Grey.59





This letter shows that Murray had a grievance about Disraeli’s conduct over the Representative as well as over Vivian Grey. But it is not clear what the alleged untruths were. Disraeli came to believe that Lockhart had poisoned Murray’s mind, and it is possible that he gave a damaging version of Disraeli’s efforts as ambassador to Chiefswood in the autumn. It may be that Croker, Stewart Rose and others lampooned in the Star Chamber did their bit, too. But since there was apparently no overt quarrel before the publication of Vivian Grey‚ it seems likely that Disraeli’s alleged misconduct over the Representative was exaggerated in retrospect by an angry and much-tried man. What is certain is that Murray had far more cause for indignation about the novel than Disraeli’s partisans have been ready to concede.


There can be little doubt that Disraeli’s career was seriously affected not merely by the character of the book but by the offence which it gave to powerful people whose help would have been useful to him in the ’thirties, when he struggled to make his way into politics. He acquired a reputation for cynicism, double dealing, recklessness and insincerity which it took him years to live down. Murray, Croker and Lockhart were influential persons in the respectable Tory world. Croker was an intimate friend of Peel until their famous breach over the Corn Laws. Lockhart for twenty-eight years edited the Quarterly, which was as much the organ of the Tory ‘establishment’ as the Edinburgh of the Whig. He persistently ignored Disraeli. As late as 1848, when the latter had been a major political figure for at least two years, and a conspicuous one for a good deal longer, his name had never even been mentioned in the Quarterly. Lockhart’s attitude of unrelenting hatred is well exemplified by his comment on Coningsby: ‘That Jew scamp has published a very blackguard novel.’60


In that same ‘blackguard novel’ Disraeli certainly got his own back on Croker, whom he held up to immortal ridicule in the character of Rigby, Lord Monmouth’s toady, creature and general factotum. But he never succeeded in squaring accounts with Lockhart, although he was under no delusion about his animosity. They must occasionally have met socially. The only recorded instance, in 1836 at a dinner party given by Lord Lyndhurst, who wanted Lockhart to review Disraeli’s Vindication, was not a success. ‘He never spoke a word,’ wrote Disraeli to his sister. ‘He is known in society by the name of Viper but if he tries to sting me he will find my heel of iron.’61 In fact, Disraeli’s one effort to use his heel of iron had not come off. In a venomous exchange of letters on the subject of The Young Duke in 1832 it was Lockhart who scored, not his opponent.62


For all Disraeli’s precocity and genius, he was remarkably blind to the adverse effect that such a book was bound to have upon his reputation in the world in which he wished to rise. No one now would regret the publication of Vivian Grey, but it is to be doubted whether it did him any good whatever in his lifetime, apart from the seven hundred much-needed pounds that it brought him.63 The notion that he achieved instant social celebrity and at once became a ‘lion’ in the drawing-rooms of London is a complete myth, although it has been often repeated. His ascent into society did not even begin for another six years, when he came back from his tour of the Near East in 1832.


Vivian Grey haunted Disraeli to the end. In vain he tried to explain it away as ‘a juvenile indiscretion’, ‘a kind of literary lusus’‚ ‘a youthful blunder’. In vain he tried to suppress it altogether, and, failing that, to make it reputable by altering the text. It was no use. He might try to laugh it off. He could not live it down. The book went into edition after edition. It seemed to possess the same inextinguishable vitality as its hero. Half a century later the Prime Minister and leader of the Tory party found his first novel quoted against him from the platform to prove that he had never been a true Conservative, and from the pulpit to denounce his moral character. Seldom can a juvenile indiscretion have had more lasting consequences than Vivian Grey.


*


The story of the Representative and Vivian Grey has been told at some length not only because of its effect on Disraeli’s career but because of what it reveals about his character. Much has been written about Disraeli’s Jewishness. He later became intensely interested in it himself to the point of being something of a bore on the subject. No doubt it should not be underestimated. But if national or racial stereotypes are to be introduced at al – and they are perilous guides – it is not so much the Jewish as the Italian streak in Disraeli that predominated. The Jews who were rising to the top in Disraeli’s day tended to be silent, prudent, high-principled persons of impeccable integrity, who acquired vast wealth, became Masters of Hounds and bought up the Vale of Aylesbury. Their quintessence is represented by Disraeli’s later friend Baron Rothschild, who on grounds of principle stood again and again for Parliament until the ban on Jews was removed, and then, having at last got there, sat for fifteen years without opening his mouth.


The ‘hour of adventure’ and the story of Disraeli’s early life in the next few chapters show how far removed he was from this sort of image. But the traits associated, though perhaps not always fairly, with the Mediterranean character are much more in evidence. Disraeli was proud, vain, flamboyant, quick-witted, generous, emotional, quarrelsome, extravagant, theatrical, addicted to conspiracy, fond of backstairs intrigue. He was also – and this is certainly un-Jewish – financially incompetent to a high degree. His great object both at this time and later was to be someone, to attract notice, to cut a dash – ‘far figura’‚ as the Italians say. It would not be just to attribute all these characteristics to any particular nation. But they are not those that leap to the mind in connexion with either Jews or Englishmen, and it is probably significant that Disraeli should have made the hero of Contarini Fleming, the most autobiographical of his novels, half-Venetian. Of course, some of his qualities were those of the romantic generation to which he belonged. His impulsiveness, his recklessness, his emotional fluctuation between euphoria and depression are features to be found in the artist’s temperament at all epochs, but it was particularly fashionable to display them just then. Byron was the hero of the hour. The day of good form and the stiff upper lip was yet to come. All the same it remains true that Disraeli, unlike his family, was a most untypical English Jew. Throughout his life people remarked upon the indefinable but indubitable impression that he gave of being a foreigner, whether it was the pride of a Spanish grandee, the ingenuity of an Italian juggler, or the plausibility of a Levantine on the make.
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CHAPTER III


The Grand Tour


1826–32





1


In order to recover from the strain of that feverish year Disraeli went on a tour of the Continent with the Austens in August. His letters to his family are cheerful, vivid and racy as ever.1 No hint of despondency at the events of the past creeps in. ‘I have not had a day’s, nay an hour’s illness since I left England’, he wrote to his father when they reached Geneva, and Mrs Austen, writing from Dijon to his sister, Sarah, confirmed the fact. ‘The real improvement in your brother’s health and looks quite surprises me. He seems to enjoy everything, pour ou contre, and has just said high mass for a third bottle of burgundy.’2 The party first went to Paris. ‘I never was so struck with anything in the whole course of my life’, he wrote; thence via Dijon to Geneva. Here Disraeli enjoyed a notable experience. He was a passionate admirer of Byron, who had died two years before and whose influence upon a whole generation it is hard to exaggerate. Byron was the symbol of adventure, liberation, romance and mystery. His extraordinary combination of literary genius, worldly cynicism, theatrical melancholy, aristocratic disdain and political liberalism, together with the rumour not only of a multitude of sexual triumphs but also of what used to be called ‘nameless’ vices, had made him even in his lifetime the object of perennial fascination which he has remained ever since.


Isaac D’Israeli knew Byron personally and had exchanged letters with him. The poet professed himself a great admirer of the Curiosities of Literature. It is therefore easy to understand how excited Benjamin was to meet at Geneva, Maurice, Byron’s famous and handsome boatman who had rowed him on the lake during the great storm described in the third canto of Childe Harold. Disraeli arranged to have himself rowed on the lake every night by Maurice, and was able to hear from his lips numerous Byroniana which he retailed to his father. One night there was a storm and Maurice sent for him.




As it was just after dinner and Austen was with me I was obliged to take a companion, but as we had discussed a considerable quantity of Burgundy, I was soon freed from his presence, for he laid down on my cloak, and ’ere half an hour was passed was fast asleep, never disturbing us save with an occasional request to participate in our brandy bottle. As for myself I was soon sobered, not by sleep, but by the scene. It was sublime – lightning almost continuous, and sometimes in four places, but as the evening advanced the lake became quite calm, and we never had a drop of rain. I would willingly have staid out all night, but we were to leave next morning at five and nothing was packed up …3





There is something singularly appropriate about the young Disraeli re-enacting on Lake Geneva with Byron’s boatman Byron’s experiences. All his life Disraeli, like Bismarck whom he resembled in so many ways, dwelt in the long shadow of the Byronic myth. He was fascinated by every detail of Byron’s career. Later he actually acquired Byron’s gondolier, Battista Falcieri (‘Tita’), in whose arms Byron died at Missolonghi, as a man-servant, and imported him to his father’s country house. Later still, he came very near to renting Byron’s former rooms in Albany from another Byronic figure, his friend and fellow novelist, Bulwer Lytton. One can only regret that Disraeli and Byron never met. It would have been a memorable occasion indeed.


From Geneva the party crossed the Alps to the Italian lakes. On the way they paid a visit to the monastery of the Great St Bernard. Half a century later Disraeli told Lord Rowton that the principal interest which the monks took in him was to ask how the recently constructed Thames Tunnel was working. Disraeli had to admit that he had never seen it. He indulged in a virtuous reflection to the effect that travel only teaches us what we ought to know of our own country, and he made a resolution to see the tunnel as soon as he returned. ‘But do you know,’ he said to Lord Rowton, ‘I have never seen it yet.’4


The remainder of the tour need not detain us, though it is interesting to notice that in a letter to Isaac, Disraeli, referring to Guercino as ‘a native of a little town a few miles from Bologna, Cento which perhaps you remember’, apparently had no idea that it was his grandfather’s birthplace. It is clear that neither in Cento nor in Venice, which he also visited, did he make contact with any of his relations living there at the time. He probably did not even know of their existence. After visiting Bologna, Florence, Pisa, Spezzia, Genoa and Turin, the party returned home via Lyons and Paris. The tour lasted some two months and Disraeli’s share of the expenses came to £151.


He returned to England in a state of continued excitement – a sort of feverish aftermath from the hectic months of the Representative and Vivian Grey. He had already begun, and in the autumn of 1826 he finished, a sequel to his now notorious novel. Once again Sara Austen acted as critic, amanuensis and agent. Colburn gave him £500 for it, but the increased advance was in inverse proportion to the merits of the book, which was rightly described by Gladstone as ‘trash’, when he read it half a century later for the first time. Money was a matter of paramount importance to Disraeli. His total debts far exceeded anything he could hope to earn, but ready cash could help to pay for the more pressing. There was one which, though not pressing in a legal sense, Disraeli was determined to pay off as a matter of pride: that was the £150 which he owed Murray for the mining pamphlets. On March 19 he had the satisfaction of writing a frigid business letter to his former patron and partner, enclosing the money.


After completing Part II of Vivian Grey, Disraeli collapsed. He was utterly exhausted, and the delayed effects of the strains to which he had subjected himself during ‘the hour of adventure’ at last began to show. He was seriously ill, and it was over three years before he managed to recover. The exact nature of the malady is obscure. One of the doctors who treated him called it ‘chronic inflammation of the membrane of the brain’, whatever that may mean. Today it would perhaps be described as a nervous breakdown. Throughout his youth, indeed until his marriage, Disraeli was addicted to what are nowadays known as psychosomatic illnesses. Crises in his affairs frequently gave him violent headaches and caused him to take to his bed.


This period of his life is, as Monypenny puts it, ‘almost a blank’. He managed to produce a novel called Popanilla, which appeared early in 1828, a satire on contemporary society modelled on the lines of Candide. It is very slight, but it takes off the more absurd extravagances of the Benthamites in an amusing fashion. It also laughs at the Corn Laws and the colonial system. John Bright is said to have greatly admired it, but it attracted little attention at the time or since.


Disraeli’s health was poor throughout these years, and he seems to have had no clear plan for a career. He ate dinners at Lincoln’s Inn during the Michaelmas Term of 1824 and the Hilary Term of 1825. He did nothing in 1826, but in 1827 he seems to have taken the law rather more seriously, for he ‘performed exercises’ in May, and ate dinners in the last three terms of the year, and in all four of 1828. Thereafter his interest lapsed. In 1831 he petitioned to have his name removed. During all this time he wandered about with his family in search of surroundings where he could shake off his affliction –Fifield in Oxfordshire, Lyme Regis, various parts of Buckinghamshire. As time went on he gradually improved. In March 1828 he wrote to Sharon Turner: ‘I am at present quite idle, being at this moment slowly recovering from one of those tremendous disorganisations which happen to all men at some period of their lives, and which are perhaps equally necessary for the formation of both body and constitution. Whether I shall ever do anything which may mark me out from the crowd I know not … I am one of those to whom moderate reputation can give no pleasure, and who in all probability, am incapable of achieving a great one.’5 The last few words are untypically despondent, but the scorn for a ‘moderate reputation’ is the quintessence of Disraeli, indeed the key to his character and career.


Earlier that year his father, worried, so he wrote to a friend, at ‘the precarious health of several members of my family’ – Mrs Disraeli was often ill, too – decided to move permanently out of London. For him, with his devotion to the Reading Room of the British Museum and his enjoyment of the literary society which only London could supply, this was something of a sacrifice. But the place which he chose, Bradenham, a beautiful red-brick Queen Anne house on the well-wooded slopes of the Chilterns a few miles from High Wycombe, was and is wholly delightful. With the church in its own grounds, it dominated the tiny village, and its owner inevitably undertook the role of a country squire, however incongruous this may seem for a scholarly recluse like Isaac D’Israeli. There he lived for the twenty years of life which remained to him. Thither his son repaired to spend nearly every autumn until his marriage. He was devoted to the place, and his description of it in the last novel that he ever wrote, Endymion, is one of the most charming passages from his pen.6 But not all his memories of it were happy. When he was old and famous he took the reigning Lady Derby for a walk from Hughenden to Bradenham, which had long since gone into other hands. ‘It was there that I passed my miserable youth,’ he told her. ‘Why miserable?’ ‘I was devoured by ambition I did not see any means of gratifying.’7


2


In spite of the pessimistic tone of his letter to Turner, Disraeli, helped by the treatment of a Dr Buckley Bolton, was, in fact, rapidly recovering his health towards the end of 1829. A renewed activity was infused into his life, and sanguine schemes to advance his career began once more to revolve in his mind. Two of these were promptly rebuffed by Isaac. One was a plan, incredible though it may seem, for Disraeli to set himself up as a country gentleman – his father of course advancing the money. But Isaac made it clear that he would not help. ‘The Governor is fairly frightened,’ Disraeli told Austen. His other plan also failed to meet with Isaac’s approval. He had become deeply interested in the East. For some time past he had been busy on the manuscript of a novel about the twelfth-century Jewish hero, David Alroy. At the same time he had convinced himself that only a lengthy absence from England – a sort of Grand Tour of the Mediterranean and the Near East – would restore him to health. A prolonged visit of this kind was bound to be expensive, and once again Isaac, who presumably was asked to pay, dug in his toes. There was only one solution, as he told Austen:




I fear I must hack for it. A literary prostitute I have never yet been, though born in an age of literary prostitution, and though I have been more than once subject to temptations, which might have been the ruination of a less virtuous young man. My muse is still a virgin but the mystical flower, I fear, must soon be plucked. Colburn, I suppose, will be the bawd. Tempting Mother Colburn!8





Disraeli’s virtue soon succumbed, for almost at once he abandoned Alroy and began to write The Young Duke – a novel of fashionable life well calculated to appeal to the public for which Colburn catered. He finished it with his usual speed, and by the end of March 1830 was up in London in order to place the manuscript with Colburn.9 ‘I am confident of its success,’ he wrote to Meredith, ‘and that it will complete the corruption of the public taste.’ At the same time he consulted a new friend with whom he was destined to have a close alliance for many years – the youthful novelist, Lytton Bulwer, whose Pelham, largely inspired by Vivian Grey, had caused a sensation two years earlier. Bulwer was also a great admirer of Isaac D’Israeli, and had exchanged letters with him even before the publication of Pelham. It was therefore natural that he and the young Disraeli should strike up an acquaintance, first by correspondence and now in person.


In many ways Bulwer and Disraeli were made for each other. Bulwer might laugh in Pelham at the more absurd aspects of the Byromania, as indeed Disraeli did in Part II of Vivian Grey, but he was, like Disraeli, an admirer of Byron. While still an undergraduate at Cambridge he had actually been for a short time the lover of Lady Caroline Lamb. When three years later, in 1827, he made his disastrous marriage, his conduct towards his wife combined many of the more deplorable characteristics of Byron’s towards both Caroline Lamb and Lady Byron. Indeed, there are times when one feels that Bulwer’s life was only a macabre repetition of Byron’s, but conducted with one woman, on a less grand level, and in slower motion. Lady Byron and Lady Caroline Lamb belonged to the cream of fashionable society. Rosina Wheeler, whom Bulwer married, was the daughter of a raffish and disreputable Irish protosuffragette. Lady Byron left Byron within a year of marriage. It was nearly nine years before a formal separation took place between the Bulwers. Whereas Lady Caroline Lamb relapsed into semi-insanity almost as soon as Byron finally broke with her, it was not till 1858 that Bulwer, provoked by Rosina’s appearance on the hustings in his constituency, had her locked up in a mad-house. In only one respect did Bulwer’s life rival the hectic tempo of Byron’s. Lady Caroline Lamb published her deplorable novel, Glenarvon, lampooning both Byron and her husband, only two years after her last encounter with Byron. Rosina was scarcely longer in producing hers – Cheveley or the Man of Honour, a similar satire on Bulwer. But these events lay in the future. In 1830 Bulwer seemed a busy and happy man, worried only by shortage of money.


The Young Duke consists of a series of highly coloured scenes from what Disraeli then imagined to be fashionable life. ‘What does Ben know of dukes?’ his father is reputed to have asked. Certainly the young Duke of St James bears small resemblance to any other duke in fact or fiction, except perhaps the Duke of Dorset in Zuleika Dobson. The style is artificial, full of far-fetched witticisms, convoluted antitheses, elaborate epigrams. After praising Disraeli’s ‘wit, terseness, and philosophy of style and the remarkable felicity with which you make the coldest insipidities of real life entertaining and racy – one would think you had been learning at Laputa how to extract sunbeams from cucumbers’, Bulwer continues:10




You do not seem to me to have done justice to your own powers when you are so indulgent to flippancies … At all events if you do not think twice and act a little on this point I fear you are likely to be attacked and vituperated to a degree which fame can scarcely recompense, and which hereafter may occasion you serious inconvenience. Recollect that you have written a book [Vivian Grey] of wonderful promise – but which got you enemies. You have therefore to meet in this a very severe ordeal both of expectation and malice.





Although Disraeli left in a good many passages of the sort to which Bulwer objected, such criticisms coming from a man who was anything but stuffy and whose egotism, foppery and affectation were at least equal to Disraeli’s own did make him pause. He even appears to have contemplated scrapping the book altogether. Bulwer at once hastened to reassure him,11 Colburn offered £500 in easily discountable post-dated bills, Austen offered an advance, and Disraeli clinched the deal. The eastern voyage at last became possible.


The Young Duke was not published until the following April, when Disraeli was still on his Grand Tour. The reaction of the critics, despite Colburn’s puffery, was more friendly than Bulwer had feared. It is indeed an enjoyable book, despite all its absurdities of manner and diction, and it has a better, though hardly less improbable, plot than Vivian Grey. The Duke may be ‘a sublime coxcomb’, but one wants to read on about him. The famous gambling scene is so exciting that we forget its intrinsic implausibility. The heroine, May Dacre, is one of the most charming of Disraeli’s women. The villain, Sir Lucius Grafton, is a well-drawn portrait, and comes to life more effectively than does any of the other characters.


‘The book,’ wrote Sarah Disraeli to her brother, ‘is reviewed in all weekly and Sunday papers – all with excessive praise.’ Not quite all, however: Disraeli, as in Popanilla, had inserted a passage satirizing the Benthamites, and he did not go unanswered. In their organ, The Westminster Review (pilloried in The Young Duke as the ‘Screw and Lever Review’), an unambiguous verdict on the novel appeared: ‘To parasites, sycophants, toad-eaters, tuft-hunters and humble companions, it will be a book full of comfort and instruction in their calling.’


Disraeli’s own later attitude to his third novel resembled his attitude to his first. He disliked it in retrospect, and regretted having written it. In the 1853 edition of his works it is expurgated almost as drastically as Vivian Grey.12 In the preface to his collected novels which appeared in 1870 he does not mention it at all. It was certainly not the sort of production with which a Tory statesman would care to be associated, but authors are not always the best judges of their work. Posterity can treat The Young Duke in the spirit in which it was originally written, and enjoy the impudence, freshness and vitality of a book which was never meant to be taken seriously.


In London at the end of March 1830 Disraeli was at the top of his form, determined to make a really sensational impression. He blossomed out like a rosebud in water. His dress of a ‘blue surtout, a pair of military light blue trousers, black stockings with red stripes, and shoes “caused a sensation in Regent Street”. “The people,” he complacently told Meredith who soberly recorded it all in his diary, “quite made way for me as I passed! It was like the parting of the Red Sea, which I now perfectly believe from experience …”’ Meredith added that he was in excellent spirits ‘full as usual of capital stories, but he could make a story out of everything’. It was on this same visit that Disraeli met Bulwer personally for the first time. He dined with him at his house in Hertford Street. The others present were Henry Bulwer (Lytton’s brother), Charles Villiers13 and Alexander Cockburn.14 Henry Bulwer, years later, recalled how Disraeli outshone everyone else in conversation. He also remembered his dress – ‘green velvet trousers, a canary coloured waistcoat, low shoes, silver buckles, lace at his wrists, and his hair in ringlets’.
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Disraeli’s tour of the Near East was one of the formative experiences of his youth. Its importance does not lie merely in the effect that it had upon his novels and romances, although he certainly could not have written Contarini, Alroy, Tancred or even Lothair but for the sense of atmosphere which he absorbed during these sixteen months of travel. Nor does it lie in the impetus given to the somewhat bizarre, and, if the truth be admitted, woolly, Oriental philosophy which he professed from time to time – ‘the great Asian mystery’. The significance of the Eastern tour lies rather in the way that it affected his attitude on critical issues of foreign and imperial policy, which, as chance would have it, were to dominate public affairs during his premiership forty-four years later.


Historians do not always sufficiently weigh the influence of the emotions, prejudices and sympathies of early youth upon the choice of sides made by statesmen later, when they are confronted with the great political questions of the hour. But who can seriously doubt, for example, that Winston Churchill’s attitude to the Indian question in the 1930s was conditioned by his experience as a cavalry subaltern in the Punjab thirty-three years earlier; or that Lloyd George’s sympathy with the smaller nations had some connexion with the grievances that Welshmen in his youth felt against English rule?


So, too, with Disraeli. No doubt a man of Jewish race, and of a faith which, if not Jewish, was certainly not in any orthodox sense Christian, would be naturally inclined to sympathize with the Turks under whose rule the Jewish merchants and bankers of the Levant were tolerantly, indeed generously, treated. But Disraeli’s prejudices were even more strongly confirmed by his Eastern tour. In the light of the great struggle with Gladstone in the 1870s, there is something wonderfully prophetic about Disraeli actually planning to volunteer for the Turkish Army, which was in the process of crushing the Albanian revolt of 1830, although he arrived too late for the war and could only congratulate the Grand Vizier on his victory.


The details of the tour may best be read in the series of vivid and amusing letters which Disraeli wrote to his family and friends at home. They are perhaps the best that he ever wrote: they have a zest, a vitality and a self-revealing egotism which seldom fail to fascinate.15


In spite of occasional complaints about his health, he was evidently on the way to recovery, and the farther south he went the better he felt. All his life, to a greater degree than those of most people, Disraeli’s health and spirits were influenced by climate. It was perhaps a part of his Italianate character. He adored sunshine, and its absence plunged him into a gloom which the average Englishman seldom experiences. On his Mediterranean tour Disraeli expanded and blossomed as never before, and in one respect at least the effect was lasting. The neurotic illness which had afflicted him since the failure of his first venture vanished for ever. By the time he returned to England he was completely cured.


Disraeli did not set out alone. His companion was Meredith, whose engagement to Sarah had just been officially announced, the obstructive uncle having at last withdrawn his opposition. The tour was intended to be Meredith’s last fling as a bachelor, and the marriage was due to take place on his return. Disraeli and his companion left London by steamer on May 28 and arrived in Gibraltar towards the end of June. Vivian Grey, he declared, was there regarded




as one of the masterpieces of the nineteenth century. You may feel their intellectual pulse from this. At first I apologized and talked of youthful blunders and all that, really being ashamed; but finding them, to my astonishment, sincere, and fearing they were stupid enough to adopt my last opinion, I shifted my position just in time, looked very grand, and passed myself off for a child of the Sun just like the Spaniard in Peru.16





Thus early did Disraeli discover the important truth that, up to a point, the world will take a man at his own valuation. Undue modesty was not destined to be one of his handicaps during the remainder of the tour – or, for that matter, of his life. His behaviour in Gibraltar shows this well enough. He lectured the Governor, Sir George Don, on morals and politics. He at once laid siege to Lady Don, and with his extraordinary facility, which was to stand him in good stead later, for conquering elderly ladies soon had her at his feet, and was ordering Ralph to send her a copy of The Young Duke with the author’s compliments.17 Nor did he fail to cut a dash with the garrison. His clothes were, so he said, the ‘admiration and envy of many subalterns’, and he was the first person to carry a morning and an evening cane, changing them over when the gun fired.18 The two travellers thoroughly enjoyed themselves, taking excursions, attending routs and dinner parties and quaffing Sir George Don’s favourite summer drink, ‘half champagne and half lemonade’. Bores were duly put in their places. When the Judge-Advocate-General, ‘who is a true lawyer, ever illustrating the obvious, explaining the evident and expatiating the commonplace’, claimed an acquaintance with Isaac D’Israeli and tried to saddle Benjamin with his mother, who was ‘deaf dumb and blind’, as a travelling companion, ‘I gave him a lecture on canes, which made him stare, and he has avoided me ever since’.19


Disraeli and Meredith had intended to go on to Malta almost immediately, but, seduced by the charms of Spain, they delayed their move for two months and travelled on horseback through Andalusia. They returned by Malaga and the sea to Gibraltar at the end of July. Before they left Granada they visited the Alhambra, and Meredith records how the old lady who acted as their guide was convinced that Disraeli was a Moor.


At the end of August, after a rough, slow and disagreeable dassage, they reached Malta. There they met an old acquaintance, James Clay who had been at Winchester with Ralph Disraeli and at Oxford with Meredith. Clay was a handsome youth with the complexion of a ripe peach. He had two other assets – he had chartered a fifty-five-ton yacht, The Susan, and had acquired Byron’s former servant, ‘Tita’ Falcieri. Clay was an amusing and witty companion, but, although he later became a Liberal MP and an authority on whist20 – achievements which seem respectable enough – he was at this stage of life a shameless roué and an unceasing pursuer of women. A letter to Disraeli, part of which is unprintable even in this liberal era, written on the latter’s birthday sixteen months later, after they had parted at Malta on their return home, shows the sort of person that he was, and the activities in which they both engaged.




Venice, Lazaretto    


December 21, 1831


Dear Disraeli


Many returns of this day to you under kinder Gods than, I fear, rule your destiny at present. Between us we have contrived to stumble on all the thorns, with which (as Mr. Dickens, the Winchester Porter, was wont poetically to observe) Venus guards her roses; for while you were cursing the greater evils I contrived to secure the minor … the latter was quickly cured, and I am in high cue for a real debauch in Venice …


… Yesterday being my birthday I drank our very good healths, a ceremony I shall repeat today. After dinner a capital batch of letters (yours included) arrived, which I placed before me with a bottle of superb milk punch (the Fusiliers gave me a dozen) and another of claret. I drank and drank again and read and re-read my letters until it became impossible to distinguish one correspondent from another. On reading what I thought your handwriting, I found an exhortation to marry and settle, and when I took up, as I believed a letter from my mother I read that ‘Mercury had succeeded to Venus’ – a most extraordinary communication from an elderly gentlewoman. This morning a splitting headache and two empty bottles informed me that for the first time in my life I had got really drunk solus cum solo …21





Not surprisingly the D’Israeli family strongly disapproved of this debauched Wykehamist. In a note on the few letters of Clay found among Disraeli’s papers Sir Philip Rose writes:







Clay was a thoroughly bad unprincipled man. D’s family had a horror of him and dreaded his influence over D. He was at Brasenose22 with Meredith, and was, I think, a contemporary of Ralph D. at Winchester, with whom he was intimate. Miss D. who probably knew Meredith’s opinion of Clay expresses in one of her letters her astonishment at her brother making a travelling companion of Clay. It was a bad connexion for D. and one which gave him no pleasure in retrospect, and in after years he felt relieved that politics had to some extent divided them.23





It is noticeable that Disraeli wrote rather defensively to his family on the subject of his friend, and felt it necessary to dwell at some length on his virtues as a travelling companion. But, whatever Rose believed, their relations remained intimate long after this. They were in secret communication over the Reform Bill of 1867, and during Clay’s last illness in 1873 Disraeli called every day at his house.


Whether or not Clay’s presence counteracted such faint restraining influence as Meredith possessed, Disraeli was apparently determined to create an even greater sensation in Malta than in Gibraltar. He called on the Governor, a brother of Lady Caroline Lamb and ‘exceedingly exclusive’, reduced him to fits of laughter, and secured an instant invitation to a party. He dined with the 73rd Foot in Andalusian dress – an action which even he admitted to have been a ‘buffoonery’. Meredith described the clothes in which Disraeli paid a round of calls in Valetta – ‘his majo jacket, white trousers, and sash of all the colours in the rainbow’. Half the population followed him, so Disraeli reported to Meredith, ‘putting a complete stop to all business’.24


The high point in his antics was reached, however, when he went to watch a game of rackets.




To govern men you must either excel them in their accomplishments, or despise them. Clay does one; I do the other, and we are both equally popular. Affectation tells here even better than wit. Yesterday at the racket court sitting in the gallery among strangers, the ball entered, and lightly struck me, and fell at my feet. I picked it up, and observing a young rifleman excessively stiff, I humbly requested him to forward its passage into the court, as I really had never thrown a ball in my life. This incident has been the general subject of conversation at all the messes today!25





One can well believe it, but whether the conversation flattered Disraeli is quite another matter. Sir William Gregory, a Liberal MP and Governor of Ceylon, whose autobiography abounds in disagreeable remarks about Disraeli, records Clay as saying years later that although Disraeli was a delightful companion while they were alone, ‘when they got into society his coxcombry was insupportable … He made himself so hateful to the Officers’ Mess that while they welcomed Clay they ceased to invite “that damned bumptious Jew boy”.’26


Towards the end of September 1830, Disraeli and Meredith left Malta for Corfu as passengers on Clay’s yacht – the cautious Meredith, who possibly may not have liked Clay overmuch, having vetoed a proposal that the three should charter her jointly. Disraeli was, of course, dressed up to the nines as usual: ‘You should see me in the costume of a Greek pirate’, he wrote to Ralph. ‘A blood-red shirt, with silver studs as big as shillings,27 an immense scarf for girdle, full of pistols and daggers, red cap, red slippers, broad blue striped jacket and trousers.’


From Corfu they proceeded to Yanina, then capital of the Turkish province of Albania, hoping, as we saw earlier, to participate in the Grand Vizier’s campaign against the rebels. On the way up from the coast they found themselves benighted at a desolate military post in the mountains. The Bey in charge of it spoke no language which they could understand. They sat on a divan, feeling intensely hungry, but unable to communicate at all.




The Bey sat in a corner, I unfortunately next, so I had the onus of mute attention; and Clay next to me, so he and M. could at least have an occasional joke, though of course we were too well-bred to exceed an occasional irresistible observation. Clay wanted to play écarté, and with a grave face as if we were at our devotions; but just as we were about commencing, it occurred to us that we had some brandy, and that we would offer our host a glass, as it might be a hint for what should follow to so vehement a schnapps. Mashallah! Had the effect only taken place 1830 years ago instead of in the present age of scepticism, it would have been instantly voted a first class miracle. Our mild friend smacked his lips and instantly asked for another cup; we drank it in coffee cups …


… a most capital supper was brought in, accompanied, to our great horror by – wine. We ate, we drank, we ate with our fingers, we drank in a manner I never recollect … The room turned round; the wild attendants who sat at our feet seemed dancing in strange and fantastic whirls; the Bey shook hands with me; he shouted English – I Greek. ‘Very good,’ he had caught up from us. ‘Kalo, Kalo,’ was my rejoinder. He roared; I smacked him on the back. I remember no more. In the middle of the night I woke. I found myself sleeping on the divan rolled up in its sacred carpet; the Bey had wisely reeled to the fire. The thirst I felt was like that of Dives. All were sleeping except two who kept up during the night the great wood fire. I rose lightly, stepping over my sleeping companions and the shining arms that here and there informed me that the dark capote was a human being. I found Abraham’s bosom in a flagon of water. I think I must have drunk a gallon at the draught. I looked at the wood fire and thought of the blazing blocks in the hall at Bradenham, asked myself whether I was indeed in the mountain fastness of an Albanian chief, and, shrugging my shoulders went to bed and woke without a headache.28





At length they reached Yanina and had an audience with the Grand Vizier, Redschid Ali, ‘an approved warrior, a consummate politician, unrivalled as a dissembler’. ‘I bowed with all the nonchalance of St James’s Street to a little ferocious, shrivelled, careworn man, plainly dressed, with a brow covered with wrinkles and a countenance clouded with anxiety and thought.’29 The Grand Vizier was most civil to them. ‘The delight of being made much of by a man who was daily decapitating half the province,’ wrote Disraeli gleefully to Austen from Nauplia.30


After leaving Albania they wandered in leisurely fashion through the Ionian Sea towards Athens – ‘a cloudless sky, a summer atmosphere, and sunsets like the neck of a dove’, writes Disraeli. But depression at times set in: ‘I wander in pursuit of health like the immortal exile in pursuit of that lost shore which is now almost glittering in my sight. Five years of my life have been already wasted and sometimes I think my pilgrimage may be as long as that of Ulysses.’31 Was this a genuine relapse of spirit after the excitement of Yanina, or was Disraeli only expressing the feelings which he deemed appropriate to one who voyaged where once Ulysses had? It is the enigma and fascination of Disraeli’s personality that we can never be sure. Pose and sincerity are inextricably interwoven. What begins as a theatrical gesture becomes a real expression of feeling, and even the sincerest sentiments take on an air of the stage when Disraeli utters them.


The travellers spent a week at Navarino, visited Corinth, Argos and Mycenae, and finally on November 24 arrived at Athens. There they remained until early December, and, so Disraeli claimed in a letter to Isaac, were the first Englishmen to whom the Acropolis had been opened for nine years32 – owing to the war of liberation which had devastated Greece. From Athens they sailed for Constantinople. Disraeli’s thrill as he approached that magical and mysterious city may be readily conceived.




It is near sunset and Constantinople is in full sight; it baffles all description, though so often described. An immense mass of buildings, cupolas, cypress groves, and minarets. I feel an excitement which I thought was dead.33





Disraeli had by now become almost intoxicated with the glamour of the East. It was an unforgettable experience for him, and, although he seemed to live so lazily compared with the virtuous Meredith, or the unvirtuous Clay, he was in reality absorbing impressions which remained with him to the end of his life: the sound of the muezzin from the minaret in Arta, the wild throb of the drum which preceded a train of Arabian camels carrying corn through Yanina for the Grand Vizier’s army, the Turkish pipes with their diamond mouthpieces, the coffee perfumed with roses and sipped from cups encrusted with precious stones, the fantastic costumes in Constantinople – ‘the meanest merchant in the Bazaar looks like a Sultan in an Eastern fairy tale’ – the Bosphorus covered with ‘long thin boats as swift as gondolas, and far more gay’.


In Constantinople, Disraeli and Clay remained for nearly six weeks, until the middle of January. Meredith, however, left them at the end of December in order to explore Asia Minor, ‘respecting which’, Disraeli wrote to Sarah, ‘he was very mad, although I believe it to be a country equally unsatisfactory to the topographer, the antiquarian, and the man of taste’.


From Constantinople they sailed to Smyrna, where they met Meredith again, but he refused to accompany them on their visit to Jerusalem, preferring a ‘trip to the unseen relics of some unheard-of cock and bull city’ in the hinterland. It was agreed that they should all three meet again in Egypt, whence they would return home via Malta and Gibraltar. Meanwhile Disraeli and Clay, after spending a day in Cyprus, headed for the Holy Land and cast anchor in the port of Jaffa. From there ‘a party of six well mounted and armed we departed for Jerusalem’.




I was thunderstruck. I saw before me apparently a gorgeous city. Nothing can be conceived more wild, and terrible, and barren than the surrounding scenery, dark, stony, and severe … Except Athens I never saw anything more essentially striking; no city except that, whose site was so pre-eminently impressive …34





The weather, although it was the end of February, was mild and summery. Every night they dined by moonlight on the roof of the house where they were staying. It was one of the most memorable of all Disraeli’s experiences. His mystical belief in the mysterious heritage of his race, his romantic love of high-sounding historic names, his exotic imagination, all were heightened by the week which he passed in Jerusalem – ‘the most delightful in all my travels’, and eloquent passages in his novels testify to the permanent impression which it left upon him.


On March 12 Disraeli and Clay arrived in Alexandria, where Meredith joined them again. In Egypt, Disraeli was to linger for several months. He travelled across the desert to Rosetta, where he first saw the ‘mighty Nile’. ‘A grove of palms’, he observed, ‘is the most elegant thing in nature.’ Thence he went by boat to Cairo, and then in the same boat up the river to Thebes and back – a three weeks’ voyage which he greatly enjoyed except for the experience of a simoom.


Back in Cairo he led a life of agreeable sloth. True, there were tiresome vexations. His Cypriot servant, who wore a dress of crimson and gold with a white turban thirty feet long, suddenly gave notice, and he was reduced to a barefooted Arab in a blue shirt. ‘How are the mighty fallen!’ he wrote to Sarah. Then Clay and ‘Tita’ both became ill simultaneously, because, so Disraeli maintained, they refused like him to live indolently ‘à la Turque’, but insisted on shooting and swimming from morning to night. This was a nuisance, for Clay saved Disraeli a great deal of trouble. ‘Indeed I am greatly indebted to him for much comfort. You know that, though I like to be at my ease, I want energy in these little affairs of which life greatly consists. Here I found Clay always ready; in short he saved me from much bore.’ Clay put the matter somewhat differently. Disraeli, he told Meredith, was a person who ‘ought never to travel without a nurse’.35


In general, however, Disraeli was well content with life in Cairo. He found the climate delightful, and his health was excellent. He smoked a hookah cooled in a wet silken bag. His coffee was boiled with spices, ‘and I finish my last chibouque with a sherbert of pomegranate’. One day, wandering in the gardens of Mehemet Ali’s palace, he actually encountered that formidable character in person, surrounded by black eunuchs in scarlet and gold, ‘playing chess with his fool’. He was duly presented, and this led to a further audience later, at which Disraeli was consulted, so he said, upon the question of introducing parliamentary institutions into Egypt. Mehemet Ali was delighted at the idea of having a parliament. ‘“I will have as many Parliaments as the King of England himself. See here!” So saying his Highness produced two lists of names … “See here!” said he, “here are my Parliaments; but I have made up my mind, to prevent inconvenience, to elect them myself.”’36


It was during this period that Disraeli made the acquaintance of an Italian doctor by the name of Paul Emile Botta who was travelling in the Near East at this time. Three years later in his journal he described the great impression which Botta made upon him.




But the man from whom I have gained most in conversation is Botta, the son of the Italian historian, whom I knew in Egypt, travelling as a physician in the Syrian dress – the most philosophic mind that I ever came in contact with. Hour after hour has glided away, while, chibouque in mouth, we have disserted together upon our divan, in a country where there are no journals and no books. My mind made a jump in these high discourses. Botta was wont to say that they formed also an era in his intellectual life …37





Unfortunately we have no evidence of the nature of these high discourses. Only two letters of any length from Botta have survived; one is an entertaining but unprintable description of the sexual customs of the Arabs, written to Disraeli with a wealth of intimate detail after his return to England; the other dwells on the pleasures of smoking opium.38


Towards the end of June, Meredith, who had stayed on at Thebes long after the others, returned to Cairo, and plans were duly put in train for their return to England. Then there occurred a tragedy which came as a fearful blow to Disraeli, and an even more disastrous one to his sister. Meredith was taken ill with smallpox and died on July 19. The shock to Disraeli was all the greater because the disease was not diagnosed as being an acute form of the malady, and the patient appeared to be making such good progress under the ministrations of the excellent doctor who had treated Clay that his friends felt no anxiety. Indeed, Clay had left for Alexandria to make arrangements for their passage home, and was away when Meredith died.




Gaetani [the doctor] assured me that all would go well [wrote Disraeli to his father], that it was of a kind that was never fatal, that it must take its course, that he would not even be marked. Our poor friend had no pain and never lost confidence for a moment. Each day the suppuration advanced and yesterday, the 19th July, Gaetani came as usual in the morning and examined him and said that all was well and that in all probability tomorrow the eruption would commence disappearing … About five o’clock one of his attendants came running into a room where I was conversing with a son of Botta, the historian, a very scientific traveller and a surgeon, and told me that his master had fainted. I took Botta along with me, who opened a vein – the blood flew but not strongly, the body was quite warm. The terrible truth apparent to all never occurred to me. But I will not dwell on my own horrible sufferings, and so much now depends on me that I feel I must exert myself. I would willingly have given up my life for his … Oh my father when I think of this I am nearly mad. Why do we live. The anguish of my soul is great. Our innocent lamb, our angel is stricken. Save her, save her … My dear father I do not know whether I have done all that is necessary. It requires great exertion not to go distracted. I have sent a courier to Clay. Mr. Botta has been very kind to me as I could not sleep and dared not be alone and my anguish was overpowering. I wish to live only for my sister.39





The news of Meredith’s death struck Bradenham like a thunderbolt. Sarah saw her world collapse in ruins about her, and was prostrated by the blow. She was now twenty-eight and she resolved henceforth to live only for her family. No question of marriage ever arose again. Hitherto she had looked on her brother with the ordinary scepticism of an elder sister. But her feelings now became, in the words of Sir Philip Rose, ‘a passion bordering upon romance’. During the next few years, when he was struggling for social, literary and political fame, she was his most intimate confidante. At times he was forgetful, and inevitably he did not carry out his resolution to live only for her. It would have been unnatural if he had, nor would she have wished for such a sacrifice. But his appreciation of her devotion was sincere and genuine. Moreover, that devotion was not mere idolatry. She alone of the family, apart from Isaac, came near to being his intellectual equal. She was clever, witty and amusing, and her best letters are almost as good to read as Disraeli’s own. Until his marriage she played as important a part in his personal life as anyone, by her constant and judicious admiration and encouragement.


There is one final ironical twist of events to record. The rich uncle, whose caprice had prevented Meredith from marrying Sarah many years before, died in London at almost the very same moment as his nephew and heir in Cairo.
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