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Cambridge, Wednesday, February 8th, 1888


My dearest sister,


This morning, for the first time, I felt a breath of springtime in the air. I opened the window and the soft breeze pushed the curtain inwards and brushed my cheek, carrying a hint, a suggestion of warmth within its coolness, instead of the chilly sting I’ve become used to over these winter weeks. I do like the dark evenings, the flickering firelight, the tea and crumpets and books, but I do so detest the cold, bleak mornings, and not being able to walk about outside without being bundled like a traveller to the Poles, and crimped to the bones against the cold even so. If the warm breeze has reached you before me, as is probable, you might even be seeing the first crocuses and daffodils poke up their green shoots, joining the carpet of white snowdrops and blue scilla under the great chestnut tree. If I close my eyes, I can see it exactly as though we still shared our little bedroom and peeped out of the diamond-shaped windowpanes early on the winter mornings, hoping for snow. I know, darling, that you will write to me when you have the strength, and in the meantime, the endless memories speak to me with your voice.


Beautiful memories, darling Dora – it seems strange, sometimes, even to me, that with so much happiness and delight, I so longed to leave it all. I felt like the baby robins in the nest (have the robins come back to the beech tree this year?); they used to be so delightful and delighted, and yet the day inevitably came when some unseen force drove them to spread their fluttering wings. I felt the nameless call very early, and dreamt in confused silence, until the day when Mrs Squires so suddenly seemed to understand, and offered me to become her assistant in her little school here in Cambridge. On that day, only on that day, I understood the source of my dissatisfaction. Now I know that finally you understand me, and why I need to be far away from home, although I love you all so dearly.


The little girls will be here in one hour; soon I shall leave off writing in order to get some work ready for them. I have come so far in just a year and a half! Why, I can still remember when the only thing I was fit for was teaching the smallest ones to read – and even then, I had to struggle to find the patience! Mrs Squires made me read dozens of books, instructed me endlessly in Latin and arithmetic, and questioned and scolded me for months before she allowed me to teach anything else. How frightened I would have been if I had known that at the end of just one year, she would be so lucky as to inherit an unexpected windfall, and give it all up, leaving her school to me alone! But it has turned out wonderfully. Not a single family has removed their daughter since September, and two more little girls have even joined the school. The schoolroom is quite overcrowded with the twelve of them now; perhaps I should suggest that after the age of thirteen they be sent elsewhere for a higher level of instruction. And yet, poor things, there is nowhere for them to go, and not many families care to hire governesses or tutors for their daughters. And they do so enjoy themselves here, and are getting on so well. Indeed, the oldest ones are my especial pets and I would be heartbroken to bid them farewell, though I myself am having to study ever harder in order to find things to teach them and keep them interested. I shall just have to find another idea. Sometimes I imagine you could be here with me, darling, taking care of the littlest ones. But I do not believe you would desire it, would you, even if it were possible? Cambridge is not a big town – you can walk from one end to the other with ease, and then out into the fields and countryside – yet it does not really feel spacious, and then living in rooms is so different from living in a house. I am dearly proud of my rooms – a room of my own, and a small sitting room, and the schoolroom, all mine! Not really mine, of course, since the things belong to my landlady, and Mrs Squires arranged them, but they are lovely – and they do contain my very own few things, my drawing of you, and most of all the freedom to do what I like within them. I am never bored for a single moment, between studying and preparing lessons for the girls, and writing letters, within doors, and walking and shopping and exploring, out of doors, being greeted kindly by the members of the different families who live nearby. I am so glad I was not able to accept Mrs Fitzwilliam’s offer to do for me and provide meals, as she does for the lodgers who reside on the upper floors, but the small fee I receive from the little girls really would not have sufficed – and now I find myself joyful and busy in making my modest purchases, preparing tea things on a spirit lamp, and even in the dusting and mending which I learnt so well and disliked so deeply at home. I do believe that people looked askance at me, when Mrs Squires first took her departure, and I chose to remain here, alone and independent, but the wary looks have since disappeared, to be happily replaced by friendly smiles.


There, I really must close this letter – I have prepared a most wonderful lesson this afternoon, about magnets. I have obtained quite a strong magnet, and with it we sweep metal dust this way and that upon the table into feathery shapes. And then the needle – it is so remarkable! If you have a magnet by you, dear, try this magical experience: take an ordinary threaded needle, and while holding the end of the thread firmly in the fingers of one hand, bring the magnet to the needle so that it holds, then draw it slowly, slowly upwards. The needle will rise with the magnet, until the thread is taut, and then continue to rise until it is standing erect, touching the magnet only with its very point. And then – this is the miracle – if you draw the magnet, ever so slowly, ever so gently, the tiniest distance in the world away from the needle, the needle will not fall, but remain erect and quivering in the air, straining upwards as though with human desire. Let the magnet abandon the needle by a single hair’s breadth further, and needle and thread will collapse in despair.


Yours tenderly, until my next letter


Vanessa 


Cambridge, Tuesday, February 14th, 1888


My dearest twin,


I am sitting at my little writing table, looking out of the front window onto the street, and observing the most interesting scene. Several gentlemen are collected in a tightly knit group, and one of them has just rushed into this very house, apparently to summon someone. They are clearly gentlemen from the university, clad in their black gowns; it is quite rare to see them grouped so upon the streets. One of them is knocking at the landlady’s rooms, across the hall from mine; yes, she is sending him upstairs, dear me I cannot resist opening the window a crack wider. Here is the gentleman back down again together with a gentleman from upstairs, yes indeed, it is one whom I have had occasion to lay eyes on very briefly once or twice, just passing through the entrance hall. I did not know he was from the university as well. Naturally, how should I have known? Indeed, I know very little about any of the people who live upstairs; Mrs Fitzwilliam keeps a close watch on all comings and goings, so that it is inconceivable to hold even the slightest conversation in the hallway. I know only that the lodger just above me often paces over my head in the night time. I mentioned it to Mrs Fitzwilliam laughingly once, but did not ask her to mention it to the pacer, as in the end I found myself becoming oddly used to the regular, gently creaking sound. I also hear occasional clinks and bumps, but have never yet heard the sound of a voice until – why, until just now! Yes, I do believe our visitor cannot have gone higher than the first floor, he was so quick. Perhaps my nocturnal pacer is this very gentleman who just went out. Heavens, they are telling him the news, whatever it may be – and how excited and distressed they appear to be! and what exclamations of ‘shocking – impossible!’ they pour forth! Off they go, in a body, black gowns floating, like a group of crows.


Well, I shall probably never learn the meaning of all the commotion, any more than I shall penetrate within the mysterious walls where these gentlemen scholars spend so much of their time. What can be hidden there? I know that it can be no more than rooms within and gardens without – some of the gardens can easily be glimpsed even from the street, through the stone gateways of the colleges. Yet in my imagination, they seem so filled with mystery and magic. How strange it must be to go to university, so that one not only studies but actually resides, completely and wholly, in a world of constant thought and contemplation. Why, all the usual activities of walking, eating and laughing must be imbued with the philosophical and scientific ideas, and the words of the ancient languages must be mingled daily with the modern. If only we had a brother who could share some of its secrets with us! I do long sometimes to study better, differently; to be guided by a teacher as well as by books, and to share my difficulties with other students who know the same ones, just as the little girls in my class do, when they bend their curly heads over their desks together, sharing the same book. Oh, well, I suppose I should not even bother to indulge in such idle thoughts.


The girls are gone for today; I shall make tea, and save the anecdotes and mishaps of these last few days for my next letter.


Yours tenderly, until next time


Vanessa


Cambridge, Monday, February 20th, 1888


My dearest Dora,


Thank you so much, darling, for the few words you added to Mamma’s letter. I was so sorry to read about how tired you have been. Mamma says it is not really any particular illness, but merely fatigue. I do so hope that the springtime will bring you health and happiness. If you are having a warm spell as we are, you should sit in the garden at least a little bit each day. I feel in haste to return home for a visit, but it will not be possible before the Easter holidays. I do hope, I do expect to find you entirely recovered by then. In the meantime, until you feel well enough to write me a true, long letter, I do not suppose I shall hear a single word about the interesting Mr Edwards, as Mamma would not mention his existence for the world. Dear Dora, if you have even so much as glimpsed him lately, do please just put an exclamation mark in next time you send me a word – then I feel I shall understand more. And if you read some bits of this letter aloud later on, please leave out that last sentence!


I hesitated a moment about putting in this newspaper clipping from the Cambridge Evening News, a newspaper only recently established here. It dates from the 15th, and it does seem a bit unsuitable for an invalid, but then – I know you want to know what happened, just as much as I want to tell it to you. You couldn’t possibly guess it! I do believe I have found out the mystery concerning my upstairs neighbour, whose name I now know to be Mr Weatherburn. The very day after I wrote to you, I saw this alarming headline right on the front page of the evening newspaper, announcing the shocking discovery which you may read for yourself.


MATHEMATICIAN MYSTERIOUSLY SLAIN




Dr Geoffrey Akers, a Fellow in Pure Mathematics of St John’s College, aged 37, was found dead in his rooms today, struck down by a violent blow to the head with the poker taken from his own fireplace. Still clad in his overcoat and scarf, his hat hung upon a nail near the door, he appeared to have barely stepped into the rooms when the fatal blow fell. The body was discovered this afternoon by a student, Mr Rayburn, who, having waited in vain for his tutor to appear at their scheduled meeting, walked to his rooms in the college to check if he had forgotten about the appointment. ‘He frequently forgot meetings or lost track of the time,’ Mr Rayburn said. The unfortunate young man, having arrived at his destination and knocked in vain, tried the door as a mere gesture before turning away, and found that it opened at once.


Thereupon he saw the body of his tutor stretched lifeless upon the floor, and after taking only the briefest moment to ascertain the situation, he dashed off immediately to call for a doctor and a policeman.


The doctor, being the first to arrive upon the scene, examined the body and was immediately able to absolve the student from all blame, as the Fellow had been deceased for between twelve and sixteen hours, which is to say that the fatal blow was struck between nine o’clock last night and one o’clock this morning. Having alerted the police, Mr Rayburn then hastened to let his colleagues know of the dreadful event, and it soon emerged that the unfortunate victim had dined last night with another mathematician, Mr Weatherburn, a Fellow at Trinity College, who must have been the last person to see him alive.


The question of whether Mr Akers had any particular enemies who might have wished him ill elicited a peculiar reaction from the tightly knit group of his erstwhile colleagues. After an awkward silence, a voice spoke up: ‘There’s not many that Akers hadn’t offended or quarrelled with, when you think of it.’ ‘Yes indeed, Weatherburn’s one of the few that would still talk to him,’ added another. ‘If they want to find out who did it,’ put in a third voice in calm and level-headed tones, ‘it doesn’t seem that motive is going to be a very useful angle of attack.’


Mrs Wiggins, the bedder who did the deceased’s rooms, could not but agree. ‘A very nasty gentleman, ’e was,’ she informed us after due negotiations had been concluded. ‘I shan’t miss ’im. And ’is rooms, very dirty they was sometimes, at least not so much dirty as dusty and messy, and ’im grumbling whenever anything was moved. ’Ow one could do one’s job properly is beyond me, when a man’s that way.’


Fortunately, our police force have experience and intelligence behind them, and we feel certain that the mystery will soon be entirely cleared up.





Dora dear, the newspaper doesn’t say so, but isn’t it dreadful to think that someone really did strike down that poor man, no matter how horrid he might have been, and that very person is hiding it inside himself right this very minute, and smiling and talking and probably even telling people how he never disliked poor Mr Akers so very much, though everyone else did. Perhaps they really do ought to be looking for the only person who didn’t hate him. Oh no – that would bring them to my poor neighbour, Mr Weatherburn, then, wouldn’t it? Oh, he did look so upset the evening of the article, when he came home. He was brought back to the house by policemen; I didn’t notice it myself, as I was making toast (I really should not live quite so much on toast), but I heard Mrs Fitzwilliam’s voice in the hall, and she talked ever so much more than usual, and she sounded Most Displeased, and the words Police and My House were very frequently to be heard. I felt sure she must be scolding poor Mr Weatherburn for something which really was not his fault, and already he paces at night, the poor man, and I so wanted to come to his aid, but I couldn’t think of any reason, so I just suddenly opened my door and said ‘Mrs Fitzwilliam, I am so very sorry to disturb you, but I – I—’ and I was just feeling quite foolish when the toasting fork, which I had balanced with care, fell over and crashed into the fire, sending up a shower of sparks and a fearful smell of burnt toast. Mrs Fitzwilliam said ‘The carpet!’ and rushed into the room, and Mr Weatherburn looked at me and then turned away quietly up the stairs. Mrs Fitzwilliam swept up the ashes, a little angrily, but then she said ‘such goings on!’ and I saw that she wanted more to talk about it than she wanted to be cross with me. But as she never gossips, in fact almost never speaks, she could only say ‘such goings on, and a respectable house!’ I tutted and sympathised, for she is immensely proud of her stately home on the Chesterton Road, although she does have to let nearly all of it. I told her that surely nothing so very dreadful could be associated with her house, and she asked what it was I had wanted of her, and I said it had quite gone out of my head, and she said how were the girls doing and I said lovely. I could see a great struggle in her, because she truly believes that respectability has a great deal to do with not telling anything, in which she is perhaps not entirely mistaken, but dismay and indignation, perhaps even some excitement were boiling up in her too. In the end, though, she simply bid me good evening – it was a great triumph of discretion over curiosity! Hmph, if I have another opportunity to do so, I shall offer her of cup a tea, and try to break the ice. I do think it is all so interesting – at least, well, not interesting, not about poor Mr Akers … but, well, a little of the rudeness of real life has irrupted into this quiet household. Whatever will come of it, I wonder?


Your very loving sister


Vanessa





Cambridge, Tuesday, February 28th, 1888


Dearest Dora,


Oh dear. No exclamation mark. Do you know – tiredness and sadness are not so different as one might think. One feeling might be so easily mistaken for the other. It’s strange how little one knows about one’s own feelings really. Do you know that I felt quite a new one, the day before yesterday? Here I was, all alone in the evening as usual, quietly making – no, not toast, for once, but soup over the spirit lamp, and I felt quite an odd feeling inside me. At first I thought I might be hungry, but then I had such a very incongruous thought – I thought of stepping across the hall and visiting Mrs Fitzwilliam! – and it suddenly came to me that I felt lonely. I looked at my books and did not feel like taking any of them up. It would be nice to have a companion, someone sharing the rooms, as I used to with Mrs Squires. We did have such nice conversations, often. But then, I love to be alone, and no hint of loneliness ever crept into my life at all, until today. It is beautiful to meet someone’s gaze, sometimes, with understanding, however briefly, but it can also unsettle sweet habits. At least, I know that you and I understand each other and always will – with or without words, as only twins can – about this and everything else.


Then yesterday morning, I found that the best antidote to unusual feelings of lassitude was activity, as I had absolutely no time to indulge in them from the moment I arose, and ended by quite forgetting them. Indeed, I had promised the oldest group a surprise in their arithmetic class today, as yesterday they not only complained quite bitterly about the boredom of the sums I had set them, but worked them correctly one and all, so that they clearly have nothing further to learn in that domain, and senseless repetition would engender only loathing, it seems to me.


I racked my brains and looked in my books in vain. Finally, I decided that the best solution would be to search if I could not find a better book, so I donned my wraps and ventured out into the cold, to a bookshop where I often go, to ask advice of the knowledgeable bookseller. ‘Why, don’t you read The Monthly Packet, miss?’ he enquired of me in astonishment, when I had laid my difficulties before him. ‘There’s a mathematician, Mr Lewis Carroll, used to publish puzzles for young people there; a better way to teach reasoning while enjoying oneself can scarce exist.’ He dug out a large pile of old and dusty copies for me, and I carried them home forthwith and turned the pages until I found the puzzles he spoke of.


I had never seen The Monthly Packet before. Dear me, it is very edifying – perhaps a little too edifying at times, so many morals are concealed within its pages, which are essentially addressed to young ladies. But the puzzles, when I found them, turned out to be most delightful; there is a whole story in sections called A Tangled Tale, and each section contains a puzzle. Some of them seem so difficult I can’t even begin to think how to solve them myself yet. After having read through them at length, I decided to begin at the beginning, and copied out the first ‘Knot’ in the Tangle from the April 1880 number. When the girls arrived, I sent my darling advanced class – consisting of Emily, aged thirteen, and Rose, eleven – into my sitting room with the paper, with instructions not to come out until they had solved it between them. They disappeared with a flutter of frocks and ribbons, and I set regular sums to the middle group and began counting dried peas with the little ones, who are still learning that if Violet has four peas and Mary takes three of them, then when Violet opens her mouth in an O of protest to wail that it is not fair, because she has only one pea left, this means that she has solved the subtraction correctly and has earned a kiss, much to her surprise.


The first knot is so entertaining, that I am sending it to you bodily; as the author says, if you have a headache, it will distract you from it, and if you do not, it will give you one.




A Tangled Tale, by Mr Lewis Carroll


Knot One: Excelsior


Goblin, lead them up and down





The ruddy glow of sunset was already fading into the sombre shadows of night, when two travellers might have been observed swiftly – at a pace of six miles in the hour – descending the rugged side of a mountain; the younger bounding from crag to crag with the agility of a fawn, while his companion, whose aged limbs seemed ill at ease in the heavy chain armour habitually worn by tourists in that district, toiled on painfully at his side.


As is always the case under such circumstances, the younger knight was the first to break the silence.


‘A goodly pace, I trow!’ he exclaimed. ‘We sped not thus in the ascent!’


‘Goodly, indeed!’ the other echoed with a groan. ‘We clomb it but at three miles in the hour.’


‘And on the dead level our pace is—?’ the younger suggested; for he was weak in statistics, and left all such details to his aged companion.


‘Four miles in the hour,’ the other wearily replied. ‘Not an ounce more,’ he added, with that love of metaphor so common in old age, ‘and not a farthing less!’


‘’Twas three hours past high noon when we left our hostelry,’ the young man said musingly. ‘We shall scarce be back by supper-time. Perchance mine host will roundly deny us all food!’


‘He will chide our tardy return,’ was the grave reply, ‘and such a rebuke will be meet.’


‘A brave conceit!’ cried the other with a merry laugh. ‘And should we bid him bring us yet another course, I trow his answer will be tart!’


‘We shall but get our desserts,’ sighed the elder knight, who had never seen a joke in his life, and was somewhat displeased at his companion’s untimely levity. ’Twill be nine of the clock,’ he added in an undertone, ‘by the time we regain our hostelry. Full many a mile shall we have plodded this day!’


‘How many? How many?’ cried the eager youth, ever athirst for knowledge.


The old man was silent.


‘Tell me,’ he answered, after a moment’s thought, ‘what time it was when we stood together on yonder peak. Not exact to the minute!’ he added hastily, reading a protest in the young man’s face. ‘An thy guess be within one poor half-hour of the mark, ’tis all I ask of thy mother’s son! Then will I tell thee, true to the last inch, how far we shall have trudged betwixt three and nine of the clock.’


A groan was the young man’s only reply; while his convulsed features and the deep wrinkles that chased each other across his manly brow, revealed the abyss of arithmetical agony into which one chance question had plunged him.





It doesn’t seem clear, somehow, when you first read the story, where the problem lies. I wondered what the girls would make of it, and left the sitting room door open a little, to hear their discussions. At first there was silence, as each one read through the problem separately.


‘I can’t make head or tail of it,’ I heard Rose’s adorable voice complaining.


Although there is only a year or two between them, Rose seems much younger than Emily; a dimpled child still, with a long fall of honey-coloured hair held back from her face by a wide pink ribbon. ‘Whatever does it mean?’ she went on, rather crossly. ‘What is “clomb”? What is “trow”?’


‘“Clomb” means “climbed”, you silly,’ said the ever reasonable Emily. ‘And “trow” means … well, it doesn’t mean anything really. Don’t pay any attention to it.’


‘But I don’t see what one is to do,’ continued Rose.


‘Oh really, the men are walking from three to nine o’clock, and we want to know how far they went, and when they got to the top of the hill,’ said her friend.


‘But what do they do after they walk to the top of the hill?’ Rose’s voice became more and more plaintive.


‘Why, they come down and back again!’


‘How silly! Whatever for?’


‘They took a walk, for goodness’ sake! Now Rose, we have to find out how long they walked, seeing that they went three miles an hour climbing, four miles an hour on level ground and six miles an hour descending.’


There was a moment’s silence.


‘Oh,’ said Rose, ‘well, if they walked for one hour before climbing the hill, and then climbed up for two hours and down for one hour … why then … no, it doesn’t make sense.’


‘Yes, it does,’ Emily helped her. ‘If they walked on level ground for one hour, and came back on it for one hour, then … they had four hours to go up and down hill and so … they spent twice as much time climbing as descending. That means that they must have spent two thirds of the time going up, and one third coming down. Two thirds of the four hours makes … makes two thirds of two hundred and forty minutes, oh bother, I hate doing this; one third eighty, that’s one hour and twenty minutes, oh do help me Rose! Two thirds makes one hundred and sixty, that’s two hours and forty minutes. So they took two hours and forty minutes to go up, and one hour and twenty to come down. Then that means they reached the top at six-forty.’


‘All right,’ said Rose with some pleasure. ‘Then we’re done. But it’s a silly problem. Why does it say “within half an hour”?’


‘Oh, you are a goose! Don’t you remember that we started by guessing they walked one hour on the level? Why, we don’t know that – we don’t know how much they … OH – I see – I don’t think it matters! That must be the answer. Let’s suppose the hill began at the very door. Come now, tell me how much time they spent going up and how much coming down.’


‘That’s easy; they climbed for four hours and came down for two,’ said Rose, ‘so they got to the top at seven.’


Emily scrutinised the puzzle once again. ‘And what if they did the other thing – spent the whole time on level ground?’


‘And what about the hill?’


‘Perhaps the hill was small – so small they could jump right over it in one second!’


‘Oh, that’s silly,’ said Rose, ‘they wouldn’t be panting so.’


‘Well, perhaps they’re easily tired. Anyway, they’d get to the top at six o’clock, of course, so whatever happens, they must get there between six and seven. The answer’s six-thirty!’


‘I don’t think I understood it really,’ Rose was beginning, looking doubtful and tripping over the ample petticoats she always wore, but Emily seized her arm and pulled her triumphantly back to the schoolroom, where she stood in front of me, her pre-Raphaelite face framed in the sheath of dark hair which fell over her shoulders, earnest and all unaware of her loveliness, and recounted her solution to the problem with pride.


This triumph of teaching had a surprising consequence. Today, when five o’clock arrived and the girls were putting on their wraps and looking out of the window to see who came to fetch them, I saw to my surprise that Emily’s mother had accompanied her governess. I have only met her once before, in September, when Mrs Squires left and Emily’s mother, Mrs Burke-Jones, came to tell me that Emily was very fond of the day-school and wished to continue on with me. She was very kind then. Today, she told me with a smile that Emily had quite astonished her uncle Mr Morrison, Mrs Burke-Jones’s brother, last night at table, by setting him yesterday’s puzzle and then explaining her solution to him! It turns out that Mrs Burke-Jones’s brother is a mathematician, and personally acquainted with Mr Lewis Carroll, the author of the puzzles (who goes under another name in real life, where he is an Oxford Don, it seems). He told his sister (somewhat to her surprised dismay, I seem to guess) that Emily had inherited his own delight in mathematics, and that she could consider, if it continued, going on with her studies as long as she liked, even to university. Yes – Mrs Burke-Jones informed me that there is a college for ladies, right here at the University of Cambridge – two of them, in fact! Of course, the ladies may not take degrees, but they may study and have tutors and follow the classes and even pass the examinations – good heavens! Emily jumped with joy at the prospect, while her mother looked doubtful and said, ‘Fortunately, she is only thirteen, there is plenty of time to think about this.’


At any rate – this is the most exciting thing – Mrs Burke-Jones has invited me to a dinner party next Saturday, of ten people at her house! It is the first such invitation I have received since living in Cambridge, though I have been to tea a few times with the governesses of some of the girls. The famous brother will be present, as he expressed a wish to meet the teacher who provides such delightful lessons to his niece, and various other friends and colleagues of the family. I know nothing as yet about Mr Burke-Jones, but shall surely find out more on Saturday. I did learn that Emily has a brother of eleven, and that the two children will have dinner in the nursery, but will be allowed to come down and greet the guests. I shall write to you afterwards with every detail!


Goodnight, my dearest twin


Vanessa


Cambridge, Sunday, March 4th, 1888


Dearest Dora,


Last night was the great event! I never imagined myself in the midst of such a lively group – and nearly all mathematicians. There were six mathematicians altogether, four bachelors and two married gentlemen with their wives. Most surprisingly of all – one of them was neither more nor less than my Mr Weatherburn from upstairs! We were equally surprised to see each other there.


But let me tell you everything in order.


I arrived punctually in front of Mrs Burke-Jones’s lovely house. The windows were all lit up festively, and it looked very tempting; light spilt out onto the walk, and the air was so bright and crisp you could see your breath spiralling away. Some people had already arrived. As I waited, feeling too shy to ring, a carriage drew up and an elderly couple alighted. Their driver came around to open for them, and guided them up the walk to where Mrs Burke-Jones’s kindly maid was standing at the open door. I meekly followed up behind them, all nervous, but she welcomed me just as kindly as she did them, and led us into the drawing room, where she announced ‘Professor and Mrs Cayley and Miss Duncan’. I know now that the gentlemen is Professor Arthur Cayley, a very senior and much respected professor at the university, with an important Chair whose name escapes me. The others treated him almost like a king. Inside the drawing room, I was all prepared to be quite paralysed, not knowing anybody, but immediately Mrs Burke-Jones took me under her wing, and introduced me to a young lady of about my own age or even younger, but very much more at ease than myself, called Miss Chisholm, and two further gentlemen called Mr Wentworth and Mr Morrison. Following my arrival, there appeared yet another bachelor, Mr Young, then a married couple, Mr and Mrs Beddoes, and finally, last of all, Mr Weatherburn, who greeted everyone warmly, as he clearly knows them all well, and then looked extremely surprised as he was brought round and introduced to me. I noticed that he is afflicted with a slight stammer when shy.


‘Dear me, b-but we are already very nearly acquainted!’ he exclaimed in surprise, levelling his brown eyes upon me with the same intentness I had noted in them, the other day, in the hall.


‘How so?’ said Mrs Burke-Jones, surprised.


‘Why, my rooms are in the same house as Miss D-Duncan’s,’ he explained, and added that he knew I held a class there each afternoon, but had had no idea that ‘Morrison’s niece’ was one of the fortunate pupils.


Mrs Burke-Jones was as nice as could possibly be.


‘Oh, Miss Duncan does wonders,’ she cried effusively, ‘Emily does so love her lessons, and the mathematical parts more than anything!’


Whence a short discussion with Mr Weatherburn about my interests and methods, in which I showed myself to be woefully ignorant, alas, and was deeply grateful to have heard tell of Mr Lewis Carroll at all, for it was certainly the only thing he mentioned that was the least bit familiar to me!


I floundered on, my dear Dora, blushing greatly, and felt most relieved when Mr Weatherburn moved away from the subject of mathematics to other topics. The guests soon gathered into one or two larger groups, and the conversation, seemingly quite naturally, turned to the death of their poor colleague, Mr Akers. As the newspaper article I sent you hinted, nobody seemed to like him at all. They did make some attempt to speak of him more or less with the respect due to the deceased, but even so, I suspect a certain dose of snideness lay behind some of the remarks. Mr Beddoes in particular seemed to sneer subtly behind his apparent admiration, when he spoke of his colleague’s work. But his remarks elicited only knowing smiles from his colleagues, although they freely discussed the character of the poor defunct gentleman. ‘He was quite insufferable,’ appeared to reflect the general opinion; Miss Chisholm even put in that ‘a sarcastic smile was part of his permanent apparel.’ Mr Weatherburn did not say anything at all, as the others traded remarks and observations, and for some little time the question of the nature of his death was politely avoided, but suddenly someone could not resist any more, and directly put the question which must have been tickling all of them from the beginning, to judge by myself!


‘Well, Weatherburn, you dined with him on the fatal evening, so what did you actually talk about, eh?’


‘Yes, uh, well,’ said Mr Weatherburn, whose speech is slow and careful, perhaps because of the stammer, ‘he seemed to want to talk about an absolutely remarkable idea he had conceived lately. He was quite excited, I recall.’


‘A remarkable idea? What kind of idea?’ came a chorus of excited cries from the throats of all the mathematicians present.


‘Apparently he had been working on the n-body problem. He didn’t want to get into details, however. The closest I got was when he pulled a piece of paper from his breast pocket and scribbled the solution down onto it, to show me, saying that it provided a complete and incredibly original solution to the differential equations of the n-body problem. But he shoved the paper away, naturally, before I could really inspect it closely. He told me that he had already written a rough manuscript of his proof of convergence of the series. Indeed, I quite believe he asked me to dine mainly from a need to vent his irrepressible feelings of triumph. He seemed particularly concerned with the possible reaction of Professor C-C-Crawford.’


‘Ah yes, I’m not surprised. I believe Crawford’s been working on the n-body problem in secret for several months now, ever since it was set as the main problem of the Birthday Competition organised by King Oscar of Sweden, though he won’t admit it,’ remarked Mr Wentworth.


‘Except for making elliptical allusions to it after he’s had a few glasses!’ added Mr Morrison.


‘Well, Crawford certainly has been working hard lately,’ remarked Mr Young. ‘My word, he’s been almost invisible for over a week now, shut in his rooms working from morning till night. Normally, he wouldn’t miss an evening at Mrs Burke-Jones’s for the world.’


‘Crawford’s been saying he’s working on the n-body problem – really?’ cried Mr Beddoes, looking aghast. ‘But that’s – that’s quite impossible! Utterly impossible. Ha!’ There was a moment’s pause, and then he added in a different tone, somewhat aggressively, ‘It’s far too difficult for a mathematician like Crawford. Why, the man has ideas, but no rigour! How can he hope to compare with a genius like young Poincaré in France?’


‘Does anyone know what became of the paper Mr Akers had in his breast pocket – the one he showed Mr Weatherburn at table?’ enquired Miss Chisholm suddenly.


It was exactly the question I had been longing to put, but I really didn’t dare insert even a word into a conversation about things I knew nothing of. I must say that my heart warmed to her because of her forthrightness. I noticed that every time she spoke, Mr Wentworth, Mr Morrison and Mr Young all looked at her with favour.


Upon her remark, everyone looked at each other, and there was a moment’s silence. Nobody appeared to know the answer to this very interesting question.


‘Yes, it’s worth finding out about that, isn’t it,’ said Mr Weatherburn slowly.


Then dinner was announced, and we all went in, arm in arm; Mr Cayley took in Mrs Beddoes and Mr Beddoes took in Mrs Cayley. Mr Morrison took in his sister, and Mr Wentworth took in Miss Forsyth, who is Emily’s governess, and was asked by Mrs Burke-Jones to join the dinner in order to even out the numbers. She teaches Emily all the things I know nothing of (alas): music, embroidery, French and German. Mr Young took in Miss Chisholm, and you can see for yourself who was left.


The dinner was delightful, in a lovely room, not very large but spacious and attractive. Mrs Burke-Jones’s house must be very nearly as large as Mrs Fitzwilliam’s, and it is all for herself and her family, and her servants! Her brother, Mr Morrison, lives there too, as I learnt afterwards. During dinner we talked about all kinds of things; that is, the others talked, and I listened a great deal, and exchanged only a very few words with my left-hand neighbour, as I did not seem to be able to do more without blushing uncomfortably. Things were somewhat easier with my right-hand neighbour, Mr Beddoes, who became quite agreeable as the dishes succeeded each other, and barked out kind remarks in my direction, such as ‘So you teach, do you?’ and ‘Whereabouts are you from, my dear?’ before becoming reabsorbed in his plate and glass. The others spoke of general things, politics, India, Queen Victoria, and various other topics, to all of which I listened eagerly, feeling sadly ignorant because of my sheltered life. Dear me, to think that I dare to teach anyone anything, when I know so little! Between the stammering awkwardness on my left and the sharpness on right, and my own feelings of ignorance, I was a little nervous the whole time and unable to appreciate the details of the meal itself, although it did seem very different from either toast or soup.


After dinner, the six ladies retired to the drawing room, actually only five of us, because Miss Forsyth returned upstairs to the children. The conversation was most interesting – Mrs Burke-Jones appears to have lost her husband some years ago – at least she did not say so, but seemed sad for a moment, and said that six years ago she had asked her brother to occupy the upstairs apartments, as she felt uncomfortable alone with children and servants in such a large house. He, naturally, was only too happy to oblige, and be spoilt and pampered. (She really did say this, with nothing like the respect due to a promising young research fellow of the university!) I believe he is her younger brother. She told me that Emily also has a younger brother, Edmund, who is to Emily just as Mr Morrison is to her. Edmund is sent to a very good boarding school, which strains the family fortunes rather, I gathered, though Mrs Burke-Jones only sighed and said it was not always easy. She added that Edmund is very fragile, and that she feels she must have him home occasionally on weekends, although the school does not approve. He did make a brief appearance later with his sister, and it was like seeing a frail white rose next to a blooming pink one. Mrs Cayley asked him if he enjoyed his school and was looking forward to going back next day. I think it was a mistake. Already pale, he became paler and cast his eyes about, until Emily stepped forward and relieved the situation by stating categorically, ‘Naturally he likes home better.’


The most amazing thing I learnt, however, in the course of our postprandial conversation, was that Miss Chisholm is a student at the university! She studies mathematics at Girton College, of those two colleges I learnt about from Mrs Burke-Jones, where ladies may enrol. Mr Young is her tutor there. She says that in England, ladies may only study for the degree called the Tripos, but they may not attempt to write doctoral dissertations. It is, however, possible although rare for a lady to write one in Germany, and she would like to travel there after having passed her examinations here. When she talks about it, she sounds like the way I felt when I first thought of coming here: eager, but almost frightened. I do hope I will have a chance to meet her again.


I digested all these facts and allowed my mind to dream and roam, this afternoon, during a lengthy ramble, taking advantage of the lovely weather on the one day that I am not required to spend all the afternoon indoors. Although most often, I love to wander out of the town into the fields, or take the direction of Grantchester, today my legs carried me straight towards the university: down the Chesterton Road past Jesus Green, left on Magdalene Street and then into St John’s Street; why, it is almost as good as reading one’s Bible! I could not resist taking a particularly good look at St John’s, where poor Mr Akers was a Fellow. I remained there for a moment, gazing upon the imposing red facade, above whose main gateway, flanked by octagonal towers decorated with white brickwork upon the red, a set of ancient arched windows is topped by medieval crenellations over which one half expects to see the tip of an arrow pointing, ready to shoot.


I passed the less imposing although similarly styled gateway leading to Trinity College, somewhat distracted by recalling that it was not only the college whose walls once were home to Isaac Newton, but that they also constituted the daily place of work of my neighbour Mr Weatherburn. Turning into Trinity Lane, I passed the more modest colleges there as in a dream, and turned to walk along the Cam, between the green fields dotted with daffodils and crocuses, upon which gave the back parts of Trinity and St John’s with their tempting and mysterious ramparts and bridges with nostalgic names. Cambridge is a beautiful place, Dora, not least because its fields and buildings are all steeped and burnished with meaning from the past. No, decidedly, I have no regrets about coming here.


My very best love until next time,


Vanessa 


Cambridge, Monday, March 12th, 1888


My dearest sister,


I have made great friends with Emily since the dinner party. She would like to see a new Knot every day, but I am restricting her to a single Knot each week; they require successively more and more reflection, and she has promised on her honour not to seek help from her uncle. I am to go to tea at her house at least once a week, from now on, she says! I must say that such outings hold great pleasure for me, as a change from my own rooms, and Emily is a delightful girl, not in the least bit infantile, and possessed of a sharp, enquiring mind.


Today was our very first tea date; we had it in the nursery together with Miss Forsyth, whose first name is Annabel, though I must not use it because Emily may not. We took it in turns to tell Emily about our early childhood, and asked her a great many questions about hers, for Miss Forsyth has been with her only six years. Before Miss Forsyth, she had a French governess, who cared for both herself and her brother, and she told us how happy the family had been all together, and talked at length about her father. There was something sweet and strange about the way she spoke of him, almost as though she did not know, or feel, that he was dead, but thought of him as being somewhere far away, but thinking and caring about her and waiting to see her again some day.


We asked her how it had happened that her governess had left, but she answered rather oddly, that she really did not know what had become of her, with a curious indefinable tone in her voice. It seems as though she is holding back some secret, or perhaps has simply heard tell of things she could not understand, and keeps them in her little heart, waiting for the future to bring wisdom. She told us that the decision had been taken at that time to find a school for her brother, and that he cried terribly and begged not to leave home. Although poor Emily was only seven years old at the time, she understood that after the changes that had been so suddenly wrought within the family, little Edmund would scarcely be able to endure an even greater one, whereas their mother seemed to think that a fatherless life at home would be unbearable for him. The children were compelled to submit, naturally, but Emily’s mutinous little face told us how right she still believed herself to be. After what seemed a great effort to remain discreet and ladylike, under the gentle pressure of my questions, she suddenly burst out in a passion and told me how her brother hated school with all his heart, and longed only to return home, that he was vexed and tormented there day and night by the other boys, all of whom undergo brutal treatment by the masters. ‘Oh, Edmund says they beat them horribly,’ she cried heart-rendingly, ‘he says they have to go into the headmaster’s office, all white and trembling and then those outside hear the most awful screams. Edmund says it’s near as bad or worse when it’s somebody else as when it’s himself. I’m so happy, so happy I don’t have to go to boarding school! If only he could just stay at home with us, and go to your school, Miss Duncan!’


Could such awful things really be true, Dora? I so often envied boys their luck, free to travel, to leave home, to go to school and later explore the whole world. But perhaps – in fact quite probably, I am learning, having had no brothers, I understood nothing of the masculine realities, and keep only an ideal image within me. Poor Edmund! I would be only too happy to include one pale little boy in my group of blooming girls, if only it could be allowed, but I expect it is perfectly unthinkable. I tried greatly to cheer up Emily in all kinds of ways, and distracted her so well with foolish stories that in a few moments she was shouting with laughter instead of near tears.


And who should come into the nursery just at that very moment, as we were finishing our tea, but Mr Morrison! He sat down on a low stool, stretching his legs out in front of him, and said we seemed to be having a far better time than the grown-ups at proper tea down below, and that he’d be dashed if he didn’t prefer to stay with us. Emily played the fool, teasing him in all kinds of ways and saying he would do nothing of the kind, until he laid a bet with her that he would not only come along next time she had a tea party, but bring his friends. Dear me – I do hope he was merely joking.


‘I would be so grateful,’ I asked him, ‘if you would tell me something about the Birthday Competition I heard mentioned the other evening. Was it not a celebration of some king’s birthday? What king could possibly wish to celebrate his birthday with mathematics?’


‘Why, by all means,’ he answered eagerly. ‘Our benefactor is King Oscar II of Sweden, of the Bernadotte family. He studied mathematics in depth while at the University of Uppsala, and has a great fondness for the subject, as well as a close friendship with Sweden’s leading mathematician, Gösta Mittag-Leffler. The Birthday Competition was his own suggestion, and I believe that rather than using mathematics to celebrate his own anniversary, he entertains the hope that the illustrious date, surely to be accompanied by pomp and festivities of all sorts, may shed some glory onto at least one member of the horde of unknown but devoted researchers scattered all about Europe, and illuminate the one and only Swedish mathematical journal. Furthermore, in posing a specific problem as the subject of the competition papers, he hopes to motivate such work as may possibly produce a solution.’


‘And is it possible to tell me what the subject of the competition is?’


‘Why, I have a couple of volumes of Acta Mathematica in my room below,’ he said, ‘the announcement of the competition appeared there some two or three years ago, and I may well have it.’ And ignoring my remonstrances and expostulations that he not disturb himself, he sped away to investigate, and soon came back with the volume in hand, to show me a page so unintelligible to me, that he might not have taken the trouble! To begin with, not only the announcement of the competition, but the entire volume, is written partly in French and partly in German, without a single English word between its two covers. The volume begins with the announcement of the competition, written in columns with the left-hand one German and the right-hand one in French – it looks rather as though French were a briefer language than German, with great gaps between the French paragraphs, so as to make them begin at the same levels as the corresponding German ones. I could not understand much of it, although many of the French words such as ‘anniversaire’ and ‘mathématiques’ certainly do appear familiar. But Mr Morrison sat himself at Emily’s school desk, and taking her quill in hand and drawing a bit of paper towards him, began to translate it for me, transferring his gaze from the page to his writing to my face, and interspersing his translation with all manner of interesting remarks and explanations, so that I could not be bored for a single moment, although the text is not only quite long but almost impossible to comprehend without the aid of friendly explanations!




HIS MAJESTY Oscar II, desirous of giving a fresh proof of the interest SHE – no, I mean he, but in French it is always ‘she’, as for some peculiar reason His Majesty becomes Her Majesty – Mr Morrison explains that Majesty is feminine – and that the possessive agrees with the object rather than the subject in French – oh dear – feels in the advancement of the mathematical sciences, an interest SHE – I mean HE, these capital letters make it seem rather Biblical somehow, but they are really that way in the original – has already shown by encouraging the publication of the journal Acta Mathematica, which lies under HIS august protection, has resolved, upon the 21st of January 1889, the sixtieth anniversary of HIS birth, to offer a prize for an important discovery in the domain of higher analytical mathematics. This prize will consist of a golden medal, carrying the image of HIS MAJESTY and having a value of one thousand francs, as well as a sum of two thousand five hundred golden Crowns (1 crown = about 1 franc and 40 centimes).





‘Must all mathematicians, then,’ I enquired, ‘necessarily be familiar with the French and German languages?’ Emily had crept near us and was listening with interest as her uncle translated.


‘Oh,’ he responded with a slight blush, ‘not to speak, so to speak. We merely need to read the languages, and even then, only to read mathematics in the languages. It is far easier than trying to read a novel; why, at worst, we need only look as far as the next formula, which is written in a kind of international language, equally intelligible to everybody.’ And he showed me a formula on the first page of the article following the announcement of the competition, which said something to the effect that x dx + y dy = 0 has for general integral y = [image: alt] My goodness.




HIS MAJESTY has deigned to confer the care of realising HIS intentions to a commission of three members: Mr CARL WEIERSTRASS in Berlin, Mr CHARLES HERMITE in Paris, and the Chief Editor of this Journal, Mr GÖSTA MITTAG-LEFFLER in Stockholm.





‘Weierstrass is really the most venerable and famous of German mathematicians of today,’ Mr Morrison told us, ‘the father of them all, in some way, something like Professor Cayley here in Cambridge, who should have been on the commission, they say, had an Englishman been included at all. Do you know, Miss Duncan, that Mr Weierstrass is quite famous for having produced not only mathematical ‘sons’, but also a ‘daughter’? Yes, the famous Sonya Kovalevskaya was his student, she who two years ago won the Bordin Prize from the French Academy of Sciences with a paper so impressive that they doubled the prize money to recompense it as it deserved. She now holds an extraordinary professorship in Stockholm, is an editor of the very journal I am holding in my hands, and advises Mittag-Leffler, I believe, on the organisation of the Birthday Competition.’


I was amazed. Germany and Sweden appear to be countries with wonderful ideas about ladies who wish to study, and England appears to lag far behind (particularly if one judges by the ideas expressed in The Monthly Packet, which greatly stress the value of obedience and docility). I wonder if I shall ever have the good fortune to visit such a country.




The work of the commissioners was the object of a report considered by HIS MAJESTY, and here are their conclusions, of which SHE – I mean HE – has approved:


Taking into consideration the questions which, for different reasons, both occupy analysts and whose solutions would be of the greatest interest for the progress of science, the commission respectfully proposes to HIS MAJESTY to attribute the prize to the best memoir on one of the following subjects.




 





1. Given a system of an arbitrary number of material points which mutually attract each other according to NEWTON’s laws, we propose, under the hypothesis that no two points ever collide, to represent the coordinates of each point in the form of a series in a variable expressed in known functions of time, and which converge uniformly for every real value of the variable.





‘What on earth does all that mean?’ asked Emily curiously.


‘Well, let me show you,’ said her uncle, warming to his task of explanation. He cast about her schoolroom, and moving to the shelves where various toys were gathered, took up a ball and a box of marbles and sat with them upon the floor.


‘Now,’ he told her, ‘you know what gravity is, don’t you? You know that objects fall to the floor because they are attracted by the gravitational force of the Earth, which is very large compared to themselves.’


‘Well,’ she observed guardedly, ‘I know that an apple fell upon Newton’s head.’


He shouted with laughter. ‘Indeed, nobody can grow up in Cambridge without knowing that! And there is truth to it, you know, and to the notion that that event sparked the whole theory of gravity in his brilliant mind. Ah, he was our great genius, unequalled in the last hundred and fifty years. He understood that if you have a giant body, like the sun, for instance,’ and he set the ball upon the floor, ‘and a smaller body moving near it,’ he suited the action to the word with a marble, ‘it will enter the sphere of the sun’s gravity and begin to orbit around and around, unable to escape the power of the sun.’


‘Why does it not fall to the sun, just as a marble falls to the earth?’ asked Emily in surprise. ‘A marble does not orbit – how queer that would be, to see it flying around and around.’


‘Thanks to Newton and his Law, we know the answer to that; it is because the pull of gravity is exactly proportional to the inverse square of the distance between the bodies. But don’t trouble your head with that – suffice it to say that thanks to this, we on Earth do not fall to the sun, nor does the moon fall upon us! At any rate, before Newton, Kepler determined the form of the orbit and found that it is an ellipse rather than a perfect circle, and will continue endlessly in the same manner. That is the two-body problem, with a large and a small body. Now, suppose you have the sun and two planets. That is a three-body problem, in the rather special case which really does occur in our solar system, where one is extremely large and two of them are relatively small. What do you think would happen?’


‘Well, wouldn’t the two planets just go on orbiting in ellipses around the sun, as they do in our solar system?’ said Emily.


‘You are almost correct! But not quite,’ cried her uncle, ‘because you imagine that each of your two little planets has a relation of gravity only with the sun, and acts exactly as though it were alone with the sun, and you forget the tiny influence of each planet upon the other! Small though they are, they pull about on each other and cause tiny distortions in the shape of the ellipses, and it becomes nearly impossible to find what the exact nature of the paths they trace will be as time goes on. You see – take this little planet going around this star. If the other planet wasn’t there, it would go like this: round and round in a stable ellipse, for ever. But now add the other planet. What happens is that when the first planet goes once around the star, its ellipse is deformed a tiny bit by the influence of the gravity of the other planet, so that it doesn’t quite, quite get back to where it started from. The difference is minuscule – if we were talking about the influence of the other planets in our solar system on the Earth, why we make an ellipse around the sun once a year exactly, and the deformation is probably a matter of a few inches or so. Now, the planet will orbit around the star again, in an ellipse very similar to the old one, but not quite identical. And again, it won’t come back exactly to its starting point. This will keep happening and happening, so that instead of getting one neatly drawn ellipse again and again, you get a spiral of ellipses, each one a little different from the previous one.’


The marble in Mr Morrison’s hand began to move around the ball in a spiral which grew progressively more distorted and wild.


‘And the question is,’ he continued eagerly, ‘what if, due to the tiny deformations of the ellipses over time, they finally end up spiralling away like mad things, and perhaps even breaking loose altogether and hurtling off uncontrolled into space! It must happen eventually – even in our very own solar system! No, don’t bother to look worried – the calculations show that it isn’t going to happen for a very, very great many years. So you have plenty of time to study mathematics and learn about the n-body problem.’


‘So that is the influence the planets have on each other,’ I remarked thoughtfully. ‘It really seems to describe the way in which the relations between human beings come to distort the direct and pure relations between each individual and the Divine.’


‘It does, awfully!’ he answered. ‘Well said. Now that you mention it, I seem to know rather a lot of people who are in the process of drifting away from their research – which I suppose could be considered the mathematician’s relationship with the Divine – for reasons of jealousy and resentment, or such. Mathematicians do tend to go a little mad sometimes. Perhaps it’s a result of all that concentration.’ He took up the journal, and continued his translation where he had left off.




This problem, whose solution would considerably extend our knowledge with respect to the system of the world – this odd expression is French for the solar system, with the sun and the planets – appears to be solvable using the analytic methods we already have at our disposal; at least we may suppose this, since LEJEUNE-DIRICHLET communicated, shortly before  his death, to a geometer amongst his friends, that he had discovered a method to integrate the differential equations of mechanics, and applying this method, he had succeeded in giving an absolutely rigorous proof of the stability of our planetary system. Unfortunately, we know nothing of this method, unless it is that the theory of infinitely small oscillations appears to have served as the starting point for his discovery. We may, however, assume almost with certainty that this method was not based on long and complicated computations, but on the development of one simple fundamental idea, which we may reasonably hope may be rediscovered by dint of deep and persevering work. In the case, however, where the proposed problem cannot be solved before the date of the competition, the prize could be attributed in recompense for work in which some other problem in mechanics was treated in the indicated manner and completely solved.





‘Ah, now here is an interesting thing,’ Mr Morrison told us. ‘Dirichlet told a mysterious friend that he had solved a fundamental problem, and thereupon immediately died, nearly thirty years ago, leaving no clue as to his method. How thoughtless of him.’


‘Could we not identify the friend?’ I began hopefully.


‘Oh, actually, he has been identified; indeed, he has identified himself, and quite arrogantly at that. It is the German mathematician Kronecker, a great rival of Weierstrass. He claims that what Dirichlet told him is ill-represented in this paragraph. But for all that he says, he clearly has no idea or no clear memory of what Dirichlet’s method might have been. He is more likely to be protesting out of anger that he was not included in the commission. Now come the three other problems set for the competition, but they are less interesting.’




2. Mr FUCHS proved in several of his memoirs that there exist uniform functions of two variables, which are connected, by the way in which they are generated, to ultraelliptic functions, but are more general than these, and which could probably acquire great importance in analysis, if their theory were developed further.


We propose to obtain, in explicit form, the functions whose existence has been proved by Mr FUCHS, in a sufficiently general case, so that one can recognise and study their most essential properties.




 





3. The study of functions defined by a sufficiently general differential equation of the first order whose first term is an integral and rational polynomial with respect to the variable, the function and its first derivative.


MM. Briot and Bouquet opened the way to such a study in their memoir on this subject (Journal de l’École Polytechnique, cahier 36, pag. 133–198). The geometers familiar with the results discovered by these authors also know that their work is far from having exhausted the difficult and important subject which they were the first to investigate. It appears probable that new research undertaken in the same direction could lead to propositions of great interest to analysis.




 





4. We know what light was shed on the general theory of algebraic equations by the study of those special equations arising from the division of the circle into equal parts, and the division by an integer of the argument of the elliptic functions. The remarkable transcendental number obtained by expressing the module of the theory of elliptic functions by the quotient of the periods similarly leads to the modular equations, which have been the source of absolutely new notions, and to results of great importance such as the solution of the fifth degree equation. But this transcendental number is just the first term, the simplest special case of an infinite series of new functions which M. POINCARÉ has introduced to science under the name of Fuchsian functions, and applied with success to the integration of linear differential equations of arbitrary order. These functions, which play a role of manifest importance in Analysis, have not yet been considered from the point of view of algebra, as the transcendental associated to the theory of elliptic functions, of which they are the generalisation. We propose to fill this lacuna and to obtain new equations analogous to modular equations, by studying, even in just a special case, the formation and the properties of the algebraic relations relating two Fuchsian functions when they have a common group.





‘For those in the know,’ Mr Morrison told us, ‘this Henri Poincaré is considered sure to win the competition. He is a kind of genius, and all of his work is exactly round about the questions proposed above, all four of them, really; he might try his hand at whichever he pleases. He is much admired in Sweden, look – he has published two articles in this very volume. He was formerly a student of Hermite, the commissioner from Paris.’ And he turned some pages, and showed me the first mathematical article in the volume, written in French by this very H. Poincaré, and whose title was precisely ‘On a theorem of Mr Fuchs’, before concluding his translation of the announcement.




In the case where none of the memoirs presented for the competition on one of the proposed subjects would be found worthy of the prize, this can be attributed to a memoir submitted to the competition, which contains a complete solution of an important question of the theory of functions, which is not one of those proposed by the commission.


The memoirs submitted to the competition must be equipped with an epigraph and with the name and address of the author in a sealed envelope addressed to the Chief Editor of Acta Mathematica before the 1st of June 1888.


The memoir for which HIS MAJESTY will deign to attribute the prize, as well as that or those memoirs which the commission will consider worthy of an honourable mention, will be inserted into Acta Mathematica, and none of them must be published beforehand.


The memoirs may be redacted in whatever language the author wishes, but as the members of the commission belong to three different countries, the author must provide a French translation together with his original manuscript if the memoir is not already written in French. If no such translation is included, the author must accept that the commission has one made for its own use.


The Chief Editor.





‘The 1st of June, why that is in just three months!’ remarked Emily. ‘Are you submitting a memoir to the competition, Uncle Charles?’


‘I? Why no, absolutely not,’ he exclaimed. ‘I know next to nothing about the questions posed here. There are not many people in England nowadays who would be capable of seriously solving them, although if there are any at all, they would be right here in Cambridge.’


‘Really? Do you know them? Are they doing it?’ she asked.


‘No one has actually declared that he is setting about it,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘But you know, that doesn’t prove much, does it? After all, it’s quite imaginable that a person might keep the whole thing silent, to avoid embarrassment in case of failure, and yet submit a secret manuscript nonetheless.’


‘And if someone were doing it secretly, who could it be?’


‘Strike me pink if that isn’t exactly what Akers was thinking of doing,’ he said suddenly. ‘Why yes, wasn’t my friend Weatherburn telling us that Akers had said he had found a solution on the night before he died? The poor fellow, what hard luck for him – perhaps he was finally on the brink of the fame and recognition he always dreamt of.’


‘Did he, poor man? And why didn’t he get it?’


‘Oh, Akers was a good mathematician, he had a good, swift brain, but he lacked something which could have made him really great. He didn’t have a fundamental grasp of the larger nature of things. It was as though you put him in front of a puzzle, Emily, and he would grasp two pieces and try to put them together, and if they didn’t fit, he would try another and yet another, very quickly and with a sharp eye, so that eventually he would put quite a number together, and yet somehow he would have no idea of what the picture puzzle was actually showing. It’s difficult to explain.’


‘But do you think he might have found a solution to the first problem anyway?’


‘Why not? Perhaps it was there for anyone to see, and just needed a sudden, blinding vision to find it. Perhaps he found it by dint of “deep and persevering work”, or even by doing the kind of “long and complicated calculations” he was not supposed to need! Unless he wrote something down, we shall never know now; why it’s just as bad as Dirichlet.’


‘But he did write something,’ I observed. ‘He had a paper with a formula in his breast pocket, and he even told Mr Weatherburn that he had written a rough manuscript!’


‘Oh! Has anybody searched through the papers he left in his rooms?’ Emily squeaked, jumping up and down eagerly.


‘Oh yes, naturally, his notes and papers have been gone through carefully and inspected and organised, by the police, and also by mathematicians, I should think. Nobody appears to have found anything like a manuscript containing a complete solution to the n-body problem – if they had, we would certainly know about it by now.’


‘Perhaps he already sent it in?’


‘Unlikely, if he told Weatherburn the day before his death that it was just a rough manuscript – and he would have had plenty of time before the 1st of June to better it.’


‘If only we had the breast-pocket paper he showed Mr Weatherburn,’ I put in, ‘surely it would help!’


He looked at me musingly. ‘You are right, really, Miss Duncan. Imagine – what you are saying might actually turn out to be very important! The personal effects he had on him at his death are probably still in the police station, as his death is still being investigated. I wonder if they have found that paper; I wonder if anybody has been to ask. I shall go down to the station tomorrow and enquire about it myself.’


‘Oh, how exciting,’ cried Emily. ‘Imagine if you find it – then you could solve the problem and win the prize, and you could give the medal to Miss Duncan as a gift.’


‘Emily!’ Mr Morrison was quite shocked. ‘One doesn’t steal other people’s ideas.’


‘Really? Can ideas be stolen?’ she responded in surprise.


‘Oh yes, ideas are more valuable than property for a mathematician. He would far prefer to lose his money or belongings than his ideas.’


‘Well, but here it would be from a man who’s dead!’


‘You may steal from a man’s memory, Emily,’ he answered. He looked intensely serious, and I felt deeply impressed. I will not soon forget how he spoke.


For men like these, ideas seem greater, more real, more meaningful, more desirable, than all the treasures which have made men dream since the beginning of time. It is a moving thing.


I send a great many kisses to everyone,


Your loving


Vanessa


Cambridge, Tuesday, March 20th, 1888


Dear Dora,


The delight at receiving, finally, a long letter from you almost outweighed my feelings at your sad news. So Mr Edwards is leaving for India. No wonder after he learnt it, he hesitated for so long to come and see you. It must have been difficult for him to face the necessity of giving you news that he knew must grieve you. And thus, he himself is reluctant to go, and disappointed in himself for not having succeeded more brilliantly in his studies, thereby leaving only this option open to himself. Oh, Dora … many ladies marry civil servants and join them in India. It is quite frequent, so you must not think that everything is necessarily over. But I understand that you could not even think of such a thing now, when you still know him so little. You would have needed a long courtship, as anyone would, and now you will have only letters. Surely you will soon be one of the most written-to creatures in the country! And you will have his leaves to look forward to. I dearly hope that you will find that knowing what happened, however sad, is far better than not knowing, and your taste for life will return with the springtime.


I was very much hoping, I must confess, to have some exciting news to be able to continue my mathematical tale; I awaited the results of Mr Morrison’s visit to the police with great interest. But alas, Emily has told me that he returned empty-handed, as all of Mr Akers’ personal effects have already been transferred to his closest kin, who is a woman living somewhere on the Continent. The police showed Mr Morrison a list, and it seems that not only was there a paper in his pockets, but even a great many bits of paper, all covered with mathematical scribbling, as well as the usual assortment of keys, coins, diary and so on. At any rate, it is all gone now.


Emily also showed me a newspaper clipping from a few days ago, which her uncle gave her; I had not seen it.


DEATH OF MATHEMATICIAN REMAINS MYSTERIOUS




The murder of Dr Geoffrey Akers, Fellow of St John’s College in Pure Mathematics, remains unexplained. The police have but a single, seemingly inexplicable clue. Upon asking themselves whether the murderer may not have been a thief, they examined his rooms completely to see if anything had been taken. The investigation apparently proved inconclusive. The room showed signs of having been thoroughly searched; it was very disarranged, and the drawers were standing open, but nothing of value had disappeared. ‘’E probably made the mess himself, ’e did,’ said Mrs Wiggins, the bedder. ‘It could ’ardly be messier than it already was. Nought but dirty papers and cigar ends. Mr Akers had nothing of value in his rooms anyway, unless they wanted to steal his old clothes.’ It is conceivable that the murder could have been perpetrated by a disappointed thief, who had been hoping for better.





So, so! This may explain the absence of any manuscript solving the n-body problem. As for the famous bit of paper, either it has been sent off to his next of kin, or else he may have simply thrown it away … or else … the gruesome thought cannot be avoided … perhaps the very selfsame person who struck the dreadful blow then slipped his hand slyly into the dead man’s pocket, searching there …


Oh, Dora, what am I saying? It sounds as though – instead of a mere thief – the murderer could be a mathematician, killing in order to steal the idea? That very idea which Mr Morrison spoke of as being more valuable than money or belongings?


What a terrible train of thought! And yet, the more I consider it, the more I feel that it must be so. He was killed in his rooms at the university. Why should a stranger have made his way there? Oh dear. I wish I could speak to someone about this. Next Thursday I return to tea at Emily’s. Perhaps Mr Morrison will step upstairs. Dare I ask him what he thinks? But what if it should be he? No, this is ridiculous. I must stop!


I leave you quite nervously,


Vanessa





Cambridge, Wednesday, March 28th, 1888


Dearest Dora,


My mind continues filled with a confusion of mathematicians and murderers. On Monday, I returned to Mrs Burke-Jones’s house together with Emily and Miss Forsyth after the afternoon lessons were over. For several days, I had somehow succeeded in keeping these thoughts at bay, and concerning myself with my work, and long walks at dusk as the days become longer. I cannot tell you how lovely the town is when the darkness is just beginning to settle over it. Without erasing any the beauties of the medieval colleges, it merely eliminates those little things which etch out the details of modern life; shop signs become illegible in the gloaming, and all fashions look the same. Of all the lovely colleges, it is King’s which seems the most beautiful to me at dusk. The college buildings themselves are hidden behind a screen of stonework lace, the upper border of which stands out black against the deepening sky. One can perceive the garden through the decorated arched openings; the screen is in fact purely unnecessary, a fairy-like folly. We walked past it on our way, and could almost imagine that it sheltered princesses, and knights in shining armour, rather than hordes of black-gowned students labouring over equations and dates …


We arrived at the house at length, and no sooner had we settled ourselves to our charming tea, than who should appear, but Mr Morrison, not alone, but accompanied by Mr Weatherburn! My heart pounded in my ears and the blood rushed to my face, as it was borne in upon me with unmistakable clarity that the dreadful thought I had been avoiding with such concentration for the past three days was precisely this: that he should be the murderer. Oh, Dora – the paper, the fatal calculation … nobody knew about it but Mr Weatherburn!


Exactly as the thought rushed uncontrollably into my mind, I became calmer. Just as it was for you with Mr Edwards, thinking it was more healthy than ever pushing the thought back. I remembered that Mr Weatherburn himself had talked about the paper and Mr Akers’ discovery, in front of a whole gathering of guests. Whyever should he have done such a thing, if he had in fact stolen it? Surely he would have kept it buried in silence forever. I felt better, and was able to meet his eyes frankly, and took great relief in his kind and steady brown gaze. I felt rather foolish about my momentary confusion, which must have been visible to everybody, and which could easily be attributed to all kinds of ridiculous causes!


‘Your mother is having several ladies to tea, my dear,’ said Mr Morrison to his niece, ‘and I’m sure we should only get in their way, so if you don’t mind, Weatherburn and I would be delighted to join you here.’


‘Oh, Uncle Charles, Uncle Charles, oh yes, please do!’ cried Emily, jumping up and down with delight, and rushing to add cups and saucers to the tea table.


Never have I enjoyed tea more than I did yesterday. So friendly were the gentlemen, so gay was Emily, and so welcoming was Annabel, that I forgot I was a guest and began to feel entirely one of the family. So much so, that I even dared to take Mr Morrison aside for a moment, while the others were engaged in some absurd game, and quietly ask him if there had been any progress at all on the case. Perhaps it was a mistake.


‘Good heavens,’ he said startled, ‘are you still thinking about that sad story, Miss Duncan?’


‘Oh, I am so very sorry,’ I began with dismay. ‘It was just because … oh, I don’t know how to say it – I thought that – oh dear, oh dear.’


‘Well, well, out with it!’


‘It’s that paper, Mr Morrison, the one he wrote something on and put in his pocket that evening. I feel quite sure it must be important whether it was found or not.’


‘Well,’ he said rather uncertainly, ‘we can hardly know about that now. All his personal effects were sent away to his only surviving relative, his sister, who has been living in Belgium these last ten years. Do you really believe there could have been a great discovery written down upon that paper, Miss Duncan? After all, he claimed there was a manuscript, and nothing of importance was found in his rooms.’


I perceived that he was still considering the paper as though its importance lay in its contents, whereas for myself, I desired to know whether it had been taken or not by the murderer, for to me, this would signify whether or not the murderer was actually a mathematician. As he did not catch my meaning, I tried to hint at it in a delicate manner.


‘Goodness gracious,’ he exclaimed in reply. ‘Heavens alive! Why, you don’t really think someone would have whacked poor old Akers on the head just to steal that little bit of paper, do you? You really suppose he might have been killed by one of his colleagues, for his idea? How you do go! Why, you’ll be suspecting me next!’


‘Oh no, certainly not you, or Mr Weatherburn,’ I burst out, and although these last words were perfectly true, they had been false so very recently that I felt a deep blush creeping over every visible part of me.


‘Well, well,’ he said hastily, ‘do not worry – the police will surely solve the mystery. They are very good at these things, you know.’


‘How can they?’ I wondered. ‘They can’t have considered the breast-pocket paper important, as they sent it away, assuming it was there at all, and they haven’t any other clues, have they?’


‘The police showed me the list of what he had upon him at his death; they seemed quite annoyed to have to get it out again, saying that some other “amateur” had already been asking to see it. I wonder who that might have been. The list said he had keys, coins, handkerchief, his pocket diary, and all kinds of paper scraps,’ he answered with a shrug, running his hands through his own pockets; ‘exactly what I’ve got in mine. Well, almost,’ he added, pulling out two marbles, a whistle to make bird calls and a piece of pink quartz.


‘Mr Morrison, the murderer must be found,’ I said urgently. ‘Just think – the man who struck down poor Mr Akers is freely walking the streets and smiling, at this very moment!’


The words struck me powerfully even as I said them. I suddenly realised, really realised, that it was true. I had known it before, of course, but I saw that some part of my brain had refused the knowledge – it had seemed to me that there was someone, but merely some unidentified and unidentifiable shadow, not a real person. It is a strangely reassuring state, if somewhat in the style of ostriches. It was clearly Mr Morrison’s.


‘Smiling?’ he said, half-jokingly. ‘More likely frowning away, if you really think he pinched that paper and is trying to understand poor old Akers’ scribbling. Why, if you’re right, we really only need wait and see who submits an entry to the Birthday Competition, eh, Miss Duncan? Oh, I’m sorry – it is stupid to joke about it. Please forgive me. Yes, you are right to be so serious, and I am a fool. Please ignore me, you can’t do anything better. Come along and let me pour you a cup of tea!’


It sounded kind and consoling, Dora dear, and I allowed myself to be led away, for what good can come of my brooding upon the murder? I do not want to develop a morbid streak. I tried to put it out of my mind, and the remainder of our teatime passed very joyfully indeed. We played various parlour games, especially charades. At first Mr Morrison told us a wonderful charade due to Mr Lewis Carroll, with whom he is personally acquainted, as I told you. He wrote this one for a family of three little girls.






They both make a roaring, a roaring all night:


They both are a fisherman-father’s delight:


They are both, when in fury, a terrible sight!







The First nurses tenderly three little hulls,


To the lullaby-music of shrill-screaming gulls,


And laughs when they dimple his face with their sculls.









The Second’s a tidyish sort of a lad,


Who behaves pretty well to a man he calls ‘Dad’,


And earns the remark, ‘Well, he isn’t so bad!’







Of the two put together, oh, what shall I say?


’Tis a time when ‘to live’ means the same as ‘to play’:


When the busiest person does nothing all day.







When the grave College Don, full of love inexpressi-


Ble, puts it all by, and is forced to confess he


Can think but of Agnes and Evie and Jessie!








Naturally, we could not guess it at all at first, but upon Mr Morrison’s hinting and helping, we understood that the First is Sea and the Second Son, so that the whole turns out to be Season.


This inspired us to attempt our own creations. To make it simpler, we decided to use only the names of the people present. We wrote out our five names on pieces of paper, put them in a hat, mixed it, and each chose one; then we tried to compose charades about the names we had chosen. It was frightfully difficult, and the results are not so charming as Mr Carroll’s. We read them out nevertheless, and it was not always so easy to guess the answers! Here they are; see if you can discover the solutions.


This is Mr Morrison’s charade:






My first are birds on rooves which take not wing,


That we need not rely on serendipity


My next describes the majesty of a king,


In spite of its peculiar femininity!










My third a lovely colour, soft and buff


A perfect match for wraps of fur and sable,


The sweetest shade for collar, stole and muff.


My fourth is another word for to be able.







My whole before me sits, engaged in writing.


What poem is she weaving round a name?


Mayhap my own is just the one she’s citing!


Her light verse surely will put mine to shame.








My goodness – I’m quite sure I was the only person who knew what he was referring to, with his ‘king’s majesty’! Here is Emily’s charade:






My first is unpredictable and wilful


Because of it we put on hats and coats.


My second can be horribly painful,


It’s also what Ulysses did to the boats.







My whole is someone in this room,


I’m sure you will easily guess whom.








‘Who, dear, not whom,’ murmured Miss Forsyth.


Here is my own humble effort – it isn’t quite accurate, was the general opinion! But I really could not do better.






My first is an appellation of style,


Which often, they say, is as good as a mile.


My second with ‘you’ forms a phrase of great joy









To a child who’s offered a gaily wrapped toy.


My third is a tool used for cutting the hay,


My whole is a person sweet, youthful and gay.








Miss Forsyth claimed that she could absolutely not divide the name she dealt with into syllables that made any sense in English, and had to resort to French, upon which everyone looked at each other with a shadow of dismay, even the two much-educated gentlemen.


Here is Miss Forsyth’s charade, which I copied from her paper.






Ici présent s’avance un gentilhomme


Tiré par sa passion des lointains altiers.


Tel Phoebus, juché sur mon premier,


Il trébuche sur la comique grammaire,


Qui lui conte aussitôt avec son charme austère,


Que mon innocent second bel et bien s’appelle


Dans son bizarre jargon: article défini pluriel!







Ses coursiers trop fougueux jetés dans la carrier


De mon troisième avalent la dernière lettre.


Auraient-ils donc henni, ou bien serait-ce leur maître,


Oublieux de ses profondes rêveries


Qui de mon quatrième goûte la douce folie?







La journée terminée, le cavalier descend


Et s’attable devant un copieux dîner.


Ses chevaux se mettent à table également,


Des sacs de mon cinquième à leurs museaux accrochés.








Alas for the loveliness of her poetry, and her beautiful accent – not one of us was able to understand it, and instead of guessing, we began by compelling her to translate.


‘What jolly French you speak and write,’ said Mr Morrison, ‘how lucky for you.’


‘I spent six years of my youth in a convent in France,’ she explained, blushing slightly.


‘I am sorry the charade is so difficult. I will do my best to explain it. Here is a gentleman drawn forth by his passion for the distant heights – that is a mathematician. Like Phoebus, he rides upon my first – it is a Roman chariot, char.’


‘It’s Charles Morrison,’ shouted everybody.


‘Of course,’ said Annabel with a smile. ‘He stumbles over the comical grammar, which immediately tells him, with its austere charm, that my second is known, in its bizarre jargon, as the plural definite article, les.


‘His too eager stallions gallop forth and swallow the last letter of my third; it is mors, the bit; we say that horses galloping very fast “swallow the bit”.


‘Did they neigh, or was it their master, who, forgetting his deep reveries, tastes the sweet madness of my fourth; it is “laughed”, ri.


‘At the end of the day, the horseman descends, and seats himself in front of a copious dinner. His horses also set to eating, each with a bag of my fifth on its muzzle. It is bran, son.’


We all felt that our efforts paled in comparison with the sophistication of hers!


Mr Weatherburn’s effort came last. He said he found it too difficult to write a charade, and offered us the following double acrostic instead, in which not only the first letter of each line must be read vertically, but also the first letter of the last word of each line.






Ode to a perfect moment







Each precious moment of gravity or Jest,


Mingles the twinkling lights in Opalescence


In her dark eyes. Too soon, this charming Nest,


Like everything, will fade in Evanescence.


Yes, precious moments never Stay.







Brief is the moment – soon, with measured Tread,


Unconscious future will the present O’ertake.


Reality will realise hope or Dread,


Keen is the pain of the dreamer who must Awake.


Each time, today is Yesterday.








He wrote it for Emily, yet he looked much at me as he read it.


I feel more than unusually tired after such an eventful evening and such a long letter, and shall put out my candles and retire for the night.


Goodnight, my dearest twin


Your loving Vanessa


Cambridge, Wednesday, April 4th, 1888


My dearest sister,


How I wish I could have spent Easter Sunday with you, at home! I did not teach for two days after it, and spent the short holiday delightfully, rambling about in the fields and along the rivers. The great banks of daffodils have been in bloom for some time now, and the primroses and wild flowers of all kinds are making their appearance. The fields are emerald, and the hedgerows covered with a faint fuzz which will soon be a mass of tiny blooms. The weather is cool and damp, yet carries such freshness within it that the call of springtime is irresistible.


Yesterday, on my way down the long field path to the village of Grantchester, where I had decided to take my tea outdoors, I met Mr Weatherburn, bent on the same errand (if one may call it so). Grantchester is so lovely and dainty, with its thatched cottages, that one feels far away from any town, and I can almost imagine that I will soon see our own dear house appearing before me. We walked together, and talked at length, mostly about books, plays and poems. He knows a great deal of poetry, and we talked much about Shakespeare, Keats, and Tennyson. Arriving at Grantchester, we sat ourselves at a small table in the garden of the tea room, and ordered tea and scones. They came delightfully accompanied with cream and jam, and apart from the kindly lady who brought the things out to us, we were quite alone there, for the weather is still too cool for most people, who preferred to take their tea within doors. The rest of the afternoon passed for me in a haze of delight – I do hope there was no impropriety in it. If there was, Mrs Fitzwilliam will soon come to know of it, and scold me. I have now discovered that Mr Weatherburn’s Christian name is Arthur. He invited me to use it, but I really feel too timid to do so, though I will often think it.


We talked at great length about all sorts of things. He asked me many questions about my childhood, and I am afraid that I told him all about us, and the fields and flowers and how we used to jump on the grazing ponies just as we were and ride them about together shouting, and about our house and our chestnut tree and how instead of lessons we had primers. He was most interested in every detail of it, so that I quite told him a great many things which I had never mentioned to any outsider before.


Then I wanted to know about how he grew up, and where, and what it was like. He told me that he was orphaned at the age of nine, after which he was sent away to school on a scholarship. He has no family at all, but until the age of twenty-one he had a trustee.


I immediately thought of poor little half-orphaned Edmund.


‘Did you suffer very much in your school?’ I asked him.


The question seemed to surprise him slightly, as though he had never asked himself whether or not he had suffered.


‘I don’t know,’ he answered rather slowly. ‘I d-don’t seem to remember it particularly. I believe I really shut it out most of the time. My memories of the Greek tragedies and the French Revolution according to Carlyle are much stronger in my mind than any actual memories of my own school life. I seem to have retained only a kind of global consciousness of muddy games, and bustle, and food prepared in enormous quantities slapped onto the plate, and a general sense of permanent capharnaum, from which I escaped as often as possible into the silence of books.’


‘Were the boys not beaten at your school?’ I asked him. ‘Little Emily, Charles Morrison’s niece, tells me that her brother complains bitterly about the treatment meted out to his classmates and himself, and can hardly bear it.’


‘Well, I never was,’ he said musingly, ‘perhaps because I was an orphan, or simply because I never made any trouble of any kind. It was probably for the latter reason; I was not an imaginative or mischievous child, I’m afraid. It certainly happened to others on occasion, but I admit that the reality of it never penetrated my conscious mind. I went all through school as though on a parallel plane, until I went up to college.’


‘When was that?’ I enquired with interest, wondering secretly how old he might be.


‘That was six years ago. After I took my d-degree, I obtained this fellowship; you see, I have not moved about much more than you in my life.’


‘Well, perhaps not,’ I concurred, ‘but still, think how lucky you are to have received such an education. I sorely miss it.’


‘I think that you possess a treasure infinitely more valuable than any education,’ he responded seriously, looking at me, then looking away.


‘Nonsense! Whatever do you mean?’


‘The gift of life,’ he said, reddening slightly. ‘You are like a fountain of spring water. No amount of education can teach that secret; quite the contrary, if anything, it probably dulls it. An education which consists mainly in running about the Forest of Arden picking wild flowers and jumping onto grazing ponies is much more likely to provide it, if you ask me!






‘And this our life, exempt from public haunt,


Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks,


Sermons in stones, and good in everything.


I would not change it.’








Hmmm. Mr Weatherburn appears to know his Shakespeare very well.


I have decided to devote my short holiday these last four days to a great course of serious reading. I must improve my mind and study seriously in order to keep abreast of my teaching, especially as the oldest pupils never cease to advance rapidly in their studies! Emily’s interests, in particular, are maturing each day, and she needs to read works worthy of them. I have already reread much of Shakespeare. I have also obtained a very recent novel by a very modern, much disapproved of – indeed, quite scandalous, writer, Mr Thomas Hardy. It is called The Mayor of Casterbridge, and within the very first ten pages, an obnoxious gentleman puts his wife up for auction at a public gathering, and finds a taker for five guineas! The wife, poor thing, is only too eager to be sold, as she could hardly chance on someone more disagreeable than her own husband. Still, it is most shocking. The very moment the offer is made, she flings her wedding ring into her husband’s face and departs with the purchasing gentleman forever, carrying her baby on her arm. This unusual auction takes place in a tent at a fair, where people come and sit to eat a bowl of something called ‘furmity’. It sounds delicious; it appears to consist in corn and hulled wheat grains, cooked in milk and flavoured with sugar and spices. It is also generously laced with rum in the case of the horrid gentleman, but I shall not heed that addition to the recipe in trying it out for myself at home!
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