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  ‘One of the great strengths of Richard Davenport-Hines’s elegantly written biography lies in the clarity of his vision . . . Ettie is an impressive work of

  scholarship and as absorbing as a first-rate novel’




  Selina Hastings, Sunday Telegraph.




  ‘This illustrative biography [is] illuminated by the iridescent presence of one of England’s great society hostesses. Davenport-Hines is a perceptive social

  historian who intelligently integrates great lives and great loves with great events’




  Iain Finlayson, The Times




  ‘Davenport-Hines has done a brilliant forage in the family archives and flourishes his heroine’s wonderfulness like a bouquet of scented gardenias’




  Duncan Fallowell, Daily Express




  ‘Davenport-Hines understands and loves [Ettie] in the same way that her friends understood and loved her. In presenting Ettie to us once again, he has brought back

  another lost generation; not of young, gifted soldiers but of matriarchs: sturdy, straight-backed, utterly unique’




  Frances Wilson, Sunday Times




  ‘In this biography, Richard Davenport-Hines admires Ettie’s brightness in the face of such adversity . . . [he] extols her magnetism, manners, beauty and

  charm’




  Diana Souhami, Independent




  ‘This is the first full biography of this important but largely forgotten figure which, quite apart from setting her in refulgent and glorious context, gives a thorough

  and fascinating picture of a lost world’




  Good Book Guide




  ‘Thoroughly researched and, more to the point, thoroughly understood, by the masterly Richard Davenport-Hines . . . one of the best new biographies I have read for a very

  long time’




  Hugo Vickers, Country Life
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  Women’s lives are sensational.




  Elizabeth Bowen




   




   




  Life is a pure flame and we live by an invisible sun within us.1




  Sir Thomas Browne




   




   




  We cannot choose if we will suffer or no, we can only choose whether we will suffer nobly or ignobly.1




  George Eliot
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  THIS IS A great love story. It tells of a mother’s passionate love for her children, of her own burning love of life, of the privileged, grateful

  men who loved her, and of the women who loved her for her loyalty, intuition and calm. ‘Great love’, Edith Wharton once wrote, ‘was wise, strong, powerful, like genius, like any

  other dominant form of human power. It knew itself, and what it wanted, and how to attain its ends.’ Ettie Desborough’s life was a story of love that was dominant, and knew itself, and

  what it wanted, and how to attain its ends. This is the story of a powerful woman who excited men, enthralled them, turned the direction of their lives; of a woman who amazed her elders, and

  inspired intimate friends, casual acquaintances and her children’s contemporaries by her rules of life, her zest and her exemplary power of acceptance. It is also a story of piercing pain,

  shocking bereavements and utter desolation; but supremely a celebration of a woman who never yielded to self-pity, who vanquished despair and never exhausted her deep reserves of love.




  An orphan shunted between the vast beautiful houses of the dowager countesses who were her grandmothers and the clever childless uncles who were her guardians. An observant, knowing child who

  watched, listened to and charmed the adults of the 1870s. An intensely vivid girl, who captivated London Society in the 1880s, and remained one of its most distinctive figures for sixty years. A

  young wife, who obtained a peerage for her husband Willie Grenfell, and in the 1890s made his house on the Thames at Taplow a favourite gathering point for the politicians, writers and wits

  comprising the social set known as the Souls. The heiress to great estates, the inheritor of long aristocratic traditions, the last of the Whig hostesses, concerned with the important events of her day, and the intimate friend of six prime ministers – Rosebery, Balfour, Asquith, Baldwin, Chamberlain and Churchill – and countless statesmen. The holder of

  an unrivalled position in the Edwardian worlds of wit and fashion, caparisoned with the glittering treasures of grace, charm and intelligence, a great lady who never lost her eminence. Wilde,

  Chesterton, Wells, Kipling, Yeats, Barrie and Sassoon are a few of the writers who came to play in her houses. Renowned in her own generation as a mother, and famous as a symbol of grieving

  maternity; the archetypal mother of the Lost Generation of brilliant young men killed in the First World War, a myth which her own writings created as much as anyone’s. A woman whose whole

  existence seemed a cry for life, yet was dogged by death, and whose private mottoes, encapsulating her credo and experience, were ‘Vivre, c’est survivre’ and ‘life

  is a series of farewells’.




  Ettie Desborough was born at the apogee of Victorian confidence in the 1860s and survived into the age of the new Elizabethans – a dilapidated but magnificently resilient remnant from an

  epoch that seemed irretrievably lost. Her last years were comforted by members of the house of Cecil, the great political dynasty who were the leading family of Hertfordshire, where she lived for

  her last thirteen years. The Cecils, at the last, knew her best.




  

    

      As there are no longer any places like Taplow [Violet Cecil wrote in 1951] or people like the Grenfells, I should like to draw a picture of Mrs Grenfell (afterwards Lady

      Desborough) for those who did not know her in the glory of her youth or in her golden prime. In my experience she was unique . . . Mrs Grenfell had great good looks, a tall elegant figure and

      she dressed with taste. She had fine dark blue eyes, heavily lidded, a lovely skin and beautiful dark hair; she had a way of lowering her eyelids, when she was really attending to what was

      said, that was entirely seductive. She was a woman with whom men fell and stayed in love, and she was a woman who had many intimate men friends, and into the last, often close intimacies, sex

      never intruded . . . What distinguished her above her contemporaries, what was rare in the degree to which she possessed it, was her lovely urbanity. In looks, in voice, in speech, in approach

      she expressed all that can be imagined of exquisite manners and courtesy. Without being openly flattering, she said the most charming things to and about her friends, she

      had few equals in the conduct of easy, pleasant talk, and however witty, however spirited she was – and she could be both – she never passed the bounds of perfect manners . . . To

      watch Mrs Grenfell presiding over a tea-table, to see her introducing her guests to each other and leading the talk, was a lesson in the art of behaviour.


    


  




  Violet Cecil was Ettie’s contemporary. Her nephew David Cecil was thirty-five years younger, but knew Ettie all his life.




  

    

      It is easy [he wrote] to name Lady Desborough’s titles to fame in English social history: the most brilliant hostess in an age of brilliant hostesses, the intimate

      confidential friend to successive generations of distinguished men and women over a period of 60 years. It is harder to analyse the complex and compelling nature of her personality. Perhaps it

      lay in the unusual blend of the natural and civilized. The Gainsborough-like distinction of her appearance and her exquisite, elaborate grace of manner were intensely civilized. So also was the

      subtle art of her talk: so unegotistically concerned to bring out the best in her interlocutor that it showed as much in her listening as in her speaking; yet enchanting him, when she did

      speak, by its mingling of zest and finesse, imaginative sensibility and delicious sharp-edged humour. Civilized in another sense was her extraordinary self-discipline, most

      impressively apparent in the heroic courage with which she met the tragedy of her later years, but showing itself also in small things. She never broke an engagement, till late in life she was

      always downstairs to early breakfast even though she had been up till 4 o’clock in the morning . . . her self-control was the mode through which she expressed a robust, ardent nature,

      aglow with normal affections, normal ambitions, spontaneous enjoyment of normal pleasures – all energized by an astonishing vitality. Her appetite for life was insatiable. The only things

      she found it hard to tolerate were sourness and defeatism . . . Her rarest, most precious quality was her power of sympathy. Her friends turned first to her if they were in trouble. For they

      knew she would understand best. The radiant leader of fashion, the magnetic woman of the world was also the tenderest of all companions to a broken heart.


    


  




  Ettie Desborough was the most patrician woman of her age. Though there were other women who preserved the traditions of sumptuous aristocratic hospitality until the 1940s

  – the Duchess of Portland and the Marchioness of Londonderry, for example – she was the last coroneted hostess to keep a salon at which politicians, writers and les gens du

  monde met to discuss ideas, play with words, flirt with clever women and meet the young. It was crucial to her parties that there was a mix of ages, and that all ages felt wanted. David

  Cecil’s lifelong devotion began at the age of fifteen, when she broke off from a conversation with a great statesman, and gave him all her attention and blandishments for a full twenty

  minutes. There were other famed hostesses with salons in the first half of the twentieth century, but Ettie was the only English aristocrat among them. None of the others could trace their

  antecedents to the Holland House set, or perpetuated ancien régime manners, assumptions and pronunciation. Many of the other prominent London hostesses of Ettie’s time had

  crossed the Atlantic: Adèle Essex was a New Yorker, Emerald Cunard was brought up in San Francisco by Chinese servants, Nancy Astor was a Virginian and Laura Corrigan hailed from the

  Midwest. Though Lady Ottoline Morrell was a Tory duke’s sister, she rejected all aristocratic precedents for her salon at Garsington. As to the others, super-snobbish Maggie Greville (whom

  Ettie avoided) was the illegitimate daughter of a Scottish brewer, and pretentious Sibyl Colefax (whose parties Ettie thought unstylish) was a barrister’s wife with her own interior

  decorating business.




  For John Buchan, another Taplow regular, Ettie was the inspiration for Lady Flambard in his novel The Gap in the Curtain. ‘Her interests’, Buchan wrote, ‘are

  multitudinous, and all are reflected in her hospitality, so that a procession goes through her house which looks like a rehearsal for the Judgment Day. Politics, religion, philanthropy, letters,

  science, art and the most brainless of fashion – she takes them all to her capacious heart.’ Buchan’s Lady Flambard never lets her guests slacken. ‘All are put through their

  paces,’ he said: the talk was fast and demanding; and ‘good fun, if you are feeling up to it, but not quite the thing for a rest-cure’.




  There was nothing impromptu about Ettie or her parties. There was no place in her scheme for unpremeditated impulses or chance events. She was expressive but not theatrical:

  every look, gesture, inflexion and every syllable told with her. She was a tremendous flirt, but erected impassable defences to her virtue. She wanted men to pine for her, but did not want to make

  her position precarious by open intrigues: she liked emotional sensation but shrank from scandal or even bothersome talk. When young she thought it amusing to turn herself into a

  masterpiece of temperament and caprice. She liked brittle pretexts for taking offence. She craved attention, admiration and even adulation, enjoyed controlling people and requisitioning their

  emotions. Her caprices could be unintentionally cruel until the grief of 1915 altered her for ever. Some of the men in her train were rich, others were powerful, most were wits, and a few were

  gloriously young and handsome; but none of them was stupid. The four who meant most to her must be named at once: her husband Willie, and her sons Julian, Billy and Ivo.




  Willie Desborough, it was often said, embodied the ideal of an English gentleman, and his sons were leaders in that ill-starred generation of men for whom Wilfred Owen wrote his sonnet

  ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ and Sassoon wrote ‘Counter-Attack’. The two eldest died heroes’ deaths, within weeks of one another, in the trench warfare of 1915, and the

  youngest was accidentally killed eleven years later. ‘They do indeed have tragedy piled upon tragedy in that family,’ Lord Winterton said. Julian and Billy were undergraduates at Oxford

  before the war. ‘These two brothers were among the most brilliant men of their generation, and both had exceptional gifts of body and mind,’ the Balliol College War Memorial

  Book averred. ‘Both were intensely alive: each was the joy of his friends.’ Julian came up to Oxford at the age of eighteen in 1906, ‘a splendid figure of a man, over six

  feet high, with two greyhounds, a famous Australian stock-whip, and an immense enjoyment of life’. He plunged into academic study with pugnacious zest, discovered a strong bent for

  philosophy, dug down to the root of things, and suffered mental agonies with his neck-or-nothing attitudes. ‘There were no plains in Julian’s world – it was all mountain-ranges

  and valleys, and anything which he could not do with his whole heart he would not do at all.’ This was the first son whom Ettie made and dominated.




  She commemorated Billy and him in a book, Pages from a Family Journal, which was never commercially published. Instead, she sent it to a few hundred of her friends;

  and it is proof of her influence in her times, of the emotional power that she exercised over her contemporaries, that it was formative in the literary depiction of the First World War. The dead

  boys were, Ottoline Morrell noted after reading her copy in 1916, ‘Olympians, and their lives seem to have been one long joy-ride, for they ride over any obstacle. Death seemed to them the

  last joy-ride to still more glorious Elysian Fields.’ The book presented the Desborough children, and the life that their mother had made for them, as an idyll – and the finest

  incarnation of Edwardian ideals – but Ottoline Morrell felt estranged as she read Ettie’s family story. ‘They had perfect health, beauty, riches and good intellects. Everything

  that a mortal could desire and not deserve . . . Everything was called “glorious”; nothing had a thorn in it. There were no “furies grinning through the arras”. What a

  difference there is between their way of life and thought and that of all our friends. We seem to see the imperfections of life and to want them made better; they find it as good as it can be . . .

  They are never haunted by the inequalities of life, for they feel that by right they are above them all. They live in the sunshine, and when the sun doesn’t shine they pretend it does. They

  have money, good health and every door immediately flies open to them. They never see underneath; their religion is never to criticize; always to see good in everything.’




  There were heart-rending and even frightening reasons for the stubborn gospel of joy that Ettie had devised for herself and her children. It felt indispensable for her survival. Her

  mother’s family were vulnerable to hereditary melancholy, which shadowed and cut short their lives. She recognised this trait in herself and fought it hard; two or perhaps three of her five

  children inherited it. As a young woman she determined that a veil of high spirits must be drawn across her face, but menacing depression was never entirely beaten. ‘I’ve been so low

  somehow, the way life sometimes sweeps one up in its dust-pan, for no reason, & hangs firm between one’s soul & all the beauty & ecstasy,’ she told a friend in 1921.

  ‘Life needs a lot of courage I think, & its prices are cruelly high.’




  Several forces kept her going. One was her iron resolve. There was valiant self-discipline in everything she did. Inseparable from this was her religious faith: she prayed

  every day, she was convinced of the efficacy of prayer, and her Christianity was crucial to every choice and decision she made. She quoted Nietzsche’s exclamation after marshalling his whole

  case against the existence of God: ‘ “O Thou, my necessity”.’ God was Ettie’s necessity. Her sensibility, too, sustained her. She disliked music, and was a

  conventional philistine about the visual arts (Julian’s friends thought Taplow was furnished like a hotel), but literature was indispensable to her gladness with life, and she was deeply

  susceptible to natural beauty. Trees, bright sunlight, strong winds, canopies of foliage or wide open skies above her head, the fast-moving shadows of scudding clouds crossing empty hillsides,

  swimming in the bracing sea, the colours of spring and autumn, bright flowers and exotic shrubs – these all gave her sublime joy and transcendent perceptions.




  There is a letter of 1917, written on the second anniversary of Julian’s death to her friend Lord Londonderry, which reaches to the heart of her. She was mourning her sons, but had felt

  this deathliness at her core long before they died. ‘I feel often like a dead woman, still able to move & speak & eat & laugh, but the real person gone far away. It is all

  wrong – I am always fighting, & shall prevail at last. How fine Montaigne’s saying is, “We must live among the living” . . . It is such a strange sensation, like

  being bled to death inwardly, & all the fighting-power being drained away – but after all the only real battles worth winning are against the long odds. The wonderful beauty of Spring

  helps, as one looks out into the light of gold, & understanding comes why men thought of the Rainbow as the promise of God – one feels that in a way about all beauty.’




  Ettie revealed herself only to intimate friends. To those who did not know her well, she could seem, like other femmes du monde, hard, affected, self-satisfied, insincere. Not so to

  those who knew her well. ‘Lady Desborough was the cleverest of us all,’ wrote Margot Asquith after nearly forty years of friendship. ‘Her flavours were more delicate, her social

  sensibility finer; and she added to chronic presence of mind, undisguised effrontery . . . She was a woman of genius . . . who created more joy for other people than anybody.’ The happiness

  that Ettie Desborough created for others was a work of art – a precisely planned, deliberately contrived appeal to other people’s hearts and senses. The happiness

  that she made for herself was an act of will. Her gladness with life was an act of faith.
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  ETTIE’S FIRST DISTINCT memory was of the sound of weeping and the taste of sweetness. It was

  in April 1870 and her father, Julian Fane, had just died at the age of forty-two. She was sitting on the floor with her younger brother Johnnie in a darkened room at the Portman Square home of her

  grandmother Lady Westmorland. ‘I was not quite three years old,’ she recalled over seventy years later. ‘Our mother had died eighteen months before. We were both dressed entirely

  in black, and all the people round us were crying, but the fact that remains vivid in memory is that we were tasting chocolate for the first time.’2




  The man they were mourning had been a brilliant figure. He belonged to a dynasty that had risen to power in Stuart England: the richer branch became Earls of Darlington and Dukes of Cleveland,

  and spelt their surname Vane; their kinsmen called themselves Fane and were made Earls of Westmorland by King James I. Altogether the Vanes and Fanes – puritans and cavaliers, soldiers and

  sailors, magnates and conspirators, diplomats and bishops – achieved a splendid lustre. Julian Fane’s father, the eleventh Earl of Westmorland, fought against Napoleon in Egypt and the

  Peninsular Wars; and after the capture of Paris in 1814 was sent to Florence as Envoy Extraordinary to the Grand Duke of Tuscany. In addition to his professional distinctions – a general in

  the army as well as a diplomatist – Westmorland was accomplished in his avocations. He composed Italianate operas, anthems, hymns and madrigals, played the violin,

  befriended Meyerbeer and Mendelssohn, and was founding President of the Royal Academy of Music. In 1811 he married Priscilla Wellesley-Pole, the Earl of Mornington’s clever and stalwart

  daughter and the Duke of Wellington’s niece. The Westmorlands were intimate members of the Duke’s domestic circle: ‘Know him?’ replied Julian as a small boy, when asked if

  he knew Wellington, ‘why I’m his near relation and very particular friend.’




  Julian Fane was the youngest of five sons. He was born in Florence in 1827, spent his early childhood in Tuscany and his adolescence not at an English public school, but with his parents in

  Berlin, where his father was appointed Minister Plenipotentiary in 1841. The Westmorlands turned the British Legation there, said the young diplomat Robert Lytton, into a ‘Continental Holland

  House, where Genius and Beauty, Science and Fashion, Literature and Politics, could meet each other with a hearty reciprocal welcome’. Eventually Fane left Prussia for Cambridge, where he was

  an undergraduate at Trinity College and one of the dozen members of the select intellectual society known as the Apostles. In appearance he was striking: he stood six feet three inches tall, and

  his height was accentuated by his thinness and pallor. He had a buoyant temperament, poetic sensibility and playful intellect. Everyone hailed him as a brilliant mimic, subtle tease and prodigious

  raconteur. He was, said Robert Lytton, ‘the most graceful and accomplished gentleman of the generation he adorned’: musical, with a beautiful tenor voice, and a poet, whose work was

  admired as vivid and supple by his friends, although nowadays it seems contrived. Julian followed his father into the diplomatic service, and was appointed Secretary of the British Embassy at St.

  Petersburg in 1856, at Vienna in 1858 and at Paris in 1865. He was tactful and efficient, but the very antithesis of a drudge: indeed, rather a roué, who later felt swamped by remorse that

  he had ruined his health by late nights.




  There is a stereotype of upper-class English families as loveless, undemonstrative, emotionally inept, and unfeeling about everything except money and status. This hackneyed idea is untrue of

  Ettie Desborough’s parents and grandparents, of her uncles and aunts, indeed of most of the individuals who mattered in her life. Julian Fane loved, respected and emulated his father; and his

  mother (said his best friend William Harcourt) was ‘the central idol of his heart’. Mother and son adored one another’s company, they were candid and

  trusting with each other, they depended on one another for both amusement and support; and in the terrible crises of Julian Fane’s last years, Priscilla Westmorland was as magnificently

  unbreakable as her uncle the Iron Duke.




  In 1864, while Julian was en poste in Vienna, his mother met a gentle, quiet, shy half-child of twenty called Lady Adine Cowper. ‘There was a girl after Julian’s idea of

  what a woman should be,’ Lady Westmorland decided: ‘her beauty, too, with fine dark eyes and hair was of the kind he most admired.’ She wrote to him at the time that Adine Cowper

  was meant for him. Two years later, in August 1866, he contrived to visit Wrest Park, where Adine lived with her widowed mother Countess Cowper. After two or three days, during which Julian and

  Adine strolled together, chaperoned by her sisters at a tactful distance, he proposed and was eagerly accepted. He coined a new pet name for his bride: ‘Deeny’.




  Short engagements were the custom then. The young pair married less than two months later, on 29 September 1866, and spent their honeymoon at Panshanger, the Cowpers’ neo-gothic seat in

  Hertfordshire. A mile from the house they were met by a mounted escort of the Cowper tenantry, who brought them to the lodge gates where a force of the local military volunteers was respectfully

  mustered. A lady then presented ‘Deeny’ with a bouquet, a local dignitary read a resounding address of welcome, and after enthusiastic cheers, Julian had to reply to the address, make a

  separate speech to the Volunteers, thank the ladies who had brought the bouquet and finally harangue the escort of tenants on horseback. It was from Panshanger that Julian wrote to his mother next

  day: ‘You will be glad to hear that she calls herself “perfectly happy” and that her smiling face bears out that assertion to the full. She says that I am gentle and good with

  her, & I tell her that she is as tender and gracious as it is possible to be with me – so you will guess that we are getting on as well as possible together.’ Deeny conceived a

  child in the first fortnight of the marriage.




  In October the Fanes moved to Paris, where Julian resumed work at the Embassy. No marriage could have begun more auspiciously, Lady Westmorland judged, for Deeny ‘delighted in literary

  pursuits – & (except that she had no taste for music) entered warmly into all his thoughts and occupations – indeed it may be said she merged herself

  completely in him, & had no thought or feeling but what emanated from him’.




  In May 1867 the Fanes returned to London, for it was thought preferable that Adine should await her confinement near her family. As a result, Ethel Anne Priscilla Fane was born on 27 June 1867

  at Lady Westmorland’s town house, 29 Portman Square. Breastfeeding proved a joyous experience for Adine, and was no doubt satisfying for her daughter too. When the Fanes returned to Paris in

  July, the baby and her two nurses – one of them the redoubtable Mrs Matilda Wake – travelled with them. Julian’s letters from Paris to his mother tell the story of Ettie’s

  infancy with doting joy. On 23 August, for example, he wrote, ‘The baby really is the most charming little thing imaginable & I adore her as does the whole household. It is charming to me

  to see Deeny’s maternal tenderness.’ And on 1 October: ‘Ethel was vaccinated yesterday from a beautiful big baby who was brought here by the Doctor – just as Asses are

  brought to the door so that there may be no deception about the milk. She behaved riotously & put herself into a towering passion as she often does; but has seemed comfortable ever

  since.’




  Early in 1868 Julian resigned from the diplomatic service: partly because country air was recommended for his persistently sore throat (he was a heavy smoker), but mainly because Adine’s

  shyness made the social duties of a diplomat’s wife too irksome. His brother, Lord Westmorland, lent him the family home, Apethorpe, standing in 200 acres of parkland amid the wooded

  plantations of Northamptonshire. Apethorpe was a large grey-stoned house built by an Elizabethan Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir Walter Mildmay, the founder of Emmanuel College, Cambridge. The

  cloistered calm of Emmanuel’s quadrangles resembled Mildmay’s house at Apethorpe, where a great central hall separated two inner courtyards: through its deep-latticed and mullioned

  windows one could hear the cooing of innumerable doves. Recently the Westmorlands had built a village school, a lending library and a night school for the older boys and men – amenities that

  began the long, slow death of deference. ‘The old feudal feeling is disappearing,’ Julian Fane’s sister Lady Rose Weigall wrote in 1869. ‘The younger men are ceasing to

  touch their hats indiscriminately to every gentleman who passes; mere doles evoke no gratitude at all, but the peasant’s greeting is as respectful as ever. To

  half-educate the peasant, and then expect him to remain unenvious, contented and apathetic as before, is a great mistake.’




  The timeless seclusion of Apethorpe was idyllic: Julian and Deeny led peaceful, bookish lives, and his mind brimmed with literary schemes. His daughter gave him daily pleasure, and he monitored

  her development, teething and baby talk with close and loving pride. At Apethorpe, on 18 July 1868, Adine gave premature birth to her second child, Johnnie: during the flurry and anxiety of these

  hours Ettie was deposited with various unsuitable manservants. ‘Ethel’, Julian reported to his mother, ‘was dreadfully unhappy while Mrs Wake and all of us were engaged in

  bringing the brother into the world. She was left part of the time with Duncan, and at one moment with James! The result is that she positively refuses now to leave Mrs Wake’s arms.’

  She remained ‘loath to let Mrs Wake out of her sight’ – an early sign of her lifelong possessiveness – and became very demanding of attention – another lifelong trait.

  To ensure her parents’ unwavering devotion, the little girl embarked on the earliest of a lifetime of charm offensives. ‘Altho’ Ethel’s adoration of Nanny is paramount, she

  is very dear and cabotin [theatrical] with both of us,’ Julian told his mother. ‘If I pretend to be asleep she comes & strokes my face & if I don’t answer she

  lays her cheek against mine till I notice her – or else she inserts her finger (very gently) into my eye! She is very coquettish.’




  Adine could not rally from her confinement. On 24 August, Julian took her to Wrest; but there, within a few days, her condition became so alarming that he brought her to London for medical

  advice. Sea air was recommended and the Fanes went with their children to Brighton on 21 September. ‘Ettie is washed in sea-water & delights in it, & she is enchanted with all the

  sights and sounds of Brighton,’ Julian reported; but Adine reacted against the town. She felt feverish, tremulous and confused, and insisted on coming away to Canizaro, Lady

  Westmorland’s summer villa at Wimbledon. The two little children returned with Nannie Wake to Wrest. Adine lived a fortnight longer, ‘days of anguish unspeakable’, said Lady

  Westmorland. As she lay dying, so her old governess told Ettie years later, she murmured repeatedly, ‘Only two years and a bit, only two years and a bit’ – for that was the

  tiny span of her happy marriage. Adine Fane died on 20 October 1868, when Ettie was sixteen months old.




  Lady Westmorland brought her heartbroken son from Wimbledon to the Portman Square house, where his children were waiting for him. ‘The girl, it seems, is devoted to him & her pleasure

  in seeing him again told upon him,’ wrote Princess Mary, Duchess of Teck on 5 November after visiting Lady Westmorland. In the ensuing months Julian’s sole consolation was his little

  daughter, who was ‘joyous and amiable’, he wrote on 10 November, ‘pretty and attractive in all her ways’. The little child sensed her father’s depression. ‘Ettie

  sometimes startles me by her intelligence,’ he wrote in January. ‘She was with me just now and after pulling a lot of books off a shelf she took a photograph-book, and I said “No,

  Ettie, not that book. It was Mama’s.” She immediately let it go, and came slowly up to me, and said in a very solemn voice, “Mama’s book”, as if that explained

  perfectly to her that she was to respect it.’




  Julian Fane suffered a slow physical collapse after his wife’s death. He spent the summer and autumn of 1869 shifting between Wimbledon, Wrest and Panshanger before settling for the winter

  with his mother in Portman Square. Each month he coughed more and grew hoarser until in January 1870 his throat seized up. He lost his voice, was unable to swallow, and kept alive by sucking small

  pieces of fruit. Only his mother and sister Rose Weigall could interpret the low sounds that were all that were left to him of human speech. ‘I used’, Lady Westmorland told Robert

  Lytton, ‘to put my ear close to his face with his dear arm round my neck & so he could talk without fatigue. Rose understood him still better by watching his lips.’ For months he

  kept his children at Wrest, for he dreaded seeing them frightened by his wretched appearance, but six weeks before his death they were brought to London and he saw them most days for a few minutes.

  The anguish of the adult world, at this time, must have been palpable to Ettie. Julian Fane died on 19 April 1870.
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  Under Fane’s will, Rose Weigall and Adine’s bachelor brother Henry were appointed as guardians to his children. In accordance with his wishes, the lives of the two

  orphans were divided between their grandmothers. For six months of each year they were to be settled with their grandmother Lady Westmorland in Portman Square and at

  Wimbledon, and each July they would go to their grandmother Cowper at Wrest. Ettie and Johnnie became the objects of the Fanes’ and the Cowpers’ grieving devotion. ‘Our parents

  had been the worship of their two families, and we were all that was left of them, and never can babies have been more loved and cherished,’ Ettie recalled in old age. For years she was

  dressed in mourning black: when she was five years old, her aunt Adza Westmorland gave her a pink Paris frock, which made her grandmother Westmorland burst into sobs. The orphans came to feel that

  it was natural that grown-up people should often be in tears.




  The Westmorland half of her childhood – spent in Portman Square and rural Wimbledon – was always remembered by Ettie with gratitude and pleasure; but Ettie felt much closer to her

  mother’s family, the Cowpers, than to the Fanes. Temperamentally she had many Cowper traits, and liked her Cowper uncles and aunts more than their Fane equivalents: the decisive turns in her

  life were towards the Cowpers, and in early middle age she inherited Cowper possessions that materially meant a great deal to her. She was devoted to her Cowper cousins, but with the Westmorlands,

  Fanes and Weigalls she was increasingly distant. While the Fanes were staunch Tories, the Cowpers were the quintessence of Whiggery in their exclusivity, their acquisitiveness, their indifference

  to popular opinions, their complicated intermarriages, and their amassing of rent rolls and political sway by the honest old method of prudent marital alliances.




  Whigs like the Cowpers spoke in their own dialect – Devonshire House or Holland House pronunciation as it was known – in which golden was pronounced ‘goulden’, yellow as

  ‘yaller’, cucumber as ‘cowcumber’, officer as ‘orficer’, apron as ‘napern’, bracelet as ‘brasslet’, chariot as ‘charrt’. It

  was forbidden for good little Whig children to talk of coffee or of a mantelpiece: these were Tory mannerisms, and Ettie learnt to say ‘cawfee’ and chimneypiece. Her cousin Mabell

  Airlie said that Ettie’s enunciation resembled their great-grandmother Lady Palmerston’s. Indeed, Ettie was said, at her death, to be the last surviving speaker of the authentic Whig

  drawl, with its deep, slow, emphatic pronunciation of certain words; and yet her speech was clipped too, so that Panshanger was both lingered over and abbreviated –

  ‘Pppannns’ – and her husband’s house Taplow was ‘Tttappp’. Ettie had a more distinctive inflexion still, for she slurred the letter l so that it resembled n.




  The strength of the Cowper influence partly arose from the fact that Lady Westmorland was already aged seventy-seven when the Fane orphans went to live with her. ‘We loved Grandmama very,

  very dearly,’ wrote Ettie. ‘She was an angel of kindness to us, but she was then very old; still very tall, but hardly moving from her chair, surrounded by relics of the past. I think

  that she never got over the sorrow of our father’s death, the most adored of all her children.’ In the past she had entertained many eminent men, but by 1870 her only constant visitor

  was a dapper, elderly beau, Lord Melville, who had admired her all his life and eventually settled in her house. The little orphans called him Nana and liked him (he took snuff and rinsed his mouth

  publicly after meals), although in retrospect Ettie suspected he must have been dull, for Lady Westmorland rather ignored him.




  The redemptive figure of Ettie’s childhood was Nannie Wake. Matilda Wake (1821–1906) was a resolute little woman, with a pink face, silver hair and a great love of truth, who gave

  unstinting attention to Johnnie and Ettie – indeed, lavished intense protective love on them – and ensured that their existence, which might have been lonely, disrupted and uncertain,

  was stable, happy and thumping good fun. ‘Nannie was the clou of all those days, our stronghold and hope; never can there have been greater devotion than she poured out on us,’

  Ettie recalled in old age. She thought Mrs Wake loved Johnnie most, ‘partly because he was very delicate . . . and partly because he was a much nicer child than me’.




  Ettie became a Londoner. Baker Street abutted Portman Square, and all the teeming street life familiar from Sherlock Holmes stories – the rattling four-wheelers and hansom cabs, the cries

  of street urchins, the tunes of barrel-organs, the calls of street hawkers, the bell of the white-coated muffin man, the crossing sweepers and lamplighters and marching bandsmen – made up the

  sights and sounds of Ettie’s London childhood. Portman Square was then an elegant locality containing two important town houses built for eighteenth-century noblemen, Montagu House, designed

  by Athenian Stuart and destroyed by bombs in World War Two, and Home House, which had been designed and furnished by Robert Adam. The great London landlord, Lord Portman, also

  had an imposing mansion on the square. Lady Westmorland’s house, lying between Upper Berkeley Street and Seymour Street (now the site of an over-marbled and chandeliered American hotel), was

  less magnificent than Montagu, Home or Portman House; but the spacious fenced square, with its thick shrubbery, was a special pleasure for the Fane orphans. ‘Best of all London fun of those

  days’, Ettie recalled, ‘were the games in Portman Square, with a screaming rout of children.’




  In June of each year Grandmama Westmorland used to move to Canizaro, her large villa at Wimbledon, bringing Ettie, Johnnie, Nana Melville and the Weigalls in her train. Ettie particularly

  enjoyed the summer of 1871 when her little second cousins surnamed Gore – Mabell (born 1866), Alice (her exact contemporary born in 1867), Artie (1868) and Esther (1870) – were

  installed in a nearby house. Their mother, Edith Sudley, died of tuberculosis that autumn, and the quartet was brought up by their grandmother, Ettie’s great-aunt Fanny Jocelyn (born a

  Cowper) and their nanny. A succession of family bereavements kept the Gore sisters, like Ettie, resentfully in perpetual mourning clothes – ugly black tarlatan dresses and pudding-basin hats.

  They felt secret stirrings of rebellion against Lady Jocelyn’s grim relentless harping that the world was a vale of tears, most pleasures were sinful and humankind was rotten with original

  sin. In self-defence against this morbid, life-denying regime, the sisters fastened on to Ettie as someone vividly and intensely alive. She and Ally Gore remained the closest of friends for eighty

  years: the tiny girls playing under the great beech trees at Canizaro in 1871 became two superb old women, Lady Desborough and the Marchioness of Salisbury, living in large houses a few miles apart

  in wartime Hertfordshire, visiting and supporting one another, loving one another, enduring bombardment and rationing, bereavement and disability, a levelling social temper and slipshod new

  manners, with magnificent resilience and dignity.




  At the end of each July the Fane orphans always returned with Mrs Wake to Wrest and their Cowper grandmother for six months or more. These visits were crucial in forming Ettie’s outlook,

  her loyalties and her destiny. Lady Cowper proved a more decisive influence than old Lady Westmorland; and Wrest itself mattered more to Ettie than Canizaro. Indeed (to use

  Henry James’s phrase) it was the Great Good Place of her long life.




  Wrest came to the Cowpers by a complicated trail of inheritance in which heiresses unusually dominated. Henry Grey, 12th Earl of Kent – the earldom had been bestowed by Edward IV in 1465

  – was a great territorial magnate who was raised to a dukedom by Queen Anne in 1710. Most of his titles became extinct on his death in 1740; but his estates passed through the female line,

  and were eventually inherited by the second Earl de Grey. On de Grey’s death in 1859 his elder daughter, Anne, the widowed Countess Cowper, inherited the barony of Lucas (bestowed on a

  Countess of Kent by Charles II and transmissible through the female line) together with his great town house, 4 St James’s Square (built by the Duke of Kent in the 1720s), his seat at Wrest,

  and other land, including Sawley on the Yorkshire–Lancashire border.




  Countess Cowper was thus a great heiress. She lived, recalled Ettie, with ‘the great train-de-vie of those days; powdered footmen and bewigged coachmen when she was in London, and

  thirty gardeners at Wrest, and an immense number of indoor servants, and she spent great sums on charity. But she was very frugal about all personal indulgence (except that she always washed in

  elder-flower water, which smelt delicious), and I do not suppose that she spent £100 a year on herself; her clothes were all made by her maid; and her children and grandchildren were all

  brought up on that scale of ideas.’ Lady Cowper – a first-rate manager with an alert and decisive mind – disliked politically meddling women, including her mother-in-law Lady

  Palmerston, but was deeply inquisitive about current events. ‘A very good talker, and loved talking, and thrashing out every detail of a subject; and liked being disagreed with, and

  really enjoyed a good argument,’ her daughter-in-law Katie Cowper learnt. ‘Honesty, straightness, intelligence, worth, she recognised and appreciated. And she did not like

  bores.’




  Old Lady Cowper was an extreme Evangelical who reared her descendants by strict Christian precepts. ‘Goodness, right-mindedness, reverence, honour, and the Bible, were their

  spiritual food,’ wrote Katie Cowper, who felt her mother-in-law’s religious outlook was too narrow. Lady Cowper read the Bible aloud to Ettie and Johnnie every

  day, and had daily prayers with them too, as did Nannie Wake. ‘Looking back,’ said Ettie in 1943, ‘I seem to have believed at five years old exactly the same, and with the same

  intensity, as I believe today.’ There is an elaborate chimney-piece in the Orangery at Wrest, carved with the Duke of Kent’s coat of arms surmounting the Greys’ motto Foy Est

  Tout – Faith is everything – and for Ettie this expressed a potent and enduring truth.




  The religious ingredient in Ettie’s upbringing cannot be stressed enough if her life is to be understood. She was steeped in the Christian creed: she believed that God had been incarnate

  in the person of Jesus Christ, that Jesus had died and risen again, that Jesus was her Saviour – that He would save her soul and bring eternal life. She kept her faith in miraculous events,

  in resurrection and the providence of God. Prayer and praise were not merely Christian duties, but the source for her of everyday strength. As a young woman she was confronted by and resisted

  ‘all the inherent scepticism & doubts of the Fin-de-Siècle’, she said; but she held to a saying of Frederic Myers that religious faith was ‘the resolution to

  stand or fall by the nobler hypothesis’. She seldom wavered in her Christian faith (her worst crisis was in 1927, after the death of her youngest son), and always trusted Anglican doctrines,

  although she never made any show of religiosity. Ettie Desborough’s was a Christian life: she prayed, it seems, daily; and through periods of anguish the Christian creed sustained her. One

  can no more understand her experiences, reactions and conduct if they are shorn of their Christian basis than one can read a novel of George Eliot’s or look at a Renaissance picture without

  knowing their Christian context and underpinning.




  As an adult Ettie was the trusted friend to whom men and women confided their loves, grief, hopes, joys and injured feelings: she was an experienced, attentive listener whose sympathy was

  invariably heartening. Her skills as a confidante were learnt early, for old Lady Cowper used her as a safe repository of old family episodes, Society intrigues and secrets of the heart. ‘As

  the years went on, and her children married and scattered, I was often alone with her, and she talked to me a great deal – perhaps sometimes forgetting how young I was (just thirteen, when

  she died); and, looking back, some of the things she told me seem strange.’ There was real devotion between the old dowager and the young orphan: ‘I loved Pammy

  more than anyone in the world except Nannie.’




  Ettie’s maternal family, the Cowpers, were intelligent, charming, fatalistic and ineffective. ‘Push, in any shape, was an unknown quantity in the Cowper character,’

  said Katie Cowper, who was born a Compton. ‘They were all undoubtedly exceptionally quick to see and quick to judge. They set the standard of worth very high; so high, indeed, that to their

  idea very few, if any, ever attained.’ Ettie’s great-aunt Minnie, who had married the philanthropic Earl of Shaftesbury, carried the Cowper melancholia into the Ashley-Cooper family:

  her son shot himself in a cab in Regent Street in 1886, having become depressed after succeeding to his illustrious father’s titles a few months earlier.




  The other great-aunt, Lady Jocelyn, a despondent creature with a puritanical religious bent, died in numb despair two months after the death of the last surviving of her four tubercular children

  in 1880. Fanny Jocelyn was the cheerless grandmother of Ettie’s favourite cousins, Mabell, Alice and Esther Gore. ‘The great beanos of our childhood were when she brought them all to

  stay at Wrest; Alice was exactly my age, and Mabell one year older, and they have remained the most beloved friends all my life,’ Ettie recalled in old age. ‘Alice was the peacemaker,

  and, when we were all three put to rest together on the big bed at Wrest, she was always placed in the middle, and Mabell and I fought across her body.’




  Ettie was devoted to her two Cowper uncles and two Cowper aunts. The first in rank and power was Uncle Francis, the seventh and last Earl Cowper. ‘When I was a very little girl’,

  Ettie wrote after his death, ‘he seemed as tall as a giant, and used to carry me about in the wastepaper-basket, up and down the long library at Wrest. One of the memories of him that comes

  back most of all is on the terrace at Panshanger in the sunset; he was so fond of the view of the woods and the river in that light.’ There was gaiety and wit in his make-up, but he was

  disappointed with himself, and wrote delicate, rueful letters to The Times and articles in monthly magazines about the death of the Old Order, sometimes anonymously under the signature

  ‘An Old Whig, Brooks’s’, and under such titles as ‘The “Tap-Root” of Revolution’. He impressed his set of friends with his stately kindliness, though he

  did not impress his times. ‘Such a gentleman!’ exclaimed Earl Grey, ‘and he was so beautiful!’ When he rose to address the House of Lords,

  ‘he seemed to fill the whole House with an atmosphere of distinction’.




  In 1870 Cowper had married a member of the Whig cousinhood, Katrine Compton, daughter of Admiral Lord William Compton, afterwards 4th Marquess of Northampton. It proved to be a devoted but

  childless marriage; and as Lord Cowper’s brother and heir, Henry Cowper, showed no inclination to marry and the only other male Cowper, Lord Mount Temple, was childless, it became clear

  during Ettie’s childhood that the family must die out, and that the Cowper estates in Hertfordshire and Kent, the de Grey estates in Bedfordshire and Yorkshire, the Melbourne lands in

  Derbyshire and at Brocket, would be divided and bequeathed among the children of the last Lord Cowper’s three sisters: Florence, known as ‘Dolly’ or (by Ettie) as ‘Aunt

  Dordor’, who had married an eccentric son of the Earl of Carnarvon called Auberon Herbert; Amabel, known as ‘Mamie’ or Aunt Amy, the wife of Lord Walter Kerr, a veteran of the

  Crimean War and the Indian Mutiny, who was appointed First Sea Lord in 1899 and Admiral of the Fleet in 1904; and Ettie’s mother Adine.
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  Of all the Cowper possessions – five major houses and 38,000 acres dispersed over eleven counties – Ettie preferred Wrest. ‘I was completely devoted’,

  she said, ‘to every corner of Wrest – and could never love any other place in quite exactly the same way, knowing the inside of every bush.’ It was a spectacular stimulus for a

  child with such vivid visual receptivity and pictorial memory as Ettie. Bedfordshire is the most featureless of English counties, but the de Greys had made something rare of their possessions. In

  the adjacent countryside there were few buildings more substantial than farmhouses, and little in the way of woods, streams or pretty cottages; but on reaching Silsoe, the village outside

  Wrest’s gates, the scenery changed: travellers knew at once that they were in a landscape remade by unassailable hereditary wealth. The flat, low-lying land was covered by radiating avenues

  of trees, and by groves with huge ash trees, massive beeches and high elms. Ettie’s ancestor the Duke of Kent had employed André Le Nôtre, Louis XIV’s paysagiste

  at Versailles, to lay out great gardens for him. For the Sun King’s palace Le Nôtre built a mile-long Grand Canal, which formed the axis for a system of fountains,

  terraces, and yew alleys ornamented with statues and vases. For the Duke of Kent Le Nôtre devised a canal called the Long Water, from which hedge-lined alleys led to enclosures containing

  statues, monuments or sundials. At the end of the Long Water stood a domed Baroque pavilion, and elsewhere a Palladian Bowling Green House, an amphitheatre of yew, a maze, an orangery and other

  follies were positioned in the grounds.




  ‘Wrest was a Paradise for children,’ Ettie averred; ‘you never came to an end of the lovely surprises in those huge pleasure-grounds.’ She rejoiced in and was

  transfigured by the beauty, romance and clandestine air of ‘the little hidden pavilions, secret Lovers’ Walks, Chinese temples, obelisks, sudden great still pools of water walled in by

  tall yew hedges, the long canal encircling all, where we fed the ducks, and fished, and – best of all in our eyes – a dogs’ burial ground, with little monuments’. The

  miniature gravestones, with such inscriptions as ‘Little Dick, Favourite Dog of Lady Amabel Cowper’, still stand. The gardens contained a hundred secluded corners that were perfect for

  trysts; and it was at Wrest that Ettie learnt the rules that made her such an adroit and exciting flirt. Her great-grandfather Lord de Grey had shown ingenious sympathy with children’s

  imaginations by building a pavilion, which he named Le Petit Trianon, for his grandchildren’s play. It contained a drawing room, dining room and kitchen, each furnished with minuscule

  furniture; bygone children had painted watercolours, which hung on the walls; and frigates they had carved stood on a shelf.




  As an adult Ettie owned two famous houses, Taplow and Panshanger, and often stayed in such architectural masterpieces as Houghton, Wilton, Stanway and Chatsworth. She enjoyed ducal palaces like

  Blenheim, Eaton, Dunrobin and Welbeck, political powerhouses such as Whittinghame and Hackwood, and the sumptuous exoticism of Rothschild and Sassoon showplaces. But Wrest remained always for her

  ‘the ideally lovely house – of warm cream-coloured stone, the great windows set in gold like Versailles, and all the beautiful chain of downstairs rooms opening into each other, and

  looking south, to the big pavilion and lake, and, beyond them, the low line of the Barton Hills, seeming to us like an Alpine range as they rose out of that flat country.

  Every family and guest-bedroom had double-doors with octagonal ivory handles, that shut like jewel-cases, and the carpets defied the sound of any footsteps.’ Lord de Grey, the first President

  of the Institute of British Architects, was responsible for this masterpiece. In the 1830s he had pulled down the Kents’ old house and erected a building of his own design on a new site.




  ‘Looking back to our life at Wrest, it seems like centuries ago,’ Ettie noted in 1943. ‘There was only one bathroom in that lovely house, and I never knew it used. Our

  nurseries were at the top of the house, and our nursery-maids staggered up the vast stone stairs four times a day, carrying heavy trays of meals; once a knife dropped down from the tray, and half

  cut off the odd-man’s nose far below. The downstairs rooms were lit by lamps, wheeled round the house on trolleys, but in the upstairs rooms there were only candles – few and far

  between, and I well remember groping through the darkness of Pammy’s sitting-room towards the two little twinkling stars by which she read.’ Ettie and Johnnie were often sent to the

  village at Wrest’s gates, Silsoe, with messages and gifts from Pammy, and knew every inhabitant. She never forgot her pleasure in the village shop, kept by the Miss Flints, whose

  chocolate-toffee she found delectable. She would return from Silsoe laden with gossip: ‘I was a sharp little child, and knew the small secrets of the village and the household all too well,

  and Pammy used to laugh so.’ Lady Cowper maintained all the old traditions. The Silsoe village girls wore a livery of scarlet cloaks and white hats, handed out by her in person once a year,

  and curtsied when they passed Ettie or her grandmother. Ettie always curtsied back to them.




  Ettie learnt to read at three. ‘I was an awful little bookworm as a child, and had read Jane Eyre by stealth, in Jane the nursery-maid’s rather dark little bedroom, when I

  was six; and also Oliver Twist, when Pammy thought I was only contentedly looking at the pictures – and I woke in the night, screaming “Fagin”.’ Years later she

  loved reading aloud to her children the early Victorian tales that she had so relished: ‘what a thrill & reverence the very outside bindings keep for one!’ After she turned seven,

  in 1874, her education was taken in hand by a governess. ‘Bessie Eales was only eighteen, a pretty, rather wishy-washy girl, fresh from a large family of brothers and sisters in a Devonshire

  rectory. It must have been very dull for her at Wrest, and rather alarming; we didn’t like each other much, and I was naughty with her, and, of course, Nannie hated her.

  The schoolroom was at the opposite end of the big house to our nurseries, down the long long passage that we called the Red Lane, where Johnnie and I galloped, thundering along like a charge of

  cavalry, many times a day, over poor Pammy’s unresisting head.’ Little Ettie watched with wry shrewdness when her lonely governess found solace with the agent’s rabbit-faced son,

  Henry Trethewy. ‘But there was rather a to-do one day when Uncle Henry found me tied up in the ferry-boat, fishing, while Miss Eales had gone off into the woods with Henry.’ The fuss

  seemed unnecessary to Ettie, who adored solitude and liked nothing better than to be left alone.




  After a year Miss Eales was replaced by Miss Barnett, ‘good, upright, plain and dull, the typical governess of story-books’. Her tenure was marred by the third overwhelming

  catastrophe in Ettie’s childhood. In the winter of 1875 she and Johnnie went with the Weigalls to Bournemouth, where they both got whooping cough. She recovered briskly, but Johnnie never

  did: bronchitis came on, then inflammation of the lungs, and his health became hopeless. In December Ettie was moved with Miss Barnett to dismal lodgings elsewhere in Bournemouth. This made her

  ‘desperately forlorn’, for she had never before been separated from Nannie Wake or Johnnie, and hated being bathed by Miss Barnett.




  The ailing seven-year-old boy was nursed by Nannie Wake, who seldom left his side and slept on a mattress by his bed, by Rose Weigall and Ettie’s beloved ‘Aunt Dordor’, Dolly

  Herbert. ‘He seems to me sinking very rapidly,’ Dolly warned her brother Henry on 31 December, ‘I took poor little Ettie to kiss him as he lay asleep.’ But Johnnie lingered

  on: he wanted, he murmured pathetically, to pick primroses at Wrest at Easter. For three months Ettie’s life was sad, frightening, lonely and monotonous. At last Johnnie died, gently, on 9

  March 1876, and Ettie was put into black mourning clothes again and brought up to St James’s Square. ‘Dordor’, she recalled years later, ‘was my anchor and refuge,

  understanding so well the inarticulate wretchedness of a child in sorrow, and humouring every one of my whims.’




  Ettie was helped at this time by a cousin called Hat. Adhering to the Whig tradition of intermarriage, her cousin Lord Ripon had married yet another cousin, Henrietta Anne

  Theodosia – ‘Hat’ – Vyner, granddaughter of his uncle Earl de Grey and thus one of the little children for whom Le Petit Trianon had been built at Wrest. She was lovingly

  supportive to the little Fane orphans, and after Johnnie’s death welcomed Ettie more than ever to her London house and at Studley Royal, the Ripons’ ill-furnished house in Yorkshire. In

  the 1880s there was far less of an exodus to the country on Saturdays and Sundays than at later dates, and the late-Victorian upper-class London Sunday was less dreary than might be expected. Once

  the Sunday service was over, friends walked in the smarter streets greeting one another, strolled in the royal parks or went to informal gatherings at private houses; and little Ettie, who lived so

  much among adults and was eager for adult pleasures, loved to visit Lady Ripon in Carlton Gardens on Sunday afternoons in London.




  She would play with Hat’s little dog on the balconies there, and rush downstairs with the guests to see them off. Her most exciting discovery – in 1874 when she was seven – was

  a handsome nobleman of twenty-seven, Lord Rosebery, who was (she said) ‘very kind to me then, and ever afterwards’, and whose chaffing entranced her. Her favourite visitors, after

  Rosebery, were her godfather Sir William Harcourt, soon to become Home Secretary; Gladstone’s confidential secretary Algy West, and Reggie Brett, afterwards Lord Esher. ‘Her heart went

  out to lame dogs and winged birds,’ Brett wrote of Hat Ripon, ‘she was deeply interested in [a] near relative, a small orphan girl of singular mental poise and abnormal powers of

  enchantment’ – Ettie Fane. Brett sometimes took Ettie to London Zoo and relished his glimpses of the girl in Yorkshire. ‘Ettie Fane was under the guardianship of Henry

  Cowper,’ Brett recalled, ‘and the days at Studley were red-letter ones when, with his little ward’s hand resting on his knee, his delightful restrained wit flashed across the

  company.’




  A ‘strange apparition’, which Ettie occasionally glimpsed at Hat Ripon’s, was Benjamin Disraeli, Earl of Beaconsfield. She remembered ‘Dizzy’ always with distaste.

  ‘He used to think it necessary to kiss me goodbye, and I can still remember the horror of his clammy face and greasy black ringlets; well-primed by the Liberal Cowpers, I looked upon him as

  the devil.’ Disraeli was abominated by Pammy: ‘with such a slippery Jewish pedlar one can’t be too careful,’ she warned.




  In the spring of 1877, when Ettie was nearly ten, Miss Barnett was replaced by Fräulein Heuser, ‘the very nicest kind of South-German, kind and sentimental and

  clever’ who, as Ettie recalled, ‘spoilt me dreadfully, but taught me a lot of German’. After Fräulein Heuser was crippled by a skating accident, she was replaced in May 1880

  by Miss Garnett, daughter of a famous philologist and sister-in-law of Constance Garnett, the translator into English of the novels of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. Miss Garnett was ‘the most true

  and unselfish character’, Ettie recalled, ‘steeped in learning and the love of books. We were devoted to each other from almost the very first – although, quite at the beginning,

  I was snob enough to be a little ashamed of her, for she was very tall and very plain, and wore her hair in long ringlets (a quite outmoded fashion), and dressed in the most brilliant colours, and

  some of the cousins laughed about her.’




  Miss Garnett, who stayed until Ettie came out in 1884, read the whole of Herodotus aloud to her, encouraged the child’s love of solitude and taught her to paint on china: ‘my poor

  family were bespattered with appalling gifts, and faithfully used them all – briar-roses and well-worn French mottoes being the favourite decoration.’ She was responsible for Ettie

  being better educated than her friends. Mabell Gore, who longed to study masculine subjects and started teaching herself ancient Greek in secret, had her textbook confiscated and was ordered to do

  needlework instead.




  During 1880, living in St James’s Square, Ettie attended classes: Monsieur Roche’s French lessons, a literature class, the fashionable Curzon riding school, and classes given by a

  famous dancing master called James Hervé D’Egville. She wasted many hours in joyless piano lessons, for she had not inherited the Fanes’ love of music, and indeed disliked

  attending concerts. She spent every Saturday afternoon together with her Gore and Vyner girl cousins: they laughed so much together that (as Ettie recalled) ‘we even cheered up the rather

  gloomy shrubberies of St James’s Square, mainly tenanted by cats’. An unmitigated pleasure for Ettie and her cousins was driving out to Hyde Park with old Lady Cowper in the

  latter’s enormous four-horse barouche with postillions. If it began to rain, a great leather apron was drawn up over the waists of the passengers, the hood was drawn down and the children at

  the back were huddled in with the old lady for shelter. Ettie never forgot going out in her grandmother’s huge carriage, with her cousins, and the excitement of

  glimpsing Queen Victoria with her cross little red face being driven in Hyde Park.




  In mid-July 1880, just before the annual return to Wrest, Pammy had a stroke in the depths of the night and died after a few days. Ettie was hurried out of St James’s Square to stay with

  Hat Ripon in Carlton Gardens, and the lack of leave-taking hurt her: ‘Pammy never recovered consciousness, and I never saw her again.’ It was another bad time for the thirteen-year-old:

  ‘added to the sorrow, there was all the wretched embarrassment of a child in grief; the shame of tears, the utter impossibility of expression.’ She was inconsolable at the Panshanger

  funeral, and still numb with misery as she and her Uncle Henry (who worshipped his mother) trudged silently on their walks along the banks of the River Mimram, which winds through the grounds at

  Panshanger on its way to Hertford.




  There was one positive aspect to this grim period. ‘It was at Panshanger then that I first saw Evelyn de Vesci; she was the greatest friend of Dordor and my uncles, and came to them at

  once. I remember so well the first vision of her; she was twenty-eight, and most beautiful – 6 ft in height, with red-gold hair . . . She was standing, dressed in black, at the top of the

  little staircase leading to the west passage, and held out her compassionate hands, and opened her treasures of love to me and mine from that moment until her death, nearly sixty years

  afterwards.’ Evelyn de Vesci created an ineffaceable impression of glamour and vitality around her. She had dauntless integrity, delicious humour and dedicated herself to enriching and

  exalting life. She loathed talk that belittled people and was roused to anger by any form of cruelty. In all this she was to prove a wonderful model for Ettie.
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  After Pammy’s death, Ettie did not see Wrest again until she was nearly seventeen. ‘It was wound round my heart, and parting from it and from Pammy was one of the

  great griefs of my whole life,’ she wrote many years later. Wrest (together with the Lucas barony and the house in St James’s Square) passed to Pammy’s elder son Francis.

  Ettie’s guardians Rose Weigall and Henry Cowper settled that the girl’s year would be divided between them as previously it had been divided between Lady

  Westmorland and Lady Cowper. First she went to Henry Cowper at Brocket Hall, a massive square red-brick Hertfordshire house built in the 1760s for the Lamb family, Viscounts Melbourne. After the

  death of the second Lord Melbourne, Queen Victoria’s beloved first Prime Minister, it had passed to his sister Lady Palmerston, wife of Victoria’s far-from-favourite sixth Prime

  Minister and Ettie’s great-grandmother.




  Lady Palmerston, whom Ettie dimly recalled as a decrepit old lady wearing a white fur tippet, in turn bequeathed Brocket to her grandson Francis Cowper. He had no need of it – it was only

  a few miles west of Panshanger in the direction of Wrest – and gave it for the use of his bachelor brother Henry. The exterior of the house looked as elegant, calm and confident as a Whig

  powerhouse should, and the interior had many pleasing features, including a large saloon with a magnificently decorated ceiling. Uncle Henry installed Ettie in a fine bedroom with five windows

  looking south over the river Lea, and gave her an adjacent sitting room. They arranged its decorations together: a white watered wallpaper with a blue border, gay chintzes, blue carpets and

  curtains, and Ettie’s own choice of pictures.




  Henry Cowper was not an obviously suitable person to bring up Ettie – although their devotion to one another was bottomless. He was tall, largely made and lame. As his sister-in-law Katie

  described him: ‘he was not what would be called good-looking; his chief characteristic was a very large forehead, overshadowing a small nose, moustache, whiskers and rather pointed beard. His

  eyes were blue and quiet and kind, and he had an immense charm of manner.’ Cowper was MP for Hertfordshire for twenty years until 1885, but no one in the family knew of him speaking

  in the House of Commons, except once when he seconded the Address to the Throne. Everyone said he was very able and could have done anything he liked; but (in Katie’s account) ‘he

  partook of the family dislike of publicity and advertisement, and had moreover a want of energy and a strange love of inaction. He was brilliant in conversation; quick, observant and critical. His

  fondness for reading was great, and his interest in people and their doings very strong. In this he resembled his mother.’




  After two months at Brocket, in September 1880, Ettie was sent to stay at Southwood, the Weigalls’ eighteenth-century house near Ramsgate. There was, however, a

  reciprocated dislike between Ettie and her aunt Rose – an odious woman whom Sir George Sitwell likened to the death mask of Napoleon. ‘It was probably a great deal my fault,’

  Ettie reflected in later life. ‘I think that, after dear Grandmama died, she was hurt by my avowed preference for my mother’s family, expressed without much reticence or tact.’

  After various clashes, Aunt Rose permitted a homesick Ettie to return to Brocket in January 1881; and henceforth Ettie was an out-and-out Cowper. Henry, Francis and to some extent Katie Cowper gave

  their orphan niece an unusual upbringing. ‘Ettie had a very free undisciplined childhood, with wide open doors for sympathy to expand,’ according to her friend Constance Wenlock, who

  was fifteen years her senior. Lady Wenlock thought the Cowpers’ methods preferable to ‘the freezing shrivelling puritanic discipline that I and so many others were brought up by’,

  and had made Ettie ‘almost safe from every form of unhappiness; she makes herself and everyone with her happy at the same time’.




  Ettie became devoted to the four children of her beloved Aunt Dordor during a long visit to Wrest in 1879. Henry Cowper leant heavily on his favourite sister Dolly Herbert for advice about his

  young charge, and she effectively replaced Rose Weigall as Ettie’s guardian. It was therefore yet another hard blow to Ettie when the elder Herbert son, Rolf, aged nine, fell fatally ill in

  1882. ‘ “Dear Mum, dear Mum, I love you so much, better than my life,” ’ he murmured shortly before he died. Dolly never recovered from this

  tragedy.




  When Ettie was fifteen, the Cowpers became disquieted by her bad posture and had her examined by Sir James Paget, a specialist in bone disease. Paget was impressed by Ettie’s growth and

  development, defended her against suggestions that she should wear tighter stays and prescribed ‘nothing but usual healthy living, nourishing food, outdoor air’. Ettie, as an adult, was

  admired, so Harold Nicolson recalled, for the ‘dignity of her stance, the formidable carriage of her head and shoulders’. The famously ramrod-straight posture must date from nagging and

  training about her slouching in 1882. On one occasion in 1882 Uncle Henry took her to a house party at Panshanger, where she alarmed him by her social precocity. Once again he appealed to his

  sister for advice. ‘Tell Ettie that you think her too young to carry on these grown-up friendships and that she is bound to let you pick & choose her friends for her

  at her age,’ Dolly responded. ‘Say that you think at 15 a girl is much better leading a child’s life in the schoolroom & not making older friends & fancying herself grown

  up . . . you & Ettie will be happier the more you are plain & simple & tell her to do this & not do that.’ Ettie had reached the ‘anxious age’, said Dolly.




  Ettie was delighted when she was allowed to participate in the social amusements of Panshanger, Wrest and Brocket. She never forgot the Brocket party, in June 1884, held on the Saturday to

  Monday before her seventeenth birthday. The guests included the Liberal frontbencher John Morley, a young Tory MP called St John Brodrick and his wife Hilda, and two other rising politicians,

  Arthur Balfour and Alfred Lyttelton. ‘The long afternoon under the trees and the charm and brilliance of their lazy talk, the excitement of rowing Arthur Balfour and John Morley on the river

  in my boat after tea, watching them all go down to dinner from the arch near the schoolroom, the breakfast next morning (already my favourite meal of the day), the despair of seeing them go, and

  – almost best of all – talking over and over every iota with Uncle Henry afterwards.’ Arthur Balfour, Alfred Lyttelton and both Brodricks became lifelong friends. Ettie loved to

  be included in the social pleasures of her childless uncle and aunt. ‘I always loved the parties at Wrest and Panshanger best of any – they had a quite unique charm and individuality

  – especially the long August parties at Wrest, when people came and went and stayed as they liked, for ten days or more, and life was centred in those lovely gardens and woods; and

  “Time seemed like a great silver bowl, from which you could ladle up the melted hours”.’




  At seventeen Ettie and her girlfriends, like many over-protected people with too much time on their hands, were prone to self-absorbed dramatisation of their feelings. They prided themselves on

  having no secrets from one another. Their upbringing had above all imbued them with consciences. ‘My dear, it came on me with a rush,’ Alice Gore wrote one November evening,

  ‘how much we have and have had, and how terribly little we do. We have money, pleasure, opportunities and what is our one thought? – ourselves; I’m not writing at you, my

  child, but at myself; and God help me, I’m going to try to be better.’ Ettie, too, was full of resolves to be good. From childhood to old age she lived by

  ideals – though many people would have laughed at this claim. She seemed to her critics to be a hard and superficial Society hostess who lived by upper-class Edwardian conventions, and was

  honeyed, insincere and snobbish. Her enemies had only stumbled on half-truths about her, though. Ettie was an idealist, who fastened on to a code of behaviour when young and never relaxed her grip

  on it. Her code was based on ideals – admittedly rather worldly ideals – as later chapters will show.




  Katie Cowper said that her generation – those of the uncles and aunts who reared Ettie – had been instilled with the rule that their feelings should never be mentioned to others, and

  indeed that introspection was impermissible. This was a healthy reaction, she thought, to the Byronic craze for ‘morbid self-abandonment to public gaze’; but pushed too far, Katie

  conceded, ‘this hard principle of smothering one’s sentiments and one’s aspirations in the depths of one’s own breast chilled all the latent warmth of a young and ardent

  spirit, and dwarfed the natural growth of an upward striving mind.’ The Cowpers did not try to inculcate Ettie with the old notion that emotions must be suppressed with everyone and at all

  costs. Although reticence and self-discipline before strangers were central to her rules of life, she was uninhibited about her thoughts and emphatic about her feelings with the people whom she

  loved and trusted. She believed that domestic emotions were sacred, and must be swathed in discretion; but in other respects she liked to talk and write exuberantly about her inmost

  susceptibilities.




  Ettie, said Alice Gore, never used a comparative where a superlative would do: moreover she encouraged her friends to be similarly open, colourful and intense. They communicated, therefore, in a

  specialised slang that was enthusiastic, strenuous, overstated and can now seem absurdly gushing: it was their rebellion against the ice-blocked rivers of feeling, pent-up impulses, and hedged-in

  conversation of detestable Rose Weigall, joyless Lady Jocelyn and the Gores’ anxious, staid father Lord Arran. Katie Cowper loved Ettie dearly, but had her niece in mind when she complained

  how seldom the younger generation ‘rest content with . . . one single selected friendship! In fact, to understand a subject at all, it is considered essential to thrash it out with everyone

  one meets, pouring out in so doing all the inner passion of one’s being, and soliciting and expecting the pouring out of everyone else’s in return.’




  It was Katie Cowper who chaperoned Ettie through her early London Seasons. These began in February of each year and continued until the last day of July. Three or four balls were given every

  weekday evening, and on Saturday nights there were often large parties – known as ‘drums’ – at one or other of the great families’ homes in London: Devonshire House,

  Grosvenor House, Stafford House, Montagu House and the like. There were also two Court balls at Buckingham Palace every Season. It was fundamental that all young women, especially inexperienced

  unmarried girls, had to be protected from both male aggression and the temptations of feminine weakness. A girl like Ettie could not walk alone in the street, or travel unaccompanied in a cab or

  railway carriage, and could seldom take luncheon or tea anywhere but home: always there had to be a lady’s maid or a married woman with her. Similarly, at all forms of entertainment the girl

  was chaperoned by her mother, father or a married woman. At balls, the chaperones would sit, with bored, weary faces, in rows along the wall, and girls were supposed to return like a homing bird to

  them after every dance. The duty to return to Mamma – or in Ettie’s case, Katie Cowper – was invaluable in eluding unwelcome attention.




  Ettie was launched on her first London Season in February 1885, when she was not yet eighteen. Helped by a generous dress allowance of £300 (the equivalent of about £22,000 in 2008),

  her success was swift, assured and striking. ‘You did have such a roaring success my duck and all the papers talk about you: Aunt Sophy says that everyone asks her if she has seen “the

  beautiful Miss Fane”,’ Mabell Gore wrote after a ball was held for Ettie in April. ‘Ducky you have been the Biggest Success (with a big S) that any girl has had for years.’

  In the swirl of events during her two Seasons of 1885–6 Ettie made friendships that lasted a lifetime. Alice and Mabell Gore were paramount in her life, as everyone could see. ‘Oh! my

  darling how I do love you, words cannot describe it, and you have been such an angel to me all this year,’ Alice gushed. ‘I feel as if we had got to know each other quite

  differently and as if I couldn’t live without seeing you.’ And Mabell was scarcely more restrained: ‘My darling I love you so and I admire you so, for although you have

  had such a tearing success this year, you have never been the least uppish or hoity-toity.’ Many other young women doing the Season wanted to be known as Ettie’s

  friends and became possessive of her. ‘It has been a great joy & interest to me this year to have you for my greatest friend,’ Betty Ponsonby, a courtier’s daughter,

  wrote from Windsor Castle. ‘May I come after Mabell & Alice with you? How nice it was when we were standing on that dark moonlight balcony at St James’s Sq with the trees outside,

  my arm round your waist in your white muslin gown!’




  Ettie was ‘not like an everyday girl’, declared a courtly old beau called Sir Arthur Ellis, but ‘like the heroine of a three volume novel’. It helped that she had a

  habit, which delighted many men, of lowering her eyes during conversation. This gave her an air of graceful modesty, and then made her seem all the more responsive when she swept her eyes sideways.

  In a further tantalising contradiction, she combined a natural, eager manner with an air of contrivance, leaving men to puzzle whether there were far-reaching intentions behind quite simple

  remarks.




  Girls of Ettie’s background were brought up to matrimony: they were aimed and timed to hit their marks – rich, handsome and well-connected young men – as debutantes during

  their first London Seasons. Marriage was both their destiny and their vindication – although the Whig adherence to strategic and almost incestuous marital alliances was beginning to slacken.

  Each Season, with its dinners, dances and young ladies’ balls, was a spectacle in which the fresh interest lay in the unmarried young women sampling their first Season. ‘A woman’s

  only hope of self-expression in those days was through marriage,’ Mabell later wrote. ‘Whether we would, or would not, succeed in getting husbands was our main preoccupation.’ A

  girl who failed to secure a proposal within six months of coming out faced her second Season with reduced hope; and ‘after the third’, Mabell recalled with a shudder, ‘there

  remained nothing but India as a last resort before the spectre of the Old Maid became a reality.’ Gloriously, in her first Season, Ettie attracted three titled suitors: Lord Skelmersdale, son

  and heir of the Earl of Lathom; Lord Wiltshire, son and heir of the Marquess of Winchester; and Charles Harbord, son and heir of Lord Suffield.




  Two of the trio were tested at a house party at Panshanger in the autumn of that year. ‘A lot of people came – Lyttons, de Greys, de Vescis, Willy Comptons,

  Lord Skelmersdale, Lord Wiltshire,’ Ettie noted. On the first night ‘Wilty’ bored her by talking after dinner about politics, and the next evening ‘Skel’ made a worse

  blunder. The Cowpers had hired a fashionable singer named Isidore De Lara to give an after-dinner recital. Skelmersdale (who was wearing cotton wool in his ears) sat Ettie on a sofa near the piano

  and harped on politics to her through the music. Nevertheless, she was exhilarated by the men’s attention: ‘one feels so flat after a party is over, and this one was so awfully

  amusing,’ she told Ally Gore. The few traces of Skelmersdale in Ettie’s voluminous papers are prosaic; and Wiltshire’s only surviving letter is a painfully dull missive about

  grouse. Even his male friends found Wiltshire dull: ‘more stolid than ever & sleeps peacefully immediately after dinner,’ Alan Charteris told Ettie a few years later. ‘He

  really ought to marry but I don’t think he ever will: if he does his wife will only take the place of housekeeper.’




  There was a fourth persistent admirer: a commoner, and the early outsider in the marriage stakes, called Willie Grenfell, a tall, handsome, muscular man who was Ettie’s senior by twelve

  years. She had first noticed him when she was staying at Henry Cowper’s house in Stratton Street, Mayfair, being prepared for confirmation. She would gaze out of its upper windows into the

  gardens of Devonshire House in Piccadilly. A lawn-tennis court had recently been laid out there, and in the afternoons she watched Arthur Balfour, Alfred Lyttelton, Willie Grenfell and others

  amusing themselves in the new fashion. Willie Grenfell was indeed a superb all-round athlete: the only man to be President of both the Oxford University Athletic Club and the University Boat Club

  (he was in the crew which in 1878 beat Cambridge by ten lengths), he was master of the university drag-hounds, stroked an eight across the English Channel, climbed the Matterhorn by three different

  routes, was punting champion on the River Thames and swam across Niagara twice – through the pool between the thundering falls and the undertow. He was also a crack fencer and cricketer.




  Willie Grenfell was ‘the absolutely finest man he knew’, the Duke of Sutherland told Ettie, ‘so clever and strong and brave, and had done every sort of thing in the world &

  yet never seemed to think twice about [him]self’. This intrepid sporting prodigy had been elected as Liberal MP for Salisbury in 1880. His appointment by Gladstone as a

  parliamentary groom-in-waiting to the Queen in 1882 had obliged him to stand for re-election, at which he was narrowly defeated. He was again returned by the Salisbury electors in the general

  election of December 1885: although not involved in the family business, he had a special interest in monetary policy and became private secretary to Ettie’s godfather Sir William Harcourt,

  by then Chancellor of the Exchequer. He resigned the secretaryship in May 1886 so that it should not be thought that his vote for the Irish Home Rule Bill was that of a placeman: ‘there have

  been four generations of (more or less silent) Grenfells in the House who have voted independently,’ he told Harcourt, ‘and I think I had better follow their example on an occasion of

  so much importance.’ In the event, the Home Rule Bill was defeated in Parliament, and Willie lost Salisbury in the general election of July 1886 necessitated by that defeat.




  Late in 1885 Mabell Gore accepted a proposal – her fourth that year – from the Earl of Airlie, and Ettie – as one of her bridesmaids – received her thrilling confidences

  about married life. ‘One’s honeymoon is chiefly passed in . . . feeling dreadfully ill,’ Mabell reported from her new home, Cortachy Castle. ‘I who never feel ill as a rule

  have done nothing but faint; but don’t tell the others as I have concealed it from them. It is only the result of circumstances. I was nearly frightened to death & suffered

  tortures!! I am a blaze of domestic virtue; I have just come from looking over the linen, and ordering dinner. After luncheon we shall probably pursue the bucolic pastimes of the county

  and in the evening he in a correct evening tie reads the Leading Articles in the “Times” to me in my “best dress”. And there is certainly a great repose in being married!

  you feel so settled & able to turn your hand to so many things. My only trouble at present is I cannot go anywhere; for some extraordinary reason, my young bowels refuse to act.’
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  The start of Ettie’s 1886 Season was marred by sadness caused by the death on 26 April of her beloved Aunt Dordor. Dolly Herbert had inherited the Cowper temperament, and

  since the late 1870s her letters had mentioned ‘blackness & gloom’, ‘personal fogs and mists’, ‘fits of depression’. After the death of

  her son Rolf, her physical health began to fail, and by 1886 she was mortally ill, though Ettie strove to raise her spirits with newsy correspondence. ‘It does one’s heart good to read

  your happy beaming letter, & think that anyone so enjoys life,’ Dordor told her. ‘It is so much better than our grumbling way of taking it, provided you don’t stop

  where you are, but go on climbing, & getting higher & higher.’ Ettie’s resilient joy, like her determination to achieve brilliant prominence, was inspiring for the dying woman.

  Yet it was part of Ettie’s complexity that she never lost touch with human confusion or anguish. When, in the last weeks of her life, Dordor returned to ancestral Hertfordshire,

  eighteen-year-old Ettie consoled and played with the Herbert children, and received the dying woman’s confidences. Her aunt’s life, so Ettie told Alice Gore, was ‘nothing but pain

  and grief to her; she said to me today that she felt so wicked to be longing so for death’.




  After Dordor died, her daughter Clair – then aged eleven – sent Ettie a heartbreaking letter: ‘we had been waiting & waiting for this terrible thing, & now it has come,

  & I can hardly realize it, everything calls up new recollections which are very beautiful & yet very painful . . . Mum may be watching over all we do, and say whether it is good or bad, but

  we do not know, for, all is wrapt in mystery, but even if she is not, I will try to do just what she would like, as much as if she was still here with us on this earth, she may be watching me write

  this letter, & she may not.’ Ettie was deeply touched and never able, or willing, to evade other people’s grief.




  During the 1886 Season the marriage talk became more serious. By March Willie Grenfell had become a serious ‘spangle’, that is suitor. ‘First and foremost about W.G.,’

  advised Mabell Airlie with the wise air of a newly married woman fully schooled in the world’s ways. ‘If you do not absolutely hate him I should marry him I think; first everyone says

  he is an absolute angel, and he may be a little dull, but after all, what a comfort it is to be cleverer than one’s husband. Then he has got such awfully nice relations, and he is altogether

  so smart, & if you cared for that sort of thing, you could get him made a peer any time. My goodness me, you could do anything you liked.’ Another spangle, Lord Greenock, began courting

  Ettie, but she decided he was ‘rather mad and odd’. All the girls used to play together with a Planchette – resting their hands on a wooden board which

  purportedly provided them with predictions and advice from the spirit world – in the hope of learning their marital prospects. The Planchette had told Elizabeth Baring, ‘C in August, at

  Cowes’, and when she became engaged to Lord Castlerosse during Cowes week of August 1886 Ettie and Ally were thrilled.




  At the end of July, shortly after his rejection by the electors of Salisbury, Willie gave Ettie a crystal and diamond watch. When she thanked him for his present, he asked, touchingly,

  ‘Must I go on waiting? I have waited a year.’ But nothing was settled. In November Ettie and Willie were both invited to stay in Hertfordshire with the Cowpers’ friends

  Lord and Lady Brownlow. ‘I am so awfully glad about Ashridge; I expect you will come back an engaged young person,’ wrote Alice. But at Ashridge, and again during a visit to

  the Duke of Westminster’s house, Cliveden, Willie failed to declare himself. ‘I meant to try to find out on Sunday whether you cared for me at all but somehow I couldn’t as I felt

  like an owl,’ he confessed later. In December she paid a duty visit to her aunt Rose Weigall on the Isle of Thanet. ‘I do like him very much,’ she wrote from there of Willie to

  Ally Gore, ‘& should certainly marry him, I think, if he ever asked me – but he very likely never will.’ But Willie inveigled an invitation to the Weigalls’

  house and proposed: she accepted with delight that the tense uncertainty had been dispelled.




  ‘I cannot tell you how happy I am, and what peace it is,’ Ettie wrote to Ally after she had returned to London with the news. ‘Oh my darling little Puppy,’ Alice

  Gore responded in their specialised private argot, ‘I feel as if it was losing you, and yet I know that for you it is the very bestest thing and I feel in my inside that you will be as happy

  as happy can be.’ Society chatterers were intrigued by the future Mrs Grenfell and began clamouring for invitations to the wedding. Ettie’s launch in the world could not have been more

  auspicious – yet she was utterly naïve and unformed. ‘I think so of the old childish days,’ Mabell Airlie wrote sixty years later to Ettie: ‘when we married what

  children we were; and how we leaped into our happiness with such trusting faith.’
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  ETTIE MARRIED ON Thursday, 17 February 1887 – two months after her engagement was announced – at St

  George’s, Hanover Square, in the presence of one of the largest congregations ever assembled in that church. Willie’s uncle Frederick Temple, Bishop of London (afterwards Archbishop of

  Canterbury) officiated, Ettie’s former ‘spangle’ Lord Wiltshire was best man and Prince Albert Victor (‘Eddy’) of Wales signed the register. The bride entered the

  church at one o’clock escorted by Henry Cowper; and for all the surviving Cowpers, Ettie’s marriage was a great event and a great happiness in their lives.




  The newly married Grenfells stopped in Paris on their way to a happy fortnight in Cannes, where the Prince of Wales had recently arrived for the consecration of a church erected in memory of his

  brother Prince Leopold, Duke of Albany. Cannes was teeming with royalties, including the Grand Duke of Baden and the Duchesse de Chartres, together with their entourages. The Grenfells made a short

  trip along the Mediterranean coast to visit the casino at Monte Carlo, where Ettie ‘won a lot at first, but lost it again’. Then, less conventionally, on leaving Cannes, they sent their

  servants and most of their luggage back to England, while they travelled à deux to Rome, Brindisi and Cairo. ‘It is quite delightful you two being quite alone without

  any servants, & Etsie with only one gown & no maid,’ Betty Ponsonby wrote. ‘It just shows how well an attic person like you can rough it if she chooses, & you must

  be so independent & happy.’ The Grenfells coined pet names for one another, Gent and Catts, at this time. On their return from Egypt, they were met at Taplow station by a group of tenants

  and employees who hauled their carriage from the station up Berry Hill to their house as a gesture of fealty. In June she was pregnant and began suffering from morning

  sickness.




  The jubilation of early summer was soon muted, for it became evident that something was amiss with Henry Cowper. He attributed his decline to depression after the death of Dolly Herbert, and his

  family tended to agree. According to Katie Cowper, ‘the light of his life went out when she died, and he gradually sank into apathy and ill-health, from which he made no efforts to

  recover.’ However, his despondency became marked in 1887, following Ettie’s marriage, rather than after Dolly Herbert’s death a year earlier. It is hard to believe that he would

  have fallen so low if she had been living with him at Brocket rather than with Willie at Taplow.




  Henry’s family rallied at his side, but their efforts to rouse him were unavailing, and he died on 10 November. ‘Poor fellow,’ said Katie, ‘he only died because he did

  not care to live.’ It was harrowing for Ettie to watch him slip away and afterwards she sought consolation from Evelyn de Vesci, who had so helped her when Pammy Cowper died. It was

  ‘too terribly sad’, she wrote, ‘& as if the last bit of all one had loved & clung to all one’s life were swept away, in him and Dolly. The only thing that comforts

  one is the real belief that for him it is the happiest: his life was so sad & lonely after darling Dolly was gone out of it, and I think that Brocket was so haunted with her that he

  could hardly bear it.’ She felt cheated out of some precious moments of leave-taking: ‘the only thing I blame my poor coming baby for is that they would not let me stay all through his

  illness.’ She cherished, though, the memory of ‘some things he said in the intervals (half in prayer and half to me) full of the most strong beautiful Faith – most

  beautiful things’.




  Her guardian’s death raised an inward anxiety in Ettie. For many years she worried that she might yield as he had done to a death wish: ‘with Cowper lassitude in one’s blood I

  expect one will sooner or later end by chucking everything,’ she wrote apprehensively in 1893. The Cowper lassitude, as she called the familial depression, was a supreme failure of

  self-command, she decided. To fend it off, she must subject herself to iron self-rule. Her determination to think away sorrow, suffering and death, and to banish sadness or ugliness as failures of

  nerve, dated from 1886–7 when she watched Aunt Dordor and Uncle Henry in turn let grief kill them. Perhaps, too, she felt that her father had lethally failed to rouse

  himself to survive her mother’s death. Ingratitude for what life threw at you – even bereavement – was just a form of shirking, Ettie decided.




  For her, Henry Cowper’s death created a vacancy which was never filled. She cultivated the affection of some of his intimate friends, despite their greater age, as a way of preserving her

  memories of him. Her meeting, in 1888, with the American jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes, a favourite guest at Brocket of Henry Cowper’s, recalled, she told him, ‘so strongly old happy

  days with one who we both loved so deeply: I can hardly ever bear to speak of him, but to you who loved & sympathized with him so well, it was no pain (after the first) to talk of what we

  remembered: how one misses him at every turn of life – sometimes I think most keenly of all in one’s laughter’. Ettie and Holmes began a correspondence that endured for

  forty-five years.




  After Henry’s death, Brocket was given on a long lease to a Canadian millionaire, Lord Mount Stephen, and Ettie revisited the house only twice in the next thirty-five years. She became

  even closer to her uncle and aunt at Panshanger: Francis Cowper ‘adored’ Ettie, according to Katie; ‘she was always like a daughter to him; and he had an immense trust in and

  affection for Willie, and he looked upon their boys as grandsons.’ The Cowpers begged the young couple to make their London home in 4 St James’s Square, the imposing Georgian house they

  had inherited after Pammy Cowper’s death. It had been built by their ancestor the Duke of Kent with high, spacious state rooms overlooking the square and a warren of gloomy back quarters.

  Francis Cowper felt it would be ‘intolerably dreary with only two middle-aged people in it’, and assured Ettie that rather than be ‘condemned’ to that, he would sell it to

  become a club premises.




  From 1889 until his death in 1905 the Grenfells spent much of each Season at 4 St James’s Square. Ettie was thus the only great hostess of her era who never had a permanent London home.

  After 1905 the Grenfells rented houses for successive Seasons: 51 Grosvenor Square in 1906, 46 Upper Grosvenor Street in 1907, 16 Queen Street in 1908, 16 South Street in 1909; and moving north of

  Mayfair, 19 Manchester Square in 1910 and Mansfield House in New Cavendish Street in 1911. Ettie also cultivated two rich bachelors who were happy for her to stay in their

  spacious London houses: Lord Revelstoke in Carlton House Terrace and later Sir Philip Sassoon in Park Lane.
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  During June and July 1887, in the months after Ettie’s marriage, the Cowpers lived chiefly in St. James’s Square, going down to Panshanger and hosting parties there

  from Saturday to Monday. It was at this time that a clique whose members called themselves the Gang, but which became known to outsiders as ‘the Souls’, coalesced. They were a set of

  men and women who had a strong impact on London Society for five or six years, and who had enduring influence in relaxing some of its entrenched habits, in broadening its outlook and in reforming

  its rules. Arthur Balfour, long after his retirement as Prime Minister, said that no history of his time would be complete unless the social influence of the Souls was dispassionately recorded.

  This is not a history of Balfour’s time, still less of the Souls, but Ettie’s central role – during the formative phase when she was a newly married beauty – makes it

  important to describe and explain the set.




  The Souls were a by-product of a critical phase in British political history. Traditionally Whigs had scorned Tories, and Tories railed against Whigs. Partisan animosity bisected London Society:

  Disraeli and Gladstone would have been stupefied at the idea of visiting one another’s houses, and the Cowpers would never have entertained Disraeli. Adine Cowper had been unusual in marrying

  out of the Whig oligarchy into the Tory Fanes. Cuts and snubs were ferociously administered; but the differences between the two hostile political tribes had been as much of personnel as of policy.

  All this was transformed by the secession of the Whigs from the Liberal Party after Gladstone’s declaration for Irish Home Rule in 1886. Francis Cowper took the chair at the decisive meeting

  at the Opera House on 14 April 1886 when almost 5,000 Unionists, both Conservatives and Liberals, crowded into the theatre to hear speeches and pass resolutions against Gladstone’s Home Rule

  Bill. Politics suddenly tangled, biased and alienated people who ought to have been good friends and neighbours: Willie Grenfell, for example, was ostentatiously dropped by the Duke of Westminster

  for supporting Gladstone’s Irish policy.




  This frowning, snarling atmosphere was what the Souls opposed. They were determined that acrimony about Ireland would not spoil their round of pleasures, and they numbered

  Tories, Whigs, Liberal Unionists and Gladstonians in their company. The results were emollient and informative. When the Liberal imperialist Alfred Milner, by then Governor of the Cape of Good

  Hope, returned to England in 1898 to stiffen political resolve to risk war against the Boers, he was invited to Panshanger and seized the opportunity to brief the Souls on his African strategy.

  Travelling there by train from King’s Cross with a fellow Soul, the Tory imperialist Curzon, he ‘talked the whole way down’ about his plans. Included in the Cowpers’

  ‘large and cheerful party’, he found other political Souls, Balfour and the Brodricks for the Tories, and the Asquiths and Ribblesdales for the Liberals, as well as Ettie, Willie and

  some blue-blooded non-Souls, ‘Wilty’ Winchester and the Duke and Duchess of Portland. The men were all receptive to Milner’s strategic confidences. This habit of high-level,

  informal amity helped to contain the verbal violence when a quarter of a century later the Liberals and Tories clashed over House of Lords reform and the two main political parties were each led by

  old Souls, Asquith and Balfour. It was only after Balfour’s supercession as Tory leader that Britain began blundering towards civil war over Ireland.




  The Souls were an urbane influence as well as a politically moderating one. They made it fashionable for Society people to be readers, and clever, amusing talkers about books. The earnestness

  and excruciatingly petty scruples of the mid-Victorians seemed absurd to them: they preferred the play of literary intellect to be light and sparkling. They scrutinised their world with the

  quizzical irony that thirty years later Lytton Strachey’s Eminent Victorians deployed on the entire age – it was a book that Ettie devoured with relish. St John Brodrick

  depicted his fellow Souls as rebels against stuffy and somnolent mid-Victorianism: they were resistance workers who insisted upon even the gravest subjects being rinsed in the colouring of wit and

  for whom the one unforgivable sin was to be morose. ‘Between us all, under AJB [Balfour], we had some share of governing the pre-war world,’ Brodrick (by then Earl of Midleton) told

  Ettie in 1929. ‘Contrast the old slumber after dinner at shooting parties of the 1870s on one side, & the rude rollicks of the 1920s on the other, & the Souls win at every

  point!’




  By nineteenth-century standards, the women of the set were as emancipated as respectable women could be. The Souls took it as a matter of course that men and women should

  compete on equal terms in conversation – and indeed treated talking as the greatest sport of all. They were resolutely anti-philistine: the creed of art-for-art’s-sake would have seemed

  to them too frivolous and selfish, but it was unique for English Society to have a materialistic, pleasure-loving clique, which found the world of ideas so exciting. Moral courage and emotional

  fortitude were paramount virtues in the opinion of the Souls: though they were a rich and privileged set, who were never tested by privation and whose valour was hothoused, when the war came in

  1914 they vindicated themselves impressively.




  In addition to the Cowpers at Panshanger and Wrest, there were two other childless middle-aged couples, Earl and Countess Brownlow at Ashridge, and the Earl and Countess of Pembroke at Wilton,

  who provided the gentle ambience that characterised all the favourite meeting places of the Souls. Lord Brownlow was a first cousin of Katie Cowper’s, and Lady Brownlow and Lady Pembroke were

  sisters. ‘Lady Pembroke is the rough sketch of a clever woman, but Lady Brownlow is the finished picture of an idiot,’ quipped Lord Lytton. Aside from the Cowpers, Pembrokes and

  Brownlows, the core of the Gang comprised Arthur Balfour, George Curzon, Margot Tennant, Margot’s sister Charty and her husband Lord Ribblesdale, Tommy Ribblesdale’s diplomat brother

  Reginald Lister, Mary and Hugo Elcho, Lord Elcho’s brother Evan Charteris, Willie and Ettie Grenfell, St John and Hilda Brodrick, George Wyndham and his wife Sibell Grosvenor, Frances Horner,

  Alfred Lyttelton, and an American diplomat called Harry White whose wife Daisy increasingly grated on Ettie. There were more occasional Gang members, among whom Ettie listed Willie’s cousins

  Adolphus (‘Doll’) Liddell and Constance Wenlock, and Hat Ripon’s daughter-in-law Gladys de Grey (she was George Pembroke’s sister). Latecomer Souls included Alfred Milner,

  Lord and Lady Windsor (afterwards Plymouth) and Sir Edgar and Lady Helen Vincent (afterwards Lord and Lady D’Abernon).




  The collective temper of the set is evoked by Maurice Baring’s pen portrait of one of its lesser-known members. ‘Reggie Lister was an artist in life and the organisation of

  life,’ Baring wrote. ‘He was radiantly sensible. He had a horror of the trashy and the affected, and his gaiety was buoyant, boyish and infectious . . . His

  intuition was like second-sight and his tact always at work but never obtrusive, like the works of a delicate watch.’ Lister had, too, ‘the gift of making the witty wittier, the singer,

  the talker, the musician, the reciter, do better than his best, of drawing out the best of other people by his instantly responsive appreciation’. Reggie Lister’s social graces were

  those that the Souls – not least Ettie Grenfell – most intensely cherished.




  ‘They shot, and ate, and drank, and flirted, and talked,’ Katie Cowper said of the Gang who came to Panshanger and Wrest. ‘The only unforgivable sin, it appeared to me, was to

  be dull or stupid. That would exclude anyone; but nothing else did.’ (She was forgetting that finished picture of an idiot, Lady Brownlow, or perhaps remembering that part of the self-imposed

  task of the Gang was to encourage stupid people to make intelligent choices.) At the end of July, after the close of the London Season, the Cowpers would shift to Wrest, where for a month or six

  weeks they held summer parties. The Gang talked and played in the beautiful house, and strolled in its idyllic grounds, which seemed to reflect the elegant discipline and contrivance of their

  conversation. ‘You were much missed at Wrest on Sunday,’ Balfour wrote to Mary Elcho in August 1891. ‘Shady alleys, delicious yew thickets, ponds, summer houses, and gardens make

  it perfect for all conversational purposes. Every taste, and every “système” is suited.’ Ettie was at Wrest on this occasion, and so were the Oscar Wildes.




  Most Souls (Curzon was an exception) welcomed recruits like Wilde and Asquith from outside the landowning class; but though they overlooked middle-class ancestry, they winced at middle-class

  furnishings. How queasy one felt, said George Wyndham, when obliged by a public-speaking engagement to stay with ‘political bosses of the Midlands’ in their up-to-date villas

  ‘with their bath-rooms on every floor and no servants; vintage wines and worsted lamp-mats; early Millais and Biblical prints; Venetian blinds and smoke-smeared grass; the monkey-puzzle tree

  solitary in the lawn where no bird sings, and inside the brand new clock that must be interred in a drawer if you are to sleep’.




  The Souls preferred venerable architectural masterpieces like Wilton as the background for their gambolling. Wilton’s six magnificent gold and white Inigo Jones state

  rooms, with their Van Dyck portraits and intricately painted ceilings, looked out towards a Palladian bridge traversing a clear chalk river. Between the bridge and the house lay a lawn shaded by

  cedars, and everywhere there were murmuring waters, rustling trees, verdant walks and trim prospects. Wilton’s owner, George Pembroke was, in Doll Liddell’s description, ‘a big,

  rather unwieldy man, with a richly-coloured picturesque head, a philosopher as well as a grand seigneur, and had a mind deeply interested in all the problems of the time, as well as keen

  appreciation of all that was best in literature’. He had explored the South Seas as a young man, and still loved yachting on his schooner Black Pearl: memorably, after several Souls

  on board had been discussing abstract questions, a seaman asked what they had been saying and the steward replied: ‘Oh, blooming rot, as usual.’




  Pembroke, who wrote charming letters, suffered from tuberculosis, which killed him at the age of forty-four in 1895. ‘He was very attractive and clever, but just missed being a man of

  power,’ the Society poet and coureur des femmes Wilfrid Scawen Blunt noted. ‘There was always something incomplete, some want in him, in spite of much manly beauty, of full

  virility. Women were aware of this defect and, though he had many friends among them, they were friends only.’ Pembroke had a tendresse for Charty Ribblesdale, and called Ettie

  ‘my prop & stay in a weary & cold world’. Ettie’s thinking and literary tastes matured under his influence, although she sometimes found him ‘really gossipy

  & tiresome’. His wife – known as Gety and ten years his senior – was ‘the strangest woman’, Ettie felt, ‘with a wealth of heart & a good deal of

  shrewdness – all crossed & marred by her caprice’.




  Ashridge was a flamboyant neo-gothic house built on a high ridge in Hertfordshire, with a superb interior, including a vast drawing room with marble chimneypieces and gold and marble pillars to

  scale, a majestic ballroom and an imposing staircase. The gardens were a blaze of gold and red in summer, with a broad blue and violet border near the house, and lay in glorious parkland, with

  hundreds of roaming deer and the venerable timber of a former royal forest. ‘The host & hostess have special attraction,’ an inveterate diner-out named Eddy Hamilton noted on a

  visit: ‘she with all her beauty & simplicity: he with all his charm and ingenuity.’ Adelbert (‘Addy’) Brownlow adored his wife, who was described

  by Scawen Blunt in 1889 as having ‘lost her wonderful beauty, and now a pleasant-looking distinguished middle-aged woman with much pleasant bonhomie in her face and kindness in her

  character’. She was over-susceptible to other people’s feelings – ‘Are you a happy little couple, or not?’ was one of her stock questions – and too vulnerable to

  their distress. ‘Poor little Adelaide’, said Lord Pembroke, ‘has got such a terribly loving heart that life must always be more pain than joy to her.’




  Mary Elcho presented the Souls as a ‘protest against the Prince of Wales’s set and the racing set of the Duchess of Manchester’. They were also a protest against the

  philistine, conglomerate house parties held by wire-pulling political hostesses like Lady Londonderry: ‘vulgar to the core, & has no selection of people, books or ideas, but has energy

  & a good memory for pedigrees’, as Margot Tennant said of her. The clever men and women of the Souls considered themselves superior in wit, originality and charm to any other social set.

  Quips, repartee, quotations, allusions, epigrams and flirtatious sallies were the common currency for all their dealings. To ensure the continuity of amusement, Mary Elcho and other Souls hostesses

  preferred that at a table with eight or fewer people, there should be general conversation rather than a division into tête-à-tête duos. Nothing, they knew, was more distracting

  when listening to one’s immediate neighbour than to hear snatches of more brilliant, indiscreet or provocative talk further along the table.




  Conversation at Panshanger, Wrest, Ashridge and Wilton was effervescent compared with the staid torpor of most Victorian country house parties. Betty Ponsonby described a visit in 1887 to

  Lochinch Castle in Wigtownshire as the guest of the Earl of Stair, Lord High Commissioner to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland. She pictured to Ettie ‘the stiff drawing room with

  a round table in the middle with the [Burke’s] Peerage & Glasgow Herald on it, & women sitting round with pieces of fancy work or knitting, gossiping ceaselessly about the

  servants or, at best, their children’. Lady Stair resembled ‘an old housekeeper’, the other guests were uniformly dull, and with the men out shooting all day, she had to sit

  through ‘silent, solemn meals’. Willie fared no better when in December that year he joined Lord Leicester’s shoot at Holkham. ‘This is not a

  comfortable house,’ he wrote to his heavily pregnant wife. ‘Leicester is a fearful martinet, and everything is done punctually here’ (all the clocks at Holkham were set thirty

  minutes ahead of the correct time). The other guests ‘think & dream of shooting and nothing else’; and the accommodation given to single men resembled the amenities in old-fashioned

  country inns: his bed was ‘very narrow & . . . would not do for Gent and Catts’.




  Edgar Vincent – a dashing young international financier based in Constantinople – had ample opportunity to appreciate the Souls when he was in England. ‘A circle of

  exceptionally open-minded people effectively engaged in bursting the bonds of irksome social tradition, and in opening the way to a more rational and agreeable way of life,’ he called them.

  ‘The old society world, which they startled, was in the main territorial, traditional, and prejudiced. Its standards precluded innovation, and served to entrench dullness under the cloak of

  rank and station.’ The Souls, however, affirmed the art and wisdom of the good life. Their ‘peculiar charm’, he added, thinking of Ettie, ‘proceeded from the inheritors of

  the Melbourne tradition. The blood of the Lambs . . . remained lively enough to influence the whole group with its enjoyment of life [and] frank zest for amusement.’




  According to Ettie, the epithet ‘Souls’ was coined in 1888 by a jaunty naval officer, Lord Charles Beresford, at a dinner party held in Lord Brownlow’s London house. ‘You

  all sit and talk about each other’s souls,’ Beresford declared, ‘I shall call you the “Souls”.’ This nickname resulted, Ettie felt, in outsiders regarding the

  set as pretentious and even effete. Thus Lord Suffield, the sporting father of her former suitor Charlie Harbord, snorted: ‘some very funny things happened when the hard-headed, practical,

  bluff John Bulls of either sex encountered the lackadaisical set who called themselves “Souls” and who looked upon everything that was normal and sane as vulgar and indecent.’




  It was objected that the Souls were too searching and indulgent in their conversations about feelings, motives and conduct. ‘Analysis of character is the favourite passion of the

  age,’ Katie Cowper wrote in 1890 in a muted protest against her guests. ‘We are overwhelmed with an avalanche of the scraps and shreds into which have been torn the feelings and

  desires, the speculations and calculations, the beliefs and doubts, the hopes and fears, the contemplations and realisations of each and every one in turn. No one is spared;

  and soul-searching and soul-pulling form the chief subject of conversation among even the comparative strangers who meet across a dinner-table or in a country-house.’ Hugo Elcho, for one,

  turned against ‘the Gossiping Souls’, and during his passionate affair with the Duchess of Leinster in 1894 resented the Pembrokes and Margot Tennant gloating over his misdeeds. On some

  occasions, at Stanway, when bored beyond endurance by the chatter, Elcho would counterfeit an attack of hiccoughs and stride from the room with a handkerchief crammed to his mouth.




  In 1893, as will be described later, the Souls were shaken by a contretemps involving Balfour and a fornicating MP called Harry Cust, and never wholly recovered their cohesion. Already by then,

  according to Frances Horner, ‘the Souls were no longer such a phalanx.’ She felt this was because middle-class politicians such as Henry Asquith and Richard Haldane were infiltrating

  the set, and diluting its essence. Haldane lacked the esprit of an authentic Soul, for he preferred keen, doctrinaire women like Beatrice Webb to laughing, playful types – he had

  dismissed Frances Horner herself as merely ‘a woman of pleasure’. (It was Mrs Webb who disgusted a gathering at Stanway by demanding, ‘Don’t you agree with me, Mr Balfour,

  that the only excuse for a dinner-party is that it should end in a committee?’)
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  The Souls, supremely, were playful. ‘Games are good things, but Play is better – and quite different,’ Ettie believed. ‘The instinct for Play

  pure and simple . . . does not mingle with struggle and competition, and needs a holiday spirit of detachment and defiant idleness before it will even peep out.’ Some of the Souls’ play

  was innocuous: Styles, in which the players were given thirty minutes to write poetry or prose in the manner of, say, Blake, Browning, Carlyle or Meredith, or the guessing game Clumps, in which the

  answers were not solid objects like ‘The Roast Beef of Old England’ or ‘Noah’s Ark’ but abstractions such as ‘A Lost Cause’ or ‘Interval’.

  Other forms of play required invidious choices. There was a game in which one player was given the names of three people whom he liked equally, who were said to be trapped at the top of a tower.

  The player had to justify his choice as to which friend was to be led gently down by hand, which to hurl over the edge, and which to abandon to be picked by crows.




  In another game one player picked the name of someone present, and the other guests had to discover the mystery individual’s identity by keen, gleeful questioning about which animal, food,

  building or colour he or she most resembled. For the selected victims, it was not always comfortable to hear that he or she resembled a cauliflower, a toad or macaroni; but it was a game of

  acquired skill. ‘What vegetable does this person remind you of?’ tyros would demand, and be told a turnip; but expert players would produce such artfully precise questions that the

  player would exclaim: ‘A peach melba with a little sprig of mistletoe – oh, that’s giving it away! You must see who it is now!’ There was also a game

  called Breaking the News in which one player announced in laboriously sorrowful (or perhaps cruelly tactless) language someone’s death to their spouse or close friend while the other players

  tried to guess the identity of the defunct Soul.




  The civil servant and man about town ‘Doll’ Liddell described the games at Panshanger in 1888. ‘I liked my evening immensely gazing at such a circle of striking females’

  – Ettie, Mary Elcho and Frances Horner among others. They committed ‘all sorts of follies’, and Mrs Horner, playing Dumb Crambo, ‘clothed herself in breeches & boots

  & appeared as Napoleon crossing the Alps, the horse being Etty Grenfell, & the Alps chairs covered with table cloths’. Ettie, however, was too modern for Liddell’s taste. At a

  Panshanger party in 1892 he found her ‘very charming and specious as usual. But, alas, she has taken to rouge . . . how sad it is to find youth & bloom flying, and to fancy that you

  attract less, and will attract more if you daub yourself with coloured powder.’




  Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, who preferred his women to be confused and compliant, similarly found Ettie ‘too noisy and painted’. Given the prevalence of acting games at Souls gatherings,

  it is not surprising that Ettie put on a strenuous act in her social life: in the early 1890s she was developing and perfecting the pose that people found enthralling. Liddell felt that the Souls

  were overly prone to slyly destructive emotional games. ‘This is a regular Sunday Panshanger party,’ he reported in 1893, ‘Etty, Brodricks, Margot, Lady A. Portal, Harry Whites,

  Evan, Lord and Lady Roberts, Milner etc. There were quite the elements for a drawing room drama – Margot would play off Milner against Evan – Evan would play off

  Etty against Margot, and Etty would play off any man she pleased against Evan.’




  Eddy Hamilton said of the Souls in 1889 that their ‘primary article of creed is worship of Arthur Balfour’; and Wilfrid Scawen Blunt agreed that ‘Arthur Balfour was their High

  Priest, Mary Elcho their High Priestess’. Balfour was the self-effacing impresario who made the Souls’ conversation so brilliant. ‘He allowed the talk to flow as his companion

  wished,’ said Winston Churchill, ‘appreciating in the most complimentary manner anything that was said in good will, taking up every point, and lifting the discussion step by step

  – yet often himself speaking very little.’ He had the Souls’ art – so conspicuous in Ettie too – of making his conversational partners feel that they had surpassed

  themselves. ‘Very often they remembered the things they had said to him, which he had welcomed or seemed to agree with, better than what he had said to them,’ Churchill continued.

  ‘He loved general conversation, and knew exactly how to rule it, so that no one was left out . . . Politics, philosophy, science in all its branches, art, history, were themes upon which he

  embarked as readily as small-talk. He seemed to draw out all that was best in his companion.’




  Ettie first met Balfour when she was aged fifteen and he was MP for Hertford, the nearest town to Panshanger. He was nineteen years her senior, and amused, charmed, impelled and guided her for

  the next forty-seven years. Her children, too, she was to insist, were influenced by him; and it is true that he moved with the times, liked the company of the young, listened to them and never

  seemed stranded by change. In all this – as in his patient, graceful manners, in his conversational art and his joyous tranquillity – Balfour set Ettie a lifelong standard, which she

  always sought to emulate. He was a nephew of the Cowpers’ most powerful Tory neighbour in Hertfordshire, Lord Salisbury, who became Prime Minister for the second time in 1886. The following

  year Salisbury appointed his nephew as Chief Secretary for Ireland, with a seat in the Cabinet, and in 1891 promoted him to be Leader of the House of Commons. For the next twenty years he led

  either the government or the opposition in the Commons. Balfour’s languid charm belied the ruthlessness with which he achieved his political ends. He deployed inexorable

  logic in debate, was always even-tempered and self-controlled, but capable of mordant sarcasm.




  In 1902 he succeeded his uncle as Prime Minister, and among his final acts in that office was his recommendation of Willie Grenfell for a peerage – Desborough was the title that Ettie made

  famous. There was an Olympian nonchalance about him: he never read the political sections of newspapers, and once said that he would no more take the advice of a Conservative Party conference on

  policy matters than he would that of his valet, which may explain his failure as a party leader. Balfour’s colossal charm and intellectual elegance made him primus inter pares among

  the Souls, although his membership of the set alienated some of his party followers: Tory MPs remembered that Gladstone and Disraeli never met socially, and mistrusted Balfour’s pleasure in a

  milieu that included prominent and cerebral Liberals. ‘The trouble with A.J.B.’, they complained, ‘is that he is too clever; far above the head of the man in the street.’

  Lloyd George’s jibe that Balfour’s influence on history would be no more than the whiff of scent on a lady’s handkerchief has proved wrong: as Foreign Secretary, in 1917, without

  consulting the indigenous population or neighbouring Arab potentates, he committed the British government to the establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine, where 90 per cent of the population

  was Arab. This folly has produced conflict and misery ever since.




  Balfour wrote two treatises, A Defence of Philosophical Doubt (1879) and Foundations of Belief (1895), arguing that a belief in God was sustainable in the face of evolution

  theory. Many Tory MPs who had not read A Defence of Philosophical Doubt, and those electors who had heard of it, indignantly assumed from its title that Balfour had no fixed beliefs or

  principles about this world or the next. When Foundations of Belief was published in 1895, Ettie read it ‘with intense admiration’ three times: ‘it seems to me a

  revelation of earnestness & imagination such as no book I can remember has ever given me,’ though she detected ‘a faint ridge of insincerity, the twisting & forcing of

  metaphysical argument to ends which it somehow doesn’t seem to support’.




  Balfour’s tone with Ettie was teasing, affectionate but elusive. Her admiration for him was deep and unfeigned, and she felt a strong need for the admiration to be reciprocated. It was

  inherent in their characters that her feelings were more intense than his, but he never disappointed her, and never felt bored by her. This was due, no doubt, to her subtle,

  playful handling of him. He would, at times of political stress, retreat to Taplow for a few days’ respite, travelling up to London for Cabinet meetings or lying in bed till noon drafting

  controversial legislation. Privately, Balfour laughed at Ettie’s relish at being seen and admired. Living so perpetually in the limelight of the Souls, she always needed an audience –

  preferably of her own kind. But her vitality seemed exceptional to him. ‘Ettie’s energy’, he exclaimed to Mary Elcho in 1893, ‘is indeed prodigious and amazing! She is never

  ill, never tired, never bored, always apparently with time on her hands to write to the favoured.’ He thought her ‘the most amusing letter writer in the world’.




  Ettie’s letters to Balfour were always warm, candid and relaxed but never possessive, flirtatious or intense. She sent him the best kind of letters between friends, those that are about

  nothing very much, with joyous descriptions of holidays in Scotland, and chirruping about her children, but flavoured with literary musings. Thus, after reading William Mallock’s novel, A

  Human Document (1892), she professed ‘a horror of that little brute Mallock which poisons every word he writes. He seems to me to have the instinct of a blue-bottle for the raw places of

  the human soul, & never to attempt one word of serious contribution towards answering the ugly questions he suggests.’ She quizzed Balfour about the scientific accuracy of the theologian

  Henry Drummond’s lectures The Ascent of Man (1894), an attempt to reconcile evolution theory with Christianity, which she found more attractive in its approach than Benjamin

  Kidd’s Social Evolution (1894), which she had also recently read. From India, in 1892, she described travelling from Bombay to Madras: ‘Oh, such a poisonous

  railway-journey across, exactly like being put in a baking oven & tied behind a London dust-cart for 2 days in a strong wind!’ A ball at Madras Government House was also recounted to

  Balfour: ‘It was a very curious sight, the extraordinary English crowd, & the grave Rajahs in the background with such sad patient faces. I think R. Kipling is horribly misleading about

  Indian Society – the women seem so washed out, flabby, & dowdy – the men a little better, especially Generals over 82, who are quite spirited!’




  All cliques are mixes of individual temperaments and inclinations; but the Souls were made distinctive by the pervasive influence of their women. Apart from Katie Cowper,

  Gety Pembroke and Adelaide Brownlow, four other women shaped the Souls – united by their preference for charming informality over ceremonious dullness. These were Margot Tennant; Violet

  Granby; Mary Elcho; and Ettie herself. Margot once challenged Balfour with being heartless and so self-sufficient that he would not mind if she and Ettie, Violet and Mary were all to die. He

  paused, and replied reflectively, ‘I think I should mind if you all died on the same day.’




  Margot Tennant provoked many memorable moments. The sixth of ten daughters of a Glasgow industrialist, she ‘came out’ three years before Ettie and made an instantaneous impression.

  She was not a beauty – she had crinkly hair, fierce eyes, a sharp nose and an aggressive jaw – but her redoubtable character made her, in the late 1880s, the dominant woman among the

  Souls. It was her effrontery that seemed unique. Energetic and fearless in the hunting field, she was indefatigable and undaunted in Society. This incalculable, disconcerting, unabashed young

  woman’s sharp, insistent veracity was stamped like a hallmark on the Souls’ conversation; but after she had turned thirty, her truth-telling turned into an increasingly tedious and

  discordant mannerism. Margot and Ettie recognised one another’s rare mettle as soon as they had been introduced by Betty Ponsonby. ‘I have so little self-control & so much

  passion,’ Margot wrote to her new ally. ‘I’m skinned alive I think – too keen, too happy, too miserable.’ She was clamorous for Ettie’s attention:

  ‘yr love & opinion wd turn me into an angel’ and gushing with compliments: ‘you are so young, so charmed with Life, you have so much to give.’
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