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‘[Oriana] had a strong smile with a hint of the iceberg, and was reserved and friendly at the same time.’


Sara Wheeler, Cherry: A Life of Apsley Cherry-Garrard (Jonathan Cape, 2001)


‘Yes, Oriana was so absolutely beautiful, she had piercing blue eyes … even when her eyes went glacial … and she had a lovely smile and when you went into a room you noticed her straight away. There was a charisma about her that was about nobody else … she reminded me of an iceberg … but she had this tremendous heart …’


Eleanor Forbes (née Ferrar) with David Wilson 11 August 1995


‘I loved Aunt Ory, she was super.’


Michael and David Wilson, 30 March 1995


‘And now we had loose ice all round us and here and there great frozen hummocks, where slabs the size of kitchen tables were thrown one on the other anyhow and so frozen with every hollow and crack and crevice a perfect miracle of blue and green light …’


from Edward Wilson’s Antarctic Journal 1901–04, quoted in D&C Edward Wilson’s Antarctic Notebooks (Reardon Publishing, 2011)


‘Aunt Ory had iceberg eyes which could freeze you at 20 paces.’


Conversation between the author and David Wilson, Cheltenham, 2011
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Part 1




1


From Battersea to Cheltenham


1897-98


In which Miss Oriana Souper comes up to London as the vicar’s eldest daughter, secures independence and a career, whilst engineering an opportunity to bump into the man she has fallen for without losing face or eligibility in the process.


‘I have quite made up my mind to remain a bachelor for life,’ wrote 25-year-old Edward Wilson in a letter home to his parents, ‘I have thought about it a good deal lately, and perhaps I will write a paper on Marriage some day with all the symptoms and signs of acute love. They are very interesting when you come to think of them.’1


One April evening in 1897, the warden and his wife, Mr and Mrs Leighton-Hopkins, were dining out. They had left their 22-year-old niece, Miss Oriana Souper (Ory), sitting reading by the fire in the drawing room.2 She was probably sewing. Life was complicated but embroidery soothed her. Embossing, appliqué and lace work required total absorption, dexterity and skill. Most of the students she had met were Cambridge medics doing a little light charity work in their university holidays. The Caius College Mission was on Holman Road, Battersea, so it was convenient for the hospital and the practical part of the course. Students lived at the Mission in exchange for going out into the Battersea slums and treating the bare-footed street urchins. Ory had visited one house with her aunt earlier that day. Gaggles of children. Croup, adenoids, eczema, fleas and lice, and the smell!


For the last few years she had been unofficial matron at an orphanage in Brixham, Devon, where her father, the Reverend Francis, was headmaster. Since the children boarded, it enabled Ory and the rest of her father’s staff to control the fleas and lice with strict washing routines. She had been itching to whisk the ragged clothes off those small Battersea children, just for a second, and introduce them to a little carbolic. Today she had longed for the salted air of Devon, the cry of gulls and the fresh onshore breeze. Even the docks with the barrels of fish guts was preferable to the still, close stench of the slums. Beside her on the table stood a vase of narcissi. A young medical student, a Mr Wilson, had given them to Mrs Leighton-Hopkins the evening before. The clean, clear scent cut through the smell of coal, spring triumphing, somehow, through the smoke. It echoed her own feelings. Here at the sharp end of poverty, she had seen gold. Perhaps it was God? She knew that was what she should have been thinking, anyway.


Ory had come up to London to find something to do and instead she had found someone. But now what?


Mr Edward Wilson (Ted) opened the front door. Normally the house was rushing with Caius medics racing between the hospital and the slums, but now it seemed unusually calm. He remembered that the Leighton-Hopkins were having a night off duty.


He had just been giving the slum children a slide show. He did this two nights a week. The hall where he’d given the show was full to bursting and in the seats outside there were children with babes in arms. One little ‘brat’3 had come with a bandage over both eyes.


Ted set about stowing the two boxes he had brought in. One was the Mission’s heavy black leather projector with its concertina lens, which claimed to be portable. The other was his medical kit, a wooden box with a leather strap containing liniment, carbolic and ointments. He would need more of the eye ointment. Ted had treated that boy for ophthalmia and blepharitis before the show. At each change of the pictures on the screen, the brat had looked up from under his bandage for a few seconds and then kept his face buried until the next.


Ted’s slides were of animals, mostly birds. There were birds in the city, but his birds were different. They were wild, country birds and seeing them, Ted hoped, might bring a little bit of natural beauty into their grime-filled lives. And besides, there was something about beauty that he didn’t pretend to understand. ‘Love comes to me by one channel only – the recognition of some beauty, whether mental, moral, or physical …’4 It was one of the great mysteries of God’s creation.


He hefted the medical kit box again and made for the stairs. The drawing room door was ajar. There she was, sitting in an armchair reading beside the cheerful fire.


He’d met her the evening before. Mrs Leighton-Hopkins (Mrs ‘L-H’, also known as ‘Mrs Warden’) had introduced them. A doctor’s son. A vicar’s daughter. He hadn’t been looking for it, although ‘first sight’ he now realised was less cliché and more a scientifically accurate way of describing it.5 Ted recognised his response to beauty was partly responsible. He felt he didn’t ‘handsome much’ himself.6 He was 25 years old, tall, wiry, with close-cut dark-red hair and a rather crooked smile. He could be identified easily from a distance by his long loping stride.7 Ory was the same height; she described herself as ‘scraggy thin’ but she passed for slim in the right layers.8 She was fine-featured with arresting blue eyes and a heart-shaped face framed with light-brown hair.


Ory was so beautiful that men were known to have given her flowers on impulse, before they even knew her name. And when Ted had first met her, he had been holding narcissi. But he had brought them for Mrs L-H (he could never pass a flower seller) and he had given them to Mrs L-H despite himself. When he’d first met Miss Souper, he’d thought those eyes iceberg-blue, formidable and yet – when she smiled at him, as she did now – they were indescribably warm.9


Ted and Ory sat in the fern-fronded oasis of the Mission’s private drawing room, and talked. Some considerable time later, the Warden and his wife returned to find the doctor’s son and the vicar’s daughter sitting chatting. The L-Hs observed good-humouredly that neither of them seemed to have noticed that the fire had long since gone out.


What did they talk about? Was Ted confiding to her that he was considering becoming a ‘real’ missionary, beyond the Battersea slum nursery slopes to ‘Abroad’? Missionary work, Ted knew, ‘meant throwing up the chance of a comfortable home practice and the society of all the people you know and the chance of making any money at all, to go and work in an unhealthy tropical climate for the rest of your life.’10 He thought it irresistible.


Ory, already with a lifetime of experience with the clergy, might have suggested carefully that ‘a man can do so much for other men without taking holy orders.’11 She had been sidestepping the ‘Mr Collins’ types for years. It was possible, she felt, to be on a mission without being a ‘Missionary’ with a capital ‘M’. Ted agreed. His younger brother, Jim, had followed him to Cambridge and was preparing for ordination – Ted imagined they might go out to Africa probably, together.


They did not discuss singing. Ted was at pains to avoid it. If he had brought up singing, Ory might have guessed that last night, after he had gone upstairs ‘to study’, he had crept back down and listened. She had a strong clear voice. None of that awful drawing room warbling, and no hymns either – a good smattering of folk tunes and fun. Someone had accompanied her on the piano. At least he thought someone had. Or had she played it herself? She was some musician, of that he was certain, but he couldn’t have complimented her now without giving himself away. And so …


… he probably stuck to what he knew, his default conversation. Birds. Ted’s sketches of birds were a way of worshipping God – of praising the astonishing beauty of creation. God was just so much better at it. Man was a fumbling amateur by comparison. Look at churches, for example. Churches were all very well, but they were dark and cold, smelt musty, and abounded in ludicrous brass eagle lecterns.


Ory disagreed. She loved churches. Churches were home and she understood them in the way Ted understood birds. But she was interested in birds, of course. Ted had just drawn a letter to his sister, who wanted to be able to distinguish between swallows and swifts, and house martins.12 Did Miss Souper know the difference? Perhaps Ted sketched them for her there and then. Sometimes words were too, well, wordy, and it was always difficult to speak when one had birds weaving in and out of the conversation – what was the birding like in Dorset at this time of year?


Some time later Ory returned home to Whitchurch-Canonicorum, Dorset, where her father, the Reverend Francis Souper, a now retired headmaster, was waiting for someone to find him a proper position with a living sufficient to keep his family. Souper was an academic and had read Gilbert White’s Nature Notes on the mysterious disappearance of swallows during the winter months (where did they go – surely something that small wouldn’t fly all the way to Africa?) but Ory had never really given birds much thought.


She didn’t have binoculars so she spent much of the following months squinting at the sky. ‘Behold the fowls of the air:’ Matthew 6: 26 (Ory had a verse for every occasion, though she made a conscious effort never to say them out loud), ‘for they sow not, neither do they reap, nor gather into barns …’ After her mother’s death, when the 13-year-old Ory was up before dawn getting her brothers and sister ready for school, they’d used it as an excuse for a lie-in. At least until her oldest brother Noel, always adventurous, had escaped to work on a farm in Canada, sowing and reaping for all he was worth. And now this prodigal son (Luke 15: 11–32), was back and off to Cambridge with their father’s blessing. Ory and her sister, Constance, who’d been Dutiful Daughters, would never be offered such opportunities. Education was expensive. Education was for boys.


Now Ory tramped through Marshwood Vale towards Hardy’s Tower, trying to push that Biblical story out of her mind. Fiction. That’s what she needed. Thomas Hardy’s recent bestseller, Tess of the D’Urbervilles, sprang to mind, but Tess had never ventured more than 50 miles from home. Ory had no ambitions to be a passive fictional heroine. On freshly minted May mornings, she began to note that swallows and house martins both had black backs, but the swallow, a longer forked tail, black head and red chin. House martins were white underneath. Swifts were dark brown all over. There was nothing nuanced in her observations.


Ory returned to a vicarage that smelt of mothballs, Bible paper and piety. As she began to fill the unforgiving minute with usefulness, she paused and thought of those ‘birds of the air’ – she knew that life was not about hoarding riches, it was about doing what you were born to do. What, she wondered, had she been born to do? And, in passing, what did ‘Africa probably’ smell like?


In Battersea, Ted was sitting at the scuffed wooden desk in his friend Abercrombie’s study, chain-smoking Piccadilly Virginias. When he had smoked one cigarette until he could feel the heat of the lighted end in his fingers, he lit the next one off it and inhaled. ‘Oh, the joy of tobacco.’13


‘Oriana’. It was an unusual name. She pronounced it Oar-ree-anna. Good initials. ‘O Souper.’ ‘Oh Super!’ Probably best that they stayed that way. He inhaled and blew a smoke ring over fellow student Abercrombie’s head. The low evening sun lit it like a lunar corona and for a moment it hovered in the air as a perfect circle before disintegrating.


Ted was still divided between a ‘positive reek of slum children’14 and his medical books. He should have been revising for his medical exams on 4 May when, with laconic disinterest, he lent the cigarette against the side of a cheap ash tray, pulled out a sheet of paper and began to write to his mother. It was a month since he’d met Ory and he still couldn’t concentrate. He didn’t tell his mother any of that – he had standards – but he was, he told her, aware of the ‘signs of acute love’. They were ‘quite interesting’ when you came to think about them. He meant to write ‘a paper on it someday’.15 The thing was to analyse the situation scientifically, to notice the changes to heart and mind, to commit them to paper and then to shelve them and get on with what was directly in front of one. Work. Career. A mission.


But despite himself, whatever Ted felt on meeting Ory, he felt alive. He had been reading Kipling’s The Jungle Book to the slum children. They hung on his every word. It was as if the energy of the jungle was channelled into the Caius Mission hall. He sometimes thought, when he paused between paragraphs, that you could have heard a feather alight. Writing the next day to his father, he confessed that try as he might to give the thing a scientific name, he now knew how ‘Mowgli felt … in the time of the spring running’, adding as an afterthought, ‘the fitter I feel, the more I swear’.16 Swearing was good. False piety, as Miss Souper had agreed in their fireside chat, was true blasphemy.


Eventually, as the year wore on, it seemed to Ory in Dorset that she might never hear from Ted again. It had been more than eight months since the fire went out. She could only assume that he was fixed on ‘Africa probably’, and that he did not require a Mrs Livingstone for company. What could she do?


It was difficult. Her family were ‘church mice’.17 For their sake she needed to make a financial contribution: for her own, she needed to move out. How to earn money discreetly? How to get a job without a formal education? How to become independent yet remain eligible? Ory was stuck in the classic Victorian conundrum. What would her late mother have advised?


Frances Emmeline, Ory’s mother, was always known as ‘Fanny’. This was lucky, Frances marrying Francis could have been confusing – there was no way of distinguishing between the endings in speech. Fanny Souper, née Beaumont, was an unusually tall, elegant lady with a ready smile, who had been born to a family of lawyers.18 Her father, James, was a solicitor based in the family practice at Lincoln’s Inn. Fanny had grown up reciting the principles of English law: ‘innocent till proved guilty’, ‘pleading guilty’, ‘trial by jury’, etc. Quietly, from the wings, Fanny had influenced the public school stand on punishment. As an 18-year-old prefect, Ory’s father had been inordinately fond of ‘swishing’. As headmaster, he later banned it.19 Why? He was a classicist and yet, in a system steeped in the liberal use of corporal punishment, the Reverend Souper began citing the principles of English law. (The boys had ‘pleaded guilty’ and therefore were only required to write lines.)20


It may have been his undoing. The Educational Establishment regarded him as not just ‘different’ but a troublemaker, an anarchist, or at the very least a ‘faddist of the most irritating kind’.21 But although he challenged convention in some ways, in others he was an out-and-out traditionalist.


Girls. Ory had been born on 19 October 1874. She was a girl, the only girl in a hard school for boys – a metaphor, perhaps, for the rest of her life. The Reverend Francis Souper assured his wife that Oriana Fanny Souper (named for her paternal grandmother and her mother respectively) would be the first of many. She was the first of eight – six boys and two girls.At roughly two year intervals, Fanny was delivered of Oriana, James, Noel, Constance, Quintus (who died in infancy), Edward, Woodford and Adrian. Oriana was five years older than her sister, Constance.


When Oriana was born, Francis, still in his mid-twenties, had just been appointed headmaster of Bradfield College, the public school in Berkshire where he had been head boy. Since leaving he had acquired a degree at Cambridge, an ordination and a startling black beard. A photographic portrait shows Souper’s beard to perfection, but Arthur Leach, author of History of Bradfield College, briefly outlines Francis’ five-year reign under a chapter headed ‘Decline’. Souper would have thought that unfair. ‘All I stipulated,’ he later wrote in defence of his teaching style, ‘… was that the boy should not work simply for the examination, but should honestly try to become less of a fool.’22 It wasn’t a winning marketing gambit.


When Ory was 4, her father bought Colstocks Farm in Eastbourne, rechristened it ‘The Meads’ – and then on second thoughts ‘St Andrews’ – and advertised it as a ‘private school for young gentlemen’. Gentlemen only. Ory’s brothers and her ex-pat male cousins were schooled in everything from Greek to German (via ‘Gymnastic Exercises &c in wet weather’). Ory and her sister Constance were not, though Ory held her own in school games.


But there were certain principles that applied across the sexes. Souper exhorted them all to chew more, ‘If [you] would bite [your] food more, there would follow beneficial results all round – to mind as well as to body. But it is not an easy thing to train a [child] to do this.’ However, chewing should be limited because as the nursery saying went: ‘Enough is as good as a Feast’. Everyone knew that. ‘A flabby state of body,’ declared Souper, ‘is too often responded to by a flabby state of mind.’23 There was never going to be a modicum of ‘flabbyness’ about Ory and her sister – you could hardly see them sideways on, and neither in later life could chew, let alone swallow, their food when stressed.


So other than extreme slenderness of mind and body, what exactly did Souper expect of his daughters? Ory’s maternal grandfather was a lawyer, her paternal grandfather, Philip Dottin Souper, was a ‘servant of Empire’, holding various roles in colonial administration in Trinidad and Mauritius. Philip Souper was a traditionalist, often siding with the planters over their slaves in disputes.24 Perhaps Francis’ stand against convention was partly a way of carving his own path, but some of that traditionalism had rubbed off. Souper’s sons would go into public service (preferably the Church, or if they must, the Army). His daughters would marry (preferably Church types).


After the excitement of meeting Ted in Battersea, there was a loud silence. As 1897 drew to a close, 23-year-old Ory surveyed the wintery Marshwood Vale from the Whitchurch Rectory and knew for certain that she did not want to leap from the frying pan into the fire, out of one rectory into another. There must be more to life?


As Ory saw it, she had three options. They looked the same but there were fundamental differences. The Swallow: a talented pianist, taught by her stepmother, Henrietta Escreet (she had accompanied herself when Ted had listened from the bottom of the Mission stairs), Ory might have given recitals, but only certain kinds of women ‘performed’ and, in doing so, ruined their chances on the marriage market. The Housemartin: Ory might have taken a more domestic role in a Mission such as the Caius College Mission in Battersea where she had met Ted. But although she was well attuned to the practical side of housekeeping, it was a bit ‘below stairs’. The Swift: schools were home. Her father dusted off his address book – he must find something for his eldest daughter ‘to do’. But Aunt ‘Emmie’ Leighton-Hopkins beat him to it.


‘There is a girl I have met at Battersea,’ wrote Ted in early January 1898, to his parents: ‘a Miss Souper who is going to be “Matron” she says, Useful Help I say, to the James’ School. You must be kind to her because she is a connection of Mrs Warden. But you will like her I think.’25


Later Ory would claim airily that it was ‘just one of those coincidences that mould events’,26 that she had accepted the post ‘in entire ignorance of any connection of the Wilsons with Cheltenham’.27 And so it may have been pure and utter coincidence that, through the very lady who had first introduced them, Oriana landed a job less than 500 yards from Ted’s front door.


The Vicar’s eldest daughter arrived at Cheltenham Spa Station at the beginning of 1898. It was an odd time to start, halfway through the school year, but the Jameses were moving the school upmarket, taking over an imposing ‘gent’s residence’ in Montpellier, the smartest area of town, and it was all hands on deck.


Ory’s cab passed genteel terraces of classical houses facing a wide tree-lined road. The trees were January-bare, but in the pleasure gardens teams of gardeners were busy preparing the flower beds. On the far side of Montpellier Gardens were the villas including Westal, the Wilson family home. Beyond that, the tall creamy spires of Cheltenham College where Ted had gone to school.28 The cab turned right at the Montpellier Rotunda and, almost immediately, pulled up under the towering classical portico of Suffolk Hall. And so independent life began.


Ory made herself useful immediately. First they had to convert the thirteen bedrooms and dressing rooms into dormitories, the tennis lawns into a playground and the coach house and sundry servant rooms into staff accommodation. After a few weeks the smell of fresh paint and sawdust would give way to the familiar odour of sweat and plimsolls and Ory would begin to feel at home. Really, she had been a matron all her life, the difference was now she was being paid.


Mrs James left the running of the school to her daughters, Evelyn and Beatrice. Together with four other assistant teachers, they taught the three Rs to seventeen boys ranging in age from 6 to 12. At Suffolk Hall there were boys from India, Mauritius and even Australia, but for now, they were Ory’s boys.


Which is not to say that they were perfect. Her father’s school reports for similar boys, though critical, reveal the Souper sense of humour, fully shared by Ory:


Scripture: Foggy.


Arithmetic: The ice is broken. That is all that can be said at present.


Algebra: Very confused, and not a boy who can be easily delivered from his confusion.


Geography: No boy could have done worse …


Latin Grammar: Not secure enough to be of any use.


Latin Exercises: Excruciatingly careless.


English History: Feeble at present, but improving.


French: No grasp of the language, but decidedly improved.


Singing: Flat – very willing and very plucky.


Drawing: Wild.29


Ory admired her father’s acerbic wit and she could conjure up a report for any given human being based on a sliding scale of her personal ideal of virtues: from simplicity and sincerity at one end, to ‘any suspicion of affectation [which] she abhorred’.30 Although later in life she taught herself to be quite diplomatic, she knew she could be judgemental and tried to check herself, with limited success. She thrived according to her necessaryness – as the term got going she became indispensable.


Cheltenham had emerged as a spa town in 1761 when pigeons had been observed pecking deposits around a saline chalybeate spring. The pigeon became the symbol of the town, and ornamental metal pigeons perched on gate posts, stone pigeons proliferated around wells, over doorways and wooden pigeons perched atop signposts. Pigeons were everywhere. When the Cheltenham census scribe appeared at the Suffolk Hall front door, he could reasonably assume that every occupant would know their place, every pigeon his or her hole.


It was not to be. The first time he asked for Miss Oriana Fanny Souper’s ‘Profession or Occupation’, he was told ‘Matron’. He wrote it down. Her name appeared after all the teaching staff but before the boys and servants. As an afterthought, he was asked to prefix it with ‘Lady’. But the box was intended for one word! The person dictating insisted. Ory was so much more than a servant and ‘Lady’ would make that clear. Ory became the ‘Lady Matron’ but even that didn’t seem sufficient. They must put ‘Teacher’ somewhere; after all, she taught the younger boys for pity’s sake?31 But the box was intended …


The word ‘Teach’ was squashed along the top. Not ‘Teacher’, the ‘er’ was obviously a step too far.32 Unbeknown to her or the unfortunate census scribe, Ted had predicted this confusion. ‘Matron, she says,’ he had written to his parents, ‘Useful Help, I say.’33


Ted’s sisters, having dutifully looked out the ‘Mrs Warden’s connection’ as their brother had instructed, invited the ‘Lady-Matron-Teach’ for tea at Westal. Without compromising her ladylike character, without appearing to be pushy or forward, Ory had done it. She had evolved into an independent woman in her own right. She had a salary. She had a place to live. She had plans.


But Ory was a Victorian woman and even late ones found it difficult to lose their restraint, to embrace success with both hands. There was something borderline immodest about it. ‘The ice is broken,’ as her father was so fond of saying, ‘That is all that can be said at present.’ It was ‘all rather too easy,’ Ory wrote later, ‘perhaps it’s in preparation for something hard.’34




2


Evolution’s Logical Conclusion


1898


In which Ory learns that Ted has been diagnosed with pulmonary tuberculosis. They renew their acquaintance despite this and go ‘birding’ together. When Ted leaves for a cure in Norway, they are consciously detached.


When Ory handed her woollen coat to the Wilsons’ housekeeper in the Westal hallway, she shivered. Under her coat she wore her off-duty skirt of sky blue.1 She had met Ted almost a year ago. Seeing him again now, was ‘just another one of those coincidences’ (she had rehearsed that nonchalant line), but still part of her wondered. It was March, but all the windows were wide open.2


Ted, or Mr Wilson to her, was the same but different. None of the vitality that she remembered. He coughed. Perhaps it was the thick yellow smog that curled around the London streets, perhaps it was the Virginias, or perhaps it was overwork. Ory knew from Ted’s sisters that their brother never stopped. He worked at the hospital. He worked in the slums. He slept little, ate little and yet, in the minutes between, Ory knew that he bought narcissi and he drew birds.


The tea cooled almost immediately it was poured into the Wedgwood china. Ory could see her breath – was it warmer outside? As the curtains at the French windows stirred in the breeze, Ted carefully filled his lungs and smiled. He told her he was just ‘soot-sodden’, but not that it was nothing.3


It was strange to see him so still. He looked awkward, held. She did not know until much later, that her visit was the first time he’d left his bedroom. Ted asked her about birds and school boys and the Jameses. He coughed and coughed. She waited until he stopped. She tried not to notice: instinctively she knew he hated ‘fashing‘ (fussing).


But neither of them could pretend to be interested in small talk. Ory wanted to be in the same space as Ted, and talking and tea were the socially acceptable way of achieving this. It is not clear at what stage in the visit she learned that, in London, Dr Rolleston had diagnosed pulmonary tuberculosis – of which, half the sufferers died.4


Ory’s leather boot heels clicked back along the pavement to Suffolk Hall. She only had to cross one road. This new Ted was vulnerable in a way that the Battersea Ted had been invincible. And, rather insultingly in the circumstances, he really didn’t seem to care whether he lived or died; ‘with heaven in measurable distance’, he had told her, ‘he felt remarkably calm.’5 Well Ted could be calm if he chose to be, Ory could never get to that pitch, there were too many painful memories.


Ted coughed as her mother, Fanny, had coughed. Back then, a decade ago, Ory had been a child, but she remembered that every single breath her mother took had been acutely painful. Later it was diagnosed not as TB, but pneumonia. Fanny had not been in robust health since the birth of Quintus, the child born after Constance, who had died at four months. Infant death was not uncommon: at the end of the nineteenth century, 16 per cent of children did not survive their first birthday. Souper made sure his children could recite ‘the Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.’ Job 1: 21.


Fanny had been pregnant for most of her of married life. She approached her eighth confinement with confidence – she was doing her Christian duty and seven times had proved physically equal to the task (now helped by the administration of chloroform, which was, according to Queen Victoria, ‘soothing, quieting and delightful beyond measure’). Fanny’s eighth child was born a healthy boy, but shortly afterwards, her breathing became laboured and, on 2 April 1888, she died. In Ory’s mind, that death was inextricably linked with that of her oldest brother. Shortly after her mother’s funeral, 11-year-old James Francis fell over a cliff and was killed. It was unimaginable.


Ory was only just a teenager and yet, with James gone, she was the oldest by some years and became the Sibling Parent. Francis, her father, had been brought up by his Sibling Parent, his sister Sarah, when his parents were abroad. It was not an unusual arrangement in the Souper family except for the fact that Ory was so young. As far as 13-year-old Ory saw it, there seemed to be no alternative. Her education was sacrificed as she threw herself into housekeeping caring for five children ranging in age from 9 years old to newborn. Her childhood was over.


As she walked back to her rooms at Suffolk Hall in Cheltenham, a decade later, the memory of that double bereavement was still fresh. Ory had not been able to save her mother, or her brother, but tuber-cular Ted was still alive and (whatever Job 1: 21 had to say on the matter) if she had anything to do with it, he would stay that way. In conjunction with the professionals, Ory would nurse Ted by stealth without ‘fashing’. (Often she was the only one he would allow to do so.) Ory was, as Ted observed, ‘different’; she had been ‘from the first’ and he loved her for it.6 Sometime around now, Ted’s nickname for her, the ‘Useful Help’, became abbreviated by his family to ‘the UH’. It was endearingly unfluffy.


Sitting in bed in 1898, the sash fully open beside him, Ted painted a narcissus that he had just been given and read Kipling, ‘the best tonic for any illness’.7 The treatment for TB was fresh air and food. Unlike Ory, Ted didn’t mind eating: it was mealtimes he despised – having to tear himself away from doing something more interesting to sit politely at table. It brought out the very worst of the Wilson temper, a trait that his father had noted scientifically [under ‘inherited traits’] in the family tree and attributed to his wife’s side. But for now, Ted found it was restful to spoon in Cook’s plum duff and watch birds swooping past his bedroom window and up around the turrets of Cheltenham College Chapel. In many ways, being home was some compensation for his illness. London in spring time had left him feeling like ‘a soda bottle in an oven’.8


Ted’s father, Dr Edward Thomas Wilson, known as ‘Dad’, had founded the Delancey Hospital in Cheltenham as an isolation and fever hospital, one of the few in the country. He had a personal interest in contagion. Nellie, Ted’s sister, had died of typhoid while nursing an epidemic in Leicester and both the doctors, the invalid and his dad, respected Dr Rolleston’s tubercular diagnosis.


Dad prided himself on his renaissance approach to science and had won prizes for his early research into genetic inheritance with his paper on family faculties.9 But he was equally interested in others. Where, for example, did Miss Souper get her elegant height from? Both her parents were tall, her youngest brother Adrian was six-foot five in his socks! And her extreme slenderness, was this nature or ‘nurture’? That was more difficult to explain. Blue eyes? Both parents or just one – and what about her nose? Her nose? Yes, her nose …


Well, that came somehow from Aunt Connie. Her father had a Roman nose, her mother, a perfectly normal nose, but Ory had this slightly beaky affair and so did her mother’s sister. Ted’s father wouldn’t have called it beaky, long perhaps. And such things could skip a generation, his records proved it. The main thing was, Dad continued, that it worked as a nose; she could breathe perfectly well, which was more than he could say for everyone under his roof.


And finally (he was not finished; Dad seldom was), what about her contempt for that personification of conventional propriety, ‘Mrs Grundy’? For the tyranny of ‘Grundyism’?*


This would require more explanation. She had never really thought about it before. Ory wondered, when challenged, if she had ‘inherited’ this character trait from her stepmother, Henrietta Escreet? The Escreet family were connected with the philanthropist Charles Booth, whose revelations about the state of the urban poor in Britain had had a profound effect on the Victorian consciousness. It had soon become clear that her stepmother and her stepmother’s sister, Mrs Leighton-Hopkins, had made it a point of principle to get as close to ‘disrespectable’ people as they possibly could. Whilst her sister was working in the Battersea slums, Henrietta had persuaded Oriana’s father to come out of the public school system to be Head of the British Seamen’s Orphan Boy’s Home in Brixham, Devon.


Ory was only 17 when her father remarried and moved them all to live a salty life amongst the Devon fisherfolk. She suspected that her early life meant that she had grown up to be conventional in some ways, but surviving the rougher edges of the orphanage meant, as she put it later, ‘Mrs Grundy’s hair must stand on end at some of the things I do.’10 The Soupers equated contempt for Grundyism with moral courage and she had been taught to judge her actions by the resulting angle of Mrs Grundy’s hair. It was as simple as that. Was that nature or nurture?


Ory found that Ted’s family, though scientists, were as religious as hers, but at least only Jim was thinking of reversing his collar. The oldest, Bernard, was a professional soldier. Ted had five sisters, the most able of whom had been educated at Cheltenham Ladies’ College, set up in 1853 by Dads’ friend, Miss Beale. (The fifth sister, Elsie, had learning difficulties, described by Dad as backward.11) Miss Beale’s express purpose had been to provide ‘a sound education for girls’ but to what end? When it came to university, even those educated Wilson girls had been obliged, for financial reasons, to defer to their brothers. The girls had been praised for this act as a shining example of Christian self-sacrifice. (For Ory and Constance it was just ‘Life’.) Nellie Wilson, the most academic, had had aspirations to go to university but had become a nurse instead.


As spring turned to summer in 1898, Ted should have been pursuing the fruits of his sister’s self-sacrifice as a medical student at St George Hospital in London, but he was not. He was at home pursuing a form of self-education: bed-birding and increasingly, as he grew stronger, chair-birding. From his bedroom window at Westal he could see town birds sitting in the mulberry tree, but he longed to see the Kestrel’s Playground, a magical place up on the scarp slope above Cheltenham where raptors spiralled in the updrafts.


Finally, Ted’s health seemed to improve and he left Westal for a 2-mile carriage ride up to the Crippetts, the farm his mother rented on the hill above the town. The square bay windows let in big skies and the distant hills of Wales. It had the desired effect and Ted was soon allowed out on short walks accompanied by Miss Souper, who had come chiefly, of course, to see his sisters.


The beech woods poured off the scarp, clinging with their rock-gnarled roots to the steep limestone slopes. Ory and Polly, Ted’s favourite sister, accompanied him. The thing was to sit as still as a tree stump until the birds forgot you were there. Ted sketched. He couldn’t bear to be with restless people who chivvied him on. Perfect travelling companions sketched.


Ory did not need to be told twice. She sketched but kept none of her pictures. Although she was a ‘useful’ draughtsman, she felt her efforts lacked significance beside Ted’s extraordinary talent, and besides, she had her own theories about artists.There were artistic, creative types and there were practical types. One couldn’t expect an artist to, for example, dig a vegetable garden. It just wasn’t part of the job description. At the other end of the spectrum, anyone could see that she was a practical type. The Wilson motto ‘Res non Verba’ suited her well. Ory’s sketching was just a practical way of recording facts, an aide memoire.


Miss Souper was never ‘Oriana’, Mr Wilson never ‘Ted’, and Polly was a conscientious chaperone. But what about the risk of contagion? More than his disease, Ory found Ted’s enthusiasm was contagious. He was never morbid about his illness but calm, stoical and extraordinarily, as it seemed, joyful. Ory flattered him with questions; her own foreshortened schooling had left her self-conscious about the gaps in her knowledge, but she impressed him with her memory.


The pigeons in the granary behind the main house preened each other, billed and cooed. Miss Souper and Mr Wilson ‘sitting like … old stump[s]’ watching for raptors.12 There was something about birds of prey that appealed to Ted. Their superior grace, suppleness and swiftness. In later life, a friend compared Ory to an ‘eagle’.13 Ory was somehow superior, graceful and detached. She was different, she was uncompromising, she was independent.


And nature was uncompromising. Only the fittest survived. Evolution was hard-wired into God’s creation and that meant that what humans perceived as cruelty, or heartlessness, lived alongside beauty. Ted had a pet sparrowhawk that had been killed by a pet eagle owl. Birds’ sorrows were keen, but short-lived. It was not sad, it was not cruel, it just ‘was’. ‘All my religious ideas are founded on the principle of evolution driven to its logical conclusion,’ Ted told Ory.14 A tubercular invalid, he had already accepted what his ‘logical conclusion’ could well be.


As author of The ABC Poultry Book, Ted’s mother Mary Agnes confessed that her weakness was for chickens, particularly her prize-winning Plymouth Rock.15 She was a member of the Whishaw family of powerful Anglo–Russian trader-pioneers. One of her brothers had recently gone to live in New Zealand. Genteel Cheltenham was barely challenging enough for Mary Agnes, but at the Crippetts she could channel her settler skills. Ted, contemptuous of domestic birds, hated her raucous Plymouth Rock cockerel and often threatened to strangle it. His relationship with his mother, perhaps because of the cockerel, was sometimes strained.


But Ted’s father and mother were kind to Ory, not just because of their connection through her aunt, Mrs Leighton-Hopkins, the ‘Mrs Warden’. From Dr Wilson’s perspective, Ory had proved herself an instinctive nurse. From Mrs Wilson’s, she seemed to make her, perhaps dying, son happy.


Ory and Ted were ‘consciously detached’ when he left Cheltenham on doctor’s orders for the pure high-altitude air of Norway. If Norway didn’t work, it would be the sanatorium in Davos, Switzerland. Ory threw herself into her work at Suffolk Hall and impressed the James’ sisters with the recent surge in her enthusiasm for natural science. She was in her element, she loved the boys in her care and one day, perhaps, she would have some of her own.


Through Ted’s letters to Polly from Norway, Ory knew that he was still glorying in nature, albeit at a higher latitude and that he was practising his ascetic self-control by drawing mosquitoes, before, during and after they feasted on his arm. But the part of his letters that was most revealing was his contempt for domesticity: ‘no one is ever waited on at any meal, and things are not kept hot for one. It is Liberty Hall to the ground. I never realised such freedom.’16





___________________


* Mrs Grundy was a personification of the tyranny of conventional propriety.
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Courage by Post


1899-1900


In which Ory becomes Ted’s penfriend. Through her letters she reveals her soul and he responds. When challenged he denies any romantic intention, but suddenly changes his mind.


It was no use thinking of a future with Ted. He was a man who might not have a future, and even if he did, not one that included settling down. Ory tried to approach the friendship differently but, in another striking coincidence, she happened to be back at Suffolk Hall as Ted returned from Norway in mid-August, well before the start of the academic year. All was well until October 1899, when he developed a fever and was prescribed a winter’s treatment at the sanatorium in Davos. Ironically, as it turned out, Ted hated snow: ‘Awful, awful, I cannot abide the snow.’1 The treatment for tuberculosis was gauged according to the patient’s temperature. Those with no temperature were allowed to smoke. Ted had a temperature and the craving for tobacco made him want to ‘bite everyone and run away!’2 Thinking about Miss Souper distracted him and somewhere between the Crippetts Wood and the Swiss Sanatorium, Miss Souper skipped rapidly through familiarity of address to Oriana, then Ory, and finally simply ‘O’. Before Ted left, they had agreed to write.


Ory briefly returned home to Dorset to help her family move house to Hilton, Cambridge, where the Reverend Souper had finally been given a living. With musty packing boxes from Brixham all around her, Ory sat at the desk in the spare bedroom of her new home, an elegant Georgian vicarage. She filled her pen carefully, smoothed out a paper on the leather writing surface and looked out over the wide, flat common that was Hilton Green. A stream ran in front of the house and the hollow golden stems of the common reeds along the far edge rattled softly in the breeze. With the sash window open, she could hear running water. The stream had a little bridge over it, with the garden gate opening out onto the Green. That bridge would be a picturesque place to write a love letter.


Ory stayed at her desk and placed the nib of the pen on the paper. She knew that she could be her best self when writing: people often complimented her on it, she always ‘turn[ed] out trumps’ in a letter.3 She was far chattier at a distance. Her letters are breathless. Her written words, often three or four joined together by swooping crossed t’s strung across the page. For an outwardly reserved, impeccably dressed, self-possessed young lady, they were surprisingly gushing. Ory’s likes and dislikes were pronounced, but when that critical tendency appeared in letters, there was a chance it could be recognised, screwed up and binned. Her passions on paper could, however, run high; sometimes she would, ‘fairly boil inside’.4


At these times, Ted sent words of calm: ‘the only things worth being disappointed in or worrying about are in ourselves, not externals.’5 For non-Christians, frustrations were a nuisance; for Christians, they were a test from God. The main thing was that it was always ‘better to say nothing than to condemn, to laugh with than to criticise, and so much the happier.’ Ory bit her lip – most of the time. When her temper got the better of her and she hurt someone’s feelings, she gave herself lines reciting the title of a poem by Mary Ann Pietzker that she kept in bold lettering on her mantelpiece: ‘Is it Kind? Is it True? Is it Necessary?’6


In Davos, however, Dr Huggard was not so confident about a cure. ‘… got very breathless’, wrote Ted, ‘had to sit and gasp, my head felt like bursting with the pulsation in it; pulse 168 per minute … For some hours also pleuritic pain in the left lung.’ When his sputum was grey, he almost despaired: ‘But I got a letter from O, so my left lung may go and bury itself.’ By spring, however, the ban on his smoking had been lifted and he now ‘Smoked all day!’; ‘The joy of tobacco, and life – and ill-health, and how far above them Death, the door to Love and Eternity!’7 And as the awful snow began to loosen its grip, he heard a great spotted woodpecker rattling in a fir wood.


Life continued to improve until he came home in May 1900, still on strict orders to live a sedentary life. Ted scoffed to Ory, ‘I think it’s better to wear a thing when it’s good and new, patching the odd corners as they wear out, instead of putting it away carefully year after year until the moths get in, and you find it’s no good when at last you think you will wear it.’8 If Ted had been healthy and the ‘settling type’, Ory might almost have mistaken that for a proposal? Was it?


‘It is much to be wished that Ted had undertaken the treatise that he had promised his mother on Acute Love,’ wrote his father in his handwritten memoir of Ted, ‘… for assuredly the vagaries and contrarieties might have been illustrated in his own person. Ory Souper was at the Crippetts and Platonic friendship had evidently arrived at breaking point …’9 With his father’s blessing, Ted’s mother wrote to their son asking his intentions. His reply in the light of future events was remarkable.


Ted wanted adventure not domesticity. He wanted independence not obligation. And above all, he wished that everyone would stop ‘fashing’ about his damned future and leave him alone: ‘I am not engaged to Ory or anyone else nor do I ever intend to be …’ He protested that she was just like a sister, like Polly. ‘[Ory] is a good letter writer and we have written fairly regularly to each other for about a year … now I must leave you to think of the folly of Platonic friendships and the misery they invariably lead to.’10


Fortunately Ted was trying to be a doctor not a lawyer. He had convinced no one, least of all himself. But what his mother suggested was ridiculous. He had no occupation or income, both of which were a Victorian prerequisite to even be in a position to propose. He could not ‘keep’ a wife and could not even muster the health necessary to complete his medical studies. He did not take up the Davos doctor’s suggestion that he focus on his painting and become a pathological draughtsman, but returned to Norway to spend the summer there.


Ted hunted rare northern birds from a mountain hut and wrote his theories about ‘love’ to Ory. He loved everything that God had given life. Even stones. ‘There was only less life in a stone than in a bud …’11 Ory may have wondered where she came into the ‘stone to bud’ theory. He had said he loved her, but only as much as a stone? Ted knew how to give a girl a compliment!


And had he mentioned that he loved birds? Before he returned to England, Ted meant to get a buzzard chick from an eyrie he had spotted clinging to a vertical cliff. Buzzards were at the top of the food chain, superior, graceful, wild and true; they were ‘different’, just like Ory.12


Ory was back at the Crippetts for supper shortly after Ted’s return. The panelled dining room smelled of silver polish and boiled pork, and was lit by the setting sun streaming through the open bay window that looked out towards Wales.


Dad stroked his grey patrician’s beard and waited to say grace. At that moment, he was waiting for Ted, who propped his crutches against the wooden panelling and hopped back to stand behind his chair. Ted was typically cheerful about his latest war wound. He had no right to be anything but. It was self-inflicted. He had cut his ankle climbing the cliff to get the buzzard chick and the wound had become infected. But it was worth it. Ted loved the buzzard. It was his pride and joy, tethered, at this moment, to a falconer’s perch just outside the window.


There was silence and Dad began to recite the grace, ‘for what we are about to receive …’ but was interrupted by a wild keening cry. He paused and waited until they could hear the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall. As he finished, the Plymouth Rock cockerel crowed. Ory had refereed in the James’ School playground – was that ‘one all’?


Ted pulled out Ory’s chair and seated her, before swivelling around his and lowering himself into his seat with his hands. The buzz of conversation rose. Just as Ted was about to pass Ory the shredded cabbage, there was a brown whirlwind of flapping feathers. The crash of glass. A pulled tablecloth. The tinkling of broken china.


The buzzard had got free from its perch, streaked into the room and, breaking to land on the table, skidded on a plate of sliced tomatoes.13 It was now shaking its wings loosely and surveying the damage with reptilian disinterest.


Ted was delighted. The buzzard had thwarted the stultifying formality of a Victorian meal time. He coaxed the bird towards him whilst reaching into his pocket for the falconer’s jessies. Ory watched as the bird relaxed and, as the Wilson family tried to restore order on the table, the bird fell asleep on Ted’s lap.


Ted returned to his medical training at St George’s Hospital in London in early October (and the buzzard found its way to the London Zoo). But almost immediately, he developed a temperature, compelling him to return to Cheltenham. He had gone down to London ‘careless’ of his health as usual, but something had changed.


So ‘… in spite of Ted’s very positive assurance to his mother,’ wrote Dad, ‘… it was with no great surprise but with the utmost pleasure that we heard from Ted on Oct 19th that he and Ory found they were just suited to one another.’14 Perhaps it was simply that Ted had been caught short without a birthday present. Ory was 26 on 19 October 1900.


‘Nothing is more extraordinary,’ confessed Ted at last, ‘than the feeling one has of loving people at first sight, and without a word being spoken. You know what I mean.’15


After three years of patient waiting, Ory, who had fallen in love at first sight with a healthy medical student with ambitions to go to ‘Africa probably’, had now aligned her future to a recovering tubercular invalid with uncertain prospects – and yet she could not have been any happier.
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Birding


1900


In which Ted tries to complete his medical studies so that he can get a job that will enable him to marry. His knowledge of birds leads to a place in the British Ornithological Society – Ted and Ory start the century in ludicrously high spirits.


There was no time for mooning about. The immediate issue was enabling Ted to get his degree and become a doctor. He had two months in which to make good the ground he had lost in eighteen. Was it possible? The German Philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche had just died in August. Ted was happy to embrace his philosophy: ‘That which does not kill you makes you stronger.’ But he was an invalid, not an Übermensch (superman) and there were limits.


Together Ted and Ory set off to find digs in Stanmore, Middlesex. ‘No country to be sneezed at …’ Ted coughed and Ory agreed. The rooms were rooms, adequate as a base from which to venture out to Stanmore Common to spot ‘owls, coot, moorhen, herons, gulls, a tern and even jays, kestrels, sparrow-hawks, nut-hatches, tree creepers and three woodpeckers’.1 Stanmore Common was a ‘bird-haunted’ paradise. Ory had by now been thoroughly infected by Ted’s passion for ornithology, and was beginning to be able to distinguish between calls, a skill called ‘earbirding’. She was learning to be able to count the notes, to work out which notes were repeated, to write down nonsense words, onomatopoeia. With her musical ear she could sketch the sound, a line up if the pitch went up, and down, if it then went down. It was curiously satisfying.


Ory left Ted with his revision and returned to Cheltenham. Suddenly he felt the impact of his engagement. Even in early October, before he had proposed, ‘I cared as little about getting well as I cared about being ill, and that wasn’t much … Now things are different …’2
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