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Coloured lithograph portraying vessel Balmoral Castle which carried William and Lucy Cliff ord to Madeira (1878).
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In memory of my mother


Oh, two such silver currents when they join


Do glorify the banks that bound them in.


Lucy Clifford’s epitaph


Highgate Cemetery, London
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Preface and Acknowledgements


Since William Clifford, the celebrated mathematician, and Lucy Clifford, his novelist wife, had only four brief years together, it has been necessary, in this biographical study, to chart parts of their lives separately. The individual sections of the book are linked by the overlapping involvement of their wide circle of mutual and famous friends who, between them, introduce and weave together some of the philoso phical, literary, political and scientific per spectives of Victorian and early Edwardian times. I have included a mainstream review of both William’s and Lucy’s writings even though the books are not readily available today. Chapter endnotes detail the sources of references and quoted correspondence.


The great good fortune is that the richest source of unpublished material – the thousand or so letters amassed by Lucy Clifford which form the Valehouse Collection – has been cherished and preserved and eventually made available to me by Alice Dilke, whose late husband, Christopher , was Lucy’s grandson. Alice Dilke wears Lucy’s wedding ring with William’s words ‘Careful I’ll be to comfort thee’ inscribed on it. She has, by her ardent support, enabled Lucy and William and their friends to live again through these pages. Caroline Dilke , who now has charge of the Valehouse Collection, has given me her permission to use it. Access to all of W. K. Clifford’s papers has generously been given by his great-grandson, Fisher Dilke.


The William and Lucy Clifford Research Group was formed to prepare the many 1995/6 150th anniversary conferences, exhibitions and talks about the Cliffords. It would be impossible to separate out the items that each of the four members of the group has contributed. The mathematical side of the research has been the special territory of Ruth Farwell and Roy Chisholm. They have been professionally involved in Clifford Algebra for over twenty years. Marysa Demoor of the University of Ghent has a special interest in Lucy Clifford’s work as a journalist – especially her connec tion with the Athenaeum. The writing of this book and the specific research for it is my own work, but the pool of collaborative research has been dipped into and used by all of us at different times. Each of us has supported the work of the others and I want here to record, with gratitude, my debt to the group.


I also wish to acknowledge the support and help I have had from libraries and librarians holding the collections of letters, microfilms and books used for my research. Most of the Henry James letters to Lucy Clifford are held in the Houghton Collection I also wish to acknowledge the support and help I have had from libraries and librarians holding the collections of letters, microfilms and books used for my research. Most of the Henry James letters to Lucy Clifford are held in the Houghton Collection at Harvard. Collections of letters and other research sources have been found in The British Library; Trinity College Library, Cambridge; The Bodleian Library ; University College Library, London; The Harvard Law School Library; The Brotherton Collection at Leeds Public Library; The Richmond-upon-Thames Borough Library; The National Library of Scotland; The Harry Ransom Humanities Research Centre, Austin, Texas; The Huntington Library, San Marino, California; The Walpole Library at The King’s School Canterbury; The Ellen Terry Museum; The Library at the University of Kent at Canterbury; The National Portrait Gallery Archive; Colindale Newspaper Archive and the Valehouse Collection. Permission to quote from Henry James’s letters to Lucy Clifford has been generously given by Bay James. The Houghton Library in Harvard University have given permission to use the letters held in their collection under the indexes bMS AM 123.716(1), bMS Am 1094(130), bMS Am 1659(44-46), bMS Am 148(178-180), bMS Am 1094(636), and bMSAm 765. The Harvard Law School Library has given permission to quote from letters held in the Oliver Wendell Holmes Papers. A. P. Watt on behalf of The National Trust for Places of Historic Interest or Natural Beauty have given permission to quote from three unpublished letter written by Rudyard Kipling to Lucy Clifford. Susannah Greenwood has most generously given me permission to reproduce the John Collier portrait of Rudyard Kipling and Collier’s illustration for Mrs Keith’s Crime. The Society of Authors, as the Literary Representatives of the Estates of Virginia Woolf and Clive Bell, has given permission to use the unpublished letter from Virginia Woolf to Lucy Clifford held in the Monk’s House Papers at the University of Sussex, and the letter from Clive Bell to Frances Partridge. The Executors of the Virginia Woolf Estate and the Hogarth Press have given permission to quote from the Letters of Virginia Woolf, edited by Nicolson and Trautman, and The Diary of Virginia Woolf edited by A. Oliver Bell. Macmillan Press has allowed me to quote from The Collected Letters of Rudyard Kipling edited by Thomas Pinney. Finally, and most importantly, there is my husband Roy. He is a pioneer in the field of Clifford Algebras and a tower of strength and reassurance to me in my endeavour to research and relate the story of the Cliffords. The chapter on The Clifford Heritage was written jointly with him.





Foreword



by Sir Michael Atiyah, O.M., F.R.S.


William and Lucy Clifford were a remarkable couple, he a mathematician of genius and an outstanding public speaker, she a literary figure in her own right who was at the centre of a circle of eminent Victorians. Together they spanned the intellectual life of London in its heyday in the 19th century. It is a fascinating story of wide interest and one that fully deserves the loving treatment presented here by Mrs Chisholm. Based largely as it is on the unpublished letters of Lucy Clifford, it is a substantial addition to our understanding of a great period in English history.


William Clifford was a student and a Fellow of Trinity College Cambridge, home of many mathematicians from Isaac Newton onwards. It is therefore entirely appropriate that the College should have assisted in the publication of this book. It is a small tribute to the memory of an exceptional man.





Introduction


Setting the Scene


On 7 April, 1875, mathematics students turning up for their morning lecture at University College London were surprised to see a message chalked on the blackboard. It read, ‘I am obliged to be absent on important business which will probably not occur again.’ The Professor of Applied Mathematics and Mechanics, William Kingdon Clifford, was getting married on that day. He had come to London from Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1871 and was twenty-nine years old. He was highly intellectual, tremendously popular, slightly eccentric and such a brilliant lecturer that he had taken the academic world by storm. His bride to be was Sophia Lucy Jane Lane. She was one year younger than William Clifford and had already begun to establish herself as a novelist and journalist. He and Lucy made a most attractive and lively couple and they drew around them a wide circle of friends from all walks of life. In 1874, when their engagement had been announced, William Clifford received this letter:




Few things have given us more pleasure than the intimation in your note that you had a fiancée. May she be the central happiness and motive force of your career, and by satisfying the affections, leave your rare intellect free to work out its glorious destiny. For, if you don’t become a glory to your age and time, it will be a sin and a shame. Nature doesn’t often send forth such gifted sons, and when she does, Society usually cripples them. Nothing but marriage – a happy marriage – has seemed to Mrs Lewes and myself wanting to your future.1





The letter was from his close friend, the publisher, writer, and philosopher George Henry Lewes. Mrs Lewes was, of course, George Eliot. Her many books – among them, Adam Bede, The Mill on the Floss, Silas Marner and Middlemarch – had made her famous. George Lewes, although already married and with children, had nevertheless formed an association with her and they lived together as ‘Mr and Mrs Lewes’ They both loved William Clifford, and he and Lucy were frequent visitors at The Priory, their London home. George Eliot’s letter, in some ways foresaw the pattern of William and Lucy’s life together. Lucy did become ‘central to his happiness’, William did become a ‘glory to his age and time’, and his ‘glorious destiny’ has been achieved in spite of his early death.


The nineteenth century was a time of enormously exciting scientific discovery and progress, and William Clifford, who was judged in his lifetime to be one of the most outstanding scholars of the century, made important contributions to that progress. His books, papers, and brilliant researches, many of which were left incomplete at his premature death, were assembled and published later by his colleagues. Even the greatest scientific minds of that time, however, could never have predicted that today, in less time than it takes to read the first page of this book, regular electronic bulletins would be flashed around the world linking the groups of mathematicians and physicists whose researches are associated in some way with this nineteenth-century scholar.


Bertrand Russell noted in 1945, that, besides being a mathematician, Clifford was a great philosopher who: ‘saw all knowledge, even the most abstract, as part of the general life of mankind, and as concerned in the endeavour to make human existence less petty, less superstitious and less miserable’.2


Russell also wrote of Clifford’s book, Common Sense of the Exact Sciences, ‘All that is said in it on the relation of geometry to physics is entirely in harmony with Einstein’s theory of gravitation, which was published thirty-six years after Clifford’s death.’3


Among William Clifford’s many friends were Thomas Huxley, George Eliot, Lord Morley, Frederick Pollock, John Tyndall, and Leslie Stephen. Among his academic contemporaries were James Clerk Maxwell, Lord Kelvin, Arthur Cayley, J.J. Sylvester, Oliver Lodge, Karl Pearson, who succeeded him at University College, and H.J.S. Smith of Oxford. In Europe there were C.F. Klein, H. von Helmholtz, Hermann Grassmann, and Ludwig Boltzmann, and in America, J. Willard Gibbs and C.S. Pierce.


A biographical study of William Clifford was made in 1879, the year of his death, by Frederick Pollock. His lovingly written introduction to William’s Lectures and Essays4 provided a contemporary picture of this mathematical genius. There is no previous biography of Lucy Clifford and piecing together the early part of her life presented some problems.


Biographers, rustling through the dry leaves of the past and rearranging them in order to reveal their story, sometimes uncover forgotten events and sometimes, too, uncover events that were intended to remain hidden. So it was with research into the life of Sophia Lucy Jane Lane. She was born in 1846. After the early death of her husband she became a successful writer of books and plays. She formed important friendships and she left some unsolved mysteries behind her. Three of the most famous American men of the age were extremely fond of her, and one of them, Henry James, was a very close friend indeed. He wrote to her as his ‘Beloved girl’ and singled her out with a bequest in his will. In the Valehouse Collection,5 there are only ten letters from Henry James to Lucy and nine of them are undated. This small number is surprising until we realise that it is actually an indication of how generous Lucy was. She had saved over seventy of James’s precious letters and she might well have hung on to them. However, when she heard that Percy Lubbock was preparing an edition of the James letters, she packed up sixty-four of the most interesting ones and sent them to Theodora Bosanquet, Henry James’s amanuensis. She typed them out for Lubbock who subsequently published eight of them in full. Leon Edel drew upon them for his Life of Henry James and published four of them in his editions of James’s letters. Percy Lubbock promised to return the originals to Lucy after they had been copied but no trace of them has been found. However, the typed copies are held at the Houghton Library in Harvard and the full collection, edited and annotated by Marysa Demoor and myself, is published in the English Literary Studies 1999 series from the University of Victoria under the title ‘Bravest of women and finest of friends’: Henry James’s Letters to Lucy Clifford. In one of these lovely letters to her he wrote, ‘But what a life you lead! I feel – beside you – like a slug in a damp village garden: you the gorgeous butterfly in the social (and other) blue.’6 One of the clearest indications of Henry James’s feeling for her was shown in the summer of 1912 when he was sixty-nine and Lucy was sixty-six. He must have disappointed Lucy in some way and she let him know of it. He reassured her with these words:




Dearest Lucy,


What shall I say? When I love you so very, very much and see you nine times for the once that I see Others! Therefore I think that – if you want it made plain to the meanest intelligence – I love you more than I love Others. I am no great protester now, in my somewhat stricken old age; but I am always your devoted old Nevvy and (at 11.15 p.m.) rather fatigued sleepyhead, Henry James.7





These direct words, uncluttered by the flowery or oblique style typical of so much of Henry James’s letter writings, would have left Lucy, and leave us, in no doubt about the place she held in his affections. At the other extreme Virginia Woolf, in her letters and diaries, wrote extraordinarily cruel and disparaging words about her.


Lucy lived for fifty years as William Clifford’s widow. Her writing, her travels and the care of her two daughters kept her fully occupied. Her many friendships sustained her, and her enduring interest in life kept her youthful. Over the years she had collected together a trunkful of treasured correspondence and in the last months of her life she sorted through that collection and destroyed many letters that she did not want others to read. The rest of the letters – there are nearly one thousand – she replaced in the trunk with a note attached. It read, ‘Save these, they will be valuable one day.’ These letters – The Valehouse Collection – illuminate the story that is to follow.


Lucy Clifford’s correspondents came from every sphere of life. She exchanged letters with publishers and prime ministers, ambassadors and actors, scientists, philosophers, writers, poets, and politicians. To the eminent friends she had shared with her husband she added Bernard Shaw, Edmund Gosse, Mrs Humphry Ward, Rudyard Kipling, Sir Sidney Colvin, Arnold Bennett, H.G. Wells, Lord Fitzmaurice, Charles Morgan, Ellen Terry, Frederic Harrison, and many, many more. The distinguished Americans, James


Russell Lowell and Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., were two of her very special friends, and Dr Page, the American Ambassador to London during the years of the war, was also a frequent visitor to her home. One of her daughters married Fisher Wentworth Dilke, eldest nephew of Sir Charles Dilke the politician who in 1885, as a result of what was one of the most publicised political sex-scandals ever, lost his chance of following Gladstone as Prime Minister.8


Lucy Clifford’s novels and plays were popular when she wrote them and were set in the rapidly changing times in which she lived. Through them she illustrated the restricting formalities of the age. When she was a young woman, marriage could lead to subjugation, and divorce could lead to ostracism for the women concerned. By the time of her death in 1929, social conventions, especially those regarding the role of women in society, were relaxing fast. The First World War and the Women’s Suffrage Movement had swept aside many of the confinements and restraints that had so frustrated the lives of Victorian and early Edwardian women. Many women writers were casualties of the changes in conventional thinking that followed those events. New-style readers wanted new-style ideas, and Lucy suffered the fate of many other women writers from the 1890s and turn-of-the-century – she and her books are little known today.


Lucy was at the centre of London society and supremely well placed to write a fascinating autobiography, and yet she never produced one. She told Virginia Woolf that she would never do it, for ‘Lucy Clifford never gives away a secret’.9 That may well have been her reason, because loyalty to friends was one of her strongest tenets, and one of the reasons for her popularity. However, there is another possible explanation. If she had written her life story, she would have had to reveal the truth concerning two small mysteries about her that remained unexplained at the time of her death.


William Clifford’s genius was recognised in his lifetime but he died at the age of thirty-three. It is in recent decades and particularly since the first full international Clifford Algebra conference held at the University of Kent at Canterbury in 1985, that the development and application of his mathematical theories have become widespread. Today, all over the world, there are research centres actively extending ideas originating from William Clifford’s work. During 1995, the 150th anniversary of his birth, international meetings were held in Canterbury, Mexico, Canada, Madeira – where he died – and at the Newton Institute in Cambridge.


Thomas Hardy, who knew both the Cliffords, wrote that, ‘experience is as to intensity and not as to duration’. Lucy was married to William for four brief years and Hardy’s words could epitomise their relationship. Her husband remained fresh in her memory and heart throughout her fifty years of widowhood. He is buried in Highgate Cemetery. On his tombstone, which can be found quite close to that of Karl Marx, are the lines he composed himself as he lay dying. They are well known to his followers:




William Kingdon Clifford


Born May 4th, 1845


Died March 3rd, 1879


I was not, and was conceived:


I loved and did a little work.


I am not, and grieve not.







When Lucy died she was buried beside him. These lovely words were added to the tombstone and from them has come the title for this book:


And


Lucy, his wife


Died April 21st, 1929


Oh, two such silver currents when they join


Do glorify the banks that bound them in.
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Part One


1845-1875


Lucy’s Early Years


1846-1875


Early years are important and most biographical studies begin with them. However, throughout her life, Lucy Clifford very effectively concealed the details of her childhood. In seeking to unravel the hidden beginnings of Lucy’s story we must pick up the threads at the end of her life.


In The Times of 22 April, 1929, an obituary appeared. It was a glowing tribute to a woman who was ‘distinguished as a novelist and for many years an honoured figure in literary London, a link with great writers and scientists of the Victorian Age’. The obituary included a tribute to her distinguished husband and a review of her books and plays. The names of many of her famous friends were included. She was remembered as ‘one of the last survivors of those who attended the famous Sunday afternoon gatherings to do homage to George Eliot at The Priory’. Her contributions to periodical literature and journalism were noted, including her regular contributions to the Standard, at that time enjoying its Golden Age under the classical and scholarly control of the renowned editors Mudford and Jeyes. Lucy Clifford was described as:




possessing an active, acute mind and social gifts which maintained round her a circle continually reinforced by new writers who were attracted by her genuine kindliness. For young ambition she had a particularly tender interest and welcome, and, till her last illness, she never wearied of giving practical help and encouragement.





Two eminent Americans were mentioned:




Writers who were more her contemporaries, such as J.R. Lowell, who wrote her a remarkable series of letters and Henry James, who remembered her in his will, were attached friends.





The following day a further tribute was added:




through her tender interest in aspiring youth she had found the elixir vitae which defies old age, and to the very last she was young in spirit because she was loved by the younger generation . . . . In later years at her little house in Chilworth Street she was nearly always at home to welcome, fortify, and encourage any friends who sought escape in that sanctuary from the loneliness of life . . . and for them the world will seem cold and inhospitable without her.1







The names of Lord Fitzmaurice, Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr, Augustine Birrell and Rudyard Kipling were added to the previous list of her close friends. She had clearly been a much-loved woman and many other glowing tributes followed. But it is through her friendship with Henry James that she is most remembered today.


Henry James died in London on 28 February, 1916. In the December of the previous year he had suffered a stroke. On New Year’s Day, as he lay in his bed at Carlyle Mansions, Sir Edmund Gosse had crept into the room to whisper to his friend the news that he had been awarded the Order of Merit. Henry James, private to the last, made no response or indication that he had heard. He waited until the door had been closed on Gosse before he opened his eyes and asked the maid to ‘turn offthe light and spare my blushes’. Even in this state of near terminal illness and vulnerability he found it easier to dissemble than to show himself. Henry James was exceedingly well known in literary circles in London. He had many friends and even more acquaintances, but for most of them it was difficult to penetrate his habitual camouflage of carefully chosen, carefully delivered words.


Henry James lingered for two months after his stroke. His will was a straightforward document. The James family received the property and insurance. The now-famous Sargent portrait went, as expected, to the National Gallery. As expected, the servants were provided for, and just three of his friends received legacies of £100 – quite a substantial sum in modern terms. These three friends were Jocelyn Persse, Hugh Walpole and Lucy Clifford.


Jocelyn Persse, then aged forty-three, a nephew of Lady Gregory, the Irish playwright and close friend of W.B. Yeats, had enjoyed an ‘exquisite relationship’ with Henry James. They had met at Mrs Sitwell’s wedding to Sidney Colvin in 1903 when he, Lucy Clifford, Robert Browning and Henry James had been among the small group of guests.3 Henry James and Jocelyn had been immediately attracted to each other. They became the closest and most devoted of friends and were loyal to each other for the remaining thirteen years of James’s life.


The young writer Hugh Walpole, James’s ‘dearest darlingest little Hugh’ then aged thirty-two, was another of his beloved young men. He had been close to Henry James since they met in 1909 when James was 66. Walpole wrote to James as ‘Très cher Maître’. James was supportive and tender to him, but one senses that Walpole placed himself at James’s side for a different reason. He frankly confessed that in his early days in London he ‘ran to writers as a kitten runs to milk’. However, he came to true friendship with Henry James and his book of reminiscences, is dedicated, ‘For Henry James, as he knows, with love.’4


And then there was Lucy Clifford. How was it that this novelist and playwright, then the seventy year old widow of a mathematical genius, came to be so remembered by one of the most eminent of American writers? Eminent men were not unusual in Lucy’s life. Her marriage to William Kingdon Clifford had brought her into contact with a galaxy of famous personalities. As a young widow in 1879, she wrote to her friend Fred (Sir Frederick) Pollock, later Professor of Jurisprudence at Oxford, ‘it has been my strange good fortune to know the best and greatest of men’. But to Lucy the greatest of all of them was always her husband and his philosophy of life is reflected in every one of her books and plays.




Until recently the main source of information about Lucy Clifford has come from Leon Edel in his incomparable biographical quintet: The Life of Henry James. Edel makes many references to Mrs W.K. Clifford, and a section in Volume Five is devoted to her. Since her books are not now widely read or easy to find, Lucy Clifford is often perceived to have been simply a woman friend of Henry James. They were indeed very close friends and Somerset Maugham provides a delightful vignette of Lucy and Henry James together. He writes of an evening that the three of them spent at the Aldwych Theatre when The Cherry Orchard was being performed:




Henry James was perplexed by The Cherry Orchard . . . and in the second interval he set out to explain to us how antagonistic to his French sympathies was this Russian incoherence. Lumbering through his tortuous phrases, he hesitated now and again in a search for the exact word to express his dismay; but Mrs Clifford had a quick and agile mind; she knew the word he was looking for and every time he paused immediately supplied it. This was the last thing he wanted. He was too well-mannered to protest, but an almost imperceptible expression on his face betrayed his irritation and, obstinately refusing the word she offered, he laboriously sought another, and again Mrs Clifford suggested it only to have it again turned down. It was a scene of high comedy.5





Lucy demonstrated, throughout twenty-five or more years of friendship, her very unaffected attitude to him. With her he could be relaxed, and it seems likely that Lucy Clifford, of all his wide circle of friends, saw him at his most natural. But she was not quite what she seemed.


During her last illness in April, 1929, her close friends would have come to the house to visit her thinking they were seeing a woman who was seventytwo years old. In fact she was eighty-two. The incorrect age was entered on the certificate of death witnessed by her son-in law Sir Fisher Wentworth Dilke. Even Lucy’s own daughters did not seem to know that she had deceived them about her age. It has never been considered a serious fault for a woman to conceal her age, but Lucy started her deception early by claiming to be only twenty-four when she was really twenty-eight. Her birth certificate states that she was born in Great College Street, Camden Town on 2 August, 1846. However, on all of the official documents that have been traced she never once admitted to 1846 and she avoided mentioning her place of birth. This may have been simply a coquettish whim, but there is evidence that her deception was an attempt to conceal some events of her early years.


Amongst Lucy’s possessions is an envelope containing a faded photograph of a distinguished looking, bewhiskered gentleman. Written on it, in Lucy’s hand, are the words ‘Details of my Grandfather John Brandford Lane. Made Chevalier de Malte or Knight of Malta by King Charles X of France’. Also in the envelope are the names of three properties he owned in Barbados. The photograph is labelled, ‘Sir John Brandford Lane. September 28 1829 aged 39. Parish Broadwater, Worthing, Sussex’. This was the date of his recorded burial. There were many vicissitudes in the history of the Knights of Malta, resulting in a fragmentation of their records. King Charles X was only on the throne from 1824 to 1830, so Brandford’s Chevalier de Malte honour must have been given when he was between the ages of thirty-three and thirty-eight. Enquiries in Malta, and from the Order of St John in London, reveal no record of John Brandford Lane, but some of the relevant records are incomplete. There are, however, records of John Brandford Lane as a landowner and member of the House of Assembly in Barbados.


Lucy spoke little of this paternal Barbadian grandfather, or of his son, her father, who was also called John Lane. However, she did encourage the notion that she herself had been born in Barbados. It now seems pretty clear that she was never on that island. The likelihood is that the link with Barbados ended with the 1829 death of Brandford Lane in England. Maybe, to Lucy, Barbados seemed a more attractive and romantic birthplace than Camden Town, and there is little harm in that. However, she was concealing other information about her family background.


When she was left a widow trying to establish herself as a freelance writer, she needed all the help that she could get to break into the world of journalism and publishing. She ‘collected’ interesting people for her Sunday afternoon salon to make sure that she was at the centre of the literary and social round, and also to gather material for her contributions to the ‘gossip’ section of the Athenaeum between 1881 and 1901. Lucy Clifford was always secretive about her family roots. As far as can be discovered she never told anybody that Thomas Gaspey was her grandfather, that his daughter, Louisa Ellen, had married John Lane in 1844, and that she, Lucy, was the oldest of their children. In fact, in all the hundreds of Lucy’s letters that have been retrieved, the name of Gaspey does not appear. Now this name does not perhaps readily spring to mind in the literary world today. But in fact Thomas Gaspey was a most successful journalist, poet, writer, and influential part owner of The Sunday Times. He had about twenty, solid, historical volumes to his name. He was for many years the senior member of the council of the Literary Fund. One of his sons had a PhD from Heidelberg and was a successful author. The other was also a prolific writer in prose and verse. What could have made her seek to expunge all tangible links with the maternal side of her family – especially when they had achieved what she aspired to – they had made their reputations in the world of letters. The fact that Lucy was sent to live with her grandfather in Shooters Hill suggests that a family break-up of some sort had taken place. But she always somehow managed to slip out of answering questions about her childhood. One perceptive interviewer observed of Mrs W.K. Clifford that, ‘One longs to know what she was as a little girl; and that little girl is just the one point on which it is impossible to excite her interest.’6Another interviewer observed ‘Mrs Clifford is fluent on all subjects except herself.’7Apart from gleaning tiny snips of information from her letters about her life before she met and married the young man who was to become so famous, we can only look for clues in her writings.




Lucy’s novels and plays, short stories and children’s books are fully discussed in a later chapter. It is interesting to note that all her books and plays are set in the time in which she lived, and the dominant themes in them are the problems faced by women of the middle classes. In several of her novels she is concerned with the plight of divorced women and the dilemma of unhappily married women. Many of the books are about women seeking happiness. Many of them clearly draw upon biographical elements and experiences of Lucy’s own life, and, in just one of her books, she recounts the tragic story of the childhood and unhappy early life of a young girl. It is possible that this story may contain clues to the circumstances that led Lucy to falsify her age on her marriage certificate and ‘lose’ some years of her early life.


Lucy wrote A Flash of Summer in 1894 and it was published in episodes in the Illustrated London News. In the first publication it was a story of tragic circumstances and unfortunate events ending in a young woman’s suicide. In later editions the devastating ending was rewritten to allow for the possibility of a happy conclusion. The beginning part of A Flash of Summer covers the life of a little girl who, between the ages of six and seventeen, is living with her widower uncle in Shooters Hill on the outskirts of London. He is not unduly unkind to her, but affection and gentleness are absent from their relationship. She feels, and is, unwanted in the household but no details are given of her parents. The little girl, Katherine, is pensive, sensitive and artistic. The uncle’s only son dies and Katherine becomes his sole heir. At seventeen her uncle presses her into marriage with his middle-aged, bullying and money-seeking lawyer friend. The inevitably unhappy marriage ends with Katherine running away to travel incognito in Europe, to meet the love of her life, to lose him because she is afraid to tell him the truth about her marriage, and, eventually, to take her own life. The early descriptions of the Shooters Hill area are so accurate that it is easy today to trace the exact paths that ‘Katherine’ took in her childhood. She wrote in detail of the little girl who,




every morning of her life from six to seventeen, save on Sundays and the brief holiday periods she came out of the gate . . . turned to her left and went down the hill, past the church on the one side and the inn on the other, past the stuffed-bird shop and the lane that led to Woolwich, and Ordnance Terrace, and the plantation and the Scrubs.





Every detail is so accurate that Lucy Clifford’s novel has been used by the Woolwich Antiquarian Society to help trace lost landmarks in the area.


Back in real life, we find, in the Census of 1871, that Lucy Lane was living with her grandfather Thomas Gaspey, the writer-historian, at 4, Ordnance Terrace, Shooters Hill – a house named and described in A Flash of Summer. There are many clear parallels between Lucy Clifford and her fictional young heroine. Unfortunately, the 1861 Census records for this area of London are lost. We do not know when Lucy first moved into her grandfather’s home. It is not however, fanciful to draw the conclusion that parts of A Flash of Summer are autobiographical, and that the reason for Lucy’s distancing herself from the Gaspey family might have been that she was in some way made unhappy by her association with them. The 1871 Census document contains the first ‘error’ in Lucy’s recorded age. She is entered as a magazine writer aged twenty-three. In fact she was twenty-five. By the time she was married in April 1875 she had ‘lost’ four years by giving her age as twenty-four. When the 1881 Census was taken, Lucy was still taking off four years. However, by the 1891 Census she had lost seven years and this had increased to a ten-year disparity by the time of her death. The only other document traced so far is her application to the Literary Fund in 1880. On that she gave her date of birth as 1849 instead of 1846. Of course, records can contain genuine errors, and one can be unintentionally inaccurate about dates, but these inconsistencies are all in one direction, and it is fair to assume that Lucy really did intend to conceal her age. She certainly never took the opportunity, although she had several, to put the record straight. At times the deception led her into a tangled web of evasions – especially over her early publications. Six months before her death she left instructions that her age should not appear on her coffin and should not be given to any enquirer.


She had been a magazine writer and journalist before she met William Clifford. Many of her articles would have been published anonymously, and many of them have not yet been traced. She did publish in the monthly magazine Quiver, and her name, Lucy Lane, appears in the list of contributors in the yearly bound edition for 1872. One of these serialised stories, The Dingy House at Kensington, was amended and published anonymously in 1882. It was her first book, but she never openly claimed it as her own. Only once, in 1910, in a personal letter written to her publisher George Bentley, does she admit to having written it. She writes of having been proud to see her name on placards advertising the book, ‘when I was an infant’ – her gentle way of dodging the age issue.8 It did well for Lucy and for Ward and Downey in the USA, selling over ten thousand copies. The books on which Lucy’s reputation as an author rests are discussed later in this book. However even frail early writings give insight to later strengths, and, in The Dingy House at Kensington, we do see the first intimations of Lucy’s pragmatic understanding of men which becomes a major characteristic of her mature writing. She has her young heroine note that, ‘men object to having the weak points in their character played upon’ and ‘hate nothing more than being made to look small – especially by a woman’.


The aspect of Lucy’s deception about her age that is most puzzling is her husband’s role in it. William knew her parents and he knew two of her sisters – he must have known that she was in fact only one year younger than himself. If Lucy had reason for ‘losing’ four years of her life when she got married, did she hide it from him or did he accommodate it? In his letters to her he often called her ‘my child’, but this might have been simply an affectionate diminutive. We shall never know what passed between them, and William’s illness and early death released Lucy from the danger that any duplicity would be discovered by him.


If we accept that there is an autobiographical element in Lucy’s writing we will recognise her self-image easily. Her heroines are never conventionally beautiful but have a haunting and attractive remoteness about them. They have a love of the natural world and a reverence for it. They are thoughtful, sensitive women, not afraid to make their own judgements, and Lucy herself must have been a strikingly interesting young woman when, at the age of twenty-eight, but claiming to be twenty-four, she took the public eye in London society as the wife of one of the most eminent and talked-of academics of the age.
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William’s Childhood in Exeter 1845-1863


On one of her many visits to the Great Exhibition of 1851, Queen Victoria paused in front of a five-foot high glass case in the Arts and Crafts section. It contained a model of the West front of Exeter Cathedral. At first glance it appeared to have been carved in ivory. In fact the model had been made out of the pith of rushes which grow in the Exeter Canal, and had been produced, using only a pair of scissors and a pot of glue, by William Kingdon Clifford’s grandmother. The model had taken three years to complete and was correct in every detail. Walter Savage Landor, the art critic, made a valuation of it and it was insured for £3,000 – a huge sum for those days. The Queen was most taken with it and she sent a letter to Mrs Fanny Kingdon congratulating her on her masterpiece.1 Sadly, no trace of the model can be found today, but a smaller example of her beautiful pith work is still held by the Kingdon family.


Before her marriage, Mrs Kingdon had been Mary-Anne Bodley and was related to Sir Thomas Bodley (1545-1613) who was born in Exeter. He was statesman to Queen Elizabeth and part-founder of the Bodleian Library in Oxford, where his portrait still hangs. He was knighted by King James I in 1603. In many ways he was an academic precursor of William Clifford, for, as well as being a lecturer in natural philosophy at Magdalen College, he was public orator and a brilliant linguist. Another descendent was the famous architect George Frederick Bodley, who designed churches and university buildings at Oxford and Cambridge in the nineteenth century. Mary-Anne Bodley’s direct forebears had been in business in Exeter as fringe-makers and coach-lace manufacturers. Mary-Anne’s daughter, Fanny Kingdon, married William Clifford, a book and print seller in Starcross near Exeter. It was here that their son, William Kingdon, was born on 4 May, 1845, but no records of the event, apart from the birth certificate, has been traced. The family later took over premises at 23 High Street, Exeter. In 1869 William’s father sold the business to C & D Eland and there is still a bookshop of that name in the city. William’s mathematical talents were obvious even as a child, and it was always said that he inherited his intellectual abilities from his famous model-making grandmother.


The Clifford family home, where William’s mother had been born, is at 9 Park Place, a modest Georgian terrace of ‘genteel Dwelling-houses’ set back in Longbrook Street. It was noted by George Gissing on a visit to the city.




In a by-way which declines from the main thoroughfare of Exeter, and bears the name of Longbrook Street, is a row of small houses placed above long strips of sloping garden. They are old and plain, with no architectural features calling for mention, unless it be the latticed porch which gives the doors an awkward quaintness . . . . The little terrace may be regarded as urban or rural, according to the tastes and occasions of those who dwell there. In one direction, a walk of five minutes will conduct to the middle of the High Street, and in the other it takes scarcely longer to reach the open country.2









[image: image]

William Clifford’s childhood home. The turret was added later, and the house is now divided into flats. The Exeter Civic Society’s commemorative plaque is just visible to the left of the bay window.
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A charming, undated miniature, which is the only known childhood image of William Clifford





Today, the house has an Exeter Civic Society commemorative plaque identifying it as Clifford’s childhood home. Park Place was just a short walk from Clifford’s Bookshop in the High Street. William would have had the run of his father’s shop and its stockrooms – a goldmine of reading material for a precocious youngster. In 1857 he may well have walked the hundred or so yards from his home in Park Place, to stand on the nearby bridge and watch the very first South Western Railway steam engine from London pass through. His upbringing seems to have been conventional and strongly religious, but there are very few records of his early life. However, one example of William’s mathematical precocity has been remembered. The Clifford family were visiting the Great Exhibition of London in 1851 and staying at William’s aunt’s home. She noticed that he was very thoughtful while being put to bed one night and asked what he was thinking about. He replied ‘Aunt Annie, I don’t think you would know.’ It later emerged that he was calculating how many sharp edges of the blade of a penknife could be placed round the wheel of a coach. When he gave his answer, together with the size of the wheel, it was found to be ‘correct to within a few figures’. He was six years old.3


The great tragedy of William’s childhood was the death of his mother when he was nine. She was only thirty-five. His father, who suffered from poor health, remarried and had four more children. In 1878, at the age of fifty-eight, he died in Hyères in southern France where he had gone with his daughters, one of whom was delicate. He had been a much-loved and respected citizen and had served the city well as Alderman and Justice of the Peace. The Exeter Post carried loyal tributes to him at his death.


William had gained a place at the Exeter Grammar School and was a pupil there for a few months before being sent, from 1856 to 1860, to the Mansion House School, which became known as Mr Templeton’s Academy. This was situated in the impressive Georgian Bedford Circus, which was damaged by bombs in 1942 and later demolished by Exeter City Council. The school had an excellent academic record. William would have been one of about a hundred boy pupils, about half of whom were boarders. When he was fifteen William won a Mathematical and Classical Scholarship to King’s College London. In 1860 he would certainly have been aware of the famous ‘science versus theology’ battle which took place at the British Association Meeting, at which Darwin’s Origin of Species, published the previous year, was discussed. The interest of the general public was engaged when Wilberforce was reported in the press to have asked Huxley, in open debate, whether his ape ancestors were on his grandfather’s or grandmother’s side.


At King’s, from 1860 till 1863, William studied in the department of General Literature and Science. In his first year he won the Junior Mathematical and Junior Classical Scholarships and also the Divinity Prize. In the two succeeding years he again won the Classical and the Mathematical Scholarships and the Inglis Scholarship for English language, as well as an extra prize for the English Essay. It was at this stage, when he had time to read in the college library, that he delighted in solving and posing mathematical problems. On 1 September, 1863, he wrote to the editor of The Educational Times:




My Dear Sir,


I thank you very much indeed for your kindness, and am sorry that I should have given you the trouble of writing to me. I have been on a walking tour in the North of Devon, or I should have written long before. By to-morrow I hope to send you something, and will do what I can to follow out your kind suggestions: but I am a very junior reader myself. I have had it in mind almost from the time I began to fly kites (I have not yet left off) the problem of finding the form of a kite-string under the action of the wind. On a rough trial the other day, the intrinsic equation seemed not very difficult to obtain; if I get any result I will send it to you tomorrow. I have been trying to construct a second interpretation of mechanical equations, similar to that of tangential co-ordinates, but have failed hitherto. Being a firm believer in the duality of symbols, I should look upon complete failure as a proof that our symbolical system is wrong. You will be amused by my visionary attempt at obtaining a method of inventing problems by the dozen.4





William kept up his interest in kite-flying and in1877 when on holiday with Lucy at a friend’s home in Wales, he constructed a kite ‘of unusual dimensions, with tail in proportion’ with which he hoped to break all previous records of kiteflying. Unfortunately, while they ate lunch, a flock of sheep and their shepherd became entangled in the carefully laid out strings and the experiment had to be abandoned.5


He rounded offhis scholarly achievements and fulfilled his early promise by gaining a Foundation Scholarship to Trinity College, and went up to Cambridge in 1863. His degree, a BA in Mathematics and Natural Philosophy, was awarded later in 1867. Before he left King’s, when he was only eighteen, he produced one of his earliest papers, The Analogues of Pascal’s Theorem, which was published in The Quarterly Journal of Pure and Applied Mathematics in March 1863.


Notes
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2. George Gissing (1857-1903), Born in Exile, 1892, Part 2, p. 1. Gissing’s association with Park Place seems to be coincidental. Pierre Coustillas, the Gissing authority, has pointed out that it is most likely that Gissing would have known of and been sympathetic to William Clifford’s philosophical writings. Both Gissing and W.K.C. were involved in the London Sunday Lecture Society programme. Gissing met and became friendly with Lucy Clifford and notes his meetings with her in his diaries.


3. W.K. Clifford, Vol 1, Lectures and Essays, Macmillan 1879, Introduction.


4. Clifford’s Genius Shown as a Boy, Note contributed to the American Mathematical Monthly, 29, 1922, p. 157-158.
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The Cambridge Years 1863-1871


I want to take up my cross and follow the true Christ, humanity; to accept the facts as they are, however bitter or severe, to be a student and a lover, but never a lawgiver. (William Clifford to Lady Pollock. 1871)


The best impression of William Clifford’s early days in Cambridge is that given by Frederick Pollock in the 1879 Introduction to Clifford’s Lectures and Essays, which he and Leslie Stephen prepared for publication after William’s death. Pollock and Clifford both went up to Trinity College in 1863 and became friends when they were third year students. For each of them the friendship became a major influence in their lives. Pollock had first heard of Clifford very early in their first term. He wrote:




Not many weeks of my first year had passed when it began to be noised around that among the new Minor Scholars there was a young man of extraordinary mathematical powers, and eccentric in appearance, habits and opinions. He was reputed, and at the time with truth, an ardent High Churchman.





Clifford’s early High Church religious convictions and belief in Catholic theology were a result of his family background, the teaching he had received at Templeton’s Academy, and his studies of St Thomas Aquinas at King’s College, London. Pollock reminds us how singular such a stance would have been in those days when the effects of the Church of England’s evangelical revival led by Charles Simeon of King’s College were still very strong in Cambridge. It was not in Clifford’s nature to remain a silent witness to his faith. Pollock describes how William’s reputation grew as a result of his lively participation in religious debates through which he tried to find ingenious ways to reconcile advances in scientific thought with traditional Christian beliefs. As the furious discussions raged over the ideas propounded by Darwin in the Origin of Species, Clifford found his early formal Christian faith becoming eroded. He was also influenced by the writings of the early proponent of evolutionary theory, Herbert Spencer, and he began his friendships with Thomas Huxley and John Tyndall. His scepticism grew and, by his third year, he had become an eloquent and zealous advocate of agnosticism and, later, of atheism. Edward Carpenter, the social reformer and poet, wrote of meeting Clifford at Cambridge:






I belonged to one or two little societies which used to meet and discuss literary and other topics. At one of these, which W.K. Clifford organised, I used . . . to take part in the Sunday evening readings of Mazzini’s Duty of Man; illustrated by a plentiful accompaniment of claret-cup and smoke! Clifford was a kind of Socratic presiding genius at these meetings – with his Satyr-like face, tender heart, wonderfully suggestive, paradoxical manner of conversation, and blasphemous treatment of existing gods. He invented just at that time a kind of inverted Doxology which ran:
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