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  For, with and also by Christopher Bailey




  





  

    

      We are all the more one because we are many




      For we have made ample room for love in the gap where we are sundered.




      Our unlikeness reveals its breath of beauty radiant with one common life,




      Like mountain peaks in the morning sun.




      

        RABINDRANATH TAGORE
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  PREFACE




  It was summer, 1997. The contract writers for The Sunday Times Magazine, we had collected for dinner in a London restaurant at the invitation of the editor Robin Morgan,

  to hear his thoughts for the new winter features. Philip Norman, whose award-winning interviews have captured the magic and madness of rock ’n’ roll, Vatican expert John Cornwell of

  Jesus College, Cambridge, Bryan Apple-yard who can explain advanced science and make it gloriously readable, and others were tucking into our duck en croûte when each of us was invited

  to write a feature for a series to be entitled ‘My Hero’. I returned home excited: I knew who ‘My Heroine’ would be, and I thought a reminder of her glorious life was

  overdue. The feature, published that October, provoked the biggest mailbag I’d had in thirty-six years of journalism.




  At one time more famous than Lawrence of Arabia, Gertrude Bell chose to compete on male terms in a masculine world. She avoided all publicity. She would not have cared that in an opening

  sequence of the popular 1997 film The English Patient, her name was taken in vain by British soldiers poring over a map spread out on a folding table in a camouflage tent:




  ‘But can we get through those mountains?’




  ‘The Bell maps show a way.’




  Then: ‘Let’s hope he was right.’




  He!




  When I started to write about Gertrude Bell I revered her as one of those heroines of the Wilder Shores who followed their romantic notions here and there about the world. I loved the way she

  dressed and the way she lived – so stylishly, a pistol strapped to her calf under silk petticoats and dresses of lace and tucked muslin, her desert table laid with crisp linen and silver, her

  cartridges wrapped in white stockings and pushed into the toes of her Yapp canvas boots. She was not a feminist; she had no need or wish for special treatment. Like Mrs Thatcher – admire her

  or despise her – she took on the world exactly as she found it. Only this was in the 1880s, when women were hardly educated or allowed to prove themselves outside the home.




  The Bells were very rich: but it was not money that got Gertrude a First at Oxford, or helped her survive encounters with murderous tribes in the desert, or made her a spy or a major in the

  British army, or qualified her as poet, scholar, historian, mountaineer, photographer, archaeologist, gardener, cartographer, linguist and distinguished servant of the state. In each of these

  fields she excelled, even pioneered. She was many-faceted – in this respect comparable with those giants among mankind, Elizabeth I and Catherine the Great of Russia. T. E. Lawrence wrote

  that Gertrude was ‘born too gifted’. But rigour was the real legacy that she was born with, and she was intensely proud of her family’s pragmatism – their grasp of

  economics, the good management of their mighty steel business, and their public and private works of charity. When called upon, she dedicated herself to grinding, unglamorous office work: to the

  structuring and filing that transformed the wartime Wounded and Missing Office of the Red Cross from chaos to an efficiently functioning system; to the minutiae of administration and map-drawing;

  to the taking of hundreds of precise measurements at archaeological sites; and to the writing of reams of position papers in Basra and Baghdad.




  Rising in three generations from artisan to high middle class, the Bells were beginning to marry into the aristocracy. They remained outside the great social networks of English life, those

  exclusive clubs that conferred inherited privilege and power and determined your prejudices, associates and affiliations. Gertrude enjoyed a rare freedom from the traps that imprison us in the

  grooves of social life. She met the great and the good on equal terms, but she knew something of what it meant to be working class, and of how those families stood on a knife-edge between survival

  and precipitation into the street and the workhouse. Her clear, unequivocal vision cut straight through political correctness, self-importance, status and fame. She gave no quarter to an

  opinionated bishop, a pompous statesman or a self-satisfied professor. At fifteen she decided that the unprovable did not exist, and told her scripture teacher so without prevarication. She would

  meet people head on – whether a patronizing don, a knife-waving dervish, a corrupt Turkish official or an effete English aristocrat. Her friends came from diverse walks of life, ranging from

  an Iraqi gardener to the Viceroy of India, from a Times correspondent to a battle-scarred tribal warrior, from a mutjahid to a servant from Aleppo. Once they had been admitted to her

  trust, she was the most loving, the most attentive and faithful of friends.




  Of course she made enemies. She snubbed the modestly gifted wives of British officers – ‘The devil take all inane women!’ she once said; she was liable to attack anyone who

  menaced her, confronted villains and murderers and would denounce them face to face over the dinner table. It seemed to me at one point during my research that she might have been murdered by one

  of the latter, and there are students of her work and at least one recent member of the British Council who believe this to be the case. As if aware of constant threat, she always slept with her

  gun under her pillow, even at her family home in Yorkshire, where she preferred to spend her nights in a summer-house in the garden rather than in her own comfortable bedroom amongst her beloved

  family. Was she trying to protect them? While there were undoubtedly people who wished her dead, I found no evidence of murder, though facts are hard to come by. I do believe that, just as, full of

  curiosity and excitement, she had always courageously ventured out into the unknown on her expeditions, so she ventured out one last time.




  She yearned to be married and to have a family of her own, but time and again, tragedy intervened to put an end to those hopes. She was, however, much loved, not least by that great family to

  whom she finally dedicated her life and work: the people of Arabia. And they have not forgotten her. Recently, her name and her work for Iraq were reinstated in the nationwide school syllabus.

  Lawrence kick-started the Arab Revolt, but it was Gertrude who gave the Arabs a route to nationhood. She cajoled and intruded, guided and engineered, and finally delivered the often promised and so

  nearly betrayed prize of independence. While she remained dedicated to this mission through thick and thin, Lawrence agonized, faltered, and finally abandoned the Arab issue and tried to escape

  from his own tortured personality, to reappear in the nondescript persona of one Aircraftsman Shaw.




  Gertrude Bell stuck to her ambition for the Arabs with a wonderful consistency. She showed her clever but floundering colleagues of the Cairo Intelligence Bureau how to win their bit of the

  Great War; she guided the fledgling British administration of Mesopotamia to a thriving future, hand in hand with the Arabs and to their mutual advantage. And she stuck to her guns when her

  colonialist chief tried to have her sacked, when Churchill wanted to pull the British out of Iraq altogether, when political machinations in Europe brought all her achievements to the brink of

  disaster, and when, playing her last card, she kept King Faisal from throwing it all away in the name of Arab supremacy.




  She established the public library and the Iraq Museum in Baghdad, of which the principal wing was dedicated in 1930 to her memory. The museum still guards the remaining treasures of a country

  whose origins were those of the first civilizations. While Iraq’s future is desperately uncertain, one fact remains indisputable. Dying in 1926, Gertrude Bell left behind a benevolent and

  effective Iraq government, functioning without institutionalized corruption and intent on equality and peace. In days when ‘Empire’ and ‘colonialism’ are dirty words,

  Britain has little to be ashamed of in the establishment of Iraq, in which the promise of Arab independence was finally honoured. I have come to agree with her old friend from Oxford, Janet

  Hogarth, who wrote of her: ‘She was, I think, the greatest woman of our time, perhaps amongst the greatest of all time.’




  As long as Faisal lived, Iraq was a place where all its people could carry on their daily lives without fear and suffering. His son Prince Ghazi – the little boy for whom Gertrude had

  bought toys at Harrods – inherited the crown in 1933 and continued to rule the country strongly, perhaps too strongly: in suppressing an Assyrian uprising for independence, he allowed the

  massacre of 1933. After Gertrude’s death, the dynasty she had put in place continued for thirty-two more years, while Europe plunged into war again after only thirteen, dragging the rest of

  the world with it. What would America and Britain not give today for the promise of a peaceful and well governed Iraq for even four years?




  Her prolific letters, diaries and intelligence position papers, no less than her eight books and her magnum opus The Review of the Civil Administration of Mesopotamia, make Gertrude Bell

  one of the best-documented women of all time. Her voice as it comes through in her writing, so personal, so visionary, so humorous and crystal-clear in its purpose, has guided me as to how to write

  this book. Although she lacked the narrative strain needed to set all she had to say in the context of her story, her voice ought to be heard and appreciated, it seemed to me – which is why I

  decided to use many more of her own words than would appear in a conventional biography and to give them a distinct typeface of their own. In parallel with her story, they give the immediacy and

  the sparkle of her ardent mind, vividly revealing her wit and character.




  







  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




  When this book was just a vague idea, it was Valerie Pakenham, one-time colleague and longtime friend, who said ‘You must do it.’ Simon Trewin of Peters Fraser and

  Dunlop has been more than encouraging. We have been immensely fortunate that Georgina Morley gave us the backing of Macmillan in London and has guided us with unfailing enthusiasm ever since. She

  took this slightly unusual style of biography in her stride, and with Sarah Crichton of Farrar Straus and Giroux in New York edited it in masterly fashion.




  When first writing about Gertrude Bell for The Sunday Times Magazine, I was privileged to be helped by Lesley Gordon, the late Archivist of the Robinson Library of the University of

  Newcastle upon Tyne and custodian of the Gertrude Bell archive. It appears that she gave her life to the memory of Gertrude; writing the handbook and providing material for the British Council

  Gertrude Bell exhibition in 1994. Authors and historians alike must be forever grateful for her ‘Gertrude Bell Project’ through which she raised funds for Gertrude’s diaries,

  letters and seven thousand photographs to be available on the Internet. When we wrote to tell her about the book, we were sad to discover that she had died. Nevertheless, we had the benefit of her

  help beyond the grave: her exhibition booklet Gertrude Bell 1868–1926 is the best short guide you could hope to find.




  Our searches for original documents were facilitated by the Robinson Library’s patient librarians and archivists: Helen Arkwright together with Melanie Wood, Elaine Archbold, Frank Addison

  and Alan Callender. The erudite Jim Crow of the School of Historical Studies at Newcastle University, another Gertrude enthusiast, helped us to grasp the essentials of Gertrude’s

  contributions to archaeology and photography. In a very different field, Yvonne Sibbold of the Alpine Club and the climber Michael Westmacott kindly reviewed our chapter on Gertrude’s climbs,

  an aspect of the book whose drama took some teasing from the detail of ledges and chimneys, arêtes and overhangs, in her writings. We are indebted to Timothy Daunt for guidance on the

  Gallipoli campaign, and to Patricia Daunt, who walks in Gertrude’s footsteps through the wilderness of sites she studied and loved in Anatolia.




  Gwen Howell read every chapter as it was written, made salient comments and found texts that had escaped professional researchers. Tom Buhler put at our disposal his grasp of the book-writing

  process at all stages, and developed the character of the book from the beginning. Charlotte Stafford’s comprehensive understanding of book image also guided us from the first. Daniel Bailey

  contributed to our original conversations about the idea of a book on Gertrude, and has helped us with two years of encouragement, besides answering our occasional questions about military rank and

  practice. Alice Whittley has shown an enthusiastic interest and offered ideas throughout.




  Gertrude’s critics are quick to question her democratic credentials. We hope we confound them, but her attachment to the campaign against votes for women is hard to fathom some hundred

  years later. On both subjects, Joanna Morritt gave us well chosen texts.




  Paul Miles placed Gertrude’s Yorkshire garden schemes in the context of post-Victorian design, and explained the myth and legend of the mandrake.




  While we were walking the overgrown site of the Bells’ demolished Rounton Grange, by chance we met Gertrude’s great-nephew Bob Richmond and his father Miles. Their help, then and

  subsequently, has been considerable. Susanna Richmond, daughter of Gertrude’s half-sister Elsa, lived for a time with Gertrude’s parents Hugh and Florence. She has given us many

  reflections and critical questions to consider. She still lectures about her aunt, and remembers a magical moment of empathy with her on her last trip to England. We have

  gained great pleasure from our visits to Patricia Jennings, Gertrude’s niece, who remembers her with awe. At her home on the Trevelyan estate in County Durham, she showed us the family albums

  and the cedar of Lebanon that Gertrude brought home as a seed and planted on the lawn.




  Sir John and Lady Venetia Bell, farming together the Yorkshire land acquired by Gertrude’s grandfather, were extremely kind in showing us pictures and memorabilia. We are specially

  grateful to Venetia for introductions and guidance, photographs and permissions. Dr William Plowden kindly provided us with a wealth of anecdote and a valuable unpublished biography of Dame

  Florence Bell. We also appreciate the connections given to us by Nick Vester.




  We would particularly like to thank the following: Jane Mulvagh and Anthony Bourne for wonderful hospitality and introductions; Anne-Françoise Normand for the historical identity of Iraq;

  Martin Brown, Secretary of Rounton Parish Council, for photography, and Terry Huck for showing us the Rounton festival displays. Malcolm Hamlyn of Edmund Carr has earned our gratitude for his

  professional advice throughout this project. When we stayed in Gertrude’s childhood home, Red Barns, now a hotel, the proprietor Martin Cooper allowed us to crawl about in the cellars and

  attics where Gertrude played. While we were exploring the site of the Bell foundries at Clarence in Middlesbrough, Graham Bennet of the Bridge Museum showed us original footage of Sir Hugh and Lady

  Bell at the opening of the Transporter Bridge.




  We are grateful to Mrs Jane Hogan at Durham University Library for helping us with collections including the all-important letters from Gertrude to Valentine Chirol. Gillian Robinson at the

  Imperial War Museum helped us find the last letter from Lieut.-Col. Doughty-Wylie about his wife.




  Mrs Abu Husainy at the National Archives, Judy Hunton at Redcar Public Library, Brenda Mitchell of Tyne Tees Television, Diana Wright of the Literary and Philosophical Society in Newcastle,

  David Spooner in the Cabinet Office, Julie Carrington at the Royal Geographical Society and and Helen Pugh of the Red Cross all earned our considerable thanks for their help.

  Jessica Stewart of Berkeley, California, did us a great service by sharing her transcripts of many of Gertrude’s barely legible handwritten texts in the Bell Miscellaneous archive in the

  Robinson Library. Researcher Anita Burdett, a Middle East specialist, searched records in the National Archives, the Women’s Library, the Red Cross archives and the Imperial War Museum.




  For their help and suggestions we thank Editorial Manager Georgina Difford and Kate Harvey of Macmillan; Zoe Pagnamenta of PfD, our agent in New York; and Claire Gill and Emily Sklar of PfD in

  London. Our thanks to Emma Grey for the jacket artwork.




  Amongst many lifelong friends in the world of books who have encouraged us with ideas and criticism we thank particularly Virginia Ironside, Jonathan Mantle, Jean Moore and Nicky Hessenberg.

  Fiona McCarthy elucidated a reference of Gertrude’s to Byron’s goose. Reflections on Gertrude’s character have provided a continuing source of discussion with Betty Woodall. Peter

  and Anthea Pemberton have heartened us with their continuing interest, as well as their occasional criticism for not writing the book on the back of a camel.
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  In February 1905 Gertrude Bell made camp in bad weather at Tneib, east of the Dead Sea near Madeba, and was joined by Bedouins of the Beni Sakhr tribe.

  She wrote: ‘We made great friends, the Beni Sakhr and I. “Mashallah! Bint Arab” said they: “As God has willed: a daughter of the desert.” ’




  







  1




  GERTRUDE AND FLORENCE




  It is 22 March 1921, the last day of the Cairo Conference and the final opportunity for the British to determine the postwar future of the Middle East. Like any tourists, the

  delegation make the routine tour of the pyramids and have themselves photographed on camels in front of the sphinx. Standing beneath its half-effaced head, two of the most famous Englishmen of the

  twentieth century confront the camera in some disarray: Colonial Secretary Winston Churchill, who has just, to the amusement of all, fallen off his camel, and T. E. Lawrence, tightly constrained in

  the pin-striped suit and trilby of a senior civil servant. Between them, at her ease, rides Gertrude Bell, the sole delegate possessing knowledge indispensable to the Conference. Her face, in so

  far as it can be seen beneath the brim of her rose-decorated straw hat, is transfigured with happiness. Her dream of an independent Arab nation is about to come true, her choice of a king endorsed:

  her Iraq is about to become a country. Just before leaving the Semiramis Hotel that morning, Churchill has cabled to London the vital message ‘Sharif’s son Faisal offers hope of best

  and cheapest solution.’




  By what evolution did a female descendant of Cumbrian sheep farmers become, in her time, the most influential figure in the Middle East? She was as English as English can be,

  which is to say that she was bred in the wuthering heights of Yorkshire. These northern farmers have acquired a very particular character ever since the eleventh century, when, alone among the

  English, they refused to submit to William the Conqueror. Physically and mentally tough, they are given to few words, unvarnished and bluntly delivered.




  Gertrude Bell’s great-great-grandfather was a Carlisle blacksmith, and her great-grandfather began the first alkali factory and iron foundry at Jarrow. Her famous and powerful grandfather

  Sir Isaac Lowthian Bell, born in 1816, was a metallurgical chemist and perhaps the country’s foremost industrialist. Manufacturing steel on a huge scale, he produced one-third of the metal

  used in Britain and much of that used for railtrack and bridge construction in the rapidly developing Empire. He became a Fellow of the Royal Society, Britain’s most distinguished scientific

  institution. Educated first as an engineer, he studied at Edinburgh University and at the Sorbonne in Paris, then in Denmark and the south of France. Author of The Chemical Phenomena of Iron

  Smelting, he was looked upon as the ‘high priest of British Metallurgy’ and he was the first to identify the value of phosphorus fertiliser as a by-product of steel-making. Referred

  to as ‘Sir Isaac’ or more familiarly as ‘Lowthian’, in 1854 he was elected Lord Mayor of Newcastle upon Tyne, then later became Liberal Member of Parliament for Hartlepool

  and High Sheriff of County Durham. He was a contemporary and friend of Charles Darwin, Thomas Huxley, William Morris and John Ruskin, men to whom can be attributed seminal advances in evolution and

  science, art, architecture and social reform. Lowthian was president or vice-president of eight national engineering and chemical institutions, several of which he had founded. He was also the

  director of the North Eastern Railway.




  With Lowthian’s two brothers John and Tom, Bell Brothers owned collieries, quarries and iron ore mines; factories and foundries whose furnaces, burning twenty-four hours a day, regularly

  reddened the night skies. His company and its associates employed more than forty-seven thousand men, and the family boast was that they would make anything ‘from a needle to a ship’.

  Besides the first iron and steel works in Newcastle, and the second at Port Clarence in Middlesbrough, he set up a chemical plant for the country’s first manufacture of aluminium –

  until then, a metal as valuable as gold. On the factory’s opening day, he was driven in his carriage through the streets of Newcastle in an aluminium top hat, which he

  doffed to the crowd. He was the first British ironmaster to own a machine for making steel rope.




  Lowthian wrote several scientific books, but his most remarkable was a comprehensive and logical assessment of Britain’s prospects for competing with the world in steel production. He

  invested heavily in research into the process of steel-making, and was determined to push Britain into developing new technological industries. In the hope that all of British industry would follow

  his example, he advocated government support for scientific research and technical development. But in this, after a lifetime’s work, he failed. As he had forecast, other countries –

  and particularly Germany with its Krupps armaments and Thyssen steel – grew in technical competence and productivity, outstripping Britain and building the wealth and power they were to wield

  in the First World War.




  A formidable giant of a man, a paterfamilias who would have almost sixty grandchildren – the number is disputed – Lowthian and his wife Margaret Pattinson set a pattern for the Bells

  of comfortable rather than lavish lifestyle. Considering the huge scale of his enterprises, and his position as the Bill Gates of his day, he did not live extravagantly. This may have had something

  to do with Margaret’s influence: she came from a family of shopkeepers and scientists. His first house, Washington New Hall – four miles south of Newcastle-Upon-Tyne, a stone’s

  throw from the home of the ancestors of George Washington – was not quite a mansion, and the house he built at the zenith of his power, Rounton Grange, was not quite a stately home. He toyed

  with Gothic, but settled for William Morris’s humbler Arts and Crafts style, with its emphasis on traditional artisan skills as a panacea for the ravages wreaked by the Industrial Revolution.

  This would remain the characteristic style of the Bells’ private houses and public buildings. Unlike many heirs to great fortunes, Lowthian’s elder son Hugh, Gertrude’s father,

  also lived modestly for a captain of industry. His own first house Red Barns, at the fishing village of Redcar on the Yorkshire coast, a short train journey from Clarence, reflected this. After

  Lowthian’s death, the house he owned in London was sold, the money presumably divided between Hugh and his siblings – Charles, Ada, Maisie and Florence.




  Lowthian was admired rather than loved, and appears to have been dictatorial and harsh towards his family. Gertrude and her sisters and brothers addressed him as ‘Pater’. An

  illustrated family alphabet they drew up for Christmas at Rounton in 1877, when Gertrude was nine, reflects the feelings of the children towards their abrasive grandfather.




  

    



          

            A for us All come to spend Christmas week




            B for our Breathless endeavours to speak




            C is the Crushing Contemptuous Pater . . .


          


        


      






  Elsa, Gertrude’s younger half-sister, has added: ‘Sir Isaac Lowthian Bell’ in pencil, lest it be thought that this description referred to the gentler and

  kindlier Hugh.




  A family story suggests the awe with which ‘Pater’ was regarded by the Bells. Lowthian forbade anyone to use his horses. When one of his granddaughters fainted one evening at dinner

  from a riding injury (a broken collarbone), everyone conspired to hide the truth: she had borrowed one of his horses and gone hunting with the gentry. The children’s grandmother Margaret

  could be as scathing as Lowthian. A teatime visitor once said to her hostess: ‘Your scones are lovely.’ ‘So I see,’ retorted the old lady. ‘Your hand has not been out

  of the dish since you arrived.’




  Some previously unknown stories about Lowthian emerged recently from papers found in one of the Bell houses, Mount Grace Priory, the ruined medieval abbey where Gertrude’s father and

  stepmother ended their days. English Heritage was renovating the house before opening it to the public when they found the papers hidden under the floorboards. Among them is a reference to a tragic

  event at Washington New Hall, where ‘in 1872 a seven-year-old sweep was suffocated in the Hall chimney’. If the little boy met his end in Lowthian’s chimney in 1872, the

  ironmaster had comprehensively broken the law. Parliament had forbidden the use of children as chimney-sweeps a full twenty-six years earlier. Sir Isaac may have known nothing about the presence of

  the chimneysweep until it was too late; however, whether because he was deeply upset or because he wanted to escape a damaging association, he moved into the newly built Rounton

  Grange as soon as possible, and let Washington New Hall stand empty and unsold. Nineteen years later, he gave it away as a home for waifs and strays, on condition it was renamed ‘Dame

  Margaret’s Hall’; today, it is divided into pleasant apartments. Not perhaps unconnected with this story is the fact that many years later Hugh Bell successfully lobbied for a

  parliamentary bill to protect children from dangerous work. (In the 1860s, the Earl of Shaftesbury reported that children of four and five were still working in certain factories from six in the

  morning until ten at night.)




  The papers found under the boards also contained the sentence, ‘On one winter’s night [Sir Isaac] came out of the Hall to find his coachman frozen stiff on the box-seat of his

  carriage.’ The facts remain mysterious. The unfortunate coachman may have had a heart attack rather than dying of exposure, and yet it emerges clearly that consideration for others was not,

  perhaps, Lowthian’s principal quality.




  The author of these papers, which contain many confirmable facts about Lowthian’s life and work, may have been Miss K. E. M. Cooper Abbs, a Bell relation who was the last tenant to live at

  Mount Grace. If she was moved to record Lowthian’s life, it may be because she was incensed that, whether by accident or intent, so many family papers and archives were burnt by members of

  the family after his death. There is to this day no biography of the man who was as famous in his day as Isambard Kingdom Brunel.




  A more lovable, more charming man, Gertrude’s father Sir Hugh led the Bell industries and inherited a vast fortune. Like his father, he was educated in Edinburgh, at the Sorbonne and in

  Germany, where he studied mathematics and organic chemistry. He began work at eighteen at the Bell Brothers Ironworks in Newcastle, became director of the growing Port Clarence steelworks that

  dominated the grimy roofscape of Middlesbrough, and eventually ran the entire business and all its ramifications. He dug the ironstone from the Cleveland hills, worked the coal from Durham, brought

  the limestone from the backbone of England, lived on the Tees, and was a director of the North Eastern Railway, which brought the raw material to the steel foundry. His public

  works were second to none, especially after his second marriage to Florence Olliffe. He built schools and founded libraries, constructed meeting houses and workers’ terraces, made a community

  centre for staff and labourers at Rounton and paid for a holiday home for worthy families needing a country break from life at the works. He also constructed the famous Transporter Bridge, which is

  still used to ferry workers and tourists quickly and cheaply over the River Tees. In 1906 he became Lord Lieutenant of the North Riding, welcoming royalty and other VIPs whenever they ventured into

  the windswept Yorkshire landscape; and was three times elected Mayor of Middlesbrough.




  In supplying the Empire, the Bells brought a global view to British industry. Sir Hugh was an accomplished public speaker, delivering persuasive messages on such subjects as free trade, which he

  passionately endorsed, and home rule for the Irish, which he passionately opposed. You can hear in his published speeches the vigour and humour with which he captivated audiences of all types and

  classes. In his words:




  

    

      

        Free Trade is like the quality of mercy: it is twice blessed, for it blesses him that gives and him that takes, and I for one will do nothing to place any restriction upon

        it. The Free market is the greatest safeguard we have against the tyranny of wealth. I look forward with dread to the accumulation of great fortunes in single hands . . . There are millions

        of persons in this country depending upon weekly wages, upon work which may be discontinued at the end of any week. It is with them I am concerned, and about them that I am perturbed, and not

        about the class to which I belong.


      


    


  




  He welcomed the rise of the new trade unions, while warning that the writings of Karl Marx could lead socialists into revolutionary movements that would destroy British industry

  and employment in the competitive world that he endorsed.




  When Gertrude was born, Queen Victoria had been on the throne for thirty years. She was driven by Prince Albert’s relentless determination to replace the louche

  self-indulgence of Georgian Britain with Victorian industry and propriety. Britain, and particularly England, led the world in technical superiority – as evinced in that paeon to the Empire,

  the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace in 1851. The British army, able to call on troops from around the world, represented what was probably the greatest military power of all time; the

  British navy held control of the oceans and the trade across them, and kept the peace. If those other empires, the Russian and the Ottoman, were still in a state of feudal serfdom and of

  institutionalized corruption at every level, the British example, inspired by Victoria and Albert, brought at least a concern for moderation, philanthropy and honest dealing. By the mid-nineteenth

  century, the concept of Empire was evolving from one of commercial exploitation to one capable of taking a pride in honest and benevolent government. Commercially aggressive but socially

  responsible, the Bells personified the new mood, and they enjoyed all the confidence of the right people in the right place at the right time.




  Hugh married Mary Shield when he was twenty-three, choosing a local girl who was the daughter of a prominent merchant of Newcastle upon Tyne. They were married on the Scottish

  island of Bute on the Clyde, where the Shields kept a holiday home. Their first child, Gertrude, was born in 1868 at Washington New Hall, the home of Hugh’s father. Family life centred on

  this larger-than-life industrialist who had made the Bells the sixth-richest family in England. He could not have been easy to live with, nor the house peaceful, and there are many intimations of

  his bombastic temperament and caustic wit. Although Hugh, his elder son, had an inclination for the political life, he had had it made brutally clear to him that his future lay in Middlesbrough,

  with the fastest-growing part of the iron business. Lowthian, based at the original works in Newcastle, would descend on the new Port Clarence steelworks at irregular intervals, to scrutinize and

  doubtless criticize every aspect of Hugh’s work.




  It would have been with great relief that Hugh and Mary moved with their two-year-old daughter out of Washington New Hall for a quieter domestic life of their own. It was not

  to last long. Beautiful but delicate, Mary survived only three weeks after the birth of their second child, Maurice, in 1871.




  Hugh became for a time a poignant figure. When he had built Red Barns at Redcar, he had imagined a healthy and happy seaside life there for his family. Now, his sister Ada moved in to run the

  house and look after the children. Hugh was working six days a week at Clarence, and now had to share his Sundays with his sister, a wet-nurse and some half-dozen servants. His moments of freedom

  were spent on the beach or in the countryside hand-in-hand with his lively little daughter – Maurice being as yet too young for walks – talking to her and searching her candid face for

  a likeness to her mother. From these early days the closest of loving father–daughter relationships developed between them, one that would last all her life.




  Hugh’s situation was appealing. A charming young widower whose wife’s death had left him with two motherless children, he would have been a catch even without being heir to a large

  fortune. His warm sense of humour and his mischievous yet kindly smile were particularly engaging. Nevertheless, daughters of the aristocracy would have regarded marriage to a Bell as a step down;

  and Hugh, in any case, was no snob. Maisie had overcome the resistance of Lady Stanley of Alderley in marrying her witty son Lyulph, later Lord Sheffield. This formidable woman was known for her

  habit of turning away from a conversation on one side to loudly remark to her neighbour on the other that ‘Fools are so fatiguin’. She was the grandmother of Bertrand Russell, and had

  been one of the founders of Girton College, Cambridge. For allowing the marriage of her son to Maisie, Lady Stanley considered herself very broadminded: the Bells, after all, were

  ‘trade’. ‘As Sir Hugh was a multi-millionaire, I was not very impressed,’ Bertrand Russell was to say later.




  Ada, a pretty and gregarious young woman, missed London and doubtless resented being forced into the unappetizing role of spinster aunt, so well known to unmarried Victorian

  women. It was not long before she and her sister Maisie had someone in mind for Hugh, and they hatched a plot to bring the two together.




  They met the twenty-two-year-old Florence Eveleen Eleanore Olliffe through their shared interest in music. She was studying at the Royal College and sang in the Bach Choir. She had moved to

  London in 1870 from Paris, where her father, the distinguished and agreeable Sir Joseph Olliffe, had been physician to the British Embassy. Her Easter holidays had been spent at the Surrey house of

  her grandfather, Sir William Cubitt, MP, sometime Lord Mayor of London. At other times she would stay with her great-uncle Thomas1 at his Hampshire estate,

  Penton Lodge. Summer holidays had been spent at Trouville or Deauville, fashionable seaside resorts for wealthy Parisian families. When, at the onset of the Franco-Prussian War, her father had

  suddenly died, the family had had to leave France fast. Florence was nineteen when she said goodbye to Paris and went to live far less glamorously at 95 Sloane Street in London, in a narrow, dingy

  house, all dusty red velvet and heavy furniture, with a lingering smell of tomcat. English society of the time, once described as ‘a series of shut doors’, must have seemed a painful

  contrast with the brilliant cosmopolitan world she had just left.




  Florence was tall and slim with blue, rather hooded eyes, and dark hair. She was very sociable, and spoke English with a slight and charming French accent. Maisie saw to it that when Hugh went

  up to London, Florence was included in family parties, while Ada invited her once or twice to visit her at Red Barns. After these visits the six-year-old Gertrude found herself under pressure from

  her aunt to write fond letters to Florence, signing herself ‘Your affectionate little friend’.




  Ada’s and Maisie’s plan almost misfired. They tried too hard to throw the two together, and it did not take Florence long to guess what they were up to. She would never marry an

  Englishman, she declared, and she said it with increasing force over the two years during which Hugh failed to propose. Hugh’s reaction to his sisters’ pressure to

  remarry was to tell Ada that he would never do so, and to dig himself deeper and deeper into his work. Yet Florence’s description of her first sight of Hugh, framed in a tunnel of roses in

  Maisie’s garden, suggests her heart was immediately engaged. She saw him ‘looking beautiful, but very sad . . . with thick curly hair and a beard of a bright auburn colour’.




  Part of Hugh’s difficulty, as he grew more interested in Florence, was in imagining that a woman brought up in the most sophisticated milieu of the most beautiful city in the world could

  settle down near Middlesbrough. One biographer of Gertrude described her own impressions of the city at the same period, when for the first time she visited an aunt who lived there: ‘The

  district round Middlesbrough and Tees side to the sea was caked with grime . . . For twenty miles the air smelt of chemicals and ash and soot, as the crowded houses smelt of cabbage, cheese and

  cat. Basements . . . were covered with black, gluey mud whenever it rained.’ The term ‘day-darkness’ was coined to describe the smog of industry; and in particular, Middlesbrough

  and Cleveland were said by a contemporary to ‘succeed in almost excluding daylight from the district’.




  Redcar, a cobbled village raked by the storm-force sea winds of North Yorkshire and soon to develop into a small town, was the dormitory where many wealthy Middlesbrough industrialists were

  building their new family homes. (The big house next door to the Bells, for instance, belonged to an eminent metallurgist.) Here they raised their children away from the soot and polluted

  atmosphere, forming an elite milieu still lagging some way behind the society to which Florence had been used.




  Life here was likely to be a daunting prospect for a young woman used to an hôtel particulier in the rue Florentin, its elegant courtyard secreted away behind decorative

  eighteenth-century gates. Born in 1851, the tumultuous first year of the Second Empire under Napoleon III, Florence had taken her daily walk with her nurse in the Jardin des Tuileries, where she

  could ride in decorated carriages, bowl her hoop, or buy barley-sugar twists and honey gingerbread from the stalls with their striped and scalloped awnings. Just around the

  corner from their house was the Place de la Concorde with its ‘jewelled cascades springing and spurting hilariously’. Much later, she was to write: ‘What a privilege to be born in

  Paris. To know Paris first, to know it all the time, to grow up in one of the most beautiful parts of it, to take it all for granted, to belong to it, and have it belong to me. Isn’t that

  enough?’ Despite civic upheavals, she had had a very happy childhood, settling contentedly at a little tutorial cours that provided an education somewhere between that of a personal

  governess and a small private school, without learning much more than good manners and music.




  The woman that Ada and Maisie had picked for Hugh was, in fact, an extraordinarily appropriate choice. The daughter of a physician, Florence was neither ‘trade’ nor aristocracy, and

  she harboured a couple of passions that outweighed all the disadvantages of Middlesbrough: she adored children and domestic life. There was a dispossessed aspect to this recent immigrant, adrift in

  London and still homesick for Paris. She longed for the security of her own household, and had already formed dozens of opinions on the education of children and the right and wrong ways of running

  a home. Life could hold no greater excitement than the gift of her own domain, wherever that might be.




  Hugh finally succumbed to his sisters’ scheme, and to Florence, on the night of the private staging of an opera that she had written. Bluebeard was performed by friends and

  relations on 4 June 1876, at Lady Stanley’s house in Harley Street. Ada and Maisie were to sing, and the pianist Anton Rubinstein was to play. Hugh afterwards asked if he might take Florence

  home. Descending from the coach at the front door of 95 Sloane Street, he escorted Florence into the drawing-room. ‘Lady Olliffe,’ he told her mother, ‘I have brought your

  daughter home – and I have come to ask if I may take her away again.’ In answer to this graceful speech, Lady Olliffe burst into tears.




  On 10 August, after their quiet wedding in the small church in Sloane Street, they spent an urbane honeymoon in Washington DC as guests of Florence’s much-loved sister

  Mary and her husband Frank Lascelles, then a secretary at the British Embassy. Returning to London, they took the train north. At this first homecoming Florence was trembling with emotion at what

  was to her, and perhaps would be to any new bride and stepmother, a truly momentous occasion. As the heirs of the director of the North Eastern Railway, the Hugh Bells were transport royalty. At

  Middlesbrough the stationmaster doffed his hat and ushered them on to the train to Redcar. Many years later, Florence’s daughter Lady Richmond was to remember an occasion when she was seeing

  her father off from King’s Cross, and he had remained on the platform so that they could talk until the train left. The packed train failed to leave on time. Remarking on its lateness, they

  continued to talk until they were approached by a guard. ‘If you would like to finish your conversation, Sir Hugh,’ he suggested, doffing his hat, ‘we will then be ready to

  depart.’ The train to and from Redcar had a personal Bell stopping place on a tiny platform inside the Red Barns garden. Hugh, returning from the works, could simply step out of the train and

  cross the rose garden by the fountain to reach his own back door. Gertrude, who was always waiting there, would greet him joyfully. When she was small, he carried her to the house on his shoulders,

  then when she was a little older she would seize his case of papers and run alongside him, talking at the top of her voice.




  On the couple’s return from their honeymoon, both children would have been washed and brushed and be waiting on the Bell platform to greet them. The staff would have been lined up behind

  them, ready to curtsy or bow. Florence, hoping to make a firm bond with them from the start, had intended, as soon as she arrived, to ask Gertrude and Maurice to show her into every corner of the

  house, from cellar to attic. However, to her dismay they had been joined at Middlesbrough by Hugh’s brother Charles who, with the kindest of intentions but no sensitivity at all, accompanied

  them to Red Barns. Hugh, equally unromantic, went straight to his office on the ground floor and started to go through his papers. Abandoned with Charles in the drawing-room, and passionately

  wanting him to go, Florence made distracted conversation while her new brother-in-law sat solidly in an armchair, also stuck for something to say.




  A contented Ada departed for London, and a new life began for eight-year-old Gertrude and five-year-old Maurice. Since children of that age do not naturally assume that their parents have a life

  independent of their own, they must have been shocked to hear that their father had married Florence. Talking about their new stepmother later, it was Maurice’s guess that she was eighty, but

  his sister thought that she might be quite a bit younger. Perhaps, she suggested, Florence was sixty. Poor Florence was actually twenty-four, eight years younger than Hugh.




  And so came into Gertrude’s life the good-hearted woman who would influence and form her more than any other, sometimes in opposition but chiefly in fundamental and positive ways. Florence

  had many talents. She had a keen appreciation of music and literature, she wrote books, essays and plays; she was able to get on with all kinds of people, and was deeply interested in sociology and

  the education of children. Everything she did remained within the limits of the roles she considered the most important for a woman, those of wife and mother. She gave herself unstintingly to her

  family while achieving a body of work in the community that would earn her public recognition, and eventually make her a Dame of the British Empire. The drawing-room dramas and comedies she liked

  to write were initially for the children to perform at Christmas and other family gatherings. In time, through the intervention of theatrical friends, she would have three plays put on in the West

  End. Characteristically, she chose to remain anonymous.




  Florence was nonplussed at first by northern manners. As soon as she met her neighbours, she began to institute an ‘at home’ on Tuesdays, when she hoped couples would drop in for

  light refreshments (non-alcoholic). She was mystified to discover that Yorkshiremen did not accompany their wives on this sort of occasion. Her biographer Kirsten Wang writes that when one lady

  turned up at the Bells’ with her husband she disconcerted Florence by whispering: ‘I managed to bring Mr T with me. I had such a work to make him come!’ Apparently

  believing there was safety in numbers, the women would arrive together, then seat themselves as far apart as possible, after which a silence would fall. A desperate Florence,

  offering them chairs closer to the fire, would meet with the response: ‘Thank you, I am very well where I am.’ In one of her books Florence writes of her heroine, a teacher who had

  newly come north: ‘The girl was ill at ease with the downright Yorkshire women who surrounded her . . . In that class of life when people have nothing to say they say nothing; their rough

  blunt manner, when they did speak, alarmed her still more. Nevertheless, the women after their fashion, were not unkind to her.’ The new Mrs Bell persevered, and before long her

  ‘entertainments’ were obligatory events in the life of the town.




  But Florence was far more interested in cementing her relationship with Hugh’s children. The eight-year-old observed her in speculative fashion. This stranger who had burst into their

  family life had something about her that the child would not have recognized: a Parisian polish in both her manner and her dress. Although Florence was essentially serious and inclined to the

  moralistic, she never criticized an individual’s interest in her appearance or derided a love of clothes as frivolous. Her carefully considered opinions on this and other subjects were often

  expressed obliquely. She was an intensely private person and preferred to give her views in the form of stories or essays. In one, she wrote of the heroine:




  

    

      

        Ursula had what the French call ‘genre’ . . . The nearest English equivalent to the expression is ‘style’, but that . . . suggests being dashing

        and assertive; ‘genre’ is a grace inherent in the wearer, and does not depend upon clothes, but upon the way they are put on. And the reason there is no word for it in English, is

        that the thing is so rarely found that it is unnecessary to have a term on purpose.


      


    


  




  From Florence’s example, Gertrude, in turn, would acquire genre, so that people meeting her for the first time would comment on her ‘Mayfair manners and Paris frocks’.

  But Florence never followed fashion. She continued to wear Edwardian clothes all her life because she felt they suited her, even in the 1920s when every other woman was in a

  short skirt. Her granddaughter remembers being with Florence when she slipped and fell one day on a London pavement. The child was amazed to see that under Florence’s skirts was a pair of

  normal legs. Tending to primness, Florence wore grey silk gloves most of the time, indoors and outdoors, and even to play the piano.




  Gertrude was growing up fast, a wilful child used to competing with her aunt Ada, her governess, her brother and the numerous household staff for her father’s attention.

  Florence could so easily have made an enemy of the child. On the contrary, she was an affectionate step-parent, always gentle, encouraging and sympathetic. She was attentive to both children,

  inquisitive and humorous. Lively herself, she liked them to be similarly busy: when they were not doing something active, she liked them to be reading and not ‘loafing around’. She

  would always have a story or two ready to read aloud to the youngest. Maurice, who was rather deaf, cannot have had any memory of his own mother, but took to Florence immediately.




  Gertrude was divided in her opinion of her new stepmother, whom she was encouraged to address as ‘Mother’. Her father would undoubtedly have done his best to encourage her to make

  Florence feel welcome, and to do whatever she was asked; but the child must have smarted at the introduction into their close relationship of a woman that she must have seen initially as an

  interloper. Hugh and Gertrude’s bond was extraordinary. They were all-in-all to each other, and would always remain so, even when living on other sides of the world. As Florence was to write,

  ‘The abiding influence in Gertrude’s life from the time she was a little child was her relation to her father. Her devotion to him, her whole-hearted admiration, the close and

  satisfying companionship between them, their deep mutual affection – these were to both the very foundation of existence until the day she died.’ Florence’s words about Gertrude

  also reveal the woman’s noble and generous instincts: she never gave way to jealousy, never tried to divide the devoted father and daughter.




  The artist Sir Edward Poynter, RA, painted a double portrait in 1876. The subject is not, as might be expected, a wedding portrait of Hugh and Florence, but the

  eight-year-old Gertrude, red curls falling on to the shoulders of her lace-trimmed pinafore, being ushered forward by a proudly smiling Hugh. Having had his first wife Mary painted at their

  marriage, Hugh may well have had the idea of commissioning a portrait of Florence when she became his second wife. It would have been typical of the thoughtful Florence to suggest the change of

  subject.




  Whether Gertrude would have appreciated this tactful gesture is another question. Florence was too kind and discreet to betray the fact that she was having a difficult time with her

  stepdaughter, but there are plenty of clues that this was in fact the case. Angela, a play she published in 1926 – significantly, perhaps, after Gertrude’s death – tells

  the story of the second marriage of a Yorkshire industrialist in which his new wife tries to cope with the exceptionally strong bond already formed between father and motherless daughter.




  ‘Gertrude was a child of spirit and initiative,’ wrote Florence in her introduction to The Letters of Gertrude Bell. Sometimes this spirit and initiative were too much for

  her:




  

    

      

        Full of enterprise, [Gertrude] used to lead her little brother, whose tender years were ill equipped for so much enterprise, into the most perilous adventures, such as

        commanding him, to his terror, to follow her example in jumping from the top of the garden wall nine feet high to the ground. She used to alight on her feet, he very seldom did.


      


    


  




  On one occasion, a crash and an ominous tinkling brought Florence running from the drawing-room to the greenhouse. Gertrude had led Maurice on a climbing expedition along the

  ridge of the roof. She had made her way deftly and rapidly along while her little brother, sick with fear, had stumbled after her. Gertrude had clambered down safely, but Maurice had put his boot

  through the roof and followed it to the ground, landing in the broken glass. On another occasion, she played the garden hose down the laundry chimney and put the fire out. When

  Florence on this occasion lost her temper, Gertrude and Maurice collected all the hats from the hall and threw them at their stepmother. Gertrude only stopped when one of Florence’s hats

  found its way into the fire. ‘Even as a child, Gertrude took a great interest in clothes,’ one of the family told me.




  For most of her eight years, Gertrude had been used to bossing the servants and running rings around her governess. She bitterly resented discipline, and liked to goad people to distraction.

  Miss Ogle had departed in dudgeon, but Florence hoped for better from Miss Klug. This German lady stayed much longer, but Florence was periodically irked by having to placate the new governess over

  Gertrude’s misdeeds.




  The house where Mrs Bell was establishing her new domain was a raw brick Arts and Crafts building, an early and rather confused Philip Webb experiment with the local vernacular. Webb had

  designed William Morris’s own Red House, and he copied many elements into this second commission, Red Barns. Morris had decorated the interior, and his charming botanical wallpapers were used

  throughout. The house was solid and small in comparison with the elegant homes of Florence’s youth, but it would expand as the family expanded. There was a porch giving on to Kirkleathan

  Street, which led to a large square of terraced Georgian houses around a bleak green. It was a short walk from Red Barns to Redcar’s long beach, stretching from Coatham southward to the

  Saltburn cliffs. Around its featureless crescent of sand, where the clinker-built fishing boats were beached at low tide, there were striped bathing huts in the summer, and donkeys for

  children’s rides. The countryside around was flat, and not especially pretty. But Florence had always thought that children should be brought up in the countryside, and there was no doubt

  that Gertrude and Maurice loved the place.




  Given a constant succession of ponies, the children virtually grew up on horseback. Gertrude’s fearless exploits often led, inevitably, to Maurice coming home covered in bruises from

  trying to follow his sister’s lead. Among her contemporaries, she became known as the most courageous of riders, and her letters to aunts and cousins were full of boasts

  about her prowess. ‘My poney behaved like a brute, kicking all the time. If she does that with mother, I am afraid mother will come strait off,’ she wrote to her cousin Horace.




  Hacking about, galloping along the beach or out hunting, girls rode side-saddle in the appropriate habit, consisting of a black jacket and buttoned apron skirt over breeches. ‘Yesterday I

  rode like a circus boy,’ wrote Gertrude, meaning that she had that day ridden astride. The Bell children would trot along the sands under the supervision of the stable-boy, the nurse or the

  governess. If accompanied by the anxious Miss Klug, once out of sight of the house Gertrude would kick her pony into action and gallop off into the distance, leaving the governess to run hopelessly

  after her, calling her name. After taking the children for a beach walk one day, Miss Klug returned alone and burst into Florence’s literary reverie in floods of tears. When she had told them

  to come back to the house for tea, she reported, they had run away and hidden among the fishing boats, from which she had been trying to chivvy them for an exhausting and fruitless thirty

  minutes.




  Domineering and wilful, Gertrude was always demanding attention and expecting her father to spend his every domestic moment entertaining her. Hugh, preoccupied at the works, was often at home

  for only one day a week. Florence, naturally, wanted some time alone with her husband, and her Victorian insistence on domestic order and routine, though hardly onerous, was bound to interfere with

  the children’s freedom. Gertrude found that she could not be sure of bending the will of her stepmother as she could her father’s. The child’s way of countermanding

  Florence’s dictats was to wait until her father came home, and then try to cajole him to her defence.




  It was not long until Florence’s own children were born – Hugo in 1878, Elsa in 1879 and Molly two years later. A two-storey wing was added at Red Barns, with bedrooms, bathroom and

  schoolroom, as well as a stable block. Already an intrepid tree climber, Gertrude thought scaffolding a brilliant addition to the house. Once, when she used it as a climbing frame, Florence,

  spotting her from a window, came dashing into the garden and ordered her to come down at once. Gertrude chose not to hear, and so Florence ran for Hugh and sent him up after

  her. She returned to the house to watch from the window and was horrified to see her husband climbing a ladder to the upper floor to join his daughter – with a small child under each arm.




  Hugh was a wonderful father and not too fastidious about the children hurting themselves. As Elsa was to remember late in life, he would accompany them on Sunday scrambles among the sandhills

  and ‘suddenly crook his walking stick round our ankles so that we should fall off the top of a precipice’. She remembered him ‘running along the hard sand with a child in each

  hand, and then clapping us together in front’. To Gertrude’s questions he would provide ample answers to which she would attend closely. In this she was different from her siblings. If

  any of them should idly muse, ‘I wonder what makes the tide come up’ or ‘What is bi-metallism?’ they would immediately shout, ‘Don’t tell me!’ Hugh would

  laugh and say, ‘You naughty children!’




  Life had gradually got better for Hugh, and there came a moment when he realized that he had a happy home again, that it had been no mistake to ask Florence to marry him. A revealing letter of

  Florence’s to Molly tells of the occasion early in her life at Red Barns when she and Hugh reached the turning point.




  

    

      

        I remember as if it were yesterday the coming at Redcar, when we were about your ages – when your father could have got in [to parliament] with almost a walkover at

        Middlesbrough and was frantically anxious to do it and go in for politics, for you know how much he cares and always has cared. That was all his head was in. His father (this is a very

        private letter!!) was against it and quite without sympathy in it – as always he was, and trade wasn’t good, and we walked up and down the gravel path talking it over and finally

        decided to give it all up and do nothing but Middlesbrough. You know how he then threw himself into that. But it was . . . a lifelong renunciation and a lifelong regret and we knew it was at

        the time. And then he felt afterwards what it would have been to him if he had to do it alone – and what a joy it was to care so much and be so close to each other.

        What a huge difference it makes in the whole aspect of life to be married – that there is some one who cares as much for the thing that happens to one as one does oneself!


      


    


  




  As far as Gertrude was concerned, life at Red Barns was perfect, and she too came to realize that Florence’s arrival had only improved their family life. The children were outdoors all

  summer, and had their own garden plots. Gertrude was finding that she loved flowers and had a natural skill with plants. In an early diary entry, in careful italic script, she writes: ‘We now

  have out some yellow crocus and primroses snodrops and primroses.’




  Spelling, music – of which Florence was so fond – and cooking were three fields in which she had no interest and therefore did not excel, in spite of her stepmother’s efforts.

  On the other hand, Gertrude’s nose was never out of a book. She would read anything she could get hold of: The Days of Bruce by Aguilar was a favourite, as was Green’s History

  of the English People, which she perused every day before breakfast. ‘I am reading a very nice book called The Tower of London . . . all full of murders and tortures.’




  When Florence was mysteriously ‘unwell’ – in other words, pregnant – Gertrude and Maurice were sent off to stay with large groups of cousins, to a gentler southern

  seaside or to Scotland, where they picnicked and learnt to climb rocks and to fish.




  

    

      

        My dear Mamy,




        We are having such fun here. Yesterday we caught an alive eel. Every morning we go to the rocks in our wading suits, our game is to jump off the rocks into the pool, we

        call it taking headers, it is such fun. Give my love to Papa.




        From your loving child, Gertrude


      


    


  




  Her favourite companion was Horace Marshall, her first cousin and the son of her mother Mary Shield’s sister, Mrs Thomas Marshall. Then there were the Lascelles boys and their sister

  Florence, called after her stepmother, some years younger than Gertrude but always one of her favourite friends. Gertrude used her pocket money to buy birds’ eggs for her

  collection, competing with Horace – ‘5 Jackdaws, 2 Golden Crested Wrens, l Greenfinch, 2 Brown Linnet,’ she wrote in her diary – or to buy as many pet animals or birds as

  Florence would allow. In the garden shed lived the pet raven Jumbo, to be kept for ever out of the way of the excitable cat they called ‘the Shah’. When, in the course of time, these

  died, Gertrude would assuage her grief by laying on lavish funerals, complete with cortège of family and staff, cardboard coffins, crosses and flowers.




  Beyond the Red Barns garden and the railway track was a large enclosed private park (now turned into a public garden) in which the children could ride their ponies and play on their own, almost

  within view of the house. Laid out around a pond were pathways through the trees where they could ride, or walk on stilts, until the gong rang out for midday ‘dinner’, or

  ‘teatime’ (their last meal before bed). Sometimes on a Sunday, Hugh would take the two oldest children out into the country around Redcar or along the beach, all of them on horseback,

  with a picnic tea packed by Florence. Gertrude would lay out the sandwiches on a checked blanket, and play hostess to Hugh and Maurice.




  For rainy days, Gertrude and Maurice had invented a game of hide-and-seek called ‘Housemaids’, a game that she would remember and that would come to have a very different

  significance for her in the desert, many years later. Beginning in the cellar, where the children could stand upright but the adults had to bend their heads, the object was to run silently along

  the many corridors and up the narrow, twisting stairs that led up to the maids’ bedrooms, without being seen by the servants. If you were spotted, you screamed and went back, to begin again.

  Or you might begin from behind the water tank in the attic, which could be reached up a short ladder fixed to the wall, then scuttle down to the laundry and the housekeeper’s room in the

  quiet semi-basement. Lined with cupboards painted cream, its William Morris wallpaper depicted singing blackbirds perched on a trellis wreathed in leaves and fruit against a dark-blue sky. A trace

  of it still remains today.




  Gertrude was lucky to have a stepmother with Florence’s sweet nature. A harsher regime could have dented her stepdaughter’s confidence, or more likely turned her

  into the rebel she somehow never became. Florence’s younger daughter Molly, later Lady Trevelyan, wrote of her mother: ‘I cannot remember her speak in a harsh way to us, nor shout at us

  for wrong-doing. She was gentle and forbearing, full of tenderness to all children, unselfish and sympathetic to a degree that went far beyond any other person I have ever known . . . The security

  of her presence was an unfailing standby.’




  Florence was also great fun. The children had turned the garden shed into a playhouse and named it the ‘Wigwam’. They had a rubber stamp with the name on it, and would deliver

  stamped letters containing very formal tea or dinner invitations to their parents, the gardener or the governess. Florence, emerging from the house in response to one of these invitations, in her

  very best evening gown and with diamonds in her hair, had found the children waiting to wheel her to the shed in a goat-cart. On the way to the Wigwam they upset the cart on to the gravel but

  Florence, though scratched and dirtied, stayed on heroically through the afternoon programme, not only demonstrating her good nature but also providing a fine example of social poise.




  Another invitation invited ‘Mr and Mrs Hugh Bell to tea on Saturday August 13, 1892, at 5 pm’ and added ‘RSVP’. Florence, much teased by the children for her French

  accent, had accepted along similar lines. ‘To Monsieur and Mesdames de Viguevamme, Red Barns, Coatham, Redcar’ she wrote, ‘The Marchioness de Sidesplitters will have much pleasure

  in dining this evening with Mr Prinketty, Miss Fiddlesticks, and Miss Pizzicato at 7.30’, and – probably anxious not to sacrifice another evening dress – she had added: ‘She

  regrets that the unfortunate delicate state of her health will not permit her to wear on this occasion her Court dress and feathers or to powder her hair.’




  Entertaining and tolerant as Florence could be, she was rigorous about behaviour. She was forever writing essays with titles such as ‘The Minor Moralist’ or ‘Si Jeunesse

  Voulait’ (‘If Only the Young Would . . .’). Her rules concerning good manners were not negotiable, whether she was ticking off a waiting coachman who had left

  his driving seat to shelter from the rain, or a child who had failed to greet guests correctly. Manners, she insisted, were as important for ourselves as for others. She might have been repeating a

  conversation with an older Gertrude when she wrote: ‘However valuable the intellectual wares you may have to offer, it is obvious that if your method of calling your fellow man’s

  attention to them is to give him a slap in the face at the same time, you will probably not succeed in enlisting his kindly interest in your future achievements.’




  The impatient Gertrude had some difficulty with all of this. To her, a conversation was about finding out something or telling someone something. She could not feel very interested, she may well

  have retorted, in her fellow man’s assessment of her achievements. But there were times when Florence was entirely on Gertrude’s wavelength, as in her deploring ‘the tendency

  displayed by many otherwise reasonable people to believe that their own race is of quite peculiar interest, their own family traits the most worthy of note, the school they have been to the only

  possible one, the quarter of London they live in the most agreeable, and their own house the best in it’; it was ‘an insidious peril to be striven against’. Half-English and

  half-Irish herself, she was sensitive to the kind of slur that commonly figured in Punch cartoons about the French, their habits, hygiene, food and morals, all of which she knew in many

  cases to be superior to those of the British. This climate of receptiveness to other standards and ways of life was the best initiation to travel that Gertrude could have absorbed in her childhood.

  Later in life, she was to take it to its logical conclusion – and far further than Florence could ever have intended.




  ‘Correct’ as had been Florence’s upbringing, the cosmopolitan society to which she had been exposed before her marriage to Hugh Bell had plunged her into an intellectual and

  artistic milieu that she would probably not have encountered if she had been brought up in England. Not until Edward VII came to the throne were actresses and artists and newly moneyed merchants

  routinely included in aristocratic circles, unless under the particular freedoms implied by patronage. Florence was to make great friends with actors in the course of her life,

  in particular Coquelin, a star of the French theatre, Sybil Thorndike and the American actress Elizabeth Robins. Florence met Robins, who introduced the plays of Ibsen to the English stage, soon

  after her own arrival in London. Despite the fact that Robins was an active member of the suffrage movement, with which Florence could never agree, they became intimates. Robins brought

  Florence’s most famous play, Alan’s Wife, to the West End in 1893, taking the lead in this tragedy of working-class life. She became one of the Bells’ most frequent

  houseguests, adding much to the texture of the intellectual background in which Gertrude was to be raised. Liza, as they called her, would amuse the children by taking them into her bedroom and

  demonstrating a theatrical ‘pratfall’, flat on to her face on the carpet. Later, when Gertrude was older and after Florence had retired to bed, the two women would sit up late

  discussing the pros and cons of suffrage. Florence felt so strongly on this issue, and wrote so much in support of anti-suffrage, that she could not discuss it with Liza. Gertrude and Liza became

  lifelong correspondents, and the constant traveller was often to mention in the letters she wrote from her desert tents how much she missed their ‘fireside chats’.




  Florence told Gertrude and Maurice of her earliest acquaintance with Charles Dickens, whose daughter Kitty Perugine had been one of her first companions. Dickens was an intimate of her parents

  Sir Joseph and Lady Olliffe, as was his contemporary Thackeray. Dickens often visited them in Paris. Once, when he was about to give a reading at the British Embassy in support of a charitable fund

  started by her father, Florence remembered Dickens entering the salon and asking, ‘And where is Miss Florence going to sit?’ ‘Florence is not going,’ said Lady Olliffe

  firmly. ‘She is too young.’ ‘Very well then,’ he replied cheerfully, ‘I shan’t go either.’ In the event, Florence sat in the front row and wept copiously

  at the melancholy death of Paul Dombey. Dickens wrote in a subsequent letter: ‘Florence at the reading tremendously excited.’




  Florence’s educational ideas were advanced for her day and much influenced by her admiration for progressive new European theories. Long after her own children had

  grown up, in 1911 she went to Rome to study the work of the educational reformer Maria Montessori. Her preference, where a governess could be afforded, was for schooling girls at home. This was the

  education she chose for her own girls, Elsa and Molly. Molly wrote later:




  

    

      

        My mother’s idea of the equipment required for her two daughters was that we should be turned out as good wives and mothers and be able to take our part in the

        social life of our kind. We must speak French and German perfectly, and be on friendly if not intimate terms with Italian. We must be able to play the piano and sing a bit, we must learn to

        dance well and know how to make small talk. The more serious side of education did not take any part in the plans my mother made for us. Science, mathematics, political economy, Greek and

        Latin – there was no need for any of these.


      


    


  




  No girl they knew was trained for any profession, nor did ‘girls of our class’ go to school. That this worked well enough for the two sisters in their day is evident

  in the impression they gave of being delightful company. Less formidable than Gertrude, but with her erect bearing and good clothes sense, they became an attractive and entertaining couple, and

  much in demand. Virginia Stephen, later Virginia Woolf, mentioned them in a discursive letter about her first May Ball at Cambridge: ‘It was the Trinity ball . . . Boo was there, and Alice

  Pollock and the Hugh Bells (If you know them – MAP calls them “the most brilliant girl conversationalists in London” – and Thoby [her brother] was much attracted by them and

  them by him).’




  Florence subscribed to the then common medical theory that girls become overstrained if subjected to too much mental exertion. For adolescent girls in particular, education was supposed to be a

  serious health risk. As late as 1895, when Gertrude was twenty-seven, a Dr James Burnett, author of Delicate, Backward, Puny and Stunted Children, informed the world that a girl at puberty

  would always fall behind her brothers in academic achievement because of her ‘disordered pelvic life’, and assured readers that ‘Not one exception to this have

  I ever seen.’ A book by Elizabeth Missing Sewell, Principles of Education, Drawn from Nature and Revelation, had stated that a girl should always be guarded from study, for ‘if

  she is allowed to run the risks, which, to the boy, are a matter of indifference, she will probably develop some disease, which, if not fatal, will, at any rate, be an injury to her for

  life’. Florence saw to it that all of the Bell girls had as active a life as their brothers, but was beginning to realize that when it came to education, her formula would not do for every

  girl. As she put it, ‘There are a thousand of us who can walk along a level road and get to the end of it successfully, for one who can swim a river or scale a cliff which stands in the

  way.’ Gertrude, she now speculated, was this exception.




  When Maurice went to boarding school, the fifteen-year-old Gertrude missed him far more than she had expected. Her half-sisters and half-brother were much younger, and life became rather empty.

  She had long outstripped poor Miss Klug, who was constantly offended at the flat contradictions and dismissive behaviour of her troublesome charge. All her life Gertrude had trouble confining

  herself to armchairs, and could now be found at all times of day sprawled on the carpet flicking impatiently through a book, or thrashing away at knitting she had begun but would never finish. She

  would stalk about the house with a scowl on her face, airing her recently acquired views, arguing with anyone who would take issue with her and getting in the way of the maids. Invited to go and

  amuse herself in the garden, she invented a game called ‘rackets’, something like squash, which could be played on her own by smashing a ball as hard as she could against the

  coach-house doors. The constant banging and the cries of fury when she missed must have been a great irritation to Florence, perhaps trying to concentrate on some children’s story or treatise

  on the nursery. Despite her father’s remonstrations, Gertrude made a point of throwing her dog into the pond every day because ‘he does hate it so much’.




  Florence, with three younger children to cope with, was at her wits’ end to know how to occupy the teenager. She was not the only member of the family sooner or later

  to find Gertrude difficult. Molly Trevelyan wrote: ‘Gertrude is being rather thorny & I shall have to have another scene with her soon – she contradicts everything Mother says, and

  goes out of her way to be disobliging and snubby.’ It was not hard for Florence to come to the decision that Gertrude was a special case and that a fifteen-year-old so confident, so able and

  thirsty for knowledge ought to be stretched.




  Florence had made the best of beginnings with her stepdaughter, and her influence on Gertrude would be permanent. That influence would not always turn her in the direction that her stepmother

  wished, but in the things that mattered, however far she ventured, Gertrude would all her life follow Florence’s lead. She always followed the conventions and observances of her upbringing.

  She would always be devoted to her family, and however far her life would take her from home, she never distanced herself from their interests or thought them less important than her own.




  Now, breathless with excitement, Gertrude was told that she was going to be sent to school in London.




  







  2
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        My darling, dearest Mother,




        I do so hate being here . . . if only you were in town. I couldn’t be more desolate than I am now. Every day I want you more . . .




        Will you please get me Gray’s Elegy, also two brush-and-comb bags and a nightgown case. And a german book called Deutches Lesebuch by Carl Oltrogge.


      


    


  




  And so Gertrude packed her trunk and went up to London with Florence on a third-class ticket – having had it pointed out to her that she would do herself no good if she

  was seen to be richer than the other pupils. In term time, during the first year, she would live with Florence’s mother Lady Olliffe, in the imposing but still dingy premises of 95 Sloane

  Street. It was a staid house, relieved only by the visits of the reprehensible Tommy, Florence’s brother, who when playing billiards with his young step-niece would routinely chalk his nose

  along with the cue. He was a tease skilled in goading little girls to fury, and with older girls a flirt whose intentions, as he once assured a straight-faced father, were ‘strictly

  dishonourable’. His ‘deaf and stupid’ sister Bessie, who lived with their mother, once spotted him through the window flirting with a young lady on a bench in the garden. She

  opened the window and hurled a tennis ball at him. Narrowly missing the object of his affections it hit him squarely on the side of the head.




  The choice of school for Gertrude had been made easier by the fact that a former friend of Florence’s, Camilla Croudace, had recently become the ‘Lady

  Resident’ of Queen’s College in Harley Street. Housed in an elegant Georgian four-storey, cream-painted block, it had been founded twenty years before Gertrude’s birth by the

  educational reformer and Christian Socialist Frederick Denison Maurice. The birthplace of academic education and recognized qualifications for women, it had been granted the first royal charter for

  female education in 1853. It produced confident and self-assured young women capable of playing a valuable part in the nation’s intellectual, business and public life. Later the school would

  number the writer Katherine Mansfield amongst its alumnae, but in 1884, when Gertrude enrolled, many of its graduates were destined to be governesses.




  While this school was the best thing that could have happened for Gertrude, her excitement was soon overtaken by homesickness. This, for a young woman who had scarcely left her home town except

  for holidays in the company of sisters, brothers and cousins, was at first severe. Distance certainly made her heart grow fonder of her stepmother. She observed her classmates narrowly, and was

  soon writing to ask Florence to get her ‘some stays’ – the stiff laced whalebone corsets that she had discovered the other girls were wearing under their tightly buckled

  belts.




  The pupils were taken to concerts and picture galleries, churches and cathedrals. Gertrude was quickly developing opinions about all things, and stating them forcibly, not least in her letters

  home: ‘I don’t like Rubens. I don’t like him at all . . . The passage walls are papered with the most dreadful green paper you ever saw . . . How I do loathe and

  detest St Paul’s . . . there is not a single detail which is not hideous not to say repulsive.’




  The young ladies were scrupulously chaperoned wherever they went, and Gertrude, longing to see more of the sights of the city, chafed at not being allowed to go about on her own. ‘I wish I

  could go to the National,’ she told her parents. ‘But you see, there is no one to take me. If I were a boy I should go every week!’




  At Queen’s College no less than at Red Barns, strict adherence to the conventions of the day was not negotiable. Gertrude must accept it, explained Mrs Croudace, as a condition of her

  increased freedom and independence. Florence responded to Gertrude’s complaint only that she wished the child would not use abbreviations such as ‘National’

  for National Gallery. A ruffled Gertrude replied angrily:




  

    

      

        I waded through [your letter] which I consider a great act of self-discipline – but I avenged myself by burning [it] promptly . . . The next letter I write to you,

        when I am not too cross to bother myself with finding words, my adjectives shall be as numerous as Carlyle’s own . . . Would you have me say when talking of the sovereign: The Queen of

        England, Scotland, Ireland, Empress of India, Defender of the Faith? My life is not long enough to give everything its full title.


      


    


  




  Receiving this somewhat smart letter, Florence may well have sighed. Hugh would have found it hard to suppress a smile at his daughter’s spirit and powers of argument.




  These outbursts would soon be followed by contrite messages to her parents that she had made new resolutions, and hoped that Florence would find her a better and more obedient daughter in

  future.




  It had probably never occurred to Gertrude before to wonder whether people liked her or not. Now she had to acknowledge that she was not very popular at the school, and in response began to

  betray what might be a reciprocal emotion, the start of a lifelong haughtiness and aversion to the company of ‘ordinary’ women. Florence counselled her, as tactfully as she could,

  against her tendency to boastfulness, which brought another outburst. Her schoolmates, she said, were ‘uninteresting’ and then, finding a more diplomatic way to express her

  discomfiture, added: ‘It’s a very disagreeable process finding out that one is no better than the common run . . . I’ve gone through rather a hard course of it since I came to

  College and I don’t like it at all.’




  For the second year at Queen’s College she became a boarder, and got on better with her peers. She was asked to stay for the weekend by a friend from Florence’s youth,

  Thackeray’s daughter Anne, Mrs Richmond Ritchie, and by the widow of the historian whose books she had devoured before breakfast, Mrs J. R. Green. But approaches from her

  new schoolfriends were heavily censored from Redcar. Invitations, she had to learn, were not to be accepted before Florence and Hugh had checked the suitability of the family through Mrs Croudace.

  Three invitations, already accepted, had to be turned down as a result, which did not help to make her better liked. It has been assumed that these families were ‘not good enough’ for

  the Bells because they were not important enough. This is unlikely. The homes that Florence would not allow Gertrude to visit were those where alcohol was consumed, where house parties were the

  excuse for extramarital activities, where girls were not strictly chaperoned – in other words, homes belonging to the often dissolute aristocracy, circles that might even include that of the

  Prince of Wales.




  In the classroom, Gertrude shone. She was welcomed as an exceptional student who would volunteer for a higher class whenever she found the work easy. In her first year, in a class of some forty

  girls, she had come first in English history, her favourite subject, with marks of 88 out of 88. She had come second in English grammar, third in geography and fourth in French and ancient history.

  She had not done at all well in scripture. When the master had asked her why she had not done better when she was doing so well in all her other subjects, her response was robust: ‘I

  don’t believe a word of it!’ Hugh and Florence only occasionally attended church, and no one could ever convince Gertrude that there was a God. She began to call herself an

  atheist.




  She was just as resilient to criticism of her history work. When Mr de Soyres argued that an essay she had written on Cromwell did not merit his usual comment of ‘Excellent’ because

  she had assumed facts without proving them and ignored counterarguments, she wrote home indignantly to justify herself to her father: ‘The fault of my essay is that I tried to prove that

  Cromwell was right when I need only have proved that he was not wrong.’




  She now had plenty to do, she felt, and begged Florence to let her give up embroidery and piano lessons. Her learning to play, she said, was a ‘pure waste of time’, craftily adding,

  ‘Fancy the amount more books I could read in the practising hour.’ Her stepmother, who believed that nothing was to be gained without persistence, did not succumb to

  this tempting prospect, and wrote that she must continue. Gertrude allowed a few weeks to pass, and then set to work on her father. Hugh interceded – as he always would intercede on her

  behalf – and she was at last allowed to give up the piano, if not the embroidery needle.




  If she regarded those two skills as optional, she was falling in love with poetry, a pleasure that would endure throughout her life. At fourteen, she had snubbed her cousin Horace because he

  hadn’t read Robert Browning’s latest volume. Now she was writing home to say, ‘I’ve done Milton most of today. I always feel I could stand on my head for want of a better

  outlet for my delight after Lycidas or Comus. It’s very difficult to keep the knowledge of all that exquisite beauty to myself without discussing it with anyone.’




  In her stream of letters home, the difference in her relationship with her father and that with her mother was becoming apparent. She still depended on her father’s judgement on the larger

  questions, and now wrote to him specifically to ask his opinion of Home Rule for Ireland and the fate of Gladstone and the Liberal Party. She would write to Florence in a different vein when she

  wanted a new cotton dress, for instance, so that when she was taken to visit Maurice and her cousin Herbert Marshall at Eton she would look her best. She was now a very attractive young woman. Her

  green gaze was rather confrontational and her nose was a little sharp, but she had a strong, slim figure, a good carriage, and bundles of beautiful, untidy auburn hair.




  Her two history teachers, Mr de Soyres and Mr Rankine, felt that she was a brilliant pupil, as did Mr Cramb, the history master. She had earned the right to go further with her education, they

  decided, and in her last term she wrote to ask her father if she might go to Oxford. Hugh and Florence had some way to go before they would be convinced. Florence might have given way on

  Gertrude’s schooling, but Oxford she had never considered for a daughter. Having travelled up to London to discuss the issue with Mrs Croudace, though, it was finally agreed. Gertrude was

  enrolled at Lady Margaret Hall, one of the two women’s colleges at Oxford, in 1886.




  Meeting the alarming Lady Stanley, a founder of Cambridge’s Girton College, Gertrude told Florence: ‘I felt rather guilty when I shook hands with her – rather as if

  “I’m not going to Girton” were written on my forehead, but she didn’t say anything!’




  In 1885 she heard that her grandfather Lowthian had been made a baronet. She wrote to congratulate him, but told Hugh: ‘I may say to you I suppose that I am very sorry indeed, it’s a

  great pity. I think he quite deserves to have it only I wish it could have been offered and refused.’ Unknown to her at the time, Hugh had not been informed. ‘Imagine my astonishment at

  opening my Times’, he had written to his mother, ‘to see the announcement that the Pater is to be made a Baronet! Why have you none of you written to me?’ Although he added,

  ‘I am pleased that the dear clever Pater’s merits should be recognised’, the note of hurt feelings is clear. Hugh felt that he should have been consulted. He, after all, would

  inherit the title. Gertrude and Hugh appear to have agreed that it was questionable to inherit titles through birth rather than ability, an attitude to equality and plain living perhaps inherited

  from the Pattinsons’ Quaker tradition. If so, that is probably the reason why Hugh chose to write to her rather than to his father.




  The old lady was already ill when she became Lady Bell, and survived only another year. Within a short time of her death came another to sadden the family: Uncle Tommy, Florence’s naughty

  brother, was killed when he was run over by a London bus.




  Back in Redcar, Gertrude was drawn into Florence’s social work, as she would always be if she stayed at home too long. Soon after marriage, her stepmother had begun an immense project

  which she dedicated to Charles Booth, who, a few years later, would begin to publish his voluminous study of poverty, Life and Labour of the People in London. Over a period of nearly thirty

  years she and her committee were to interview a thousand of the families employed at the Clarence steelworks, putting these working-class people’s lives under the microscope. Gertrude joined

  the committee intermittently, interviewing the wives and in 1889 acting as treasurer for various works projects. Later, in Florence’s absences, she would arrange teas,

  give lectures with lantern slides about her own adventures, and organize Christmas festivities for the workers.




  The book that Florence eventually published in 1907, At the Works, was factually exhaustive, providing ample research material for those who had a mission to campaign for change. It is

  easy to regard Florence’s work as incomplete. Having exposed the suffering endured by the poorer working families and especially when they struck hard times, it explores no further the deep

  fissures in Victorian society. It poses no remedies. Florence’s position as the ironmaster’s wife has been suggested as compromising. This is to ignore the extraordinary character of

  her husband and of the Bell enterprises. Capitalist and employer as Hugh was, he saw no conflict between masters and men – more, he saw them as mutually dependent. His men were well paid,

  enjoying comforts and pleasures denied to many industrial poor and to those who toiled on unenlightened agricultural estates. He carried on his father’s mission to promote education, and it

  was a lack of education that lay behind much of the hardship in poorly run homes. He was not just a liberal in his thinking, but active in Liberal politics. He joined the debate about the duty of

  the state to care for the individual. He believed in the role of the new trade unions, and that employers should encourage them in a shared concern for the welfare of the workers. Socialism was

  already at the heart of the new political philosophy, if not accepted in its more Marxist extremes. Hugh was part of the thrust towards a welfare state, realized in his lifetime by Lloyd George and

  Churchill in legislation for benefits for the sick and unemployed and eventually in retirement. It was enough for Florence to display the workers’ suffering and to show how it arose.

  Hugh’s respect for her as a woman of intelligence and purpose no doubt lay behind her unique access to his men, their wives and homes.




  To understand the importance of Florence’s work, one has to bear in mind that at the time the commonplace middle-class view of the working classes was ill-informed and moralistic.

  Merchants’ wives and ladies at London supper parties would be applauded for such sentiments as ‘I cannot have any sympathy for the labouring classes because they

  don’t look after their children properly, or keep their houses clean. The children die, and it is the mothers’ fault.’ What Florence did was to lay down the facts of the

  workers’ and their families’ lives so truthfully that no one who read At the Works could possibly make such a statement again. Florence’s mission was one that could be

  properly promulgated even as the wife of the ironmaster whose fortune rested on the workers. Having established the facts, she analysed them. She succeeded in producing an impressive piece of

  social investigation and left the conclusions to the industrial sociologists and reformers who would follow. Equally, she left the emotional music to the family friend Charles Dickens, who had the

  God-given ability to put an unforgettable face and soul to the poorest of the poor.




  Readers of At the Works learnt about the poorest of the workers and ‘how terribly near the margin of disaster the man . . . walks, who has, in ordinary normal conditions, but just

  enough to keep himself on’.2 Wages ranged from 18 to 80 shillings a week; readers learnt what proportion went on the absolute necessities – rent,

  coal and wood, clothes and locomotion, ‘in a place where for many of the men the river lies between them and their work, and has to be crossed at a halfpenny a passage on a steam

  ferry-boat’. They learnt that the quantity of food expected to last a family of three for seven days would be consumed by a better-off family in only two. Working-class women were frequently

  reviled by the rich for their filthy skirts that dragged in the mud. Florence revealed the truth, which was that they did not choose to display the miserable state of their decaying footwear. She

  explained how teenage girls went into marriage full of hope and excitement, and how the arrival of one baby after another left them broken in health, depressed and unable to make the physical

  effort demanded by cleaning, mending and cooking: ‘it is not so very surprising that she should leave the clothes unmended, that she should leave the floor unswept’. Florence describes

  the breakdown of marriages as the weary worker begins to look ‘for comfort and enjoyment out of his own home’; his life is turned in the wrong direction by his wife

  ‘not because she is ill-intentioned, but simply from her incapacity to deal with existence, however she may struggle, and above all from her failing health’. She drew the obvious

  comparison – with the middle-class woman who can rely on someone else to see to the cleaning and tidying. ‘We shall understand better if we admit this and do not try to deceive

  ourselves; if we frankly recognize that . . . there is regrettably one code of conduct for the rich and another for the poor.’




  As civic leaders and local benefactors, the Bells built assembly rooms, libraries, schools and offices. Florence recognized that a place of recreation was needed in Middlesbrough, where

  exhausted workers could go in the evening to escape their crying babies. She wanted to provide an alternative to the pub, where men were led into spending too much of their wage packet and where

  fights often broke out. In 1907 she would open the Winter Garden, a large, well warmed modern hall that was ‘light and bright and cheerful . . . open to anyone and everyone who chose to pay

  one penny’. A cup of tea and a biscuit could be had for another penny, but alcohol was not served. At the opening, Hugh made his usual graceful speech: there was no position he would

  rather hold, he declared, than that of ‘a fellow-worker, a captain of industry of such an army that I command’; he hoped the Winter Garden would make the lives of that army brighter and

  better. Women were welcome, although Florence acknowledged that most mothers had to stay at home in the evening to feed and look after their children; but, she noted joyfully on the first day,

  there were ‘Lots of women!’




  Hugh had borne the expense of clearing the site and erecting the building, and a further sum of £2,070 was raised locally. The finished hall was decorated with hanging flower baskets and

  supplied with billiard tables, rows of seats and tables with newspapers and magazines. During the week and at the weekend there would be brass band competitions, singers and buskers of all sorts.

  After working hours it was always crowded, and when Florence dropped in she was generally asked to play the piano and lead the songs. The Winter Garden, later renamed the Dame

  Florence Bell Garden, was an immediate success, and continued to be so. On one of their wedding anniversaries, Hugh presented Florence with the title deeds of the building.




  Gertrude was both part of this, and not part of it. Observing from close quarters what it took to devote yourself to the improvement of conditions for your fellow men and women, the constant

  efforts of sympathy to be made and the stamina to go on year after year without acknowledgement, she came to understand that this kind of work was not for her. Florence owned this particular

  territory. Tacitly acknowledging her stepmother’s enormous achievements in the field, Gertrude began to look outward. Her own concerns would be international rather than local, her

  contributions on a world scale.




  Her attitudes honed by long discussions with her father, Gertrude already took a strong line on many of the issues of the day. She itched for debate, and hoped to find it at the many lunches and

  dinners in which she was now included. When she met up with the ‘normal’ views of ‘normal’ people, though, she was often angered by their incomprehension and their failure

  to take her point. She wrote home from London: ‘I have had enough of these dinners where people say “I think” all the time.’ She wanted to talk to people who knew the facts,

  or were prepared to discover them. It is easy to imagine her at the dinner table, fidgeting in her seat between two kindly adults, doing her best to derail the lumbering train of the conversation

  winding its way slowly to the usual conclusions. If Free Trade were the subject, the discussion might have gone something like this:




  

    

      

        NEIGHBOUR: ‘If we relax the import tariffs there will be terrible unemployment, because we can’t compete against cheap labour from

        abroad.’




        GERTRUDE: ‘Nonsense. How do you know?’




        NEIGHBOUR: ‘Because, my dear young friend, our factories would close.’




        GERTRUDE: ‘The factories might close, but there would not necessarily be widespread unemployment.’




        NEIGHBOUR: ‘And how do you reach that conclusion?’




        GERTRUDE: ‘Because if Britain can buy cotton more cheaply from India, the population will have more money to spend on other things made in

        Britain.’




        NEIGHBOUR: ‘And what about the poor crofter whose livelihood has vanished?’




        GERTRUDE: ‘He will come to Middlesbrough and learn to work pig iron at Clarence, and earn more money for a higher skill.’


      


    


  




  As Florence’s daughter no less than Hugh’s, Gertrude would frequently have become entangled in discussions about the working classes. She was a Liberal and a Gladstonian, and she

  pursued her views on contemporary political controversies with logical reasoning and sound historical perspective. By the time she went up to university, she had become something of a social hand

  grenade.




  In 1886, at Oxford, the undergraduates still drove dog-carts, Dr Jowett still presided at Balliol, and the figure of Lewis Carroll could occasionally be spotted crossing the quadrangle of Christ

  Church. Although there were two colleges for women at the university, it nevertheless managed to remain a bastion of misogyny. At the age of eighteen, Gertrude was joining an almost exclusively

  male world under the guidance of Lady Margaret Hall’s first principal, Miss Elizabeth Wordsworth, grandniece of the poet. But even here, where it might have been expected that emancipation

  would flourish, she found that chaperones were required whenever the women entered men’s colleges or entertained men or mixed in male society. Miss Wordsworth was cautious. Woman, she said,

  was designed to be ‘Adam’s helpmate’ and must develop the ‘minor graces’. Reluctantly, Gertrude submitted to being taught neat handwriting and ‘the ways of

  opening and shutting doors’. On the other hand, she bicycled everywhere and ventured into every circle that would have her. She swam, she rowed, she played hockey, she acted, danced and spoke

  in debates, but she still had to spend precious hours doing needlework. She quickly learnt to compare the extraordinary freedoms of her own upbringing with the modes of conduct of the larger world.

  ‘I am going to a teaparty of Mary’s today to meet some sort of relation of hers who is Headmaster of Wellington. She is so unhappy because Miss Wordsworth has

  pronounced that she had better entertain him in the drawing room! It isn’t half the same thing giving a teaparty not in one’s own room . . .’ Her room was rather bleak, but soon

  the bed and the floor were covered with the familiar clutter of books and papers. She asked Florence to tell the gardener to put a pot of snowdrops on the train for her.




  The presence of women spread dismay throughout the university. It would not admit women to full membership until 1919; Cambridge refused to do so even then. Most undergraduates of

  Gertrude’s day saw university as a series of male-only clubs providing a wealth of contacts for future careers in the army, in parliament, the Church or the Empire. Women were no part of

  this, any more than they participated in the leisure pursuits of drinking, gambling, racing – or womanizing. It was a male society run for males and the presence of women was deeply

  disconcerting, as embarrassing for them as if their mothers and sisters had joined them at university, preventing them from behaving as men behave without women around.




  It was the age when even piano legs were draped lest they should seem too provocative. At Oxford the idea that women were inferior was built into the teaching. Special applications had to be

  made for permission for women to attend lectures and to take certain exams. ‘The overtaxing of [women’s] brains,’ wrote contemporary philosopher Herbert Spencer, would lead to

  ‘the deficiency of reproductive power’. ‘Inferior to us God made you, and our inferiors to the end of time you will remain,’ Dean John Burgon had thundered from New College

  Chapel. When one tutor, a Mr Bright, made the women in the room sit with their backs to him, Gertrude’s shoulders began to shake. The giggles quickly spread between the three women, and soon

  they were in a state of uncontrollable laughter. The problem, she wrote to Hugh, was Mr Bright’s, not hers.




  She put in seven hours’ work a day, every day, but wrote home:




  

    

      

        The amount of work is hopeless. This last week for instance, I ought to have read the life of Richard III, another in two volumes of Henry VIII, the

        continuous history of Hallam and Green from Edward IV to Ed. VI, the third volume of Stubbs, 6 or 7 lectures of Mr Lodge, to have looked up a few of Mr Campion’s last term lectures, and

        some of Mr Bright’s, and lastly to have written 6 essays for Mr Hassall. Now I ask you, is that possible?


      


    


  




  And so Gertrude, wearing a loose black gown that swirled around her laced boots, rammed a tasselled mortar-board on her bundled-up hair and made her way in a crocodile with the rest of the LMH

  women across University Parks to Balliol College for their first history lecture. In the hall were two hundred men, already filling the benches. With amazing discourtesy they remained seated and

  refused to move up. Instead, the women were led up to the platform where they found chairs alongside the professor. At the end of his lecture, Mr Lodge turned to the women beside him and asked with

  an insufferably patronizing air: ‘And I wonder what the young ladies made of that?’ Green eyes flashing, Gertrude retorted loudly: ‘I don’t think we learned anything new

  today. I don’t think you added anything to what you wrote in your book.’ There was a roar of laughter, and perhaps the atmosphere relaxed a little.




  Gertrude’s self-confidence was extraordinary. Once, in the middle of an oral examination, she started an argument with a don about the position of a German town: ‘I am sorry, but it

  is on the right bank. I have been there, and I know.’ Another time, she offended the distinguished historian Professor S. R. Gardiner by interrupting his discourse with

  ‘I’m afraid I must differ from your estimate of Charles I.’ When informed of this, Miss Wordsworth shuddered, fretting ‘Would she be the sort of person to have in

  one’s bedroom if one were ill?’ But Gertrude had no ambition to play nursemaid. She polished off her finals in two years instead of the usual three, declared the examinations

  ‘delightful!’ and went straight out to play a vigorous game of tennis. Then she went up to London to buy an emerald silk gown for the commemoration ball, and came back with an enormous

  straw hat covered in cabbage roses. Before long she was informed that she had taken a brilliant First.




  A first-class degree is the pinnacle of intellectual qualification. A good second is awarded for diligence in acquiring copious knowledge and for supplying logical and

  discriminating answers to the examiner’s questions. The first-class student must see beyond the accepted theories of the day, marshalling knowledge to explore new horizons of understanding,

  challenging the finest minds in the subject without faltering. Gertrude was the first woman to receive a First in Modern History, a measure of the outstanding quality of her mind.




  There is an anonymous limerick of around this time that could well have been written about Gertrude by one of the male undergraduates she encountered.




  

    



          

            I spent all my time with a crammer




            And then only managed a gamma,




            But the girl over there




            With the flaming red hair




            Got an alpha plus easily – damn her!


          


        


      






  Enterprising as Gertrude thought herself, the wife of one of her tutors described her as ‘prim’. There are parallels at this age and stage with the fictional Lucy Honeychurch in E.

  M. Forster’s Room with a View (published in 1908): she was intolerant, seeing herself as fascinatingly different, and full of elevated ideals. She loved the company of men, and had

  started what would become a lifetime habit of dismissing their wives as ‘dull dogs’. On the other hand, she looked down her nose at male high spirits as though she were fifty, not

  nineteen. ‘There’s a reading party of Oxford men in the Inn with us . . . Judging from the noise they make I should say they read very little indeed.’




  The Oxford women she was meeting were far more to her taste than most of her earlier classmates, although one new friend, Edith Langridge, had come, like her, from Queen’s College. She

  liked Mary Talbot, niece of the Warden of Keble, but her best friend was Janet Hogarth. Janet’s brother, archaeologist and Arabist David Hogarth, would also become important to her later.

  Janet wrote a revealing portrait of the nineteen-year-old Gertrude:




  

    

      

        She was, I think, the most brilliant creature who ever came amongst us, the most alive at every point, with her tireless energy, her splendid vitality,

        her unlimited capacity for work, for talk, for play. She was always an odd mixture of maturity and childishness, grown up in her judgement of men and affairs, child-like in her certainties,

        and most engaging in her entire belief in her father and the vivid intellectual world in which she had been brought up.


      


    


  




  But it is Florence, the sweet woman to whom had been entrusted the extraordinary and clever child that was Gertrude, and who had broken her own rules so as to ensure that her stepdaughter had an

  education equal to a man’s, who provides us with the clearest insight into Gertrude’s soul. Florence had handled the difficult girl with great sensitivity, when a wrong move would have

  turned her into a rebel. She had directed her stepdaughter’s life, watched it separate from hers in unforeseen but positive ways; and she would come to feel herself outstripped by

  Gertrude’s adventures and her career. She never resented that Gertrude became more cosmopolitan, a better writer and administrator, more respected as an intellectual, more admired – if

  not more loved – more famous and influential. Gertrude in her turn began to love Florence, never as much as she loved her father but as someone with whom she would want to keep in close touch

  all her life, and someone whom she would occasionally protect from the knowledge of her own dangerous predicaments. Her letters to her father were usually more passionate and fond, just as

  Florence’s letters to her own children, Elsa, Hugh and Molly, had a special intimacy. Warmed by affection but not blinded by love, Florence wrote of her stepdaughter after her death: ‘

  . . . in truth the real basis of Gertrude’s nature was her capacity for deep emotion. Great joys came into her life, and also great sorrows. How could it be otherwise, with a temperament so

  avid of experience? Her ardent and magnetic personality drew the lives of others into hers as she passed along.’




  







  3




  THE CIVILIZED WOMAN




  On becoming the first woman to be awarded a First in Modern History, Gertrude and her triumph were featured in an announcement in The Times. Faced with the

  intellectually arrogant, occasionally self-important young woman who returned to Red Barns after Oxford, Florence told Hugh that they must now get rid of her ‘Oxfordy manner’, or no one

  would want to marry her. Florence determined to domesticate Gertrude, and teach her that life was about more than passing exams and winning arguments: but first, she deserved a holiday.




  She would go to stay with Aunt Mary, Florence’s sister, in Bucharest, where her husband Sir Frank Lascelles was British Minister to Romania. Mary was particularly fond of Gertrude, who

  amused her mightily, and her own daughter Florence, named after Florence Bell, was one of Gertrude’s best friends. There were also the two Lascelles boys: Billy, who had just left Sandhurst

  and was waiting for his commission in the Guards, and his younger brother Gerald. Billy, the object of Gertrude’s first ‘fluctuating flirtation’, would meet Hugh and Gertrude in

  Paris and escort her, otherwise unchaperoned, to Munich, where they would meet Gerald and continue to Eastern Europe.




  Gertrude was wildly excited, and ready to be supremely happy. She had slimmed down over the last couple of years, and was no longer an untidy tomboy but a well groomed young woman whose soft

  auburn hair was her great beauty, her curls escaping from the pins to soften the effect of her penetrating gaze. It was Christmas, and Bucharest in 1888 was one of the smartest and most social

  capitals of Europe, its nucleus the Court and the legations. She travelled with trunks of ravishing new couture clothes for the four-month whirl of balls and dinners and

  evenings at the opera; fur-collared coats and laced white boots for ice-skating parties in the forest; Indian shawls, muffs and mittens for sledging expeditions in the hills with their medieval

  castles and brightly painted inns.




  It was not long before she was presented by the Lascelleses to King Carol and Queen Elizabeth, and struck up a passing friendship with the rather sad and beautiful queen. Better known by her nom

  de plume of Carmen Sylva, the Queen was widely preferred to her austere and somewhat pedestrian husband. ‘The King was so like every other officer,’ Gertrude wrote to her cousin Horace,

  ‘that I never could remember who he was and only merciful providence prevented me from giving him a friendly little nod several times during the evening under the impression that he was one

  of my numerous acquaintance . . . Billy and I waltzed over his toes once. “’Ware King” – whispered Billy, but it was too late.’ Many debutantes meeting their first

  member of royalty would have been reduced to monosyllables, but here Gertrude displayed her ability to meet important people without becoming either obsequious or self-conscious:




  

    

      

        You can’t think how charming the Queen is. Yesterday we went to a charity ball . . . and she came and had a long talk with Auntie Mary and me and finally presented

        me with 10 francs and sent me off to buy tombola tickets . . . I had a long crack with the Queen whom I suddenly became conscious of immediately in front of me . . . However she need not have

        talked to me unless she liked. She told me how she spent her winters – it sounds dreary enough, poor lady.


      


    


  




  The Lascelleses provided plenty of the improving sightseeing that Gertrude had been brought up to. She was entertained by the passionate, almost violent debates she was taken to listen to in the

  chamber of government, and the many late-evening entertainments and balls were all she had hoped. She was a good dancer, knew all the steps, and even taught the legation secretaries to do a new

  dance, the Boston. She wrote to Florence of the different Romanian way of taking a partner:




  

    

      

        You dance nothing through with one person. This is what happens: your dancer comes up and asks you for a turn. You dance three or four times round the room with him and he

        then drops you by your chaperon with an elegant bow and someone else comes up and carries you off . . . The officers all appear in uniform, of course, with top boots and spurs, but they dance

        so well that they don’t tear one in the least . . . I can’t attempt to tell you whom I danced with for it was impossible to remember them all.


      


    


  




  After these evenings, when she danced without stopping until three in the morning, they went home in a pair of carriages through the moonlit snow, wrapped in blankets, the harnesses of the

  trotting horses jingling as they passed through the icy cobbled streets. Back at the legation they found sandwiches and hot drinks in the warm drawing-room, and would sit another hour or so by the

  fire, discussing everyone they had met. Here Gertrude was thrown into a more sophisticated, cosmopolitan circle than she had encountered under the watchful eye of Florence. She expressed her

  surprise at finding divorced women integrated into society. Unadorned with cosmetics, like all proper young ladies of the time, she was rather impressed by a flirtatious maid-of-honour to the Queen

  who powdered herself quite openly – and then proceeded to powder the faces of all the young men hanging round the door of the dressing-room. Among the throngs of counts and princes,

  secretaries and ambassadors, Gertrude met two men who would be of great importance to her: Charles Hardinge, from the British Legation in Constantinople, later Viceroy of India, and the

  thirty-six-year-old Valentine Ignatius Chirol, foreign correspondent of The Times. Chirol, already an intimate of the Lascelles, would become one of Gertrude’s closest friends; she

  would write to him from all over the world, and their relationship would last to the end of her life. To her beloved ‘Domnul’ (Romanian for ‘gentleman’) she could reveal the

  emotions and dilemmas she could not expose even to her parents. It was the breadth of his international knowledge that first captivated her. He, in turn, was amused at the

  enquiring and confrontational style of her conversation, to which he quickly responded in kind. He had begun his career as a Foreign Office clerk; then, equipped with a dozen languages, he embarked

  on a lifetime of travelling, lecturing and writing, while passing sensitive information to Whitehall. He became an expert on all aspects of Britain’s imperial power and the threats to it, and

  later, foreign editor of The Times.




  Gertrude’s independent mind sometimes got her into trouble. On one occasion, listening to a discussion her uncle was having with a foreign statesman concerning European problems, she broke

  into the conversation to tell the Frenchman: ‘Il me semble, Monsieur, que vous n’avez pas saisi l’esprit du peuple allemand.’ A ripple of disapproval ran round the group,

  except for Chirol, who turned away, smiling. A horrified Aunt Mary whisked Gertrude away and told her off. When she reflected on the incident some twenty-five years later, Florence agreed with her

  sister’s response: ‘There is no doubt that . . . it was a mistake for Gertrude to proffer her opinions, much less her criticisms, to her superiors in age and experience.’ But she

  added: ‘The time was to come when many a distinguished foreign statesman not only listened to the opinions she proffered but accepted them and acted on them.’




  The end of the Romanian holiday came at last, and Gertrude’s happy four months would end in a trip to Constantinople with the Lascelles. Adding to her pleasure, Chirol accompanied them,

  picking out many wonderful and exotic sights that tourists would normally have missed. Billy rowed her in a caique up the Golden Horn: ‘It was perfectly delicious with a low sun glittering on

  the water, bringing back the colour to the faded Turkish flags of the men of war and turning each white minaret in Stamboul into a dazzling marble pillar,’ she wrote home.




  Gertrude was soon to ‘come out’ as a debutante in London – the ritual for well-heeled girls emerging from the schoolroom to join ‘society’ – and be presented

  to the Queen at a reception, called a ‘drawing-room’. But back at Redcar, Florence now put into action her threat of domesticating Gertrude. For intelligent people

  like Florence and Hugh, men were not moral because they went to church, or women because they kept a clean and orderly house. But intellectual women who filled their lives with ‘men’s

  work’ – political debate, meetings, campaigning – while neglecting their children, husbands and homes were quite definitely immoral. Charles Dickens had characterized this type

  unforgettably as Mrs Jellaby in Bleak House, written thirty years previously. She was a lady of ‘very remarkable strength of character, who devotes herself entirely to the

  public’ and especially to ‘the African project’. Her dress was undone at the back and her hair unbrushed. Her dirty room was strewn with papers while her hungry children milled

  and whined around her, and the mild and silent Mr Jellaby, his virility in shreds from long exposure to this virago, sat in a corner with his aching head pressed against the wall. Gertrude might be

  a bluestocking, Florence thought, but she would not be a Mrs Jellaby.




  Having some travelling of her own to do, Florence put her stepdaughter in charge of the three youngest children. She was to teach them history, run the house and the servants, balance the books

  and have everything in order when Hugh came home from Clarence each evening. Maurice was at Eton, where he would stay until he was nineteen. Gertrude, who enjoyed the company of children and was

  deeply fond of all her brothers and sisters, did her absolute best, scowling over the accounts, visiting Clarence wives and organizing events for them, attempting needlework and sending Florence

  bulletins of their daily activities. ‘I went into the gardens to be cool, but presently came the babies who announced that they were barons and that they intended to rob me. I was rather

  surprised at their taking this view of the functions of the aristocracy . . . We all played at jumping over a string . . . Molly shocked Miss Thomson [the governess] dreadfully the other day by

  asking her what was the French for “This horse has the staggers”!’




  Not a very distinguished cook herself, she taught Molly and Elsa to make scones and gingerbread. In between domestic duties she took dancing lessons, read Swinburne’s Jonson, and

  occasionally left the children to the servants and travelled up to Lady Olliffe’s in Sloane Street for fittings for dresses for her London season. Her struggles with the

  accounts suggest the emphasis that Florence placed on home economy, and her insistence that her stepdaughter should learn the value of money. No one would have thought from Gertrude’s letters

  at this time that they were from a scion of the sixth-richest family in Britain.




  

    

      

        About the little girls’ frocks, Hunt [the nursemaid] would like to have one for Molly made of cambric matching the pattern of Elsa, 16d. a yard 40 in. wide; the

        other two of nainsook which will wash better, 13d. and 38 in. wide. There are two insertions, one at 6¼[d.] not so very pretty, one at 10½[d.] very pretty indeed. However it is

        4d. a yd. dearer . . . Mr Grimston says that he cannot supply us with mutton at 9d. a pound, it is so dear now. I have asked the other butchers and find they are all selling it at 10d. or

        10½[d.] a pound . . .


		

        I paid everything but the butcher with what you sent and had over one pound balance which I have kept for next time . . . I went to Clarence today and arranged about the nursing lecture

        to-morrow . . . Then I paid some visits and came home with Papa at 4.35. Molly and I have since been picking cowslips.


		


      


    


  




  Having paid her family dues, Gertrude moved up to London for her ‘coming out.’ At the series of receptions, weekend house parties and balls to which they were invited, the young

  ladies would be presented with an array of eligible bachelors from an official list, from which it was assumed they would find husbands. In her obligatory white gown and train, with tall white

  feathers securely pinned in her red hair, Gertrude drove to Buckingham Palace with Florence and Hugh in a slow-moving line of carriages, and made her formal curtsy to the ageing queen. Heavily

  chaperoned, she attended assemblies at dozens of great houses, including the Duke of Devonshire’s, the Londonderrys’ and the Stanleys’, stayed in Audley Square with Lord and Lady

  Arthur Russell, of whose many children Flora was her special friend; went to Ascot in a magnificent hat; attended the Eton and Harrow cricket match; and did the full round of country-house

  weekends. She wrote to Florence: ‘Do you remember discussing what other girls do with their days? Well I have found out – they spend their entire time rushing from

  house to house for cricket weeks, which means cricket all day and dancing all night . . .’




  She was enjoying talking to all kinds of people. ‘Lord Carlisle came and sat by me and we discussed football and the Church! He was very surprised to find what a lot of ecclesiastical

  gossip I know, and I that he should know about football. I must tell you I had on a very pretty gown which had a great success.’




  Just as Oxford had seemed restrictive after the freedoms she relished at home, now London society bound her to conventions that had not been so strictly enforced in Bucharest. Since aristocratic

  families such as the Cecils, the Howards, the Cavendishes and the Stanleys ruled society, the receipt or absence of invitations from these social arbiters determined the degree of a girl’s

  acceptability. Most onerous for Gertrude, as it had been at school and at university, was having to be accompanied by a chaperone whenever she passed beyond the front door, even to visit a picture

  gallery or a church. Used to galloping about all over Yorkshire and leaping fences on the hunting field, at country-house weekends her riding was reduced to the sedate pace of a cavalcade, with

  fellow guests, grooms and family coachmen all lumbering along together. She had even to be careful which books she was seen to be carrying, and was reproved for reading Bourget’s Le

  Disciple. The fact that she was reading it in French did not protect her from disapproval: the novel concerns a pupil who applies his master’s naturalistic theories to everyday life.




  Occasionally she broke away. Her good friend Mary Talbot from

Lady Margaret Hall days, a saintly woman who would marry the future Bishop of Chichester, was devoting her tragically short life to working in the slums of the East End of London. No doubt

  reflecting on the different directions their lives were taking, one day Gertrude gave her chaperones the slip and incurred Florence’s displeasure by going off by herself on the new

  underground railway to Whitechapel, where she spent a fascinated day accompanying Mary on her rounds.




  Florence had expressed her disapproval of Gertrude’s flirtation with Billy Lascelles. The fact that they were cousins, she said, did not permit Gertrude to waive the

  conventions, especially because Billy was much in London at the time and his family were abroad. Gertrude was on her honour to behave well, irritating as it often was. ‘Billy and I sat in the

  garden and had a long talk . . . he wanted to take me with him to Paddington and send me back in a hansom, don’t be afraid, I didn’t go – what would have happened if I had, it was

  ten o’clock?’ she wrote. There was another man, one Captain X, who took her to an exhibition and brought her home alone in a hansom: she told Florence, ‘I hope that doesn’t

  shock you.’ If he had hoped for a flirtation, he was disappointed. ‘I discussed religious beliefs all the way there and very metaphysical conceptions of truth all the way back . . . I

  love talking to people when they really will talk sensibly and about things which one wants to discuss.’ When Florence wrote to reprimand her for this indiscretion, Gertrude disarmingly

  replied: ‘I don’t think many of our watchful acquaintances saw me on Sunday, it was a streaming afternoon. I felt sure you wouldn’t like it, but you know, I didn’t

  either!’




  When in the course of time it was Gertrude’s turn to chaperone Elsa and Molly to London dances, she immensely enjoyed helping them dress up in their finery, but soon became bored when

  required to watch over them from the sidelines. Remembering a remark of Florence’s at the May balls about how old the function of chaperoning had made her feel, Gertrude wrote to her:

  ‘I sat on a bench and watched them dancing round and knew just what you felt like at Oxford.’




  What was Gertrude like in her early twenties? It is fascinating to think that we may have a partial description of her by that fine analyst of character, Henry James. The author was a good

  friend of Florence and of Elizabeth Robins, and Gertrude met him several times, sometimes as a guest of the Bells and more than once at a dinner party of the Russells, where he was also a frequent

  guest. Hearing him make fun of a novel of Mrs Humphry Ward’s, she judged him ‘the critic – so moderate, so just; and so contemptuous! Every sentence hit the nail right on

  the head, and every nail ran down into the coffin of Mrs Ward’s reputation as a novelist.’ Of the novel’s protagonist James had remarked: ‘A shadow, a

  character indefinitely postponed, he arrives nowhere.’ It is hard to believe that Gertrude’s guileless and very direct personality went unnoticed by James then or afterwards, and very

  tempting to compare her with the character of Nanda, the heroine of his novel The Awkward Age, published several years later in 1899. Gertrude may well have been one of the young ladies

  serving as his inspiration. Florence Bell was a strong supporter and confidante of James in his pursuit of success in the theatre, and in 1892 he based a leading character on her in his short

  story, ‘Nona Vincent’.




  The Awkward Age is drawn from a slightly earlier period of James’s life when he was an inveterate diner-out in London society. It concerns ‘the sometimes dreaded, often

  delayed, but never fully arrested coming to the forefront’ of the debutante, and ‘the “sitting downstairs”, from a given date, of the merciless maiden previously perched

  aloft’ – a situation that ‘could easily be felt as a crisis [because of] the account to be taken, in a circle of free talk, of a new and innocent, a wholly unacclimatized

  presence’. His comedy shows the sophisticated circle of adults ‘put about by having, of a sudden, an ingenuous mind and a pair of limpid searching eyes to count with’. In the

  Jamesian world of dim drawing-rooms and subtle subtexts, Nanda stands out as an uncompromising figure, questioning, characterful, honest to the point of awkwardness. ‘Not so pretty’ as

  the lovely little Aggie, she is ‘self-possessed . . . downright . . . curiously wanting . . . in timidity and in levity . . . not easily abashed’, and shows ‘a crude young

  clearness’ in conversation. From beneath a ‘disposition . . . of fair hair’, her eyes are fixed on her interlocutor with ‘a mild straightness’, which ‘makes the

  beauty of the remainder’. She chooses, whenever possible, to walk rather than take the carriage.




  Gertrude had reached the age of twenty-four without really falling in love – a state of affairs that could not be expected to continue. She had been out in society for

  three years, but her character was already too decided, her mind too sharp and her critical sense too finely tuned to mesh easily with the less developed personalities and intellects around her. So many people of her age were in awe of her, if not for her social standing then for her intellect, and in a manner often typical of daughters of powerful and

  famous fathers, she failed to hide a felt superiority to men who could not measure up to Hugh. She must have recognized this, and felt unable to release herself from a certain pressure of

  expectation from – and because of – her family. She was feminine, attractive, lively; she was ready to be happy; but Bucharest lived on in her mind as the place where she had had most

  fun and felt most admired. When Aunt Mary invited her to join the Lascelleses again, this time in Persia, she was ecstatic. It would be her first encounter with the East.




  As soon as she heard that ‘His Ex’ Sir Frank was going to take up his ambassadorship in Teheran, she had begun to learn the language. Lord Stanley of Alderley – of the family

  into which Aunt Maisie had married – was her first teacher of Persian and afterwards she attended the London School of Oriental Studies. By the time she got to Persia, six months later, she

  was able to understand what she heard. Travelling with her cousin Florence, she took the train from Germany through Austria to Constantinople, then by Tiflis and Baku round the Caspian Sea. Her

  sense of escape and exhilaration increased with each country that she crossed, and from the moment she set foot in Persia, she felt reborn.




  On her first day there, riding out of Teheran as the sun was rising, she was led by her guide to the crest of a mountain. She saw, spread out beneath her, the landscape she found more beautiful

  than any other. The moment is crystallized in a letter to her cousin Horace Marshall dated 18 June 1892, a moment of sheer delight, ecstatically described, in which, as her eyes travelled the

  limitless horizon, there is almost a note of mysticism as she ventured into the edges of the wilderness that would become her spiritual home:




  

    

      

        Oh the desert around Teheran! Miles and miles of it with nothing, nothing growing; ringed in with bleak bare mountains snow crowned and furrowed with the deep

        courses of torrents. I never knew what desert was till I came here; it is a very wonderful thing to see; and suddenly in the middle of it all, out of nothing, out of a

        little cold water, springs up a garden. Such a garden! Trees, fountains, tanks, roses and a house in it, the houses which we heard of in fairy tales when we were little: inlaid with tiny

        slabs of looking-glass in lovely patterns, blue tiled, carpeted, echoing with the sound of running water and fountains . . .


      


    


  




  Constrained and compartmentalized at home, in the East Gertrude became her own person. Her spirits soared and her receptiveness to nature and life expanded so that she was forced to recognize

  within herself two Gertrudes. Part of the sense of difference was that here there were few rules, few expectations. She had emerged from the shadow of the Bells into the light of independence. It

  had the effect of humbling her, and led her to conclusions and realizations that would not have occurred to her at home:




  

    

      

        Are we the same people I wonder when all our surroundings, associations, acquaintances are changed? Here that which is me, which is an empty jar that the passer by fills

        at pleasure, is filled with such wine as in England I have never heard of . . . How big the world is, how big and how wonderful. It comes to me as ridiculously presumptuous that I should dare

        to carry my little personality half across it and boldly attempt to measure . . . things for which it has no table of measurements that can possibly apply.


      


    


  




  Each enchanted day began with a two-hour ride into the countryside, followed by a cold bath scented with rosewater, then breakfast spread out in a tent in the embassy garden. Ahead lay a wealth

  of pleasure: expeditions and sightseeing, delicious long lunches, lying in a hammock with a book in her hand, games and entertainments, and heady evenings dancing and dining in fabulous palaces and

  pavilions until the cool early hours. Just riding or driving through the streets was a revelation:




  

    

      

        In this country the women lift the veil of a Raphael Madonna to look at you . . . I felt ashamed almost before the beggars in the street – they wear their rags with

        a better grace than I my most becoming habit, and the veils of the commonest women (now the veil is the touchstone on which to try a woman’s toilette) are far better

        put on than mine. A veil should fall from the top of your head to the soles of your feet, of that I feel convinced, and it should not be transparent.


      


    


  




  And love came at last, in the form of an agreeable legation secretary, Henry Cadogan, the eldest son of the Hon. Frederick Cadogan and the grandson of the 3rd Earl Cadogan. Gertrude described

  him in her letters with a wealth of detail that might have given Florence an early warning of her interest. He was thirty-three, ‘tall and red and very thin . . . intelligent, a great tennis

  player, a great billiards player, an enthusiast about Bezique, devoted to riding though he can’t ride in the least . . . smart, clean, well-dressed, looking upon us as his special property to

  be looked after and amused’. He was well educated – scholarly, even – and his attentions to Florence and Gertrude soon focused particularly on the latter. He read and spoke the

  language, and brought her piles of books to get through. He found her a teacher who would continue her lessons in Persian.
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