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			“Most people are, I suppose, more or less conscious of leading a sort of double life—an outside one and an insideone. Themore Iracedabouttheworld, andtook as active part as I could in its dramatic performances, the more profoundly did the conviction force itself on me, that if it was indeed a stage, and all the men and women merely players, there must be a real life somewhere. And I was always groping after it in a blind dumb sort of way…”

			 

			Laurence Oliphant, 1887
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			INTRODUCTION

			 

			This is the story of a man who seemed to live two lives. In his normal “outside” one he was a successful author, journalist, Member of Parliament and friend to diplomats and royalty. In the other “inside” one—just as real to him—he was a frequent visitor to heaven, where he spent time with angels. He could accept all this—even with a wry, self-deprecating smile—partially because he’d always been encouraged to make up his own mind and be confident in his conclusions, two of which were that traditional religions were empty charades and that a world full of wars was a virtual lunatic asylum. Why shouldn’t there be a reality beyond the everyday where a just God was planning to set things right? Isn’t that what had been prophesized and held sacred for thousands of years? Shouldn’t we be trying to reconnect with that reality and move everyone along to some happier conclusion than the one the modern world was offering?

			 

			*

			 

			Most of us, I suppose, leave such thoughts behind at school and just get in line with everyone else trying to carve out a life, career and legacy to fill our conscious time. It can be impossibly hard to hold out for anything more. But that was not the path taken by Laurence, who was born into a privileged yet hard-working Scottish family in 1829. From his earliest days, he lived by two priorities: first, to be a loyal son of the British Empire helping to spread its power and influence, and, second, to develop his Christian faith to guide his own behavior and aid his fellow man. And as he made more and more progress on his “career development” side, he never lost track of the other, nagging twinges of conscience that competed for his spiritual attentions. Finally he felt that nothing less than full commitment to those more mysterious underdeveloped yearnings could restore balance to his own life.

			Consequently, at age 38, he abandoned his efforts to “get ahead” in the dissipated world of Victorian Britain and turned to a life of cleansing labor and subservience under the guidance of a passionate prophet named Thomas Lake Harris. Harris claimed to be in touch with the celestial realm where great things were underway to restore mankind to its rightful place united with the Deity. By joining the Brotherhood of the New Life, Laurence hoped to take on a leadership role in the sacred task to restore man to his original place in the Divine Plan.

			For fourteen years, Laurence labored doing the bidding of his prophet on this sacred task, until he became convinced Harris had lost track of his original mission and become too enamored of his own manufactured importance and life of luxury and license.

			Breaking with Harris allowed Laurence and his lovely wife, Alice le Strange, to spend their remaining years trying to make a practical difference for at least one suffering group on Earth: the persecuted Jewish peoples fleeing the pogroms and atrocities of Eastern Europe. That work was probably their most important legacy.

			 

			*

			 

			The world has changed forever since Laurence lived from 1829 to 1888. Then beliefs were simpler, information was scarce, and the pace of life was slower. Yet, in the everyday world, it seemed breakthroughs were occurring daily, including steam power, railroads and telegraphs. Perhaps that’s why it was easier then to expect imminent breakthroughs between man and God?

			Seen from today, I suppose the most likely reaction to Laurence’s strange story might be interest in his early successes and achievements, followed by uneasy or even disapproving curiosity about his supposed celestial explorations. Next might be a feeling of relief when the principal characters came back onto comfortable ground in Haifa to do something sensible, spending their final days comforting Jewish refugees.

			Laurence himself, however, was unapologetic about his singular wanderings. He had always been encouraged to make up his own mind having escaped the strictures of classroom education. He never took advantage of his professional credentials although he was a lawyer admitted to the bar in Ceylon, Edinburgh and London, nor did he try to scale the levels of any other normal career, instead making a living from his pen. In addition, the celestial world was real to him. In fact, it became even more real after his wife Alice died and stayed present with him, visiting from the other side. And while he balanced his lively and amusing essays about his travels with his encounters from the spirit world, he never hid behind the spiritualist‘s veil of manufactured mystery and high seriousness. Indeed, he understood his viewpoints often provoked deep skepticism and so he was always quick to see the humor and comedy behind the unusual assortment of beliefs that became his cannon.

			That’s why no matter how far he strayed, he was always welcomed warmly back to join his more tradition-bound colleagues  at  his club, or companions like Queen Victoria for dinner, and lead a very ‘normal’ conversation about politics  or  social  issues.  Nor  would he be self-conscious if his friends simply asked  “what  have  you been doing?” because he knew the strange ground he covered was also secretly very interesting to them as well. Certainly none of his acquaintances planning a visit to the Holy Land in the 1880’s missed the opportunity to visit with the refreshingly odd Oliphants at Haifa or at their mountain retreat at Dalieh.

			Sadly the oddness of Laurence and Alice Oliphant after their deaths was judged to be dangerous territory by family solicitors, and most of their story was swept under a false rug of propriety – which was perhaps a prudent but nonetheless very sad finale for two such attractive individualists.

			Was Laurence crazy to believe there was an actual Deity and celestial spirits somewhere in a parallel world waiting to save him?

			Did that make him any crazier than the generations who built churches, cathedrals, temples and mosques all over the planet so they could pray to their own chosen spirits?

			Or are we the odd ones, who no longer make any spiritual quests, and see the sacred beliefs of centuries as quaint fairytales to fall back on occasionally as we glide through this digital world?

			Perhaps this book will let readers form their own opinions about Laurence and Alice Oliphant and help them appreciate the richness that came from two remarkable Victorians who lived with such complete independence. It is quite a story.

		

	
		
			PART ONE:

			 

			MAKING HIS MARK

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			 

			SON OF EMPIRE

			 

			In 1829, a baby named Laurence was born1 into the ancient Scottish clan Oliphant at the British Cape Colony in southern Africa. His parents, Anthony and Maria, were both prominent and popular members of society. While such good fortune did not bring instant wealth to the lad, it did provide entry into a world of connections and opportunity for anyone with gumption.

			Laurence’s father Anthony was the third youngest son in a family where the title and estate north of Edinburgh went only to the oldest— but all the Oliphant brothers had the pedigrees they needed to launch successful careers in the military, business, arts, law, government and, most importantly, in the British Empire. It is perhaps hard for us today to appreciate Britain’s place in the world immediately after Napoleon’s final defeat at Waterloo in 1815. Finally, it seemed, the jostling with France, Holland, Spain and Portugal for empire-building was settled, and London was beginning a century of expansion and world domination. Although the American colonies had broken free, Asia was opening up to British influence and the vast riches of India were its crown jewels.

			Two of Anthony’s older brothers joined the East India Company. One became a Captain in the Madras Engineers before age thirty, and the other— James— finished his career as East India Company Chairman— a position, at the time, roughly equivalent to Roman Proconsul for its most prestigious province. James was also married three times, producing eighteen first cousins for Laurence. Another older brother became a noted composer, artist and Member of the Royal Academy.

			Early on, Laurence’s father Anthony was very attentive to his studies, pursuing law and winning admittance to the bar both in Edinburgh and London. In the sea of family connections, he then won a position as Personal Secretary to Thomas Bruce, the 7th Earl of Elgin, who years before had saved the friezes of the Parthenon at his own great expense (and later almost went bankrupt by selling them for half his costs to a grateful nation). Having served Elgin well as secretary, Anthony was able to leverage his legal training to insert himself into the fast-moving arena of empire-building focused on South Africa in the early 1820s2.

			After Napoleon occupied Holland in 1806, the British had sent a fleet of 61 ships to secure the Cape Colony from the Dutch. Its Table Bay Harbor was the exact midway point on the shipping route from Europe to India and had to be guarded at all costs from French control. Once Napoleon was finally defeated in 1815, the British garrison remained firmly in place to help establish long-term British control.

			In 1820, to strengthen the British position against the Dutch and the native Xhosa tribesmen, Parliament made a substantial bet on colonization by paying to relocate thousands of its citizens to the Cape. Unemployment rates in Britain were high after the Napoleonic Wars, with many officers reduced to half pay. More than 90,000 applications were received for this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for subsidized emigration to the Cape. Acceptance meant a new start in a brave new world— with free transport, free land and a stipend for each family selected. More than 4,000 souls won new lives. After a journey of 6,000 nautical miles, these colonists arrived at the Cape in 60 separate ship landings between April and June 1820. Farms for each were laid out in belts of adjoining properties at the eastern edge of the colony, bordering the “Neutral Zone” agreed with the Xhosa leaders. The policy created a new populated buffer between older British occupied lands and those where the Xhosa were forced to live under British “administration.” Although initially the original Dutch settlers remained, living as fellow Europeans among the British, many became more distressed as churches and schools were Anglicized, and soon they migrated north to establish the Orange Free State. Later, tensions with the both the Xhosas and the Dutch would boil over into trouble, but in these early days the colony remained tense but calm— closely watched by the British government a world away in London.

			Around 1826, Anthony Oliphant became involved in planning for the justice system in the new colony to transition from a Dutch to a British model. For his diligence working on the design and implementation of this new regime, he was given the position of Attorney General at the Cape of Good Hope, a post he would hold for eleven years. Eyes at the highest levels of government would watch young Anthony as he represented the interests of the Crown— making his appointment a very special opportunity.

			In 1828, now well established at the Cape and aged 37, Anthony married the “pretty and vivacious” Maria Catherine Campbell. Maria was the seventeen-year-old daughter of Lieutenant Colonel Campbell of the garrison’s 72nd Scottish Highland Regiment. Maria’s mother descended from the Cloetes, a prominent Dutch family who had come to the Cape in 1654 and founded the first permanent European settlement there. Laurence was the couple’s first and only child, born one year later in 1829, and was welcomed to the inner circle of the elite at the Cape. The new governor of the colony, Sir Galbraith Lowry Cole, was the closest friend of the Oliphants and graciously agreed to be Laurence’s godfather. In honor of that connection, Laurence was given the family nickname “Lowry.”

			Age differences in the household were unusual, with Anthony twenty years older than his wife, and she only eighteen years older than their child. Family life for them was loving, close and easy. Louis Liesching, a boyhood friend of Laurence who spent some of his own youth living in the Oliphant home, said sometimes “it was difficult for strangers to divine the relationship between these three.” According to Liesching3, the household was rather relaxed for its time. For example, Anthony would begin his day reading the newspaper in his dressing gown with his feet in a tub of warm water, often receiving early visitors that way. After breakfast some other time, Laurence and Louis wanted to try a new boat, and as they left to do so, Laurence’s mother followed in her dressing gown and slippers. She jumped right in and the three set off. In their excitement, they had forgotten the paddles, and soon they drifted alongside a busy public highway. Only by ripping a board from the side of the boat and using it as a paddle were they all able to row home and avoid the scandal of being seen in public in their pajamas.

			Any social or political aspirations of the Oliphants were balanced with the priorities of a real and pervasive spiritual life. Externally, Anthony and Maria played their parts as leaders in government and society, but at home they were also soul mates— both conservative “evangelical”4 believers in the gospels of Jesus Christ and the certainty of his Second Coming and judgment. In addition, Anthony was a follower of the Scottish divine, Edward Irving5, who not only preached an imminent Second Coming, but also emphasized the importance of returning the Jews to Palestine as a prerequisite for completing the Divine Plan before the end of the world. The Oliphants took pains to cultivate a restrained and reflective code of behavior for themselves, and, as parents, they saw the development of Laurence as a devout Christian as one of their most serious responsibilities. This meant family time set aside every day  for  self-examination,  discussion and the “scrupulous record” of every backsliding into bad behavior.

			Prayers, study of the gospels and new promises to avoid temptations and transgressions were important parts of family life.

			Thus, from the start, Laurence had these multiple priorities set for him: to uphold a strict and moral code of behavior; to become a positive force for improving other people’s lives on earth; and to succeed at a career serving Queen and country in the British Empire. Given who and where they were, actual day-to-day life at the Cape for the Oliphants was a lively blend of piety and celebration as a continuous influx of relieved, wide-eyed and important visitors came ashore for rejuvenation and entertainment. As a result, Laurence grew up living a split life— on the one hand, very thoughtful about his spiritual and moral condition; and, on the other, very active and comfortable as the junior host in a happy, bustling household full of guests, in which he was “a boy with a pony and lots of cousins.”

			Sadly Maria was troubled by poor health during Laurence’s early childhood and spent much of the time on her sofa. Finally in 1837 or 1838, when Laurence was eight or nine years old, Maria felt poorly enough to go to Britain to see medical specialists for her health, taking Laurence along for company. Indeed, he was growing up “something of a hothouse plant, brought up at his mother’s feet.” Mother and son divided their time between the “musty hallways” of the family seat at Condie, Scotland, and Uncle James’s lively cousin-filled house at Wimbledon in southwest London.

			One story from Condie about this time shows Laurence’s growing social savvy and sense of humor. Local Scottish ladies came one day to see the young Mrs. Anthony, their exotic visitor from the Cape. And while they waited in the drawing room, their conversation turned to how pretty a lady she was, and how sad it was that her young son should be so plain. At that point they were startled by a comment from the corner of the room where Laurence had been playing unnoticed with his blocks, from which he now dryly observed, “Ah… but I have very expressive eyes.”6

			Laurence was sent off to a small school, for five or six boys, operated by Parson J. O. Parr at Durnford Manor, near Salisbury. This produced some of Laurence’s first writing in the form of letters sent back home to his mother, often in reply to her direct questions about how he was progressing on the spiritual side:

			 

			You asked me to speak to you as I used to… I should tell you some of my besetting sins. One of them is not saying my prayers as I ought, hurrying over them to get up in the morning because I am late, and at night because it is cold; another is my hiding what I do naughty and keeping it from Mr. Parr’s eyes, not thinking the eye of God is upon me, a greater eye than man’s.7
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			Condie, the Oliphant ancestral home outside Edinburgh.

			 

			School reports showed that Laurence wasn’t perhaps the smartest of students, although his writing was remarkable by today’s standards for ten-year-olds. He was, however, within the family “already a favourite everywhere, the brightest, restless child,” virtually fearless, and with an inquiring mind.

			With Laurence away at school, Maria put her energies into lobbying for more recognition and advancement for her husband, Anthony, who was still laboring as Attorney General at the Cape. She succeeded in this in 1840 when, through her efforts, he was offered the much more prestigious office of Chief Justice of Ceylon, second in rank only to the Governor of that larger colony. This was followed quickly in 1841 by a knighthood as a Companion of the Order of the Bath, the chivalric order often used to recognize civil servants performing duties with distinction.

			Newly honored and promoted, Sir Anthony now had to move the household to Colombo himself. It was essentially an eastward step to the next major gateway along the Europe-to-India route, because many ships also called at Ceylon when arriving and departing from India. Soon after he arrived, he received word that both Maria (now Lady Oliphant) and Laurence were seriously ill— but thankfully the danger soon passed. Missing them dearly, he sent a most thoughtful, spiritual letter to young Laurence. In it, despite his lofty office, he confides a startlingly frank appraisal of his own shortcomings. Indeed from about Laurence’s age of ten, both parents always spoke with him as an equal, no doubt imparting a good deal of added confidence to their already precocious son. Sir Anthony wrote:

			 

			Colombo, 31 May, 1839

			 

			After mamma and you went away from the Cape for mamma’s health, mamma asked the great people in England to remove me from being Attorney General at the Cape, and to make me Chief Justice at Ceylon, and they consented and I went to Ceylon after mamma had been a year away; and when I arrived at Ceylon I heard my son had been almost dead and that mamma was so ill that it was not likely that she would ever come out to me, and I became very sorry: and I did not see anybody that I have ever known before… I had been so long living by myself without having prayers every morning at breakfast-time and on Sunday evenings, that I had fallen away a great deal from the love and fear of God, because I had neglected His Word… so I had become careless in my speech, and used bad words thoughtlessly… and I spoke foolish things for want of something to say…8

			 

			He goes on to tell how he invited an officer who was a new acquaintance in Ceylon to go on a drive in the country and then vented his feelings to him in an uncontrolled outpouring. Apparently, whatever he said went beyond the normal bounds of polite language, for a short while later the officer declined a follow-up dinner, saying that he feared by accepting, he would be putting himself in dangerous company for his spiritual balance. Sir Anthony, shocked, responded immediately with hurried apologies, he explained to his son. Perhaps hehadoffendedtheofficerwithloosespeech? If so, Anthonyaskedhim not to avoid him, promising he would mend his tongue and praying that the two might yet enjoy each other’s company on evening rides and that, in fact, he was hoping to introduce him to Lady Oliphant and Laurence once they joined him in Ceylon. Happily, reported Sir Anthony, the devout soldier relented and became a close friend. Sir Anthony had wanted to pass on to his young son this cautionary tale about the importance of maintaining personal discipline.

			Lady Oliphant’s health improved to the point where she traveled out to Ceylon9 to rejoin Sir Anthony in 1841. Laurence remained at school in Scotland. Later that year there were reports of him, now about 12, having a particularly good time at the second wedding of his uncle, the Laird at Condie, where he was dancing and “kissing the lassies.” At any rate, he was sorely missed by his parents, who soon sent for him. A neighbor in Columbo had two boys the same age, so Uncle James was asked to find a suitable tutor for all the boys to share. He located a Mr. Gepp, just graduated from Oxford, whose first assignment was to escort Laurence on the journey from England to Ceylon in the winter of 1841. The journey was “a great frolic and delight” for both student and tutor.  Laurence reports they traveled by “the overland route” that winter, and “so imperfect were the arrangements in those days that it took us two months to reach Ceylon.”

			The two started their adventure boarding a steamer at London Bridge for Calais. They then bounced across France in the covered bench seat for passengers on the top of a “diligence” stagecoach, moving incessantly for eight days and five nights, and having to be dug out of the snow one night in Chalons. From Marseilles, they boarded a man-o-war for Malta, since there were no passenger steamers at that time. Laurence’s only recollection of this leg of the trip was pitching headfirst over the quarterdeck onto the main deck during a sack race and being knocked “insensible” for twenty-four hours, but otherwise “none the worse.” From Malta they changed ships for Alexandria, where the arrival was particularly memorable:

			 

			The East burst for the first time upon my surprised senses… carriages had not been introduced; the streets were narrow, ill-paved and crowded with camels, donkeys, veiled women, and the traffic characteristic of an Eastern city, but all was life and bustle: the place was just beginning to quiver under the impulse of the movement which the invention of steam was imparting to the world…

			 

			They continued by small boat, towed by horses, down the Mahamoudieh Canal as far as Atfeh, where floodgates ended the journey, and then by steamer on to Cairo. Since there was “no civilized hotel” at that time, they were quartered in a native “khan” or stable, where bare cells opened onto a corridor “filled at all hours of the day and night with a mob of grunting, munching camels and their screaming, quarreling drivers.” And since the Suez Canal was not to open until 1869, they next crossed the desert in “vans,” pulled by four horses each, arriving at Suez to board the brand new steamer India for its maiden voyage down the length of the Red Sea. At one point in their journey, their ship suddenly ran aground:

			 

			… the scene of panic usual on such occasions occurred. All the passengers, male and female, were on deck in the lightest of attire in a moment, and were somewhat reassured by the fact that the sea was as calm as a mill pond, and the ship as motionless as a statue—so much so, indeed, that one weak-minded cadet, who had been the butt of the younger members of the party all the way, thought the opportunity a good one to write his will, which he proceeded with great earnestness and good faith to do in the saloon…

			 

			They soon floated off the reef and continued, running out of coal along the way, landing at the harbor in Mocha, the functional capital of Yemen. There the Sultan received them and, after being presented a musket from the ship and nearly killing several of his subjects testing it, assisted them in re-fueling so they could continue on to Aden, where repairs were made on the ship bottom.  This gave Laurence and his tutor a chance to explore and savor the quaint and flimsy surroundings, whose “character possessed all the charm of novelty; and the conditions of existence generally were… strange and unlike anything to which I had been accustomed.” Repairs complete, the remainder of the voyage proceeded at slow speed on to Colombo, where they arrived sixty days after leaving London Bridge.

			 

			*

			 

			Colombo in 1842 was not, perhaps, The Garden of Eden, which many Ceylon natives believed to have been on their island. The famous African explorer, hunter and author, Sir Samuel White Baker, opens his classic work Eight Years’ Wanderings in Ceylon with this description of the city in 1845:

			 

			I never experienced greater disappointment in an expectation than on my first view of Colombo… There was a peculiar dullness throughout the town… a want of spirit in everything. The ill-conditioned guns upon the fort looked as though not intended to defend it; the sentinels looked parboiled; the very natives sauntered rather than walked; the very bullocks crawled along in the midday sun, listlessly dragging the native carts.  Everything and everybody seemed enervated…10

			 

			In spite of Baker’s first impressions, one can only imagine the joy of Laurence’s parents when he and his tutor, Mr. Gepp, finally showed up to enliven family life in what was already a busy household. Visitors were continuously coming and going to the house of the Chief Justice, located in the center of the residential government enclave in town. Lady Oliphant “always placed ‘Darling’ in a position of influence and equality” among their guests at the dinner table, so Laurence became very comfortable in the company of older influential adults, willing both to listen and to speak his mind. He loved his new life in Ceylon, and was never again subjected to “school discipline” after he arrived there.

			Besides the sea-level residence in Colombo, Sir Anthony also had an impressive “cottage” up in the hill country for maintaining his wife’s well being. About a dozen years earlier, Governor Edward Barnes had built a road 40 miles long from Peradeniya, elevation 1,000 feet, up to the village of Nuwara Elyia at approximately 6,000 feet. Today you can travel there via a historic and scenic train direct from Colombo, but in the 1830s it would have meant a full day’s journey. Here is Laurence’s description of the transformation from sea-level port to mountain retreat:

			 

			One left Colombo with a thermometer ranging perhaps from 90° to 95°, and in twenty-four hours was enjoying the blaze of a crackling wood-fire, glad to turn into bed under a thick blanket, and in the early morning to turn out again and find the edges of puddles on the road fringed with a thin coating of ice. The reaction from the enervating heats that had been escaped produced a delightful feeling of exhilaration…11

			 

			Even Sir Samuel Baker, who had been so disappointed by Colombo, had the highest possible compliments for this mountain village where he was sent to recover from a nasty bout of jungle fever:

			 

			I was only a fortnight at Nuwara Eliya. The rest-house or inn was the perfection of everything that was dirty and uncomfortable… But the climate! What can I say to describe the wonderful effects of such a pure and unpolluted air? Simply, that at the expiration of a fortnight, in spite of the tough beef, and the black bread and potatoes, I was as well and as strong as I ever had been; and in proof of this I started instanter [sic] for another shooting excursion in the interior.12

			 

			In fact, Baker brought in his brothers and their assorted family members and servants and used that retreat as a base for eight years of wandering through Ceylon. For a time he imported European farm animals and carried on a somewhat successful experiment with large-scale farming. He also provided the West with eyewitness descriptions of the incredible array of fungus, flora and fauna, including elephants, leopards, spiders, snakes, oysters and shark in his 1853 classic The Rifle and the Hound in Ceylon. Baker often hunted with young Laurence at his side, who wrote that the footprints of elephants could often be found mornings in the kitchen garden, and cheetahs occasionally had to be shot at from the house for attacking the livestock.

			Nuwara Eliya became the charming colonial enclave where Maria and her fellow ex-patriate wives retired in the hot high season of January through May “for health.” The first thirty tea plants grown in Ceylon13 were said to have been planted by Sir Anthony in his garden at Nuwara Eliya in order to provide healthful refreshment for his seemingly fragile wife.  When Maria was resting at Nuwara Eliya, she would receive daily letters from Laurence in Colombo, relating the gossip of the town, his observations and stories of his escapades below. In fact, daily letter writing became the exercise book for his highly engaging writing style. Here he learned to use his cleverness and wit to spin a yarn that enthralled and amused readers like Lady Maria.

			Meanwhile, Laurence and his boyhood friends made it their mission to explore the entire territory. They sailed around Ceylon’s 830-mile coastland and hiked and hunted throughout the interior. Laurence tells one memorable story of a visit he made to climb the 7,500-foot high Adam’s Peak, or Mount Sri Pada, Ceylon’s holy mountain. On top of this elevation is a four-by-three-foot impression considered by Muslim legend to be the first man’s footprint, supposedly made while Adam was standing on one foot for a thousand years’ penance after being expelled from the nearby Garden of Eden. Laurence’s problems began on the second day of that climbing trip on a trail where tree roots were wet from the morning mists and crossed the trail:

			 

			The path at the spot was scarped on the precipitous hillside; at least three hundred feet below roared a torrent of boiling water – when my foot slipped on a root, and I pitched over the sheer cliff. I heard the cry of my companion as I disappeared, and had quite time to realize that all was over, when I was brought up suddenly by the spreading branches of a bush which was growing upon a projecting rock.14

			 

			As Laurence hung suspended over the white water rapids, the native bearers took all the rope from their waist bands and the tied packages they were carrying, and lowered the hastily connected length of string down to Laurence, who fastened it under his armpits. Then he was hauled up safely to the path again, where he quickly recovered. He cheerfully shrugged off this escape from near death, showing the great good humor and habitual resilience he would later display as a war correspondent.

			This Eden for an adolescent was Laurence’s playground until 1846, when at the age of 17 he was sent back to England to be tutored for Cambridge. But just as the noose of formal education was about to slip around his neck, his mother and father arrived in London to announce that Sir Anthony had been granted a two-year sabbatical as his first vacation since taking on colonial postings. They planned a European tour. At once, Laurence, son of an attorney, launched into an impassioned oral argument in favor of joining them for two years of travel around Europe. His mother agreed, and in short order he was free of the tutor and the prospects of university in favor of a unique itinerant college education. This only stimulated his love of adventure, and probably put an end to any chance he would ever be happy pursuing any traditional career. Of his new circumstances, he wrote: “I found myself, to my great delight, transferred from the quiet of a Warwickshire vicarage to the Champs Elyssés in Paris.”15

			Laurence later remembered that while they were in the French capital he made an educational visit  with  his  father  to  a  private collection of lifelike colored paper-maché figures portraying the horrible symptoms of venereal diseases on human flesh. Perhaps Sir Anthony suggested going to this exhibit because he noticed young Laurence’s nascent enthusiasm for paid sex, free of any romantic entanglement. Laurence wrote:

			 

			I deeply regret that the lesson did not bear the fruits it ought to have done in my youth; nevertheless, it made a strong impression on me, and had a restraining influence. I have felt it my duty, therefore to do what lay in my power to cleanse this filthy sewer which pollutes the whole world with its stench.16

			 

			The family continued beyond Paris and spent an entire year on the well-worn trail of the traditional Grand Tour, still then considered an ideal curriculum for completing any well-to-do young person’s education about the world and its peoples.  They explored Germany, Switzerland and the Tyrol by rail and carriage, often stopping for extended periods of fishing. Then the caravan rolled into Italy, in the late 1840s a patchwork of disparate kingdoms largely under the thumb of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Indeed, local sentiment for war with Austria was strong and growing.

			Sir Anthony seems to have inherited the penchant of other Englishmen who, far from avoiding areas of unrest, steered into the middle of civil chaos— such as those who reported firsthand on the horrors of the French Revolution’s Reign of Terror in the 1790s. Sir Anthony arrived with his family right into an unquiet Italian landscape. In Rome, Laurence reported “joining a roaring mob one evening, bent I knew not upon what errand” and pulling on ropes to tear down the arms fixed to the front of the Austrian Legation. Another time he was “roused from my sleep about one or two in the morning” and joined another crowd headed with battering rams to the doors of the Church of Propaganda Fide, where they rioted against Austrian oppression, and crashed in to find that the clerical occupants had fled. The excitement of these experiences may have stimulated Laurence’s later enthusiasm for all sorts of dangerous situations.

			Moving away from the Vatican Kingdom, the Oliphants had a startling encounter in Livorno, on the northwest coast of Italy, which had fallen totally into the hands of “the scum of the population.” On arriving in the town, a group of six porters fell upon the family’s luggage and demanded an outlandish sum for carrying it all to the hotel. The Oliphants refused and were hauled in front of the local magistrate. Though threatened with jail, the Oliphants refused to pay the outrageous sum demanded by the porters, and were so adamant that the judge asked the porters to lower their fees, without success. Finally, to the astonishment of Sir Anthony, the judge reached into his own pocket and paid the fees himself. The owner of the hotel later explained that if the judge had not produced the required fees, he probably would have been stabbed to death that night on the way home. Having had a good lesson in the realities of the Tuscan justice system, the Oliphants immediately sent money to reimburse the hapless judge.

			The next day, from the hotel, Laurence and family watched the arrival of two new English visitors with luggage, who were also descended upon by the same group of porters. But Laurence writes they appeared to be “university men in the prime of ‘biceps’” and “must have been pupils of some great master in the noble art of self-defense” because in a matter of seconds the six porters were strewn about the quay unconscious, unable even to draw their knives while the Englishmen retrieved their luggage and marched in triumph on to the hotel.

			From Italy, the Oliphantsfollowedasoutherncoursetowardshome in Ceylon, with adventures in Greece and a month on the Nile before crossing the desert to Suez and returning by ship to Colombo. Back home in the capital, Laurence and his parents abandoned all thought that he would go back to university and he began three years’ work as his father’s Private Secretary and an apprentice attorney. For this he was given the “exceedingly liberal” salary of £400 per year, allowing him to put aside considerable savings. During this period, he was also officially “called to the bar” in Ceylon – in those days before any written exams were required to actually become a lawyer. Laurence completed his unconventional “education” by handling twenty-three murder cases in the courts of Ceylon before the age of twenty-two. He also had the chance to watch his father’s experience and integrity in action. Soon after the family returned to Ceylon, there was a minor revolt among the local population, who were chafing against rumored new laws and taxation. The inexperienced new governor of the colony, Lord Torrington, and several junior officers over-reacted, instituting harsh martial law and executing natives to whom Sir Anthony had recommended showing mercy. In 1850, Parliament held an inquiry, which led to Torrington’s dismissal and the vindication that, during the troubles, Sir Anthony had performed as perhaps the sanest and steadiest of all the colony’s leaders.

			 

			*

			 

			It was a dinnertime conversation about hunting with guests in Colombo that launched Laurence on the lifelong career of travel writer. In 1850, London had been enthralled and somewhat scandalized by the visit of the Nepalese Prime Minister and de facto Ambassador, Prince Jung Bahadoor. This envoy from another world dazzled the town with his turbans, exotic garments and jewels. He also seemed to enjoy liaisons with some of the town’s better-known courtesans. Now the saucy prince was returning to his native land, bearing a letter to his Rajah from Queen Victoria, and was getting off the ship in Ceylon along with his fellow London passenger Sir Anthony. At dinner in Colombo with the Oliphants, Jung Bahadoor invited Laurence to join him on the last stages of his journey home to Katmandu— and to experience the Nepalese custom of elephant hunting.

			Laurence captured the story of this adventure in his daily letters home to his parents, as well as in his journals. He was then able to edit these narratives into his first book, dedicated to his father Sir Anthony, and entitled A Journey to Katmandu (the Capital of Napaul), with the Camp of Jung Bahadoor; Including a Sketch of the Nepaulese Ambassador at Home. In the preface, Laurence shrewdly notes that the most recent book in English about Nepal dated from 1819, more than 30 years earlier. And with a reporter’s instincts, Laurence rightly judged that the public would be willing to pay for more gossip about the dashing Jung Bahadoor.

			Once Laurence joined the prince and his party aboard ship, there was hardly a dull moment. Noting “time never seemed to hang heavy on the hands of the Minister Sahib,” Laurence detailed the shipboard routine for the ten-day passage to Calcutta: first, two hours of rifle practice blasting bottles, then more with the pistol. Next, training the hunting dogs on deck, followed by backgammon or gymnastics. Then pipes in the evening and tales of travels. Laurence became especially friendly with the prince’s younger brother, Colonel Dhere Shum Shere, whom he found brave, jovial and light-hearted.

			Arriving on land in Calcutta, they lingered and discovered Laurence’s role as Jung Bahadoor’s shooting companion was his “passport” to notoriety everywhere. Old acquaintances of his father and Uncle James presented themselves, sending their regards home to Sir Anthony and Lady Maria in Laurence’s daily post. Young ladies came up to him constantly at social occasions, and he became expert at one-evening romances before his itinerary moved him along to new engagements the following day. He reported that he seemed to have a acquired a talent for making himself instantly comfortable and well liked by everyone he met— something he pointed out that he must have learned from his mother’s behavior as consummate hostess at home. The text about the journey after leaving Calcutta reads like a travel guide, with descriptions and recommendations for must-see markets and temples. Laurence and his British companion, Colonel Cavannah—who was also Jung’s interpreter—bounced northward together, dragged by coolies through the night on a paved road known as The Great Trunk Road of Bengal. Seven days after leaving Calcutta they reached “the Holy City” of Benares where they attended the marriage ceremony of Jung Bahadoor to the thirteen-year-old second daughter of the ex-Rajah of Coorg. Laurence wrote that the new child bride

			 

			was seated in a howdah. Jung introduced her to me as “his beautiful Missus”—a description she fully deserved. She was very handsome, and reflected much credit on the taste of the happy bridegroom, who seemed pleased when we expressed our approval of his choice.

			 

			Yet even as Laurence was gallivanting around on this adventure, he received letters from his mother at home asking about his spiritual state, a topic that must have been a daily family exercise for monitoring spiritual progress. In his replies, Laurence took care to address these inquiries, although on this particular trip he wrote “it is difficult to practice habits of self-examination riding upon an elephant with a companion who is always talking or singing within a few feet.”

			Besides the book’s detailed descriptions of Nepal, its customs and inhabitants, the most exciting part of the adventure was the Nepalese wild elephant hunt during which tame elephants and handlers attacked a wild elephant herd and attempted to capture new animals for their elephant army. Despite Laurence’s background as a hunter and sportsman, host Jung Bahadoor at the  last  moment  forbade him from joining: the hunt was simply too dangerous, he declared. Laurence insisted, however, and agreed to undergo special training to get ready. First, he took off his shoes, wrapped a towel around his head, and mounted an elephant while holding onto a rope wrapped completely around the animal’s mid-section. Then, imagining a tree branch coming toward him at speed, Laurence repeatedly had to hurl himself to the right or the left, clinging against the side of the beast as if the elephant were scrambling on a wild chase through the forest. Then he had to pull himself back up into the mounted position, only to hurl himself back against the sides again and again. Although he lost a lot of skin, Laurence finally performed all these tests to the prince’s satisfaction, and was finally allowed to join the hunt.

			Each hunting elephant had two passengers: an experienced mahout as driver, and a second rider at the back holding a board with a spike which was to be pounded into the base of the poor animal’s tail when it was time to charge. Laurence was to perform this secondary task, but things became more challenging than the practice when the chase actually began:

			 

			Away we went… and I looked upon it as a miracle that every bone in my body was not broken. Sometimes I was jerked into a sitting posture, and, not being able to get my heels from under me in time, they received a violent blow. A moment after I was thrown forward on my face, only righting myself in time to see a huge impending branch, which I had to escape by slipping rapidly down the crupper, taking all the skin off my toes in so doing, and what would have been more serious, the branch nearly taking my head off if I did not stoop low enough. When I could look about me, the scene was most extraordinary and indescribable; a hundred elephants were tearing through the jungle as rapidly as their unwieldy forms would let them, crushing down the jungle in their headlong career, while their riders were gesticulating violently.

			 

			Elephants were successfully captured and added to the elephant army already tamed by the mahouts and their helpers. After his intense hunting experiences, Laurence lingered in Nepal and India, rounding out his sketches of exotic surroundings for his armchair travel readership at home. Laurence hoped his letters home had the makings of a commercially viable book and afterwards set to work putting them into shape for sharing with prospective publishers once he returned to London.

			While Laurence worked on his first book, a major change took place in the Oliphant household. In October 1851, at age sixty, Sir Anthony began his retirement. He had led a distinguished career, completing service as Attorney General in South Africa with a knighthood; then prospering as Chief Justice in Ceylon; and even being recognized by the Parliamentary inquiry board for his cool head during the colony’s troubles. Britain’s reward to him was to be a life of luxury back home. Sir Anthony, Lady Maria and Laurence all returned to London that fall for one endless round of dinner parties during “the constant dissipation of a London season.”

			Given Laurence’s experience as a barrister in Ceylon, the family decided he should train for acceptance to the bar in both London and Edinburgh to further strengthen his professional credentials, with the thought of perhaps following in the colonial legal steps of Sir Anthony. Laurence was no longer a plain child, but a confident, fit and red-cheeked youth of the world. He quickly fit in everywhere and was a particular hit with the ladies. His cousin and biographer Margaret Oliphant says:

			 

			Laurence was by no means unqualified ‘to please a damsel’s eye’17 in his own person, and was almost certain to be, under any circumstances, the most entertaining and attractive person in his neighbourhood wherever he was…

			 

			His close friend at the time, Oswald Smith, later remembered how twenty-three-year-old Laurence burst onto the social scene at one weekend house party at the time when ice skating had become the rage. Laurence had never skated before, but he threw himself into it with “reckless audacity” and at the end of two days was the best skater at the party. Oswald wrote “I can recall his figure vividly now as he dashed rapidly ‘on the outside edge backward’ with peal after peal of his delightful laughter, the gayest of the gay.”18

			Laurence also knew how to make people take notice of him while doing legal studies in London, as he described in this November 1851 passage from a letter to his father:

			 

			I have eaten some stringy boiled beef at Lincoln’s Inn Hall in company with three hundred others, not one soul of whom I had ever seen before; but I unhesitatingly talked to my next neighbor, and soon, by dropping in an unconcerned manner remarks upon a tiger I knocked over here, and a man I defended for murder there, talking learnedly about Ceylon affairs, etc., etc., incited the curiousity of those whose reserve would not otherwise have allowed them to notice me, too much to let them remain silent.19

			 

			As part of his grooming for a promising future, Laurence was formally introduced to the Queen at court. He said, “everybody was in uniform; the few who were in civil costume looked like servants of the royal household.” As he went, in order, to kiss the Queen’s hand, he wrote:

			 

			The Queen looked me in the face much harder than I expected, and I returned the gaze with such a will that I forgot to kneel, ultimately nearly going down on both knees, after which, finding the backing-out process rather irksome, I fairly turned tail and bolted.20

			 

			At the same time, with an introduction through his composer uncle Thomas, Laurence was able to place his new book, A Journey to Katmandu, with the London publishing house of John Murray (Lord Byron’s publisher a few decades before). He then worked through the final editing and proofing of the book, which was released to great success in 1852 to a public eager to hear more of the exotic Nepalese Prime Minister and his faraway land. The popular response went to Laurence’s head, and despite the ease with which he met the qualifications for admission to the bars in London and Edinburgh in these days before examinations, a career in law now paled for him in comparison to the attractions of traveling to remote places and writing about them. The only problem was where to go that was not already covered in the shelves of travel guides and adventure tales already written.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			 

			THE WRITING TRADE 

			 

			Laurence’s answer to his search for the next exotic location to write about came quickly. In the summer of 1852, he and Oswald Smith, his friend from the skating party, set off on a sporting expedition to the Russian Lapland, where they had heard that “region swarmed with guileless salmon who had never been offered a fly, and (where) it would be easy… to get a shot at some white bears.”21 Unfortunately their plans for sport were thwarted at St. Petersburg where customs officials tried to assess an outrageous fee on their equipment, which they promptly sent back to England. Oswald remembered Laurence “had been bitten by the literary success he had had”22 and would be happy to go in any direction as long as it gave him good material for his next book. So, with hurried planning, they re-directed themselves without equipment and embarked on an adventure of more than one thousand miles across the interior of Russia by boat and horse-drawn carriage. They tried without success to hire a guide who could speak both English and Russian, but ultimately set off alone into the unknown. Oswald remembered Laurence had “unwavering high spirits” and was never discouraged by tedious delays, but instead was “continually bursting forth into snatches of song.” At one point, however, relations with their carriage driver became strained, and Laurence didn’t hesitate to hold a revolver to the man’s head to get him to move on. When they finally arrived at the next city and were meeting with the British Consul there, the official told them they “were lucky to have arrived at all.”

			The two ended their summer adventure far south at the Crimea, “then an unknown and unexplored peninsula, and the mysterious city of Sebastopol, of which many legends, but no definite and clear information, had reached the world.” Sebastopol was a closed military enclave of 40,000 and off-limits to visitors, especially since Russia was threatening Turkey at that point, and the Czar was expected any day for an inspection and review of the Russian fleet there. Laurence and Oswald arrived in pretty rough shape at the end of their trans-Russian journey. They hardly looked like traveling Englishmen or spies as they rode into town on the back of a peasant cart, driven by the German farmer they had just hired as an interpreter and guide. Laurence wrote:

			 

			A thick coating of grey dust rendered all minor differences of costume imperceptible; and as we leant back, half hidden amongst bundles of hay, with our hats slouched over our eyes, as if to keep the sun off, we flattered ourselves that we looked extremely like phlegmatic German peasants from some neighbouring colony.23

			 

			Once in the town, their cart driver arranged lodgings for them at a friendly German house in the middle of town. From that base, Laurence spied all over, taking in the sights as “the suspicious eye of each officer I passed chilled the blood in my veins.” The account of this lightly-planned journey became Laurence’s second best-seller, The Russian Shores of the Black Sea in the Autumn of 1852 with a Voyage Down the Volga and a Tour Through the Country of the Don Cossacks, published in 1853 by the firm that would become his lifelong publisher, William Blackwood & Sons of Edinburgh. Laurence must have had a premonition about the importance of the Crimea to his country’s future, because the tensions between Russia and England were escalating into what would shortly become the Crimean War. A second edition of his book was printed late in 1853, and Laurence added another chapter airing his views on the coming conflict. By March 1854, the book was in such demand that it went into its fourth edition. So it must not have been a complete surprise back in London when Laurence and Oswald were summoned to army headquarters at the Horse Guards Parade at Whitehall.

			The travelers gave the senior British generals, Lord de Ros and Sir John Burgoyne, a complete description of the fortifications of the Sebastopol harbor—and asserted the lack of any fortifications on the southern approach to the town from Balaclava. As Laurence said “there was no more impediment to an army, which should effect a landing at Balaclava, from marching into Sebastopol than there would be for an army to march into Brighton from the downs behind it.” He even suggested a strategy for a successful attack to Sir John, although he knew he was out of his element, and only did so “with the greatest diffidence.”

			Now all of Laurence’s energies and aspirations were focused on taking part, in some way, in his country’s actions in the Crimean campaign, although he certainly avoided any thought of joining the army. He worked his considerable family connections hard to find an opening, and was actively considering an offer from The Times to serve as their war correspondent, when another remarkable opportunity came his way from an entirely new direction.

			 

			*

			 

			James Bruce, 8th Earl of Elgin, was one of the Scottish elite intertwined with the Oliphants. Bruce was an enlightened career diplomat, first appointed Governor of Jamaica in 1842, and then promoted to the top British North American job as Governor-General of Canada in 1847. He was a supporter of “responsible government,” believing that an elected body should be primarily responsible to its people for effective government rather than merely enforcing the edicts of a remote monarch. This parliamentary approach allowed a British colony to govern its own affairs without much interference from London, and eventually led Canada both to attain peaceful independence and keep its formal British ties. Later Elgin would finish his career as Viceroy of India.

			Now, in 1854 near the end of his Canadian posting, and at the suggestion of some of Lady Oliphant’s lady friends, Elgin inquired whether young Laurence would be available to become his personal secretary for a specific mission to negotiate an improved trade agreement between Canada and the United States. There would be social engagements to plan, important correspondence to handle, as well as a treaty to write, and since Laurence’s father had worked in a similar capacity as secretary for the 7th Earl, the precocious young author seemed a particularly good fit for the job.

			When the offer came from Lord Elgin, Laurence was still hoping to get involved in the Crimea, but he convinced himself to hope for both: a short-term assignment with Lord Elgin, and then a speedy return to Europe in time to go to the war zone. After Laurence departed, Sir Anthony and Lady Oliphant took quarters in Edinburgh, surrounded by relatives and friends. Their hope was that Laurence would eventually embark on a proper diplomatic career; at that point Sir Anthony, retired, could relocate himself and his wife in whatever corner of the Empire their son landed. Sir Anthony wrote to a friend: “The wife is buttoned to Lowry’s coattails and I am tied to her apron strings. I am just like the last carriage of a train, waggling after them just where they please to lead.”
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