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Frances (left) and Betty (right) with her daughter, Nell.










No woman should ever make a plan for her life,


it is then man’s duty to override it!


 Frances to Betty, November 1895










Preface: The Compact


I do look forward . . . very much to the time when we can really know each other, and our interests become common in all things.


Frances to Betty, 6 September 1887


 


Lady Betty Balfour first saw Lady Frances Balfour across a crowded drawing room at Hatfield, Lord Salisbury’s Jacobean country house, on an early June evening in 1886. Betty was still Lady Betty Lytton then, no heiress but an earl’s daughter, wearing the blue silk evening ‘best dress’ bought in Paris from the grand couturier Monsieur Worth, and trailing her parents around the country house visits and London balls of the marriage market. This evening, politics dominated: Parliament was in an uproar over the Irish Home Rule bill; by the end of the following month, the Gladstone government would have fractured and Salisbury have formed his second Conservative administration. But Betty was drawn not to the voluble clustered men in dark suits but, moth to flame, to the duke’s daughter holding her own in their midst. Frances was wearing a green and gold gown, the candlelight glinting on her red-gold hair, her pince-nez falling off and low voice carrying as she argued with the cousins and cabinet ministers around her. Betty thought her beautiful, and interesting, and wanted to know her better.1


Beware what you wish for. One year later, the day after she accepted a marriage proposal from Gerald Balfour, Salisbury’s nephew and brother of Arthur Balfour, the Conservative Party’s rising star, Betty received a second proposal, by letter. Frances had never had an ‘intimate woman friendship’ and wanted one, and ‘that that one should be yours would be very perfect’. Why Betty’s friendship, in particular? Eight years earlier, Frances explained, she had married Arthur and Gerald’s youngest brother, the architect Eustace Balfour, but had spent the last five of those years ‘in the closest friendship’ with Betty’s betrothed, Gerald: ‘I do not think there has been a thought in my mind which has not been told him, or that I have passed one minute away from him that I could have spent in his company.’ So, even though she blessed Betty and Gerald’s engagement, rejoicing to see Gerald ‘forming those ties which his heart has longed for’, his loss would be a ‘wound’ to her. Could she raise the matter of ‘my place with you both’? Might they all see much of one another? She asked Betty to care for her and trust her, ‘at first because I love him, and in time for myself if you can’. For remember: ‘where Gerry and his people are, there is my heart’.2


An alarming missive, surely, for a newly engaged girl to receive! Betty was not dismayed. She found Frances’s letter ‘deeply touching’ and pledged her affection. ‘I love your love for him,’ she wrote. ‘Of course, all he loves and values I shall love and value too.’ She knew what the two had been to each other, and ‘my eager hope is that you should both feel I would not for the whole world separate you’. For, ‘one of the strongest faiths I have in me’ – and everything about Betty is captured in this sentence – ‘is that the more people love the richer and better their natures become’. Eager to give her whole self, she asked her new sister-in-law’s help ‘to be worthy of our noble Gerald’.3


Reassured, Frances moved to keep the couple close. Only two weeks after their engagement, she took them to see 67 Addison Road, a comfortable three-storey Kensington villa a stone’s throw from Eustace and Frances at number 32. The lease signed, Frances asked Betty to agree to ‘a little private lease between you and me’. The two couples would live as one, latchkeys and love all round, in an interwoven ménage à quatre that Frances named ‘the Colony’. They would come and go at will, dine in one house or the other, always telling each other truthfully if at some point their presence wouldn’t suit. But for all these brave words, Frances made clear she would suffer if ‘for one instant . . . we either of us think it possible he can neglect or forget me’. Only if Frances’s and Gerald’s love were taken as given could the Colony’s intimate relations be entirely natural and trusting.4


Betty could marry Gerald, but Frances was to have open access to Betty’s husband and home. Betty, remarkably, was still not put off. Instead, she cried reading this letter – cried in genuine sympathy, for Frances’s pain and thwarted love – and then she prayed. She would keep the letter among her ‘most sacred treasures’, to read over ‘when there are rubs in life, and our ideal seems further off’, for she too wanted to start off with ‘that perfect trust and confidence in each other, which makes it unnecessary to explain or apologise for anything’. She promised never to consider Frances’s presence a burden: indeed, should Frances ‘want to have him to yourself at any time’, she need just signal that, for Betty hoped only to make Gerald happy and give Frances ‘comfort and peace of mind’. ‘Let me do what I can to make our common homes the dwelling place of a perfect Trinity’, Betty wrote, ‘united by the only thing which gives a glory to life – love.’5 If Frances loved Gerald, but Gerald loved Betty, Betty would love Frances, and not just her husband, in turn.


Betty Lytton married Gerald Balfour some two months later, in a small family ceremony in the upper drawing room at Knebworth, the Lyttons’ grand family home. The couple vowed love and faithfulness but were bound by Victorian Britain’s strong and unequal marriage laws too – the wife’s legal personhood subsumed under her husband’s, he charged to maintain her, she ceding control over her body, their residence, their children and to a degree her property. Betty wasn’t worried about that: she trusted and admired Gerald; she thought it her duty to serve him. But if that was the public contract, Betty also felt bound – not legally, of course, but emotionally and ethically – by her ‘little private’ compact with Frances. That compact would go through many incarnations: from ‘perfect Trinity’, to blended family, to political rivalry, to feminist alliance. There would be tensions and periods of coldness, but – sustained by daily letters – their bond would never rupture. For Betty had made a promise to Frances, and she was a woman of her word.


 


We know about Frances and Betty’s compact, and then about its many effects, because when Frances died in 1931, still in that same Kensington house, she left Betty her letters. This was an alarming bequest. Even by the heroic standards of the fin-de-siècle – elite women at their writing tables for hours a day, a postal service that got those letters overnight to any corner of the kingdom for a penny – Lady Frances Balfour was a prodigious writer of letters. She dashed off dozens at her desk, on the train, in the Ladies’ Gallery of the House of Commons, in committee meetings or in bed, neither travel nor illness nor childbirth much slowing her pen. She wrote to her siblings and in-laws (especially Betty), to her sons at school and then at war, to the women she campaigned with, to the politicians she flirted and fought with, and to the churchmen she turned to for counsel and consolation. She wrote moving condolence letters, brilliant political reportage, wicked character assassinations and a running commentary on the social whirl in which she moved. She sent anguished pleas for love and followed those up with anguished renunciations; she picked fights for the pleasure of chastisement and making up. She received a great many letters too and always wrote back. Betty had another eighty cartons of letters from Frances to prove it.6


Betty seriously considered burning the whole lot. Frances had called back many of her letters to write the two-volume autobiography she published a year before she died. Surely, she had told any tales she wanted known. What could be the point of supplementing that account, Betty wondered, by a ‘necessarily conventional and almost necessarily insincere’ Life?7 But then Betty started reading the letters and was captured. They were so vivid, and they brought it all back: Frances’s and her own castle- and viceregal-lodge upbringings and girlhood marriages, their hopes for the Colony and for their menfolk’s political rise, how envy and alcoholism and electoral defeat brought that edifice down – and how Frances, with Betty in tow, rebuilt a life in the rubble. Betty just couldn’t make a bonfire of that record.


She would edit the collection instead, weaving in her own letters. She didn’t do it for publication; she ruled that out from the start. Born into one political dynasty and married into another, Betty knew well, and when editing her father’s letters had practised, the kind of editorial suppression such families imposed. Letters of the sort Frances wrote – opinionated, passionate, stuffed with secrets – often went straight into the drawing room fire or were kept in locked drawers, to be incinerated when shocked spouses or heirs discovered them years later. But Betty was certain Frances’s letters needed saving, even that they were the building blocks for a history of a new sort. So, in a project she seems to have kept private, for some eight years Betty snipped and organised and annotated. Then she destroyed the originals. Her eighty-seven-volume compilation, now at the National Records of Scotland, is the best account we have of how some aristocratic wives broke with the traditions of their family and class to cast their lot with democracy.


It is that, but it is something more. It is a history of intimacy, tracking the interior dynamics of elite marriages as British politics shed its dynastic character. Betty and Frances married believing that (as Betty’s father put it) ‘the perfect as well as happiest destiny’ for a woman of their milieu was ‘to share & actively help the career of a gifted man’.8 Anything but ‘outsiders’, they expected to be ‘political wives’, advancing the interests of their husbands and clans. But then the world changed, for British politics ‘democratised’ or more precisely masculinised, moving out of country houses and into party offices, with ‘political wives’ sidelined. Frances would always battle against that exclusion, and soon enough Betty would join her, her bond to her sister-in-law tightening as Gerald turned away from his wife. Betty and Frances never had quite the same aims for women – and yet they both knew that political and domestic authority were hard to disentangle, that women’s emancipation would mean grappling with both. ‘The public and the private worlds are inseparably connected,’ Virginia Woolf wrote in 1938, just as Betty completed her edition of Frances’s letters. ‘The tyrannies and servilities of the one are the tyrannies and servilities of the other.’9 Betty and Frances lived that entanglement, and tried to change it.


 


I first encountered Betty’s collection more than three decades ago, when I was a young scholar, just learning my trade. I was writing a biography of Eleanor Rathbone, the brilliant social reformer and interwar Member of Parliament. One summer, truffling my way through suffragists’ archives, I went on a hunch to have a look at the Balfour family papers in Edinburgh. I didn’t know much about Lady Frances beyond that she was a pillar of many Victorian and Edwardian women’s organisations, and nothing about Lady Betty, for these were aristocratic wives embedded in ruling dynasties, very different from the single, university-educated, ‘new women’ I was tracking. But Frances’s and Betty’s collection brought me up short, for it was full not of meeting minutes but of the kind of uncensored exchanges we might see today in a group chat. Here, the outgoing Conservative prime minister’s two sisters-in-law chide the wife of the incoming Liberal one about her husband’s root-and-branch hatred of women’s suffrage. They argue with Millicent Fawcett and Christabel Pankhurst about tactics. They promise to try to get the men whose careers they support and whose beds they share to help.


I knew that I had to return to this collection, but as Frances and Betty would have well understood, life intervened. Two decades would pass (and two children be born, and two other books be published) before I made it back. I was a different person by then – busier, more shopworn, a mother – but also more attuned to that entanglement of the intimate and the public that these women knew so well. I was thrilled to discover that Betty had kept (all but one of) Frances’s little pocket diaries, in which her sister-in-law had noted pregnancies and appointments, confessed her failings, and jotted in code – interlocked circles, asterisks – the secrets of her body and its desires. Reading the diary against letters, I felt empathy, for so many dilemmas seemed familiar: how to balance the demands of work and family; how to disguise ambition, still often thought of as an unwomanly trait; how to cope with disappointment, betrayal and loss. But I knew to guard against identification too, for truly these women’s lives were not like ours. Today, if a husband dies having concealed his debts (as Frances’s did), his beset widow has other options besides writing to earn; if he takes up with another woman and has a secret child (as Betty’s did), his wife can divorce him. Women today have infinitely more freedoms than Frances and Betty had; only in one respect, I think, should we envy them. This is that, certain that history was on their side, they lived through the decline of their order without complaint, confident that their daughters would be freer than they had been.


Betty’s compilation gave me a subject, but it did not give all parts of this story. Instead, it raised questions. Why did Betty stand by Frances, when her sister-in-law often treated her so badly? What, after leaving politics, was Gerald doing with his time? Why didn’t Frances stand for Parliament in 1918? Frances and Betty left breadcrumbs for me to follow. Once I knew where to look, other records were waiting – in local record offices, in country houses, across an ocean and in private hands. They waited, I like to think, until a woman historian would find them – a historian who would immediately understand why a certain symbol recurs in a diary every twenty-eight days, who will be able to crack diarists’ codes, who will importune relatives and knock on doors, and who will – faced with my subjects’ euphemism and indirection – be able to put two and two together. No one ever has the whole truth; it’s important we know that. But in time I had enough to say: two girls married into one of the most powerful political families in the world. This is what happened next.










The Marriage Plot


It is merciful that, like death, one enters into the state more or less blindfold.


Frances to Betty, 20 December 1890


 


Lady Frances Campbell married Eustace James Anthony Balfour on 12 May 1879, ‘the first really spring-like day we have had’, her sister Mary reported, ‘so bright and warm in her honour’. Frances wanted to be married by the Scottish rite, so the wedding took place at St John’s Presbyterian Church in Kensington, with her father, the 8th Duke of Argyll, giving her away, and four of her five unmarried sisters as bridesmaids. But with her mother recently dead and both of Eustace’s parents dead too, it was a simple affair, with only close friends and relations attending. On Frances’s side that meant a smattering of dukes and duchesses, lords and ladies, along with the Liberal Party leader William Ewart Gladstone; for Eustace it meant his uncle (and Gladstone’s arch-enemy) the Conservative Foreign Secretary Lord Salisbury, his brother and best man Gerald, and every one of his other six siblings. ‘All the Balfours assembled in an army,’ Mary wrote; ‘they are all most intellectual-looking people.’ The untamed, fair-haired, Highland Campbell clan across the aisle didn’t know quite what to make of them.1


If this were a romantic novel it would end here, with the vows taken and at the church door. But this is a true story, and one for grown-ups, so marriage is the first chapter, not the last. If Frances and Eustace, twenty-one and twenty-four, are to learn to live happily together, they will do so after they wed, not before. What will we give for their chances? Frances’s father was hopeful, for though he knew they wouldn’t be rich he thought Eustace a nice, gentlemanly soul; his daughter had landed on her feet. Serious-minded Frances had wavered when Eustace told her he didn’t believe in the devil, but either Eustace had ‘swallowed Satan, horns, hoofs and tail’, or Frances decided she could later bring him round.2 She promised his sister to take ‘all the care of Eustace that I can’ and ‘to make his life a bright and happy one’.3


Frances’s pocket diary, though, reveals apprehension. The problem wasn’t just that she was frightened. She didn’t know much of marriage – a whole society conspired to keep girls like her in ignorance – but she knew she would have to get used to new in-laws and a new home. She knew the income from her modest but competitive settlement – £10,000, or about £400 a year – was the only money she would control.4 She knew she was ceding the rights to her body, expected to keep a pot of cold cream by the bed and never to refuse her husband.5 Her grandmother, mother and aunts Constance and Caroline, duchesses all, had borne between eleven and fifteen children each and two had died early, worn out by hard usage. A mere girl, of course Frances was terrified.


She wanted to marry anyway, very much. ‘Happy or unhappy, no woman has fulfilled her life unless she does marry,’ she wrote to Betty a decade later, ‘and herein lies the difference between her and men.’6 Marriage gave elite women social standing and a role – things men had through birth, wealth or achievements. Frances remembered her grandmother, the rich and beautiful Duchess of Sutherland, who had influenced politicians and controlled social access, all the while supporting reform and anti-slavery causes. How she would like a life like that! Of course, with the world changing – the franchise widening, Parliament democratising, land values plummeting – aristocrats might matter less. But women, she thought, might matter more, as an exclusively male Parliament began cautiously expanding their legal and property rights. Frances wanted to be at the centre of all that.


But she wanted love too. Starved of affection from infancy, she was happy to have won a good man’s heart. She had doubts, though – for while she wanted to be loved, body and soul, she wasn’t sure she loved Eustace quite like that. In her pocket diary, she berated herself for her anxieties and her uncertain temper. Why wasn’t she kinder to Eustace? Why couldn’t she respond more warmly to the handsome young stranger she’d accepted? ‘Was not good to him and had that wild feeling,’ she jotted in her diary nine days before the wedding.7 An aristocratic girl had one choice she could make in life: the choice of whom she would marry. Standing on the church steps, determined to say ‘I do’, Frances worried she’d made the wrong one.
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Inveraray Castle, with the turrets added after a fire in 1877.


 


Lady Frances Campbell was a duke’s daughter – her title a sign of her rank, unaffected by her marriage – and not for one moment did she forget it. Her family had dominated parts of Western Scotland and the Inner Hebrides for centuries. Rich and powerful, they drew rents and dispensed justice across some two hundred thousand acres. In the mid-eighteenth century, the dukes of Argyll rebuilt Inveraray as a comely classical new town of whitewashed stone and raised a harmonious new castle, still with battlements and towers but without the moat and gun placements of earlier days. Nestled into the hills, its green lawns running down to the River Awe, Inveraray Castle still draws film crews and coachloads of tourists.


Frances’s father, George John Douglas Campbell, came to the dukedom in 1847, aged twenty-four, and at the worst possible moment. The potato blight ravaging Ireland hit Western Scotland and the Hebrides too. Potatoes rotted in the fields; cottars and crofters had little to eat and nothing to sell. Unlike in Ireland, they didn’t die in their cottages or on the roadside, but if the duke distributed meal he also consolidated smallholdings into viable farms and thinned out his tenantry by paying passages to Canada. A firm disciple of political economy, Argyll never doubted his strategy, and from the narrow standpoint of profitability he was correct. Over thirty years his rental income more than doubled to reach about £50,000 annually.8 Recall Mrs Bennet’s lip-licking response to the news that Darcy’s estate yielded ten thousand a year. The duke was a wealthy man indeed.


He needed those rents, for he was servicing the large debt racked up by his wastrel uncle, the 6th duke, and his national position and family were growing fast. At age twenty-one, he had married Elizabeth Leveson-Gower, eldest daughter of the fabulously wealthy Duke and Duchess of Sutherland, an alliance that eased his finances and shaped his politics. With a maiden speech in the Lords supporting the extension of political rights to Jews, and his Sutherland-influenced anti-slavery views, Argyll won a reputation for oratory and a kind of radicalism. In 1853 he joined Lord Aberdeen’s coalition government of reform-minded Whigs and Liberals and economically liberal former Tories and from that point was rarely out of office. By 1874, when Gladstone’s first government fell, Argyll had been in cabinet for eighteen of the previous twenty-one years and for almost the whole of Frances’s girlhood.


Political office meant a London life – or a London-outskirts life, for when Argyll purchased the lease on a large house in four acres on Campden Hill, Kensington was still a village surrounded by farmland. Bedford Lodge, now rechristened Argyll Lodge, had the grand reception rooms and offices the duke needed, some twenty bedrooms (and two bathrooms), stables for the carriages that carried the duke to the Lords, and extensive gardens and lawns, on which the family kept a cow to supply milk for the children. One of a network of Whig houses bound by wealth, kinship and party, Argyll Lodge was open to in-laws and allies for receptions and dinners. Gladstone would stop by of an evening for a long natter with the duke about theology and church governance, a shared passion that Frances, to her family’s amusement, inherited.


A man of overabundant energy, Argyll kept his duchess continuously pregnant, with nine children born like clockwork every twelve to eighteen months from 1845 to 1855, a further two in 1858 and 1859, and the twelfth and last in 1864, when the duchess turned forty. Four of the eldest five were boys and sent to school, but six of the youngest seven were girls and kept at home. Frances, the tenth child, born at Argyll Lodge on 22 February 1858, joined a full nursery. In 1871, some twenty-seven live-in servants kept the house going: butler, housekeeper, governess, nurse, cook, gardener, valet, and a raft of lady’s maids, kitchen maids, laundry maids, housemaids, nursery maids, stewards and footmen, as well as a coachman, groom and three stable hands living over the stables.9


In August, when Parliament dissolved for a long recess (and the shooting season), the family headed for Inveraray, usually staying through Christmas. In Frances’s girlhood the carriage journey still took two days, the duke’s entourage changing horses and overnighting in Carlisle. Patriots all, the children would cheer as the coaches crossed the border into Scotland and ‘hiss like ganders’ on the journey back.10 The duke was Mac Cailein Mor, Chief of the Clan Campbell, and his growing national reputation only made the whole family feel more Scottish. ‘His Hieland Glory’, as Frances teasingly called him, kept a piper piping at the castle; he and his boys wore kilts in Scotland; in the summer the family sailed their yacht around the islands, the little girls having the grace to be ashamed that none of them spoke Gaelic. There was much regular prayer, the boys fished and shot, the girls rode their ponies and kept birds, and everyone scrambled to get to table on time – as, when the duke rose, the meal was over, whether you’d eaten or not. Inveraray was remote enough that when relations came to visit, they stayed for weeks.


In the late 1860s, Frances’s elder siblings began marrying – the eldest son Ian, Marquess of Lorne (until his father’s death, always called Lorne), most grandly, to Queen Victoria’s artistic and unconventional daughter Princess Louise, who would grow close to Frances’s children. By the 1870s, though, Frances’s mother’s health was failing. Early in her marriage, Elizabeth Argyll had literary friends and was much admired, but in 1869, when Frances was eleven, she suffered a stroke and grew sickly and querulous. She was close to her eldest son and daughter, but after a dozen years of incessant childbearing she lost interest, dressing the younger girls in woollen hand-me-downs and leaving their upbringing to a self-taught English governess.11 Hot-tempered little Frances may have been her least favourite child. The duchess’s photo album, preserved at Inveraray, has dozens of photographs of her son Lorne, her eldest daughter and the boys; there are even a few photographs of most of the younger girls. Only in her aunts’ albums do we find any photographs of Frances.
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Frances as a child, note one foot askew.


 


The younger girls turned to their father, who had plenty of energy and liked his bright little flock. But the duke was busy, his daughters an afterthought, and Frances grew up sharply aware of just how hard it was to win male attention, how little there was to go around. Disability kept Frances, born with a congenital hip displacement, and her sister Victoria, who lost use of her legs following a bout of polio, in the shadows too. The two suffered torturous treatments, confined to bed with their legs in splints while their brothers and sisters rollicked outside. When the family went down to London or off on travels, they were often left behind. The duchess claimed, during one such separation, to miss Frances horribly, but Frances didn’t believe it.12


What does such treatment do to a child? It gave Frances a high tolerance for physical pain, a desperate need for attention and the morbid fear that she’d never snag a husband.13 It also taught her to use her pen to weave snares of love. When kept at Inveraray, she wrote daily to her younger sister Mary but cultivated more unusual correspondents too – like her eldest sister Edith’s father-in-law, the crotchety 6th Duke of Northumberland. Frances started the exchange following a visit to Alnwick Castle when she was eleven and he fifty-nine, but the duke, clearly charmed by her confidences, wrote back, promising ‘dear Lady Fanny no! Frances’ to ‘say nothing to any one of anything you say to me’.14 Already Frances was trapping men in epistolary webs of secrecy and feeling.


Bound by childhood pain, in their teenage years the two girls parted ways. Victoria’s disability proved lasting. As she never regained use of her legs, no one thought she could marry and indeed she did not, in later life moving to the Isle of Tiree in the Inner Hebrides, then part of the duke’s domains, and devoting herself to its people. Frances was luckier, for her hip gradually healed, although it left her with constant pain and with one leg shorter than the other. For years she hobbled along on the ball of one foot and the toe of another, keeping up as best she could, until one observant doctor (or perhaps clever Princess Louise, accounts vary) contrived to have her wear a built-up shoe on one foot. That sensible suggestion turned Frances not just into a great walker – the woman who would, in boots and mackintosh, lead three thousand women on a suffrage march through the London mud – but also, at one stroke and to her own surprise, into a marriageable girl.


 


In 1877 that marriageable girl comes suddenly into focus, for her pocket diary for that year has survived. The diary is a little thing, two inches wide and three high, with some four tiny lines per day (seven days across two open pages) on which Frances jotted appointments or thoughts. Like so many girls, she noted favourite quotations and readings (Louisa May Alcott, Tennyson, Charles Kingsley), and conducted a kind of internal dialogue, confessing sins and secrets, and urging herself to do better. She marked expenses in the back of the book and used tiny symbols too. We know she was menstruating because four interlinked circles appear on one day each month.


Frances would turn nineteen that February. Photographs capture her appearance, as does an oil painting by Princess Louise. Frances’s arresting looks were often described as ‘very Scottish’, and certainly she didn’t have that sort of girlish prettiness (smooth parted hair, oval face, rosebud mouth) that the mid-Victorians favoured. She had flyaway red hair (now tamed and worn up), very white skin, blue eyes and a decided chin and cheekbones. She was a sturdy young woman of medium build and shorter-than-average height, with plenty of stamina.


She also had an independent spirit and an argumentative streak, and – at least judging from her diary – was in constant trouble with her mother. ‘Rather sat upon & kept tight by Mama,’ she wrote on January 7. ‘Still no excuse for the devilish way I lost my temper.’ Her father gave her a ‘rowing, which I richly deserved’, but the duke, like Frances, loved to quarrel and make up: he later sent his daughter, banished upstairs, ‘the jolliest letter’. The diary is full of happy comments about ‘Pa’. In the evenings he let her stroke his hair and check his accounts; she was highly pleased to find an error. She was already following politics too, slipping into the parliamentary galleries to hear debates. ‘Got to the House at four,’ she wrote on 20 February, when she listened to her father deliver a one and a half hour speech in the Lords on the problems of Ottoman instability and the ‘Eastern question’, ‘quite magnificent so clear fine & eloquent’. ‘I was proud that I belonged to him.’ When her mother told her she couldn’t go to political receptions: ‘I was savage’.15


For Frances was bored, and felt the lack of useful occupation. Her minister preached ‘offering one’s whole self up as a sacrifice of obedience to God’, but this was a ‘to me impossible action’. Through that spring, the word ‘cripples’ appears weekly, usually on Friday, when she and her sisters visited the Home for Crippled Boys in Kensington, reading to the boys while they worked on crafts. This wasn’t enough, and she devised a plan to train as a nurse, for ‘I have no work, no physical hard work to do & that I want’. She talked over her ‘vocation’ with friends and tried to get it across to her parents, but no one was sympathetic. In June, when she finally pinned her father down for a serious conversation, she could only note that ‘he don’t understand at all’.16


She was less despondent than she might be, for she had begun husband-hunting. She had first to be presented at court, the ritual that marked the entrée of girls of the ‘best circles’ into the marriage market. This highly stylised and much-feared performance – white dress, chaperone, ostrich feathers, deep curtsey – held no terrors for Frances: she had been in and out of Kensington and Buckingham palaces since girlhood and thought her Scottish lineage more distinguished than the upstart Hanoverians anyway. (As she was a duke’s daughter, the queen was also expected to kiss her.) ‘Presented by Aunt Cony’ – that is, her mother’s sister, the Duchess of Westminster – ‘got through well’, she jotted in the diary on 14 March. The London Season that followed was another matter. She had fun ‘running about’ with George, elder brother and chaperone at her first ball at Grosvenor House, but other balls proved a trial. Girls on the marriage market carried a dance card and a little pen, on which male partners wrote their names, but Frances’s card was often shamingly bare. ‘Nobody danced with me for ages,’ she noted in June. ‘I have been very conceited & imagined myself popular quite forgetting this limp wh[ich] must annoy partners much.’17


Frances met Eustace Balfour at a party that first Season, but there is no hint of an attachment in her diary. No attachment to him, that is, for Frances did develop a serious crush on the handsome, silver-tongued, forty-something, recently widowed vicar of their local church in Kensington. She declared herself and then suffered agonies: he must have got her letter by now! Why didn’t he answer? Reverend Maclagan, a diplomatic man well-used to female admirers (he soon made an advantageous second marriage and rose to be Archbishop of York), promised to forget all about the letter; Frances, much relieved, hoped the ‘shame & disgrace’ would teach her not to write such letters again. (It didn’t.) She still felt herself go ‘stupid’ when Maclagan held her hand in the corridor – rather an interesting glimpse of the liberties male clergymen allowed themselves and the waters young girls were forced to navigate.18 Between her thwarted nursing plan, her limp, the Season, and the disturbing Reverend Maclagan, Frances was probably happy to head to Inveraray that July.


They returned to Argyll Lodge for the opening of Parliament in January 1878 and Frances’s second Season. Eustace reappeared too, his aesthete’s soul drawn perhaps by Frances’s deceptive pre-Raphaelite looks. According to her late-life memoir (her pocket diary for 1878 has intriguingly not survived), it was he who speeded things up, inviting her to luncheon at his house just across Holland Park, with her brother George and his sister Evelyn, Lady Rayleigh, as chaperones. Eustace was playing the piano when they arrived, signalling his interests; they ate and walked in the garden. There Frances, searching for a conversation topic, asked him what he thought about the Eastern Question, the subject preoccupying ‘all politically minded people’. Surely, Eustace said, they need not waste time discussing politics! Just this once, Frances diplomatically changed the subject.19


Eustace was musical, Frances tone-deaf. Eustace was bored by politics; Frances cared for little else. A less-suited couple seems hard to imagine, but there must have been attraction, for Eustace persisted. The duke was puzzled: the Argylls were Whig-Liberals and the Balfours Tories; the families scarcely knew one another; and Eustace had chosen architecture – a mysterious obsession – as a profession. Frances’s mother cut through by inviting Eustace to call, and on meeting him decided she approved his suit. Then, long ailing, she suddenly died. Balls were now out of the question, and the duke warned his daughter against rashly accepting a first offer. But Frances and Eustace must have found some channel, for when the family decamped to Cannes to cheer up the duke, the tall, thin, pallid young man followed. By Christmas, there was an engagement.


The pocket diary of 1879 opens with the resolutions a newly betrothed but quite ‘churchy’ girl might write: ‘God grant that this New Year may be spent in His service . . . May He bless Eustace my husband, making me a true help-meet to him, & making us one in Him.’ A similar tone – let’s say, of training oneself in right feelings – runs through the letters Frances wrote to her new relations. The diary that spring marks activities – lunches, teas, family visits, garden walks, church services or the odd concert – through which the young couple were to get to know one another. There are moments of happiness in those jottings, but there is much anxiety and self-chastisement too. Frances berates herself for being selfish, bad-tempered and ‘unworthy’. The Balfours, like many families, used nicknames and pet names, and Eustace, who was over six foot, was often called ‘Peter’, short for ‘Jupiter’. One phrase recurs: ‘Was not good to Peter’.20


 


Eustace came from an old Scottish family, but Lowland not Highland, and from a cadet branch, one that owed its wealth to trade – one might say pillage – rather than land. His grandfather James Balfour, a younger son, took a post with the East India Company in 1795, but after a few years was sent back to England for taking bribes. Nothing daunted, by 1802 the young man was back in India, and in 1806 secured an exclusive contract to supply the British navy in Indian waters, the sort of sinecure that could mint a fortune. After ten years ‘the nabob’, as he became known in the family, returned to Scotland worth £300,000, conservatively £30 million in today’s money but more than a billion taken as a proportion of total wealth. He then followed the script for the newly rich, acquiring a London house, a parliamentary seat, a peer’s daughter as bride, and land, including the 70,000-acre Highland estate of Strathconon and the smaller but agriculturally valuable East Lothian estate of Whittingehame. The prolific architect Robert Smirke, builder of the British Museum, completed Whittingehame House, an imposing neo-classical mansion, in 1827.


On James Balfour’s death in 1845, his eldest son James Maitland Balfour inherited Whittingehame, Strathconon and a nice stock portfolio, ‘the nabob’ having had a sharp eye for a sound investment. He had an eye for bloodlines too, and two years earlier had married his eldest son to Lady Blanche Gascoyne-Cecil, the eighteen-year-old daughter of the 2nd Marquess of Salisbury. The young heir oversaw his estate, served on a few company boards, held a rural Scottish seat in Parliament for the Conservatives for half a dozen years, and, in true landed fashion, fell to remorselessly impregnating his young wife. Blanche endured nine pregnancies in eleven years and could well have had nine more had her husband not died of tuberculosis in 1857. She was left a widow at thirty-two, with eight living children under twelve.


Because Arthur James Balfour, philosopher, prime minister and author of the Balfour Declaration, was the third of those children and the eldest son, a myth has grown up around the Balfour childhoods and the character of Lady Blanche. By the standards of aristocratic childrearing, certainly, she was an unusually attentive and intelligent mother. She read to the children in English and French and encouraged their literary and scientific interests – the girls as well as the boys. Deeply religious but undoctrinaire, she took their instruction in faith seriously. Not that the family lived simply. Lady Blanche kept a London house, her daughters came out in the Season, and in 1861, according to the census, twenty-eight persons were living in Whittingehame House (excluding the stables and farm staff): Lady Blanche (her occupation justly given as ‘fund holder’), her eight children, a friend and the friend’s maid, and a live-in domestic staff of seventeen – butler, housekeeper, tutor, German governess, nurse, lady’s maid, two footmen, six housemaids, cook, still room maid and kitchen maid. Let’s spare a moment’s pity for that last poor soul.


Like the still-larger Campbell clan, the eight Balfour children developed alliances and antipathies. They were a united front against the world, but amongst themselves they could be sardonic and sometimes cruel, the sisters competing for their brothers’ attention and the brothers competing among themselves. Arthur, however, did not compete, for Blanche – like Frances’s mother Elizabeth Argyll – openly favoured her eldest son and safeguarded his patrimony. Blanche’s three daughters – Eleanor (Nora), Evelyn and Alice – were kept at home, but the five boys – Arthur, Cecil, Frank, Gerald and Eustace – were all sent around nine or ten to The Grange, a preparatory school near Hatfield, Blanche’s childhood home. Tall, slim and dark-haired, the boys had a strong family resemblance, but among the brothers Eustace, the youngest, seemed always at a disadvantage and a bit apart. He and Gerald were only eighteen months separated in age, but while the headmaster found Gerald ‘a dear little fellow’ and ‘a very wholesome influence among his companions’, Eustace was reportedly dreamy, idle and disposed ‘to annoy boys younger or weaker than himself’.21 Perhaps to shield Eustace from such comparison, in 1868 Blanche sent him not to join Gerald at Eton but rather to Harrow, where his older brothers Cecil and Frank might not offer such an obvious measuring rod. Eustace grew to be a handsome, dark-haired, piercing-eyed and very tall boy.


In May 1872 Blanche Balfour died at the age of forty-seven, and Arthur, who had inherited Whittingehame, Strathconon and a large stock portfolio on coming of age three years earlier, became the head of the family. He took those responsibilities seriously, with Whittingehame open to the whole clan, but behind this very rich, very young man stood a second figure: his mother’s brother, Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, 3rd Marquess of Salisbury. Born in 1830 into the ancient ruling family of the Cecils but a younger son, disliked and cut off by his father for marrying for love, for some decades Salisbury made his living (like Churchill, like Boris Johnson) writing hard-right polemic for the Tory press. In 1868, his elder brothers having died, he unexpectedly inherited the title, Hatfield House and a good deal of rich Hertfordshire land. By 1874 he was back in government and by 1881 was leading the Conservatives in the Lords. His politics had grown no more moderate.


In private, though, Salisbury was a different man. A loving husband and indulgent father, at Hatfield and his townhouse in Arlington Street he and Georgina, his capable and opinionated wife, let their seven plain and precocious children – always called by their baffling family nicknames (‘Nigs’, ‘Linky’, ‘Fish’) – run wild. On his sister Blanche’s death, Salisbury found a safe parliamentary seat for Arthur and folded her children into his clan.22 Spouses were welcome too, especially Frances, who was clever and loyal and quickly discerned that Salisbury loathed having to sit next to women he scarcely knew making conversation over dinner. A duke’s daughter, by precedence often escorted in first and placed next to the family head, Frances decided ‘to save him from such terrors’.23 Even after ‘Aunt Georgie’ had died, Frances would take the omnibus to Arlington Street or the train to Hatfield to tell Salisbury the political gossip over dinner.


All the Balfour boys (save black-sheep Cecil) went to Trinity, the grandest of the Cambridge colleges, and Nora and Evelyn, the two eldest daughters, married Trinity fellows, later professors, too. Eustace, not yet eighteen, was preparing for the entrance examination when his mother died – or sort of preparing for, as Arthur reported to his uncle, although Eustace had ‘plenty of intellectual abilities’, he had to be pressed to work at all.24 This was not quite fair, for Eustace did have artistic and aesthetic interests of his own: he played the piano (well), sketched, painted watercolours and sang. By 1877, when he left Trinity aged twenty-three, he had learned a great deal about craftsmanship and art, had befriended the designer and potter William De Morgan and the artist William Morris, joined the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, and was involved in an effort to protect a church at Cherry Hinton, near Cambridge, from a restoration that, Eustace feared, would destroy ‘delightful little bits of carving’ that had survived the centuries.25 That year, he persuaded the architect Basil Champneys, who was building Newnham College in the Queen Anne red-brick style Eustace favoured, to take him on as a pupil. In 1879, he began to seek commissions.


None of the Balfour children save Arthur were rich, but the three girls each had generous settlements of about £30,000 (three times Frances’s), and the four younger boys each received £21,000 at age twenty-one – or about a thousand a year if invested and not squandered.26 Although not a large sum for an upper-class family to live on, this was a lot for a young single man. Eustace’s habit of buying beautiful things, formed in his young manhood, persisted into the years when he had a family and could no longer afford them. When still in his early twenties, he purchased the lease on 32 Addison Road, a comfortable two-storey (plus attic and basement) villa on a gracious tree-lined street a stone’s throw from Holland Park in Kensington. Eustace panelled the sitting room in grey oak, had his friend William Morris design the dining room, installed water closets, bought furnishings and a piano, and laid out a small but pretty garden with a flowering pear tree – the garden where he told Frances, the girl who had caught his eye, that he had no interest in politics.27


It was to that house that Eustace brought his bride. The young couple’s first few months were busy. They paid honeymoon visits to the families at Whittingehame and Inveraray; learnt to pay the servants and keep the accounts (for Frances); dined regularly with family and friends; and weekended with the Salisburys at Hatfield or Eustace’s sister Evelyn’s family at Terling Place. But all was not well, for the thicket of self-recrimination in the diary grows lusher and exhortations to do better proliferate. ‘Was not good to Peter all day’ – this two days after the wedding. ‘I behaved so badly to dear Peter’ – this two weeks later. ‘Was not good to him failing always and not making him really happy’ – this two weeks after that. Through the summer and autumn it continues: ‘odiously bad to E’; ‘I pledged myself to try again’; ‘was not good to Peter’.28 What on earth was the matter?


 


[image: Image of two open pages from a handwritten diary dated July 1879.]


‘Terrible blues badly fought against, God help me to be a better wife.’ Frances’s diary, July 1879. Note her use of the code ‘000’, indicating menstruation.


 


A marriage requires adjustment, of course. It was hard to get used to a new family, ‘worse than new stays on the whole’, Salisbury’s daughter Maud wrote to Frances following her own engagement. Maud thought the ‘inaccessible’ Balfours more forbidding than her own new in-laws, and truly Frances did have a hard time ‘settling’.29 Enthusiastic and emotional, she found the Balfours’ rationalism and detachment chilling. Very proud of her family’s Whig and anti-slavery credentials (her father was one of the few cabinet ministers strongly to support the North in the American Civil War), she was shocked when Arthur told her urbanely that the war had been fought over economic issues and states’ rights and not over human bondage; she would never accept that judgement. She had to see a lot of her new in-laws too, for all the Balfours spent months at Whittingehame and went every August to Strathconon for salmon fishing and deer stalking.


Frances liked talking politics with Arthur, though, and came to love Whittingehame; a difficult adjustment to in-laws cannot have been the root of the problem. Nor was it Frances’s lack of interest in music and art, for in those early married years she tried hard to be the aesthetic wife Eustace wanted. Their relations supported his ambitions, with the Duke of Argyll commissioning a public coffee house and reading room in the duchess’s memory at Inveraray, Lord Salisbury a chapel at Hatfield, and Arthur renovations at Strathconon. Frances learned about building and happily hosted Eustace’s artistic friends, including Edward Burne-Jones, who painted a lovely portrait of her. Newspapers reported the pair’s attendance at society weddings and receptions.


But the jottings in the diary continue, Frances berating herself for her unworthiness, and urging herself to try harder. The most likely explanation is sexual incompatibility, for if a young couple can’t make things up in bed, other problems – different interests, trouble with the in-laws – surely worsen. We know the marriage was consummated, for within a few months Frances was pregnant; her first child, named Blanche for Eustace’s mother (but always called, following the infant’s lisping pronunciation, ‘Baffy’) was born on 23 May 1880, almost exactly a year after the wedding. Strikingly, though, her second child, Frank, wasn’t born until late 1884, four and a half years later. This is a very different pattern from Frances’s mother, not to mention her ever-pregnant eldest sister Edith.


Were Frances and Eustace practising birth control – which at this moment would have meant sheaths or withdrawal – or simply having intercourse infrequently? We have one ambiguous clue: a small cross which appears at infrequent intervals in Frances’s diary. Judging from Frances’s careful counting forward from one such marked date, 7 August 1879, this seems to be a symbol for intercourse – and indeed, Baffy was born forty weeks and ten days later, a typically late first baby. But it isn’t clear those crosses always mean intercourse, for if they do, Frances and Eustace surprisingly first had sex – or some sort of intimate relations meriting a cross – before their marriage, on 31 March 1879. There is also the problem that the crosses are very infrequent: two in 1879, only one in 1880, some half-dozen in 1881, none at all in 1882. True, with Frances by her own admission frightened and Eustace ardent but possibly clueless, their first experiences may have been fairly disastrous. Such beginnings were not uncommon: Betty Balfour’s sister Emily Lutyens went through her Brighton honeymoon bewildered, unhappy and so sore she could hardly walk.30 Nor was frequent sex considered in those days the sine qua non of wedded bliss, Eustace’s sister Nora’s very loving marriage to the philosopher Henry Sidgwick one of many that were likely entirely sexless. But, judging from Frances’s diary, it does not seem that Eustace was uninterested – and the simple fact that Frances was able to isolate the date of Baffy’s conception is suggestive. If Eustace and Frances were having what one thinks of as usual, constant, ‘newlywed sex’, she would hardly have been able to do that. So why was intercourse so infrequent?


It is possible that Frances’s childhood debility made intercourse painful, not just initially, but all the time. Alternatively, if she wasn’t sexually attracted to Eustace, she could have found it unpleasant or even degrading. If either were the case, Frances would have revolted physically but felt herself utterly at fault – a wife unable to be ‘good to E.’, failing ever in her duty. It may well have made her, too, given her passionate and needy nature, more than a little wound up. On 1 August 1879, only three months into the marriage, there is the intriguing notation that she feels ‘a brute for leaving dearest E. as I think of doing’ – though whether she means ‘leaving’ as in leaving for Inveraray, or ‘leaving’ as in living apart, a huge step, is unclear – and her pregnancy (which she would have been aware of by September) soon made the latter impossible. On the night of 18 August she asked God’s help, for ‘I cannot give myself’, and the next night noted ‘a bluey evening’: ‘[as] I watched his face in the dim starlight I knew I was beaten utterly’. This is a harrowing remark – and yet, Frances still wanted to do right by her ‘darling husband’. ‘May God enable me to show him real & true love,’ she wrote on 12 September. ‘I pledged myself to try again & give my[self] more wholly, truly,’ she wrote on 19 November – evidently with more success, for ‘God allowed it with his own blessing at night’. The entries for early 1880 are more anodyne, possibly because once Frances was visibly pregnant Eustace let her alone. So, she could write on their first anniversary, 12 May 1880, shortly before Baffy’s birth, that it had been ‘a year of untold happiness’.31
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Frances and Eustace in 1880, one year into their marriage.


 


Frances’s self-chastisements then vanish, and the diary becomes more prosaic. The 1881 census records the young family at 32 Addison Road: Eustace now twenty-six, Frances twenty-two, one-year-old Baffy, a Scottish friend on a visit, and four servants, all female – a cook-housekeeper in her mid-forties (‘being Scotch . . . quite excellent’32), and a parlour maid, a nurse and a nursemaid, all in their twenties. The crosses in the diary resume. The two also went together in 1882 to Canada, for her brother Lorne was now Governor General and asked Frances to fill in as hostess in Ottawa in Princess Louise’s absence. Frances and Eustace thus left Baffy (little ‘cuckoo’) with her family at Inveraray, naming Arthur and Alice as her guardians, and embarked on Frances’s only long absence from the British Isles – a three-month venture in mid-winter, terrible roiling Atlantic crossings on either side. Frances, already a frugal manager, let the Addison Road house while they were away.33


Both found the trip exciting. Canada brought out Frances’s snobbishness: she found the women ‘loud, vulgar, and commonplace’ and the men better but all ‘middle class’, though she enjoyed the sleigh rides and skating, seeing Niagara Falls, and leading off the balls, limp or not, with Lorne. Eustace had a good time too. He loved the luxurious staterooms and French chef on the Governor General’s special train, found tobogganing very exciting, and was (according to his wife) adored by the women ‘more than is good for him’. He also spent much time talking with Canadian politicians about their hopes for imperial protection and floated a plan to his family to buy land in Western Canada and move there permanently. Arthur would have none of it, he (and Frances) dismissing Eustace’s ideas as childish speculation. Perhaps, but it is worth remembering that cash-strapped Eustace was the only one of the Balfour brothers to earn more money in life than he lost. The Canadian prairies were opening up as the breadbasket of the Anglosphere in the 1880s, their productivity driving down the agricultural prices and land values that underpinned British aristocrats’ incomes. Canadian land speculation wasn’t a bad idea for a man with a young family to support, but no one ever listened to Eustace.34


By the spring of 1882, the couple was back with Baffy at Addison Road. Had the Canadian trip helped? In a grateful letter to her brother, Frances called it ‘three months of unbroken happiness for us’, but judging from the diary the time does not appear to have made the couple more united.35 Frances is worrying less about her behaviour to her husband, but also mentioning him less altogether; Eustace is spending much time at his London clubs; the Society pages rarely mention joint engagements. They still visit their families a good deal, and one might think they had arrived at a compromise, pursuing their separate interests while living amicably under one roof. But something else is happening, and the diary marks it. For, three years into her marriage, Frances did Eustace the worst injury possible. She fell truly in love – desperately, head-over-heels in love – with his brother.










The Plot Thickens


The Bear is much too fond of his old sister to mind anything she may say, however much she may abuse him! There is one thing he is absolutely convinced of, whatever else betide, and that is her affection for him, and that he is her loving brother, the Bear!


Gerald to Frances, 23 July 1883


 


Let’s peek into the drawing room at 32 Addison Road on a winter evening in the early 1880s. A young couple is seated by the fire – the man in the armchair, the woman on the hearthrug, his hand brushing her bright hair, her cheek against his knee. This could be an illustration from a Victorian novel, marital harmony personified. But while the woman is a young wife, right enough, the man is not her husband: he is her husband’s brother. Gerald is reading Tennyson to Frances – and Eustace has gone off to his club.


 


No relationship made the Victorians more anxious than that between a married man and his sister-in-law. In 1835 marriage between a man and his ‘deceased wife’s sister’ had been outlawed. The unmarried sister, so often living in her sister and brother-in-law’s house, was, the law made clear, sexually off limits. And yet married men fell in love with their sisters-in-law and wished to marry them after their wives’ deaths all the time – for wives, given high rates of maternal mortality, died in droves. Parliamentary bills to end that ban became hardy perennials. After all, their advocates argued, what could be more proper than for a bereaved man to turn to the person best able to preserve his wife’s influence and the family’s unity? But those bills always foundered: the sex seemed too close to incest, and mightn’t the possibility of such a marriage inflame a husband’s desires and fan marital discontent? Consider the Dickens family, Charles’s wife Catherine kept continuously pregnant, her body growing flabbier and her temper more uncertain, while her sleek and blooming sister loomed ever larger in her children’s affections and her husband’s mind. Did one really wish to introduce the possibility that Dickens might, should his wife exit the scene, marry her sister? If that were allowed, wouldn’t one worry, just a bit, for the health of Mrs Dickens?1


If one read the fine print of the 1835 act, one would know that marriage between a woman and her deceased husband’s brother was prohibited too. Had Eustace been killed by falling masonry while supervising building work at Hatfield, Frances could not have married Gerald. But the question did not arise, for few could imagine such a passion: women’s lusts were not so unbridled as that. Yet, precisely because this sort of triangle was near unthinkable, a woman who did fall for her brother-in-law could (if she were clever and her husband flummoxed or otherwise occupied) enjoy an odd sort of freedom. Frances could spend untold hours with Gerald, could move him into her house, could reside there with him in Eustace’s absence, could in effect build a life with him, without causing comment or losing her good name. And, from 1882 until 1887, this is just what she did.


Frances wasn’t Gerald’s first conquest, or his last. People – women and men, old and young – often fell for Gerald. His amazing looks had something to do with it. Tall (although not so tall as Eustace) and very slim, with aquiline features and thick brown hair falling over his brow, Gerald turned heads the minute he walked into a room. He looked ‘Greek’, they said – by which they meant not Mediterranean but classical: one could quite imagine Gerald gracefully posed on an Attic vase, or discoursing with the aged Socrates, the old man’s hand resting lightly on the young man’s shoulder. ‘Greek’ denoted, for the Victorians, a kind of sexual indeterminacy too. In his youth, Gerald was just the sort of beautiful boy a susceptible schoolmaster would want to collect.


Oscar Browning was such a master. Browning – cultivated, aesthetic, gossipy and snobbish – began teaching at Eton in 1860 and a few years later became a housemaster, boarding selected students for a fee. To be in that house, part of Browning’s intimate circle, was to be chosen, favoured – and to be taught to wear that distinction with ease. Browning took an intense interest in his young charges, petted and chastised them, and crowed over their achievements. There is no evidence that he molested any boy, but was there an erotic charge to the relationships he cultivated? Did he elicit their confidences and meddle promiscuously with their feelings? Yes, of course.


Gerald was thirteen when his mother placed him at Eton and in Browning’s house. Browning, then twenty-nine, took to Gerald immediately. ‘I have nothing but good to say of your son,’ he wrote to Lady Blanche. ‘He is everything that I could wish in industry, simplicity & affectionateness.’2 He was more explicit about Gerald’s charms to his queer friend, the painter Simeon Solomon, sending a photograph of the fetching Gerald and proposing Solomon sketch him. Gerald was an angel, Solomon agreed, and he playfully urged Browning to beat him: ‘Pray, my dear Oscar, beat him till the wings, which are latent in his shoulder blades, sprout.’3 The three went together to Italy in spring 1869, when Gerald was sixteen, and while Solomon ran off with a local boy immediately, Browning and Gerald had ‘a most delightful time’ exploring Sicily, with Gerald ‘always cheerful, lively, extremely affectionate & interested in everything’.4 Browning fussed over Gerald through his final two years: ‘He really seems to me quite the most remarkable boy I have ever met, both morally and intellectually . . . I quite dread his leaving.’5 He gave Gerald an inscribed ring, although what the inscription was, we cannot know.6


These are the sentiments of a lover, not a schoolmaster. Intellectual, aloof and extremely beautiful, Gerald was just the sort of person with whom people quite like to find themselves hopelessly in love – the hopelessness being, in a way, essential. For, until bowled over some decades later (and not by Frances, and not by his wife), Gerald gave off light but not much heat; he grew accustomed to being admired, but pressure of any kind could bring out a reproving, Olympian side. Browning hoped their intimacy might continue after Eton, but Gerald quickly became absorbed in Cambridge and Browning in infatuations with new boys.7 Gerald was as beautiful as ever, but he had grown up to be nothing like Oscar Browning.


 


[image: A portrait of a young man, Gerald Balfour. He has wavy hair parted on the side and a mustache. He is looking slightly down, wearing a dark jacket, light shirt, and dark tie.]


Gerald Balfour, c. 1887.


 


He was, rather, reticent, unemotional, analytical and precise – in a word, donnish. And a don he became. When Gerald came into Frances’s life, as Eustace’s best man at her wedding, he was a Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge, and a lecturer in classics. As an undergraduate Gerald had taken to Cambridge like a duck to a pond, swimming in the wake of the brilliant young classicist Samuel Butcher, and gaining a first in classics in 1875. He was close to his brother Frank too, a gifted natural scientist who was now a Fellow of Trinity. Elected as undergraduates to that most exclusive of intellectual coteries, the Cambridge Conversazione Society (or ‘Apostles’), the two brothers moved in a rarefied homosocial world. They had rooms in college, had almost exclusively male friends, holidayed with each other (or other men), joined male clubs (the Alpine Club, the Savile, later the Athenaeum), and enjoyed largely male leisure pursuits like shooting or mountaineering. Marriage disrupted: when Butcher resigned his Trinity Fellowship in 1876 to marry, with Gerald as best man, Gerald mourned ‘his loss to Cambridge and to me personally’.8
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